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The stories
our bodies
needtotell

A special issue, compiled by V (formerly
Eve Ensler), about the pleasure,
pain and power of life as a woman

or so many years, Ilived as if
Ididn’t have abody. Childhood abuse meant
mine was a conquered land, a place that
had been pillaged and vanquished from the
very start.

Thirteen years ago, I found out I had stage
3b/4 uterine cancer. I discovered it late and by
the time I did a tumour the size of an avocado
already occupied my uterus. It had busted
through my colon. I did not know it or feel it.

This sent me off on a quest, travelling the
world in search of answers, asking women
everywhere: when did you leave your body?
Who owns your body? What space is your
body allowed to occupy? How has your
body been hurt, changed or refused by the
government, your job, the supreme court,
white supremacy, climate catastrophe,
poverty, police violence, settler colonialism,
transphobia, imperialism, capitalism?

Women’s bodies are forever under threat.
On alert. Ducking. Crouching. Hiding. Making
themselves smaller, less obvious. Waiting for
the insult. Guarding against the unwanted
touch. The grab. The punch. The rape. The
murder. How does your body fight back?
When does your body rest?

Nurses are expected to sacrifice their
bodies for those who refuse to wear masks.
Restaurant workers are forced to take down
their own masks, risking sickness and death,
so the unmasked customer can decide if their
face is pretty enough for a lousy tip.

Californian farm workers’ bodies are
assaulted so routinely, while harvesting fields,
that they have nicknamed them field de calzon,
or “field of panties”, because their underwear
isripped off them when they are raped.

Black women’s bodies are shot by police in
their beds, in their cars, for a traffic violation,
in front of their child, on a “wellness check”.
The wrong body in the wrong house.
Afterwards, even their stories and names are
disappeared. Speak her body, say her name.

The body of a girl child sold by her parents
to an old man in Herat, Afghanistan, to keep

her starving family alive. The body of another
girl sold online for the price of a mobile phone,
and another, sourced by a British socialite

for her rich, sadistic boyfriend, who serves
the child’s body to his luminous circle of the
depraved.

Women’s bodies, carrying the memories
of trauma, predisposing them to cysts and
tumours, bumps, lumps and sickness, long
after the damage is done.

Women’s bodies always serving, feeding,
bathing, holding, carrying and nurturing
other bodies, never having time to think about
their own. Women’s bodies hated for their
“perfection”, for their “imperfection”; hated
for being too thin, too fat, too round, too flat.
Hated because they can do all that and make
you feel all that.

But bodies are now remembering,
reattaching, returning, becoming bodies
for the first time. The burning from daddy’s
unwanted fingers shoved inside at five now
becoming word, becoming fire, the language
of purpose, of power.

Bare-breasted bodies in the streets pushing
back against femicide. Indigenous women’s
bodies on horseback and in kayaks, protesting
over pipelines about to spill oil. Fist-raised
bodies pressed up against rows of erupting
police. Bodies rising: my body, my choice.
Differently abled bodies occupying the
corridors of Congress. Enraged bodies smashing
the steel doors of a factory where their sister
and brother workers needlessly died.

Women’s bodies, unapologetically alive,
freeing the beauty and birdsong inside, no
longer captive or denied, but becoming one
surging body, sweeping in other bodies as
they rise.

V (formerly Eve Ensler) is a playwright,

activist and the founder of One Billion Rising,
aglobal protest campaign to end rape and
sexual violence against women (cisgender,
transgender, and those who hold fluid identities
that are subject to gender-based violence).

This year’s campaign, Rise for the Bodies of All
Women, Girls and the Earth, takes place next
week. It invites survivors and their allies to “rise
politically, outrageously, artistically - through
dance, art, marches, ritual, song, spoken
word, testimonies, and other ways
that best express your outrage, your
resistance and your vision of a world
without violence”

Nazia

The Taliban fear
women'’s beauty,
strength-and
resistance

henIwasa
child, Inever
rode bicycles
or played
sports such as
gymnastics
and karate, because it was “not
good for girls”. I later understood
it was to avoid the risk of breaking
my hymen and “losing” my
virginity, but I only understood the
magnitude of this “loss” when my
cousin and best friend got married.
She had been abused by a mullah
-areligious cleric - as a baby. Her
mother was less worried about the
trauma caused to her daughter by
the abuse than she was about her
daughter’s hymen having been
broken as aresult.

These fears were not misplaced.
When my cousin did not bleed on
her wedding night, she was sent
back to her mother’s home the next
morning beaten black and blue.
Nobody questioned or blamed the
husband.

AsTIgotolder, I was always
told by my grandmother to avoid
wearing tight-fitting clothes that
showed my body, and not to put
on makeup or leave my hair open
(without aburqa), because it
would take away from my
character. I was not allowed to
wax my eyebrows before getting
engaged. I grew up in a society
where a woman’s worth is her
beauty and body, and it is measured
in herds of animals, given as a
dowry when she is married off.

As Afghan women, our
bodies have suffered under
fundamentalism, misogyny,
violence, patriarchy and US
occupation. Today, under Taliban
rule, the oppression and violence
against women has only worsened.
Women wearing nail varnish, high
heels or perfume, or leaving their
homes without a male companion,
or laughingloudly in public, are
deemed “immoral”, as are women
who venture out of their homes
for work or education. Women
are paying the price for having
dreams because of their bodies;
bodies that many people believe
are only created to fulfil men’s lust,
and therefore have to be covered
and hidden, not decorated and
revealed.

However, the tide is beginning

to change. Afghan women have
long felt miserable and ill-fated
because of their bodies, as well
as guilty about what they are
told their bodies do to men. Now,
many are beginning to realise
that the Taliban burying women’s
aspirations beneath a burqa is
actually a sign of their weakness.
They are fearful of our beauty,
strength, resilience and resistance.
The brave and glorious protests by
women in Afghanistan are proof
that we will no longer be silenced.
We will continue to fight, resist
and rise against fundamentalism,
inequality, violence and patriarchy.
The Taliban cannot repeat today
what they did two decades ago.
Iam not ashamed of my body.
My body is a symbol of resistance
against the forces who want to use
it to control me. I will make sure
that my daughter also sees her
body in this way. Her hymen and
virginity will not define her. I will
make sure that she rides a bicycle,
plays sports and dances freely. She
will be proud and courageous. In a
society that is exceptionally cruel
to women, our bodies will not
weigh us down.
Nazia (not her real name) is based
in Kabul

Frances Ryan
Thisbodyisa
genetic mistake,
butitissex,
laughter and
love too

his body is a genetic
mistake, a pitiable
stare, thescanona
mundane Tuesday
lunchtime with a
doctor speaking in

hushed tones by the bed.

