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CHIEF EDITOR’'S INTRODUCTION

FEMINIST ENCOUNTERS: A JOURNAL OF CRITICAL STUDIES IN CULTURE
AND POLITICS

Founded in 2017, Feminist Encounters is a journal committed to argument and debate, in the tradition of
historical feminist movements.

In the wake of the growing rise of the Right across the world, openly neo-fascist national sentiments, and rising
conservative populism, we feminists all over the world are needing to remobilise our energies to protect and
advance gender rights.

Feminist Encounters provides a forum for feminist theorists, scholars, and activists to communicate with each
other, to better educate ourselves on international issues and thus promote more global understanding, and to
enhance our critical tools for fighting for human rights.

Feminism is an intellectual apparatus, a political agenda, and a programme for social change. Critical analysis
of how gender discourses produce cultural identities and social practices within diverse lived realities is key to this
change. We need to think more sharply in order to strategise well: as the discourses of conservatism renew and
invigorate themselves, so we as feminist scholars need to be refining our amazonic swords in order not just to
respond effectively but also to innovate our own ideas for equality and social justice.

We are, of course, committed to intersectionality, a vital lens through which to see the contours of
race/ethnicity, class, sexuality, age/ability, and explore how gendered scripts get lived, and filtered through these
specificities of cultural organisation. Lived experience is never codified in terms of gender alone, and so our
research will always be sensitive to the nexus of lived oppressions.

The journal has a large editorial board and journal team, consisting of over forty scholars in twenty countries.
This is deliberately inclusive in order that we can promote diversity and engage with different concerns from across
the world. Our aim is not to simply talk to ourselves, reconfirming our localised assumptions, but to generate
feminist encounters across regions, even if this is sometimes uncomfortable. Globalisation has been a triumph of
neoliberalism, but digital technologies have also flattened and reduced the distance between us in dramatic ways,
so that now we can talk to each other with unanticipated ease.

This new access to each others’ voices has also brought challenges to the way we think and do things, so that
being a feminist today might be quite a different prospect to a person living in China, Iran, Norway, South Africa
or the UK. Second Wave Feminism used the idea of ‘sisterhood’ to invoke solidarity between women. I’ve always
rather liked Andrea Dworkin’s claim, though, that: “Feminism is a political practice of fighting male supremacy in
behalf of women as a class, including all the women you don’t like, including all the women you don’t want to be
around, including all the women who used to be your best friends whom you don’t want anything to do with
anymore.” The notion of sisterhood was challenged by Black feminists in the 1980s as being too conceptually
white, thus bell hooks’ trenchant critique that: “the idea of ‘common oppression’ was a false and corrupt platform
disguising and mystifying the true nature of women’s varied and complex social reality”. In the 1990s and 2000s it
has been fair to say that feminist theory and Feminist Studies since have engaged more intentionally and deliberately
with intersectionality - though Jennifer Baumgardner did caution us that: “Sisterhood was never about everybody
agreeing ....”.

For our journal, sisterhood must expand and embrace our transgender allies and our men friends, reminding
us that sibling relationships are rarely straightforward or inevitably blessed by golden moments of total affinity.
Thus, Feminist Encounters welcomes the opportunity for new kinds of international discussions in the spirit of
collaboration and critical intellectual enquiry. We hope for productive agreement and disagreement, and the shared
struggle of fighting gender oppression, with our minds, hearts, and bodies, as the times demand.

Sally R Munt, University of Sussex
Founding Editor
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Feminist Culture and Politics in Iranian Women’s Post-Revolutionary Poetry (1979-2017)
Mahrokhsadat Hosseini *
Published: March 19, 2018

ABSTRACT

This article shows how Iranian female poets in the post-revolutionary period, through their poetry,
transgress several socio-cultural boundaries. The strategy of these women poets is the same: to become
more visible, to raise their voice, to resist and to create a new identity not far off from their self. The article
shows how the Iranian women poets in question attempt to promote ethical relations between human
subjects through using their feminine writing. Their poems highly criticise an Iranian historical tradition that
does not sufficiently recognise the presence of two different subjects—masculine and feminine— and which
is not concerned enough with the ethics of relations between subjects. These poems can be analysed in
terms of an Irigarayian framework that argues for a woman’s ability to establish herself as an independent
subject. The Iranian authors/poets started to reform and rethink gender, and their poetry opens doors to
Bakhtinian dialogism and eventually Iranian feminism. The article argues, using Irigaray, that it is essential
for Iranian women to create a “house of language”, a place in which they can practice living and articulating,
so that they can achieve self-enunciation.

Keywords: phallogocentric, self-enunciation, dialogical, deconstructionist, feminine syntax

INTRODUCTION

Gender-related themes began to be highlighted in women’s literary discourse in Iran during the post-
revolutionary movement, after 1979. Women’s poetry enacted a shift in discourse, from traditional Islamic themes
of mothers, wives, guards of the revolution, warriors, and martyrs, to more directly gender-related themes in the
past three decades after the revolution.

Gender identity in Iran cannot be detached from the concept of sharm' (self-erasure). Self-control in behaviour
and appearance, and confinement of physical mobility and sexuality, are all features of the gender politics in Persian
classical poems. These restrictions often function through the concept of self-erasure, or the Persian equivalent,
sharm, which is a patriarchal measure of a woman’s attraction and beauty (Milani, 1992: 52). It can be argued that
the question of sharm was the focus of poets’ critical inquiry during this period. Classical poems were created as
love poems for and about women, who were at the centre of the poetry, an aesthetic object, there to be gazed at
(ibid). In other words, these poems predominantly had a monologic voice and were produced from the perspective
of the masculine lover only. However, the women poets in post-revolutionary period gradually attempted to
challenge the question of sharn and remove the position of woman as beloved, and transferred this position or
direction of the poem into men to be gazed at.

The present study proposes a fresh evaluation of contemporary Iranian women’s poetry. It adopts a feminist
theoretical context in order to observe the shift in women’s poetry from the concept of sharm (self-erasure) to
more recognisably feminist themes. It looks at the nuances of the relationship between femininity and masculinity,
and offers a ‘self-enunciation’ of the female other in the context of Iranian culture.

!'The concept of sharm in Iranian culture applies typically to women and it is recognised as a modesty aspiration for
women. According to Rouhi Shafii in Scent of Saffron (1997), the concept involves both an internal state and an
external behaviour. It is associated with feelings of embarrassment, shyness or self-restraint and a women’s public
self-erasure. In this research, I will focus on the self-erasure aspect as a denotation of captivity within a
phallogocentric order.

" Unaversity of Sussex, Brighton, UK. Mahrokhsadat Hosseini is an independent scholar and poet who completed
her PhD at the University of Sussex, UK, in 2017.
. *Corresponding Author: mahrokh_hosseini2000@hotmail.com
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This paper will analyse post-revolutionary women’s poetry in Iran in order to reveal how the poems express
sexual desire regarding notions of visibility and invisibility, and how they modify male mythologies into ones from
a female point of view. Moreover, the study will identify how, despite the state’s censorship practices, female
authors have found ways to escape the restrictive rules in recent years by targeting their readership via digital media.
The paper focuses on the poetry of Tahereh Saffarzadeh (1936-2008) and Granaz Moussavi (1974- ), published in
the three decades after the revolution, and documents a shift in their discourse from traditional Islamic themes as
mothers, wives, protectors of the revolution, warriors and martyrs, to more gender equality themes. These two
poets could offer a range of ways in which Iranian female poets voice critiques of existing gender norms during
these three decades. Tahereh is from an older generation of female poets whose writing belongs both to the pre-
revolution and post-revolution period. Granaz is from the younger generation that did not experience the period
before the revolution, but her upbringing overlapped with the constitution of Islamic Revolution and its upheavals.

In this search for the cultural meanings of contemporary Iranian women’s poetry, the French feminist Luce
Irigaray’s transcendental theories of the duality of subjectivity, the masculine and feminine, and the culture of
dialogic exchange between different subjects, will inform the reading of the selected poems. Using such Irigarayian
modes of resistance, I will explore how the two poets transformed traditional poetry in order to represent certain
female experiences in their culture. I will demonstrate that women poets of this period oppose masculine authority
over language and reverse the negative image of women, through literary strategies that can be understood in terms
of Irigaray’s resistant praxis and her three phase division of ocuvre (Olson, 1995: 145). In other words, I will show
how Irigaray’s division of work to three phases can be used to open up and explore the poetry: the first phase is
to criticise the auto-monocentrism of the symbolic subject, the second is to define a second subject, and the third
is to define a relationship or an ethic between the two different subjects. My analysis of post-revolutionary women’s
poetry will attempt to establish whether the female poets of this period seek to cultivate and embody the female
subject and simultaneously return to the reality of existence of two subjects.

Forough Farrokhzad (1935-1967) is considered to be the pioneer of the female poets who initiated writing
about the erotic elements of the female body in Iran. But after the revolution, other female young poets such as
Granaz, continued to insert these erotic elements into their poetry. They provide reflections on the first, second
and third phases of Irigaray’s work, show how two sexually different subjects can survive by creating a third space,
and explore the possibility of parler femme by embodying a ‘house of language’ in their feminine syntax. It can be
argued that the project of writing about the body in feminist poets’ work, such as the poetry of Granaz Moussavi,
to borrow Irigaray’s words, ‘upsets the linearity of a project, undermines the goal-object of desire, diffuses the
polarisation toward a single pleasure, disconcerts fidelity to a single discourse’ (Irigaray, 1985: 30). In doing so,
they resist typical arrangements of male sexual desire. Their work does not follow the traditional Iranian narrative
pattern of experiencing pleasure: arousal, tension, climax and resolution (ibid: 133). Instead, these poets
appropriate language to represent a female sexual pleasure that opposes and reverses the linearity of male pleasure.
Female desire in their work contradicts traditional logic and disorders syntax. These feminist poets adopt an
associational eroticism that forms their poetic diction and expression, to articulate a female desire, a desire with
multiple endings and beginnings, multiple orgasms, multiple voices, multiple patterns of female sexual pleasure.

METHODOLOGY

There is still a persistent need for a systematic and comprehensive theoretical approach to women’s poetry in
dialogical® terms, and a consideration of the ethical® questions in literature that relate to women in Iran. Feminism
in Iran is a term used to describe Iranian women’s struggle for gender equalities and their resistance to patriarchal
system. However, the term might be misinterpreted with Western connotations by both the secular and Islamic
feminists. Much of the misunderstanding takes place simply because the term feminism does not have a Farsi

2 Irigaray refers to two epistemological models in conceptualising ethics: ‘monological’ versus ‘dialogical’ consciousness.
Irigaray stresses the dialogical model of the ‘two’ rather than the monological mode of the one (one is man, and the other is
woman who is an autonomous and different subject [I] (1993:48). The monological model of subjectivity according to Irigaray
is historically masculine and the one does not take the other seriously since he views the other as ‘things’ to be exploited.
Irigaray endorses the paradigmatic model of two autonomous and different subjectivities, masculine and feminine, in order to
ensure and promote dialogue and intersubjectivity to facilitate their coexistence.

3 For Irigaray, the psychoanalytic gesture is the start of an ethical relation to the other and not the conventional meanings of
ethics. Irigaray’s text An Ethics of Sexual Difference is devoted to this theme. She believes that it is unethical that women have
not had access to subjectivity, and that the universals of our culture have been dominated by a male imaginary. She says that
ethics requires that men and women understand themselves as embodied subjects. She argues in her text that men and women
must work together to learn to respect the irreducible difference between them.
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equivalent and is extensively exercised as a Western meaning in Farsi that is understood as sexism, a discrimination
or devaluation based on a person’s sex. The nature of relation between Islam, Human Rights and Feminism is one
of the most important contemporary issues in Muslim cultures.

Many Muslim, Islamic and secular feminist groups in Iran experienced a problematic relationship despite
similarities in their procedures. Ziba Mir-Hosseini argues that women in Iran who adopted principles and ties to
feminism have experienced a constant struggle as Muslim women since secular feminism argues that women’s
emancipation is impossible under such a theocratic government as observed in Iran. The Muslim aspect of their
identity is sometimes simplistically described by secular scholars as oppressed, whilst their feminist identification
is perceived as ‘progressive and emancipated,” (Mir-Hosseini, 1999:14). The same question is central to debates
surrounding Islam and feminism or more recently, within Islamic Feminism. Western Feminism is seen by some
Muslims as ‘one of the many instruments of colonialism. They despise the kind of freedom offered to women in
the West’” (Afshar, 1996: 200). I believe an approach by scholars analysing literary works concerning a woman’s
ability to establish herself as an independent subject can be more effective in overcoming such problems in a state
where openly feminist movements are not acknowledged and the activists’ measures are foreclosed.

Along with feminist activists in Iran, women who were active in the literary fields also showed a great inclination
towards feminism, e.g. some poets as feminists engaged in activism through their poetry. Literature became
women’s central medium of self-expression and an important means for them to illustrate their suppressed voices.

I mainly borrow my approach from the work of Irigaray and will survey the poets’ use of techniques for shifting
the situation of women in Iranian culture. Mimesis, strategic essentialism, utopian ideals, and employing novel
language are some of the techniques central to this poetry and its attempts to change contemporary culture and
highlight ethical relations. There are not enough studies that use Irigaray in connection with any theoretical,
linguistic, spiritual and artistic practices in Persian literature, specifically in relation to women’s work, however
Irigaray draws heavily upon writers such as Bakhtin, who is very popular in Iranian intellectual tradition. In hoping
to develop a gender-neutral point of view studies in Iran, I believe Luce Iriagary’s resistance theories could offer
more contribution to current politically controlled feminist movements in Iran firstly to stress the definition of a
meaning for an articulating gendered subject, and secondly to recreate those elements of the feminine syntax that
are excluded in the traditional discourse of Persian poetry.

I argue that resisting or deconstructing patriarchal discourse is essentially the goal of the selected poets. My
argument connects Iranian women poets’ literary politics and Irigaray’s philosophical (ethical) position in the sense
that they mutually involve literary and ethical approaches to work in the concealed space of the other in a
phallogocentric world. It is suggested in this paper that Iranian women poets’ style forms a parallel relation with
the three phases of Luce Irigaray’s oeuvre: ‘the first a critique, you might say, of the auto-mono-centrism of the
western subject; the second, how to define a second subject; and the third phase, how to define a relationship, a
philosophy, an ethic, a relationship between two different subjects’ (Olson, 1995: 145). These divisions are a very
useful guide to understand the persistent development of thought in Iranian women’s poetry. These phases or
continual shifts will show how the poets stress the importance of the need to replace the duality of subjects in
sexual difference, with the singular masculine one.

During the last few decades Luce Irigaray’s work has been studied from several standpoints. Her writings have
been analysed both by those feminists agreeing with her work and by those who are more critical of her
understanding of philosophy and psychoanalysis. The diversity of perceptions of Irigaray’s work results in the
classification of her work according to four common attitudes: Irigaray as a biological essentialist, Irigaray as anti-
feminist, Irigaray as deconstructionist, and Irigaray as heterosexist. I acknowledge Irigaray’s methodology of
revealing the repressive mechanisms present in the socio-symbolic order, mechanisms that deny the female subject.
A key element in her theory contends that written language confines the feminine into a phallogocentric logic.
Although I am fully aware of the possible essentialist, anti-feminist and other charges against Irigaray’s work, in
this paper I want to stress the aspect of Irigaray as a deconstructionist, rather than focus on the other charges
against her thought.

This article does not suggest that Irigaray is a truly inclusive theorist nor does it attempt to read all aspects of
the poems using her ideas. However, since deconstructing stereotypes from within is the aim of Irigaray’s work,
her thoughts can be linked to Persian women’s poetry as an approach aimed at uncovering masculine
phallogocentric practices and their method for the elimination of the female subject in the patriarchal culture.

Moreover, Irigaray does not argue for a writing of the female body; she argues for the need to speak the
feminine, to articulate it and to give it room for enunciation. To speak the feminine is more influential for Irigaray
because according to Irigaray feminine language is derived from the patriarchal pre-oedipal period of fusion
between mother and child (Irigaray, 1989:132). Poetry arguably provides a cultural arena in which to begin to
explore these ideas and to put them into practice. Irigaray believes the language of poetry is a form of dialogue
that is more suitable than a ‘speculative’ way of speaking. She writes that, in speculative language, ‘I talk the other’s
language, using his grammatical and lexical norms’ (Irigaray, 2004: 47). The selected poets’ work in this study could

© 2018 by Authot/s 3/12
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offer such a platform to challenge masculine grammar, and the possibility of another syntax which allows for the
articulation of female sexual desire within its diffusive language.

TAHEREH SAFFARZADEH (1936-2008)

Early Work

Tahereh Saffarzadeh is one of the most prominent Iranian female poets; her work falls into both the Pahlavi
(her first collection was published in 1960s) and post-revolutionary periods. It can be argued that Tahereh’s pre-
revolution poetry encompasses all three elements of Irigaray’s schema, but her post-revolution poetry doesn’t
follow that representation so much. In her early work before the revolution, Tahereh challenges existing gender
norms such as women’s oppression and seclusion. Tahereh’s poetry is a good example of literary reflection upon
the socio-political changes in Iran. She expresses the impact of socio-political transformations on women’s identity
and creativity. Solitude, alienation, the search for autonomy, anger and confrontation with patriarchal social
structures can be considered the common themes of the first period of her work. In her early poems Tahereh seeks
to liberate herself from restrictive social codes and conventions. In her first collections, she undertakes a process
of self-discovery; this ends with her trip to England (1967) and later to America (1969). The poems of her first
collection, Moonlight Passer-by, composed from 1956 to 1962, are mainly in the form of love lyrics focusing on the
poet’s experience of alienation and solitude.

