
Dialogues Together-apart on Feminisms, Intersectionality, Activism, Body 
With Anna Suonsyrjä, Emma Clear, Lotta Esko, María Paloma Velázquez, Zahrah Ehsan, Yvonne             
Billimore. 
 

While going through each of our statements of work I started noting certain                         
words that seemed important to your practices, but also connected to                     
feminist approaches for me. This is the index I gathered: 
access, agency, ambiguity, appropriate, components, cooperation,           
correspondence, dynamics, exchange, expand, exploring, hidden narratives,             
(his)stories, (in)dependence, intersect, interweaving, lineage, multiplicity,           
patterns, performance, personal-social, power, presence, relate, space,             
struggles, unknown, voice, with. 

 
Over the course of April-May 2020, together-apart the group convened regularly over zoom for a               
series of conversations and exchanges on Feminisms*, Intersectionality, Activism, Body. Each group            
member took it in turn to host a session and bring ‘something’ to share with the group that could                   
prompt a collective discussion (a text, quote, reference, poem, song, story, anecdote, experience,             
exercise). These somethings were approached as examples which have been meaningful and            
informative to the hosts thinking/process/practice and so became the starting point for intimate             
exchanges. For the group, this was an exercise in experimenting with forms of consciousness-raising              
and practicing the ‘personal as political’. The constellations of texts appearing under each session              
respond to both the somethings and the conversations which grew from them.  

 
*Funny actually that we got hung up on the term ‘feminism’ so much ourselves and addressed the                 
other terms in the title only under and through feminism! 

For Sure. As we were talking it became clear to me that it is a complex term that is both                    
uniting and dividing, that its history as a term and as a practice are important concepts for us                  
to talk about here. 

I agree! I guess feminism even as a word has the ability to give such an immediate                 
feeling or a mental image that it has a huge power to get many people united but also                  
hesitate and divide. Maybe this exact thing gives me, quite often, really contradictory             
feelings. On the other hand, feminism gives me a strong feeling that it is something to                
be proud of, somewhere I want to belong but at the same time the name itself is not                  
too accessible for everyone I guess. And that is the ‘one’ term that should include               
cause "feminism is for everybody" (hooks). But as addressed, it is interesting how we              
got so attached to the term and started to see everything through it. Should people put                
less emphasis on the term feminism and find better and even more words to think               
through instead of trying to use one term? Should we just stop using the term? :P 

Similar things crossed my mind on Wednesday, should we drop the word            
feminism altogether, is it misleading and unapproachable for too many? Is it            
too costly as a term now? As you would want people to understand that it               
includes everybody. How to think when weighing the history and all the            
struggles with the feministic history, would there be a backlash on changing            
the term? 

This is a very good point, that perhaps we can discuss more            
tomorrow, if you'd like. I personally would vote for keeping in the            
term, perhaps not as the first one, but still as one of the key words, as                



I feel eliminating it could disregard the work of the movement that            
has allowed us to work around/through it in the first place. I am             
completely with you that it is a rather controversial word, and as I             
have mentioned before I question its suitability etymologically too,         
but I also think that it would be important to claim the intentions             
(even if resulting in sometimes problematic actions) of its legacy, as           
a contribution in working towards more equal ways of being. 

I do have the notion that the term has a historical connotation that might              
situate it in a position of being dismissed in certain arenas. This is something              
that we have discussed together in other strains of these meetings, but I             
believe that some of this is circling around and is part of this specific              
conversation. The term can give rise to dismissal in certain contentious           
situations, sure, but like was mentioned before in another context, I think that             
demonising feminism can be a tool of manipulation in order to ensure the             
status quo. There is room for discussion about breaking away from the term             
and finding another(s) that might encompass the vast array, complexity and           
interconnectivity that the term feminism now umbrellas but as we have           
discussed together, to dismiss the history and the lines that brought us here             
and is creating the web of approaches and directions now, would be to cut it               
off at the root. I wonder if setting down the term feminism might be              
pandering to those that wish to dismiss it’s movement rather than ‘staying            
with the trouble’  of it and working together with the complexity. 1

Yes, we have talked at length about the need to acknowledge our histories in less linear ways,                 
so I feel to reject the term rather than take it up, carry it (and embody it in multiple ways),                    
would be an act of further marginalising the histories/voices/bodies of feminism/feminists and            
their struggles. Personally, I prefer to work with it, even with all its faults. Yet, it should not                  
be void of criticality, there is work to be done complicating the histories of feminism–giving               
better attention to ALL of those who struggled for, with it and alongside it, for example trans                 
women have done so much of the work but are rarely acknowledged. Feminism’s historical              
(and ongoing!) roles in colonial and capitalist projects should not be overlooked either.  

