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Feminist Archive South: A Level English Resources
Rewriting Herstory: Introduction
Feminist Theory and
Creative Writing
These A Level English resources were
created by the Feminist Archive South
at the University of Bristol and funded
by the Government Equalities Office.
The Hatpins to Hashtags project
enabled young people to celebrate and
participate in the Centenary of Women’s
Suffrage by engaging with women’s
activism and the democratic process.
In 2018 we engaged over 300 young
people to use the Feminist Archive to
think critically about gender equality
over the last century and draw courage
from historical campaigns to make their
own voices heard.
The workshops were delivered in schools, colleges and youth groups across the South West and students’ poetry was
displayed alongside our touring exhibition of posters Politics and Protest. Drawing inspiration from how feminist writers
and theorists use the idea of ‘herstory’ in their writing, students had the opportunity to experiment with rewriting
herstories to envision gender equality in the future.

Feminist Theory and Herstory
This interactive workshop aims to provide a creative
exploration of the topics and themes relating to the
AQA Critical Anthology and the English Lit B syllabus,
focusing on intersectional feminist theory and linking to
postcolonial theory and questions of literary value and the
canon.
Students will apply their knowledge of feminist literary
theory both analytically and creatively: analysing different
feminist writers’ explorations of ‘herstory’; drawing on
the example of experimental feminist writer Kathy Acker’s
practice of rewriting and finally, creating their own cutup poetry by rewriting herstories for a new generation of
activists for gender equality.

Resources and workshop delivery
Due to the nature of archives and copyright, in these
resources the extracts are restricted. However, if you would
like the Feminist Archive South to bring this Rewriting
Herstory workshop to life with a full range of sources
including posters, pamphlets, letters and photographsget in contact to enquire about our workshop delivery.
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Rewriting Herstory: Introduction (continued)
WHO ARE WE?
The Feminist Archive South (FAS) is based at the University of Bristol and documents international feminist movements
through over 160 metres of diverse archive materials including oral histories, pamphlets, posters and periodicals that tell
the story of how activists struggled for gender equality.
We hold one of the most significant collections of women’s activist histories in the UK. Our workshops are developed
by qualified teachers specialised in teaching ages 16-19. We understand the importance of building on prior learning,
differentiation and devising workshops which complement the curriculum.

The Hatpins to Hashtags project was a 3-strand project taking place
across the South West, funded by the Government Equalities Office
and supported by Special Collections at the University of Bristol.
The three project strands were:
Educate: Feminist Futures educational workshops
Participate: Digital Democracy skills workshops
Celebrate: Politics and Protest touring exhibition

Why ‘Hatpins to Hashtags’?
In the early 20th century the hatpin, a decorative pin for holding a hat to the head, was considered
an international threat following its use by Suffragettes to defend themselves from assault. In the
early 21st century social media hashtags such as #MeToo, #EverydaySexism and #SayHerName have
provided tools for women to speak out against gender-based violence.

GET IN TOUCH
Our workshops and resources aimed towards students aged
16+ include:
• A Level History: the Personal is Political
• A Level Sociology: Gender roles, Stereotypes and Socialisation
• A Level Art: Art and Activism
• A Level English Lit/Lang: Rewriting Herstory
• LGBTQ Feminist Movements suitable for LGBTQ youth
groups and PSHEE
Our workshops are usually 2-3 hours long but can be
tailored to lesson time.
To find out more or to book one of our workshops email:
Ellie at education.feministarchive@gmail.com
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Rewriting Herstory: Lesson Plan
Feminist Creative Writing Workshop: 2 hrs
Objectives
• To increase young people’s confidence to make their voices heard in diverse and creative ways
• To draw inspiration from how feminist writers and theorists use the idea of ‘herstory’ in their writing
• To experiment with rewriting herstories to explore the challenges of gender inequality faced by your generation/
your own vision of gender equality in the future

Themes: personal is political/gender inequality/democracy/rights won/herstory/activism
10 mins

Welcome
• Starter as they come into the room and settle:
• What is Herstory?
• Discuss with those around you and come up with a definition/description.
Write on a post-it note and share.  
• Group guidelines