The image that Tahereh is sharing through her poems in the first period is of the poetic persona’s dilemma and
dissatisfaction, to the point that she finds comfort and freedom only in companionship with God and poetry. In
her later works, this connection becomes more evident, and Tahereh began to write poems on topics such as birth,
death, love and injustice. In her early work Tahereh is openly present in the poems, and there is not much distance
between her and the personas in the poems. She is not proscribing her inner feelings and where she feels the
necessity, she expresses them. Milani* suggests that ‘the author secks freedom that slips through her [Tahereh’s]
cupped fingers. Alienation, fragmentation, and a search for autonomy are by far more forcefully realised here than
is the ideal that the poet longs to compass’ (Milani, 1992: 161). In her eatly collections, Tahereh challenges social
codes and norms. According to Milani none of the female characters of the poems in the first collection feels the
‘solace of conformity or domesticity; instead they experience a dilemma in its crudest form’ (ibid).

The second period of Tahereh’s work began when she left her job, loses her child and leaves Iran to continue
her education in the USA at the University of Iowa. Her fifteen English> poems in the collection Red Umbrella
(1969), published by Windhover Press, give the impression of her new style. The poems challenge the masculine
culture of her period. She shows her dislikes and expresses her seclusion from norms, anger and distinctiveness.
The poems here are feminine, sensual and erotic, while directly questioning of Iranian patriarchal values. According
to Tahereh’s own words, her experience of living in America, getting to know foreign poets and her interaction
with other artists had a great influence on her thinking (Saffarzadeh, 1979: 131). The content of Tahereh’s poems
in this collection expresses the persona’s eccentric experiences and desire for more. This open, spontaneous space
enabled the poet to expose her emotions and inner self without the need for conformity to social standards or
moral codes. She challenges the concept of sharm (self-erasure) in her collection, and expressions of sensual and
erotic themes are not concealed.

However, this did not last long and her language and content changed after her return to Iran. It can be argued
that the poet’s being away from home, having a different type of audience and readers, as well as writing poems in
English, detached her from the intolerance of the source language and its implicit restrictions that she adopted in
her previous collections. She left the sense of captivity in her early poems and decided to attack society’s injustice
towards women. Her poem ‘My Birthplace’ (Zadgah), from her collection, Tanin Dar Delta (Echo in Delta) (1971),
expresses the poet’s anger toward cultural discrimination in Iran. She illustrates the moment of a girl’s birth and
the relation between mother and daughter. Tahereh condemns the mother’s silence and immobility and her failure
to confront tradition:

my mothet’s look of shame

at my father,

at my grandfather,

after a muffled voice announced,
“It’s a girl!”

The midwife cringed, fearing no tip

4 Farzaneh Milani is an Iranian-American scholar and author. Milani teaches Persian literature and Women’s Studies at the
University of Virginia.
STahereh was the first Iranian female poet to have a collection of her poems originally published in English.
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for cutting the umbilical cord,

knowing there’d be none

for circumcision.

On my first pilgrimage to my birthplace
I will wash from the walls

My mother’s look of shame].]

(Milani, 1992: 164)

Tahereh presents the mother and the newly born girl as victims of patriarchal practices and values. She refers
to the relationship between mother and daughter that is damaged by patriarchal society. The need to modify the
mother-daughter relationship is also a constant theme in Irigaray’s work. In this poem whereas the mother’s role
is shown as passive and immobile, her persona’s voice is loud and critical. To show her resistance and opposing
belief, the persona refuses and discards masculine supremacy and looks for a new identity distinct from her
mother’s:/ I will wash from the walls/ My mothet’s look of shame/. Traditionally and for a long time, families in
Iran regarded having boys as more desirable. Some documents from the Achaemenid period (550-330 BC) show
that mothers with baby boys were adored more compared to ones with girls. Midwives and medical practitioners
were given more payment for delivering baby boys (Hamidpour, 2010: 48). Tahereh’s poem illustrates these
moments of suffering, the whispered and muftled voices, the depressed and shameful feelings of the mother and
the midwife won’t be paid: / The midwife cringed, fearing no tip/ for cutting the umbilical cord/. Its tone echoes
the overpowering masculine culture.

The persona in the poem does not merely express her grief at the injustice in her culture. She also has a critical
and mimetic voice that confronts discrimination. The figurative passage into the tradition here is not to authorise
the past, but to invert the condition that makes women feel shame and suffering at the birth of a baby gitl. Taherch
presents a female poetic persona who refuses to be of a similar status as her mother and who secks her own equal
importance and value. She challenges the relationship between mother and daughter in her poem and, similar to
Irigaray, she is looking for a ‘rehabilitation’ of the relationship between mother and daughter, in order to recuperate
her/self. By reconstructing the normative practices of motherhood, Tahereh’s poem provides awareness that helps
re-imagine female consciousness and thereby begin intervention, aiding women in becoming subjects of resistance
who can confront the dominant authorities.

In other words, the poet’s strategic use of the relationship between the mother and daughter (mother-daughter
relationship) is a form of deconstruction of normative models of women’s compliance to men’s desire, and
simultaneously a reforming attempt at establishing a new, liberated place for women in society. In Je, #, nous (1993)
Irigaray proposes techniques to deploy for improving the relationship between mother and daughter. For instance,
exposing images of the mother and daughter together, or deliberately stressing the subjectivity of each of them.
The poet here portrays the daughter’s position relative to her mother. Displaying images of mother and girl
together in this poem illustrates the need to alter the mother/daughter relationship that is a persistent theme in
Irigaray’s work.

Irigaray stresses the need for mothers to symbolise themselves differently to their daughters, and to emphasise
their daughter’s separate subjectivity. Tahereh, by embodying the picture of mother and daughter, reminds women
of their lack of subject identity, since the female identity is ‘imposed upon her as pure exteriority’ (1996: 47). To
challenge the relationship between the mother and daughter in this poem, the poet refers to a free and active
woman who has the ability to choose her own path and future. This new meaning for the relationship is in
opposition to the masculine characterisation of the undifferentiated relationship between mother and daughter.
Tahereh’s representation of this relationship grants autonomy to women and encourages them to take action and
to reconstruct their own identity.

Similar to Irigaray’s technique of mimetic resistance, Taherch first illustrates the traditional and normative
Iranian culture that shows the most desirable child for a woman is a boy, into whom, according to Irigaray, she
shifts ‘all the ambition which she has been obliged to suppress in herself” (Irigaray, 1985: 14). Women’s value
according to this normative culture depends on successtully giving birth to a male child. The poet shows how this
masculine culture provides detailed descriptions of the mother-son relationship, but ignores the mother-daughter
relationship. Irigaray argues that, unlike the son, the daughter is not recognised and privileged in her society and is
‘kept as a natural body good only for procreation’ (Irigaray, 1993: 46).

For Irigaray, for a girl to recognise her individuality and self-enunciation is for her to have a possibility to escape
from the patriarchal order and attain her own separate subject position. Therefore, the mother should resolve their
relationship and assist her daughter in becoming a separate, individuated subject. Irigaray states that: “When 1
speak of the relation to the mother, I mean that in our patriarchal culture the daughter is absolutely unable to
control her relation to her mother. Nor can the woman control her relation to her maternity, unless she reduces
to that role alone” (Irigaray, 1985: 143). The mother-daughter relationship in Tahereh’s poem is an attempt to
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create a new discourse and replace the normative pattern. Taherch removes the boundaries and restrictions
between the mother and daughter figures, in order to give voice to women in Iran and mobilise their potency.

The second period of Tahereh’s writing is infused with Western values absorbed in England and the USA. She
was criticised in this period for using too many foreign words and too much Western ideology in her poems
(Milani, 1992: 158). However, Tahereh’s stance shifts once again in the second part of her collection, Tanin Dar
Delta (Echo in Delta), and themes of spirituality and Islamic topics, as well as views opposing Western influence in
the social and political domains, start to appear more frequently. When she deploys Islamic topics in her poems
she has a new interpretation of them, however.

Milani states that Tahereh ‘“finds an invigorating ideology of freedom and equality’ in Islam and prescribes it as
a ‘revolutionary banner to mobilise people’ (Milani, 1992: 167). It can be argued that the impact of feminist
consciousness is exposed in Tahereh’s poem, and that it shows the beginning of new activities or a discursive shift
in women’s poetry, especially for Islamic poets after the revolution, which female poets of the past did not reflect
in their discourse. Although these Islamic authors did not apply gender-related statements in their work, they did
occasionally add to the body of women’s discourse by reinterpreting Islamic norms.

In other words, Tahereh’s poetry in the years just before the revolution takes swift steps to connect with Islamic
themes. For Tahereh, Islam becomes the ideology of resistance to the West, and of seclusion from society,
monarchy and autocracy of the Pahlavi dynasty. As Milani states, Tahereh found the religion ‘as the sole viable
cure for all the ills and affliction of her society and voluntarily veils herself’ (Milani, 1992: 167). Whereas in
Tahereh’s eatly poetry, religion had a personalised impact, in her subsequent poetry it became an effective tool in
building her ideal society.

Post-Revolutionary Work

Tahereh’s third period of post-revolutionary work makes a transition from her early work toward her full
compliance with religious themes and the literature concerning the Islamic revolution (Adabiyat-e Engelab-e
Farbangi). Throughout this period, her style did not obey Nimaic thythms or any traditionally structured rhythmic
design, she used a more controlled tone. While she expressed her inner feelings more openly in her eatlier poems,
here she demonstrated more restraint by using a measured, metaphorical and ironic language.

The practice of veiling after the revolution became mandatory in Iran. The veil was mainly advocated as a
political campaign to resist the Westernisation, which was considered one of the reasons for the supposed moral
corruption in Iran. By the late 1970s, for many women, such as Tahereh, the veil represented what the Pahlavis
had rejected: from a symbol of oppression and a badge of backwardness, it was transformed into a marker of
protest and of a new Islamic identity (Mir-hosseini, 2007: 7). As Tahereh began to practice veiling willingly, her
poetic persona also started to veil her outraged feminist voice. It was as if she blocked her poetic personas’ sense
of the search for self-enunciation and Western style of personality that had marked her poetry in the Pahlavi period,
and instead replaced it with a new sense of cultural identity. This new shift in Tahereh’s poetry seems distant from
the ideas and practice of individualism and women’s rights. It is more about religious obligations. In these poems,
she indicates her support for the elimination of Western elements and intervention. In contrast to her earlier
collections, her poems after the revolution do not resist the patriarchal system in society. For example, in the
collection Beidat ba Bidari (Allegiance to Wakefulness), published during the Iran-Iraq war in 1987, Tahereh praises
Ayatollah Khomeini as a hero among the prophets and as the soul of God spreading justice:

you are the ancestor of all heroes
the hero among prophets |.]
Milani, 1992: 169)

According to Milani, in Tahereh’s poetry after the revolution, her women no longer has the desire to rebel
against the state’s imposed gender restrictions. Milani continues:

Her [Tahereh’s] feminist voice is submerged in a neutered persona, if not discounting, then at least hiding her
sex behind an asexual facade. In these gender-indistinguishable poems, the peculiarities of the self are transformed,
harnessed into the revolutionary social system, where there is no space for personal, especially feminist, demands.
One no longer finds any concern over the fate of women, let alone any protest over her condition. (Milani,
1992:171)

Breaking Codes of Sharm (Self-Erasure)

Although Tahereh’s early poems to some extent broke the code of shammn, her post-revolutionary work became
neutral and gender-less, composed in the context of sharm. Tahereh’s attention to the self and lyrical images of love
disappeared and they were replaced by a collective self of religious desire. Tahereh’s later work carefully detaches
her inner self from her readers. She disguises her gender and has a neutral approach to gender-related subjects.
Her critical voice disappears and there is no confrontation with masculine or patriarchally controlled society. Her
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feminist voice, seeking equality for the sexes, is almost non-existent in her later collections. Her enunciation of self
has vanished amongst the more dominant voices of the revolutionary society. Tahereh’s conformity to the
collective voice of society and the gender politics of the period after the revolution could depict the poet’s
conscious choice of changing her direction of writing under the hegemony of Islamic politics.

Tahereh’s work after the revolution, unlike her eatrly work, cannot be read in terms of Irigaray’s three phase
division. The female personas in Tahereh’s later work remain in an ‘economy of the same’. But their presence in
phallocratic logic does nothing to deconstruct that logic. In such a symbolic order, the female personas have no
right to claim their own unique genealogy, beliefs or becoming, and as such cannot enunciate their inner self as a
locus for changes to the symbolic order.

For Tahereh, religion was a personal issue before the Islamic Revolution, but after the revolution Sharia laws
informed the state’s policies and ‘it was no longer enough to be just a believer; one had to wear one’s beliefs in the
form of hijab” (Mir-Hosseini, 2005:1). Tahereh’s later poetry stresses religious and political themes and she does
not show any resentment toward the reconstituted Iranian state. As advocator of Islamic themes after the
revolution, Tahereh is not critical of patriarchal society and she does not excavate the monosubjective (masculine)
character and tradition of Iranian culture in this period. Moreover, she does not seck in her poetry to express the
conditions necessary to develop a culture of the feminine. Therefore, it is possible to conclude that one cannot
really connect Islamic poets such as Tahereh to Irigaray’s three phases: to criticise the auto-monocentrism of the
symbolic subject, to define a second subject, and to define a relationship or an ethic between the two different
subjects.

A VOICE IN EXILE: GRANAZ MOUSSAVI

Granaz Moussavi (born in 1974) is representative of female poets in Iranian diasporic literature. She is
considered to be a member of the young generation of poets after the revolution, often referred to as the ‘children
of the revolution’ or sometimes the ‘scorched generation’, who experienced the Iran-Iraq war in their upbringing
and did not experience a peaceful childhood. Educated in the revolutionised schools, they faced many unanswered
political and religious questions and became unconvinced by the authorities’ justifications for sociocultural
conditions at the time. Granaz is from a well-educated family and she emigrated with her parents to Australia in
1997.

Using a distinctive female voice, she echoes her repressed feelings and seeks other possibilities of political and
social articulation, resisting the perceived ignorance of the male-oriented authorities. Granaz’s imaginative language
and creativity, with strong polemics and a fearless voice, are an example of the range of expressions that exists
within women’s poetry at present. Although being outside of Iran doesn’t necessarily mean free from censorship
and cultural normative perceptions or sensitivities, Granaz, unlike poets in Iran, has no limitations on the narration
of her poetry to express her uncensored voice. Her distinctive voice can be defined as the spontaneous reaction to
her oppressed self with no conscious language restrictions, since she does not need to adhere to the state’s political
(and repressive) requirements.

Iran’s young, post-revolutionary female poets have always struggled with finding a balance between
commitment to the modern poetry of poets such as Simin Behbahani and Forough Farrokhzad and developing
their own individual style. Granaz is a contemporary Iranian-Australian poet, film director and screenwriter who
has developed an original voice in her poetry. Her language is packed with metaphors and erotic images.

Erotic images in a poem do not always involve explicit aspects of sex. Sometimes the poet uses elements related
to the description of the sensual aspects of the human body, most typically the female body, to give voice to
oppressed women. Granaz signifies feminine jouissance (feminine imagination and eroticism) in her poetry as an
implicit strategy. For Irigaray, jouissance refers to the countless forms of pleasure a woman’s sensual responsive
body can experience. It is not confined to a genital/sexual organ, for example. In other words, Irigaray does not
restrict the meaning to acts of genital sexual pleasure. Irigaray argues that “the whole of my body is sexuate. My
sexuality isn’t restricted to my sex [sexual organs| and to the sexual act in the narrow sens” (lrigaray, 1993: 53).
Granaz seeks to challenge the dominance of masculine discourse by writing feminine difference into culture. With
the specificity of a feminine jouissance indicated through her poetry, Granaz questions the domination of phallic

Jouissance, or single pleasure which is explicitly associated with sexual anatomy of a heteronormative masculine
subject.

Like Irigaray, Granaz’s feminist assessment is focused on the ‘sexual indifference’ that she finds at the heart of
the social order. Granaz’s work seeks to deconstruct phallic patterns of imaginary and instead to focus on diffuse
female sexuality. By inserting feminine poetic dictions and elements into her poetry Granaz criticises the masculine
sexual imaginary for taking feminine pleasure away from discourse. The goal for Granaz, like Irigaray, is to form a
place for feminine jouissance, embedded in the erotic and sensual experience of the body. The following poems will
demonstrate how Granaz alters the poetic line to enact certain female experiences.
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Irigaray offers a detailed picture of women’s pleasure in language. In This Sex Which Is Not One, she argues that
woman’s desire cannot ‘be expected to speak the same language as man’s; woman’s desire has doubtless been
submerged by the logic that has dominated the West since the time of the Greeks’ (Irigaray, 1985: 25). A woman
has often been classified by lack, the lack of a penis, the lack of reason and the lack of power. Irigaray, however,
argues that woman lacks no/thing. She states that “[woman]| she finds pleasure almost anywhere. (...) [T]he
geography of her pleasure is far more diversified, more multiple in its differences, more complex, more subtle,
than is commonly imagined — in an imaginary rather too narrowly focused on sameness” (ibid: 28). Irigaray stresses
that women’s language can offer them multiple sources of desire:

[In her language,] ‘she’ sets off in all directions leaving ‘him’ unable to discern the coherence of any meaning.
Hers’ are contradictory words, somewhat mad from the standpoint of reason, inaudible for whoever listens to
them with ready-made grids, with a fully elaborated code in hand. (...) She steps ever so slightly aside from herself
with a murmur, an exclamation, a whisper, a sentence left unfinished (...) When she returns, it is to set off again
from elsewhere. From another point of pleasure or of pain. One would have to listen with another ear, as if hearing
an ‘other meaning’ always in the process of weaving itself, of embracing itself with words, but also getting rid of
words in order not to become fixed, concealed in them. (ibid: 29)

Female sexual desire in language, then, according to Irigaray, can happen as multiple beginnings, brief poetic
dictions, split sentences, nonsensical reasoning and not following consequential, linear patterns (beginning, middle,
and end), as well as challenging fixed definitions and views. Female desire in Granaz’s poetry collections disrupts
the linear narrative model that is prevalent in the conventions of male sexual response.