Starting afresh would mean eventually having to go back to where the complexities in its (his)tory                
began or became worse in the first place. There are many terms that are problematic and/or perhaps                 
not used to demonstrate its true ideologies still prevalent to this day, to maintain a status quo ( i.e,                   
Trump’s nationalistic administration glossed over with the term ‘democracy’). It would make more             
sense for me to work within the realm of feminism, looking into why and how the misconceptions                 
have come about and the patriarchal colonization of vulnerable minds. Feminists face strong             
resistance when they raise voices to not only clarify, but also empower the silenced ones (something                
that I am witnessing in the way that many women, trans people, non-binary people and men in                 
Pakistan are advocating the true essence of the term Feminism - and the number is only increasing).                 
Feminism has been established to advocate basic and equal rights for all genders and gender               
nonconforming people and, the misreading of it as the battle of sexes is and should be considered a                  
thinking of the past. Why is it that certain groups of people conformed to false binaries want to                  
maintain the status quo? For the reason, to not have this progressive change to happen, to give away                  
the power that has been exercised for years. I’d prefer working together with the complexity of it, also                  
by focusing on intersectional feminism.  

1‘ Concept coined by Donna Haraway: Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene; Donna Haraway; 2016; 
Duke University Press. 



 
Together-apart - Wednesday 6th May (till 12noon): 

Hosted by Emma Clear and Yvonne Billimore  
with written responses from Emma Clear and Yvonne Billimore  

 
“Words are events, they do things, change things. They transform both speaker and hearer; 

they feed energy back and forth and amplify it. They feed understanding or emotion back 
and forth and amplify it.” - Ursula K. LeGuin  2

 
“I loved the illusion, the conviction, the desire - whatever you want to call it - that the words 

were agents rather than extensions of reality. That they made my life happen, rather than 
just recorded it happening.” - Eavan Boland  3

 
Night Feed (1982)  - Eavan Boland 

https://www.poetryireland.ie/publications/poetry-ireland-review/online-archive/view/night-feed 
 

Eavan Boland was a writer and poet in Ireland. A prominent feminist voice in the 
discourse of political enagement with civil rights and the liberation movements in Ireland. 

She passed away on 27th April 2020 and it feels significant to mention her here and now as 
a voice from my home country who worked with words. Her work brings into the light women 

within domestic settings. She analyses the expected domestic roles placed on women in 
Ireland and if possible to find power within the role, creating power of her own despite the 

expectation of it. I wanted to bring two writers together as a way to look at how language has 
a power to connect and contrast. I am thinking of these quotes through the discussions that 

we have started together. ‘Translation’ feels like an important word in our discussions. 
Words fill our discussion. Words hold a weight of the index which Maria composed from our 

bios. Words have power, hold histories, interweave, allow for cooperation and exchange, 
hold the hidden and sometimes the only evidence of experiences. And they are definitely 

ambiguous - there are times when they are misinterpreted, misunderstood, missed, 
unknown. ‘Oscillation’ comes to mind!! (Yvonne we discussed this once). To converse with 
you in multiple ‘mother-tongues’ allows for an ease for voice to be heard. There are times 

when it is unnecessary for me to understand the translation of a word... (I remember 
listening to a Finnish writer/poet reading her words and I felt the sense of the words through 

her expression of them. I heard the drops fall and land as she spoke about rain and the 
leaves rustle as her feet passed by in words)... And there are times when understanding is 

paramount to expansion and sharing differences. 
 
  Firstly to say, thanks Emma, this was such a generous and generative contribution. I particularly 
enjoy when two ‘thoughts’ are positioned in dialogue together and what can emerge from this. In 
such a fluid way these also spoke to the conversations we collectively began last week which spun 
around forms of labour, domestic work, reproduction, diverse approaches to feminism (and the 
divides created by this), the importance of difference and there being ‘not just one way but many 
ways’, of ‘voicing’ politics and issues of representation... Just a few topics we delved into on a 
Monday evening whilst self-isolating in our homes for the 8th/9th? week. The latter point I recall we 
spent quite some time with, thinking about visibility and ability to be ‘heard’, and if learning to 
‘speak to the loudest’ simply reproduces the same dominant narrative. Bringing this back to your 
contributions we talked about this  in relation to writing and publishing–how historically (but still 
prevalent) the dominant voices in the world tend to come from those with the most power, they also 

2 The Wave in the Mind: Talks and Essays on the Writer, the Reader and the Imagination; Ursula K. Le Guin; 2004; 
Shambhala pg.199 
3Letter to a Young Woman Poet; Boland, Eavan; American Poetry Review;May/Jun97, Vol. 26 Issue 3, p23 

https://www.poetryireland.ie/publications/poetry-ireland-review/online-archive/view/night-feed


write the stories of the world, and they shape how we live in it. At least these are the stories we are 
most commonly presented with because they are also a tool of domination. Two things strike me 
with this in relation to these texts and our conversations. Firstly, I love how these authors, and you, 
speak to the power of words to be agents, to move, to hold multiple meanings and stories–that 
words could even be the central characters of their own stories. This feels ‘put in practice’ when 
collectively reading these texts, or somethings, together in an act to disrupt single narratives, even 
that of the author, by positioning our own complex set of interpretations and experiences alongside 
those of the author’s and each other. Secondly, and we discussed this in the group, you mentioned 
how Eavan Boland was interested in moving beyond/transgressing the domestic through the act of 
inhabiting the domestic. Thinking about this in these times is interesting, how embracing the 
domestic could be considered an act of disruption. Personally I feel some tension and discomfort in 
this, but on the other hand listening to you read aloud the poem Night Feed, I now wonder about 
how this form of writting and feminism has been dismissed and exluded in certain feminist 
discourses. Embracing the domestic or the figure of the ‘natural’ mother has often been 
unwelcomed and critiqued in some feminist movements for essentialising and perpetuating 
dominant stereotypes. I wonder if this form of writing could be re-thought, certainly from my own 
perspective, as actually distrupting single narratives within feminism itself–who is considered a 
‘worthy’ feminist and which voices and positionalities are welcomed as valuable contributors within 
feminist discourses. I think this is a narrative that needs to be complicated.  4

