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'Working on Quelle Femme has been a great part of the semester, not
only because it is a project that is a first for me, but also because it
has helped me further engage in a concept that, from a passion, has
flourished into an identity- feminism. I would like to thank everyone
on the team, and of course, all our lovely readers! Thanks for letting
us bring this to the table and fight our own unique form of social
justice. This project taught me that despite our differences, all of us
are dissatisfied with the status quo and see inequity in different forms.
My concerns are your concerns as well. Let's live in a world not
governed by a one-sided narrative anymore.
Yes, dear reader, the idealism and utopia both end here as the world
is more complicated than one would imagine- in this, I am not alone.
Cheers,
Shivani

SOCIETY
Unveiling Inequality

Women in Modern Greek Society
BY CONSTANTIN LU
Greece is known for being the cradle of
democracy, philosophy, science, medicine,
literature. Yet, gender equality doesn’t seem
to be the biggest priority.
Looking back at Ancient Greece, women
were there to serve their husbands. They
even had a special part of the house, called
the gynaeceum, where they used to spend
most of their time. Yet, today, given in the
contemporary society we live in, have the
roles of women in Greece evolved to a great
extent?
Personally, I have had the opportunity to
meet numerous greek women. Understanding
my relationships with my mother and
grandmother have been a great insight into
the wider societal context as well.
From my experience, I have observed that
the traditional greek woman is the chief of
the house and sees to its upkeep. The greek
word that describes the greek woman that
does everything correctly in her life is
“nikokira”. The nikokira is admired and
praised by ever yone because she
accomplishes with what we call brio, the
difficult equilibrium of taking care of the
children. Ideally, she is good at baking good
tiropites, cooking moussaka for her husband,
washing plates and clothes and performing
other daily activities. Yet, the irony of the
situation is that it is very well seen to be a
nikokira when you are a woman in Greece.
My grandmother taught my mother to be
one, and my mother tried to teach that to me
too. In Greece, every mother tries to transmit
this “tradition” of being a well-behaved,
o r g a n i s e d h o m e m a k e r, e v e n i f t h e
transmission of this role contradicts the
concept of a free and independent woman.
Even if it seems so, being a subordinate is
considered to be a very good quality for
greek women. My grandmother often calls
my cousin ‘the monkey’ and criticises her for
being ‘messy’.

However, and fortunately, this old-fashioned
vision of women’s role is at a crossroads:
younger generations have star ted to
challenge the role of the nikokira even
though this has also resulted in a clash
between older and younger generations.
Women can now divorce their husbands
(something that was unthinkable for old
generations), drive cars, go to clubs and
exercise a greater degree of independence.
Thus, it is necessary for all greek women to
imbibe the same values of feminism in order
to make their voice heard. Even if being a
nikokira is a good thing, it should not be a
woman-only characteristic, and equality
between genders should prevail over
patriarchal domination.
The example of greek modern society permits
us to better understand the dichotomies
within others. Even though older generations
and conservative people would like to
preserve traditions, even if it is not in favor of
equality of genders. I believe that we should
not condemn their fears. Instead, we should
try to spread awareness so that we can
inform society about issues that enchain
women’s freedom and opportunities in life.

A Feminist Review of My Anthropological Fieldwork in Java,
Indonesia - Karen Lee
Last summer, I conducted fieldwork in a village in
rural East Java, Indonesia, as part of a research grant
by the London School of Economics. I went there
with the aim of studying the gender and kinship
relations of domestic workers who have returned
home. I stayed with my previous domestic worker,
Irene. In the following paragraphs, I would like to
discuss my research findings with feminist lens. I
wish to explore what really is empowerment, and in
turn offer a more nuanced perspective of feminism.
This village, which I would refer to as Desa, is
approximately 5 hours of drive away from Surabaya,
Indonesia’s second largest city. There are
approximately 200 villagers, who share 1 secondary
school, 1 primary school, 1 clinic and 1 village hall.
The villagers are all Muslims who go to the same
mosque. Women mostly became housewives after
they marry, and men worked as rice farmers.
Women would confine themselves mostly to the
home after they marry, tending the household;
while men would take off in their motorcycles to
go on excursions with their friends when it is not
harvest season. Things started to change in recent
decades, when the opportunity to work as a
domestic worker in wealthier regions such as Hong
Kong, Singapore and Saudi Arabia presented itself.
Irene was one of the first girls to leave home, going
to Singapore when she was 16. Now, almost every
girl in the village has worked abroad. Women who
choose to work abroad are now earning more
money than the male members of the family
(domestic workers in Hong Kong earn
approximately 17 euros per day, while a rice farmer
in Java earns at most 0.5 euros a day). Through
working abroad, women gain new exposure,
acquire new skills, and make new connections,
things which men at home could never achieve.
The furthest a man can go would be to attend the
nearest university, which is around 30 minutes drive
from the village, and get a job in the local bank
afterwards, earning around 20 euros a month.

(Readapted from my original article. All names are
pseudonyms to protect interlocutors’ identities)

Women who have returned from abroad
would often behave differently, and some
may even renounce Islam altogether. A less
in-depth analysis may celebrate this change
as an unprecedented empowerment in a
context where many would assume as
oppressive. At least, I set off for the field
with this assumption in mind.
I argue that the chance to work abroad is not
necessarily empowering, especially if we follow
the liberal definition of feminism as pro-choice.
Domestic workers are often exploited when
they are abroad. Their passports are withheld by
the agencies and they are charged exorbitant
fees for training and flight. When they are in
the foreign country, they would often be
subjected to inhumane conditions: deprived of
rest, their right to worship taken away from
them, and sometimes they are only allowed to
sleep in the kitchen. There are very few people
they can turn to for help even if they are
tortured by their employers, and they cannot
leave because they made a huge down payment
to the agencies and they no longer have their
passports. Domestic worker Erwiana was one of
the few lucky ones who successfully sought help
from politicians and lawyers to take her case to
court: she was repeatedly assaulted by her
employer to the point that he had to be
hospitalized (Siu, 2018).