Granaz’s poem, ‘Man (1), from her Sketching On Night collection (1990), is a direct exposure of women’s
subjectivity and identity crisis:

1

Am not a human neither a sparrow
I am a tiny occasion

Every time I fall

Split into two pieces

One half goes with the wind

The other half is taken by a man.
(Hosseini, 2017: 208)

The poem shows how women are not adequately represented by the existing symbolic system in Iranian culture.
Borrowing from Irigaray, the poem also illustrates how in the patriarchal world, female subjectivity is based on a
lack. The poetic persona explains that women are not given a proper place in this patriarchal world, and that she
is in fact not existing either as a human or even as a tiny sparrow. The wind might refer to the norms and standards
of society which undermine a woman’s identity to form. Finally, we see her as blaming ‘a man’ for having power
over her. Like Irigaray, the poetic persona challenges the fixed definitions related to women’s subject position in a
masculine society. It states that she has no subject position and is only considered as a tiny occasion: / I /Am not
a human neither a sparrow

/I am a tiny occasion/. Irigaray argues that in a patriarchal society ‘woman exists only as an occasion for
mediation, transaction, transition, transference, between man and his fellow man, indeed between man and himself’
(1985: 193). The preference for succinct diction (such as /I/) and fragmented sentences that lack subject or not
grammatically ordered (such as: / Am not a human neither a sparrow/ or / Every time I fall/ Split into two
pieces/) by the poet represents an enunciation of the female desite to expose the domination of phallic jouissance.

Breaking Codes of Sharm (Self-Erasure)

In another poem, Aseman Ra Beband (‘Close the Sky’), from the same collection, Granaz illustrates a bitter but
realistic view about love:

Barbed wire was my mother’s dowry

On the border of the road that was reaching the bitter moon
I sleep with you without love

But I get up with more love

Here the bare footed whores

For one pair of shoes and one set of floral china,

Run Mosaddegh to the end of Vali-asr Avenue
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Yes! The air is filled with sick children
Our bed will be recognised

Close the sky[.]

(Hosseini, 2017: 210)

In this example, the poetic persona leaves behind the historical shyness and moral standards that are defined
for women, in order to express her loveless life with her male partner. She embodies the conventional sexual
relationship that she has to comply with because of the marriage contract. The words ‘Mosaddegh’ (democratically
elected Prime Minister of Iran from 1951 until 1953 when he was overthrown in an Anglo-American coup) and
“Vali-ast’ (the title and a synonym for the Twelfth Imam of Shia and the meaning directly attached to the last
Saviour; also a name of street in Tehran) are used to indicate the history of women’s suffering in a satirical way, as
being continuous from the Pahlavi period to the current Islamic period. The female persona gladly announces her
freedom from the conventional paths of morality but she pays the price for having done so. Instead of expressing
self-restraint and instead of suffering from sexual repression, she gives voice to her fear in the form of physical
desire and passion and fearlessly asks to close the window so their bed would not be visible to the opponents.

The poetic persona in the last line gladly makes a public revelation of a sin for which the sentence was death:
having sexual relations and children outside marriage. Having children outside of wedlock is forbidden by the
authorities and by Islamic laws but the persona inverts this perspective by confirming exclamation expression:
‘yes” Moreover, she attempts to expose the issues related to prostitution and the political subjugation of prostitutes
by inverting the commodity value in this phallocratic system. Similar to Irigaray’s perception in ‘Women on the
Market’, Granaz reveals the position of use value and exchange value of women in the patriarchal society, in which
women are treated in the same way as any other commodity. In the Irigaryian sense Granaz shows that the whore
is seen as ‘used up’ in masculine culture, which makes her a suitable object of exchange for men’s desire, without
consideration of women’s own desire (Irigaray, 1985: 808). The whore in the poem is fully aware of her commodity
value in this phallocratic system, and she suffers the pain of being empty. She should run the entire street for her
basic needs. The sexual desire of the female persona and a relationship with a man outside the marriage contract,
as well as the fear of revelation by the authorities, are reflected several times in different collections of Granaz’s
poetry. For example, in her poems Rabereh (Relationship), Gonab (‘Sin’) and Bag Ham Gonab (‘Sin Again’) she
similarly expresses her oppressed feelings of desire:

Do you think if

I embrace you in this way

And we hide in the sunniest day

Will they find us on Friday evening [weekend evening]?
(Hosseini, 2017: 211)

In her second collection, Barefoor Till Morning (Pa Berahneh Ta Sobh) (2000), Granaz continues to transgress the
dominant ways in which men and women imagine themselves and each other sexually, and their social space. In
her poem Kutah (‘Short’), the persona is annoyed at all the oppression and she shows her anger:

Send me a new mirror

My mirror was loaded with my broken images
So it broke.

(ibid)

The female agony and anger in this poem offer an example of what Irigaray might suggest by liberation from
forms of masculine artistic dependency and focus instead on the nearly visible world of female culture. The poem
is short but steady in movement, full of fluidity and flux. The title of the poem, ‘Short’, sets up an alternative
sequence and initiates a straightforward message. The rhythmical stress on ‘mirror’, the pronoun ‘my’ and the word
‘broken’ sets the poem in motion. The persona’s need for a new mirror in the first line establishes a movement
from her past identity that was imposed on her by the symbolic masculine order. The broken images of her and
the mirror signify a rejection or refusal of the phallogocentric order. There are also multiple presences in the poem
by repeating the first subject pronoun. Hence we have a sustained representation of Irigaray’s model of female
subjectivity: ‘within herself she is already two — but not divisible into ones’ (Irigaray, 1985: 24). The poem evokes
a moment of strong jouissance to describe sheer unrepressed pleasure. As the poem opens up, the symbolic order
of language is subsumed within the semiotic: ‘new mitror / my mirror / broken images / broken mirror’.

Granaz, like Irigaray, uses masculine models against themselves. If the ‘feminine’ is an indication of the
uncountable figure in the phallic order, then the ‘imaginary body’, or the reflection, must be masculine. According
to Irigaray, since men keep the reflective side of the mirror, then women are the suppressed back part of the mirror,
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holding up the mirror for men. They are not visible in the mirror and have no accurate reflection of themselves.
Therefore the poetic persona needs a new mirror to reflect her image and the old mirror must break.

A Novel Feminine Syntax

Granaz takes the feminine poetic experience further, however, by displaying her writing as an act of embodied
Jouissance. She expresses a new sensitivity in Iranian women’s poetry. This original and different awareness is
characterised by selecting simple poetic diction and style to reflect the subjects which are more familiar to the
younger generation’s experience of life in Iran.

Granaz, similar to Tahereh’s poetry written in the USA, finds new opportunities in her exile to Australia in
1997, and her struggle with traditions and norms continues with the articulation of unrepressed feelings of desire
and belonging. She starts her collection published in 2000 with the poem ‘The Sale’, which is a long poem showing
the poet’s rediscovery of her inner self and the generation she has grown up with in exile. Many works in exile are
written concerning themes of being in limbo. The expression and language of these works in exile can depend on
the poet’s integration into the new country they live in and the diasporic opportunities available to them. However,
this sensation of being in limbo in Granaz’s poetry creates a new space and language for the poet that is
representative of women’s contemporary discourse in Iran, and it also displays women’s diasporic discourse.

This new language or ‘feminine syntax’ illustrates Luce Irigaray’s definitions of parler femme:

What a feminine syntax might be is not simple nor easy to state, because in that ‘syntax’ there would no longer
be either subject or object, ‘oneness’ would no longer be privileged, there would be no longer be proper meanings,
proper names, ‘proper’ attributes (...) instead, that ‘syntax’ would involve nearness, proximity, but in such an
extreme form that it would preclude any distinction of identities, any establishment of ownership, thus any form
of appropriation. (Irigaray, 1985: 134)

This ‘feminine syntax’ appears in contrast to the masculine perspective in Granaz’s poetry. In other words,
parler femme, in her poetry, involves exploring the shape of women’s imagination and eroticism, in such a way as to
give way to a new poetic discourse in Iranian women’s poetry. This feminine syntax is characterised by dislocation
of poetic diction, disruptive syntax, apparent disorder, fluidity, repetition and fragmentation. In these poems she
offers new meaning to this feminine syntax and offers original perspectives on it by suggesting it as a way to realise
the connection between her inner self and her belonging and the fixed, essentialist feminine nature defined by the
authorities. The friction between her longing and belonging can be seen in her poems ‘Denunciation’ and ‘Bell’,
from her collection Barefoot Till Morning. In one poetic persona she refuses to return to Iran and in the other she
wants to go back. This theme is repeated in her new collection Red Memories, in the poem ‘I want to go back’. These
images of longing and belonging are located in much of Granaz’s poetry, and they show the poet to be in a
discomforting state of limbo. This space of in-betweenness brought a new realisation of the self to the poet. Robert
Young suggests that the limbo state ‘is the site of enunciation, the instance of every utterance’ (Ikas & Wagner,
2008: 84). In her poem, ‘The Sale’, Granaz applies the elements of this feminine syntax:

I’'ve wrapped the moon’s head in a scarf,
slipped the bracelets of the world on her wrists,
rested my head on the gypsy sky’s shoulder

and goodbye...

(Talebi, 2008: 161)

Granaz uses a gypsy as the symbol of desire, fluidity, mobility and hope. Here the gypsy also confronts the
social boundaries and limitations instituted for women. The gypsy has the potential to shield the persona of the
poet and appropriate her with the new possibilities that are open to her gender. Moreover, the poet has changed
the subject/object image of the classical lover and the beloved who exists to be gazed at. She also transforms the
metaphoric meaning of natural elements, such as a rose with a geranium to convey spring coming;:

Go to my house

That day and water the geraniums
Spring might comel].|

(ibid)

Watering of the flowers is a necessary precondition for the arrival of spring, and it has a direct relation to the
reawakening and renewal of the persona. The classical metaphoric meaning of other elements, such as the moon,
has also shifted from the symbol of the attractiveness of the beloved, to virginity and pureness. Whereas she leaves
the country on the shoulders of a gypsy, she pictures a return to her country and meeting her lover under the escort
of the moon:
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And one day if someone

backtracks in the night

looking for trinkets from the past,

one day if a girl

appears whistling distractedly

to herself and the moon,

that would be me,

returning to pick up my tattered tomorrow

to piece back together before morning’s prayer.

(ibid)

In other words, Granaz utilises the natural elements to give voice to the persona’s self-enunciation in classical
metaphoric discourse, and she explores these creative feminine syntaxes to help her to find a way to parler femme.

In addition, the poem is written in a non-linear temporal structure, and the tenses (past, present, future and a
future that could have been) are non-sequential because of the conditional tense (if’) in the poem. This is to show
the status of the persona and perhaps the poet in her exile. However, only by being next to the moon can her
return become possible.

On the whole, the creation of a feminine syntax is one of the characteristics of Granaz’s poetry. Her first four
collections of poetry are expressive of a younger generation after the revolution in Iran, whom she has grown up
with and experienced the war with, and shared political and religious reinforcement with. However, in her latest
work, ‘Red Memories’, Granaz shifts her approach of writing about the sufferings of her generation and uses a
more personal poetic diction to further develop a feminine syntax, by using natural elements to transgress the
masculine culture (Hosseini, 2017: 214). The concept of parler femme in her poetry provides a fresh discourse which
allows for the possibility of the continuity of the female persona’s existence and self-enunciation. Granaz
announces her belonging to nature to give a voice to her invisibility, immobility and non-existence. By employing
a novel language, particularly in her latest collection, similar to Irigaray, Granaz uncovers the absence of a female
subject position in Iranian culture. Granaz seeks to revalue Iranian female identity and, similar to Irigaray, challenge
the existing images with which women were traditionally classified. She challenges the validity of the conceptual
hierarchy which favours a metaphorically masculine culture over a metaphorically female nature.

CONCLUSION

The poetry of Tahereh Saffarzadeh and Granaz Moussavi show a shift in their discourse from traditional Islamic
themes as mothers, wives, protectors of the revolution, wartiors and martyrs, to those associated more with gender
equality during the three decades after the revolution. Female sexual desire appears in the language of their poetry
as multiple beginnings, succinct diction, fragmented sentences, and illogical reasoning, as well as a refusal to follow
sequential patterns, and defiance of fixed definitions and positions.

These two poets as feminists engaged in activism through their poetry but the degree of their stress on this
issue is different. Feminist poets” work inside the country such as in Tahereh’s early period poems challenged
gender roles, criticised questions of gender inequality, particularly, and they changed their forms and thematic
concerns. But the intensity and impact of their work is very different from the younger generation’s voice, which
is more directly furious and outraged by gender oppression. Moreover, the younger generation’s ease of access to
online social media made their stance more visible than the previous poets.

Young poets in diaspora, such as Granaz, escaped from the frequent censorship in Iran and became more
successful in representing this shift in women’s discourse. These exiled poets could concentrate on the elements
required to share the culture of two and cultivate the hospitality between the two more explicitly when compared
to the female poets inside the country, or the female poets of previous generations. Self-publishing poets such as
Granaz, have in recent years used the digital world to distribute their poetry collections, and due to censorship in
Iran this has become a trend amongst many feminist poets who want to unveil their voice.

Therefore, it can be argued that power structures, conventional religious beliefs and social values in each period
had a direct relationship upon the production of women’s poetry in Iran. Finally, the significance of the role of
diasporic poets in developing the body of diverse voices in Iranian women’s literary map should be more carefully
studied. In a sense, diasporic women’s poetry can be considered to be providing an impetus to the process of
deconstructing the masculine patterns and conventional paths of morality in Iranian culture.
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ABSTRACT

Gendered content that travels through popular TV in Pakistan highlights gender-based crimes and allows
women access to the mediated public sphere. This is an unprecedented form of access in a society that
defines public/private through Shariah. The boundaries between the two spheres have thus far been
immutable. Recent changes in the media landscape have made these boundaries porous. Drawing on
theoretical debates on popular culture, cultural citizenship and counter public sphere, the study argues that
these popular cultural spaces can be read in terms of an emerging feminist public sphere where women can
engage as members of the public and as cultural citizens. To determine engagement patterns of young
viewers, focus groups turned out to be effective method. In the sample of university students, there were
42 participants in 10 groups with 4 to 6 members in each group. The study finds that gendered content
allows women to act in pro-civic ways. Their engagement with this content allows viewers to revisit their
intersecting identities as Muslims, women and Pakistanis.

Keywords: cultural citizenship, shariah, Pakistan, talk show, women audiences

INTRODUCTION

In the last decade, the Pakistani media landscape has significantly changed. Up until 2002, Pakistani audiences
were largely (if not entirely) relying on state TV (PTV) for news and entertainment (c.f. Ali, 1986). In 2002, the
Pakistani government liberalised the media by issuing licences to private broadcasters. These broadcasters not only
introduced new genres (interactive TV) but also started experimenting with topics that were not welcomed on state
TV (controversial topics such as religion and gender). I identify that the new wave of gendered content highlights
controversial issues such as honour killings, rape, child abuse, rights of transgender, the violation of women’s
divorce rights, balala, marriage with the Holy Quran, stoning, adultery, prostitution, domestic violence and the
subjugation of women in the extended family system (c.f. Cheema, 2016)!. Following Felski (1989), Fraser (1990),
Benhabib (1992), McLaughlin (1993) and Landes (1998), I identify this content in television as an emerging feminist
public sphere. As a feminist media researcher, I read popular culture as an alternative or counter public sphere. I
argue that talk shows should be read in terms of counter public spheres that have started to be heard in the
mainstream public sphere on gender issues (child abuse, rights of transpersons, rape, honour killings). Moreover,
it is not only on the production side (in studio), but in viewing contexts that one can locate counter publics/public
sphering. I will argue viewers’ reflection on gendered content can be read in terms of cultural citizenship. Drawing
on viewers’ discourse, I argue that gendered content can be used effectively for feminist agendas.?

!'The term ‘halala’ is when a man has irrevocably divorced his wife, and they (or some people) intentionally plan and
arrange for another person to temporarily marry the (divorced) wife, so that the wife can again become legal again
for the first husband. This intentional plotting and planning for arranging the temporary marriage of the divorced
wife with another person to intentionally circumvent the Laws of Allah and make her legal for her first husband is
what is known as ‘halala’. This definition is cited on Islamhelpline.net, Available at

http:/ /www.islamhelpline.net/node/4722 (accessed 20 September 2014).