Itis glorious too, thanks. It

is deep-in-the-bones laughter

at 2am with people who love

you; only strangers care that it

is sitting in a wheelchair while

doing so (“Have you got a licence

for that thing, sweetheart?”). It

is straight-As, promotions and

beating expectations as much as

the odds. It is being buckled over

from the pain, clutching a public

toilet bowl, pills and dignity rattling

at the bottom of a handbag. It is sex,

fevered goosebumps and kisses

to the skin like magic. It is warm

summers with friends, sunshine

on bare legs and 90s dance music
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ricocheting through the air. It is
fucking knackered.

This body is more than twice as
likely to be domestically abused,
is paid on average £3.68 less an
hour, is a third less likely to be able
to access lifesaving breast cancer
screenings, and is still told to be
“grateful”. Be grateful, love. You’re
lucky they hired you. He’s a saint to
be with you.

This body is a scrounger if it
needs the state, a faker if it holds
down ajob. It is the reject of
capitalist productivity, all the while
working harder than any FTSE 100
CEO. This body is one in five, full of
potential, untapped and waiting. It
isready to burst, to make its mark,
if only the trains were accessible,
personal assistants funded and
housing usable. It is just not trying
hard enough.

This body is told to love
something that hurts every day -
#bodypositivity - or to loathe it,
depending on the latest cultural
winds. It is too ugly to be on the
front cover of magazines, too pretty
“to have to be in that chair, love”.
Itis a token, out front and centre

when it suits, hidden in the back
room when it all gets too much. It
is more beautiful and powerful and
astounding than words can muster.

This body is not “differently
abled” or “handicapped”, and it
is not your “inspiration” either. It
is the herculean sum of all those
who came before and those who
will after; the young girl wearing
her BiPap machine with pride
on TikTok and the menopausal
woman with a stoma choosing
knickers in M&S. It is the changing
of the seasons over centuries,
from being hidden in institutions
toregaling on the fourth plinth in
Trafalgar Square, from begging
in the workhouse to legislating in
parliament. I believe they call that
progress.

Itis said that the greatest act of
resistance is to live well, and I think
thereis truth in that. Itis radical
to love a body that the world says
is wrong. This body, in all its joy
and tears and moving edges, is
loved completely - not despite its
disability, but because of it.
Frances Ryan is a Guardian
columnist and author of Crippled:
Austerity and the Demonisation of
Disabled People

Emma
Thompson

My daughter
thrums with life,
my motheris
frail. Between
themIfind

my balance

found myself, during our

strange, second Covid

Christmas, sandwiched

between my 22-year-old

daughter and my 89-year-

old mother. This year,
more than ever, the umbilical
connection between us tugged
atme as [, Janus-in-waiting,
observed, monitored and enjoyed
the miraculous luxury of three
generations together.

My daughter has tattoos. I
like them, which surprises me. I
understand the urge to mark life’s
more seismic events upon your
body. They sear themselves into
our brains after all, so perhaps
tattoos are just the outer version of
the inner burns.

My mother’s body bears witness
in more traditional ways - watching
her navigate its frailty and bentness
is a daily learning, a meditation.
She taught me to walk when I was
ababy, and now, she teaches me
how I will walk when I am old:
how to reach for this, bend for
that, move around the obstacles
like an ancient, patient stream.
Itry not to help.

Living between these bodies is
a strange mixture of joy and grief.
My daughter thrums. Her life force
changes the atmosphere in the
room as soon as she enters. We all
receive the electrical charge and,
once again, we dance.

Imust have done that once.

Or my daughter comes in upset,
chaotic, spinning out and sits by
my mother and receives a calming
nod - no questions, I note - and the
chaos subsides.

Whatever made us think
we could live without this? We
were stuck on our goals and our
aspirations and - God forbid - our
dreams. We were too busy to notice
how the bodies silently speak to
one another, how we breathe
each other in, recalibrate and
breathe out.

But the meeting of these life
forces now feels more essential
than ever. We are constantly
exchanging ever-altering
resonances, and balance occurs.
Not perfectly - nothing’s perfect -
but, consistently, we change and
reset one another’s state. So instead
of grieving my mother’s ageing,
instead of envying my daughter’s
youth, I find Iam buoyed up and
calmed down by turn.

“Why is my fanny getting
bigger?” my mother breathes at
me one morning as she is washing
the forks. We laugh for quite a
long time. Her skin reminds me
of my daughter’s when she was a
baby: the same almost-not-there
softness, lovely to stroke.

It feels like she’s returning to
something.

When I hold my daughter, Ican
feel, in deeply recessed parts of my
body, her vulnerability. She’s all fire
and sparks, but I know it’s there. I
try not to help.

She’s brimful of the world, and
the image in my mind’s eye is of
her walking away towards the sun
carrying a rucksack, my mother
sitting by the fire, dozing to the
crackle, and me, standing in the
doorway, held between the two
states of departure. One towards
action and one into stillness. It’s
arich position to be in, full of
nutrients, somehow.

Iexist between them. I’'m
grateful I can still get up a hill and
I’m depressed about my thighs.
Emma Thompson is an actor and
screenwriter
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Arifa Akbar
It'samyth that
all women want
children-I've
had adifferent,
joyouslife

henIwas28
years old, the
first of my
university
friends gave
birth. We
marvelled over her baby, but her
tone changed when I started to talk
about my future because, well,
“Was I planning...?” and: “Wasn’t
Ithinking about ...?” and: “Didn’t
Iwant to have children?”

Until that moment, I had not
asked myself the question. I
thought it was no longer something
that had to be asked, or answered;
this was the 00s, not the 50s.
Women no longer ran their lives
by the internalised tick-list of
husband, house and baby. But in
the following decade, the world
began tolook and sound as if it
was full of timeless, retrograde
anxieties and paranoias over
fertility windows and body clocks.