In fact, Irene first left Singapore because her
employer showed an inappropriate interest in
her and made living together with him no
longer bearable. However, despite these
potential dangers, many young Indonesian girls
were still willing to take the risk. This raises the
question of why would they do that? As Irene
has often mentioned to me, the money they
earn in East Java is enough to sustain their daily
living, and if nothing else they will always have
rice to eat. However, if they want to have a
wedding ceremony, build a new house away
from their parents’ shabby mansion, or buy a
motorcycle (necessary for travelling in the rice
fields), the wife would have to work abroad. If
she goes to Hong Kong, she can save up
enough to build a house in 2 years. Thus,
driving by a desire to have a better life for their
family, many girls would take the risk to work
abroad despite potential dangers. However,
they may not necessarily be happy about it, and
in many cases the abuse they suffer overseas is
certainly not empowerment.
Additionally, these domestic workers’ family
may not always be grateful for their sacrifices.
Irene has once likened themselves to “farm
animals” at the mercy of their “masters”.
Adiratna’s husband, who lives across the street,
cheated on her while she was away in Hong
Kong. His justification being that he was using
his own money, not the money his wife
remitted to him. Considering that his income
was derived from the motorcycle his wife
bought, his justification was not entirely valid.
Another girl, Citra, who lives at the mouth of
the village, has apparently gone mad. After
working abroad for years, she has saved enough
to buy a house, a motorcycle, to get married,
and gave birth to two boys. However, her
mother wanted to push her to work abroad
again and forced a divorce between Citra and
her husband. Ever since then Citra has been a
little bit mad, Irene said. Therefore, working
abroad is often a huge gamble for these girls.

This may sound like a very tragic situation for
the women, but those left behind may suffer
too. Due to nucleation of family, parental
figures are the dominant child-carers (Hoang
et al., 2012). When the mother is working
abroad, the father stays at home to take care of
the children. This has actually been very
detrimental to men’s mental health. Since the
Indonesian state emphasises the ideal of men
as breadwinners and women as homemakers
(Silvey, 2006), men often suffer from identity
crises when their wives leave home. As
Elmhirst (2007: 231) succinctly summarised,
women are valued as “being able to stay at
home, avoid work in the fields and keep their
skins pale, whilst men enter the world of
work, embrace expansive spatial horizons”.
I would wish for readers to not discount the
men’s distress as their ‘fragile patriarchal ego’
being harmed, as it has real implications on
their reputation and perceived self-worth. The
women’s families who are left behind may
suffer too. There are multiple stories of
domestic workers wasting away their income
when they are abroad, borrowing from loan
sharks who have contacts back in Indonesia
that can track down the domestic workers’
families. It is equally as big a gamble to the
girls who travel as to the family members who
are left behind.

In this short article, I suggested that
empowerment is a buzz word that often
underemphasized women’s pain and suffering
in their historical move from the private to the
public domain. However, women are not the
only victims here, family members who are
left behind risk their reputation, mental health
and wealth too. In a way, the Javanese story is
a tragic tale of poverty and capitalistic
exploitation, a situation in which people are
constantly asked to risk their dignity for basic
needs such as decent housing and education
for their children. I hope my article adds some
nuances to readers’ perceptions of feminism.
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“Despite the warm weather these days, ladies please keep your shoulders covered and
your skirts and shorts no shorter than right above your knees.”

“Ever since women obtained
the right to vote, society
has regressed.”

“Women were created so their
uterus could give life, so abortion
is a crime towards God”

These are not quotes from some 19th century
textbook. The first quote is from the letter my
high school would send all parents every year
around May, when the weather would get
warmer. The second one I overheard while
sitting in the common room at my high school.
The third one is something a male classmate
said to my face during my senior year of high
school.

There was a boy who had gotten his 17-year-old
girlfriend pregnant; and yet, he continued to
condemn abortion and refused to consider that
maybe, in their situation, other people would
want to resort to it.
There were boys who loudly shared their beliefs
that a woman’s place is at home, that women
should not do certain things or occupy certain
positions.

I attended private catholic schools from
elementary school all the way to high school. I
was never a believer; my family never went to
Church. So, I guess I kind of book it as a
sociological experiment, a sort of participant
observation among the catholic youth, and up
until 10th grade that environment did not really
bother me.

Sex education was close to inexistent, as if high
school students did not have to know a thing
about it. Of course, feminism was also not
something you could openly discuss:
empowerment had to come from your own self,
in an environment that was very much
dominated by people trying to shut women up.
But I guess what is also scary is how I grew
accustomed to restraining my thoughts from
becoming words. I did not share the oppression
I felt, nor did I dare to express my profound
discomfort when face with misogynistic beliefs
and comments. I kept my disgust and my anger
for when I got home, as I knew (as atheists like
myself) family could understand.

But when I entered high school, most kids were
fervent church-goers and were part of a very
tight-knit, conservative, and privileged
community.
Apart from our radically opposing political
beliefs, what was most shocking to me were the
ways in which kids my age thought and talked
about women. There were girls who were smart
and strong-willed; and yet, they talked about the
importance of being submissive and about how
a wife should seek to satisfy her husband.

