Conclusion

How do you conclude a book with contributions that offer diverse
accounts of very different contexts? The objective of this book was not
to offer a set of policy propositions and my intention is not to summarise
the conceptual pathways that each chapter may have opened up for a
reader. However, a conclusion needed to be written so I have approached
this task by identifying set of key themes explored by different chapters. Rather than treat each chapter in an isolated fashion, I draw out
lessons based on what I consider shared analytical strands. These lessons
are designed to speak to anyone interested in considering why gender disappears in discourses on youth-hood, protests and change or anyone who
thinks about direct action as a critical tool for dissent.
In doing so, let me return to a moment that captures my approach to
drawing out conclusions. In the summer of 2017, I travelled to Atlanta,
Georgia where I visited the National Centre for Civil and Human Rights.
In this well curated museum, visitors were taken through a visceral journey of the civil rights movement in the USA and the Jim Crow laws
that shaped the resistance. One of the most well-known protest actions
other than the bus boycotts were sit ins to protest segregated lunch counters in restaurants. In the museum, you listened to the preparation that
protestors were given before embarking on the sit in. It was mental and
physical preparation. Protestors were required to be mentally prepared
for the racist abuse that would come their way and the physical harm that
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you were likely to face. In the museum, there was a lunch counter that
simulated the experiences that those who signed up for the sit-ins had
to go through. It was an invitation to step into the shoes of the brave
civil rights activists. I sat down and followed the instructions before me.
I put the headphones on, placed my hands on the counter, and closed
my eyes. I was not prepared for what would follow because I felt every
breath and every kick to the chair. It felt as though it was happening in
real time. I did not last five seconds on the chair. It was all too much. I
eventually returned to the counter simulation forty minutes later if only
to prove to myself that I was strong enough to withstand the experience.
It was not easier the second time around but I stuck it out. After that visit
the tradition of organising that contemporary movements such as BlackLivesMatter became clearer to me. I understood why BlackLivesMatter
had developed Healing Justice Healing Action and Conflict Resolution
toolkits (n.d.). The Healing in Action toolkit centres an awareness of the
self in relation to the collective and the demands that come with direct
action. Both of these resources go into some fair detail about how roles
are assigned, to the importance of food and hydration, to managing conflicts within the group and how those can harm action and the community
resources to support protestors when they are arrested.
I return to this experience and memory because it speaks directly to
a theme raised in four chapters in this book and this is the notion of
preparation, safety and care for protestors. In Malebye’s chapter on South
Africa, they raise the question of safety and care through an exploration
of invisible labour and the militarised violence that protestors encountered as part of the FeesMustFall protests. The non-violent nude resistance by feminist dissenters as well as the insistence on acknowledging
invisible labour was a conversation about whether movements account for
the mental, physical and emotional costs that come with protesting. This
is an issue that is also picked up by Felogene and Awuor in their chapter
on Kenya. Granted a distinction needs to be made between large-scale
protests that have different centres of organisational power and groupcentred protests such as FeesMustFall where there are centralised sites of
information dissemination and organisation. The key lesson articulated in
both these chapters is not a question of better protest organisation but the
fundamental silence about who protestors are and how the harms that are
experienced on a physical and mental level are always shaped by gender,
race and class. These chapters require us to think about the importance of
factoring in a strategy for healing and support within political mobilisation
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processes. The underlying argument is that patriarchal logics often shape
political mobilisation even where it is designed to achieve social transformation. The absence of collective care as a strategy for political organising
and an inattentiveness to the legacies of structural exclusion on women
and non-binary people is a direct result of the patriarchal underpinnings
of protest movements. The emphasis on collective care is based on a longstanding feminist position that positions the gendered body as a political
site (see Enloe 1990; Kandiyoti 1991; Yuval Davis 1997). By acknowledging the body as a political site means recognising that different regimes
deposit their patriarchal anxieties on it and this often happens through
material and discursive debates on respectability, morality, nature and societal order. Social justice movements reproduce these patriarchal anxieties,
which makes the insistence by feminists on care as an important part of
organising a radical act that disrupts patriarchy.
A second important lesson that is picked up Zoneziwoh, Nugdallah, Saad and Abed in their respective chapters on Cameroon and Egypt
is the tactical use of physical and other forms of sexual violence to remove
women from spaces of resistance. The terms on which this exclusion
occurs is based on an old patriarchal tactic of mobilising violence to both
reproduce gender identity—by this I mean using violence to clarify the
roles that a society decides women and men are meant to play. In disciplining women through violence for physically being present at protests
there is a tacit message being sent about the public sphere as a masculine
sphere. Violence also serves a disciplinary function by silencing women
who dissent and constructing their actions as gender transgressions. The
experiences of women protestors in Cameroon, Sudan and Egypt illustrate how violence used by state and non-state actors serves the purpose
of driving women out of public spaces of dissent, marginalises their dissenting actions and leads to a self-perpetuating cycle where women default
to traditional strategies of engagement. These traditional strategies tend
to reinforce women’s identities as mothers, sisters, wives. Women are constructed as vulnerable individuals who are left behind as sons, brothers and husbands are incarcerated or face the brunt of state violence.
It erases the women who bear the brunt of state violence whether that
occurs through incarceration, death or harassment. Zoneziwoh picks up
on cyberviolence as a new avenue that is used to silence activists who
have actively used social media to mobilised across borders. Autonomous
