
"Everyone should 

read this book." 

-bell hooks 

• 
1 e sARA AHMED 



Living a Feminist Life 



sARAAHMEn Living a 
Feminist 

Life 

Duke University Press I Durham and London/ 2017 



© 2017 Duke University Press 
All rights reserved 
Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper<» 
Designed by Heather Hensley 
Typeset in Arno Pro by Graphic Composition, Inc., Bogart, Georgia 

library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 
Names: Ahmed, Sara, [date] author. 
Title: Living a feminist life f Sara Ahmed. 
Description: Durham: Duke University Press, 2017. 
Includes bibliographical references and index. 
Identifiers: 
Lt'CN 2016032264 (print) 
Lt'CN 2016033775 (ebook) 
ISBN 9780822363040 (hardcover : alk paper) 
ISBN 9780822363194 (pbk : alk paper) 
ISBN 9780822373377 (e-book) 
Subjects: LCSH: Feminist theory. I Feminism. 
Classification: LCC HQU90.aJ6 2017 (print) I LCC HQ1190 (ebook) I 
DOC305-4201- dc23 
LC record available at https:l/lccn.loc.gov/2o16032264 

Carrie Moyer, Chromafesto (Sister Resi.~ter 1.2), 2003, acrylic, glitter on canvas, 36 x 24 inches. 
© Carrie Moyer. Cowtesyof DC Moore Gallery, New York. 



To the many feminist killjoys out there doing your· thing: 

THIS ONE IS FOR YOU. 
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INTRODUCTION Bringing Feminist Theory Home 

vVhat do you hear when you hear the word feminism? It is a word that fills me with hope, with energy. It brings to mind loud acts 
of refusal and rebellion as well as the quiet ways we might have of not holding on to things that diminish us. It brings to mind 
women who have stood up, spoken back, risked lives, homes, relationships in the struggle for more bearable worlds. It brings to 
mind books written, tattered and worn, books that gave words to something, a feeling, a sense of an injustice, books that, in 
giving us words, gave us the strength to go on. Feminism: how we pick each other up. So much history in a word; so much it too 
has picked up. 

I write this book as a way of holding on to the promise of that word, to think what it means to live your life by claiming that 
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It is worth noticing from the outset that the idea that feminism is about how to live, about a way of thinking how to live, has 
often been understood as pa1t of feminist hist01y, as dated, associated with the moralizing or even policing stance of what might 
be called or might have been called, usually dismissively, cultural feminism. I will return to the politics of this dismissal in 
chapter g. I am not suggesting here that this version of feminism as moral police, the kind of feminism that might proceed by 
declaring this or that practice (and thus this or that person) as being unfeminist or not feminist, is simply a fabrication. I have 
heard that judgment; it has fallen on my own shoulders.! 

But the figure of the policing feminist is promiscuous for a reason. ~ro,i,Poi~lns~ftla9oR.E: . ~~!·~ -~~~~Y.A~~~~~~~~-~~~~J~.I_I?-_i_I?-_i_~~-~~ 
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antifeminist tools, although we can always retool these figures for our own purposes. A retooling might take this form: if naming 
sexism is understood as policing behavior, then we will be feminist police. Note that retooling antifeminist figures does not agree 
with the judgment (that to question sexism is to police) but rather disagrees with the premise by converting it into a promise (if 
you think questioning sexism is policing, we are feminist police) . 

In making feminism a life question, we will be judged as judgmental. In this book I refuse to relegate the question of how to 
live a feminist life to history. ~~s-1~Jr~ni.s.n!f~o!~---~--~-~~o~Y~EX!~!~---!~ o~ o~.<?~~~!~g,!h~,~~o"g_~~~o~o~~!~:.T.~~----~~~o~--~o~ 
~.<?~ ~~!~~--~ 0 f~~!~~~J!f~ 0 !~0 ~E~o ~~0 ~--~~~oll~OI_l: 0~~0 ~~o~t~~-.l?~!~go 0~ J!f~"'g_~o~~~~o~· 

If we become feminists because of the inequality and injustice in the world, because of what the world is not, then what kind 
of world are we building? To build feminist dwellings, we need to dismantle what has already been assembled; we need to ask 
what it is we are against, what it is we are for, knowing full well that this we is not a foundation but what we are working toward. 
By working out what we are for, we are working out that we, that hopeful signifier of a feminist collectivity. Where there is hope, 
there is difficulty. Feminist histories are histories of the difficulty of that we, a history of those who have had to fight to be part of 
a feminist collective, or even had to fight against a feminist collective in order to take up a feminist cause. Hope is not at the 
expense of struggle but animates a stmggle; hope gives us a sense that there is a point to working things out, working things 
through. Hope does not only or always point toward the future, but canies us through when the terrain is difficult, when the path 
we follow makes it harder to proceed.2 Hope is behind us when we have to work for sometl1ing to be possible. 

A FEMINIST MOVEMENT 
Feminism is a movement in many senses. We are moved to become feminists. Perhaps we are moved by something: a sense of 
injustice, that something is wrong, as I explore in chapter 1. A feminist movement is a collective political movement. Many 
feminisms means many movements. A collective is what does not stand still but creates and is created by movement. I think of 
feminist action as like ripples in water, a small wave, possibly created by agitation from weather; here, there, each movement 
making another possible, another ripple, outward, reaching. Feminism: the dynamism of making connections. And yet a 
movement has to be built. To be part of a movement requires we find places to gather, meeting places. A movement is also a 
shelter. We convene; we have a convention. A movement comes into existence to transform what is in existence. A movement 
needs to take place somewhere. A movement is not just or only a movement; there is something that needs to be kept still, given 
a place, if we are moved to transform what is. 

We might say a movement is strong when we can witness a momentum: more people gatl1ering on the streets, more people 
signing their names to protest against something, mOTe people using a name to identify themselves. I think we have in recent 
years witnessed the buildup of a momentum around feminism, in global protests against violence against women; in the 



increasing number of popular books on feminism; in the high visibility of feminist activism on social media; in how the word 
feminism can set the stage on fire for women artists and celebrities such as Beyonce. And as a teacher, I have witnessed this 
buildup firsthand: increasing numbers of students who want to identify themselves as feminists, who are demanding that we 
teach more courses on feminism; and the almost breathtaking popularity of events we organize on feminism, especially queer 
feminism and trans feminism. Feminism is bringing people into the room. 

Not all feminist movement is so easily detected. A feminist movement is not always registered in public. A feminist movement 
might be happening the moment a woman snaps, that moment when she does not take it anymore (see chapter 8), the violence 
that saturates her world, a world. A feminist movement might happen in the growing connections between those who recognize 
something- power relations, gender violence, gender as violence- as being what they are up against, even if they have different 
words for what that what is. If we think of the second-wave feminist motto "the personal is political," we can think of feminism 
as happening in the very places that have historically been bracketed as not political: in domestic arrangements, at home, every 
room of the house can become a feminist room, in who does what where, as well as on the street, in parliament, at the university. 
Feminism is wherever feminism needs to be. Feminism needs to be everywhere. 

Feminism needs to be everywhere because feminism is not everywhere. Where is feminism? It is a good question. We can ask 
ourselves: where did we find feminism, or where did feminism find us? I pose this question as a life question in the first part of 
this book. A story always starts before it can be told. When did feminism become a word that not only spoke to you, but spoke 
you, spoke of your existence, spoke you into existence? When did the sound of the wordfeminism become your sound? What did 
it mean, what does it do, to hold on to feminism, to fight under its name; to feel in its ups and downs, in its coming and goings, 
your ups and downs, your comings and goings? 

When I think of my feminist life in this book, I ask "from where?" but also "from whom?" From whom did I find feminism? I 
will always remember a conversation I had as a young woman in the late 1980s. It was a conversation with my auntie Gulzar 
Bano. I think of her as one of my first feminist teachers. I had given her some of my poems. In one poem I had used he. "Why do 
you use he," she asked me gently, "when you could have used she?" The question, posed with such warmth and kindness, 
prompted much heartache, much sadness in the realization that the words as well as worlds I had thought of as open to me were 
not open at all. He does not include she. The lesson becomes an instmction. To make an impression, I had to dislodge that he. To 
become she is to become part of a feminist movement. A feminist becomes she even if she has already been assigned she, when 
she hears in that word a refusal of he, a refusal that he would promise her inclusion. She takes up that word she and makes it her 
own. 

I began to realize what I already knew: that patriarchal reasoning goes all the way down, to the letter, to the bone. I had to find 
ways not to reproduce its grammar· in what I said, in what I wrote; in what I did, in who I was. It is important that I learned this 
feminist lesson from my auntie in Lahore, Pakistan, a Muslim woman, a Muslim feminist, a brown feminist. It might be assumed 
that feminism travels from West to East. It might be assumed that feminism is what the West gives to the East. That assumption 
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is a traveling assumption, one that tells a feminist story in a certain way, a story that is much repeated; a history of how feminism 
acquired utility as an imperial gift. That is not my story. We need to tell other feminist stories. Feminism traveled to me, growing 
up in the West, from the East. My Pakistani aunties taught me that my mind is my own (which is to say that my mind is not 
owned); they taught me to speak up for myself; to speak out against violence and injustice. 

Where we find feminism matters; from whom we find feminism matters . 
Feminism as a collective movement is made out of how we are moved to become feminists in dialogue with others. A 

movement requires us to be moved. I explore this requirement by revisiting the question of feminist consciousness in pa1t I of 
this book. Let's think of why feminist movements are still necessary. I want to take here bell hooks's definition of feminism as 
"the movement to end sexism, sexual exploitation and sexual oppression" (2000, 33). From this definition, we learn so much. 
Feminism is necessa1y because of what has not ended: sexism, sexual exploitation, and sexual oppression. And for hooks, 
"sexism, sexual exploitation and sexual oppression" cannot be separated from racism, from how the present is shaped by colonial 
histories including slavety, as central to the exploitation of labor under capitalism. Mtl~J~~rJi~1\~~-!~ .. ~-~-~~!:!!~gp_<?~_1?~1- ~-~-~-E~~~! 
f.t:~_I:t:l __ ~~h~~~ -~-~-~~~!_P~~<?~t:.~~ .!(!:"~.-~!:t:._!~-~!f~~-~-~~~~-l:l_I?_! _~f_h~!Y.P_<?!:"~-~-!Y.<?!~~: Femm1sm WI e intersectional "or it will be 
bullshit," to borrow from the eloquence of Flavia Dzodan.3 This is the kind of feminism I am referring to throughout this book 
(unless I indicate otherwise by refening specifically to white feminism). 