In high school, I should have been taught how
to become a tolerant, open-minded adult and a
confident woman. Instead, I learned to cover
up and shut up.
BY NOLWENN VOLÉON

INTERSECTIONAL FEMINISM IN INDIA
BY Ruhi Jha
The term ‘feminism’ is not something new. It has
always been omnipresent, it is just that people are
encountering it more these days because of further
awareness has been spread by great feminist
leaders like Bibi Dalair Kaur, B.R. Ambedkar,
Jyotirao Phule, Leila Seth, Indira Jaising, and many
more. We should be thankful to these people as
they are the pillars that have helped shaping Indian
feminism.
However, the concerning factor that today’s
mainstream feminism has been negligent about is
that it doesn’t cater to the needs and aspirations of
women of all classes and sections. Feminism, to a
large extent, seems to stay divided between the
urban women and the rural women. This division
nullifies the basic aim that feminism is supposed to
achieve. As Gerda Lerner in her book ‘The Creation
of Patriarchy’ rightly mentions, “class is not a
separate construct from gender, rather class is
expressed in genderic terms.”
Over the course of time, feminism has mainly
focused on the issues experienced by upper class
and middle-class women which invariably meant
that the focus was more on educated women stuck
in traditionalist roles while having a ‘modern mindset’. This overshadows the struggles faced by rural
Dalit women, tribal women, queer women, women
from lower economic backgrounds, women with

disabilities, etc. Their oppressions and
vulnerabilities are very different from that of
urban straight cis women. However, their
sufferings stay limited to near facts and data.
In this way, the very essence of feminism gets lost
due to the social and economic differences. To
rectify this problem, Kimberly Crenshaw, as an
advocate and a professor of law at Columbia Law
School and the University of California,
introduced the concept of ‘intersectionality’ 30
year ago to feminist theory. Crenshaw noted
some of the ways in which intersectional
feminism helps activists advocate for women of
all backgrounds and identities.
Intersectional
feminism
examines
the
overlapping systems of oppression and
discrimination that women face, based not just
on gender but on ethnicity, sexuality, economic
background, and a number of other axes.
I think Crenshaw’s approach gives a perspective
to examine and implement feminism on different
parameters keeping in mind different subjects
but at the same time keeping them under the
same umbrella.
But this aspect is not altogether new for Indian
feminism. Tracing back to 1947-1950s, during

The formation of Indian Constitution, Dr. B.R.
Ambedkar had a similar approach. He stood to
eradicate the gender inequality and bring women on
equal surface as that of men by giving all women
equal opportunities and rights. Being a Dalit,
Ambedkar had closely witnessed the violence
against marginalised women at higher rates,
including types of violence that are specifically done
to ‘Dalit women’. He also knew that Dalit women
face different challenges than women in higher
castes since they are more likely to be poor,
uneducated and socially marginalised.
Intersectionality draws attention to the different
invisibilities that exist in feminism, in anti-racism,
anti-caste, class politics, etc. Basically, it compels us
to attend to many different aspects of power that not
everyone experiences. This is one way we can draw
our attention to what has been erased from our
histories, what we need to unlearn, what we need to
challenge, and who needs to be given space to share
power and have a voice of their own. More
importantly, it helps us draw attention to the various
ways in which power is sustained and limited to only
a certain caste/class/race/gender in society and how
oppression thus operates and works.
Oppression cannot be seen or understood as
something that exists in the same manner for
everybody. There are layers to it which overlap and
intersect, and this is precisely what intersectional
feminism tries to explain. By the implication of this,
we can also say that feminism is something that
reflects on the experiences and the various multilayered aspects of people from different
class/caste/race/ethnicity and cultural backgrounds.
The experiences also differ based on their sexuality,
gender, age, etc. Intersectional feminism takes
cognizance of all these differences and talks about
feminism from the different axes of oppression. In
other words, intersectional feminism challenges the
dominant idea of feminism which is overtly
white/upper-class/upper-caste/ableist/cis
heterosexual and which fails to take into account the
marginalized standpoints.
An important aspect that one needs to remember
while talking about intersectionality is ‘privilege’.
Privilege is important because it is much easier to
point

to point out how and why people are oppressed
than to point out who is the oppressor and how
their dominance is continuing in various ways
because of their privileged position in the
society. Privilege
should not obscure itself from those classes who
have it and benefit from it. So, without an
understanding of privilege and intersectionality,
the feminist movement cannot call itself antioppression. Feminist praxis cannot be fully
understood unless we understand how issues like
caste, class, gender, ability, sexuality among
others intersect and influence each other.
To give you an example, an upper caste woman
feeling oppressed because she does not have
the freedom to work in the public domain cannot
define feminism solely based on her own
experiences, because it does not represent the
issues faced by the marginalized women who are
exposed to unregulated and unorganized work
structures for their survival. The marginalized
women’s suffering is intersectional because of
their identity as marginalized. This does not
mean that the issues faced by the privileged are
not issues per se, but that those issues alone do
not define feminism, and not realizing this would
basically mean glossing over the many layers of
oppression and erasing many other experiences.
It’s not about who suffers more. Further, while we
try and understand intersectional feminism, the
mere inclusion of women from the marginalized
communities is not going to address issues of ‘all
women’. What we need to challenge are the
structures in which these inclusions are being
framed and taking place. There are multiple
grounds on which women and marginalized
communities identify themselves, and their
identities are not just multiple, but very different.
This ‘difference’ has to become a part of our
feminist analyses. There has to be a clear
rejection of a homogeneous platform to tackle
discrimination. Intersectional feminism must be
applied in a way that all different aspects of
identity are taken into consideration, all
oppressions are seen as influencing and
controlling other oppressions, none of them
working singularly or separately.