2'This article emerges from a wider project that looks at the production and reception of gender-based content in
Pakistani TV cultures (c.f. Cheema, 2015).
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The post-liberalisation period is notably defined by a ‘change’ in content. Although change can be seen across
television programming, I am mainly interested in gendered content.? There are two attributes to this change:
tirstly, it breaks the silence on gender-based issues in Pakistani society and secondly, it gives women improved
access to the mediated public sphere.

While acknowledging change in gendered content, this study aims to share findings of how young women,
specifically university students, engage with interactive genres in Pakistani TV culture that highlight new forms of
gendered content. By interactive genres, I refer to shows that allow women access to the mediated public sphere
through letter-writing, in person, phone, email and social media. Categories in interactive TV can include religion-
based talk shows, social issues-based talk shows, breakfast and crime shows. These are panel-based shows where
host takes questions from the public (mostly women) that are discussed among the panel of experts. Experts
include, clergymen, social activists, lawyers and celebrities. With slight variations in format, all categories highlight
gender-based issues. This article will demonstrate how viewers’ engagement with 3 categories of talk shows allows
them to reflect on gendered realities in Pakistani society.

To determine the engagement patterns of young adult viewers, focus groups turned out to be an effective
method. In the sample of university students, there were 42 participants in 10 groups with 4 to 6 members in each.
Given that an ethnographic approach towards reading audiences emphasises the importance of the context and
‘insists that being an audience (or “doing audiencing” or “consuming technologies”) should not be abstracted from
its social context’ (Kitzinger, 2004: 178), I conducted all focus groups in the Arts Lobby, a popular social space at
Karachi University. Students use this space for socialising and usually sit with friends in groups of 4 to 10. Groups
who watched these shows on a regular basis volunteered to become part of these discussions. Members of the
groups knew each other well, in most cases they belonged to the same department. Using a template for semi-
structured interviews, most discussions started off with recalling the ‘glorious’ days of PTV and how content has
changed after privatisation. Prompts were used to discuss gendered content across genres. Students mostly
discussed among themselves and I only intervened when participants were either talking simultaneously or went
off-topic.

The data used in this study emerges from different groups that have reflected on gendered content in interactive
TV. I traced viewers’ engagement with gendered content across 6 shows. These are: Ak anr Alam (Scholar and
the Global Society), Hawa Ki Baiti (Daughter of Eve), Geo Hina Kay Sath (Live with Hina), Utho Jago Pakistan (\Wake
Up Pakistan), Subb Saveray Maya Kay Sath (Eatly Morning with Maya), and Good Morning Pakistan. In addition, two
case studies from crime shows, Shabbir Toh Dekhay Ga (Shabbir Will Watch) and Jurmn Bolta Hae (Crime Speaks)
were selected that fall into the category of narrative form as well as interactive genres.

Access to the Mediated Public Sphere:

The essence of this study lies in exploring women’s access to the mediated public sphere in a society that is
becoming increasingly conservative. Women’s access to the public sphere is heavily influenced by hegemonic
Islamic discourse as the state religion, which depicts ‘home’ as women’s natural sphere of activity, and their
participation in the public sphere as regulated by male guardians (mabram). 1 do not mean to generalise this scenario
by stating that all women have limited access to the public sphere, or that there are hardly any women who are free
to struggle against the religious and cultural practices that bar women’s access to the public sphere (c.f. Cheema,
2018). Of course, it is clear that Pakistani women do not form a homogenous whole with the same aspirations for
identical social behaviour, and are intersectional subjects.

Significant for this project is how interactive genres give women access to the mediated public sphere, with
gendered content directly challenging the public/ptivate distinction of Pakistani society laid under Shariah. This
distinction is defined by the contemporary Muslim scholars inclined toward the Hanafi school of thought. For a
long time, scholars (such as Abul Ala Maududji, Israr Ahmed and Amin Ahsan Islahi) who campaigned for political
Islam opposed women’s participation not only in politics, but also, in any other activity ‘outside the home’. In
justifying his stance on women’s sphere of activity, Maududi (2010) relies on the hadith that ‘the woman is not
allowed to go on a journey except in company of a mabran’ (a male member of the family with whom sexual
relationship is forbidden) (2010: 148). In the light of the Aadith from Abu Da’ud (third of the canonical hadith

3 I have chosen to call it "gendered content’ because themes mainly address women issues but also touch other gender-based
issues such as homosexuality and rights of transgender people.

#In the first stage of transcribing, most of the data was transcribed in the form of notes taken during recording and
conducting the interviews and the focus groups. The second stage of transcribing was the stage of ‘data reduction’
(McLellan, MacQueen, Neidig, 2003: 66). The data reduced was that which did not fall into the scope of this study or where
participants had completely diverted from the topic, but I did not discard the written notes about visual cues, body language
and gestures that were equally important to reinforce any ideas about identity construction and social meanings. In the third
stage of transcribing the data, the thorough examination of the fieldwork was undertaken to identify the common themes in
discussions.
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collections), Maududi further notes that ‘the most appropriate place for her according to the Islamic law is her
home’ (148). Amidst rising conservatism in Pakistan, this belief is garnering appeal across different classes in the
society. While Muslim scholars with a more liberal outlook (Wudud (1999), Asma Barlas (2002), Asghar Ali
Engineer (1997) and Javed Ahmed Ghamidi (2010)) have attempted to rearticulate this distinction and the
role/place of women in society, they struggle to get ‘air time” on screen because broadcasters are fearful of giving
them space (c.f. Cheema, 2016, 2018).

This study notes that interactive shows, however, give women access to media without displacing them from
home. This is a unique and unprecedented form of access that transcends physical boundaties laid by Shariah.
Interestingly, it does not essentially need accompanying a mabram to access the public sphere. In this sense, the
liberalisation of media has opened up many areas for debate. I am fundamentally interested in how the
public/private distinction has become negotiable by giving access to women (without zahram) to the mediated

public sphere.

THEORETICAL PREMISE: POPULAR CULTURE AND CULTURAL CITIZENSHIP

Gendered content travels across different genres in popular culture and offers spaces for the intersection of
the social, private, public and the political. Popular culture plays an important role in nurturing an environment in
which dominant ideologies can be challenged. More importantly, it can also allow its consumers to perform like
responsible citizens. In other words, the production and consumption of popular content can be organized around
civic concerns. For instance, the issue of gendered crime and state law is a common theme in popular genres in
Pakistani TV culture. Such content enables audiences to reflect on these issues and react as concerned citizens.
This practice of performing as citizens in relation to cultural products is referred to as cultural citizenship.

Scholars define cultural citizenship as a concept that initiates and celebrates symbolic representation and
discussion on otherness and tolerance. (c.f. Isin and Wood, 1999; Pakulski, 1997). Stevenson argues that ‘questions
of cultural citizenship therefore seek to rework images, assumptions and representations that are seen to be
exclusive as well as marginalizing’ (2001: 4). I argue that gendered content facilitates the access of ‘left out’ members
of society to the public sphere in two ways. Firstly, by giving a platform to victims of gender-based crimes to
narrate their stories, and secondly, by giving access to female viewers (to perform as cultural citizens) who may
otherwise not participate in the public sphere. Hermes (1998), Dahlgren (1995) and Wieten (1998) directly link the
concept of cultural citizenship to popular culture. Hermes (2005: 10) defines cultural citizenship as ‘the process of
bonding and community building, and reflection on that bonding, that is implied in partaking of the text-related
practices of reading, consuming, celebrating, and criticizing offered in the realm of (popular) culture’. In case of
this study, I argue that such popular culture invites women across class and age to reflect on the public/private
distinction in Pakistani society (and thus on a defining aspect of women’s role in society).

In academic literature, there is a tendency towards belittling the popular genres that offer sites for practising
cultural citizenship. I argue, as researchers looking for possibilities of public sphering on gendered issues, our focus
should turn towards locating spaces where gendered publics are invested. In most cases, gender-based issues are
featured in serialized dramas and interactive TV. Audiences who behave as publics in the symbolic and imagined
spaces of such programmes, may use these spaces for personal reasons as well as for the pro-social reasons.

I choose to use follow Dahlgren (2009), Hartley (1996), Hermes and Muller (2010) and Klein (2013), Lunt and
Stenner (2005), McGuigan (2005) in tracing Habermasian public spheres within popular culture. While exploring
how popular culture addresses issues of immigration and disability Klein (2013) argues that entertainment driven
genres ‘serve the goals of a public sphere’ by providing additional material for generating discussion (Klein, 2013:
53). Sanli (2011) also stresses the importance of women-oriented talk shows (in a Turkish context) as a space to
revisit the honour code. Taking it forward, I argue, in Muslim societies that nurture a culture of silence on gendered
issues, popular culture offers the opportunity to initiate discussions on issues that matter to a large population of
society.

Specifically, in Muslim societies that define public/private distinction through religion, boundaries between the
public and the private have thus far been immutable. In many households that follow Shariah, women are neither
allowed to step out of their homes without mahram, nor are they allowed to interact with issues of socio-political
nature (which makes it an immutable aspect of life). I stress that popular culture plays a crucial role in negotiating
that boundary. Hermes (2005) also identifies this potential by calling popular culture truly democratic and inclusive.
The element of interactivity and an extraordinary interest in cultural products can produce newer identities and
can also challenge existing understandings on rights of people. More importantly, entertainment provokes a kind
of engagement with the public that ‘lacks the cultural capital or competence to engage with democratic practice at
a more political and abstract level” (Hermes, 1998: 160). In case of my project, I explore how women who may
otherwise #ot engage in official political discourse on gender rights get the opportunity through such popular
culture to voice their opinion. The entertaining aspect of popular culture bestows it with an unusual privilege
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(especially in conservative contexts) to challenge official narratives on citizenship and rights. Similarly, the rhetoric
on talk shows may appear emotional, but it renders unique occasions to address issues that have thus far been
excluded from the mainstream public sphere (c.f. Lunt and Stenner 2005 and Lunt and Pantti, 2009). At the same
time, I stress that our understanding of the ‘reflective spaces of the public sphere’ should be more open and
inclusive toward issues that prioritise emotions over reason. This does not in any way downplay the importance of
the issue under consideration, or make it in any way less political.

Following Fraser (1990), Benhabib (1992), McLaughlin (1993) and Landes (1998), I read interactive TV as an
emerging feminist public sphere. Thematically and methodologically, this study is also informed by other feminist
media studies and formative research by Tania Modleski (1982), Ien Ang (1985), Hobson (1982) and Andrea Press
(1991). While looking at soap operas, Modleski (1982) notes that soaps do highlight social issues such as rape, but
popular feminine texts do not question women’s obsession with ‘the primacy of male-female relationships’ (113).
Hobson (1994) discusses soap opera with a group of six women and argues that viewers are not passive (1994:
166). She notes how viewing television and soap operas goes beyond the moment of reception: ‘[i]t indicates that
a further stage of communication takes place when they talk about television programs and often the relating of
those programs to the everyday life of the viewers’ (167). Press (1991) reads how women of different economic
backgrounds read the content of soaps in the US television culture. Most crucially, she suggests that how her
research respondents ‘interact with television culturally is more a function of their social class membership than
their membership in a particular gender group’ (177). This article also examines how audiences relate content to
their everyday life and subjectivities.

In regional literature, the study has overlaps with Suleman (1999), Kothari (2005), Talib and Idrees (2012),
Hashmi (2012) and Naqvi (2011). While analysing the Late Night Show (aired on private TV), Hashmi (2012) notes
how content pushes the boundaries of mediated discourse on sexuality and gender. Suleman (1999), looks at drama
serials as a site for challenging dominant ideologies. Likewise, Kothati’s (2005) also studies drama serial as a crucial
genre that is targeted towards women as audiences. She notes that dramas emphasise on ‘home’ as an essential
sphere for Pakistani women.

Methodologically, my work is closer to both Mankekar’s (1999) and Butcher (2003) who use interviews and
focus groups to understand audiences’ engagement with TV content. Mankekar (1999) studies Doordarshan’s role
in the portrayal and reconstruction of gendered realities during the 1980s and 1990s, combining interviews and
observation. While she explores women’s engagement with TV content on state television, this study focuses on
private TV content. Butchet’s study (2003) on transnational television and cultural change also uses focus groups
across class to measure ‘cultural change by looking at changing perceptions of Indianness, and the role of
transnational television in the process of defining, creating and maintaining that identity’.

RELIGION-BASED TALK SHOWS: CALLING WITHOUT CONSENT, PROTECTING
IDENTITY

For the religion-based talk shows, my two case studies were Az Aur Alam’® and Hawa ki Baiti.

Speaking firstly of Akim Anr Alam. This is a 30-minute shows that runs three times a week in which the host
takes live calls from the viewers who either want to seek Shariah-based advice on issues of any nature or give voice
to their opinion on a given topic. Though this show is open to all kinds of topics related to religion, female viewers
(who seek advice on issues of personal nature) make a considerable number of the calls. In the studio, the host is
accompanied by a panel of three male clerics from different Islamic sects who give advice on the issue at hand.

Going through the archives of the show, I identified recurrent issues for which women make live calls on these
shows. I was not interested in quantifying the number of calls made by women but summarising the issues they
brought to the mediated public sphere, focussing not only on the pattern of recurrence of (gender-related)
dominant issues, but also on what is absent from the content. Most importantly, it was necessary to notice any
deliberate or intentional silence on certain gender-based issues (transgender issues and homosexuality). This show
offered spaces for producing/reinforcing socially constructed knowledge, and identifying such discourses laid the
foundation of semi-structured interviews for the focus groups. I closely followed all the episodes of Ak Aur Alam
(from 2010 to 2012), in particular I analysed 25 episodes of Abim Aur Alam (Scholar and Society) that were strictly

> Alim aur Alim is one of the most popular religion-based talk shows in Pakistan. The host of the show started his show
under the name of A/m Online from the Geo TV. At the time of the fieldwork, he joined ARY Digital where he started his
show (same format) under the title of Akim Aur Alam. In the year 2013, he joined back in the Geo TV as a Vice-President,
but following the scandal of blasphemy in one of the other shows of the channel in April 2014, he has now joined Express
TV as the President. He has also served as a Minister for Religious Affairs. Although he changes channels, his show
continues under one title or the other.
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covering gender-based issues. From these episodes, I have extracted foxr major themes based on their recurrence
in each episode watched. These include:
a) women calling in this show to know about their rights for a separate nuclear home (a home apart from
in-laws);
b) women calling in to the live show to complain about their husbands’ behaviour or that of in-laws;
¢) women complaining about domestic violence faced at home, in most cases involving sexual harassment
by the male members of the family;
d) families of the victims of gender-based crimes appearing on this show to give voice to their experience.®
In exactly, the same way, I analysed another religion-based talk show called Hawa Ki Baiti (Daughter of Eve)”.
The format of Hawa i Baiti varies from that of Alim anr Alam, in that it has a female-only panel for discussion, a
two-member panel with a female cleric and a legal advisor. Such shows offer Shariah-compliant advice on issues;
any issue that falls out of the scope of Shariah does not feature in these spaces. These types of shows deal with
gender-based issues in a serious manner and I could not identify any implied intention to create a spectacle out of
any victim’s misery. What is significant here is that these shows provide a safe space for women to discuss issues
of concern. It is important to note how young women (respondents in focus groups) make sense of this access to
the mediated public sphere:

Rehma: Obviously, if a woman is suppressed at home (by in-laws), she cannot leave her house to
approach anyone for help, then such shows offer the right sort of avenue for her. It is a limited sort of
assistance but isn't bad at all, and it is safer for they don't have to reveal their identity. But women calling
in such shows, should be catreful about asking questions of very intimate nature (petiods/sex) for they
have a male panel, you know what I am trying to say.

Sobia: I don't think it is going to have any effect because their families wouldn't let them follow the
advice they seck through calling. Maybe, they just call for their satisfaction, and for catharsis, but it
wouldn't really change their lives in any way.

While Rehma acknowledges ‘calling on shows’ to be somewhat beneficial, Sobia does not see any good coming
out it. While discussing this aspect, both refer to women living in joint household with in-laws. In Pakistan, the
joint family system is prevalent in rural areas, cities and educated households, a household usually spanning three
generations. Under Shariah, sons are responsible for providing maintenance to the parents but also a separate
household for a wife. With rising costs of living, managing two households is not easy. Hence, in most cases, it is
economically viable to stay in parental home and provide financial catre to patrents.

Most of the callers are daughters-in-law living in joint households who complain about their lack of privacy
and how they are treated by mothers-in-law. Rehma and Sobia are referring to how daughters-in-law can use the
show for voicing their concerns without revealing their identities, as the honour of the family resides in their
concealment. Here, concealing their identities can also serve as a protective shield for women who choose not to
reveal identity to protect their own safety at home. They are fully aware of the consequences of revealing their
identities on television.

Most of the women I interviewed at Karachi University seemed confident, opinionated, yet religiously-inclined.
A majority of these students wore hijab, and often quoted Islamic rulings on gender rights. Modest clothing can
be read in terms of the practice that facilitates Muslims women’s entry into public spaces (c.f. Ahmed, 2011).
However, my intention is not to draw parallels between their dress and their religious inclination. With their
presence in a public university, one can safely assume that these students do not associate themselves with the
radical Islamic school of thought that prohibits women’s participation in the public sphere at all. Yet, students
referred to religion as their principal frame of reference for making day to day choices. Fabeha and Romaisa,
students of General History Department, differed in their responses to ‘live calling’

Fabeha: I don't think one should call, if you have an issue at home, it should be addressed within home.
Besides, what are these women calling for, is it not to seek guidance through the Quran; do we not have
the Book at home? Haven’t we read it? And what if their families would come to know about their calling
on such platforms, it can make the lives of these callers even worse.