The myth of motherhood runs
deep, and the lie that secretly all
women want children is still so
potent that it felt like biological
gaslighting. Why did I not feel
this elemental hunger? Was there
something wrong with me? And
finally, what was wrong with me?

Iwent to my mother, who
had never hidden the fact that
sheregarded motherhood asa
burden. I told her I was thinking
about adoption because it was
least preoccupied with DNA and
bloodlines and my beautiful baby,
born of my womb. To my surprise,
she liked the idea and started
talking about the tradition among
some Pakistani women to pledge
their next pregnancy to a family
member. As an unborn baby, she
had been promised to a cousin who
was desperate for a child, until my
grandmother changed her mind.
For a while, we hatched the plan to

adopt a girl and raise her between
us in our own mini-matriarchy. It
never happened, but if I were to
become a mother in a second life,
this is how I envisage it happening.

AsIgotolder, Ibegan meeting
men and women, some with
partners, some without, some
gay, some straight, who had either
not wanted kids or just not had
them. The tyrannical tick-list of
husband, house and baby, in that
order, became just what it was: a
capitalism of the body and mind
that packaged up maternal instinct
and sold it back to me.

Now, as a 49-year-old, I have
not experienced biological
motherhood, but I have felt
connected to my womb and its
cyclical ebbs and swellings. It is
areminder that my body is nota
static entity but a transforming
thing, multitudinous in its
possibilities. I have also seen the
physicality of motherhood through
friends and family. Pregnancy
and childbirth is wondrous in
what it achieves. That I have not
experienced it isnoloss to me;

I have experienced other wonders.

Just like the universalising of fear
around the biological clock that I
was confronted with more than a
decade ago, there is an apocalyptic
ring to many of the stories I hear of
menopause now, as my body creeps
closer to the prospect of brain
fog and hot flushes. I hear of all
the ways it needs to be controlled
and medicalised. Once again, my
ovaries and uterus are sites of
anxiety and fear. I discuss this with
a British Pakistani friend and tell
her how a menopausal woman in
my spinning class said she would
get so hot in restaurants that she
would begin tearing off her clothes
in heated delirium.

“She should try coming to
Karachi for the afternoon,” said
my friend, halfin jest, but it
pointed to a bigger truth - there
is not one definitive experience
of menopause, but maybe we
embody what we are taught to
expect, culturally.

Istill do not know how to answer
the questions my friend asked me
at the age of 28. It is the framing
thatis the problem. I have not
become a mother just as I have
not become an acrobat or a brain
surgeon. It might have been one
kind oflife and this is another:
meaningful, rewarding, joyous.
Arifa Akbar is the Guardian’s chief
theatre critic
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Agnes Pareyio
Afterbeing
mutilated,
Ipromisedtodo
allIcouldto
stop this
happening

was 14 when my mother

and grandmother

announced that I was going

to have my clitoris, my

labia majora and my labia

minora cut out. They said
that if I resisted I was a coward. In
my culture, the worst thing you can
be called is a coward.

I'was never naive. I grew up
as aMaasai girl in Kenya in the
60s and 70s. At some point in my
childhood, Ibecame aware that
there was a rite of passage into
womanhood. I was to have my
vulva mutilated by an elderly
woman using a blunt instrument.
But Iwas also part of the first
generation of Maasai girls to be sent
to school, where I met girls from
communities who didn’t practise
female genital mutilation (FGM).
Ilearned from them that you can
grow to be an adult with your vulva
intact. That was what I wanted.

I'went back to my family
and explained I would not be
mutilated. My father sided with
me: he said it was not necessary.
But the village taunted me and said
they did not know what to call me
if Twas not cut: “Would we call you
a girl ora woman? Do you want to
remain a child all your life? Whom
will you marry?”

On the day I was mutilated, [ was
woken up at three in the morning
and taken outside, naked, because
the villagers believed that if I felt
the morning breeze on my body it
would cool me and I would bleed
less. I saw that the object they
would cut me with was not sharp.
Iwas not offered any anaesthesia,
butIwas told not to cry - your
father is in the house, they said,
and he should never hear you cry.

I'was determined to show Iwas
not a coward, so I tried very hard
not to show any emotion. As a
result, I was cut deeper and I could
not stop bleeding. I drifted in and
out of consciousness and I was
extremely dizzy when I woke up.

What replaces your vulva after
FGM is extreme scar tissue. Iwas
forbidden from putting my legs
together, since the scar tissue could
fuse. They tied my legs apart with

rope so that they would not touch,
even when I slept. I had toremain
like that for days as I healed.

After being mutilated, Imade
myselfa promise: Iwould do
everything I could to stop this
ever happening to another girl. My
daughters, and all the daughters of
the Maasai, would not be cut.

In 1975, the overwhelming
majority of women in Narok
county in Kenya were genitally
mutilated. So, when I and some
others decided to act, we knew we
had to approach this fight carefully.
Usually, a girl is mutilated as
preparation for an early marriage,
so we went from village to village
explaining that, if girls went to
school and were not married (and
mutilated) at a young age, they
would be able to earn money and
support their family.

We explained that vaginas are
sufficiently elastic to squeeze out
ababy - but scar tissue cannot
stretch in the same way. When
awoman tries to push a baby
through this scarring, the baby
often becomes trapped and is
deprived of oxygen. As aresult,

a disproportionate number of
children from communities that
practise FGM are brain damaged.
We told people that this would be
much less likely to happen if we
stopped FGM.

We continue to run education
programmes and workshops,
talking not only to women, but also
men. If we do not persuade men -
and teach them to love their women
and their bodies - we cannot win.

V-Day, the precursor
organisation to One Billion Rising,
helped me to set up a safe house
for girls and young women who
refused to be mutilated. I have run
it for almost 20 years. When I began
this work, some people reacted
with fury. There were times when
Iwas afraid for my safety.

Not longago, Igotacall froma
woman who told me of a young girl
who wanted to resist cutting, but
was being forced by her parents.
By the time I arrived, she had been
buried in a shallow grave after
bleeding to death. Imade sure the
police investigated. Her fatheris
now serving nine years in prison
for manslaughter - but I know we
need to do more.

When women stand up and
defend themselves, it works.
According to the 2014 Kenya
Demographic Health Survey, 21%
of women continue to experience
FGM - a huge drop over the
past 50 years, but still far too
many. No woman is free until all
women are free.