What one cannot forget is that eventually, it’s about
interrogating further deeply into the question of
power. It’s about asking – Who is powerful? Who has
the power to not care? Who has the power to say No
and walk away? Who has the power to not talk about
something because it doesn’t affect them? Critiques
arising out of privileged spaces need to be seen from
this context. If the privileged feel threatened or
alarmed because of the critiques made on their
privileges

privileges, then the powerful are framing
themselves as oppressed. This is where we need
to
understand
the
importance
of
intersectionality. This is where we need to
understand how structural discrimination works
and supports unequal opportunities and access
which go a long way in deciding who continues
to live with power under their fists and who
suffers from it.

MEDIA
AND
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Fuellimg Resistance

WOMEN
IN
FRENCH
MEDIA
by Mathilde Paturel
« UNE FEMME MEURT
TOUS LES TROIS
JOURS SOUS LES
COUPS DE SON MARI »
…

… Is what you can usually read in a
French news article addressing violence
against women. It literally translates to:
“Every three days, a woman dies under
the hits of her husband”.
This formula is well-known, and often
used as a “hook sentence” in awareness
campaigns. However, it poses a real
problem.

There has undoubtedly been a great
evolution in the media coverage of
femicides: they only used to appear on
the back pages of local newspapers
(‘les faits divers’). Yet, nowadays, they
are often reported by mainstream
media.

But this mainstream formula that is used
by French journalists has serious
implications. By putting the woman at the
heart of the sentence and by using the
passive form while making no reference to
the murderer, French media is making a
big mistake: that of putting the victim in
the center, without questioning the overall
system of sexual violence perpetrated by
men.

Not only is this formula wrong, but the words
that are used to qualify the murder are most of
the time inappropriate to qualify violence
against women. The terms ‘drame familial’,
‘drame conjugual’ (family/conjugal tragedy)
are overused, and imply that those murders are
only private matters, individual situations with
no link whatsoever.
These terms aggravate and even denies and
underestimates the system of violence that kills
women every day. The worst form tends to
probably be the ‘crime passionnel’ (crime of
passion), used as though the man had killed his
wife because he loved her too much and was
overcome with feelings and emotions.
All of these language elements are everything
but neutral as they tend to further downplay
the violence that is committed against women.
These murders and acts are the result of a
system of domination that is intrinsically
violent, and the media needs to question this
system when covering any femicide.
However, it is possible to change the current
situation and improve the representation of
violence against women in the media. For
instance, in 2001, Spain’s national Radio-TV
agency committed, among other
recommendations, to cease looking for
justifications to explain violent crimes against
women and instead, use appropriate terms to
qualify violence against women such as ‘sexist
violence’ and ‘femicide’. Each article also
began to include a number of a telephone
helpline to aid women.
Now, when will French media follow suit?
En hommage aux victimes de la violence
sexiste.

G I r l

AlmIghty

BY Tiffany Chang

Commenting on double standards and the unrealised skill that comes with the fangirling phase.

For almost a decade, I have been an unabashed fan
of One Direction, no matter what their status. Including Zayn,
without Zayn, as solo artists – every form of One Direction is a
form that I have enjoyed. The excitement I felt whenever new
music dropped or a new interview was released and the sheer,
unabashed joy of singing along with their music and 30,000
other fans are memories I will always cherish. From elementary
school to high school to university, my passion for One Direction
and the talented fandom that accompanies it has not
diminished.
It is not something that I usually tell people, because
whenever I say that I’m a fan of One Direction, it is as if I have
been reduced to a hysterical, screaming teenage girl with
shallow interests and no concept of what ‘real’ music is. But why
is a teenager expressing her favourite boyband dismissed when
a male football fan wearing his team’s jersey and matching face
paint, who knows the name, number and statistics of every
player seen as normal? What makes teenage girls singing along
to their favourite artist in concert any different than sports fans
chanting and screaming at a game? Are her interests any less
valuable by virtue of her gender?
Whether it be One Direction or BTS, the idea that fans
are nothing more than vapid, frenzied and illogical teenage girls
is overly simplistic, ignoring the talent displayed within the
fandom and the camaraderie that forms between fans from all
over the world. As One Direction fan and tech investor, Sacha
Judd, noted in her speech “How she explains how fans would
manipulate images of the band using Photoshop, create
beautiful digital art to share online, display their video editing
skills by creating YouTube videos, and write pieces of fiction
which are longer than some novels. As Shivani Agrawal notes in

“Fangirl Power: How One Woman Turned the Tables on
Fandom Stereotypes”, the classic One Direction fanfiction
“Young and Beautiful” is a whooping 227,417 words long,
a behemoth when compared to J.K. Rowling’s ‘Harry
Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone’ at 76,944 words.
The ‘silly’ fanfiction a fan writes or the ‘stupid’ art
she creates is more than just a pointless way to share her
love for her favourite artist. Rather, Judd argues that fans
are practising skills that would be valuable in any
company. When a fan is creating a lyric video, a piece of
art featuring their favourite member, or running a Twitter
account updating the fans of their every move with an
audience of hundreds of thousands, they are “video
editors, graphic designers, social media managers, and
writers, but no one is paying attention to them because
they are showcasing their skills in service of something
most people refuse to care about”, as Judd notes. Though
these self-taught skills would serve any fan well as they
enter post-secondary education and eventually, the
workforce, fans don’t feel comfortable sharing their skills
outside of their own fandom circle, believing that because
of their ‘silly’ attraction to a boy band, her skills are
somehow lesser. According to Judd, 58% of the One
Direction fans she surveyed have never considered a
career in technology, yet 65% of fans say they have
created or contributed to fanfiction, 27% to fan art, 23%
to GIF sets and 22% to photo manipulations. Fans say
that they “don’t feel skilled enough to enter the industry”,
that they “don’t have the education”, that they “don’t
think they’re talented enough” despite having cultivated
their skills within fandom for years.