¢ See for example: Alim aur Aalam, Episode 234 aired on ARY Digital uploaded by: sabakarachi00 (2012) Aamir Liaquat
Part 2 Aalim aur Alam rape in Karachi 3 choti buchiya Episode 234 with Amir liaquar mp4. Available at

http:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=pCT125¢XRYg (Accessed 4 July 2014)

7 Lately, the channel has changed its title.
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Romaisa: I think it is empowering for women to call on Az aur Alam for issues of personal nature. At
least, one step forward.

It is in a way undetstood that viewers who are calling have not sought permission from their husbands/in-laws,
and this lack of approval can land them into trouble within the home. Except for Romaisa, no one considered the
experience/practice of calling as ‘liberating/empowering’, rather as an act of naivety. There is another dimension
to this response. These young girls are all too familiar with cultural norms, and in a way they are implying that
those who are calling to address their home-based issues, will be unable to stand up against their ‘exploiters’.

While most of the viewers seem eager to watch this show, they do not imagine participating in such shows
without the permission of male heads of family, which raises the question: how limited is the autonomy of these
female viewers? In another related study on housewives’ engagement with gendered content, I find that married
women (focus group respondents) get permission not usually from their zabram (husband or father-in-law), but
rather their mother-in-law who takes decisions on their behalf. This has nothing to do with Shariab, it is a cultural
practice that empowers mothers-in-law and makes her sovereign in the private sphere (c.f. Cheema, 2018). In such
instances, women are not essentially struggling against zahram (male members) of the household, but rather their
main adversary is another woman who exercises patriarchal power on behalf of male guardians (wabram).

BREAKFAST SHOWS: PUSHING THE BOUNDARIES OF GENDERED DISCOURSE

In the case of breakfast shows, gender-based issues were highlighted once or twice a week. In Maya Khan’s
morning show, these cases were highlighted daily with specific campaigns run by this show to highlight issues of
domestic politics. However, for other breakfast shows, I had to identify episodes where specific cases of abuse
were highlighted. For this purpose, I analysed at least five episodes per show to understand their treatment of the
gender-based issues. The shows in this category included: Subab Saveray Maya Kay Sath, Good Morning Pakistan and
Utho Jago Pakistan.

In the case of Subh Saveray Maya Kay Sath, the approach towards the gender-based issues appears to be highly
emotional and sensationalised, with everyone in the studio including the victim and the host seen in tears. This
happens in the first 15 minutes of the shows where victims (usually rape victims or acid victims) or those
accompanying the victims share their ordeals. The discussion takes a serious turn in the second half when law
enforcement authorities, NGOs, legal advisors and the politicians are included. During these shows, live-callers
(mostly women) call in to express their concern over such issues or express solidarity with victims. The discussion
around the plight of women is wrapped up after assurances from the social activists, politicians and the host to
follow up the case in future. However, what is worth noting is that the hosts of Subh Suveray Maya Kay Sath and
Good Morning Pakistan are conservative in their approach towards such issues. The discussion often focuses on how
perpetrators commit heinous crimes against the weaker gender (sinf-e-nazuk) who otherwise needs protection, against
she who is naive, and who should be cared for. The hosts do not talk about gender equality because of perceived
editorial control over controversial subjects (c.f. Cheema, 2016, 2018).

In the case of Utho Jago Pakistan, the host is somewhat liberal in her approach towards gender-based issues. She
is much more authoritative in tone. She inspires confidence in the victims of domestic violence, leading them to
divorce. She has also taken up themes of ‘gender identity crisis’ and ‘sexual ambivalence’ in her show. Interestingly,
in such episodes, she has usually avoided inviting religious scholars as discussants. The panellists on her shows
include social activists, doctors, politicians and even celebrities. The discussions here tend to be less emotionally-
laden, calmer and more analytical. There is clear evidence of using the show to make such issues socially and
politically relevant.® When I pursued this aspect with respondents, students of English Literature, they commented
in this manner:

Sania: Speaking on just any issue on television is concerned, we [referring to her friends] don't think
everything should really be discussed on a public medium. There should be some limits to this freedom.
For instance, we should not be very open about issues of homosexuality. Our channels are giving
extraordinary coverage to homosexuality and transgenders, that it will soon be a norm. Five years ago, it
was unusual for us to know that someone is a homosexual or homosexuals are even part of this society,
but now it is as if we have accepted them now.

Bushra: It is true that as students of literature we read anything that is otherwise restricted in our society,
but there is a limit to what we can watch on a public medium (T'V), see, we have some religious norms

8 See for example: Topic ‘gender identity crisis’ on Utho Jago Pakistan. Utho Jago Pakistan published on April 30, 2012.
Uploaded by pakmorning (2012) Utho Jago Pakistan 15t May 2012 Part 3/7 High Quality. Available at:
https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=81JwyHjEULc (Accessed 23 July 2014)
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as well. And religion gets involved in our life at all levels, so we can't really be open about everything,
we simply can't do away with our religion. As far as acceptance is concerned, we can accept only if that
falls under our limits; that is, to stress that we can accept a transsexual for his /her sexual orientation
because it was given at birth by God but cannot accept any sexuality that is socially constructed (referring
to homosexuals).

Rabeeya: Our limits should be clearly defined. If you look at the Westerners, it is no wonder that they
have lost their limits and even their homes, because their kids are too informed about their rights, they
just leave their homes and do whatever they want to. It is frightening to see how their family structure
has collapsed.

Hina: But in a way, it is even good to know about certain issues and your rights as a citizen, because we
can handle ourselves better in a crisis.

In Pakistan, religion is the central reference point for almost everything in life; from identity to daily activities,
religion enforces silence on some issues while explicitly condemning certain acts. Homosexuality is depicted as an
offence in Islam, hence on screen, homosexuality is represented as either an ailment or a sexual deviation. Mostly,
such representations are used for comic relief or to reinforce stigma. There is a fear of normalizing homosexuality
that directly challenges Shariah while there is also anxiety about losing conventional family structure. Both Shariah
and family essentially define the social fabric of Pakistani society.

In this way, religion becomes involved with viewers’ engagements with gendered content on TV in Pakistani
culture, though it does not seem to affect their engagement with the literature they study in the same way. Bushra
draws attention to how they perceive the nature of the medium, pointing out that as students of English literature,
they are ready to read anything about other societies because it does not come in the way of their personal
commitment to religion. It is difficult to identify how these women perceived the nature of my study, as public or
private, but in most cases, they seem to be comfortable talking about these issues among friends.

Reporting gendered crime is not restricted to a single genre; in fact, all interactive shows feature such cases.
Recently, it has become more common for breakfast shows to invite victims of gendered crimes (essentially acid
cases and rape victims) to discuss their ordeal. Young women in the study who follow these shows shared how
they feel about how everyday discussions on rape can trivialise the issue:

Bina: Our shows have a habit of making news or a programme out of gender issues, what we in fact
need, are the solutions to our problems. We have emergency situation, every other day in our country
(referring to rape cases), but we are hardly told anything about protecting ourselves.

Amira: Rape is a done to death theme on TV, and now we need solutions for it, we need to know what
to do, whom to contact if we are in any sort of trouble.

Hira: I agree, these issues (rape) are very serious and too much reporting or discussing them on every
show can even trivialise the actual nature of the issue itself.

Zainab: Our mothers have been living in the same society, and they have dealt with many issues on their
own ot have suffered. I don't mean that we should suffer in silence, but every individual has his or her
own strengths, we just need to realize our strengths to fight for our place or rights in society, rather than
just call in shows and get instant gratification. And there is one more angle to it, as female viewers, the
gendered content fails to tell us about laws that protect us. It is something that has to be improved, we
should bring the laws that deal with women to the fore. Is it not something that has to be the centre of
this debate?

Since the genre is essentially ratings-driven, covering rape can be tricky and often seems to sensationalise crime.
Bina, Amira and Zainab express worries that viewers cannot see beyond the case. Such gendered content does not
meet their expectations. As educated women, they are aware of gendered realities of the society and their interest
comes in knowing more about laws that protect victims. Bina, Amira, Hira and Zainab perform as cultural citizens,
their eagerness to know about the laws that protect them also demonstrates how they think TV can be used
effectively as a public good. Interestingly, this desire to know about women’s legal rights has been consistent across
the sample at Karachi University.

Amira and Hira raise concerns regarding ‘too much reporting’. In Pakistan, there is a significant rise in gendered
crime that is mostly unreported. Reporting across genres is a new trend for Pakistani viewers, but it is also the one
that attracts viewers. From drama serials to interactive genres, all have started experimenting with gendered crimes
(specifically rape) for ratings but also in part for demonstrating corporate social responsibility (c.f. Cheema, 2018).
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It is in this regard, that Amira and Hira raise their concern about desensitisation, but they are by no means showing
their aversion to the representation of rape onscreen. While stressing the importance of covering gendered crime
as a serious issue, Humaira (from the Psychology Department) in another group, appreciates how Hina Bayat (host
of social issues-based talk show) used her show to inform viewers about their rights:

Humaira: I used to watch Geo Hina Kay Sath, we badly need programmes of that sort. It was really an
initiative to make us more aware as female citizens. It not only engaged us with the women-based issues,
but also informed us about the law that caters to our needs. So, there was a situation of bailout in the
end, through which you could know about whom to contact and where to go in a situation like this.

Sohema: Instead of these shows, we need shows like Geo Hina Kay Sath and Anrat Kahani. (Stories of
Women). We can still recall these two programmes which were committed to social awareness. These
programmes were crucial in facilitating the cases enough to draw government's attention towards it or
the legal process itself, but what happened thereafter is altogether another matter.

Bayat’s show has been an exception being more objective about gender-based issues. The show would begin
by introducing a case study and treating it as an issue of socio-political relevance. The emphasis has always been
on the ‘situation for bail out’ and exploring avenues for psychological and legal counselling. In our conservation,
Bayat shared how she wants to address men in the family and initiate discussion on gender rights in viewing
contexts of the home (c.f. Cheema, 2016, 2018). I argue that hers was the only show that could be seen as similar
to the concept of the public sphere in mediated contexts. Hence, Humaira aptly recalls Bayat’s show as the only
show that informed women about their rights and informing them of whom to contact when in trouble.

It is heartening to notice that gendered content facilitates such practices of cultural citizenship among these
women. Even while acknowledging the inadequacies in breakfast shows, women respondents reflect on
possibilities of tailoring televisual content to cater to their needs as citizens. In this way, content enables them to
critically reflect on the status of women in society, and triggers their aspirations for taking charge of their life. The
question of individual rights is also related to their socioeconomic class. At the same time, educated middle class
(including both elderly and young women, c.f. Cheema, 2018) expressed distrust in the system, and that could be
one of the reasons for not participating themselves directly in the shows. This kind of audience engagement and
participation occurs somewhat between the civic and political, where the desire is to know about laws and to
‘influence governmental action’ (Dahlgren, 2009: 58).

CRIME SHOWS: REPORTING RAPE IN AN UNRESPONSIVE SYSTEM

The category of crime shows, as opposed to talk shows, is somewhat complicated. Hosts interview aggrieved
parties, then get in touch with local politicians and law enforcing agencies to determine the status of the case.
Initially, I did not choose crime shows because this genre is available for viewing on the news channels and I had
initially selected genres on the entertainment channels. However, during the fieldwork in Karachi, my findings
revealed that there is a growing enthusiasm among women respondents for these shows. In most cases, gender-
based crimes (especially that of rape, incest and honour killings) are first reported on these shows and then later
taken up by other interactive formats or genres for discussion. In another study, I have found that crime shows
have a strong audience engagement amongst housewives in the Pakistani lower middle class. These women shared
with me that they find such crime shows closer to the realities in their neighbourhood (Korangi and New Karachi).
Moreover, they stressed the necessity of crime shows as their only window to the outside world - it also alerts us
to their reliance on television producers for versions of reality. Most of these housewives had children attending
school or working in low-paid jobs. Such shows informed them about the risks of moving about in a society
apparently full of gendered crimes, and this further may reinforce segregation in society (c.f. Cheema, 2018).
Interestingly, when I discussed the utility of crime shows with university students, they were more vocal about the
negative consequences of watching crime. One of them reminded me of such a story which speaks volumes
regarding ‘the security of women’ in Pakistan:

Sana: Reporting in news is altogether a different thing but bringing these issues up in talk shows or re-
enactment is something else, at least I disapprove of it. Do you think it would make a difference to
victim’s life? In fact, the trauma it leaves with the viewers is immense. After watching the case of a man
who raped more than 50 female dead bodies, I and my mother remained disturbed for at least a week.

Hadia: There is so much wrong in this society, what can we do about it, perhaps just report it. We should
keep our problems to ourselves and solve it internally, rather than taking it to Oscars, and letting the
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entire world know about it. We are a crises-ridden country; there is one crisis after the other, so we
should fix our problems without bringing them on to the channels that are watched abroad.

Sana and Hadia exchanged thought-provoking opinions on reporting crime. Sana refers to the case of
necrophilia reported in 2011 whereby a man who used to work in a graveyard raped 48 female dead bodies’. Both
seem concerned about the paranoia and stress such viewing might provoke in viewers. Their responses also suggest
that viewers are fully aware that reporting crime would not change gendered realities on the ground for the victims.

These crime stories seem to resonate with their life experiences, and this content has even sparked ‘a sense of
concern’ in relation to the nation’s image.!% I argue that thinking about the nation’s image disengages Sana and
Hadia from global women issues, and instead makes them dwell on their identity as Pakistanis. As a researcher
looking for counter publics, I argue that such readings are crucial in identifying intra-public divisions. For example,
the counter public for gendered content identified by this study, may at times not respond to the gendered aspect
of content as much as they would perhaps react to their religious obligations and duties as citizens. The content,
therefore, facilitates a practice of reflecting on their intersecting identities. In this case, they chose to prioritise their
identity as Pakistanis rather than as women.

Almost all the students showed some distrust in the system. While some were in favour of reporting gender
based violence to the authorities, others opined that reporting has no value in a corrupt system. Students of
International Relations commented on how reporting rape is a case in point:

Madiha: We feel we are more vulnerable to such crime; we felt safer in the same environment when
there was limited reporting on gender-based crime. I don't think rape should neither be reported nor be
spoken about, because reporting cannot do anything to facilitate the trial or bring the perpetrator before
the court of law.

Zunaira: But I think it should at least be reported, for we have the right to know what is happening in
our society.

Saima: These shows cannot help female victims in any way, in fact, it can tarnish the reputation of the
family. In such cases, police as party to these crimes make matters worse for the victims' families, does
that leave any point for discussion on TV, when we cannot seck justice through reporting.

Despite unprecedented trends in reporting, Madiha and Saima question the value of it. Their concern is not
entirely unsubstantiated, in the past, there have been cases where victims’ families have faced significant
consequences after reporting. In 2010, Kainat Soomro, a rape victim’s brother was killed after he went to the
police.!! The system is not ready and equipped to protect such victims, and the role of police is frequently under
question in such cases.'? While the media has started giving greater representation to sexual and gender based
crimes, the judiciary and police remain largely unresponsive to such cases. Hence, one effect of this media coverage
has made viewers more aware of their vulnerability in what is felt to be a corrupt system. At the same time, I argue
that recent coverage of rape issues have triggered a #metoo moment in Pakistan. Celebrities have started raising
their voice for rape victims on screen and also take to the streets to protest the failing justice system. Recently,
celebrities and citizens have come out with their personal stories of abuse on breakfast shows, Twitter and
Facebook. The popular pressure to do something is building across media (all genres and social media) and in
public domain (via protests). I see greater television coverage of gendered crime as empowering women in some
ways. Recent trends of greater media reporting gives the opportunity to victims to publicly denounce their
victimhood and defy traditional understanding of honour (that traditionally silences victims). I wish to argue that
reporting is one step forward in Pakistani women’s struggle for emancipation.

? Tonight with Jasmeen, Samaa TV (2011) available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=chxsKhXOu60 (Accessed 14
January 2018)

10 Sharmeen Obaid is a filmmaker who has received an Oscar for her film on acid victims. Consetrvative segments in society
criticise her for showcasing her film in the West.

Kainat says her brother was killed by rape accused, (2018), Dawn [Online] Available at:

https:/ /www.dawn.com/news/544166 (Accessed 28 January 2018)

12 A very recent example is that of Zainab Amin Case, a 7-year old abducted, raped and killed by the preceptor who lived
nearby home in Kasur. After five days, her body was found in a nearby garbage dump. The family tirelessly looked for the
child for 5 days, even provided supporting evidence (CCTV footage) to law enforcing agencies. In a recent interview,
Zainab’s father claimed how his family ‘seized the culprit and handed him over to the police’, while police seemed
uninterested in the case. In other words, victims’ families have limited trust in law enforcing agencies and judiciary (c.f.
Ansari, 2018).
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CONCLUSION

In this article, I looked at how young women respond to gendered content in interactive TV shows. The aim
was to find out how women make sense of this new wave of more directly gendered content within Pakistani TV
culture. This article presented findings across genres. In case of religion-based talk shows, young viewers reflect
on the issue of access to the mediated public sphere in a de-personalised way (since it did not affect them so
directly). Discussions on religious shows highlighted issues of living in a joint houschold and the tensions that
inevitably evolve. In contrast, reflecting on breakfast shows, viewers expressed their reservations on covering
homosexuality as a topic, here, highlighting their identity as Muslims and religion as the principal frame of reference
for approaching social, gendered realities, whilst also suggesting that ‘unconstrained discourse’ on gender can have
negative consequences on existing family structures. Crime shows made them wonder about the utility of reporting
in a system that does not sufficiently protect women.