 
I can understand your description of tension with reconsidering domestication as an 

act of disruption. It feels uncomfortable to me also. I think of Eavan Boland’s Night Feed 
within the context of when it is written, as much as it is important to consider it in the broader 

scope. It seems to me that within a highly traditional community Boland was attempting to 
bring to light domestic work, highlighting it as a way of showing  people who were immersed 

in it that there is possibility to find power within it. For someone to feel that power and do 
what they needed to do, for themselves, to feel emancipated from the oppression of it. I feel 

for many people they might not have felt they had the opportunity to change their situation 
and I can imagine, they felt utterly powerless. I wonder if she is saying that it's less a case of 

regaining power over domestication but rather standing with oneself in the oppression of 
domestication, recognising it for what it is and using this knowledge and understanding as a 

platform for gaining power. Initial steps for change, which gives room for further complication 
from this point; that makes room for the what if’s of Ursula LeGuin’s writings. 

  
  These quotes you shared sit nicely with what I brought to the group, an excerpt from Composting 
Feminisms and Environmental Humanities, by Jennifer Mae Hamilton and Astrida Neimanis. In their 
provocation essay they use “composting as a material metaphor to tell a particular story about the 
environmental humanities”, building on Donna Haraway's work they insist: “It matters what 
compostables make compost, and it matters if and how those nutrients are acknowledged” .  5

 
Notes: 
Links to practicing deep referencing/citation explored in my work with FCRP; this essay features in my 
video Curatorial Soup (though a diff section); connects to our discussion about voicing, visibility, 
public speaking, and who/how/why certain practices dominate diff fields; Previously, I ran a reading 
group at CCA Glasgow with this text; See also:  Composting Feminisms and the Environmental 
Humanities reading group.  

4 Notes from group discussion: The writing feels highly embodied; Emotion that comes through voicing; Words, I think we 
get hung up on words; Wages for Housework movement 1972, poem written 1982; Suggested action (decolonizing 
feminism): always research and consider positionality of the writer; Importation of ‘western’ feminism and its values as a 
form of colonization; Generational ‘waves’ of feminism.  
5 Jennifer Mae Hamilton and Astrida Neimanis, Composting Feminisms and Environmental Humanities, Environmental 
Humanities, Duke University Press, 2018. Abstract/p.1 

https://compostingfeminisms.wordpress.com/
https://compostingfeminisms.wordpress.com/
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  Compost: the compiling of scraps to create nutrients. ‘It matters what matter makes 
compost, it matters how those nutrients are acknowledged’ (from my notes on our 

discussions on your *something*). It matters why certain voices are heard and not heard. 
Whose voices are heard, how, why and from where. It was really enjoyable to work through 

these concepts with you and this text. The 
metaphor of compost as a way of thinking 

through the complexity of the labour involved in 
finding diverse voices. I found it comforting to be 
told that it can feel like an overwhelming task to 

work in intersectional ways but that we are 
doing it now; we are forming thoughts and 

layers together; that we are each responsible to 
make ‘matter’ together and compile the scraps. 

‘The Shitty Folder’  of compiled writings, 7

supposed failings, snippets of thoughts and 
words; the matter that is considered scraps but 

are in fact the material that make the nutrients of layered thought and complex englanments. 
Yvonne, I see how your soup exists as a metaphor for intersectional feminist practice and 
how the elements involed are cyclical and interwoven. The ingredients, the materials each 
have a history, they are brought together to create something delicious and valuable. They 
are ingested; processed; change shape; go back into the cycle again; become nutrients for 

other matters. 
There was a connection between the two texts that Yvonne and I brought. You 

mentioned that “Feminism is not about being a woman… Feminism as a way of being in the 
world”. But that there are many forms of feminism and that it takes labour, it is hard work, to 

unite or as you described it, “to be unionised”. It takes effort and a willingness to be 
vulnerable. In bell hooks’ Teaching Critical Thinking: Practical Wisdom - she states that “The 

6 Jennifer Mae Hamilton and Astrida Neimanis, Composting Feminisms and Environmental Humanities, Environmental 
Humanities, Duke University Press, 2018. Abstract/ p.517. 
7 The ‘Shitty Folder’ was a term that Emma used to describe Maria’s digital folder of unedited texts - daily writings that she 
felt were unpublishable but still held personal value, so she did not wish to delete them. 



importance of putting thoughts out there - of moving past fear and shame...When we all take 
risks, we participate mutually in the work of creating a learning community. We discover 

together that we can be vulnerable in the shape of shared learning, that we can take risks”8

”Connecting the ‘deeper structure’ with the broader view allows for freedoms of honouring 
our differences while cultivating unity”  It takes effort and courage to first face fear, and 9

shame to begin the process. It then takes a whole lot more to do the work of delving deep 
into the material/matter to unpick and reconfigure the connection between things; to ask the 

question ‘why has it developed this way?’  
 