Perhaps the biggest example of the power that a
group of teenage fans can wield is Project No Control, in
which One Direction fans around the world united to
promote fan-favourite non-single “No Control” from One
Direction’s album ‘Four’ in the wake of Zayn Malik’s
surprising exit from the band.

“How can you say young
girls don’t get it? They’re
our future.”
Creating a promotional campaign that major record labels
would be jealous of, fans promoted the song by creating
fan-made music videos and artwork, calling radio stations
requesting the song, and using their social media accounts
to spread the word. Using the now defunct website,
Thunderclap, a site that allowed users to be able to spread
a message simultaneously across all their social media
platforms, in less than a week, fans had a social reach of
over 55 million people. If Project No Control Thunderclap
was a Twitter account today, it’d have 9 million more
followers than the Prime Minister of India, Narendra Modi
and 12 million more followers than footballer, Neymar.
Not only was the project noticed by One Direction
themselves, who praised the project on Twitter and on
stage, it was covered by news outlets such as BBC
Newsbeat and LA Weekly. Despite not even being available
for play on radio stations before the campaign, in less than
a week, No Control had been played on over 60 stations
worldwide including top stations such as BBC Radio 1 and
Z100 New York, also becoming the first non-single to ever
win a Teen Choice Award on August 16th 2015. Many artists
can only dream about having this kind of reception to a nonsingle, even with the backing of a PR company and
management team, and record label. And One Direction’s
fans accomplished it on their own.

As Harry Styles said in a solo interview with
Rolling Stone, “how can you say young girls don’t get it?
They’re our future. Our future doctors, lawyers, mothers,
presidents, they kind of keep the world going.”
The idea that having older men acknowledge
and appreciate an artist means that that artist is
legitimate is one that is rooted in sexism, as Brodie
Lancaster notes in an article for Pitchfork. Yet, “there is
no greater cultural crime a young girl can commit than
loving pop music without apology”.

Unraveling
Gender Issues
in Movies
By Shivani Ekkanath
The characterisation of women in film
has finally begun to generate a much
greater degree of scepticism and
.
raise many questions. With the
advent of the Bechdel test, an
indicator of sorts used to determine
female representation in film, viewers
have been able to critically analyse
the depiction of women through a
clearer lens. Even though a greater
proportion of women are given
leading and supporting characters in
many films and TV these days, it is
necessary to examine their roles and
patterns associated with casting so
that fellow movie enthusiasts and
critics around the world can better
understand the nature of
representation and portrayal of
women in film. Feminist
interpretations of film enable us to
look past film solely on the basis of
art, but as a worthwhile and
influential form of social commentary
as well.

Often, it is apparent that despite the
strength and complexity of a female
character, her position in the movie
primarily serves to promote the plot and
storyline of the leading male character.
Created by comic book writer Gail Simone,
the trope often termed ‘women in
refrigerators’ is particularly ubiquitous in the
world of Marvel and DC and was popularised
when superhero Green Lantern discovers his
girlfriend stuffed in a fridge, and the death
of Gwen Stacy in The Amazing Spider-Man.
And of course, without equivocation, the
recurring trope of the ‘mad woman in the
attic’ cannot be forgotten. From the
inception of fictional character Bertha
Mason in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre, the
tortured and suppressed women of
nightmares that casts a sharp juxtaposition
to the primary male’s love interest is not a
new concept to say the least. Owing to the
underdevelopment of her character and
lack of a backstory, the darkness of her past
and motives is never considered and the
main cast often ostracise her and gain our
sympathies in the process.

Moreover, despite being rather empowering
and independent, the trope of the female
‘Action Hero’ also is in need of crucial
reflection considering its weaknesses and
the undercurrents of sexism that can still be
associated with it. To carry on the twodecade long legacy of Lara Croft and
reiterate the ‘Cyber Babe’ debate,
unfortunately, in many similar cases, the
focal point of their representation effectually
becomes the women’s body and physique
rather than her actions and choices. Her
perceived sex appeal begins to outweigh the
deeper levels of her character and mis-align
the reception of the movie and the overall
impacts and legacy of a strong and defining
character.
The ‘Ice Queen’ trope also depicts a powerful
and self-sufficient woman, yet her portrayal
is almost cold and robotic as she is shown to
be lacking in emotions and sensitivity. Be it
Cersei Lannister from Game of Thrones or
Miranda Priestly from A Devil Wears Prada,
these more headstrong and career and goaloriented women are often disliked for their
perceived lack of empathy and the trait
usually becomes a focus on the conflict. This
reveals the double standard associated in
the wider social contexts as men with a
similar mindset would be respected and
their work and attitude would be rewarded.
Similarly, common in James Bond films and
the Mission Impossible Series, the trope of
the’ action girlfriend’ also stems from a
similar concept, where the supporting
character joins the male lead in his missions
and goals, but only to primarily serve as a
love interest. For the sake of the plot, she is
treated as a damsel in distress in need of
saving at the hands of the hero or as a
hostage used as an instrument to trigger the
‘hero’ to seek out the ‘villain’.