Iam one part of a global struggle
- one that unites the 1billion
women across the planet who have
been beaten, raped or mutilated.
Iinvite you tojoin us.

Agnes Pareyio is an activist for

One Billion Rising and V-Day, the
founder of the Tasaru Ntomonok
Initiative and V-Day Safe Houses for

the Girls. She is the head oftheAnti— ILLUSTRATIONS:
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Jessica
Fostekew

Iwas obsessed
withbeing thin-
untilIbecame
pregnant

ybodyisan
accordion.
Not because it
sounds horrible.
Imean, it does.
It clicks and
cracks and honks, and when I try
to sing nicely my son screams
from the pit of his soul, like I’'ve
brandished an axe. No, what I mean
is, it’s like an accordion because, for
32 years I was squeezing herin. In
and in, for a half-life.

On a BMI chart, I’ve always been
“obese” - technically ill. So for
decadesIsaw my body as defective,
disappointing and disgusting. If I
looked at it, I felt the kind of hatred

and repulsion I normally reserve for
racists or people who say “hashtag
justsayin’” out loud.

From age nine to 32, Iadhered to
every type of diet. I didn’t miss out
the one you think would shrink me;
1did that one, too. Several times.
Ilived in a cycle of starvation,
control and obsession, followed by
bingeing and sometimes purging.
That’s what serial dieting is:
disordered eating lite.

Then, bang! An explosion of
change. I got pregnant with my son,
and my physical metamorphosis
cast a spell. Suddenly, my bigness
had a purpose and I felt invincible,
glorious. I stripped in swimming
pool changing rooms without a
care, like a thin person or a Spanish
person, or a man. It felt delicious.

It didn’t last, but it had sown
abeautiful seed in me. Not of self-
love or self-worship - Idon’t believe
such perfectionistic grandeur is
necessary or useful, or sometimes
even honest - but of gratitude
and acceptance. The possibility of
seeing some beauty in my body just
asitis, at any given time.

Many things happened over the

next two years to compound

this feeling. Firstly, I discovered
weightlifting, which brought

me joy and power and had fuck

all to do with losing weight. In

fact, I grew and continue to grow
brilliant muscles. I also discovered
aburgeoning, freeing pansexuality
smashing its way into my formerly
heterosexual life. Lastly, and surely
not by complete coincidence,
ITunderwent a complete
reeducation about food and eating.
Idiscovered the incredible Intuitive
Eating and Health at Every Size
movements. I found big, beautiful
bodies being proud on Instagram.

I had some good therapy.

Thost a podcast about eating
and, fewer than 50 guests in,
Irealised that virtually every
woman I spoke to had, at some
point, made themselves sick. To
be thinner. The normality of'it
slapped me; the universality of it
as a female experience.

Irealised that millions of
women, like me, were trapped in
misery by alie that has been woven
into our DNA for generations:
the value of thinness. Because
miserable women are quiet and
cowed and, best of all, we’ll buy
anything you promise will fix us.

Well, my eyes are open now.
And my wallet is closed. I'll take
thisbodyin alarge, bitches. Don’t
get me wrong, ’'m not immune to
the noise that suggests my body is
better when it’s smaller, but Iam
the happiest and the healthiest that
I have ever been. I'm really fit and
really strong, and I eat many varied
and wonderful nutritious foods.
I’'m slowly, lovingly, filling her back
up. This accordion. Hearing her
sigh. Stretching her, yes. Growing
her. And I cannot believe that, in
2022, it still feels transgressive to
glory in that.

Jessica Fostekew is a comedian,
actor and writer

Joanne
Cacciatore
When my child
died, my every
cell hurt

riefis not a medical
disorder to be
cured. Griefis not
a spiritual crisis to
beresolved. Griefis
not a social woe to
be addressed. Grief'is, simply, to
be feltin our hearts and our minds
and our bodies.
I’ve been writing about grief

since my child died in 1994.
Icanremember - at the time -
questioning myself. Was I grieving
too much, for too long and too
intensely? But a small, still,
thankfully wise voice within

my feminine self rejected these
intimations. I knew that this
precious relationship I had lost
was worth every tear I shed. Every
cell in my body hurt - a physical
pain that emanated from the tips
of my hair to the tips of my toes.

I couldn’t eat: eating was for the
living, and I was still uncertain
Iwasalive. I couldn’t sleep because
thoughts of her haunted me.
Ididn’t recognise myselfin the
mirror. The yearning for her was
sointense that her absence lived
in the centre of my heart. Iwas
changed and I knew it would be
anirrevocable loss. I died with her
that day and, after nearly three
decades, I still miss her.

Self-doubt, loneliness, fear,
anxiety and the sorrow of not
trusting oneself to grieve honestly
are a tragic legacy - and something
I often notice in those who
lack strong support networks.
Abereaved mother I recently
worked with, whose child died
in 1972, is only now reclaiming
her experience of grief - and,
thus, reclaiming her true self.
She’s learning to reinhabit her
physical, emotional and spiritual
body after nearly 50 years of being
utterly detached from herself and
others. We can certainly avoid
our grief, but we cannot avoid the
consequences of doing so. Grief
will disguise itself as something
else, in our intimate and family
relationships, in our minds and
cognition, and also in our bodies.
The sustained state of suppressed
griefis fodder for disease.

Today, we are witnessing the
destructive psychological effects
in this pandemic world, where
somany have died, directly
and indirectly, from Covid.

The reclamation of who, and
what, we are in the aftermath

of tragiclossis a basicright as
aliving being on this broken and
beautiful Earth. If you don’t know
grief by now, one day I promise
you will. Griefis the inevitable
and worthy burden of loving
another. It is an unstoppable and
paradoxical force that creates
and destroys. It moves in our
bodies, it occupies the space
between us and others, and it
seeps through generations.

And so, may our broken
hearts land softly in the world,
reverberating compassion towards
others who know what it means to
suffer. Perhaps, one day, when grief
is finally venerated, it will inspire
peace instead of war, tenderness
instead of violence, and love
instead of hate.