  “to be unionised”... it’s odd to see yourself quoted with something that you don't fully connect 
with, though I don't doubt I said it! I’m interested in how if I chose to edit your writing it would 
determine what can be made visible, it would remove a lineage and a strain of thinking. I wonder 
how often that happens, so I would prefer not to edit, but instead I bring these thoughts to 
contaminate it:  
 
“I suggest that we approach the issues of women, cultural relativism, and the problems of 
“difference” from three angles. First, we need to consider what feminists should do with strange 
political bedfellows.” - Lila Abu-Lughod  10

 
I am interested in this question of political bedfollows because it speaks to the complexities involved 
in navigating feminism and being a feminist within a movement that is increasingly fractionalised. On 
one hand seperatist movements have been productive in establishing the importance of valuing and 
acknowledging difference, which is Abu-Lughod’s second angle to ‘accept the possibility of 
difference’. Whilst on the other hand, difference is not always productive and out of necessity in 
fighting a ‘common cause’, we may find ourselves in allyship with those, whom we might oppose in 
other ways. In Feminism for Everyone bell hooks– who (re)appears several times thought these texts 
– states that “from its earliest conception feminist movement was polarized”  (referencing 11

reformist and revolutionary feminism). Rather than a split, ‘the movement’ now seems more like a 
web with various forms of feminism operating in different ways–some existing in direct opposition 
to each other, and sadly some promoting the oppression of others. I often ask myself if I can, or 
should be, in alliance with some feminists/forms of feminism? If the end justifies the means, or if our 
ends might be completely different? Perhaps we are not fighting for the same futures, perhaps our 
versions of justice and liberation might look quite different. Even those who are not particularly 
strange political bedfellows–having emerged from very different but somewhat relational contexts, 
such as Post-colonial feminism and Post-socialist feminism or the various forms of African feminism 
(womanism, African womanism, Arab feminism, Black feminism, and.. and.. and… )–seem to refuse 
dialogue with each other. When are differences too different? When does the movement need to 
build coalitions and what do these coalitions look like? In their essay The Postsocialist ‘Missing Other’ 
in Transnational Feminism, Tlostanova, Thapar-Björkert and Koobak, suggest that that 
co-relationality could be a methodology since it “stresses the weaving patterns connecting 
differences rather than focusing on the ‘nature of the components’ as such, to paraphrase Édouard 
Glissant (1997, p. 190). Successful feminist coalitions across racial, ethnic, religious, linguistic, 
ideological and other borders, based on principles of co-relations, are always in the making. They are 
the opposite of essentialist standpoint positions trapped in the limitations of their victimhood and 
unwilling to build alliances because they follow a modern/colonial agonistic logic.”  12

8Teaching Critical Thinking : Practical Wisdom: bell hooks,2009, Routledge: pg. 21 
9 Ibid: pg. 3   
10 Lila Abu-Lughod, Do Muslim Women need Saving?, Harvard University press, 2003, p.40. 
11 bell hooks, Feminism is for Everybody, South End Press Cambridge MA, p.4. 
12 Madina Tlostanova, Suruchi Thapar-Björkert, Redi Koobak,  The Postsocialist ‘Missing Other’ of Transnational 
Feminism?, Article in Feminist Review, March 2019, p.85.  



    
 

Together-apart - Friday 8th May (5:30-8pm):  
Hosted by Anna Suonsyrjä and María Paloma Velázquez 

with written responses from Zahrah Ehsan and Lotta Esko  
 
“When you have a song like "Blurred Lines." It was so damn catchy. It was 
infuriating. "Everybody get up!" Okay, I wanna get up! And then you listen to the 
music and you're like, "Oh god." That's why music is such a powerful force, and 
powerful art form - the music, the rhythm and the beat pulls us in and then there 
are these lyrics. And we could do better. And I don't think that everything has to 
be all about social change or creating good. I listen to music all the time. I 
love music and I don't need it to be a didactic experience every time I sit down 
and put on my headphones. But once in a while I would like it to be a less 
degrading experience.”  - Roxanne Gay  13

 
  Roxane Gay is a writer and associate professor of English and creative writing 
at Purdue University. Her essay collection Bad Feminist (2014) was a comforting 
and enjoyable book for me with it’s brutal honesty. It gave me a feeling of relief 
that it is ok to be a feminist yet flawed. I would think that humans in general 
want to unite for bigger causes which they try to build as perfect and intact as 
possible. But like Gay reminds the reader, humans are always flawed in one way or 
another so we shouldn’t wait for anything else from the causes they build. The 
burden of being a ‘good’ feminist is a lot to carry. It would be fantastic to be 
always right and righteous but who dares to try to make the world better if you 
are not allowed to make any mistakes. Feminism is flawed but it’s worth trying 
even though we cannot reach for perfection.  