The trope of the ‘Girl Next Door’, a now
overused element of most teen dramas
and young adult films despite its honest
efforts to angle the story of a female at the
plot’s forefront, does the most damage to
the representation of women. The primary
focus of the film ends up being the lead’s
romantic interests and how she finally
succeeds in this regard. These often tend to
divert the attention from her character
development through the movie and the
progress her story makes. In the process,
she usually undergoes a massive
transformation or development so that she
is more desirable and ‘worthy’ and more
acceptable to society. The ‘Manic Pixie
Dream Girl’ is also a trope that falls in a
similar spectrum along with the ‘Magical
Negro’ where the supporting female lead’s
only and main motive in the movie is to
spark a change in the male lead by her zest
for life and carefree nature. They often lack
an independent and strong plotline of their
own and are subservient to the lead.
To counter the problems faced by the
representation of women in film, it is not
simply sufficient to cast a greater number
of women. It is also necessary to extend the
remediation of the issue to the direction,
advisory, photography, production and
writing as well. Fortunately, production
companies like Hello Sunshine and We Do
It Together are pioneering great work
through film and storytelling by focusing
on the psyche and the life of the everyday,
average woman.
With the advent and ubiquitous ideals of
inclusivity and equality that the #MeToo
era has helped usher in the entertainment
and film industry, our horizons about the
rooted issue of gender roles and
discrimination will hopefully be
broadened.

An Interview with
Yassamin Maleknasr
On an uncharacteristically sunny day in early April, award winning Iranian- American filmmaker,
Yassamin Maleknasr sits down to talk with me about her experience making documentary films,
insights on feminism and opinions about the younger generation. On a trip to France to promote
her latest film, Women of the Silk Road at UNESCO, Yassamin also visited Sciences Po Campus du
Havre to screen her film and engage with first year students. Interestingly, Yassamin chooses to
call herself a citizen of the world due to her diverse background, childhood and early career in
Iran, education, and formative years in the UK and the United States. Sporting a colourful Taqiyah,
she speaks fondly about the nostalgia of the past and encourages and speaks abut her vision for
the future.

Yassamin invites all young people to engage more share their stories with her. Visit her website
for more information as well.
http://yassamin.com/
1. Do you consider yourself a feminism?
Personally, I feel that the word ‘feminist’ is
often blown out of proportion. To be a
feminist, is to care about women’s issues and
try to make changes. Everybody can do it
their own way- if you are a woman in a
village caring for your family or in the
western world. I do believe that my outlook
is different and I consider myself a woman
who cares rather than choosing to subscribe
to labels.

2. I heard that you were one of the first women
to make the journey all over Afghanistan so tell
me about your experiences filming ‘Afghanistan:
The Lost Truth.’
For the last 17 years, I believe that I remain the
only filmmaker to have taken the journey. I think
it is only through making those travels and
seeing people in small towns and villages that I
truly understood different cultures.

I once took a trip on my own to a small town
bordering Iran and Afghanistan and I met up with
a group of Canadians who knew the governor of
that town and ended up at his place. He looked
at my camera and was shocked. They then gave
me room and lodging which really helped me
stay and finish my film in Afghanistan.
Of the many people I met, a school teacher gave
me her burqa which I still have till this day. It
was a trip that taught me about life, survival
and happiness. I feel that I am now a person who
is happy with the small things in life.

3. Is there enough representation in the film
industry? How is the situation like in the
Iranian film industry in particular?

5. Why is East Meets West a common theme in
your films?

I always thought of myself as an ambassador of
sorts. We all live with an image of what the west
There are a lot of women filmmakers in
is supposed to be as we often tend to
places you would least expect it. It is also
dependent on the fact that you as a woman, romanticize what we don’t know. I realized that
we are in fact, growing further apart due to fear.
have to make a sacrifice- something men
When Macro Polo traveled, he not only came back
don’t have to do. At the same time, we can
with trade, but cultures as well, to prove that
definitely do a lot more by supporting
peoples’ initial fears were misguided. The media
women’s stories and filmmakers.
portrays a rather negative image here as well.
The western film industry has indirectly played a
Surprisingly, in Iran, women work in all
role in this divide. For instance, I always joke with
capacities in Iran as 70 percent of the
population is below the age of 27 and there is my friends that all the bad guys are from the
middle east and all the terrorists from spy movies
a great amount of youth involvement. Even
are from Iran. However, in the future, I would like
though the industry is big, it is a difficult
to use social media in a positive way to promote
business as it comes down to economic
the East meets West idea.
factors as well.

4. Could you tell me about your
motivations behind Women of the Silk Road?

6. What are some the major difficulties you have
experienced?

When I was filming Afghanistan: the lost
truth at the Tribeca film festival, somebody
asked me when I would make the rest of the
silk road. As I was having coffee with a
friend of mind, I told her that someone ad
asked me that question. I started reading
and researching and soon realised that
nobody had made a film like that We all
think that the Chinese own the silk road but
nobody really ‘owns’ the silk road.
Later, during a trip to NYC, I saw some
pieces of hand-woven textiles and realised
it was made in Buhara. Yet, despite being
the seller, the shopkeeper did not where
exactly it was made, let alone the fact that
it was located in Pakistan. As these textiles
were woven by nomadic woman, I decided
to represent both women as well as textile
in this way. The film itself is about love,
colour and human connection. The 4
countries showcased in my film were also a
part of the silk road.

As a woman, I feel that it was rather difficult to
get finding. This was, in part, also because of the
fact that I had chosen subjects most people
wouldn’t do. For instance, people thought I was
crazy when I traveled to Afghanistan. Due to the
sanctions, many French companies and
foundations in the United States wanted me to
take Iran out of the film even though it played
such a big part because they thought they were
funding Iran in some way. It was also difficult for
my Iranian filmmaking crew to obtain visas due to
similar, more political reasons.