However, it is worthwhile to note that gendered content has certainly pushed the boundaries of discourse on
gender and violence in Pakistani culture, and this has engaged viewers in pro-civic way. As cultural citizens, viewers
returned to the content to think about their status in society and thus reflect upon their vulnerability. Viewers also
want a way forward in knowing more about their rights under State Law. I read this trend as a hugely positive step
in a traditional religious culture that nurtures silence on gender-based issues. If cultural citizenship is about ‘the
right to know and speak’ (Miller, 2007: 35), then gendered content in Pakistani television has certainly pushed
women to speak for their right to know about the laws that might protect them. Recently, as part of corporate
social responsibility, broadcasters have started intentionally airing drama serials and breakfast shows to raise
awareness on women’s rights (c.f. Cheema, 2018). Non-governmental organisations that are run by feminists have
also expressed interest in collaborating with broadcasters on projects of women empowerment For example, Kashf
Foundation, a specialized micro-finance institution, has produced three drama serials which focus on developing
awareness on women rights. Given such initiatives, I argue that current television has reduced the gap between
feminists and female citizens. Given that viewers also seem to be ready to learn more about their rights, such
initiatives can be empowering in the long run. Yet one needs to bear in mind that all women are not alike, their
ideals for emancipation vary with religious inclination, social class, age and other intersectional factors (c.f.
Shaheed, 2010). Hence, in a commercially driven media, feminist agendas on screen are subjected to the parameters
of viewers choice and editorial policy (c.f. Cheema, 2018). Yet, a way forward could be finding areas of mutual
concern (such as child abuse, or rape) for both Islamic and liberal feminism in Pakistan.
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Min Dongchao’s new book Translation and Travelling Theory: Feminist Theory and Praxis in China offers a fascinating
account of the history of feminist theory and practice in the People’s Republic of China in the past three decades.
Using the metaphor of ‘travelling theory’, Min traces the process of how feminist ideas have been introduced into
the Mainland Chinese context via translation, academic discussions and social movements, and how they have
been received, debated and contested by different stakeholders within China to empower Chinese women and to
develop feminist theories and activisms that speak to the Chinese context. Such a process, as Min convincingly
demonstrates, is fraught with tensions, contestations and even pitfalls; it nonetheless shapes feminism in China as
it is today and makes feminism a highly politically pertinent project in a world of global neoliberalism. Weaving
together rich historical data and astute critical analysis, Min’s book marks one of the best scholarships on feminism
in China to date. The work is an interdisciplinary project that is at once theoretical, historical, and empirical, and it
makes a significant contribution to the intersecting fields of gender studies, cultural studies and translation studies.

The book is divided into six chapters. Chapter 1 establishes the theoretical framework of the book, i.e. an
‘alternative travelling theory’. Building on Edward Said’s notion of ‘travelling theory’, which Min sees as not only
Euro-American-centric but downplaying unequal power relations between the West and the non-Western world
as well, Min’s book aims to establish an ‘alternative travelling theory’. This theory takes into account the reception
and adaptation of Western theories in different geographical and cultural contexts; it also pays meticulous attention
to the links between discursive and material conditions, as well as the complex power relations that shape the
trajectory of travels. I find Min’s emphasis on the materiality and the political economy of travelling theories most
insighttul. Diverging from the over-emphasis of the linguistic and discursive dimensions of theoretical production
in much of the previous scholarship on translation and feminist theories, Min’s book insightfully shows how the
material conditions and the funding models of feminist scholarship have shaped feminist theories in China in
specific ways. For example, The Ford Foundation played a critical role in developing women and gender studies
in China in the 1990s, with its generous support of various women and gender studies programmes, non-
governmental organisations, conferences and seminars in China. The support was both financial and ideological,
as a particular version of US-centric women and gender studies was introduced to China, and the development of
women and gender studies in China became a part of neoliberal capitalism’s expansion in the Global South. What
is more, the ‘doing projects’ model of feminist scholarship funded by international foundations in the late 1990s
and the 2000s led feminist scholars away from asking significant and fundamental theoretical questions, such as
the relationship between gender and social development. Min interrogates: ‘what role the terms “gender”,
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“development” and “NGO” play in the neoliberal development agenda, and how this discourse has ensured that
gender has achieved a place within international social movements?’ (6). By laying bare the political and ideological
underpinnings of transnational feminism, Min urges readers to consider feminism as a political project aimed not
only to challenge a patriarchal social order but neoliberal capitalism as well.

‘Translation’ is seen as a vehicle for knowledge and theories to travel. Drawing on the notion of ‘cultural
translation’ as well as feminist and postcolonial approaches to translation studies, Min sees translation not as a
direct rendition from a ‘source language’ to a ‘target language’; instead, translation is seen as a constant process of
negotiation shaped by different power configurations and underpinned by individual translators’ agency. In the
book, Min painstakingly delineates the material and discursive conditions of translation, as well as the strategic and
contingent decisions made by translators. The academic discussions about how to translate feminism and ‘gender’
in the 1980s and the 1990s serve as good examples. In the 1980s, despite the lack of access to Western feminist
works and the general lack of foreign language competence, Chinese women studies scholars managed to translate
Western second-wave feminist ideas of ‘asserting gender justice into state-organised capitalism’ into Chinese ideas
of ‘asserting gender justice and gender difference within state-organised socialism’ (37). In the 1990s, with more
opportunities for transitional exchange of ideas, the critical attention paid to the legacy of socialist feminism in
China was unfortunately lost and subsequently a reworking of the Western concept of sexual difference as the
Sinicised néixing took its place in the national and transnational craze of ‘connecting to the international track’. The
proliferation of translated works in Chinese was accompanied by the loss of opportunities for Chinese scholars to
reflect on China’s own historical conditions and theoretical legacies in order to develop feminist theories that speak
to these cultural specificities. The ‘gains’ and Tosses’ in translation are thus equally important issues to ponder
upon. Chapter 2 to 6 trace the development of feminism in China from the 1980s to 2010s to chart the fascinating
trajectory of how feminism travels to and takes root in China. Min takes time and great care with primary sources
to demonstrate show different stakeholders, including feminist scholars and activists, the Chinese state,
international foundations, and various non-governmental organisations interpreted feminism in their own ways.
The process of ‘travelling theory’ is full of contingency and coincidence, but nonetheless following the flow of
capital in a postsocialist market economy. For example, The All China Women’s Federation, in its compliance with
the state and complicity with neoliberal capitalism, effectively depoliticises and deradicalises feminism.

Min uses some indigenous terms and concepts, including ‘awakening’, ‘dialogue’ (duzhua) and ‘connecting to the
international track’ (jzegui), to account for the contexts and the imperatives of how feminism travels in China in
different historical eras. These terms and concepts are part of a powerful rhetoric which not only offers historical
contexts and discursive conditions of ‘travelling theory’, but also conditions whether and how theories travel. For
example, the jiegui discourse in the 1990s not only connects Chinese economy to transnational capitalism; it also
forces Chinese feminists to connect Chinese feminism to global feminism, especially liberal feminism from
America. And this has significant implications: liberal feminism becomes a benchmark for Chinese feminism and
is intertwined with the official ideology of state-led market liberalisation. In the process, the discourse of gender
differences becomes a tool for social stratification and serves to mark middle-class distinction in a neoliberalising
China.

One major insight of Min’s book is that China has missed an opportunity to develop an indigenous version of
feminism, based on China’s historical conditions of socialism and the scholarship of socialist feminism. This is
primarily because the ‘bias’ of how theories travel: while liberal feminism travels easily to China in the 1990s
because of China’s official endorsement of market liberalism, Chinese scholars’ obsession with the Euro-American
liberal feminist experience and rigid methodological empiricism has made socialist feminism a missed opportunity.
Observing emergent interest in socialist feminism and younger generations’ feminist activism in China today, Min
seems cautiously optimistic about the future of feminism in China.

Min’s book should be read not only as a critical analysis of the development of feminist theory and praxis in
China; it should also be read as a personal account of a Chinese feminist scholar and activist. Having actively
participated in the development of feminism in China, Cao offers a first-person insider’s account of the history
and status quo of feminism in China. Her transnational perspective also allows her to examine and assess the issues
critically and free from the limitations of China-exceptionalism or self-orientalism. Her first-person narrative, as
part of her feminist methodology, allows her to cleatly acknowledge her own subject position and effectively
articulate her feminist politics. This book can be read both as a fine piece of theoretical work on transnational and
Chinese feminisms, and a source book with precious historical data, original interviews, first-hand experiences and
accounts of Chinese feminists.

Min’s focus on academic and activist feminism is methodologically understandable; however, this also means
that her account of feminist history is bound to be incomplete and at times even seem elitist. Other forms of
feminism in China, including popular, vernacular and even folk interpretations and experiences of feminism also
require critical attention and they also constitute diverse ways of how theories travel. Ordinary women may not be
familiar with the works of feminist scholars and activists, but this does not prevent them from developing their
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own understandings of feminism, often by mixing different theoretical and empirical trajectories of knowledge.
The effort of delineating a clear, linear and progressive narrative of feminism in China is commendable; what such
a history may omit or conceal is also an important question to ask: how does an “alternative travelling theory’ travel?

Considering that transnational feminism is a keyword for the book, the author’s definition of transnational
feminism could have been more cleatly articulated. “Transnational feminism’, in the book, is seen, on the one hand,
as the global dominance of a Euro-American centric feminism, what some scholars call ‘global feminism’, pushed
by the United Nations and various international foundations through political and economic means in order to
‘liberalise’ the global south as part of the neoliberal hegemony. On the other, it is seen as a diverse range of informal
and grassroots exchange of ideas, people and movements across borders, represented by the Chinese Society of
Women’s Studies, a transnational feminist organisation which was sympathetic to the development of feminist
theories that speak to the Chinese context and which gradually adopted a participatory and dialogic approach to
feminist knowledge production. The two forms of transnationalism need to be distinguished in order to account
for the theoretical complexities of transnational feminism.

Overall, this is a fascinating piece of work that combines historical and theoretical scholarship, and interrogates
fundamental questions about transnational feminism and Chinese feminism. Written in clear language and
employing a lucid style, this book will become an indispensable reference for anyone interested in feminism, China
and translation.
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Maria do Mar Pereira’s book can be seen as several different books all very cogently rolled into one. It manages
to be, at once, a book about the role of feminism in academia, about the dynamics of Women’s, Gender and
Feminist Studies (WGES) as an academic activity, about feminist critiques of scientific epistemology, about the
situatedness (geographical and temporal) of knowledge production within a very anglo-centric academic ecosystem,
about the neoliberalisation of academia, about the embodied experience (and harm) of academic work, and about
the self-reflexiveness of writing an academic book about people who write academic books. At no point are all
these layers confused or confusing, and they flow consistently and methodically, demonstrating a superb command
of the literature involved, both in depth and in breadth — as many references are from outside the anglosphere of
most-cited authors.

From here, it follows that this book has several target audiences — people focusing on WGES, on mental health,
on academic praxis, on epistemology, on postcolonial studies, on guides for self-reflexive writing, on cultural
studies, on ethnography, on neoliberalism and precarious work, among others, will find here plenty of interesting
material, and an absolutely impressive literature review from which to draw. The author is quite aware that this,
too, is a way for her to perform academic status — that she is not outside of the dynamics that she is studying —
and it shows how familiar she is with the field of sociology and WGES.

The main idea behind the book is that, in order to understand the processes of power and knowledge at work
in academia, an ethnographic analysis is necessary — one that combines structural aspects (funding, politics,
marketing) with situated events, even those that are often seen as unremarkable, such as ‘corridor talk’, or back-
and-forth conversations in classes. To do this, Maria do Mar Pereira creates a new conceptual tool - a feminist
theory of epistemic status:

the degree to which, and the terms in which, a knowledge claim, or entire field, is recognized as fulfilling
the requisite criteria to be considered credible and relevant knowledge, however those criteria are defined
in specific spaces, communities and moments (p. 1).

This concept was created through the interweaving of three perspectives on the relationship between power
and knowledge: Foucault, Code and Gieryn.

From Foucault, the idea of the “production of effects of scientificity requires examining the episterme” (p. 48) of that
context, which means considering which discourses are validated and productive in that context; from Code, Maria
do Mar Pereira focuses on the everyday life of academia, the spaces and territories where discourses are uttered,
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and who can enter them with credibility; from Gieryn, the author mobilises several cartographical and geographical
metaphors which allow insight into the “processual character of demarcations of scientificity” (p. 53), rendering the
discourses, the interlocutors and the locutory spaces mobile, flexible, and highly contextual. The articulation of
these three references allows Maria do Mar Pereira to talk about maps, climates and negotiations when analysing
how, when, by whom and with what goals WGES establishes itself or, as Maria do Mar Pereira puts it, “the maps
and boundary-work produced in negotiations of the epistenic status of WGFES within changing epistemic climates” (p. 62).

Having laid the foundations for her work, Maria do Mar Pereira presents her findings from her fieldwork, based
mostly in Portugal. The main source of material is a set of 36 interviews during 2008/2009, with 12 follow-up
interviews in 2015/2016. The interviewees had various positions and relations to and towards WGFES, as well as
varying degrees of seniority (including students). All of this was complemented by a decade of ad hoc ethnographic
observation in the UK and Portugal, Sweden (one year), and multiple academic conferences, PhD viva
presentations, and many other events related to academic life. This allowed Maria do Mar Pereira to draw from
very rich and diverse material and to provide an integrated look into many different layers and modes of producing
epistemic status.

The longitudinal aspect of her work also allowed her to track the changes created by the developing climate of
international neoliberalisation within all quarters of academia. Rather than take this as an outside process that is
imposed on academia, Maria do Mar Pereira picks up on Judith Butler’s concept of performativity and looks at the
“rise of the performative university” (p. 70), one based on a connection between productivity and profitability, and
a subsequent structure of audits and rankings. The performative university is not simply an economic phenomenon
— it is the epistemic facet of this process that interests Maria do Mar Pereira:

It becomes necessary to do and re-do epistemic status every day, to continuously constitute oneself as a
proper scholar by recurrently and incessantly producing the products seen to count as appropriate
displays of scholarly competence, authority and achievement. (p. 73)

Ambiguity and paradoxes are an integral part of Maria do Mar Pereira’s analysis, and the performative
university’s relation to WGES is an especially poignant example of this. The author concluded that, during the
2008/09 fieldwork, the epistemic climate that surrounded WGFS was changing, and so too was WGFES’s epistemic
status: the institutions’ need to expand and show themselves as more productive made them conditionally embrace
the productivity that came from WGTS. She writes that, “WGES is recognized as proper knowledge 7 it leads to
publications, and as /long as scholars «produce and keep producingy” (p. 79, emphasis in original). The institutional
constitutes one space, and the corridors where informal talks and remarks between colleagues happen is another,
and there the othering of WGFS scholars continues, keeping the field in ambiguity (“not generally considered a
Sfundamental and indispensable component of education and research in the SSH [Social Sciences and Humanities]” —
p. 82), and dependent on “individnalized institutionalization”, where “WGFES’ presence is attached to, and contingent
on, the presence and work of those [senior, productive| individuals” (p. 82).

The fact that processes of institutionalisation happened through specific people meshes particularly well with
the current performative, neoliberal, climate of academia. The dynamics this created are not linear — it served as “a
basis for demarcating epistemic status, and doing exclusionary boundary-work, within WGES” (p. 85), and, as ten
years passed, “openings and closures for WGES not only coexist, but are inextricably linked and mutually
constitutive” (p. 183), and individual gains often do not translate into gains for WGES as a field. On top of that,
Maria do Mar Pereira delves into the biopolitical impact of the precarisation of academic work: “This «szate of
exhanstion and «alienatiom 1s |...] a «sick climates that wnakes us all ilb, and determines the collective atmosphere”,
which is marked by “physical exhaustion, intellectual depletion and emotional despondency” (p. 186). As before,
this is important for economic and ethical reasons, but especially, in the context of Pereira’s work, for epistemic
reasons. WGFS is performed and negotiated when there is no time to read, think or organise (pp. 190-2), and thus
the logic of productivity is turned against itself, making it harder to produce knowledge, or even to “have the
working (and living) conditions to be able, individually and collectively, to do ‘significant, creative or critical work’
in the first place” (p. 192). The resistive anger of the end of the noughties is turned into depressive despondency
in the mid-2010s, and the fundamental value of community-building in a feminist framework becomes increasingly
harder to do, while simultaneously some noted scholars in Portugal make significant institutional strides in WGFES.

Another main contribution of Pereira’s book — one which directly connects to this toxic climate within the
ossification of the performative university — is the typification of five different maps that WGFES and non-WGFS
scholars draw (i.e., perform) when negotiating the epistemic status of WGES vis-a-vis itself, other scientific areas,
and the area of the non-scientific. These five maps do not intend to constitute a full categorisation of how this
demarcation is made in institutional and everyday interactions, but rather make clear the most often used strategies
observed in Pereira’s fieldwork.