I wanted to discuss songs and art works that are something that we 
genuinely enjoy in many ways, but which don’t represent are values and might leave 
us feeling uncomfortable or maybe even ashamed. I sang to our group the chorus of 
‘Blurred Lines’, Robin Thicke’s 2013 song that is unquestionably a catchy dance 
floor hit but as Roxane Gay writes “actively encouraging the blurring of lines of 
consent” . The song is a disturbing example of an artwork that keeps telling us 14

that when a woman says no, she actually says yes.  
Can we at times dismiss feminist values and think that “it’s just music” or 

where should we draw the line with art works that include uncomfortable content? 
Even though Robin Thicke’s song is too unbearable for me (after analytical 
listening, after years of partying to it without understanding/listening to the 
lyrics), I admit that I really love to dance while listening to various tracks 
sung by pop stars that aren’t probably doing anything else than spreading more 
white patriarchal values to my ear. I don’t believe in censorship yet l don’t 
believe that “songs are only songs”. It’s hard to deal with the fact that 
mainstream music and culture in general is so immune to some words, as bitch for 
one example, that we don’t even recognize them being there telling us that it is 
ok to diminish someone’s voice and consent.  

 
I have been eagerly looking forward to writing a response to your hosted session and text as it 

prompted me to add on to that discussion. It was so lovely listening to you singing the chorus of 
‘Blurred Lines’ by Robin Thicke. While I was listening to it, it made me  think of times I would walk 

into various stores housed in the malls either in Pakistan or in the US as a young girl, listening to 
these mainstream songs played and not paying much attention to the lyrics. The songs are 

demeaning not only to women, but talk about being a  ‘slave master’ (Iggi Azalea), rape culture, 

13 https://www.newsounds.org/story/roxane-gay-bad-feminist-hip-hop/  
14 Ibid 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yyDUC1LUXSU
https://www.newsounds.org/story/roxane-gay-bad-feminist-hip-hop/


controlling and normalising such concepts in the mindsets of millions people walking in and out of 
the mall.  

 
It was only much later that I would feel guilty of  enjoying listening to songs like 

‘Gold-Digger’ by Kanye West and ‘Blurred Lines’ by Robin Thicke which are simply pumped with 
misogyny, and degrading women. Such ‘catchy dance floor hit’ songs like you described in your text, 

can easily blind people, especially those who would rather be ignorant, illiterate, or feel entitled to 
who they think they truly are and believe the way lyrics are constructed to further validate their 

entitled minds. Songs of any genre like for instance folk, hip-hop, rap, pop, indie or  wedding can 
easily carve out a space in a culture and breed into vulnerable minds. This has been the case in the 

past and even today, when I extensively enjoy Bollywood dance floor tracks on weddings. I can not 
help but notice how easy it is to ignore the male singer calling a woman a bottle of vodka and that he 
wants to drink her up, or any typical Pakistani wedding songs like Zara Dholki Bajao Goriyo (Play the 

drum a little  fair looking girls) sung by Adnan Sami Khan; blending in the culture of promoting white 
skin complexion (white skin coloured women are more beautiful),  the bride to be of a submissive 

nature and that there is no man any better than her groom. 
I would like to share a short list of songs that are relatively feel-good songs like Lizzo’s ‘Good 

as hell’... I don’t know? I’d like to keep my ears and my conscience more open now that we are 
addressing this. Hahaha. I do have trouble hearing swear words in songs like, ‘Bitch!’. Recently, I 

came across this song directed by  Shoaib Manzoor called Dua-e-Reem (Prayer of a bride); an 
advertisement song for  a rice company in Pakistan known as Reem Rice. It was released this year 

around the time of the women's march, and was viewed on local tv channels and YouTube. I am sure 
it is doing its part to attempt to  un-condition  the masses with it’s powerful lyrics. Here is the link to 

the video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QcON6vmP9no 
And in relation to this, one can see Mansoor making space for Pakistan’s trans community by having 

the  supporting roles in the music video played by some very important and known trans-women 
actors and activists. http://galaxylollywood.com/2020/03/12/shoaib-mansoor-dua-e-reem/  

 
For our session, hosted along with Anna, I have chosen to celebrate the cultural heritage of                                 

the Roma community in Hungary (the country where I was born and raised) by reciting a poem                                 
from the renowned writer, ceramist, graphic, painter, and illustrator, Magda Szécsi. I wanted to                           
address this topic by also highlighting and commemorating the struggles that the Roma people                           
have had to face, and still do so, even today. Struggling with deep poverty, segregated                             
education, and severe discrimination in the workforce, they make up over 8% (as of a survey                               
conducted in 2019 and published in Deturope journal ) of the national population, forming the                           15

largest ethnic minority in the country. The ingrained racism towards the Roma arising from                           
civilians, municipal administrations, and even the state governance is an excessively atrocious                       
form of social exclusion. Even though it is a very apparent and pressing issue, not just in                                 
Hungary, but several other European countries , it seems that it is never a priority on any                               16

socio-political agenda. I used the trope of ‘the elephant in the room’ (complemented by; ...who                             
is shoved under the rug, but whose tail is still showing) to demonstrate the general ignorance                               
towards reforming social structures and cultivating more receptive mentalities. Recognising that                     
a community with a wealth of historic traditions, complex backgrounds, and collective wisdom                         
(often for survival), may be nothing but a valuable part to integral societies that thrive on                               
diversity, rather than undermine it. The reason why I thought this topic and Magda’s work could                               
be suitable for our discussion, is because their connection to the intersectional aspects of                           
feminism that we have talked about before, which is the kind, I also personally stand for. As the                                   