7. What are your parting words to our
campus?
My teacher once told me ‘’Go and look up the
word- Apathy. Do not have apathy. You
should care.’’ This is a that is divided but still
needs to fight obstacles like migration. We
need to take a stand. I would like to conclude
with some poetry by Rumi (translated)- ‘try to
see each other, try to hear each other to
understand each other.

THE VAGINA
MONOLOGUES
Unearthing Voices

LAUGH ABOUT

“IT”
BY EMILE STRAGYTE

In third grade, my teacher played a children’s introduction to sex education during
class. For the first time in my life, I heard the words vagina and penis used at the
same time out loud. All of the class giggled. Laughing is a mechanism to make
uncomfortable moments feel easier. I laugh when I stumble and fall in front of my
crush.
People don’t usually put spotlight on vaginas and penises and as a result, they
don’t appear in our daily conversation topics. The truth is, they make us uneasy.
However, it becomes problematic when this discomfort blocks conversation. If I
cannot say ‘vagina’ out loud without my cheeks turning red, I will not be able to feel
free to discuss the matters that relate to it. It distracts us from talking about
serious issues relating to vaginas: from genital mutilation to rape and sexual
assault.
I think it is easier when we start by laughing about vaginas and here is why I think
we need The Vagina Monologues. The Vagina Monologues, for me, is a platform
where I can listen to and say the word ‘vagina’ as many times as I want and as loud
as I want. In the event, ’it’ becomes ‘vagina’. Vagina. Vagina. Vagina. Sounds more
normal already, doesn’t it?
Now, I don’t need to care or be careful about how I use the word because it is so
liberating just to use it so freely. A lot of the monologues in the play are sarcastic
and ironic; they are written to make the audience laugh. At the moment, I do not
feel like my laugh is a mechanism of defence from the unease anymore. Laughing,
for me, is my feeling of liberation. When I can laugh about vaginas, I feel like I gain
the ownership of both the word and the opportunity for discussion.
Next year I hope Vagina Monologues can be joined by Penis monologues. I want to
laugh about them too.

Vagina.
Vagina.
Vagina.

By Anniesara Sukcha

It’s scary saying the word. ‘Vagina.’ At first it feels like you’re crashing through an
invisible wall. ‘Vagina.’
You feel guilty and wrong, as if someone’s going to strike you down,” says Eve Ensler, the
author of The Vagina Monologues. It is disturbingly and worryingly funny how this quote
is still perfectly relevant today, 23 years after the release of The Vagina Monologues. It also
justifies why this play catches so much attention regardless of where it is performed.
Malaysia, among other countries including China and India, has banned the play, claiming
it to be promoting promiscuity by going against the culture and the religion of tthe
country. Like it or not, the reality is that the word ‘vagina’ has to be spoken in hushed
tones in most occasions, if not forbidden at all. As a reaction to the status quo, Eve Ensler
came up with a play to provide women with the platform to talk, laugh, and shout about
The Vagina. Above all, she seeks to call upon women around the world to reclaim their
own vagina.
In March 2019, I had the privilege to perform one of the monologues at SciencesPo, led by
Emile Stragyte. My monologue ‘Because He Liked to Look at It’ is about a woman who had
always thought that her vagina was “incredibly ugly that she pitied anyone who had to go
down there.” Her perception finally changed after a sexual encounter with a man named
Bob who liked looking at her vagina. She went from feeling disgusted with her body to
loving it, from imagining that there was something else between her legs to reclaiming her
vagina. Though this monologue has received various criticisms for promoting self-pity and
reaffirming patriarchy, I would like to look at it from another perspective. I believe that
there are some very important messages that this monologue is trying to send.
Body image anxiety is an urgent and present topic that does not get enough attention in
the society that we are living in today. Jean Mackenzie wrote a report for BBC showing
girls as young as nine seeking labiaplasty because they are distressed with the appearance of
their vagina. While I agree that ‘Because He Liked to Look at It’ does not put women on a
pedestal, it attempts to explain how realthe problem is, and therefore urges people to accept
that every vagina is normal because there is no such thing as a “normal vagina.” On
reaffirming patriarchy, for me, it does not matter how our self-perception changes—be it a
Eureka moment from our self-reflection or simply a validation from another human being,
what matters is that we escape the repetitive though-loop of our internalized self-hatred
and begin to look at ourselves through our own lens.
At the end of the day, it’s not about women against men. It is about us against the
patriarchal system. This monologue also made me realize that strength is not only about
being strong. It is also about going deep within yourself, acknowledging whatever there is
down there, and most importantly, owning it!

On the Underestimated Charm of Austenian Novels
- Mathilde Larive
It is a truth universally acknowledged that
a single man in possession of a good
fortune must not read English
romanticism. Or if he does, he must read
the famous poems of John Keats, Percy
Shelley or Lord Byron, to whom a lovely
museum is dedicated in Rome. May the
foolish ladies that still read Jane Eyre, Pride
and Prejudice or Northanger Abbey be
described as frivolous, sentimental, and
immature. However, there is a hidden
charm in the novels of Jane Austen, often
dismissed by pretentious readers or
sentimental fans.
If you have read Pride and Prejudice,
closely paying attention to character
construction and the narrative topoï used,
you would have noticed a wit sharper than
you expected. This is what happened to me
last summer, as I curiously tried to read
Austen’s novels during my summer job
shifts. I fell in love with Jane, with her
words, irony, and tough love for the
characters she developed. Her exploration
of gender in English society is especially
profound. Take Mrs Bennet, look at her act
with her daughters, panicked at the idea of
losing her housing or being stuck with
spinsters. She is ridiculed, even more than
Lydia, who (spoiler alert), runs away with a
soldier thinking he would marry her. Each
and every character in the novel portrays
intrinsic flaws of the small English nobility
of the time, in a very precise and loving
way.