Joanne Cacciatoreis a research
professor at Arizona State
University, the founder of the
Miss Foundation and the author
of Bearing the Unbearable: Love,
Loss, and the Heartbreaking
Path of Grief
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JunoDawson

My body
belongs to me.
Ican harness
and shapeit
asIseefit

henIwas16,
Iasked my best
friend, Kerry,
why she was so
into piercings.
Because Iwas
young, naive and suburban, I did
slightly subscribe to the “you’d
be so pretty if you didn’t have all
that metal in your face” attitude
- echoing my mother, probably.
Kerry explained that she refused
tolet her body be arbitrary. At
the time, I didn’t know fully what
“arbitrary” meant, but I did not
want to appear dense, so I waited
until I got home to look it up.

For the most part, our bodies
are arbitrary. We get the body
we get at birth: our eye colour,
our hair colour, our skin colour.

We have no say in those things

at the moment we are born but,
talking to my friend, I realised that
subsequent changes are within
our grasp. We can go against the
grain. My first act of defiance came
in 1999, when I bleached my hair.
Rather than platinum blonde, it
turned the colour of Berocca piss.

I quickly dyed it fire engine red
instead; why would I want to look
like my peers when I could look like
Ginger Spice?

Later, in my 20s, dissatisfied with
my body, I went further. I threw
myselfinto health and fitness, and
got my first nose job. It made me
feel like my body belonged to me -
not the other way around. I could
harness and shape it as I saw fit.

By the time I confronted my
gender identity, I was almost
30. One of the big transphobic
“gotchas” is that transgender
people are somehow unaware
of'basic biology: we are thick,
confused or deluded, if you believe
a certain subsection of Twitter. On
the contrary, it was my relationship
between self and body that told
me that I was a trans woman. I was
painfully aware of the body I had,

butIlearned - eventually - that
Ididn’t have to accept it.

None of us are beholden to our
bodies. That is not to say that our
bodies aren’t vital; they are. Being
awoman - cisgender or trans - can
feel like you are being set up to
fail from the start, and our bodies
often affect how well we are able
to function within society. But
Ibelieve in individual bodily
autonomy; arefusal to let the
system predetermine or limit your
choices is one of the ways we attack
patriarchal structures.

Although the transformations
I have made have increased my
sense of self-ownership and self-
worth, I have remained the same
person, on a fundamental human
level. With each act of bodily
rebellion - some superficial, some
life-changing - I have preferred
my exterior, but it is not the
greatest source of joy in my life.
The interior - call it consciousness,
soul, self or personality - has
remained consistently me, and
it’s that part that has experienced
love and contentment, heartache
and despair. If my body is a vessel,
Tamits captain.

Juno Dawson is a writer and activist

Shabnam
Hashmi

When will the
people of my
beloved country
relearn
compassion?

n1995, the celebrated

Indian film-maker

Saeed Mirza madea

film called Naseem. Set

in Agra, a town in Uttar

Pradesh, between June
and December 1992, it portrays
the lead up to the demolition of
the Babri Mosque in Ayodhya by
rightwing Hindu organisations,
led by the Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh (RSS). The film’s titular
character asks her grandfather why
he did not go to Pakistan at the
time of partition. He says: “Your
grandmother loved the neem tree
in the back yard.” In the middle of
the partition riots of 1947, when
thousands of Muslims were being
massacred in India, as were Sikhs
and Hindus in Pakistan, Naseem’s
grandmother was so emotionally
connected to the neem tree, to

the mother Earth, that she would
rather take the risk of being killed
than leave.

One hundred and twenty-
five miles from Agra, in Delhi,
my father, Haneef Hashmi, also
refused to go to Pakistan during
the riots. He was a student leader,
afreedom fighter, and had spent
years in the British jail. He refused
toleave India, despite an attack on
his family, because he believed in
the idea of a diverse, democratic,
secular country, which was not
formed on the basis of religion
but on the principles of fraternity,
equality and justice.

The most important things
Ilearned during my childhood
were compassion, love and, later,
rationality. My parents loved
kitchen gardening, planting
all kinds of fruit trees in our
home’s little garden space. When
a snake ate our chickens, we
all cried for hours.

Years later, in the 90s, hate
campaigns started again across
India. Today, when asked what
story my body wants to share
with the world, there is only one
answer [ can give: the story of the
capturing of the mind. To me, the
most important part of the body is
the mind: not the eyes, not the ears,
not the nose, not the vagina, not
the bosom. If minds are controlled
and polluted, then everything else
can be destroyed.

After India attained freedom in
1947, people taught their children
the meaning of love, peace, living
together, studying, building the
nation and working for progress.
But those who were opposed to
theidea of a diverse, peaceful
India kept spreading hatred,
targeting and othering sections of
the society on the basis of caste,
religion, region, sexuality, telling
lies a hundred times over until
they seemed like the truth. Today,
they have captured power; they
have captured the minds of a large
section of the population and filled
it with hatred.

My mind, the most important
part of my body, is restless. It is
in grief. And it wonders when the
people of my beloved country will
relearn compassion and how to
love others again.

Shabnam Hashmi is a social activist
and human rights campaigner
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Chanel DaSilva
AsIdancelget
lost, enjoying
theride
of thebeat

start with my body in
stillness: my eyes closed,
my head bowed, my
sternum soft, my pelvis
weighted, my knees
supple, my legs wide.
The soles of my feet touch the
dance floor. Iwiden my toes and
my metatarsals, opening up the
pathways between the Earth and
my heart. [ soften my joints - my
ankles, my knees, my hips -making
more space for freedom and
possibility. I take in the deepest
breath, expanding my lungs and rib
cage to capacity, until I can feel the
tiny intercostal muscles between
my ribs begin to stretch.

AsTIexhale, Iallow my body to
move as it needs. A small sway
moves through my spine. My
arms follow behind like fabric
in the wind, sequencing from
my shoulders to my fingertips.

My pelvis starts to rise and fall,
swelling and crashing like ocean
waves, forcing my legs to follow
suit to manage the momentum.

1 feel my thighs begin to awaken to
the glorious burn of activity. It feels
good. As my body continues on its
journey, I feel those first beads of
sweat arise: along my hairline, in
between my breasts, on the small
of my back. An indication that [am
warming and opening.