15 Pénzes J, Pásztor IZ, Tátrai P, Kóti T. Roma population in Hungary – spatial distribution and its temporal changes. 
Deturope. 2019;11(3): 138-159. 
16 Óhidy A, Forray RK. Lifelong Learning and the Roma Minority in Central and Eastern Europe. Bingley: Emerald 
Publishing Limited; 2019. p.1-8. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QcON6vmP9no
http://galaxylollywood.com/2020/03/12/shoaib-mansoor-dua-e-reem/


fascinating, and oftentimes tragic journey of Roma communities teaches us, histories can, and                         
should be formulated by the people who live them, not misrepresented by those in hegemonic                             
power positions. Narratives of minority groups (race, ethnicity, religious, gender, sexuality,                     
disabled, species etc.), co-existing in this world, have been repeatedly confiscated from them,                         
together with the agency to impact their succession. I’m curious to think together with you                             
about the dynamics of articulating personal, as well as communal stories, recording and                         
passing on histories, especially from the perspective of the less privileged. 
 
Excerpts from A Contemporary History of Exclusion: The Roma issue in Hungary from 1945 to 
2015 by Balázs Majtényi and György Majtényi: 
 
“In any case, Roma history is being written now, independent of other histories. This is signified                               
by arguments over what to call the Holocaust in Romani (the need for a unique name arose so                                   
that Roma could tell their own stories of the genocide). Not only the story of the origin, but                                   
further discussions and working through collective traumas have a role in the                       
strengthening—i.e., the creation—of Roma national identity. From the point of view of identity                         
politics, we feel that the integrative processing of Roma history within national history is just as                               
important a task, and that this history should be rethought from the perspective of the minority                               
itself.”  
 
“New directions in writing history—micro-histories that intersect at multiple points, historical                     
anthropology, history of everyday life and new cultural history—aim at both examining other                         
dimensions of the past and portraying unknown fields of meaning. The introduction of new                           
topics, such as social gender, everyday life, or the study of ethnic minorities, serve to shake the                                 
earlier monolithic view of reality in historiography. Approaches we call “counter histories”                       
(following in the footsteps of Foucault) have appeared as critiques of traditional history-writing                         
discourses. Their fundamental goal has been to uncover the memories of oppressed and                         
excluded groups and to criticize state power. The validation of this critical standpoint—in line                           
with the values of the universality of human rights and equality—provides an opportunity for                           
moral reflection on past and current issues of human social existence.”  17

 
 
 
 
 
 

17 Majtényi B, Majtényi Gy. A Contemporary History of Exclusion: The Roma issue in Hungary from 1945 to 2015. 
Budapest: Central European University Press; 2016. p. 2-4. 



  Thank you Maria for bringing us this important topic of the Roma people. The beautiful 

poem “A vándor dala” by Magda Szécsi that you read out loud for us highlighted the 

importance of histories being told by people who live them, and as a poem it conveys the 

feeling of such personal narrative. 
This brings me to the subject of how the Finnish media has been treating the question of the 

Roma people from Eastern Europe who beg as a means of income. I haven't seen an article 

anywhere in the main newspapers in Finland that would tell a more diverse version about 

Europe's largest ethnic minority, where it should also be pointed out that the Roma people 

are by no means a homogeneous group. There is a need to tell a wider history of this huge 

ethnic minority. If there was an imaginary article, I would love to see various stories of 

different Roma people from all over Europe, or stories written by Roma people themselves.  

About ten years ago, heated debates started in mass media stirred up by the arrival of 

Eastern European Roma people. This indicated that the phenomenon of the Roma 

‘kerjäläiset’  struck a chord in the national self-understanding. What was indicated in the 
18

articles, that was especially troubling for many Nordic citizens, is that the Roma people that 

‘beg’ fall outside of pre-existing categories of immigration, which could enable 

predetermined labels and therewith structures of help (many are living outside of the 

institutionalized societal structures). The fact that they are turning directly to individuals in 

the street with their pleadings might pass the mirror back to our own faces. At the least it did 

for me. Weekly social situations at the entrances of metro stations. How do I react? What can 

I do? Sometimes I gave money, when they had small children with them. Other days I shared 

some of the food I had with me. One really cold winter day I went home to get all of my 

winter coats that I did not need. But this was very little, I could do more. 

 

 

18 Whilst recognising its derogatory and discriminatory use, I used the term ‘kerjäläiset’ (Google translate: ‘beggars’) here in 
reference to dominant terminologies and narratives produced in mainstream media and culture in Finland. 
https://yle.fi/uutiset/3-10724857; Annatko lantin kerjäläiselle? Romanien elämää seurannut toimittaja: "He ovat tavallisia 
eurooppalaisia köyhiä"; Juha Portaankorva; 5.4.2019 klo 15.05, Accessed: 15.05.2020  

https://yle.fi/uutiset/3-10724857


Together-apart - Monday 11th May (5:30-8pm):  
Hosted by Zahrah Ehsan and Lotta Esko  

with written responses from Anna Suonsyrjä and María Paloma Velázquez 
 

 
   
  I began the session by playing a musical song ‘Mehki Fizayain’ (The perfumed air and ecstatic breeze) for 
my group members from a Pakistani movie, Koel (1959). The song was performed and sung by 
Pakistani singer and actress Noor Jehan, also known as Malika-e-Tarannum (Queen of Melody). 
While we listened to the song, I switched to my video artwork titled as ‘Perfect, isn’t it?’ which is a 
subtly humorous yet unsettling take on commoditized roles of women in our society. The juxtaposed 
stills of the videos were a way to talk about this encouragement to win a man with your beauty and to 
learn to keep one is a social pressure and has been a typical domestic /household targeted 
mainstream media. 