A significant step for a feminist movement is to recognize what has not ended. And this step is a ve1y hard step. It is a slow 
and jp~in~tiilQpg step. We might think we have made that step only to realize we have to make it again. It might be you are up 
against a fantasy of equality: that women can now do it, even have it, or that they would have it if they just t1ied hard enough; 
that individual women can bring sexism and other baniers (we might describe these baniers as the glass ceiling or the brick wall) 
to an end through sheer effo1t or persistence or will. So much ends up being invested in our own bodies. We could call this a 
postfeminist fantasy: that an individual woman can bring what blocks her movement to an end; or that feminism has brought 
"sexism, sexual exploitation or sexual oppression" to an end as if feminism has been so successful that it has eliminated its own 
necessity (Gill 2007; McRobbie 2009); or that such phenomena are themselves a feminist fantasy, an attachment to something 
that was never or is no longer. We could also think of postrace as a fantasy through which racism operates: as if racism is behind 
us because we no longer believe in race, or as if racism would be behind us if we no longer believed in race. Those of us who come 
to embody diversity for organizations are assumed to bring whiteness to an end by viltue of our anival (see chapter 6). 

iWfien y_ou become a feminis YQU ·na ou vety uiCRly: wfia you aim o bring to an ena some ao no recognize as existing. 
This book follows this finding. So much feminist and antiracist work is the work of ttying to convince others that sexism and 
racism have not ended; that sexism and racism are fundamental to the injustices of late capitalism; that they matter. Just to talk 
about sexism and racism here and now is to refuse displacement; it is to refuse to wrap your speech around postfeminism or 
postrace, which would require you to use the past tense (back then) or an elsewhere (over there).4. 