Ibring my attention to the music
playing. Layers of percussion cue
my body to get wide, get low, get
deep, get earthy. I feel the urge to
lean into tension ... to say yes to
the arrest of my muscles, then to
break it apart, and arrest again. My
shoulders rise to my ears, my spine
curves forward, my biceps flex,
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my knees bend deeply, my fingers
ball into fists. An explosion comes
in the music. My arms and legs
respond, erupting from my centre,
sending me hurtling through the
air, across the space. Iland and feel
my feet immediately connected
torhythm, digging and trudging
forward as if the dance floor is soil.
Ilet my body get lost in this foot
chant that it’s building, enjoying
theride of the beat.

Another explosion comes in the
music. My feet slide outwards,
escaping from underneath me,
leaving me straight-legged, wide,
splayed, cracked open, vulnerable
with only my palm touching the
Earth. I hold there and feel my abs
begin to quake. I place my other
hand to the Earth and follow the
urge to crawl forward, feeling like
ahuman morphinginto an animal,
uncomfortable and ripe with
tension. I pause, hunched over the
floor, like a cat ready to pounce.
ThenIexhale, Isoften, melting into
the floor, releasing that movement
idea from my body. My breath is
heavy and quick. Sweat rolling and
dripping down my face and neck.

I can taste the salt of it, the work
of'it. Irelish in the discomfort,
knowing that this is where I
must go for honesty. Ilie there in
stillness, memorising the feeling,
waiting to arise and go again.
Chanel DaSilva is a dancer,
choreographer and co-founder

of MOVENYC

Lebogang Mashile
Mama's War

Mama’s gone viral

Mama’s screen shuffles faster

Than hashtags invented by Black women

Who turn tech into culture daily

Boardrooms and bedrooms are battlefields

What’s today’s share price for Mama

Mama’s the only profitable stock

Mama’s baby is five years old, mining coltan in Congo
Mama’s foster children’s root chakras never healed
Mama’s who George Floyd called out to

When home is a dangerous place

How does Mama lockdown?

They pushed Mama into government for the numbers
Mama’s a brand ambassador with diplomatic impunity
Mama’s on the evening news talking like a man now
Mama calls it power moves

Mama’s war is the ocean

The refuse in Mama’s belly

The money in Mama’s mouth

The melting ice caps releasing variants

Mama’s heating up

Mama’s a pissed off hellscape

Mama’s asking what do you do when a child star explodes?
Mama’s last born is on YouTube suckling data

To feed the family

Mama wonders why bell hooks never saw 70 and how Winnie
couldn’t live at least as long as Nelson

Mama is Shailja Patel, Assata Shakur, Stella Nyanzi, and Mona
Eltahawy writing on the edge of the blade

Mama plays hopscotch on national borders

Mama is ungovernable terrain

Mama is death’s favourite lover

Mama is Henrietta Lacks’s blood in vaccines they won’t share
Mama’s comorbidities are 4C hair, commodified fertility, and soil sorich
Mama can’t own it

Mama’s working extra shifts to buy herself back

Mama’s in her overdraft paying antiBlack tax

Mama’s talking to the therapist in her mind

About Auschwitz, Amazon and Palestine

Mama’s work keeps everyone alive

But they won’t call Mama a genius

They made Mama famous

And acted like it was a substitute

For being free

Atlas, what do you know
About carrying the world
Mama’s war makes

Myths out of men

Life from man’s rib

Lies from men’s pens

So that we would never gaze
Into Mama

And call her

God

Lebogang Mashile is an actor, writer and poet
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Terry Tempest
Williams

Just like Earth,
we are changing
quickly through
the violence of
climate collapse

What my body knows ... The story
my body wants to tell is that my
body and the body of Earth are One.

Our power and the power of
Earth are intrinsically bound in
generosity and regeneration, not
scarcity and sacrifice. Renewal,
abundance, retreat and restoration
are the seasons within us.

But we forget what real power
looks like - because the power of
the patriarchy has disguised what
hurts us as what we deserve. The
assaults on my body are akin to
the assaults wounding the body
of Earth, butI am human and
that alone makes me complicit in
the degradation and sacrilege of
Nature. Atonement is possible.

The story my body wants to tell
isthat sheis tired.

She s tired of running on fumes,
the same fumes killing the planet
by burning coal and oil and gas. The
story of my body is exhaustion. Am
Ilistening? She is telling me that the
energy I count onis a false energy,
alie sputtering from the flames of
sheer will, fear and illusion.

The story my body wants to tell
isthat sheis grieving.

She is sick from not being heard,
or seen, or cared for, while I am
taking care of everyone else except
my own beloved body, my one
and only body - flesh of my flesh
called Earth.

My body understands I take her
for granted, and why wouldn’t I?
We are conditioned, as women,
to believe there is divine purpose
in busyness and distraction -
forgetting ourselves, forgetting
the soul-needs of our children: the
soil, the air, savannas and forests,
wetlands and oceans. My body is
my collaborator, whether I think
about her or not. She continues to
construct my health and wellbeing
in the blood and bones of my
body, even as my nervous system
registers danger and adrenal glands
sound the alarm. Every muscle
and organ is inflamed with the
heartache of this burning world.

The story my body wants to
tell is a warning.

Our bodies and the body of
Earth are changing quickly,
alchemically, through the
violence of climate collapse. We
are supporting a collective death
by suicide. But our indigenous
sisters, like the Women of Bears
Ears, mentors in the red rock
desert in southern Utah, are
committed to “the rematriation
of Mother Earth”, bringing forth
harmony and wholeness from the
wisdom and ceremonies passed
on to them through generations.
New rituals tapping the hearts of
women worldwide are being born
commensurate with this moment.
Our ancestors are with us. With our
hands on the Earth, we will know
what to do. Earth care is self-care.

The story my body wants to tell
isastory of love.

Itis time tolay our bodies down
on the Mother and defend her
creation - we breathe - we breathe
ourselves back into the insistence
of Beauty. Our tears will fall as rain
in the desert, in sorrow and relief.
We will rise, drenched in joy, and
lead. Our bodies on Earth, of Earth,
for Earth will be fearless - keening
and singing, chanting and dancing,
circling the planet in defiance
and prayer, as our stay against
extinction, both human and wild.
We locate the pulse that refuses
to cease - because what my body
knows is: life follows life.

Terry Tempest Williams is a writer,
conservationist and activist

Laura Pearson
My scars are
miraculous-
and Iwant them
toinspire my
daughter

henIwasfive,
I'would talk

to my mother
while she was
in the bath.
When she
stood to get out, the water fell from
her, her skin pink from the heat.
Her body was miraculous to me.
Women’s bodies are miraculous,
with the things they can do, but I
didn’t know any of that then. Ijust
knew that she was soft and perfect,
and mine.