‘Perfect isn’t it’ was conceived around 9 years ago when I was in my 3rd year of my BFA, and 
got to resolve my work much later after graduating. I had made this work not knowing where and 
how it came about. Although, I was aware of Martha Rosler’s Semiotics of a Kitchen, and Pakistani 
artist, curator, activist, Salima Hashmi’s famous television skit, Handa Hubalna (How to boil an egg), 
but this was an expulsion of everything I found wrong in being a woman in the society I belonged to. 
While there are various concerns, post-traumas, emotions and difficulties that  both gender  and 
gender nonconforming people share around the world, I feel there has been a primary focus to 
subjugate women in particular through different forms of patriarchy. While the term 
'decolonization' has been loaded because of its use to explain the need to free certain 
people/countries from other countries/establishments - for me it has to start from decolonizing the 
mind first. And as a woman, a person-of-color (although I don't like that term POC as “white” is 
equally a color like any other), these troublesome push and pull tendencies of mine towards certain 
tropes of beauty, perfection and the gendered body has been part of my journey to this day.  
 
An excerpt from Feminist Killjoys, the second chapter of Sara Ahmed’s The Promise of Happiness:  
“Betty Friedan in ‘The Feminine Mystique’ identifies a problem that has no name by evoking what lies behind the 
image of the happy American housewife (1965: 19-20). What lies behind this image bursts through, like a boil, 
exposing an infection underneath her beaming smile. Friedan proceeds by exposing the limits of this public 
fantasy of happiness. The happy housewife is a fantasy figure that erases the signs of labor under the sign of 
happiness. The claim that women are happy and that this happiness is behind the work they do functions to 
justify gendered forms of labor, not as a product of nature, law, or duty, but as an expression of a collective wish 
and desire.”  19

 

19 Sara Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness. Durhan: Duke University Press; 2010. p. 50 



“bell hooks in Feminist Theory points to this exclusivity of the happy housewife, even when understood as fantasy: 
When Friedan wrote The Feminine Mystique, more than one-third of all women were in the workforce. Although 
many women longed to be housewives, only women with leisure time and money could actually shape their 
identities on the model of the feminine mystique (2000:2).In Friedan’s solution to the unhappiness of housewives 
— that they should be liberated from the house — has consequences for those women who could not shape their 
identities around the feminine mystique.”  20

 
“While the fantasy of the happy housewife conceals the signs of domestic labor under the sign of happiness, the 
fantasy of the housewife becoming happy through being liberated from the home might also conceal the labor of 
other women...” . During the session that I hosted, I elaborated on how I did not find the urge to fully 21

read nor relate to  The Feminist Mystique as I found it to be more centered around white american 
housewives. The ideal body, skin and beauty type in the western 60’s and 70’s was also extensively 
adopted in South Asian cinema, and also the idea of securing a future by wooing a man, learn ways 
to keep your man for long term and project roles/characters mostly to attract male and family 
audiences. Hence, possibly I wanted to share a glimpse of Noor Jehan’s song, as it can be exhausting 
to read the same narrative prominently belonging to another culture. In the Friedan’s text, I did not 
get to read about women who wanted to pursue other paths other than being a housewife. Even if 
one would like to pursue a career,  someone else may have to replace you as a ‘housewife’ so you can 
be liberated from the domesticated life from which you demand freedom. I would look into it more 
at a later stage, because in order to fully understand my stance, I would have to go through some 
stages of research that might not be too fulfilling at first.  
 
  I was really touched by the whole session we had with you Zahrah. It was such an 
honor and pleasure to hear your stories and about your feelings, a glimpse of how 
you perceive the world specially as a Pakistani female artist openly criticizing 
gender norms and bias. Even though our school is a place, which pushes us to 
create a little bubble and community, I still think that these sort of really 
intimate and personal discussions are still rather rare and I feel really happy 
sharing these last school moments with you before graduation. As an idea it’s 
quite beautiful to think that we are here thinking individually and together as a 
group, which includes also all the writers whose text we wanted to share and we 
all want to support each other to understand more. 

Sara Ahmed’s writing and the session you hosted in Zoom made me think about 
history writing and the visual content it creates in our mind. How persistently 
certain images and stories are repeated and built and how that imagery occupies 
our memory while taking power from other simultaneously happening histories. A 
white American middle class woman with big hair dressed in a colorful 60’s dress, 
is the one image that comes to my mind when I hear the word ‘housewife’. When 
thinking of the early women’s liberation movement, the strong narrative was, at 
least for me for many years, that it was the housewives who were under oppression. 
I don’t want to question the confronted oppression but as Ahmed points out along 
with hooks, some people weren’t even entitled to be housewives and approach this 
fantasy of happiness . In order to question domestic labor or the unreal fantasy 22

of happiness within the role of a housewife, you needed enough social capital and 
other resources to do so. 