10 mins

Analysing quotes from feminist writers
All participants to pick a quote from a feminist theorist/activist or writer

In pairs
• Highlight key or most powerful words in your quote
• What is the message the writer is trying to get across?
• Read quotes, share thoughts and key words
15 mins

Collective Herstory Poem
In this exercise we are modelling the cut-up poetry method we will explore
further later on.
• Cut out key words, and place together on large piece of paper titled
HERSTORY or WHAT IS HERSTORY?
• How could we move the words around to collectively create a piece of
writing?
• Would we need to add in additional words?
• Play with word order and meanings/rhythm created.
• The poem does not have to be linear- how can we play with shape?
• Play with how you can use voice to bring the poem to life. You could either
choose a few people to read, all read at the same time, read in non-linear
ways etc.

See herstory quotes
resource. It works
well if the quotes are
printed in size 14/16
font on coloured
paper/card, as
students will later cut
these out and create
their own poem.
A1 or A2 paper is
ideal for this.
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Rewriting Herstory: Lesson Plan (continued)
15 mins

What Feminist Critics Do
Look at the handout listing ‘what feminist critics do’.
Discuss in pairs and feedback.
• How can feminist theory help us to analyse texts/
history/politics/our own lives?
• What are feminist writers and feminist readers? Is this
different?

We can read texts as feminist readers and
reconstruct them as feminist writers.

• How does feminist theory link to postcolonial theory?

e.g. both feminist and postcolonial theory
work to represent marginalised voices
silenced or obscured by white male
colonialist traditions e.g. Bloom’s canon.
Feminism and postcolonialism intersect
when they analyse the work of women of
colour.

Kathy Acker as Influence

See PPT.

• What differences might we find looking at texts written
by feminist writers or non-feminist writers?
• Why is it important to be able to read texts critically?

10 mins

Extract From AQA anthology- what feminist
theorists do.

• Look Kathy Acker’s approach to cut-up poetry, appropriation and rewriting.
• Do you think this is controversial?
• How does Acker challenge conventional ideas of literary value and the canon?
• How did Acker use the practice of rewriting to subvert?
5 mins

Gender Inequality and Activism Now
Think, pair, share
• What current issues of gender inequality are happening
in the news?
• Why do we need feminism?
• What issues make you want to reclaim power and get
your voice heard?
• What issues of gender inequality affect you most/
motivate you to be activists?
https://animoto.com/play/8rnH01pjeZsG3zo7u1triA

Stimulus: recent headlines about feminism,
see video.
Encouraging students to have this
discussion to focus their thoughts on gender
inequality and feminism before the cut-up
poetry.
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Rewriting Herstory: Lesson Plan (continued)
45 mins

Rewriting Herstory: Cut-Up Poetry
• Thinking about what you are going to create today.
What might ‘Rewriting Herstory’ mean/involve? See
PPT for ideas.
• Now you are going to create your own poem exploring
the topics of herstory/feminism/patriarchy/gender
inequality/gender stereotypes/activism.
• Think about what it means to draw inspiration from
previous generations of activists e.g. the Suffragettes
and feminists from the Women’s Liberation Movement,
and to rewrite/reshape their vision for a new
generation with new challenges.
• You can use the quotes from feminist writers and
theorists, news headlines, magazines, incorporate
images from online or any archive materials you can
find online.

10 mins

Feminist Futures Plenary
Time to read each other’s work (if they want to share)
• Which poems felt powerful or did you like and why?
• How can herstory make women’s voices heard?
• Why is writing important for the future of gender
equality?
• How can we write/speak out about the issues that
matter to us?