By the time my mother
developed breast cancer, I was
30. She was double that age and
there was an ocean between us:
Iwas married and living in New
York, so when the news came, I
couldn’t hold her tome, orbea
practical support. I sat on my bed
and cried. The next time I saw her,
it was all over. One breast removed
and carefully reconstructed. The
cancer gone. My husband asked me
whether it was OK to give my mum
a hug. The surgery was recent; I
wasn’t sure. But it was OK. She
seemed the same.

It was only five years later that
Ifound my lump. I didn’t have
a grownup daughter: my son
was a toddler and my daughter
was unborn, curled inside, half-
gestated. A month later, in May
2016, I was wheeled into theatre
and my surgeon cut the tumour
out. The surgeon was pregnant too,
herrounded belly tight against her
scrubs. It helped that we had thatin
common. It felt like a reason for her
to take extra care with me; with us.

I knew I should be grateful that
the cancer was gone, but when I
pulled my bandages off, alone in
the bathroom, and saw what was
left of my right breast, I wept. I
looked uneven, unsightly.

My daughter was born into this
whirl of sadness. She was early and
she had to fight her own battles
tolive. Istood under along, hot
shower a few hours after giving
birth to her, washing away the
blood, willing her to survive. Day by
day, she gathered strength, whileI
began to have poison pumped into
me in three-week cycles.

There is a genetic element to my
family’s breast cancer story. My
mother and I are not just unluckys;
we are predisposed. When I was
told that my chances of getting
breast cancer again were about
50%, I asked the doctors to take
away my breasts and my ovaries.
Ididn’t need to think it over. T had
my ovaries removed in November
2016 and a double mastectomy the
following January. Now, my body is

Gz ‘ The Guardian
Wednesday 9 February 2022

more scarred than ever, with angry
red lines across my abdomen and
my breasts, where I have been cut
and cut again.

Now my daughter is five, and
she talks to me as I step out of the
shower. What does she make of my
unconventional body? How will it
shape her sense of what a woman
should be? There are no women
like me on the billboards or the TV
adverts. No women whose bodies
have been hacked and then sewn
back together, whose bodies have
turned on them.

A woman’s body is a powerful
thing, in good and bad ways. I fear
that my daughter’s breasts could
turn out to be rotten, like mine, like
her grandmother’s. That she may
need to have them removed. Or,
worse still, that she may choose not
to. I'will worry every minute that
she will become cancer’s victim.

I know that, eventually, my
daughter will start to understand
that there are expectations of her,
and of all women. I know that her
attitude towards her body will be
altered by them - but I hope it will
be altered more significantly by my
mother and me, by our scarred and
miraculous bodies. By our hearts
that are still beating, telling her that
she is enough, however she looks,
however sheis. She is enough.
Laura Pearson is the author of
Missing Pieces, Nobody’s Wife
and I Wanted You To Know

Monique Wilson
Asthe world
moves on from
Covid, Ifeel the
pain of being
leftbehind

efore the pandemic,
I'was an artist,
activist, teacher,
director and
producer - living
fully, despite having
had blood cancer for 10 years.
Today, I am classified as “A3”

(a person with comorbidities)

in the Philippines. In the UK,

Iam classified as extremely
clinically vulnerable.

Idon’t believe in labels, yet all
of asudden, Iam one. AlthoughI
am fully vaccinated and boosted,
there are no guarantees that the
vaccines work in a body that has
asuppressed immune system,
like mine. So I continue to isolate
and shield in place. Largely alone.
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Before, community was my life.
Now, loved ones are cautious
about seeing me without isolating
and testing beforehand, as they
don’t want to put me at risk.

In the Philippines, where we

have no free tests, thisis a big
consideration. Freedom comes
with the ability to pay.

When two friends committed
to quarantining and testing
before spending time with me
by the sea, I fell into their arms
weeping when they arrived. I had
almost forgotten what it was like
to be held. Remembering hurts,
and keeping that memory from
fading is exhausting.

What happens to the body after
two years of no touch, no physical
community, while managing a
blood condition? It is in constant

pain. I have always had cancer
side-effects, but they eased in

the arms of loved ones - in shared
laughter, activism, movement
building, dancing and adventures.
The loss of a life that was free,
that this body used to know, is
heartbreaking. A life with touch,
hugs, intimacy, pleasure, love,
exploration, fun, joy, wildness.
Abodyinisolation is sorrow. It is
adeep longing, searching, endless
waiting, and loneliness.

People talk of herd or natural
immunity, of fewer quarantine
days, of more relaxed protocols.
But I can’t visualise what that looks
like for someone like me, and for
the millions of people around the
world with autoimmune diseases.
“Mild” Covid is not something
we can count on. As waves come

and go, “freedom” still feels like

a possible death sentence for

us. Then you begin to live with
another kind of pain: the pain of
being left behind, while the world
is moving on.

But inside the sorrow of this
body’sisolation remains the
possibility of life. Imanage the
pain and loneliness with kundalini
yoga, meditation, Tantra and divine
feminine practice; by playing with
my dog and learning to be a child
again, creating art, beauty and
sacred spaces in my home.

My work as an activist and artist
with One Billion Rising keeps
me going. Every day, I get up,
contribute, connect, reclaim and
rise, to make this body a vessel
of hope. These are my radical
acts. One day soon, we will all be
dancing together again.

Monique Wilson is an actor and
women’s rights activist, as well as the
global director of One Billion Rising

Judith Clark
I'veleft prison,
butlIcan'tforget
how it feels
when desireis
criminalised

am in the heady throes
of anew relationship.
That buoyant, lusty state
that’s so electrified we
sometimes mistake it for
love. We are illegally in
her cell, on her bed, mostly naked,
so deep into our lovemaking that
we are deaf'to the guard’s keys
jingling down the long corridor.
By the time we realise, she is at
the doorway, snatching down the
curtain. We are scrambling to put
on our clothes and sit up in some
semblance of propriety. Sweaty,
embarrassed, scared.

“Give me your IDs,” she says,
sternly. We hand them to her,
knowing she is going to write us
up for numerous charges that will
lead to our being separated into
different housing units, possibly
removed from our jobs. “Get
dressed, go to your rooms and
stay there,” she says.