online spaces (much like the existence of autonomous feminist spaces
such as the African Feminist Forum), such as closed WhatsApp or Facebook groups serve the purpose of insulating feminist organisers from
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online misogyny thus allowing them to regroup, re-strategise and replenish for broad-based engagement. The importance of these online spaces
for the pursuit of healing justice (Black Lives Matter, n.d.) is conscious
effort to not reproduce the very violence targeted at oppressed people on
oppressed people. The lesson drawn from Egypt, Cameroon and Sudan is
the need to be attentive to how historical violence is reproduced within
social justice movements with little interrogation of how power is being
exercised in non-transformative ways. The language of transformation is
present in the demands and not in the actions and ways of working that
drive these movements.
A third lesson that arises directly from the Sudan and Egypt chapters
is the role of state surveillance in directly subverting feminist gains during and after the revolution moment. In the Sudan chapter, Nugdalla
offers us an extensive view of the convergence of legal, extra-legal and
transnational mechanisms deployed by the Bashir regime to run feminist
activists and institutions to the ground. In the Sudanese case, the reach
of the state can be seen in the fear that activists who fled the country still
feel given the broader family networks who still navigate life in Sudan. We
observe the carefully designed strategy by the Bashir government to decimate feminist activism through various surveillance technologies such as
punitive laws targeting women’s dressing and movement, legislation that
curtailed organising and cancelling the registration of civil society groups.
To understand what it means to reclaim space for progressive women’s
rights demands in a post-Bashir environment requires a recognition of the
history of subversive action by radical feminist voices and the systematic
effort by the state to silence these voices.
A fourth lesson illuminated in the chapters by Tofa, Rukato and
Hajayandi is the absence of a political strategy. Hajayandi’s chapter on
Burundi asks us to consider whether election boycotts as a political strategy serve the purpose of enlarging democratic space or simply enable
authoritarian regimes to run roughshod over the populace. The Burundian example mirrors similar examples across Africa such as opposition
candidate Raila Odinga’s refusal to participate in the re-run of the Kenyan
presidential elections in 2017 and a similar action by Morgan Tsvangirai
in the 2008 run-off in Zimbabwe leading to an unchanging status quo.
Hajayandi invites us to consider whether a political strategy that does not
achieve its objectives of delaying and/or rewriting the terms of political
engagement is a sound strategy. The issue of ineffective strategies is also
observed in citizen—largely youth—driven protests. Citizen led protests
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as shown by this book are brought together by shared concerns such as
high levels of corruption, unemployment, high cost of living and general economic impoverishment. However, the characterisation of people
led movements as “leaderless” has left them open to being usurped by
the military, incumbents when opposition parties boycott elections or the
old guard embedded in the state. While youthful protestors have been
clear about what is wrong, which is often epitomised by the type of leadership that characterised old regimes, these movements are not designed
as vehicles for transforming and taking power. In the end, frustration,
willingness to act and the numerical might of youth is exploited to get a
recycled political class into power. From the coup not coup in Zimbabwe
and Egypt to the opposition boycott in Burundi, the gains from the street
or non-institutional sites of dissent are lost once there is a change of guard
and the cycles of punitive violence continue. While it is important to know
what one is against, the failure to build a clear political project around
what one wants to see explains why citizen led protests do not turn the
removal of a president into long term political transformation that centres
their demands.
The fifth lesson is about claiming victories. It is easy in a book that
problematises resistance to feminist visions of freedom and violence to
end with a sense of despair. This despair is shaped in part by how deeply
entrenched patriarchy is and its intransigence. However, to give in to
despair would ignore the labour of feminist dissenters and the shifts in
debates and public discourses that have emerged because feminists dared
to organise. I return to the Black Lives Matter Healing in Action toolkit
that asks how we can draw energy from naming and developing visions
rather than our wounds, to illustrate that the contributions in this book
tell us something about feminist dissent and emancipatory futures. The
first vision of an emancipatory future is one in which women and nonbinary people say that their presence and voice is not negotiable. It is easy
to view visibility and direct action by women as a goal that should not be
lauded in 2020 yet in a global environment characterised by an increase
in anti-gender rhetoric (see Corredor 2019) this presence cannot be dismissed. The second emancipatory vision lies in the connections that are
made across physical spaces within the country and across state borders to
build transnational virtual communities of action. These virtual communities of action have been an essential lifeline for feminists that mobilise both
intellectual and financial resources towards a time-bound campaign. The
third and final emancipatory vision is connected to voice and discursive

230

CONCLUSION

space. If as is argued by Rane and Salem (2012) and Lumsden and Morgan (2017) that the digital sphere is a site of gender violence, then the
insistence by feminists on taking back that space says something about
the resilience of feminist activists and the fear that is generated by feminist discourses produced in that space. That “toxic feminist” has become
a catch phrase is indicative of the expansion of feminist discourses in the
public sphere and therefore a concerted challenge to patriarchy. Feminist action is challenging the status quo in ways that are destabilising for
those who hold onto the little enclaves of patriarchal power. There is a
generational claim that I want make in relation to this “success”. Younger
feminists are leading the charge boldly by speaking up, stepping forward
and claiming space. Fallist feminists in South Africa illustrate what happens when passionate activism is linked to conceptual analysis. Strategies
become more complex and the analysis about the root causes of the problems become more robust and grounded in histories of knowledge production and activism. I end this book with an invitation to draw energy
from our victories as a pathway to developing feminist visions if you end
this book and ask what do we do?
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