Please note: in the workshops we used
archival texts and posters from the Feminist
Archive South. Due to copyright restrictions
we cannot disseminate these online.
However, there are online sources provided
in the bibliography.
Alternatively, feel free to get in touch if you
would like the Feminist Archive South to
deliver this workshop with the full range of
archive materials.
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Rewriting Herstory: Quotations
‘Even though I write about my experiences with so much contempt, feminism was my first love. It was what gave me a
framework to begin understanding the world. My feminist thinking gave rise to my anti-racist thinking, serving as a tool
that helped me forge a sense of self-worth. Finding it aged nineteen was perfect timing, equipping me with the skills to
navigate adulthood, stand up for myself and work out my own values.’
Reni Eddo Lodge, Why I’m No Longer Talking to White People about Race, (Bloomsbury Circus: London), 2017
‘The necessity of poetry has to be stated over and over, but only to those who have reason to fear its power, or those
who believe that language is ‘only words’ and that an old language is good enough for our descriptions of a world we
are trying to transform.’
Adrienne Rich 1977
‘These places of possibility within ourselves are dark because they are ancient and hidden; they have survived and grown
strong through that darkness. Within these deep places, each of us holds an incredible reserve of creativity and power,
of unexamined and unrecorded emotion and feeling. The woman’s place of power within each of us is neither white nor
surface; it is dark, it is ancient and it is deep.’
Audre Lorde, Your Silence Will Not Protect You: Essays and Poems, (Silver Press, 2017) N.B. First published in the UK in
2017 but Lorde was writing from the 1950s-80s)
It is ‘our poems that give us the strength and courage to see, to feel, to speak, and to dare.’
Audre Lorde, Your Silence Will Not Protect You: Essays and Poems, (Silver Press, 2017)
‘For women, then, poetry is not a luxury. It is a vital necessity of our existence. It forms the quality of the light within
which we predicate our hopes and dreams towards survival and change, first made into language, then into idea, then
into more tangible action. Poetry is the way we help give names to the nameless so it can be thought. The farthest
horizons of our hopes and fears are cobbled by our poems, carved from the rock experiences of our daily lives.’
Audre Lorde, ‘Poetry is Not a Luxury’, Your Silence Will Not Protect You: Essays and Poems, (Silver Press: 2017)
‘As they become known and accepted by us, our feelings, and the honest exploration of them become sanctuaries and
spawning grounds for the most radical and daring of ideas. They become a safe-house for that difference so necessary
to change and the conceptualisation of any meaningful action.’
Audre Lorde, ‘Poetry is Not a Luxury’, Your Silence Will Not Protect You Essays and Poems, (Silver Press: 2017)
‘Poetry is not only dream and vision; it is the skeleton architecture of our lives. It lays the foundations for a future of
change, a bridge across our fears of what has never been before.’
Audre Lorde, ‘Poetry is Not a Luxury’, Your Silence Will Not Protect You, (Silver Press: 2017)
‘But women have survived. As poets. And there are no new pains. We have felt them all already. We have hidden that
fact in the same place where we have hidden our power. They surface in our dreams, and it is our dreams that point the
way to freedom. They are made realisable through our poems that give us the strength and courage to see, to feel, to
speak, and to dare.’
Audre Lorde, ‘Poetry is Not a Luxury’, Your Silence Will Not Protect You, (Silver Press: 2017)
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‘It matters what matters we use to think other matters with; it matters what stories we tell to tell other stories with; it
matters what knots knot knots, what thoughts think thoughts, what descriptions describe descriptions, what ties tie ties.
It matters what stories make worlds, what worlds make stories.’
Donna J. Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016)
‘Though we have not come as far as second-wave feminist would have hoped, feminist activism is alive and well.
Feminism is far more inclusive than it ever has been, due in large part to the foregrounding of intersectionality. […]
As women, we are not equally affected by the ways of the world, and as feminists we need to acknowledge and
accommodate these differences. The Internet is serving as a democratizing force for feminist activists to put their work
into the world, in ways great and small. For every effort made to impede women’s progress, there are countless feminists
holding the line and resisting, voices raised.’
Roxane Gay, Foreward to The Feminist Revolution: The Struggle for Women’s Liberation 1966-1988, (London: Virago
Press, 2018)
‘As in the 1960s, we are at a watershed moment of cultural change for women. As we look forward, we must also look
back.’
Roxane Gay, Foreward to The Feminist Revolution: The Struggle for Women’s Liberation 1966-1988, (London: Virago