As she leaves, Isay: “Let me go
talk to her” My partner is new to
prison, but I have been here for
over a decade. As I walk towards
the officer’s station, I try to strike
abalance between being contrite
for breaking a rule and putting the
guard in an awkward position,
while remaining unashamed of
my intimacy. I think back to my
pre-prison years of coming out and
fighting for gay liberation to help
me keep my cool. I suspect that
this guard is also a lesbian. I1look
her straight in her eye as I barter for
our freedom. Finally, she gives me
back our IDs and I promise her two
weeks of cleaning tasks.

Igoback to my partner’s room
to give her her ID and crow. Iam
giddy with relief. She is not. She
is traumatised, and this trauma
reverberates with so many prior
traumas. As her fear morphs into
anger, she snarlsat me. Itisa
moment that does not last long,
but will be repeated many times
during our relationship, triggered
by the distorted circumstances of
sexual repression that define our
livesinside.

I'want to talk about sex in
women’s prisons. Not about
sexual abuse. Not sex for the sake
of mass audiences’ titillation.

Not a sociologist’s study of ersatz
family configurations in women’s
prisons. I want to talk about how
sex, sexuality and touch are human
needs and human rights, denied
and distorted, criminalised and
repressed when we enter the prison
system. I want to talk about what
that does to those of us who spend
our prime years inside; what that
does to women whose experience
of trauma paved their roads to
harm, self-harm and prison itself.

Even now, out of prison for
almost three years, I feel dizzy as
Iwrite this piece. Four decades
of forbidden lovemaking, closet
quickies and silent, suppressed
orgasms; of being forbidden to
dance in my partner’s arms or
hold hands while we walk down
the hill to work. Four decades of
longing and hiding, and always
having to listen out. Of pat frisks
and strip searches and squatting
and coughing and spreading my
butt cheeks, of urinating in front
of uniformed strangers; of being
threatened with misbehaviour
reports for hugging a youngster in
tears or in celebration; of only being
allowed 15 minutes of a “privacy
curtain” to undress in the non-
privacy of my own cell. My neck
and shoulders ache as adrenaline
rushes through my body. Past and
present collapse. I feel a giant lump
in my throat of suppressed desire
and unspoken fury, of woman love
and woman rage, of the decades-
long cry of satisfaction and
dissatisfaction, demanding a voice
that reverberates inside and out.
Judith Clark is a political activist
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Yesterday’s Quick crossword no 16,149 g
° =]
solutions :
2
Wordsearch Across Down
= 1 Igrip banknote (anag) — when a 1 It can be soap, chocolate or coffee
crisis is reached (8,5) 3
A 8 Record of expenditure (7) 2 Passage from a longer piece (7)
@ 9 1966 film with Michael Caine or 3 American singer-songwriter and
0 2004 version with Jude Law (5) actor, __ Kristofferson (4)
N 10 Obscure (4) 4 Fancy — whim (6)
C 11 Supporters of the printed word? (8) 5 Tiny plant or animal organisms
R 13 Hold on to (6) that drift in water (8)
£ 14 Annoy (6) 6 Asajoke (2,3)
17 Very large narrow-necked bottle, 7 Much-loved (9)
T often with a wicker cover (8) 10 Risk-taker (9)
\3 19 Piece of chewing tobacco (4) 12 Make a wrong conclusion (8)
N 21 Legitimate (5) 15 Long-distance lorry driver (7)
22 Grow dull (7) 16 Poor urban neighbourhood (6)
Soluti 16.148 24 Rank of Clive Dunn’s Jack Jones in 18 Northern Italian city, home of the
olution no 16,14 Dad’s Army (5,8) San Siro football stadium (5)
20 Miss one’s footing (4)
[B/O[U/N|T |1 [F|U|L] 23 Princely companion of
[E| Shakespeare’s Falstaff (3)
ﬂmmm
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ﬂ Stuck? For help call 0906 200 83 83. Calls cost £1.10 per minute, plus your phone company’s access charge.
Service supplied by ATS. Call 0330 333 6946 for customer service (charged at standard rate).
To buy puzzle books, visit guardianbookshop.com or call 0330 333 6846.
Sudokuno 5536
8|2/4|73|5(6/1|9
3]1/5/9]6/2[47]8 Sudoku no 5537 Suguru Wordsearch
7,6/9(4/8/1)12/5/3
5/7/2(8/1/9|3|4/6 Medium. Fill the grid so that each row, column and Fillthe grid so that each square Can you find 15 words associated
4/8/116/2/3(5/9|7 3x3 box contains the numbers 1-9. Printable version at in an outlined block contains a with magic in the grid? Words can
6/9/3|[5/7/4]1/8/2 theguardian.com/sudoku digit. A block of 2 squares contains run forwards, backwards, vertically
9471315 6l8 21 the digits 1 and 2, a block of three or diagonally, but alwaysin a
2(516(19/8[7 34 squares contains the digits 1, 2 straight, unbroken line.
and 3, and so on. No same digit
1/3/8/2/14/7|9/6/5 1 9 4 7 6 appears in neighbouring squares,
not even diagonally.
‘(’)V}?;gl‘é\frlgg{ 2 8 Cc JJPATTERTP
ODAWANDHS
6 7 4 3 l EKCLV J 1Y
Suguru 4 9613 N NSAKEDSGTC
211121241311 24 NSMUGETLR RH
7 1 3 |l PPAAOTC I
314/3]|1|5/2
Al TEVLTNTC
1{2]5/4/3]1 3 7 A 4 1|5 TSOELAPEM
4 31|2(5(4 S 9 4 p) RHSUWLRPL
21543 /1|3 UIl EGPORPA
4/3/1(2]|5/2 1 6 3 8 2 CYROMEMNP
Word wheel Pet corner
Find as many words as Which of Henry VIII’s wives
possible using the letters P c had alapdog called Purkoy?
in the wheel. Each must a. Catherine of Aragon
use the central letter D Y b. Catherine Howard
and at least two others. c. Anne of Cleves
Letters may be used only E d. Anne Boleyn
once. You may not use E D Answer top right
plurals, foreign words or
proper nouns. Thereis at T R
least one nine-letter word
to be found. TARGET:
Excellent-39. Good-32.
Average-24.