Even o oescriDe sometfiing as sexis ana raciSt here ana now can ge you mto'tiouole. You point to stmctures; they say it is in 
your head. What you describe as material is dismissed as mental. I think we learn about materiality from such dismissals, as I 
will try to show in patt II, on diversity work. And think also of what is required: !lt~~rPol~ti,~aJnL~~()~: -~~-~~-~~-~D' __ ()f_}:l_~~~g __ t_() __ i_I_l_~!~.t 
~_ll-~!. -'~h~-~ . '!!.~. -~~~~. -~~~~!1~!~g . !~ .. ~()-~ j~~-~ . ~-~-~!. -~~. ?!:~ . .f~~J.i.~_g __ ()~: -~h!~~~~g .. _ -~. f~~-~~~~~- -~~()-~~~ ~.1?.~ . ~~.P-~~~~- _()_1_1 __ ()_':1_1:. ~~-~l_i_~:Y. -~~-~~-~1? 
~~~~~~J.J?g_~~-~~~~-~h!~g_:_ ~-~-~-~~g()_i_I_lg_~~-i-~!~~~~ -().(~~~-~~ry-~~!~g-~ -~-~ -~~-i-~h .!~ -~-~:!~g~()--~~-~-1_1-~_. The labor of that insistence is what I 
describe in this book. We learn from being feminists. 

A feminist movement thus requires that we acquire feminist tendencies, a willingness to keep going despite or even because 
of what we come up against. We could think of this process as practicing feminism. If we tend toward the world in a feminist way, 
if we repeat that tending, again and again, we acquire feminist tendencies. Feminist hope is the failure to eliminate the potential 
for acquisition. And yet once you have become a feminist, it can feel that you were always a feminist. Is it possible to have always 
been that way? Is it possible to have been a feminist right from the beginning? Perhaps you feel you were always that way 
inclined. Maybe you tended that way, a feminist way, because you already tended to be a rebellious or even willful girl (see 
chapter 3), who would not accept the place she had been given. Or maybe feminism is a way of beginning again: so your stoty did 
in a cettain way begin with feminism. 

A feminist movement is built from many moments of beginning again. And this is one of my central concerns: how the 
acquisition of a feminist tendency to become that sott of girl or woman, the wrong sort, or bad sott, the one who speaks her mind, 
who writes her name, who raises her arm in protest, is necessary for a feminist movement. Individual stmggle does matter; a 
collective movement depends upon it. But of course being the wrong sort does not make us right. Much injustice can be and has 
been committed by those who think of themselves as the wrong sott- whether the wrong sott of women or the wrong sort of 
feminists. 'DJ.s~~~oi~ r~s2lt~~!·~~!~~--!h~~ - ~-~--~~-~-gg!!~g.f~~j~~~i-~~ -'!!_~ __ ()_~1-~~-~!~~-~ -~lt~~j~~~~- We have to hesitate, to temper the 
strength oto'ur tenaenctes with doubt; to waver when we m·e sure, or even because we are sure. A feminist movement that 
proceeds with too much confidence has cost us too much already. I explore the necessity of wavering with our convictions in part 
III. If a feminist tendency is what we work for, that tendency does not give us a stable ground. 

HOMEWORK 
Feminism is homework. When I use the word homework, I think first of being at school; I think of being given an assignment by 
a teacher to take home. I think of sitting down at the kitchen table and doing that work, before I am allowed to play. Homework is 
quite simply work you are asked to do when you are at home, usually assigned by those with authority outside the home. When 
feminism is understood as homework, it is not an assignment you have been given by a teacher, even though you have feminist 
teachers. If feminism is an assignment, it is a self-assignment. We give ourselves this task. By homework, I am not suggesting we 



all feel at home in feminism in the sense of feeling safe or secure. Some of us might find a home here; some of us might not. 
Ralfier, I am suggesting femmism is liomeworK 5ecause we nave much to worK out from not 5eing at Home in a world-:ln o fie11 
;words, HomeworK is worK on as well as a our fiomes. We ooliouseworl<. Feminist fiouseworK does no sim__Q!y clean an 
maintain a fiouse. Feminist fiouseworK aims to anstorm fie fiouse to reouild tfie mas er's residence. 

In this book I want to think of feminist theory too as homework, as a way of rethinking how feminist theory originates and 
where it ends up. What is this thing called feminist theory? We might at first assume that feminist theory is what feminists 
working within the academy generate. I want to suggest that feminist theory is something we do at home. In the first part of this 
book, I explore how in becoming feminists we are doing intellectual as well as emotional work; we begin to experience gender as 
a restriction of possibility, and we learn about worlds as we navigate these restrictions. The experiences of being a feminist, say at 
the family table, or at a meeting table, gave me life lessons, which were also philosophical lessons. To learn from being a feminist 
is to learn about the world. 

Feminist theory can be what we do together in the classroom; in the conference; reading each other's work. But I think too 
often we bracket feminist theory as something that marks out a specific kind, or even a higher kind, of feminist work. We have to 
bring feminist theory home because feminist theoty has been too quickly understood as something that we do when we are away 
from home (as if feminist theory is what you learn when you go to school). When we are away, we can and do learn new words, 
new concepts, new angles. We encounter new authors who spark moments of revelation. But feminist theory does not start there. 
Feminist theory might even be what gets you there. 

Within the academy, the word theory has a lot of capital. I have always been interested in how the word theory itself is 
distributed; how some materials are understood as theory and not others. This interest can partly be explained by my own 
trajectory: I went from a PhD in critical theoty to being a lecturer in women's studies. As a student of theory, I learned that 
theory is used to refer to a rather narrow body of work. Some work becomes theory because it refers to other work that is known 
as theory. A citational chain is created around theory: you become a theorist by citing other theorists that cite other theorists. 
Some of this work did interest me; but I kept finding that I wanted to challenge the selection of materials as well as how they 
were read. 

I remember one theorist being taught as having two sides, a story of desire and a stoty of the phallus. We were told, basically, 
to bracket the second story in order to engage with and be engaged by the first . I began to wonder whether doing theoty was 
about engaging with a body of work by putting questions like phallocentrism or sexism into brackets. In effect, we were being 
asked to bracket our concerns with the sexism at stake in what was read as theoty as well as what we read in theory. I still 
remember submitting a critical reading of a theoty text in which woman was a figure as one of my essays, a reading that was later 
to form part of the chapter "Woman" in my first book, Differences That Matter (Ahmed 1998). I was concerned with how 
statements made by the teacher, like "This is not about women," were used to bypass any questions about how the figure of 
woman is exercised within a male intellectual tradition. When the essay was returned to me, the grader had scrawled in very large 



letters, "This is not theory! This is politics!" 
I thought then: if theory is not politics, I am glad I am not doing theoty! And it was a relief to leave that space in which the01y 

and politics were organized as different trajectories. When I arrived in women's studies, I noticed how I would sometimes be 
recmited by the term feminist theory, as a different kind of feminist than other kinds of feminists, those assumed, say, to be 
more empirical, which seemed to be conflated with less theoretical, or less philosophical. I have always experienced this 
recmitment as a form of violence. I hope always to experience this recmitment as a form of violence. Even though I am relatively 
comfottable in critical theoty, I do not deposit my hope there, nor do I think this is a patticularly difficult place to be: if anything, 
I think it is easier to do more abstract and general theoretical work. I remember listening to a feminist philosopher who 
apologized every time she mentioned such-and-such male philosopher because he was so difficult. It made me feel ve1y 
rebellious. I think that the more difficult questions, the hm·der questions, are posed by those feminists concerned with explaining 
violence, inequality, injustice. The empirical work, the world that exists, is for me where the difficulties and thus the challenges 
reside. Critical theoty is like any language; you can learn it, and when you learn it, you begin to move around in it. Of course it 
can be difficult, when you do not have the orientation tools to navigate your way around a new landscape. But explaining 
phenomena like racism and sexism-how they are reproduced, how they keep being reproduced-is not something we can do 
simply by learning a new language. It is not a difficulty that can be resolved by familiarity or repetition; in fact, familiarity and 
repetition are the source of difficulty; they are what need to be explained. In the face of such phenomena, we are constantly 
brought home by the inadequacy of our understanding. It is here we encounter and reencounter the limits of thinking. It is here 
we might feel those limits. We come up against something that we cannot resolve. We can be brought home by the inadequacy of 
what we know. And we can bring what we know back home. 

As I show in pa1t II, my own experience of bringing up racism and sexism within the academy (of refusing to bracket these 
questions in a more loving digestion of the philosophical canon) replicated some of my earlier experiences of bringing up racism 
and sexism at the family table. This replication is another form of pedagogy: we learn from how the same things keep coming up. 
You are assumed to be interrupting a happy occasion with the sensation of your own negation. You are assumed to be doing 
identity politics as if you speak about racism because you are a person of color or as if you speak about sexism because you are a 
woman. Nirmal Puwar (2004) has shown how some become "space invaders" when they enter spaces that are not intended for 

them. XY~urrfo~ l~r~s~£?o~~ o~~'Yo~~~o~~o ~o~o~h~ o~~~~t:~X! o~~o~o~o~~o?2~~~00i!l~~~t:~:~ o!~ o!h~~D'. otoC?of!zj~~o~ o~Y.o!'~f~~~Jo~_g_!~o!h~ o~~·of!~go!~~":to~o~~·o~Y. 
~~ol~~~g 0! 0 0 ~0 ~~~~g 09..~0~~0~~01)0~: 

A question can be out of place: words too. 
One response might be to aim to reside as well as we can in the spaces that are not intended for us. We might even identify with 
the universal of the university by agreeing to put our patticulars to one side.5 There is disruption, even invention, in that, of that I 
have no doubt. But think of this: those of us who arrive in an academy that was not shaped by or for us bring knowledges, as well 



as worlds, that othe1wise would not be here. Think of this: how we learn about worlds when they do not accommodate us. l'Rffik 
oftfie Rinds of exp~ri,ences ou liave wfien ou are no e ected o oe here. Tliese e · eriences are a resource o genera e 
I<nowledge. To oringfeminist ffieor nome is fu maRe feminism worK: in lie laces we live, fie pliJ.Ges we work--:"Wlien wetRffiR o] 
ifeminiSflliem as HomeworK: fie umversifY oo oecomes sometliing we worK: on as well as at. We use our a iculars o 
cfiallenge tfie universal. 

BUILDING FEMINIST WORLDS 
I will come out with it: I enjoy and appreciate much of the work that is taught and read as critical theoty. There were reasons I 
went there first, and I explain how this happened in chapter 1. But I still remember in the second year of my PhD reading texts by 
black feminists and feminists of color including Audre Lorde, bell hooks, and Gloria Anzald(ta. I had not read their work before. 
This work shook me up. Here was writing in which an embodied experience of power provides the basis of knowledge. Here was 
writing animated by the evetyday: the detail of an encounter, an incident, a happening, flashing like insight. Reading black 
feminist and feminist of color scholarship was life changing; I began to appreciate that theoty can do more the closer it gets to the 
skin. 

iae . · fie or . o fia . . n ou i o · . s Ii'e'Kin t ore:f c a e o a . Even when I have 
written texts organized around the histo1y of ideas, I have tried to write from my own experiences: the evetyday as animation. In 
writing this book, I wanted to stay even closer to the everyday than I had before. This book is personal. The personal is 
theoretical. The01y itself is often assumed to be abstract: something is more theoretical the more abstract it is, the more it is 
abstracted from everyday life. To abstract is to drag away, detach, pull away, or divert. We might then have to drag theoty back, 
ring .ffieot): ac o 1i 

Even though my earlier works did include examples from everyday life, they also involved substantial reference to intellectual 
traditions. I have no doubt I needed those traditions to make some of the steps in my arguments: in The Promise of Happiness 
(Ahmed 2010), I needed to place the figure of the feminist killjoy in relation to the hist01y of happiness, to make sense of how 
she appears; in Willful Subjects (Ahmed 2014), I needed to place the figure of the willful subject in relation to the history of the 
will for her too to make sense. But once these figures came up, they gave me a different handle. They acquired their own life. Or 
should I say: my writing was able to pick up these figures because of the life they had. These figures quickly became the source of 
new forms of connection. I began a new blog organized around them (feministkilljoys.com), which I have been writing as I have 
been working on this book. Since I began that blog, I have received communications from many students including not only 
undergraduates and postgraduates but also high school students about their own experience of being feminist killjoys and willful 
subjects. I have learned so much from these communications. In a genuine sense, the book comes out of them. I address this 



book to feminist students. It is intended for you. 
IT'o Become a femmist is to s a a stuoen . This is wfiy: tlie figures of tfie femmist I<illjo ana willful suo· ect are s oious. ris 

not surpri~jng fiat Uiey aUowea me to communicate witR nose wfio sen sea in Rese figures an e . lanafion of sometliing @ 
Bifficul y, a siruanon a tasl<). !am stilll:!Yi!!g o mak:e sense of someffimg a aiffieultY, a situatiOn, a asl<" ano1liis BooR is lie 
0'0i::fiic of that laoor. One of my aims in Living a Feminist Life is to free these figures from the histories in which they are 
housed. I am trying to work out and work through what they are saying to us. In a way, then, I am retracing my own intellectual 
journey in this book. In going thTough the conditions of their arrival, how they come up for me, how they became preoccupying, I 
am going back over some old ground. An intellectual journey is like any journey. One step enables the next step. In this book I 
retake some of these steps. 

I hope by retaking the steps to make some of my arguments in a more accessible manner: in staying closer to the everyday, 
feminist theoty becomes more accessible. When I first began working on this book, I thought I was writing a more mainstream 
feminist text, or even a trade book. I realized the book I was writing was not that kind of book. I wanted to make a slow argument, 
to go over old ground, and to take my time. And I still wanted to make an intervention within academic feminism. I have been an 
academic for over twenty years, and I am relatively at home in the academic language of feminist theory. I am aware that not all 
feminists are at home in the academy, and that the academic language of feminist theory can be alienating. In this book, I do use 
academic language. I am working at home, so academic language is one of my tools. But I also aim to keep my words as close to 
the world as I can, by trying to show how feminist theory is what we do when we live our lives in a feminist way. 

In retr·acing some of the steps of a journey, I am not making the same journey. I have found new things along the way because 
I have stayed closer to the everyday. I should add here that staying close to the everyday still involves attending to words, and 
thus concepts, like happiness, like will. I am still listening for resonance. I think of feminism as poetry; we hear histories in 
words; we reassemble histories by putting them into words. This book still follows words around just as I have done before, 
turning a word this way and that, like an object that catches a different light every time it is turned; attending to the same words 
across different contexts, allowing them to create ripples or new patterns like texture on a ground. I make arguments by listening 
for resonances; the book thus involves repeating words, sometimes over and over again; words like shatter, words like snap. The 
repetition is the scene of a feminist instruction. 

A feminist instruction: if we start with our experiences of becoming feminists not only might we have another way of 
generating feminist ideas, but we might generate new ideas about feminism. !Feminist iaeas are wlia we come u wilfi o mak:e 
sense of wfia erststS:VVe nave to ersrst in or bY. coming.Jm witfi feministiaeas. Already in this idea is a different idea about 
ideas. Ideas would not be something generating through distance, a way of abstracting something from something, but from our 
involvement in a world that often leaves us, frankly, bewildered. Ideas might be how we work with as well as on our hunches, 
those senses that something is amiss, not quite right, which are part of ordinary living and a starting point for so much critical 
work. 



By hying to describe something that is difficult, that resists being fully comprehended in the present, we generate what I call 
swea conc;~pts." I first used this expression when I was hying to describe to students the kind of intellectual labor evident in 

Andre Lorde's work. I want to acknowledge my debt here. I cannot put into words how much I am indebted to Audre Lorde for 
the extraordinary archive she left for us. When I first read Audre Lorde's work, I felt like a lifeline was being thrown to me. The 
words, coming out of her description of her own experience, as a black woman, mother, lesbian, poet, wanior, found me where I 
was; a different place from her, yet her words found me. Her words gave me the courage to make my own experience into a 
resource, my experiences as a brown woman, lesbian, daughter; as a writer, to build theory from description of where I was in the 
world, to build theoty from description of not being accommodated by a world. A lifeline: it can be a fragile rope, worn and 
tattered from the harshness of weather, but it is enough, just enough, to bear your weight, to pull you out, to help you survive a 
shattering experience. 

A swea!Y concept: anotfier way of being pulled out f rom a shattering~erience. By using sweaty concepts for descriptive 
;work, I am ttying to say at least two things. First, I was suggesting fnat too often conce:P!ual worK is understood as distinct from 
describing a situation: and I am thinKing nere of a situation as sometning that comes to demand a response. A situation can refer 
to a combination of circumStances of a given moment out also to a critical, m:_oblematic, or striKing set of circumstances. Lauren 
Berlant descriOes a situation thus: "/\. state of things in whicn something tliat will perliaps matter is unfolding amidst the usual 
activity of life" (2008, 5). If a situation is now we are thrown By t liings, then how we make sense of things also unfolds from "the 
usual activity of life."Toncepts tend to be identified as wliat scholars somehow come u with, often tfirough contemplatiOn and 
;witndrawal, rather like an aQ:Pl_e that nits you on the nead, S:ParKing revelatiOn from a position of eXI:eriorizy. 

I became more aware of this academic tendency to identify concepts as what they bring to the world when doing an empirical 
project on diversity, which I discuss in part II. I had this tendency myself, so I could recognize it. In the project I interviewed 
those employed by the university as diversity officers. It brought home to me how, in working to transform institutions, we 
generate knowledge about them. Concepts are at work in how we work, whatever it is that we do. We need to work out, 
sometimes, what these concepts are (what we are thinking when we are doing, or what doing is thinking) because concepts can be 
murky as background assumptions. But that working out is precisely not bringing a concept in from the outside (or from above): 
concepts are in the worlds we are in. 

B using lie idea of swea conce ts I am also !Y!ng fu Sliow now descrimive work is conc~al worK.?\. con.q~pt IS worldlY.l 
!Out itis also a reorientatiOn o a world a wa offurningtRmgs around a differen sian ori"Uie same Uiing. ore specifically> a; 

swea conce t is one Uia comes ou of a descripfion of a Body tlia!is no aTnome in tlie world. B this mean de!'!q·jption a 
angle or p_oin of view: a descrimion of liow it feels no to fie at home in tlie world or a de!'!~J:jption ottlie world from Uie Qoint oli 
;view of not Being at nome in i . Sweat is Bodily; we migh sweat more during more strenuous and muscular"activi y. fA: swea 
once t migffi come ou of a oodil e erience Uiat ist:fYillg. Tlie tasl< is o stay wiffi ffie difficul!Y; to· Ree e lormg and expq~ing 

~fiis difficul y. We miglit need nofto eliminatetlie effort' or laBor from lie writing-:-Naf eliminatmg tlie effort or laBor Becomes an 



acaaemic aim because we nave fieen tauglit 'fo' tiay our eXts, not to revean ne s ruggle we liave in getting somewfiere. Sw_eaN 
ronce ts are also generatea fi 1ne...m.acfical e enence of coming u against a worla or tfie...m.acfical e enence ofTfYing to 
h ansform a worl<t~ 

[E:..Y,~n as r !}ave Iaoorea in fliis way," I have 'noticea~Iy because reaaers have noficeai]!gns of no guirefieing able o aamili 
g_ aifficulty:' forms ance, wfien I a1scuss some of m own experiences of sexual violence"ana harassmen , Il<ee~ using you ana 
tnot me allqwing the second_personJ>ronoun o g!ve me some ills ance. I tfiedJ?.pttmg in me a teri was wri en, bl.Uilia me felt 
~oo s rainea, an rienne y_ou stay' fiutwitli: gll;!llification. eminism: il: can fie as rai~This strain is evident as tension in this 
text, sometimes revealed as a confusion of pronouns and persons; a tension between telling my own sto1y of becoming feminist, 
being a diversity worker, handling what you come up against, and making more general reflections about worlds. I have tried not 
to eliminate that tension. 

Feminism is at stake in how we generate knowledge; in how we write, in who we cite. I think of feminism as a building 
project: if our texts are worlds, they need to be made out of feminist materials. Feminist the01y is world making. This is why we 
need to resist positioning feminist theoty as simply or only a tool, in the sense of something that can be used in the01y, only then 
to be put down or put away. [ slioula notD!LROSsiole 0 ao feministllie01y witli:out being a feminis , wliiCh requires an active ana 
ongoing commitment to'hve one's litem a feminis way_! I encountered this problem of how feminist the01y can be feminism in 
theoty as a student in critical the01y. I met academics who wrote essays on feminist theory but who did not seem to act in 
feminist ways; who seemed routinely to give more support to male students than female students, or who worked by dividing 
female students into more and less loyal students. I~s£~0~1!Ef,mh11ft~ -~~- ~~-~:~ -~~-~~~~~~-~~_l_~_ }?~ _~,~~~q~~~ -~~-~h~g~_f!_g~ -~-~~~~-l}'_ _~!!~ 
~Y.~~:,y~~:y_ -~~~-~~~ -~~~_l_~:~_~~g _ ~~~~~-~-i-~-~-~~~-~ .. -~_i_~ .!~- -~~-~ _ ~~~~_1_1--_: JU~-.»:h~~ -~~-~-~~-J~-~~i_f!_i_~~-f~~~!~-~: A.f~~!!!~~~- -~~:~j_~-~!-~~-!~ 
fi_l_l_~-~~x~-~!!-~~~~I~-~Y.<_>_~-~!!-~-~!!-~~-~!o!!!_~·~l~E-~_1_1- ~_<_>_~~-~-~!!;_h~~~--~~~~-~-~~-I!.J?~-~~_l:~J.~~-<?~- ~-<_>-~~-~h-~-~~_t:: .~!o!~- ~J~~·~i~-~!-~~-~~~~~-~-~ 
~~~-~~-~ -~~_l:~.x~-~· 