Press, 2018)
‘The solutions are obvious. Stop making excuses. Stop saying women run publishing. Stop justifying the lack of parity in
prominent publications that have the resources to address gender inequity. Stop parroting the weak notion that you’re
simply publishing the best writing, regardless. There is ample evidence of the excellence of women writers. Publish
more women writers. If women aren’t submitting to your publication or press, ask yourself why, deal with the answers
even if those answers make you uncomfortable, and then reach out to women writers. If women don’t respond to
your solicitations, go find other women. Keep doing that, issue after issue after issue. Read more widely. Create more
inclusive measures of excellence. Ensure that books by men and women are being reviewed in equal numbers. Nominate
more deserving women for the important awards. Deal with your resentment. Deal with your biases. Vigorously resist the
urge to dismiss the gender problem. Make the effort and make the effort and make the effort until you no longer need
to, until we don’t need to keep having this conversation. Change requires intent and effort. It really is that simple.’
Roxane Gay, Bad Feminist, (New York: Harper Perennial, 2014)
‘Women must write herself: must write about women and bring women to writing, from which they have been driven
away as violently as from their own bodies… Woman must put herself into the text- as into the world and into history- by
her own movement.’
Hélène Cixous, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’, Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 1, no. 4 (Summer, 1976)
‘Some women get erased a little at a time, some all at once. Some reappear. Every woman who appears wrestles with
the forces that would have her disappear. She struggles with the forces that would tell her story for her, or write her out
of the story, the genealogy, the rights of man, the rule of law. The ability to tell your own story, in words or images, is
already a victory, already a revolt.’
Rebecca Solnit, Men Explain Things to Me, (New York: Haymarket Books, 2014)
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‘Every woman knows what I’m talking about. It’s the presumption that makes it hard, at times, for any woman in any field;
that keeps women from speaking up and from being heard when they dare; that crushes young women into silence by
indicating, the way harassment on the street does, that this is not their world. It trains us in self-doubt and self-limitation
just as it exercises men’s unsupported overconfidence.’
Rebecca Solnit, Men Explain Things to Me, (New York: Haymarket Books, 2014)
‘Her name was Asia. His was Europe. Her name was silence. His was power. Her name was poverty. His was wealth. Her
name was Her, but what was hers? His name was His, and he presumed everything was his, including her, and he thought
be could take her without asking and without consequences. It was a very old story, though its outcome had been
changing a little in recent decades. And this time around the consequences are shaking a lot of foundations, all of which
clearly needed shaking. Who would ever write a fable as obvious, as heavy-handed as the story we’ve been given? His
name was privilege, but hers was possibility. His was the same old story, but hers was a new one about the possibility of
changing a story that remains unfinished, that includes all of us, that matters so much, that we will watch but also make
and tell in the weeks, months, years, decades to come.’
Rebecca Solnit, Men Explain Things to Me, (New York: Haymarket Books, 2014)
‘I believe that telling our stories, first to ourselves and then to one another and the world, is a revolutionary act. It is an
act that can be met with hostility, exclusion, and violence. It can also lead to love, understanding, transcendence, and
community. I hope that my being real with you will help empower you to step into who you are and encourage you to
share yourself with those around you.’
Janet Mock, Redefining Realness: My Path to Womanhood, Identity, Love & So Much More, (New York: Atria, 2014)
‘The single story creates stereotypes, and the problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but that they are
incomplete. They make one story become the only story.’
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, ‘The danger of a single story’, (TED Talks, 2014)
‘Representation of the world, like the world itself, is the work of men; they describe it from their own point of view, which
they confuse with absolute truth.’
Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. H. M. Parshley (N.Y: Vintage, 1972)
‘The whole of feminine history has been man-made. Just as in America there is no Negro problem, but rather a white
problem; just as anti-Semitism is not a Jewish problem, it is our problem; so the woman problem has always been a man
problem.’
Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. H. M. Parshley (N.Y: Vintage, 1972)
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‘When we dare to speak in a liberatory voice, we threaten even those who may initially claim to want our words. In the