The maps are: “WGFES is closer to proper science”, where mainstream science is given specific traits, and it is
argued that WGFS is already very close to those traits; “Proper science should be like WGFS”, where the place of
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proper science is put into question and through which it is argued that it is proper science that should move closer
to the space occupied by WGES; “Mainstream science is just like WGES”, whereby its users argue that “mainstream
science is just as (if not more) subjective, political or partial than WGFES” (p. 125), thus invalidating those arguments
as ways of dismissing WGES; “WGES is just like mainstream science”, which performs its claim by also not
contesting the hegemonic meaning of scientificity, and by arguing something similar to the previous map, but with
its direction reversed; “WGES can help mainstream science get closer to proper science”, this map more clearly
separates proper science from mainstream science, and portrays WGFES as having instrumental value to mainstream
science, since the latter needs to learn from WGES how to uphold and expand the reach of science.

As Pereira makes explicit, these aren’t maps that are internal or intrinsic to specific people, they aren’t
ontological positionings, but rather strategic games of pushing and pulling on the borders of certain epistemic
terrains. Thus, their deployment is contextual in several different ways: it depends on the audience, and the
objectives the map-maker intends to perform on or with the audience; elements of one map can be combined with
other maps; mapping efforts “are structured on the basis of what is intelligible in particular climates, persuasive
for specific audiences and hence more likely to produce the desired effects” (p. 131). Depending on the kind of
person or academic doing the mapping, these maps might also simply not work:

Epistemic (micro)climates are contextual and diverse; academic negotiations are not only epistemic, but
also professional, financial and personal; structural and fortuitous influences interact in often
unpredictable ways. (p. 144)

The map-performing — the constant work of bringing WGES into being, and bringing its epistemic status into
being — might happen in very formal and very informal settings, but it is also contingent on historical, geographical,
political and economic constraints. This is where the situatedness of Maria do Mar Pereira’s work really shines
through — not because of how uniquely ‘Portuguese’ her results are, but because of how she manages to anchor
her results in a dynamic and comparative analysis of how the Portuguese results are co-created by realities that
extend far beyond Portugal.

On the one hand, Pereira does an excellent analysis of situating WGES within the broader field of academia,
showing that WGI'S has been

gradually, though not linearly, institutionalized in two distinct but related senses [...]| [since] a more or
less large and stable space for it has been, and is being, created or extended |...] [and] WGES has become
also an academic institution in itself. (p. 28)

The non-linearity of this process means that the epistemic status associated with this double institutionalisation
is not a given, but a performance, and that there is also no direct causal link between institutionalisation and
epistemic status; furthermore, “negotiations of epistemic status |[...] are also internal contestations that play a
central and generative role in the life of the field” (p. 36), serving sometimes to create boundaries between ‘proper’
and ‘improper’ WGES, as Pereira demonstrates so vividly, and setting up a climate of “dismissive recognition of
feminist scholarship” (p. 114) by mainstream scholars. So even though there is a constant question mark about the
validity, existence or epistemic status of WGES within the field of academia as a whole, this question mark is not
and cannot be, according to Pereira, uniform or universal.

On the other hand, Pereira argues that the epistemic status of WGES must also be considered geopolitically.
The history of WGES in academia is linked to the history of Western colonialism, since “the academic hegemony
of particular countries constrains the growth, diversity and local relevance of WGFES” (p. 149). Yet, even this
narrative is complicated by Pereira’s analysis of the figure of the ‘modern foreign’ in Portugal, framed as a semi-
peripheric country. The ‘foreign’, according to Pereira, can be used to increase the legitimacy of WGES as it is
done ‘out there’, to draw attention to funding from international institutions, to legitimise the national work of a
given scholar by aligning it with foreigners’ work, to bemoan the state of WGES in Portugal as compared to other
countries, and so on. Like in other aspects of her analysis, Pereira brings to the fore the fundamental role of

ambiguity:

we must consider both what gets silenced because of these hegemonies, and what becomes possible and
speakable for WGES scholars in (semi-)peripheral contexts through the invocation of a hegemonic
modern foreign [...] [;] those asymmetries produce both losses and gains for WGES, and that the two
interact with each other. (p. 168)

The book is built around a praxis of challenging dichotomies, as I hope to have made clear by this review, and
so there are no easy stances of for/against WGFS, or of WGFES being more/less than. Maria do Mar Pereira’s
analysis is not focused on finding the best strategy to increase the epistemic status of WGES — because her entire
work renders that line of thinking moot and unintelligible (if framed as a grand unitary plan). More so, epistemic
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work around WGFS is also done through the pushing away and out of certain perspectives, seen as ‘too much’ or
‘not enough’ — an epistemic, rather than theoretical, disavowal of feminist work, that Pereira rightly criticises for
its redeployment of toxic hegemonic strategies. But the book is also a powerful reminder of the toll that academic
work — epistemic or otherwise — takes on all of us, and how it impacts WGES scholars specifically, and it tries to
offer some strategies on how to deal with that.

Pereira is keenly aware of the irony involved in her research and her work, as she writes “I am checking the
tinal proofs for this page in absolute silence at 4.56 am on a dark night in November, desperate to go to bed” (p.
218), and that is perhaps why she closes with a few pointed questions, the first being: “As for you... why are you
still reading?” (p. 218).
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As the book title, Cultural Politics of Gender and Sexuality in Contemporary Asia, suggests, this edited volume provides
not only a guide to gender and sexuality studies in Asia but also arguments that centre sexuality in Asian cultural
politics. The book presents a collective effort to ethnographically examine recent changes within the political
economy in Asia through the lenses of gender and sexuality. Moreover, across the twelve chapters, the authors
address various methodological and theoretical issues that extend beyond Asia as a regional case and sex/gender
as a sole analytical dimension. Such a volume would benefit not only students and scholars who are already
interested in Asia, political economy, and sex and gender studies, but also those who primarily study social changes
in first-world countries.

Like other excellent ethnographic studies, the essays in this book constantly ask readers to be mindful of specific
cultural and historical contexts that may be different from and yet connected to other parts of the world. This
volume manifests a critical theoretical position between strong cultural relativism and universalism in
anthropology. In other words, the authors simultaneously present their studies as unique in specific contexts and
claim broader implications of the cases in relation to studies done elsewhere. For instance, Ahmed Afzal (chapter
11) argues against a universal assumption of premodern or Western gay identity in understanding male-male sexual
relationships in Pakistan. Instead, he says that the selfhood and ‘homosociality’ of these relationships should be
understood in the context of localised adulthood, gender roles, familial expectations, and religious beliefs. Danning
Wang (chapter 5) stresses the historical situation as an important aspect within discourses of the family planning
campaign in China as it simultaneously ‘desexualiz[ed] working-class women’s family life’ (94) and reoriented the
notion of family to state interests. Afzal, Wang, and many other chapter authors highlight the importance of
specific social and historical conditions in ethnographical analyses, but at the same time, their cases speak to various
theoretical and methodological issues beyond particular regions and populations.

While essays in this book focus on cultural politics in Asia, the human subjects in the studies are in the process
of migration, and so are materials and ideologies. The authors demonstrate that Asia is never in a closed,
homogeneous, or stable state. Rather, it is highly diversified with movements of people, wealth, and ideas in both
global and local scales. Furthermore, by focusing on humans experiencing relocation or displacement, the authors
identify the constant changes of political economy that shape migrations from rural to urban areas and international
movement. In these cases, humans are not confined to a region, and their migrations suggest layers of social
changes. In Heidi Hoefinger’s (chapter 10) research of Cambodian women engaging in transactional sex with
Western foreigners as a means of class mobility, she identifies a series of contradictions and negotiations regarding
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gender expectations, individualisation, and White-centered modernisation mobility among the women migrating
from rural areas for class mobility. Like Cambodian women migrating for better life conditions, rural Chinese men
also come to major cities to work as ‘money boys’ (chapter 1) and professional porters or carriers, which are termed
locally as bangbang men (chapter 7). Tiantian Zheng argues that in postsocialist China, rural male migrants become
money boys as a route to approach the ‘normal’ citizen subject position in which they ‘contest social inequality and
cultural stigma by valourizing state ideology’ (34). Paradoxically, money boys move upward in the class ladder to
sanitise the stigma as migrant sex workers. Xia Zhang’s study of bangbang men also indicates that the bangbang men
phenomenon arises from the changing political economy and that their redefinitions of masculinity work against
class and migrant status. More importantly, she maintains that the ideal masculinity in China ‘involves many diverse
and conflicting meanings in relation to class, work, and the rural-urban division’ and that ‘inconsistency in the
meaning of masculinity in contemporary China reflects changes in dominant masculinity ideals over the course of
Chinese history’ (127). Hsunhui Tseng’s (chapter 12) study of the transnational marriage markets between Taiwan
and other countries presents another kind of human migration in which racial, gender, and class logics are the key
mechanisms. Comparing the ways in which matchmaking agents filter Taiwanese male clients and present women
from Vietnam and Ukraine, Tseng indicates the differentiated, racialised presentations and expectations for foreign
women. Yet, Tseng (212) points out that both the supposedly traditional Vietnamese women from rural areas and
the urbane, romanticised Ukrainian ladies underline a ‘gender crisis’ for men and their ‘nostalgia for the traditional
gender relations in pre-industrial Taiwan’.

Another important theme running through many of the chapters is ‘doing gender’. The authors collectively
depict how individuals meet or negotiate social expectations for assumed gender roles. In the Ladies’ Academy in
urban China (chapter 2), the male instructors find contemporary Chinese society chaotic because men and women
do not live up to their ‘proper place’ (47). While they think both men and women are problematic in the present-
day, they consider female behaviours to be the root of the problem. Moreover, the all-male instructors hold a neo-
traditionalist view of an imagined ‘real China’ to lament the loss of social order and justify their conservative brand
of education for women at the Ladies’ Academy. In the cultural activities of the mandal in Pune, Western India,
Madhura Lohokare (chapter 8) observes ‘moral masculinities’ that emphasise selflessness and helping others among
low-caste male youth in urban India. Such masculinities come with a sense of community belonging that instils
confidence in these marginalised young men. Just like bangbang men (chapter 7) in China, the masculinities in India
are articulated along with local cultural forces, such as religion and class. While there are assumed gender roles and
social expectations associated with gender, there are always individuals who do not fit the normative assumptions
or intentionally reject their logic. For example, Danielle Antoinette Hidalgo and Tracy Royce’s (chapter 3)
ethnography of Thai gay nightclubs show queer subjects challenging the sex and gender hegemony in various
spaces and moments. Lynne Nakano (chapter 9) compares single women in Shanghai, Hong Kong, and Tokyo as
they all confront social pressure to marry, though the sources of their stress may vary. While some question their
ability to meet the requirements of marriage, others question the institution itself and its underlying assumptions.
These studies of ‘failures’ or cases outside normativity precisely reveal the ordinary cultural logics of gender and
sexuality. A few of the book chapters address heterosexual male homosociality as constructed by reference to the
women in their lives. For example, Nana Okura Gagné’s (chapter 4) argues that the male-centred Japanese hostess
clubs function as ‘a space suspended from masculine expectations stemming from the professionalization of men’s
roles as husbands, fathers, and workers’ (89). Similarly, John Osburg (chapter 6) describes a ‘gendered social
formation’ among rich men in the Chinese state-business network as they pursue what the author calls the ‘boss’
ideal of masculinity and participate in a ritualised leisure of masculinity (109). In both cases, the making of male
space and homosociality requires women as symbolic references or labour power.

This book also contributes to the scholarship of intersectionality. Echoing feminism of colour, all scholars in
this edited volume address intersectionality in their analysis of cultural politics. While it is certainly not new to
advocate for intersectionality, I find that the authors are particularly attentive to localised social factors and that
the analyses also accentuate the interplay of social forces. While in North American and European societies,
scholars often focus on race and ethnicity as these are the primary social categories when talking about
intersectionality, studies in Asia such as those in this volume book present a different view of intersectionality in
which race and ethnicity are no longer the master categories. In recent years, some scholars question whether the
notion of intersectionality has been overused to become a buzzword or at times is confined in a narrow sense of
identity framework. This book provides us with studies of intersectionality in Asia that focus on the multiplicity of
social inequalities.

More precisely, the studies in this volume collectively show multiple, localised, social forces at work in shaping
the practices of individuals as well as their ethos. The authors also demonstrate that the research subjects' lives are
not passively determined by social structures, but that these women and men actively challenge or participate in
the social formations. These studies contextualise intersections of social oppressions while being attentive to
agency.
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Throughout the book, the authors identify various social forces coming together to create particular cultural
phenomena and to shape human experiences. At the same time, these studies also show that humans are social
actors pursuing their material and ideological interests. However, some discussions or use of theories in this
volume are puzzling. For example, in some chapters, the term ‘neoliberalism’ is repeatedly raised as a critique
without further explanations of how it is connected to the problems being discussed. The application ‘sexual field’
theory to gay nightclubs and the contesting of sexual and gender norms (chapter 3) could also go further.

Finally, on reading this edited volume, questions arose in my mind as to why we need a book about cultural
politics of gender and sexuality that particularly focus on Asia. In what specific sense does Asia matter (and matter
to whom)? Alternatively, how should we read such a book and locate it in the mapping of knowledge-production?
It seems to me that some scholars contributing to this book share similar concerns as they simultaneously challenge
Western epistemology and bridge theoretical connections across continents. Therefore, I would encourage people
to read the chapters in this book more as critiques of rather than supplements to social theories built in Western
academia.

Citation: Jiang, H. (2018). [Review of the book Cultural Politics of Gender and Sexuality in Contemporary Asia, by T.
Zheng|.  Feminist  Encounters: A Jouwrnal  of  Critical ~ Studies in  Culture  and  Polities, 2(1), 11.
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A feminist and queer of colour, Sarah Ahmed lectured in Women’s Studies at Lancaster University and was
later appointed by Goldsmiths College, University of London. During 2016, however, Ahmed would resign from
her post at Goldsmiths—in protest against institutional discrimination against sexual harassment. Coming from an
interdisciplinary background, Ahmed has studied philosophy, women’s studies, and cultural studies. Within all of
these fields, she finds women of colour’s writing most empowering and sees it as her genealogy (p. 15). This is the
approach that she adopts in this book. Living a Feminist Life is her most recent work that has developed out of her
previous series of books (Willful Subjects (2014) On Being Included (2012), The Promise of Happiness (2010), Queer
Phenomenology (2006). But what distinguishes Living A Feminist Life from her previous work?

Firstly, Ahmed ardently pursues the feminist ‘citation policy’ (p. 15-106); citing only feminists—and women of
colour in particular—to build up this book. She claims that citation is also a political standpoint for feminist writing
and she aimed to focus upon those who are excluded by white-centric authorship - hence the title ‘Feminist Life’.
This book of everyday feminism is composed of three parts. The first part ‘Becoming Feminist’ describes Ahmed’s
experiences of growing up by adopting a feminist lens. In the first chapter, Ahmed describes her positioning as a
brown girl growing up in Australia and Britain. She felt different; struggling to conform to the right names, right
bodies, and the right gender. Ahmed also felt alienated by other’s expectations of her; she would not feel like
herself, to become as others expected. But when she started describing those problems, within the autobiographical
logic of the book, she became the problem. Ahmed studied those problems, identified sources of injustice, and
described how they shaped her feminist politics and practices in daily life. Chapter Two focuses on power and
directions. ‘How power works as a mode of directionality (p. 43)’. Power shapes norms, and norms shape direction:
people expect gitls and boys to follow norms that are heteronormative. As a girl who refused to be ‘girly’, Ahmed
refrained from smiling and singing at parties and demonstrated unhappiness with those gendered norms. To others,
the young Ahmed was showing her potential as a feminist killjoy, seeking solace in the sadness of feminist
pedagogy, in the tradition of feminist writing pioneers such as Mrs. Dalloway by Virginia Woolf. Chapter Three
raises the subject of wilfulness and feminist subjectivity through the lens of Steven Erikson’s The Willfu! Child who
did not do as her mother wished, so that when she became ill and was on her death-bed and then lowered into her
grave, her arms always came out of the earth again. The wilful child never gave up, even after death. Wilfulness, as
Ahmed frames it, is an explanation of disobedience, a feminist spitit, it describes women who never give up their
will, never recede, always oppose. A wilful subject often causes violence. Violence is not only gendered: there is
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also the violence of enslavement, of colonisation, of empire, thus, women of colour continuously and consciously
raise their arms to show their strength, to protest, and to support each other.

Part II on ‘Diversity Work’ provides an account of how sexism and racism at institutional levels estranges
women of colour and explores feminist lives within university settings. The Amendment to the Race Relations Act
in Britain in 2000 required all public organisations in the United Kingdom to have and to disseminate race equality
policies. Some institutional appointments were then created to meet the legislation, often of women of colour who
were expected to transform the institution, and work to promote diversity. Such diversity work is a wilful feminist
work for Ahmed, however she described it as being like ‘banging your head against a brick wall’ (p. 138). The
metaphor of ‘walls’ is a theme in this chapter and then throughout to the end of the book. For Ahmed, ‘wall’ is a
metaphor of the hardness of the institution that is difficult to transform. Some examples of sexual harassment and
citation cultures are also used to explain how white male privilege remains powerful in the academic system.

Part 111 is on ‘Living the consequences’. How do feminist killjoys live? How do they come up against the walls
that are built up by sexism, heterosexism and racism? In chapter 7, ‘Fragile Connections’, Ahmed looks into black
queer feminists’ fragile connections with the world. When Ahmed, as a queer, a brown feminist, and an immigrant
daughter, comes up against the system, she is often thrown, shattered, fragmented, in pieces, broken. Broken
stories are also a history of secrets; wilful subjects are often regarded as shameful. Ahmed is looking for a way in
her book, to relate to this breaking without aiming for restoration. Chapter 8 is ‘feminist snap’ a snap is a sudden
break. It occurs when feminists encounter the breaking point that she cannot accept. She snaps. She speaks up,
she takes action, and she refuses to accept those unacceptable interactions. A snap might seem a break but it
actually brings up new ‘hap’, argues the author. When feminists snap, snap and snap, we make collective snaps to
form arms that support each other. Feminism is thus collective snaps.