We should be asking ourselves the same s01ts of questions when we write our texts, when we put things together, as we do in 
living our lives. How to dismantle the world that is built to accommodate only some bodies? Sexism is one such accommodating 
system. Feminism requires supporting women in a struggle to exist in this world. What do I mean by women here? I am referring 
to all those who travel under the sign women. No feminism worthy of its name would use the sexist idea "women born women" 
to create the edges of feminist community, to render trans women into "not women," or "not born women," or into men.l No one 
is born a woman; it as an assignment (not just a sign, but also a task or an imperative, as I discuss in pa1t I) that can shape us; 
make us; and break us. Many women who were assigned female at bilth, let us remind ourselves, are deemed not women in the 
right way, or not women at all, perhaps because of how they do or do not express themselves (they are too good at sp01ts, not 
feminine enough because of their bodily shape, comportment, or conduct, not heterosexual, not mothers, and so on). Pmt of the 
difficulty of the category of women is what follows residing in that categ01y, as well as what follows not residing in that categ01y 



because of the body you acquire, the desires you have, the paths you follow or do not follow. There can be violence at stake in 
being recognizable as women; there can be violence at stake in not being recognizable as women. 

In a world in which human is still defined as man, we have to fight for women and as women. And to do that we also need to 
challenge the instmmentalization of feminism. Even though feminism can be used as a tool that can help us make sense of the 
world by sharpening the edges of our critique, it is not something we can put down. Feminism goes wherever we go. If not, we are 
not. 

We thus enact feminism in how we relate to the academy. When I was doing my PhD, I was told I had to give my love to this 
or that male theorist, to follow him, not necessarily as an explicit command but through an apparently gentle but increasingly 
insistent questioning: Are you a Derridean; no, so are you a Lacanian; no, oh, okay, are you a Deleuzian; no, then what? If not, 
then what? Maybe my answer should have been: if not, then not! I was never willing to agree to this restriction. But not to agree 
with this restriction required the help of other feminists who came before me. If we can create our paths by not following, we still 
need others before us. In this book, I adopt a strict citation policy: I do not cite any white men.8 By white men I am referring to an 
institution, as I explain in chapter 6. Instead, I cite those who have contiibuted to the intellectual genealogy of feminism and 
antiracism, including work that has been too quickly (in my view) cast aside or left behind, work that lays out other paths, paths 
we can call desire lines, created by not following the official paths laid out by disciplines . .!! These paths might have become fainter 
from not being traveled upon; so we might work harder to find them; we might be willful just to keep them going by not going the 
way we have been directed. 

My citation policy has given me more room to attend to those feminists who came before me. Citation is feminist memory. 
Citation is how we acknowledge our debt to those who came before; those who helped us find our way when the way was 
obscured because we deviated from the paths we were told to follow. In this book, I cite feminists of color who have contributed 
to the project of naming and dismantling the institutions of patriarchal whiteness. I consider this book primarily as a 
contribution to feminist of color scholarship and activism; this body of work is where I feel most at home, where I find energy as 
well as resources. 

Citations can be feminist bricks: they are the materials through which, from which, we create our dwellings. My citation policy 
has affected the kind of house I have built. I realized this not simply through writing the book, through what I found about what 
came up, but also through giving presentations. As I have already noted, in previous work I have built a philosophical edifice by 
my engagement with the history of ideas. We cannot conflate the history of ideas with white men, though if doing one leads to 
the other then we are being taught where ideas are assumed to originate. Seminal: how ideas are assumed to originate from male 
bodies. I now think of that philosophical edifice as a timber frame around which a house is being built. In this book I have not 
built a house by using that frame. And I have felt much more exposed. Perna s citations are feminiSt straw: lighfer materials tfiat, 
;wfien ut fogetfier s ill erea e a sfielter out a sfielfer tfiat leaves you more vulneraDle. That is how it felt writing this work as well 



as speaking from it: being in the wind; being blown about, more or less, depending on what I encountered. The words I sent out 
danced around me; I began to pick up on things I had not noticed before. I began to wonder how much I had in the past built an 
edifice to create a distance. Sometimes we need distance to follow a thought. Sometimes we need to give up distance to follow 
that thought. 

In the chapters that follow, I refer to different kinds of feminist materials that have been my companions as a feminist and 
diversity worker, from feminist philosophy to feminist literature and film. A companion text could be thought of as a companion 
species, to bonow from Donna Haraway's (2003) suggestive formulation. A companion text is a text whose company enabled you 
to proceed on a path less trodden. Such texts might spark a moment of revelation in the midst of an ove1whelming proximity; 
they might share a feeling or give you resources to make sense of something that had been beyond your grasp; companion texts 
can prompt you to hesitate or to question the direction in which you are going, or they might give you a sense that in going the 
way you are going, you are not alone. Some of the texts that appear with me in this book have been with me before: Virginia 
Woolf 's Mrs. Dalloway, George Eliot's Mill on the Floss, Rita Mae Brown's Rubyfrttit Jungle, and Toni Morrison's The Bluest 
Eye. I could not have proceeded along the path I took without these texts. To live a feminist life is to live in vety good company. I 
have placed these companion texts in my killjoy survival kit. I encourage you as a feminist reader to assemble your own kit. What 
would you include? 

fffie rna erials we include in our Ri s could also fie called femm1st classics. Byteminist classics mean femm1st 5ook:s fia~ 
fi""'av'""e=""·oeen in circulafion· fiat nave 5ecome worn from oeing_passed around. !do no mean classics in tfie sense of canomcalr eXts. 
0 course, some texts·oecome canonical, and we need o uesnon now lfiese liis ories lia p~n, liow selecnons are rna~ need 
o asK: wfio or wliat aoes no survive tliese selecfions-:--Buflfie exts 1liat reac1i us, 1liat maRe a connecfiQ!!, are no necessaril lfie 

ones tliat are auglit ffitfie acaoemy, or tfiat maRe iflOffie official classics edinon. an oflfie exts 1liat connec wilR me are fie 
ones assumed105e oatea, to 5elong to anme ffia we are in no longer. 

The idea of feminist classics for me is a way of thinking about how books make communities. I was part of a feminist classics 
reading group held in women's studies at Lancaster University. This reading group was one of my favorite experiences of feminist 
intellectual life thus far. I loved the labor of going over materials that might now tend to be passed over, of finding in them some 
abundant resources, concepts, and words. To attend to feminist classics is to give time: to say that what is behind us is wotth 
going over, worth putting in front of us. It is a way of pausing, not rushing ahead, not being seduced by the buzz of the new, a 
buzz that can end up being what you hear, blocking the possibility of opening our ears to what came before. What I also really 
enjoyed too in the reading group was the attention to the books themselves as material objects. Each of us had different copies, 
some of them tattered and well read, worn, and, as it were, lived in. You can, I think, live in books: some feminists might even 
begin their feminist lives living in books. Participating in the group with books made me aware of how feminist community is 
shaped by passing books around; the sociality of their lives is part of the sociality of ours. There are so many ways that feminist 
books change hands; in passing between us, they change each of us. 



ffliere are many ways of descriBingtfie ma erials I Bring ogeffier in his oool<: compp.nion te s and teminiSt classics are juSli 
iffi'o ossiole ways. The ma erials are oool<s yes, oufffiey are also s aces o encounter; now we are toucnea oy tfiing§; now w~ 
ouch ffiings. It fiinl< ofTeminism as a fragile arcfiive a ood assemBled rom sHattering, from s lattering, an arcfiive wfiose 

ifrag!liJY:gi,ves us res onsioiliW: to'tal<e care. 
Living a Feminist' Life is stmctured in three parts. In pa1t I. "Becoming Feminist." I discuss the process of becoming a 

feminist, and how consciousness of gender is a world consciousness that allows you to revisit the places you have been, to 
become estranged from gender and heteronorms as to become estranged from the shape of your life. I stmt with experiences I 
had growing up, exploring how these individual experiences are ways of (affectively, willfully) being insetted into a collective 
feminist history. In part II. "Diversity Work." I focus on doing feminist work as a form of diversity work within universities, as 
the places where I have worked, as well as in evetyday life. I show how questions of consciousness and subjectivity raised in the 
first pmt of this book, the work required to become conscious of that which tends to recede, can be understood in terms of 
materiality: walls are the material means by which worlds are not encountered, let alone registered. I explore experiences of 
being a stranger, of not feeling at home in a world that gives residence to others. In pa1t III. "Living the Consequences." I explore 
the costs and potential of what we come up against, how we can be shattered by histories that are hm·d, but also how we become 
inventive, how we create other ways of being when we have to stmggle to be. The hist01y of creativity, of bonds made and forged, 
of what we move toward as well as away from, is a hist01y that we need to keep in front of us; a feminist hist01y. 

It is the practical experience of coming up against a world that allows us to come up with new ideas, ideas that are not 
dependent on a mind that has withdrawn (because a world has enabled that withdrawal) but a body that has to wiggle about just 
to create room. And if we put ourselves in the same room, how much knowledge we would have! No wonder feminism causes 
fear; together, we are dangerous. 



PART r Becoming Feminist 

IN THIS FIRST PART OF THE BOOK, I explore the process of becoming feminist. Reflecting on this process can offer a way of doing 
feminist theory, a way of generating new insights into how gender works, as social system, or as machinery that tends to spit 
some bodies out. Insights into gender as well as race are worldly. Becoming a feminist involves coming up against the world. 

What's my feminist story? Like you, I have many. As I will try to show, my own feminist biography is entangled with other 
aspects of my biography; how could it not be; how messy life is. I start this part of the book vety simply, staying in chapter 1 as 
close to home as I can, beginning by recalling things that happened. I return to experiences that were painful and difficult, but 
that were animating, that gave me life because they were how I was directed along a feminist path. If we start close to home, we 
open ourselves out. I will try to show how, in making sense of things that happen, we also draw on histories of thought and 
activism that precede us. Throughout I thus reflect on how feminism itself can be understood as an affective inheritance; how 
our own sn·uggles to make sense of realities that are difficult to grasp become part of a wider struggle, a snuggle to be, to make 
sense of being. 