act of overcoming our fear of speech, of being seen as threatening, in the process of learning to speak as subjects, we
participate in the global struggle to end domination. When we end our silence, when we speak in a liberated voice, our
words connect us with anyone, anywhere who lives in silence. Feminist focus on women finding a voice, on the silence of
black women, of women of color, has led to increased interest in our words. This is an important historical moment. We
are both speaking of our own volition, out of our commitment to justice, to revolutionary struggle to end domination,
and simultaneously called to speak, “invited” to share our words. It is important that we speak. What we speak about is
more important. It is our responsibility collectively and individually to distinguish between mere speaking that is about
self-aggrandizement, exploitation of the exotic “other,” and that coming to voice which is a gesture of resistance, an
affirmation of struggle.’
bell hooks, Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black, (London: Sheba, 1989)
‘We are a collective of Black feminists who have been meeting together since 1974. [1] During that time we have been
involved in the process of defining and clarifying our politics, while at the same time doing political work within our own
group and in coalition with other progressive organizations and movements. The most general statement of our politics
at the present time would be that we are actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and class
oppression, and see as our particular task the development of integrated analysis and practice based upon the fact that
the major systems of oppression are interlocking.’
Combahee River Collective, ‘The Combahee River Collective Statement’ 1974, Home Girls, A Black Feminist Anthology,
ed. Barbara Smith, (New York: Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press, Inc. 1983)
‘As Angela Davis points out in “Reflections on the Black Woman’s Role in the Community of Slaves,” Black women have
always embodied, if only in their physical manifestation, an adversary stance to white male rule and have actively resisted
its inroads upon them and their communities in both dramatic and subtle ways. There have always been Black women
activists—some known, like Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman, Frances E. W. Harper, Ida B. Wells Barnett, and Mary
Church Terrell, and thousands upon thousands unknown—who have had a shared awareness of how their sexual identity
combined with their racial identity to make their whole life situation and the focus of their political struggles unique.
Contemporary Black feminism is the outgrowth of countless generations of personal sacrifice, militancy, and work by our
mothers and sisters.’
Combahee River Collective, ‘The Combahee River Collective Statement’ 1974, Home Girls, A Black Feminist Anthology,
ed. Barbara Smith, (New York: Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press, Inc. 1983)
Herstory of the Combahee River Collective
‘We had always shared our reading with each other, and some of us had written papers on Black feminism for group
discussion a few months before this decision was made. We began functioning as a study group and also began
discussing the possibility of starting a Black feminist publication. We had a retreat in the late spring which provided a
time for both political discussion and working out interpersonal issues. Currently we are planning to gather together
a collectIon of Black feminist writing. We feel that it is absolutely essential to demonstrate the reality of our politics to
other Black women and believe that we can do this through writing and distributing our work. The fact that individual
Black feminists are living in isolation all over the country, that our own numbers are small, and that we have some skills
in writing, printing, and publishing makes us want to carry out these kinds of projects as a means of organizing Black
feminists as we continue to do political work in coalition with other groups.’
Combahee River Collective, ‘The Combahee River Collective Statement’ 1974, Home Girls, A Black Feminist Anthology,
ed. Barbara Smith, (New York: Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press, Inc. 1983)
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‘Why am I compelled to write?... Because the world I create in the writing compensates for what the real world does not
give me. By writing I put order in the world, give it a handle so I can grasp it. I write because life does not appease my
appetites and anger... To become more intimate with myself and you. To discover myself, to preserve myself, to make
myself, to achieve self-autonomy. To dispell the myths that I am a mad prophet or a poor suffering soul. To convince
myself that I am worthy and that what I have to say is not a pile of shit... Finally I write because I’m scared of writing, but
I’m more scared of not writing.’
Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books,1987)
‘I do not write out of nothing, or from nothing, for I must write with the help of other texts.’
Kathy Acker