Pride and Prejudice is much more than a
love story, it is a true satire of Austen’s
world. So why do the many adaptations
of the novel focus on this aspect?
My answer is: by laziness. It is much
easier to forget about the beautiful
sentences, hidden messages and
unparalleled wit and sarcasm by
focusing on the main point. This is also
why my dear high school literature
teacher hated all adaptations of French
classics (apart from Thirst by Park
Chan-Wook, which is basically Thérèse
Raquin with a vampire priest). Either
you go all the way in the free adaptation
genre, or you go home. However,
sometimes you find a pearl- a film that
is very authentic to the novel you read
and love. I find that this is especially
rare with Austenian novels.

This is the case of Love and Friendship, a 2016 adaptation of
the short story Lady Susan. The delightful comedy perfectly
understands the satirical humor of its base material. The
intriguing plot is a testament to the talent of the storyteller.
For instance, Lady Susan is despicable, yet lovable. The story
is as hilarious as the original, just like most of Austen's other
work. Never have I laughed so hard as when I read
Northanger Abbey!
Unfortunately, back in the day, women authors, especially in
nineteenth century England, were considered as half-writers,
producing light entertainment for other women. As a result,
we also tend to take the literary critique rather lightly. Why
are narratives about women even be seen in a bad light?
One may or may not like the work of Austen, but should still
give it a go, just like you would not dismiss Murakami for
being a “Japanese contemporary mainstream writer”. His
work is much richer than what you usually hear from
pretentious critics as it describes and explores the plight of
women and their place in society. And although it is seen by
many to be ‘boring’, like Murakami, Austen gives the women
in her stories a lively and rebellious twist that charms me
every single time. I hope you will fall in love with her just as
much I did.

Sopranos die young,
BY SOPHIE ROCHEFORT GUILLOUET
To Camille, lively soprano and amazing friend.
According to George Bernard Shaw : “Opera is when a tenor and
soprano want to make love, but are prevented from doing so by a
baritone.” There is obviously a curse awaiting female characters
in classical operas.

Flat
The storyline is often a pretext for bel canto and virtuosity, yet,
and with a puzzling regularity, prime donne don’t survive the
ﬁnal act.

Sharp
Of course, one might argue that Susanna, the Contessa, Zerlina,
even Elvira and Dona Anna do live when the ﬁnal curtain fall
on stage - a narrow escape as far as virtue is concerned. They
are not the majority, by far. We could also point out that an
opera libretto is more than often based on a tragedy so, please
dear audience, expect some deaths in the end ! Come on,
would you really have Medea survive after her hideous crimes ?

Forte
Nonetheless, let’s have a quick overview of the most famous
and celebrated operas. The fair and candid Desdemona is
strangled by a demented Othello whose mind has been blinded
by Iago’s treacherous innuendos. The poor Mimi and the sad
Violetta have to undergo the cruel sufferings resulting of both
social blame and lung disease, as if their early deaths were
meant to purge the sins of a free life. Aida is to be sealed up
alive in the gloomy basement of an Egyptian temple and the
only consolation we have is that Radames is to undergo the
same dreadful fate.

or don’t they?
Fortissimo

Norma will die at the stake along with Pollion and Tosca ﬂings
herself over the edge to her death from the Castel
Sant’Angello…. Romanticism is so cruel to singing young
ladies. Lucia de Lammermoor is to be driven to madness by an
unwanted match and will die pitifully. No one could stay
untouched. Exotic climes for a setting make no difference :
Lakmé eats some poisonous datura ﬂower on stage as she - as
an hindu girl - cannot marry her beloved Gerald, a British
officer. He will hopefully recover…

Crescendo
Wagnerian heroines do not have a better share : Isolde, Senta or
Kundry are all to lose their lives for their loved ones. Who
would not indeed die willingly for Tristan, the ﬂying Dutchman
or Parsifal ? But some ask for it, don’t they, loving villains :
Wozzeck will not spare Marie in the end, we all see it coming,
yet she won’t give him up. La forza del destino is always
lurching and Leonora will have to pay to the bitter end for the
unpremeditated accident that caused her father’s death. She will
be stabbed to death by her brother Carlo. Rigoletto’s daughter,
Gilda has no better fate. She is to sacriﬁce herself to save the
Duke, in spite of her own father who is pursuing a revenge on
the one who brought dishonour to her. With the frightening
suicide of Madama Butterly, we conclude this long list – yet not
exhaustive - of young ladies who were born under the ominous
star of lyrical stardom.

Decrescendo
So what ? Should we give up the pleasures of opera music,
of heavenly singing and renounce the raptures of beautiful arias
or moving air de bravoure ? Certainly not, We cannot nor
would not re write works that have roots in classical culture as
well as in patriarchal values. Let’s enjoy the performance and
keep in mind the context. We can always consider that some
tenors really pay a hard price for their crimes, as Don Giovanni
burning in hell. Pinkerton might even feel a bit guilty, slightly
ashamed. Who knows ? We can then rejoice at Poppaea’s (short
but splendid) good fortune… and pray so that Judith might
escape Blue beard’s wives ‘curse.

Da Capo.

Here's to the power bestowed on us by all
those who inspired us to finally speak.