In the process of describing how I became a feminist, this opening pa1t of the book also offers a feminist approach to some 
keys areas of concern within feminist the01y and beyond: the role of sensation in knowledge formation; the sociality of emotions; 
how power operates through directionality and orientation; and how to think about happiness, as well as the relationship 
between will and force. I show how becoming feminist is also about generating ideas about the worlds we encounter. Feminist 
theoty, in other words, comes out of the sense-making process of becoming feminist and navigating a way through a world. 

The figures of the feminist killjoy and willful subject are considered in this patt of the book primarily in terms of how they 
relate to some of my early experiences of becoming and being a feminist. These figures will pop up all over the place. They are 
everywhere. 



1 I FEMINISM IS SENSATIONAL • 

Feminism is sensational. Something is sensational when it provokes excitement and interest. Feminism is sensational in this 
sense; what is provocative about feminism is what makes feminism a set of arguments that is hard to deliver. We learn about the 
feminist cause by the bother feminism causes; by how feminism comes up in public culture as a site of disturbance. 

·when you speak as a feminist, you have to deal with strong reactions. Q oe committea to a feminist life migfit re uire oein~ 

willing to elicitthose reactions~~11£J~~~\~-~~ -~ -~~-~-i!!_i_~~ .X? E.~~~ _ <:>X!~.t:l. _i~~~fJ-~~-~-~-~-~~~g .!~~-~~-~~!~YE2. ~~-~Y~!.~~-~~!~~g," ~~-J.ti 
~! .Y?E .. ~!.~ ... ~~~g.~~--~~~~~ . !~~~~-~-~~~g .... ~-.. ~~~~-~(~~.~~ .. ~~i. ~~- _i!. ~~ _gt~1~KX<?.~.~. ~~~<?-~.1? ... <? ... ~-<?~~m!~!g .X?.~. -~~:t:. -~~~gg~_l:~. -~J?.g_,_~~ 

u ose or even witfi malice. In this chapter I accept that feminism begins with sensation: vfith a sense of things. I want to 
-~--- ---------------------------------------
explore how feminism is sensible because of the world we are in; feminism is a sensible reaction to the injustices of the world, 
which we might register at first through our own experiences. We might work over, mull over, these experiences; we might keep 
coming back to them because they do not make sense. In other words we have to make sense of what does not make sense. There 
is agency and life in this making. In this chapter, I share some of the experiences that led me to feminism, which I would describe 
as a bumpy rather than smooth process of coming to register something that is difficult; these experiences provided the raw 
materials of my feminist instruction. 

SENSING WRONGS 
A sensation is often understood by what it is not: a s risatio · s no a · anj?;e o i n ·on res o s o o ing. And that 
is why sensation matters: you are left with an impression that is not clear or distinct. A sensation is often felt by the skin. The 
word sensational relates both to the faculty of sensation and to the arousal of strong curiosity, interest, or excitement. If a 
sensation is how a body is in contact with a world, then something becomes sensational when contact becomes even more 
intense. Perhaps then to feel is to feel this even more. 

Feminism often begins with intensity: you are aroused by what you come up against. You register something in the sharpness 
of an impression. Something can be sharp without it being clear what the point is. Over time, with experience, you sense that 



something is wrong or you have a feeling of being wronged. You sense an injustice. You might not have used that word for it; you 
might not have the words for it; you might not be able to put your finger on it. Feminism can begin with a body, a body in touch 
with a world, a body that is not at ease in a world; a body that fidgets and moves around. Things don't seem right. 

Many of my early experiences of feeling wronged, as a girl, involved unwanted male attention. Things happened. They 
happened again. Already we sense some consequences: if becoming feminist cannot be separated from an experience of violence, 
of being wronged, then what brings us to feminism is what is potentially shattering. The histories that bring us to feminism are 
the histories that leave us fragile. Feminism might pick up (or more hopefully pick us up) from the experiences that leave us 

vulnerable and exposed. li~Wa~IJi~ro,~aPa9o'rr--~~-~-~-~-:'~ -~-l)-~--~~~~-~g~~-~-~~~--~-~-!Y.l)_~~--y~-~--~~~~--~R-~g-~~~~-~ -~~-~ff~~-~~g_p_~!Y: .~-~~~--~-~ 
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Feminist work is often memoty work. We work to remember what sometimes we wish would or could just recede. While 
thinking about what it means to live a feminist life, I have been remembering; hying to put the pieces together. I have been 
putting a sponge to the past. When I think of my method, I think of a sponge: a material that can absorb things. We hold it out 
and wait to see what gets mopped up. It is not that memory work is necessarily about recalling what has been forgotten: rather, 
you allow a memoty to become distinct, to acquire a cettain crispness or even clarity; you can gather memories like things, so 
they become more than half glimpsed, so that we can see a fuller picture; so you can make sense of how different experiences 
connect. 

There is one time I remember, vety acutely, still. I was out jogging, just near my home. A man whirled passed on a bike and 
put his hand up the back of my shorts. He did not stop; he just carried on cycling as if nothing had happened, as if he had not 
done anything. I stopped, shaking. I felt so sick; invaded, confused, upset, angty. I was the only witness to this event; my body its 
memoty. 

My 5ody its memory: to share a memo is to uta 5ody into wordS. Wliat do we do"wfien fiese Kinds offfimgs fiawen? Wlio 
ilo we Become. I Re on going. roegan fogging again, 5u it was different :'! was differen . I was much more nervous. very fime 
someone came u 5eliind me, I was ready, ense, waifmg:-1 felt differently in m 5ody, whicli was a different wa oT encoun ering 
~fie world. 

Experiences like this: they seem to accumulate over time, gathering like things in a bag, but the bag is your body, so that you 
feel like you are canying more and more weight. The past becomes heavy. We all have different biographies of violence, 
entangled as they are with so many aspects of ourselves: things that happen because of how we are seen; and how we are not 
seen. You find a way of giving an account of what happens, ofliving with what happens. 

This you is me. You seem to receive the same message again and again: the flasher at school who keeps returning; the time 
you walk past a gt·oup of boys and girls on the way home when one of them shouts out to you to come back because you are 
"fuckable," and they all laugh; that time you come across a man masturbating under a tree in the city parklands who tells you to 
come and take a look and comes after you when you hurry away; the time when you are walking down a street with your sister 



and a man jumps out of the door exposing himself; the time you are waiting at a bus stop and a group of men in a car stop and 
ask you to get in, and you mn away and they sta1t jeering and shouting; the time when you fall asleep on a long flight under a 
blanket and you wake up with a man's fingers all over you.! I remember each of these occasions not only as an experience of 
being violated, but as a sens01y event that was too overw·helming to process at the time. I can still hear the sound of the voices, 
the car as it slowed down, the bike that mshed past, the door that opened, the sound of the footsteps, the kind of day it was, the 
quiet hum of a plane as I woke up. Senses can be magnified, sometimes after the event. 

At the time, each time, something happens. You are thrown. These expeliences: What effects do they have? What do they do? 
You begin to feel a pressure, this relentless assault on the senses; a body in touch with a world can become a body that fears the 
touch of a world. The world is experienced as sens01y intrusion. It is too much. Not to be assaulted: maybe you might hy to close 
yourself off, to withdraw from proximity, from proximity to a potential. Or perhaps you try to deal with this violence by numbing 
your own sensations, by learning not to be affected or to be less affected. Perhaps you t1y to forget what happened. You might be 
ashamed. You might stay silent. You might not tell anyone, say anything, and burn with the sensation of a secret. It becomes 
another burden: that which is not revealed. Maybe you adopt for yourself a cettain kind of fatalism: tl1ese things happen; what 
happens will happen; whatever will be, will be. 

The violence does things. You begin to expect it. You learn to inhabit your body differently through this expectation. vVhen 
you sense the world out there as a danger, it is your relation to your own body that changes: you become more cautious, timid; 
you might witl1draw in anticipation that what happened before will happen again. It might be your own expeliences that lead you 
here, to caution as withdrawal, but it might also be what you have learned from otl1ers. iYou are'tauglit to'Be carefUl: o be full ofi 
are as o become anxious abouttli~~notential o oe5rol<en. ou Begin o learn tha:tBeing carefUl, no aving tfiings liRe tliali 

fiapnen o you IS a wa of avoiding becoming'damagea.1ns for Y.Qur own good: :And you sense tfie conse<mence: if sometfiing 
fumnens you have ailed o reven ir.You feel Dad in antici ation o Y.QUr own tailure. ou are learning, oo_, o acce tliali 
iJ10tential for viOlence as imminen , and o manage yourself as a way of managing tfie consegQ~nces. 

iYou"are'tauglit to"care'for yourself B Being careful! aBout' others. I remember a policeman coming to our classroom one time, 
to teach us all about what tl1ey called "str·anger danger." The lesson was given as it is usually given, as a simple instmction: don't 
talk to strangers. An image was conjured in my mind, delived not only from my own expelience but from this inshuction, of a 
stranger. An image, a body, a figure: it appears as if by magic. I began the first chapter of my book Strange Encounters by evoking 
this image: the str·anger as a shadowy figure with a "grey mac shimmering at your feet" (Ahmed 2000, 19). The police, in evoking 
the str·anger, also gave me a body in which to deposit my anxiety. If the stranger could be anyone, the str·anger was someone I 
recognized; somebody I could look out for. Stranger danger is an effective as well as affecrive sc!ffi : some Bodies become 
dangerous o ers endangered: :AS g!rls you learn o be cau ious and carefUl in.nu,RJi«:: .. spaces witli: tfiat 'cauhon and care directed 
~oward tfiose"wlio do no oelong, whose resence or roximi!Y:is illegitima e. Tfie stranger loi ers. Tile s ranger Becomes a1 



container offear. 
Violence becomes instruction when it is accompanied by a narrative, an explanation. When you have learned something, when 

you have received the message of this instruction, your feelings are given direction and shape. Your body reacts in the right way. 
Iris Marion Young (1990) in "Throwing like a Girl" asks how girls come to be "like girls" through how they come to inhabit their 
bodies. Girls come to take up less space by what they do, and by what they do not do. Girls come to restrict themselves through 
restricting how they use their bodies. Young calls this restriction an "inhibited intentionality," using the example of how girls 
learn to throw, by not getting their bodies behind an action. 

Becoming a girl is here aoouf how you e enence your ooay in relation o s ace. Genaering__qpera es in How ooaies taRe u_n 
~ace: 1liink oflfie in ense socrality ottlie subway or ain liow some m~n'!YPically lounge arouna, witli tlieir legs wiae, al<ingJ!D 
not only tfie s ace in front onfierr own seat ou tfie s ace in front ofOtfier seats. Women might end up not even having much 
space in front of their own seats; that space has been taken up. To become accommodating, we take up less space. The more 
accommodating we are the less space we have to take up. Gender: a loop, tightening. 