‘A woman who writes has power, and a woman with power is feared.’
Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books,1987)

‘Until I am free to write bilingually and to switch codes without having always to translate, while I still have to speak
English or Spanish when I would rather speak Spanglish, and as long as I have to accommodate the English speakers
rather than having them accommodate me, my tongue will be illegitimate. I will no longer be made to feel ashamed
of existing. I will have my voice: Indian, Spanish, white. I will have my serpent’s tongue - my woman’s voice, my sexual
voice, my poet’s voice. I will overcome the tradition of silence.’
Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books,1987)
‘I sit here before my computer, Amiguita, my altar on top of the monitor with the Virgen de Coatlalopeuh candle and
copal incense burning. My companion, a wooden serpent staff with feathers, is to my right while I ponder the ways
metaphor and symbol concretize the spirit and etherealize the body. The Writing is my whole life, it is my obsession. This
vampire which is my talent does not suffer other suitors. Daily I court it, offer my neck to its teeth. This is the sacrifice
that the act of creation requires, a blood sacrifice. For only through the body, through the pulling of flesh, can the human
soul be transformed. And for images, words, stories to have this transformative power, they must arise from the human
body--flesh and bone--and from the Earth’s body--stone, sky, liquid, soil. This work, these images, piercing tongue or ear
lobes with cactus needle, are my offerings, are my Aztecan blood sacrifices.’
Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books,1987)
‘Where the words of women are crying to be heard, we must each of us recognize our responsibility to seek those words
out, to read them and share them and examine them in their pertinence to our lives…there are so many silences to be
broken.’
Audre Lorde, ‘Poetry is Not a Luxury’, Your Silence Will Not Protect You Essays and Poems, (Silver Press: 2017)
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(Speaking of consciousness-raising meetings) ‘I believe at this point, and maybe for a long time to come, that these
analytical sessions are a form of political action. [...] One of the first things we discover in these groups is that personal
problems are political problems. There are no personal solutions at this time. There is only collective action for a
collective solution. I went, and I continue to go to these meetings because I have gotten a political understanding which
all my reading, all my “political discussions,” all my “political action,” all my four-odd years in the movement never gave
me. I’ve been forced to take off the rose colored glasses and face the awful truth about how grim my life really is as a
woman.’
Carol Hanisch, “The Personal Is Political,” Notes from the Second Year: Women’s Liberation in 1970
‘Most of us were women writing in the isolation of our own homes who wanted to share our experiences, communicate
our ideas. All of us were women who felt the need for our movement to generate its own body of literature in response
to our situation.’
Women’s Literature Collective, Women’s Liberation Review 1, 1972
‘I used to think I was the strangest person in the world but then I thought, there are so many people in the world, there
must be someone just like me who feels bizarre and flawed in the same ways I do. I would imagine her, and imagine that
she must be out there thinking of me too. Well, I hope that if you are out there you read this and know that yes, it’s true
I’m here, and I’m just as strange as you.’
Frida Kahlo
‘In a way of course you are being violent in exposing violence; if you are letting the violence come out of your own pen,
to travel through you, you have to let the violence spill, all over the pages[…] Feminists are not calling for violence. We
are calling for an end to the institutions that promote and naturalize violence.’
Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2017), p. 253
‘A life becomes an archive of rebellion. This is why a killjoy manifesto will be personal. Each of us killjoys will have her
own. My manifesto does not suspend my personal story. It is how that story unfolds into action. […] We begin to feel the
weight of histories more and more; the more we expose the weight of history, the heavier it becomes. We snap. We snap
under the weight; things break. A manifesto is written out of feminist snap. A manifesto is feminist snap.’
Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, Duke University Press: Durham and London), 2017, p. 255
‘A life can be a manifesto. When I read some of the books in my survival kit, I hear them as manifestos, as calls to action,