To me it seems that a common western middle class narrative these days 
tells how we’ve moved from the norms and fantasies of the 60's and that women’s 
rights are better than those days. In many ways it is true to some but as Ahmed 
says, when some housewives were able to liberate their way from domestic labor to 
join the workforces, other women might have needed to take over the exact same 
domestic tasks the others left behind. These people who came to take care of the 

20Ibid. p.50. 
21Ibid. p.51. 
22  Sara Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness. Durhan: Duke University Press; 2010. p. 51 



household had, in many cases, to separate from their own families in order to work 
and support their loved ones, not for pursuing ‘happiness’. But because history 
writing has only vague imagery on this co-existing truth, we have only a limited 
amount of capacity to think through these histories. We need more pictures to 
strengthen the hidden truths.  
 

  Lately, I have been working with the Medea myth . My interests with the myth don’t lie 
23

around the dominant narrative of motherhood and violence, but rather care and freedom. 

What I cherished about Euripides' Medea play is the role of the chorus: that I call ‘the chorus 

of compassion’. This is how our writing group has felt along this apart-together process. 

 

Three things I wanted to share: 

“Some mothers only last a season. Or a day. Or the life of the party. There were only two 

more mothers in Kentucky left for me.” Dana Wards,  A Kentucky of Mothers. 

 

This link to an article in The New York Times about Okwui Okpokwasili’s contemporary 

dance performance, Utterances from the Chorus, where you are asked to ponder “What do 

you carry that carries you?”  The performance consists of slow walking and also singing in a 
24

group together (both performers and spectators) for up to 4 hours. “What if you make a 

space to hear each other, free from judgment, a space for restoration?”   
25

- Okwui Okpokwasili  

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/21/arts/dance/okwui-okpokwasili-danspace.html 

 

When Thinking about care I always go back to Matters of Care: Speculative Ethics in More 

Than Human Worlds by Maria Puig de la Bellacasa“While feminist materialist analysis of 

care exposed society’s reliance on care—its importance—it also revealed the intricacies of the 

work made by carers, showing how relations of dependency care can be cruel as much as 

loving, unpacking what is actually done in different situations under the blanket category of 

care.”  
26

 

Thank you, again, Lotta for sharing all that you did. Your remarks on motherhood and care                                 
have given me some important realizations on these topics through some newly found                         
connections with them. I found your comment about the value of having several mothers (or                             
motherly figures) in one’s development and life, which is also echoed in the poem of Dana                               
Ward, especially important. The sense of freedom, which you also addressed, seemed                       
interconnected with this notion, also demonstrating to me the toxic expectations that                       
motherhood bears in our societies. The complex layers of care, some of which we have started                               
entangling together through personal experiences, made me critically question presupposed                   
intentions behind it. To care for someone in certain cases can create a power relation that may                                 
be subject to exploitation, if misused. Care potentially as: a core of social value, an expression                               
of love, an act of compassion, an abuse of influence, a license for authority, an exposure to                                 
vulnerability, a personality trait, and so forth.  

It was really interesting to me how organically we then detached the notion of care from                               
the subject of motherhood, giving it its own platform. Motherhood without care can definitely                           

23Medea is a tragedy written by the ancient Greek playwright Euripides, based on the myth of Jason and Medea, and 
particularly Medea's revenge against Jason for betraying her with another woman. 
https://www.ancient-literature.com/greece_euripides_medea.html 
24https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/21/arts/dance/okwui-okpokwasili-danspace.html; Okwui Okpokwasili Wants You To 
Slow Down And Walk With Her; Brian Seibert 21.2.;2020 The New York Times: Accessed 11.05.2020 
25 Ibid 
26Maria Puig de la Bellacasa, Matters of Care Speculative Ethics in More Than Human Worlds, (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2017). p.11. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/21/arts/dance/okwui-okpokwasili-danspace.html
https://www.ancient-literature.com/greece_euripides_medea.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/21/arts/dance/okwui-okpokwasili-danspace.html


exist, also expressed in the poem, but are all acts of care reproductions of non-gendered                             
motherhoods? Sharing responsibilities and the labour within this act of service is what all the                             
different kinds of mothers do, and I am very grateful for the ones in my own life. Opening up to                                       
each other about our thoughts and feelings around the emotional labour of care was so                             
valuable to me. For some reason it is an aspect often brushed aside, as if the wellbeing of                                   
those who actively care for others (either in personal or professional circumstances) would not                           
be equally important to those being cared for. I know that the idea of ’first putting your own                                   
oxygen mask on in the aircraft’ is a cliché, but I still find it to be an accessible analogy for the                                         
necessity of learning to care for ourselves, and maintaining that as a priority, before cultivating                             
care for others. Thinking of the practice of self-care as a ‘space for restoration”, to quote Okwui                                 
Okpokwasili (whose work you also referenced), either externally or internally, appears inevitable                       
for one’s own wellbeing, as well as for the ability to facilitate that that same space for others                                   
too.  

 
 
  
 
 

Session two exercise: embodying the eagle and collectively crossing our bodies for Anna. 
 

Thank you all so much. It has been a truly inspiring and insightful experience working with 
you on this, getting to know you better and your ways of working.  

 
 
 