A world can shrink when we shrink. Judith Butler (1993) taught us to think of "girling" as a social mechanism. A baby is born: 
we might say, "It's a girl!" or "It's a boy!" Even before birth: we might watch on the screen to see whether it's a girl or boy, where 
that is decided by virtue of the absence or presence of a penis. The attachment to gender rests from the very beginning on 
phallocentrism: on the penis as the decider of the future, h.vo sexes as two paths: the sexual binary as fate, as fated, as fatalism. 
Even when we critique the sex-gender distinction, even when we learn from feminist critiques of this distinction (Gatens 1983; 
Butler 1990), we know that that distinction works as a form of sequencing: as if from sex, gender follows. We could call this 
sequencing "gender fatalism," as implied by the assumption that "boys will be boys." I remember that utterance "boys will be 
boys" as one often made by adults, often with a nod of the head and an intonation of forgiveness: an unruliness explained as boys 
being boys; aggression, violence, even. Gender fatalism rests on ideas about nature as well as time: what "will be" is decided by 
"what is." This is what boys are like; girls, too. But likeness becomes not only an explanation (he is being such boy; what a boy he 
is being) but an expectation. The "will be" in "boys will be boys" acquires the force of prediction. A prediction becomes a 
command. You will be boy. When you have fulfilled that command, you are agreeable; you have lived up to an expectation. 

;sex is given as an assigQment liomework. No wonaer mere aescripfion (if's a g!rl; it's a ooYIJ_provides 1lie oasis of a asK1 
(q~ing ooy!oeing g!~dO as well as a command (You will oe ooyrYou will oe g!rl!). To'receive an assignment rsrofie a given a sign: 
!Ooy or girl. Tfiis or roo is aoing sometHing, registering as o tJtosifion; one or tfie otlier. 'X srgn: wfiat means or aeno es sometHing, 
Rlglit from tlie ve!Y Beginning matter ana meaning are aee ly entanglea· itis no rna er (sex)__, lien meaning (genaer) . ou are in 
!being assignea x or y_ also Being assigQeat o a gJ'OU ,; _an_a~!>igQment is wfia you receive from o fiers fiaf will aetermine how you 
are osifionea in re ation o o fiers. e are more nan tfiese assignmen s rigfit from tfie fieginnmg. 

We can feel at home in an assignment; or not; more or less. An assignment also means a task; like homework. To be assigned 
a sex in this binary system is a way of being directed toward a future, as I explore in more detail in chapter 2 . Perhaps gender 



becomes more work for those who feel less at home in their original assignments. We might, early on, not be at home in a body 
by not being at home in a sign. And we might be perpetually reassigned; reminders of our assignment punctuate our lives like 
grammar. So of course girling moments do not stop happening, even after we are pronounced girls. As Judith Butler elaborates, 
"the girling of the girl does not end there" (1993, xvii). Rather, "that founding interpellation is reiterated by various authorities" 
(xvii). It is not simply that the sign denotes something. What matters is who addresses you through the sign; how you receive it. 

Girling is enacted not only through being explicitly addressed as a girl, but in the style or mode of address: because you are a 
girl, we can do this to you. Violence too is a mode of address. Being girl is a way of being taught what it is to have a body: you are 
being told; you will receive my advances; you are object; thing, nothing. To become girl is to learn to expect such advances, to 
modify your behavior in accordance; to become girl as becoming wmy of being in public space; becoming wary of being at all. 
Indeed, if you do not modify your behavior in accordance, if you are not careful and cautious, you can be made responsible for the 
violence directed toward you (look at what you were drinking, look at what you wearing, look at where you were, look look). You 
can be made responsible whether or not you have modified your behavior in accordance, because gender fatalism has already 
explained the violence directed against you as forgivable and inevitable. The violence of judgments that tend to follow violence 
against women and girls has been documented by feminists over generations. Documentation is a feminist project; a life project. 

FEMINIST CONSCIOUSNESS 
vVhen did you begin to put the pieces together? Perhaps when you put the pieces back together you are putting yourself back 



first. As Alison Jaggar describes, "Only when we reflect on our initially puzzling irritability, revulsion, anger, or fear may we bring 
to consciousness our 'gut-level' awareness that we are in a situation of coercion, cruelty, injustice or danger" (1996, 181; see also 
Spelman 1989). A gut has its own intelligence. A feminist gut might sense something is amiss. You have to get closer to the 
feeling; but once you tty to think about a feeling, how quickly it can recede. Maybe it begins as a background anxiety, like a 
humming noise that gradually gets louder over time so that it begins to fill your ear, canceling out other sounds. And then 
suddenly it seems (though perhaps it is not sudden) what you tried so hard not to notice is all you can hear. A sensation that 
begins at the back of your mind, an uneasy sense of something amiss, gradually comes fonvard, as things come up; then receding, 
as you try to get on with things; as you tty to get on despite things. Maybe you do not even want to feel this way; feeling wrong is 
what brings a wrong home. Attending to the feeling might be too demanding: it might require you to give up on what otherwise 
seems to give you something; relationships, dreams; an idea of who it is that you are; an idea of who it is that you can be. You 
might even will yourself not to notice certain things because noticing them would change your relation to the world; it would 
change the world to which you exist in relation. We have to stay with the feelings that we might wish would go away; that become 
reminders of these things that happened that made you wary of being at all. 

Perhaps there is just only so much you can take in. Perhaps you take in some things as a way of not taking in other things. As 
I have been putting a sponge to my own feminist past, I remembered another conversation. It was with a teacher of mine at 
university, Rosematy Moore, who taught the first feminist classes I took: Nineteenth-Century Women's Writing in 1988; 
Twentieth-Centmy Women's Writing in 1989. I hadn't thought about this conversation for a long time, though it is probably not 
tlue to say that I had forgotten it. I asked her whether my essay for the course had to refer to women or gender. Her answer was 
that it didn't but that it would be surprising if it didn't. Why did I ask her this question? I had come to university hoping to study 
philosophy. I was especially interested in what I called "scepticism," philosophies that proceeded by doubting what is as a way of 
questioning what's what. Sadly, philosophy at Adelaide University was pretty much straight analytical philosophy and scepticism 
was dismissed as self-refuting in the first lecture of Philosophy 101. To study the kind of work I was interested in, I ended up in 
the English literature deprutment because there they taught what was referred to as "the01y." And I chose the women's writing 
courses not because I was interested in feminist theory (even though I was passionate about feminism) but because I was 
interested in critical theoty. I was interested in how we know things, in questions of tmth, in perspective and perception, in 
experience and subjectivity. I wanted to ask how I know that what I see as green is what you see as green; those sotts of 
questions were my s01t of questions. 

Yes: I chose women's writing because I wanted to do critical theory. Our teacher was engaged with and by Lacanian 
psychoanalysis. If we began there, that wasn't what kept my attention; it was 1980s feminist literary the01y and from there, 
feminist philosophy of science and feminist epistemology. I ended up writing my first feminist essay for that course.2 So why did 
it happen this way around: from critical theoty to feminist the01y, given that I thought of myself as a feminist and had been such 



an outspoken feminist growing up? I think there was only so much feminism I could take in. I had thought that to be 
philosophical or to ask questions about the nature of reality was not to do feminism: that feminism was about something 
particular not general, relative not universal, that feminism was about questioning and challenging sexual violence, inequality, 
and injustice and not the nature of reality as such. I did not understand that feminism was a way of challenging the universal. I 
did not appreciate how questioning sexism is one of the most profound ways of dismpting what we take to be given and thus 
learning about how the given is given. Feminist theory taught me that the universal is what needs to be exploded. Feminist 
theoty taught me that reality is usually just someone else's tired explanation. So if in my introduction to this book I suggested 
that feminist theory is what gets you there, to the classroom, we might note how feminist theory can be what gets you out of 
there. By this I mean: I thought I wanted to be in the theory class; feminist theory taught me that that was not the class for me. 
Feminism is my theory class. 

We learn also: how we recognize sexism or racism here can be a way of not recognizing it there. A location can be a reduction. 
Becoming feminist involves a process of recognizing that what you are up against cannot be located or reduced to an object or 
thing (which could then be discarded so we could strut up again). The process of recognizing sexism was not smooth or 
automatic. I had multiple false statts because there was so much I resisted: I could take feminism in only bit by bit. Maybe there 
was only so much I could take in because it meant recognizing that I had been taken in. You can feel stupid for not having seen 
things more clearly before. You have to give up on a version of yourself as well as a version of events. And maybe we need to 
remember how hard it is to acknowledge that a world is not accommodating you because of the body you have. I didn't want 
feminism to be everywhere, as I didn't want to encounter these limits; I wanted there to be places to go where I could just leave 
my body behind. 

If becoming feminist is not a smooth process, if we resist what we encounter because it is too much to take in, this is not to 
say when we do let go it is just difficult. When you begin to put the pieces together, it can feel magical: the wonder of the clicking 
moment, when things that had previously been obscured begin to make sense, when things fit into place. You blink and the world 
reappears: clarity can feel magical. For me reading feminist theoty was a series of continuous clicks. And later, teaching women's 
studies was such a delight as you can participate in other people's clicking moments: what a sound it makes; how imp01tant it is 
that this sound is audible to others. 

Finding feminism can be empowering as it is a way of reinhabiting the past. It is personal. There is no question: it is personal. 
The personal is stmctural. I learned that you can be hit by a stmcture; you can be bmised by a stmcture. An individual man who 
violates you is given permission: that is stmcture. His violence is justified as natural and inevitable: that is stmcture. A girl is 
made responsible for his violence: that is structure. A policeman who turns away because it is a domestic call: that is stmcture. A 
judge who talks about what she was wearing: that is structure. A stmcture is an arrangement, an order, a building; an assembly. 

We need stmcture to give evidence of structure. To catalog instances of violence is to create a feminist catalog. I think one of 
the reasons I find the project Everyday Sexism so imp01tant and compelling is that it shows how the cataloging of instances of 



sexism is necessarily a collective project.3 The project involves the creation of a virtual space in which we can inse1t our own 
individual experiences of sexism, sexual violence, or sexual harassment so that we show what we know: that this or that incident 
is not isolated but pa1t of a series of events: a series as a structure. These recent feminist strategies have revived key aspects of 
second-wave feminism; we are in the time of revival because of what is not over. Consciousness-raising was also about this: 
reaching a feminist account, as an account for oneself with and through others, connecting my experience with the experience of 
others. We need a deposit system to show the scale of sexism. When there is a place to go with these experiences- and feminism 
is about giving women places to go- the accounts tend to come out: a "drip, drip" becomes a flood. It is like a tap has been 
loosened, allowing what has been held back to flow. Feminism: the releasing of a pressure valve. 

Feminism can allow you to reinhabit not only your own past but also your own body. You might over time, in becoming aware 
of how you have lessened your own space, give yourself permission to take up more space; to expand your own reach. It is not 
necessarily the case that we take up this permission simply by giving ourselves permission. It does take time, to reinhabit the 
body, to become less wary, to acquire confidence. Feminism involves a process of finding another way to live in your body. We 
might learn to let ourselves bump into things; not to withdraw in anticipation of violence. Of course I am desclibing a difficulty; I 
am describing how ways of resolving problems can enact the problems we are t1ying to resolve. We know we are not responsible 
for resolving the problem of violence; changing how we relate to the world does not change the world. And yet in refusing to 
withdraw, in refusing to lessen how much space we take up, in insisting on taking up space, we are not receiving the message that 
has been sent out. In order to put the pieces together, you cannot but get the message wrong, the message that makes a wrong a 
right. No wonder then, as I explore later, to become a feminist is to be perceived as in the wrong. 