as calls to arms. They are books that tremble with life because they show how a life can be rewritten; how we can rewrite
a life, letter by letter. A manifesto has a life, a life of its own; a manifesto is an outstretched hand. And if a manifesto is a
political action, it depends on how it is received by others.’
Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, Duke University Press: Durham and London), 2017
‘I am not willing to get over histories that are not over.’
Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life (Duke University Press: Durham and London), 2017, p. 262
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‘Lesbian feminism: how revolting! We are revolting against the requirement to be in relation to men; we are revolting
against the demand to be female relatives. Lesbian feminism: how we revolt; how we become revolting. The classic
piece ‘Woman Identified Woman’ by Radicalesbians thus begins with an explosive speech act: “A lesbian is the rage
of all women condensed to the point of explosion”. This speech act renders the lesbian herself into a tipping point, a
breaking point, what I called in the previous chapter feminist snap. She comes to embody the collective rage of women
against the requirement to live their lives in relation to men, to become female relatives to the universal. Such a rage,
however, is only part of the story being told; becoming lesbian is an energetic becoming, a redirecting of women’s
energies away from the labor of maintaining relationships with men as our primary relationships.’
Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, Duke University Press: Durham and London), 2017, p. 224
‘And why don’t you write? Write! Writing is for you, you are for you; your body is yours, take it. I know why you haven’t
written. (And why I didn’t write before the age of twenty-seven.) Because writing is at once too high, too great for you,
it’s reserved for the great-that is for “great men”; and it’s “silly.”’
Hélène Cixous, The Laugh of the Medusa
‘And I was afraid. She frightens me because she can knock me down with a word. Because she does not know that
writing is walking on a dizzying silence setting one word after the other on emptiness. Writing is miraculous and terrifying
like the flight of a bird who has no wings but flings itself out and only gets wings by flying.’
Hélène Cixous, The Book of Promethea
‘By writing her self, woman will return to the body which has been more than confiscated from her, which has been
turned into the uncanny stranger on display - the ailing or dead figure, which so often turns out to be the nasty
companion, the cause and location of inhibitions. Censor the body and you censor breath and speech at the same time.
Write your self. Your body must be heard. Only then will the immense resources of the unconscious spring forth.’
Hélène Cixous, The Laugh of the Medusa
‘Every woman has known the torment of getting up to speak. Her heart racing, at times entirely lost for words, ground
and language slipping away - that’s how daring a feat, how great a transgression it is for a woman to speak - even just
open her mouth - in public. A double distress, for even if she transgresses, her words fall almost always upon the deaf
male ear, which hears in language only that which speaks in the masculine.’
Hélène Cixous, The Laugh of the Medusa
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Rewriting Herstory: What Feminist Critics Do1
1. Rethink the canon, aiming at the rediscovery of texts written by women.
2. Revalue women’s experience.
3. Examine representations of women in literature by men and women.
4. Challenge representations of women as ‘Other’, as ‘lack’, as part of ‘nature’.
5. Examine power relations which obtain in texts and in life, with a view to breaking them down, seeing reading as a
political act, and showing the extent of patriarchy.
6. Recognise the role of language in making what is social and constructed seem transparent and ‘natural’.
7. Raise the question of whether men and women are ‘essentially’ different because of biology, or are socially
constructed as different.
8. Explore the question of whether there is a female language, an écriture feminine, and whether this is also available to
men.
9. ‘Re-read’ psychoanalysis to further explore the issue of female and male identity.
10. Question the popular notion of the death of the author, asking whether there are only ‘subject positions ...
constructed in discourse’, or whether, on the contrary, the experience (e.g. of a black or lesbian writer) is central.
11. Make clear the ideological base of supposedly ‘neutral’ or ‘mainstream’ literary interpretations.