Chapter 9 is about lesbian feminism. It is liberating for women as it points out the possibility of women’s
solidarity without men, following lesbian feminism of the 1970s. Heterosexuality comes up as a wall that bars and
frustrates women’s connections with each other. Lesbian women are wilful subjects who come up against
heterosexism in their ordinary everyday lives. They are regarded as dangerous and threatening. Their wayward arms
challenge the system, providing a space where women build shelters to support each other.

In conclusion, the &iljjoy survival kit and manifesto, as presented in Ahmed’s book, provides practical tools for
how to live a feminist life. The survival kit includes books, tools, time, life, permission notes, other killjoys, humour,
feelings, bodies. Within the ten principles of the &iljjoy survival &it, Ahmed’s main point is to encourage the feminist
to stay critical to the world, and to be against conventional happiness as the world defines it, against institutions
and jokes that are unjust, violent and unequal. Instead, killjoys are willing to break the bonds that are damaging to
themselves, and to take ‘hap’, to craft a new life, new happiness.

Clearly, ‘wilfulness’ represents the most vital politics that Ahmed postulates in this book and this provides a
theory of the everyday tactics for feminists and activists to fight the racist heterosexual normality in/outside the
academy. Readers who are familiar with Ahmed’s work thus can easily glean the ethos of wilfulness that went
through her previous writing. It is passionate writing of ‘becoming a wilful woman’ (of colour or queer), on the
one hand. On the other, it also resounds with the topical #metoo movement as we witness many wilful women
standing up to question and collapse the “wall” that was built to harass women as well as shut off and quieten
women’s voices of pain and anger. This is perhaps particularly pertinent to younger girls, and resonates with
Ahmed’s study of a young gitl’s arm from the grave, vividly symbolising young girls’ wilful subjectivity that insists
on being heard. Her wilful power can even break the ground of the grave after death. Interestingly this may also
remind readers about Judith Butler’s (2000) noted reading of Antigone, also a wilful gitl from Sophocles's Oedipus,
who insisted upon her own will to decide life and death, confronting the patriarchy that aimed to silence her. What
differs between Butler and Ahmed is the ‘affect’ that the latter brings to light, which is more centred on anger and
uncompromised emotions rather than on the power of mourning that Butler is presenting.

In short, this book is about how ‘becoming a wilful woman’ and why we might want to. It is not simply a book
of theory, but a kind of manifesto, however, it is still not a book that can be digested easily by the general public
in our view — given its highly performative writing style, complex ideas and argument. But this is a book dedicated
to the feminists and activists that are looking for reflexive shared experiences, as bell hooks claims “everyone
should read it.” Some Western connotations for us are still revealed here, when reflecting upon our experiences in
Taiwan. We perform the power of queer wilfulness perhaps from the perspective of being wilful when negotiating
with power, rather than directly picking up weapons to bang the walls; we learned how to collapse walls from
numerous strategic negotiations and co-operation in our many daily practices with patriarchal structures.

Lastly, Ahmed’s ‘no-white-male-authors’ citational politics and her prioritisation of women of colour invites
more debates. For instance, it reminds us of the activist Sunili Govinnage (2015) who started to question white
authorship in the literature field, when she asked why only 3 out of 124 bestseller from the New York Times 2012
were written by non-white authors.
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For us, this book also actually brings to mind the great solidarity that western radical feminists have developed
from the 1970s on, and the postcolonial critique of ‘women’ that Black feminists drove so assiduously. This
reminds of us of the vitalities of feminism in which different standpoints of women can be communicated and
debated, and the book animates the hope that women might break the walls between us and transcend our different
standpoints.

Citation: Lin, C.-J. and Lu, B. C. (2018). [Review of the book Living A Feminist Life, by S. Ahmed]. Feminist
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“Women should avoid dressing like sluts”. This sentence, spoken by a Canadian security officer during a speech
at York University in 2011, introduced the motto for the online discussion about rape myths perpetuation. The
constant emphasis on women who dress in a provocative way, consume alcohol or show interest in sex usually
results in blaming them for the sexual crimes which they are victims of. This notion, coupled with the (false) social
imagery that rape occurs in dark alleys and is perpetrated by some ‘bad apples’ unable to control their libido, has
opened space for discussing sexual violence leading to SlutWalk (SW) protest marches around the world, under
the slogan ‘Because We've Had Enough’. But how does getting out on the streets with the word ‘slut’ written on
their own bodies, and/ot in posters aletts to rape culture? How does it avoid victim-blaming and slut-shaming?
How were these groups created, and what was the media coverage in several countries throughout the world?
These are the topics that, framed by media and communication studies, Mendes analyses throughout this book.

Structured into eight chapters, the book addresses i) introduction to SlutWalk; ii) contextualising this social
movement; iii) its implementation in different geographic and temporal spaces; iv) how it has challenged rape
culture; v) controversies and oppositions it suffered; vi) hierarchies and roles of participating organisations; (vii)
linking SlutWalk communities to cyberactivism; and viii) final systematisation.

In chapter 1 (Introduction) Mendes questions and rejects the premise that sexual violence is a genetic/biological
act, presenting sets of data that reveal the global discrepancy regarding the numbers of reported rape cases. These
variations, alongside the various ways they occur, makes this practice a social phenomenon and validate SlutWalk’s
emergence as a movement to end rape culture, aimed at women’s (self) determination about their own bodies and
their free participation in public space.

Mendes dedicated Chapter 2 (Contextnalizing the issues) to literature review and conceptual frameworks, where
we are presented with an analysis centred on a triad of (post) feminism(s), representations, and social media. Here,
Mendes focuses upon the pervasive methodological aspects that guide the book’s research: qualitative
complementary techniques (i.e. content analysis, framing analysis and critical discourse analysis), including
international press clippings, and semi-structured interviews. However, the book’s innovative nature consists of
netnography (i.e. ethnography on the internet) made possible by following the many debates generated within
SlutWalk’s groups in social network sites, complemented by traditional ethnography participation in protest
marches which were later reported in an ethnographic record format.
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In Chapter 3 (Situating S/utWalk) Mendes locates SlutWalk territorially, spatially and ideologically, and explores
several regional, national, and international differences in news coverage follow-up published by both mainstream
media and feminist media on SlutWalk from 7t February 2011 to 315t December 2013. With a strong media
presence in 2011, SlutWalk’s following two years of coverage registered a drastic reduction, revealing a thematic
fatigue and the end of its spectacle/novelty effect, which did not, however, prevent the movement’s global
expansion and consequent regional adaptations. However, other feminist organisations have argued that SlutWalk
represents a setback in the advances made by feminist movements in recent decades and a mere adaptation of
Canada’s and USA social realities worldwide. In countries such as Australia, New Zealand and mainly India, the
SlutWalk movement has been accused of appeasing the West and of not taking into account differentiated
feminism paths in these contexts. Also, SlutWalk was accused of relegating these countries’ specificities, in which
sexual violence is a systemic problem and is connected to class/caste system. In Singapore, due to state and police
control alongside the public protests ban, a traditional SlutWalk march did not take place, and other diffusion
strategies arose, namely workshops and slutscreens. In Canada and USA, another pertinent question focused on
‘reclaiming’, or not, the word ‘slut’. Several black movements criticised its use, accusing it of being a word used
only against white women. These discourses sparked a broad discussion within the SlutWalk and feminist
movements and in black women groups (who did not reject the word slut, preferring the expression ho), requiring
re-branding and re-labelling. The SlutWalk-organised platforms of Toronto and Winnipeg rejected this proposal;
SlutWalk Vancouver hosted an open online meeting to discuss this subject matter and decided to keep the name;
in other groups, such as SlutWalk Chicago and Philadelphia, the expression SlutWalk’ eventually fell. In
Johannesburg, which maintained the slut expression, it was decided that individuals did not need to identify with
the word to be part of the movement.

Did the media take into account these emerging concerns in internal discussions? Chapter 4 (S/utWalk challenges
rape culture), explores the frameworks imposed upon SlutWalk’s actions both by mainstream and feminist media.
The main focus highlighted by both types of media was on how SlutWalk challenged and alerted to sexual violence
practices. However, not only do we find differences in the messages, but also in the contents that various SW
groups intended to see transmitted. This recurrent lag/discrepancy between what is intended to be transmitted and
what is effectively transmitted has allowed for Mendes’ theoretical critique of both types of media. First, the book
explores the discourses for blaming the rapist, and then the discursive strategies used to blame the victim, especially
by mainstream media, are also analysed. The book even ironies with discursive strategies that focus on such
provocative pieces of clothing that make people rape victims. The hegemonic discourse on rape in both popular
and political culture understands it as a crime of passion and sex, carried out by ‘deviant’ strangers, rather than by
the average father/brother/friend/husband/boyfriend/acquaintance. In this understanding of rape, men become
so overcome by their sexual urges that they (often unwittingly) commit rape as a result. By deconstructing and
withdrawing discursive values of these types of records, anchored by an approach that rejects the victim’s
‘personalization’, and by rejecting individualised characteristics (i.e. what she wears, if she drinks alcohol, goes out
at night), Mendes focuses on the structural aspects of this problem: rape as a form of violence, power and control
that occurs in periods of war (regardless of victim’s clothing); as a form of punishment and revenge (revenge rape);
and as a form of sexual gratification in which the rapist’s desires and fantasies surpass the victim’s body autonomy
and self-determination (date rape).

Despite chiming with the public’s concerns about sexual violence public concerns, SlutWalk was not exempt
from criticism and opposition. Chapter 5 (S/utWalk is misguided or opposed) captures controversies and objections
directed at SlutWalk’s tactics and goals, namely those that address body uses. It would be wrong to think that
criticism came solely from conservative sectors of these societies or from corporative media. Feminist criticisms
focused on supporting the issue, without supporting its implementation. Incorporating into SlutWalk’s protests
contents such as images of young, slim and sensual women has given the movement an appealing lens to the male
gaze, transforming a sexual violence awareness-raising action in spectacularisation act, transforming the body into
commodity fetishism, hence the interest of mainstream media. This focus on the body, shock and
spectacularisation that the mainstream media attributed to the protest raised widespread criticism from
organisations involved in SlutWalk, accusing them of misrepresenting the protest marches. Mendes departs from
the duality between good and evil and does not consider that SlutWalk has been misrepresented by mainstream
media, since they only presented an interpretive framework based on a neoliberal ideological framework. Even
feminist movements addressed criticisms to Slutwalks postfeminist approach, namely not giving enough emphasis
to the structural aspects of rape culture:

It is worrying that we live in an age in which women are told equality and liberation have been already
achieved and that empowerment is best achieved through the sexualized displays of one’s body rather
than collective political action. It is worrying that under neoliberalism and postfeminism, structural
inequalities are reframed as individual problems, which can be overcome if individuals simply try harder.

.119)
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The emphasis given to spectaculatisation via images/photos/videos attempted, from the perspective of
organisations and participants, to distort the sex-positive banner of the movement. This redirected feminist
movements to a more creative performance and to another set of narratives that did not imply neoliberal ideology.
Feminists’ focus was not merely on grievances or complaints against mainstream media, but rather on intervening
directly by providing another interpretive framework to understand, represent and remember the movement.
These collectives therefore attempted to generate counter-memories through videos, photos and text that could
counteract hegemonic mainstream media voices. However, SlutWalk presented a set of internal inconsistencies: it
appeared linked to neoliberal principles through the defence of individualisation in the control of the body; and
promoted an apolitical and non-structural stand. Feminist criticisms of the movement itself, focused on
spectacularism and raunch culture, has led to a greater media visibility of the movement yet the lack of a central
argument, a clear opponent, and a motto, differentiates it from new grassroor movements such as Indignades or
Occupy.

Knowing the themes addressed by mainstream and feminist media, it was still necessary to question how these
SlutWalk groups had been created. Chapter 6 (S/utWalk bierarchies and organizer’s roles) reveals the importance of
recruiting leaders and individuals with a desire to support and diffuse the core idea through social media. A
distinctive feature (‘horizontalism’) appeared within groups focused on a pluralistic strategy with no central or
hierarchical leadership, and with room for debate among members. Nonetheless, not all SW groups opted for
collective and shared management strategies, as others chose to establish hierarchies and delegate specialised tasks
to specific members. In addition, the content promotion strategy revealed different levels of (in)experience, in
models as different as ‘learning by doing’ heuristic or by using each member’s specialised knowledge. Also, who
were they talking to?

While some satellite groups made a concerted effort to target national or local media, others were more
interested in community outreach. (...) I do not wish to argue that the mainstream media does not
matter, it is clear that organizers are divided in their opinions, and that many would be happy to bypass
the mainstream media completely. (p.158)

These very different strategies result in one of two outcomes: i) by rejecting mainstream media, SW tries to
strengthen the impact of its message; ii) however, it risks something similar to having a talk amongst its members
with no real outreach.

What distinguishes these online mobilisations from more traditional ones? How do they leave the online sphere
and reach the streets? How do different collectives cooperate? And do common individuals participate in
established networks? In Chapter 7 (S/utWalk, Community and Cyberactivism), Mendes addresses the innovations that
mobilisations have registered during the twenty-first century, and the novelty of cyberactivisms and counter-publics
networks. Fostering the creation of new SlutWalk groups around the central Toronto group has resulted in the
formation of satellite groups which use Slutwalk’s symbols, logos, colours, flags, posts and hashtags - a general
branding action that conferred an overall identification and coherence to the movement. This protest countet-
sphere allowed for various SlutWalk groups to promote other initiatives and to incorporate different cyberactivism
strategies that reinforced the links between groups, by disseminating posts, hashtags, images and videos, and
marches in other cities and even articulation intensification with other feminist organisations/collectives: “While
not all groups contributed to this ‘enhancement’ of posts, it was a common practice among some Facebook pages”
(p-166).

Regrettably, new strategies convey new problems, and this discussion openness has generated new
consequences made possible by online social networks, such as cybersexism and trolling. Public arenas allow the
entry of dissonant voices and some of those only aim to destabilise, to provoke and to discredit these new online
communities. Different organisations dealt with these problems quite differently: while some erased troll
comments, others elucidated them, or even allowed for the community as a whole to answer such topics.

SlutWalk was an innovative idea regarding equality and social justice. However, like most technological
innovations it was not without flaws. As a final observation, covering eight different territorial spaces allowed the
reader to note the differences in the ways SlutWalks organised themselves and to empirically demonstrate the
slogan ‘think global and act local’. This oscillation between how SlutWalk has become global and how it has adapted
to local realities in a glocal strategy was reflected in a plural set of organisations, meanings, and mediations.
Nonetheless, globalisation and glocalisation are neoliberal strategies. The use of bodies and connections to the
word ‘slut’” contributed to capitalist media usage through image transmission, fostering a desired soft shock. On
the other hand, it allowed these movements a broad media coverage, visibility and notoriety. The information
reached the general public, with another of SlutWalk’s latent effects being that it was left out of hard news space
and relegated to soft news. Feminist media largely protested against these dominant views by adding information
to journalistic raunch culture of visual and dramatic effect that removed the protest essence, which also appealed to
the male gaze. Although feminist media addressed numerous criticisms to SW, they have provided a generic
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supportive position, discussing political investments in feminism, their priorities, tactics and strategies in order to
achieve the desired social change. They did so by using the same formats as corporate media (text, images and
video) to demonstrate the diversity of protest agents, thus creating their counter-memories and to (re)signify the
movement. Even in the face of global mainstream media’s support for SlutWalk protests (which Mendes found
surprising), countries such as India, South Africa and Australia have demonstrated more critical positions by
questioning the real need and function of this movement, and the ways it acted, while in Singapore they redefined
SlutWalk’s street actions. Therefore, hegemony does not cease to be hegemonic, even in social protests. By just
adapting to local realities, glocalisms are not, in themselves, forms of social protest.

The theoretical diversity presented demonstrates that this is not an apology book, but a critical argument about
SlutWalk, which addresses and sustains its relevance. Yet, one of the book’s many strengths, its methodology, has
also been one of its weaknesses. Combining systems of complementary and integrated methodologies has
sometimes generated epistemological noise: mentioning several examples, coming from different variables,
obtained through different techniques did not result in a complete clarification of the elements. Also, the constant
tocus on social media (are there media that are not social?) deserved a greater discussion considering its plurality.
After all, SlutWalk organised its online coverage in a way very similar to any company or organisation: it used its
network of followers/patticipants to promote its idea.

In short, SlutWalk was not always consistent. If it was global, it was also glocal. If it emancipated groups of
women, it appealed to male gaze. If it was innovative, it was also static. If it criticised neoliberal positions, it was
also ideologically connoted to this stance. If it helped revitalise feminism, it also watered it down. If it existed
online, it also marked its presence on the streets. If it was horizontal, it was also hierarchical. Still, SlutWalk made
a difference by alerting to sexual violence, capturing one individual at a time, in different parts of the globe, simply:
‘Because We've Had Enough’.

Citation: Cruz, R. V. (2018). [Review of the book S/utwalk, Feminism, Activism and Media, by K. Mendes|. Feninist
Encounters: A Journal of Critical Studies in Culture and Polities, 2(1), 13. https://doi.org/10.20897/femenc.201813
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