As we begin this process of putting ourselves back together we find much more than ourselves. Feminism, in giving you 
somewhere to go, allows you to revisit where you have been. We can become even more conscious ofthe world in this process of 
becoming conscious of injustices because we had been taught to overlook so much. A world can flood once we have let it in, once 
we have unlocked the door of our own resistance. Feminism too can become a flooding experience: one book read that leads to 
another, a trail that leads you to find feminism, more and more feminism, new words, concepts, arguments, models: patriarchy, 
phallocentrism, rape culture, the sex-gender system. In finding feminism, you are finding out about the many ways that feminists 
have tried to make sense, already, of the experiences you had, before you had them; experiences that left you feeling all alone are 
the experiences that lead you to others .. We still have sorting to do: some of these ways of making sense make more sense to you 
than others. But I will always remember that feeling; a sense that there are others like you out there, that you are not on your 
own, that you were not on your own. Your own difficult histmy is written out in words that are sent out. I often think of reading 
feminist books as like making friends, realizing that others have been here before. 

Even if you still feel pain, fmstration, and rage, even if you feel these feelings more as you have given them more attention, 
they are directed in a different way. Knowledge is this achievement of direction. Your feelings are directed neither at some 
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anonymous stranger who happened upon you (or not only), nor toward yourself for allowing something to happen (or not just), 
but toward a world that reproduces that violence by explaining it away. 

PROBLEMS WITH NAMES 
Feminist consciousness can feel like a switch that is turned on. Turning off might be necessaty to survive the world that we are 
in, which is not a feminist world. Feminist consciousness is when the on button is the default position. Unless you turn it off, you 
are on. Perhaps this is the reverse of the usual setting, where you have to be switched to be on. No wonder: it can be exhausting. 
Sometimes it might even seem that it is as or even more tiring to notice sexism and racism than to experience sexism and racism: 
after all, it is this noticing that makes things real. And at times, it can be tempting to think: it would be less difficult if I could just 
stop noticing sexism and racism. It would be easier to screen things out. Personally I don't think that is an easy option. And I 
don't think that it is always available as an option: because having let the world in, screening it out, would also require giving up 
on the subject you have become. I think this is a promise: once you become a person who notices sexism and racism, it is hard to 
unbecome that person. 

If a world can be what we learn not to notice, noticing becomes a form of political labor. What do we learn not to notice? We 
learn not to notice some suffering, such that if the suffering of those deemed strangers appears, then it does so only dimly, at the 
edges of our consciousness. In fact this is another way we learn about the figure of the stranger: strangers are not simply those 
we do not recognize but those we recognize as strangers, not only those you do not know but those you should not know. As a 
child you might have been taught to turn away from homeless people on the street, to screen out not only their suffering but 
their vety existence. They are not anything to do with you. Hurty on, move on. We are learning not only whose suffering should 
affect us, or how we should be affected by whose suffering; we are busy exercising the vety distinction between friends and 
strangers, creating that distinction, between those who matter and those who do not. It is a distinction predicated on violence. It 
is a distinction enforced through violence. We are learning to screen out what gets in the way of our occupation of space. Once 
you have learned this something, you don't notice this someone. 
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given names, tlie names ten a to lag oefima tlie roolems. 
Having names for problems can make a difference. Before, you could not quite put your finger on it. With these words as 

tools, we revisit our own histories; we hammer away at the past. It took a long time for me to get to the point where I could even 
describe how race and racism had stmctured my own world. Reading black feminist and feminist of color scholarship allowed me 
to revisit my own past, to occupy that past. I was brought up in Australia in a very white neighborhood. I went to a very white 
school (is there something very "very" about whiteness? One wonders.). There were just a few of us of color; we didn't quite 
know what to do with each other, though we knew we had something to do with each other. I had a white English mother and a 
brown Pakistani father who had kind of let go or almost let go of his own history in order to give us children a chance in a new 
world.!! We had no Pakistani friends, but there was an occasional visit to Pakistan, and visits from Pakistani aunties. But they 
were occasional, fleeting moments, ones that did not leave me with a possibility I could grasp. I was brown, visibly different but 
with no real account of that difference; no real sense of where it or I was coming from. I kept feeling wrong, being treated as in 
the wrong, but I did not know what was wrong. Something was wrong. How to acquire the words for this something? 

I had to leave home before I could find these words. I had to leave so I could come back again. I was writing a chapter of my 
PhD thesis on subjectivity. I needed an example. I remember looking around the room as if something lying around might 
provide me with inspiration. It is funny to recall this because later on I would turn to an object that was nearby: the table, an 
object that was to become another kind of writing companion (Ahmed 2006). As I was glancing around, it came back to me. A 
memOiy intmded into the present as if by its own will. I was ready for the intrusion. I recalled an experience I bad when I was 
fourteen years old, walking close to home, along a street in Adelaide. Two policemen in a car pulled up next to me. The first 
asked, "Are you Aboriginal?" It turned out there had been burglaries in the area. Racism: now an association oetween 
rtilioriginali!Y and criminali.IY:is urned in o a uestion. I will pick up this association in due course. The second policeman then 
quipped, "Or is it just a sun tan?" Although given as a quip it was a hostile address, and it was an unsettling experience at the 
time. It was an experience of being made into a stranger, the one who is recognized as out of place, as the one who does not 
belong, whose proximity is registered as crime or threat. Once I recalled this experience, so much else came back to me; a drip, 
drip became a flood. 

The police at the school were friendly and taught me to fear strangers for my own protection. The police on the street were 
hostile and taught me that to become a stranger is to be stopped by how you are addressed. We learn from this difference: my 
first instmction was an instruction into whiteness and not just femininity. It is a white female body that is assumed to be 
vulnerable and in need of protection from others. In the second encounter, I was danger, not endangered; a brown body is not 
perceived as a fragile female body. My different experiences with the police show how the stranger is a racialized figure. What 
happened to me partly depended on how I would pass into or out of this figure. I return to this instance in chapter 5, to reflect on 
how I was able to start up again, and how being able to start up again was a form of class as well as racial privilege. But let's think 
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about the stranger as a racialized figure. The racialization of the stranger is not immediately apparent; after all, we are taught the 
stranger could be anyone. My stranger memory taught me that the "could be anyone" points to some bodies more than others. 
You are stopped because they think you are Aboriginal; you are allowed to strut up again when you pass as white. 

Feminist and antiracist consciousness involves not just finding the words, but thTough the words, how they point, realizing 
how violence is directed: violence is directed toward some bodies more than others. To give a problem a name can change not 
only how we register an event but whether we register an event. Perhaps not having names is a way of turning away from a 
difficulty that persists whether or not we turn away. Not naming a problem in the hope that it will go away often means the 
problem just remains unnamed. At the srune time, giving the problem a name does not make the problem go away. To give the 
problem a name can be experienced as magnifying the problem; allowing something to acquire a social and physical density by 
gathering up what othe1wise would remain scattered experiences into a tangible thing. Making sexism and racism tangible is also 
a way of making them appear outside of oneself; something that can be spoken of and addressed by and with others. It can be a 
relief to have something to point to; othe1wise you can feel alone or lost. We have different tactics for dealing with sexism and 
racism; and one difficulty is that these tactics can be in tension. When we give problems their names, we can become a problem 
for those who do not want to talk about a problem even though they know there is a problem. You can cause a problem by not 
letting things recede. 

We need to acquire words to describe what we come up against. Becoming feminist; finding the words. Sexism is another such 
word. It often arrives after the event: we look back and we can explain things that happened as sexism. To name something as 
sexist does not make something there that was not there before; it is a sexist idea that to describe something as sexist is to make 
something sexist. But naming something as "sexism" does do something. It modifies a relation given that it does not create 
something from nothing. Connections can be what we have to struggle for, because there is so much silence about sexism: sexism 
makes it costly for women to speak about sexism. Because, after all, to name something as sexist is not only to name something 
that happens as part of a wider system (to refuse to give what happens the status of an exceptional event), but it is also to give an 
account of that something as being wrong and unjustifiable. To name something as sexist is not only to modify a relation by 
modifying our understanding of that relation; it is also to insist that fmther modification is required. When we say, "That's 
sexist," we are saying no to that, as well as no to the world that renders such a speech or behavior permissible; we are asking 
individuals to change such that these forms of speech and behavior are no longer acceptable or permissible. 

Not just individuals: the point is that individuals are encouraged and rewarded for participating in sexist culture. It might be a 
reward given thTough affirmation from peers (the egging on that allows a group to solidify over how they address others as 
imposters). But institutions also enable and reward sexist behavior: institutional sexism. Sexual banter is so often 
institutionalized. You might pruticipate in that banter because it is costly not to patticipate: you become the problem, the one 
who is disapproving or uptight. You are treated as policing the behavior of others simply by virtue of not participating in that 
behavior. Not pruticipating can be judged as disapproval whether or not you make that judgment. You ru·e judged as taking 



something the wrong way when you object to something. When we give an account of something as sexist or racist, we are often 
dismissed as having a faulty perception, as not receiving the intentions or actions of others fairly or properly. "I didn't mean 
anything by it," he might say. And indeed then by taking something said or done the wrong way, not only are you wrong, but you 
are understood as committing a wrong against someone else. When you talk about sexism and racism, you are heard as damaging 
the reputation of an individual or an organization. I return to this issue of damage in chapter 6 in my discussion of brick walls. 

Sometimes it might be to our own advantage not to have a problem with how we are addressed. Another time, a rather long 
time ago when I was still in Australia, a woman told me how in a job interview a man asked her where she was from (some of us 
are always asked this question, as our being is in question, as I explore in chapter 5). She explains; she gives an account of 
herself. She is mixed race. He then says to her that mixed-race women are beautiful. I was outraged when she told me this, but 
she shmgged it off: she said it was a compliment; she was offered the position. What a histoty I suspect is implied here: a hist01y 
of how we shrug things off. To get on, you get along. I would use words like racism and sexism to describe how she becomes an 
exotic spectacle, but for her these words would probably have been experienced as impositions, as coming from the outside, as 
potentially requiring her to give up an opp01tunity that was available, to give up something, all over again. 

fffiese are com Heated scenarios: you can receive some oenefi s oy: aaa tmg ourself o a sys em tlia is a ano lier level, 
.mnpromising your ca acity roinfia5il a worla on more e ual terms. I think for many women, becoming willing to pmticipate in 

sexist culture is a compromise, even if it is not registered as such, because we have been taught (from past experience, from what 
we come up against) that being unwilling to participate can be dangerous. You risk becoming alienated from all of the existing 
stmctures that enable survival within an institution, let alone a progression. Here we can say: resistance to recognizing 
something might be a way of coping with or living with that thing. Resistance to recognition can be a form or manner of 
recognition; recognition as a form of resignation, even. 