1

P.Barry, Beginning Theory: An introduction to literary and cultural theory
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2002)

Feminist Archive South: A Level English Resources
Rewriting Herstory: Cut-Up Poetry
Students who participated in Rewriting Herstory workshops created some powerful poems inspired by feminist writers
and archive materials. Here are a few examples to inspire you to experiment.
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Rewriting Herstory: Cut-Up Poetry (continued)
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Rewriting Herstory: Cut-Up Poetry (continued)
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Rewriting Herstory: Cut-Up Poetry (continued)
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Rewriting Herstory: Cut-Up Poetry (continued)

Workshop participants said they enjoyed
‘creating our own poetry to show the power of literature and to use it as a means of sharing my voice.’
‘combining historical quotes and media with creativity and modern issues/expression.’
‘The use of many black feminist writers. New ways of engaging with feminist texts, drawing on creative methods/poetry.’
‘The chance to learn from and be inspired by those who have come before me. I felt connected to the past, future and
those whose experiences differ from mine.’
‘Engaging with the voices of other feminists- both in the past through archive materials and the present through other
workshop participants. Very accessible to people who don’t normally write creatively. One of the best creative writing
workshops I have been to.’

Teachers said
‘A really thought-provoking and beneficial session!’ Head of English, Sir John Colfox School
‘The students loved the workshops. Very impressed with the outcomes, too.’ Head of Sixth Form, Sir John Colfox School
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Rewriting Herstory: Bibliography
Please see Herstory quotes resource for feminist writer references.

Recommended resources
Morris, Bonnie J. and D-M Withers, The Feminist Revolution: The Struggle for Women’s Liberation 1966-1988,
(London: Virago Press, 2018)
See Red Members, See Red Women’s Workshop: Feminist Posters 1974-1990, (London: Four Corners, 2016)
Monem, Nadine, Riot Grrrl: Revolution Girl Style Now!, (London: Black Dog Publishing, 2007)
‘Visionaire 68 Now!’ A set of artist protest posters available to download for free. Including work by Vivienne
Westwood, Nan Goldin and Tilda Swinton.
https://visionaireworld.com/collections/all/products/visionaire-68-now-opensource

Online archives
Sisterhood and after: The Sisterhood and After website created an original and extensive oral history archive of
the lives of feminist change-makers of the 1970s and ‘80s. The archive provides the resources for new studies of this
important social movement and its legacy. They have an extensive selection of teaching resources.
https://www.bl.uk/sisterhood
Spare Rib: Explore digitised images from this ground-breaking feminist 20th-century magazine
https://www.bl.uk/spare-rib
Feminist Archive South online catalogue, Special Collections, University of Bristol
The Feminist Archive South is housed and managed by Special Collections, Arts and Social Sciences Library, University of
Bristol. Anyone can make an appointment in advance and order up material to the reading room.
Search the catalogue here: http://oac.lib.bris.ac.uk/DServe/dserve.exe
Get in touch with Special Collections: http://www.bristol.ac.uk/library/special-collections/contact/
Grassroots Feminism: Transnational Archives, resources and communities
https://www.grassrootsfeminism.net/cms/sortable_node_list_digital_grass/134
Dreadnought South West: Exploring 100 Years of women’s activism in the South West
http://dreadnoughtsouthwest.org.uk, https://soundcloud.com/rebellioussoundsarchive
Historical Association: Suffrage Resources:
https://www.history.org.uk/ha-news/resource/9409/womens-suffrage-history-and-citizenship-resource
The National Archives: Suffragettes on file:
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/suffragettes-on-file/
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Rewriting Herstory: Bibliography (continued)
Feminist Activist resources
ICA See Red Women’s Workshop Educator’s Pack
https://seeredwomensworkshop.files.wordpress.com/2013/05/ica-educator_s-resource-pack-see-red.pdf
Grrrl Zine Fair: Grrrl Zine Fair is run by artist Lu Williams and celebrates contemporary DIY feminism though zines, live
events, practical workshops, and a pop-up library. https://www.grrrlzinefair.com
Agenda: A Young People’s Guide to Making Positive Relationships Matter: http://agenda.wales
Feminist Frequency Media Resources: https://feministfrequency.com/resources/
The Everyday Sexism Project: http://everydaysexism.com

FAS educational resource: authorship and copyright
These educational resources were created by the Feminist Archive South and funded by the Government Equalities
Office. They are available for free download and intended for use by teachers and youth workers. We encourage you to
adapt for your own purposes but please credit the relevant authors and the Feminist Archive South.

Authors:
Vicky Hobbs and Elissa O’Connell
Credit: With thanks to Natalie McGrath (Dreadnought South West)

A notice on copyright
The copyright of these materials taken from the Feminist Archive South remains with the original producer of the work in
question. It is difficult to trace copyright holders of anonymously produced materials, please ensure that you quote the
original publication if known.