Sometimes: surviving the relentlessness of sexism as well as racism might require that you shrug it off, by not naming it, or 
even by learning not to experience those actions as violations of your own body; learning to expect that violence as just part of 
ordinmy life; making that fatalism your fate. Sometimes: we have to teach ourselves not to shrug things off, knowing full well 
that by not doing something we will be perceived as doing too much. When we sta1t using words like sexism and racism, words 
that make what we are asked not to notice all the more real, we sense there will be consequences. We sense the pain that might 
follow, as well as the punishment. Pmt III of this book reflects on living a feminist life as living with the consequences of being 
feminists who are willing to give problems their names. But I want to make a statt here by turning to the figure of the killjoy. She 
has been waiting (rather impatiently) to speak to us. 

BECOMING THE PROBLEM 



As I have suggested, when you name something as sexist or as racist you are making that thing more tangible so that it can be 
more easily communicated to others. But for those who do not have a sense of the racism or sexism you are talking about, to 
bring them up is to bring them into existence. 

When you expose a problem you pose a problem. 
It might then be assumed that the problem would go away if you would just stop talking about it or if you went away. The charge 
of sensationalism falls rather quickly onto feminist shoulders: when she talks about sexism and racism, her story is heard as 
sensationalist, as if she is exaggerating for effect.5 The feminist killjoy begins as a sensationalist figure . It is as if the point of 
making her point is to cause trouble, to get in the way of the happiness of others, because of her own unhappiness. I turn to the 
question of happiness and unhappiness in chapter 2 . But note how the feminist killjoy begins her life as an antifeminist figure: 
we are retooling her for our own purpose. 

Let me retell my story of becoming a feminist by turning to the figure of the feminist killjoy. I would begin this stoty with a 
table. Around the table, a family gathers.6 Always we are seated in the same place: my father one end, myself the other, my two 
sisters to one side, my mother to the other. Always we are seated this way, as if we are ttying to secure more than our place. We 
are having polite conversations, where only certain things can be brought up. Someone says something you consider problematic. 
At first you tty not to say anything. But they keep saying something. So maybe you respond, carefully, perhaps. You say why you 
think what they have said is problematic. You might be speaking quietly, but you are beginning to feel wound up, recognizing 
with frustration that you are being wound up by someone who is winding you up. The feminist killjoy appears here: when she 
speaks, she seems wound up. I appear here. This is my histoty: IWOuna _up, 

However she speaks, the one who speaks as a feminist is usually heard as the cause of the argument. She stops the smooth 
flow of communication. It becomes tense. She makes things tense. We can begin to witness what is being locked in this dynamic. 
The problem is not simply about the content of what she is saying. She is doing more than saying the wrong thing: she is getting 
in the way of something, the achievement or accomplishment of the family or of some we or another, which is created by what is 
not said. So much you are supposed not to say, to do, to be, in order to preserve that we. And yet, even if she is not supposed to 
react this way, her reaction is, at another level, willed. She is after all being wound up by someone who is winding her up. The 
family is pelformed by witnessing her being wound up, spinning around. Look, look at her spin! To make her the cause of a 
tension is another way of preserving the illusion that without her, the family would be civil. I think those of us who have been 
killjoys around family tables probably know this; how useful we are as containers of incivility and discord.Z 

Whenever we speak, eyes seem to roll, as if to say, well, you would say that. From tl1ese experiences we can condense a 
formula: 

iRolli=-ng= ey:es = femini~t pedagogy:. 
Eyes seem to roll wherever you go, whatever you say. In fact, you don't even have to say anything before eyes start rolling. It 



can seem as if eyes roll as an expression of collective exasperation because you are a feminist. Becoming a feminist is often about 
being lodged in a because. She says that because she is a feminist; or, even more strongly, she is only saying that because she is a 
feminist. In the introduction, I described how practicing feminism is about developing our feminist tendencies (becoming the 
kind of person who would be willing to speak out about sexism and racism). We can see now how feminism is refuted or 
dismissed as simply a personal tendency, as if she disagrees with something because she is being disagreeable; as if she opposes 
something because she is being oppositional. Feminists are then judged as being unable to help themselves, as if to be a feminist 
is to function on automatic pilot.8 Feminism is treated as a removal from the world rather than engagement with the world. We 
are talking about how feminists are removed from the world because of the nature of their engagement; how feminist accounts 
are discounted as sensationalizing the facts of the matter. 

We can appreciate, then, how the sensations that lead us to feminism are often the vety same sensations that follow being a 
feminist. Through feminism you make sense of wrongs; you realize that you are not in the wrong. But when you speak of 
something as being wrong, you end up being in the wrong all over again. The sensation of being wronged can thus end up 
magnified: you feel wronged by being perceived as in the wrong just for pointing out something is wrong. It is frustrating! And 
then your frustration can be taken as evidence of your frustration, that you speak this way, about this or that, because you are 
frustrated. It is frustrating to be heard as frustrated; it can make you angry that you are heard as ang1y. Or if you are angty about 
something and you are heard as an angty person (an angty black feminist or an angty woman of color), then what you are angty 
about disappears, which can make you feel even angtier. If feminism allows us to redirect our emotions toward different objects, 
our emotions can become their objects. We are dismissed as emotional. It is enough to make you emotional. 

And then of course the objects we are objecting to are reaffirmed as inappropriate objects for critique or complaint. I 
remember one time we were talking over the family table about the film Kramer vs. Kramer. I remember questioning how the 
mother is demonized. I make that point, that rather obvious feminist point, which is hard not to make once you have acquired a 
feminist tendency. And then: the noise, the noise! "Oh can't you just let us enjoy this lovely sweet film"; "Oh can't you see how 
special the relationship is between the father and son, how cruel she is"; "Oh you are always looking for problems," and so on. 
[E~):llinists:lool<ing for pr_oolems. In s as ifthese mq};)l~ms are"not there until ypt!__P.oimthem ou ; itis as if._pointing tfiem outls 
Wliat maK:es iliem liere. 

M'e tiecome a p~otil=em==-=w=·fien we descriti~_a_p,r_otilem. 

One time much later than my other killjoy moments over the family table, I was having dinner with my sister and her (then) 
pattner. He began saying things about Aboriginal people and how they would complain about the army moving a rock because it 
was sacred. He was deeply offensive. I responded. Maybe I used the word racism. I can't remember if I used that word, but it was 
on my mind. Racism was on my mind because racism was in the room. Whatever I said, he became ve1y angry, but an anger that 
took the form of silence and stares. He sat there, steely faced, for the rest of the dinner, not touching his food. Waiters hovered 



nervously. We spoke politely around him. When I woke the next morning, my mother called, and she had heard that I had put 
him off his food. When will you ever learn-I could hear those unuttered words. 

!Poorliim 
Mean 

Memories of being a killjoy at the table flooded back to me, a burning sensation on skin; recalled as being the one who puts 
others off their food. You sense that an injustice follows pointing out an injustice. Another dinner ruined. So many dinners 
ruined. That flooding: it happens. It still happens. Feeling wrong, being wrong; being wronged. If sensation brings us to 
feminism, to become a feminist is to cause a sensation. 

CONCLUSION: ALIENATION AS SENSATION 
The feminist killjoy first came up for me in a painful and difficult situation. I have learned so much from returning to some of my 
early experiences of this assignment. In chapter 2 I complicate the scene of her arrival to show how the killjoy does not simply 
come up because of what she brings up. But it is important to start with my first sense of her as a figure, how she came up, for 
me; how she spoke to rather than simply of that feeling of alienation, of being alienated, from a world, a family, a set of 
arrangements. If you say something and eyes roll, you might end up in a state of wonder and disbelief: how can they not see it, 
what is right in front of us? You learn to doubt reality as such, because you doubt their reality, this reality. When you question 
sexism and racism it is hard not to question everything. 

That is another promise. 
To be a feminist can feel like being in a different world even when you are seated at the same table. If that is the case, then to be a 
feminist is to be in a different world. So much is reproduced by not being noticed: by receding into the background. What had 
receded into the background comes alive when you no longer participate in that recession. No wonder: the family becomes a 
more tangible thing the more you are alienated from it. 

If the feminist killjoy comes up in a conversation over the table, she brings other things into view, including the family, as 
well as the table, as a series of arrangements. When feminists are dismissed as sensationalist, we experience the world as all the 
more sensational; what is ordinarily overlooked or looked over appears striking. The world registers yet again as sens01y 
intrusion; the events you might have tried to forget come more and more into focus as you make feminism your stance. The past 
is magnified when it is no longer shrunk. We make things bigger just by refusing to make things smaller. You experience the 
world on a different scale. 

The experience of being feminist is often an experience of being out of tune with others. The note heard as out of tune is not 
only the note that is heard most sharply but the note that ruins the whole tune. Of course it sounds negative: to ruin something. 



We are heard as negative: mining something; dinners, as well as photographs, as I explore in chapter 2 . We need to min what 
mins. We could think of ruining not only as an activity that leads to something collapsing or falling down but as how we learn 
about things when we dismantle things, or by dismantling things. 

I think of Toni Morrison's The Bluest' Eye. This is a text that begins by dismantling the happy family, by literally sentencing it 
to death: the nuclear family, the white family of the picture book, becomes garbled when the punctuation of the story is removed. 
I would describe the narrator of this novel, Claudia, as a black feminist critic. She is studious not only about whiteness but also 
about gender. She teaches us about intersectionality in how she pokes things; how she pokes around in things. In one scene 
Claudia reflects on how it began: 

It had begun with Christmas and the gift of dolls. The big, the special, the loving gift was always a big, blue-eyed Baby Doll. 
From the clucking sounds of adults I knew that the doll represented what they thought was my fondest wish .... [What was] 
supposed to bring me great pleasure, succeeded in doing quite the opposite .... [I] traced the turned-up nose, poked the 
glassy-blue eyes, twisted the yellow hair. I could not love it. But I could examine it to see what it was that all the world said 
was lovable .... I destroyed white baby dolls. (1979, 13-14) 

Claudia encounters the doll she is supposed to wish for, that she is supposed to love, as an unlovable thing. Attunement is here a 
technique of power: by clucking, adults are trying to tell her the appropriate ways of handling the white baby doll. Attunement 
matches an affect with an object. Claudia knows by their clucking that she is supposed to love the white baby doll. Claudia's 
misattunement is expressed in how she handles the thing (she pokes and twists the doll rather than clucking), a handling that 
will, no doubt, be Tegistered by others as violence and aggression; as disaffection, disloyalty, ingratitude. If misattunement is 
expressed as a mishandling of things, then misattunement is worldly. Objects bring worlds with them. In Claudia's case, she is 
alienated not only from dolls as things but from patriarchal whiteness that elevates such things as lovable things. To be 
misattuned is to be out of sync with a world. Not only that: it is to experience what is in tune as violence. Claudia could also be 
described as a black feminist killjoy: she dismembers rather than clucks at what she has been given to love, the white baby doll; 
she uses the gift to generate counterknowledge. 
~1· natio is ensation, · i flhen ''-:cu=~~--:c:o~~nly...l£~~~ 

ce, altli u ·· ·n ua s ose feelings ~ienaf ·s studio~s~· .~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
an fliinl< ofil1enati n ae :- e 

a no imnlY1li cara or le 
o our attention; e lea n ly 

ose lilil< 
0 
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