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This July marked the 31st anniversary of the Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA), the landmark civil rights law that 
prohibits discrimination against individuals with disabilities 
in all areas of public life. With a year marked by an ongoing 
international health crisis and the popularity of documentaries 
like CRIP CAMP, we are reminded of the tireless efforts of 
activists within the disability rights movement. CHIME Zine 
speaks with Judy Heumann, Andraéa LaVant and Chella Man 
about their intersecting identities as disabled people, what 
others can learn from the disability rights movement, lessons 
from the 1995 UN Fourth World Conference on Women, and more.

CHIME ZINE: When you hear the topic “gender and the disability 
movement,” what’s the first thing that comes to your mind? 
What do you want to discuss or what are the biggest issues 
as they pertain to gender in the disability movement today?

JUDY HEUMANN: I’ll go first; no right or wrong answer. But 
when I think about gender, I think first about how difficult it 
can be as disabled people to really come forward and be our 
true selves. So frequently people don’t see us completely 
and people think that we’re asexual or that we don’t have the 
same interests as other people. So, it feels to me in many ways 
that how we present ourselves as disabled people within the 
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disability community may be different than how we feel when we 
present ourselves in a significantly non-disabled community.

ANDRAÉA LAVANT: I often think about what we talk about in terms 
of intersectionality in general and identity overall. And when we 
enter a space, the wholeness of who we are and how that impacts 
our experiences. And for me as someone who identifies as a 
disabled Black woman, I’ve been asked if there’s a hierarchy of 
sorts—’Would you consider yourself more Black? More disabled?’
It’s like, you can’t separate any of that because it all informs 
how I experience the world. And aiming to pull one out—it’s 
impossible. And yet I feel like that’s often what we’re asked 
to do, right? To be disabled in one space and be a woman 
in another space, or whatever gender identity in one space, 
and be Black in another, and it’s impossible to do so, even 
though that’s what it often feels like the world is asking 
us to do, to represent only one aspect of who we are.
And then I think about some of the actual issues that we 
experience as disabled women in terms of reproductive rights, 
in terms of just accessing healthcare in general, getting 
on a table at the doctor’s office. I mean, there are so many 
issues around both equity and equality when it comes to 
what I experience. But again, it’s just the totality of who I am.

CHELLA MAN: I agree a lot with everything both of you 
just said, that all of the identities are inextricable from one 
another. But I agree that this is a very broad question. The 
first thing that came to mind was that as a femme person, 
it’s so much harder to be diagnosed with disabilities and 
that’s so notoriously known. I mean, with many different 
disabilities, but especially on the autism spectrum.
And there’s been a lot more dialogue about that recently, how 
the numbers of autism among femme people are so much 
less than in masculine people. When in reality, people just 
weren’t taking femme people seriously and that’s across the 
board with many different disabilities. So there definitely 
are intersections and overlaps of systemic oppression, and 
to be a femme person or a non-binary person, and to be 
disabled, you’re definitely fighting more battles than others.

JUDY: I also think one of the important aspects here is helping 
people who have disabilities be able to meet other disabled people 
who are experiencing the issues that we’re discussing. I think 
one of the reasons why, Chella, you are so important is that you 
have ventured into being a truly authentic person. And I think that 
authenticity and willingness to be who you are is something that is 
very important for other transgender people, but not just for that.
I think when Andraéa speaks about herself as a Black, disabled 
woman, and I speak about myself as a Jewish, disabled 
woman, and we can throw those terms around, we look at 
these components of ourselves as a whole. But as Andraéa was 
also saying, so many people don’t, and we, all three of us and 
everyone else reading this, ultimately wants to be able to bring 
our whole self to the table. But we really need to be able to 



have true discussions about what prevents us from doing that.
And what are we doing in our different communities to really speak 
to women, speak to Jews, speak to Black people, speak to whoever 
else, about what we experience that makes us feel separate and 
unequal and what we need to be doing as communities to address 
that. And so I think these types of questions, which are unusual, 
I think are also really important. Andraéa also raised another 
issue about the whole issue of women needing medical exams.
And if you’re a wheelchair user, or if you’re deaf or you’re 
blind, or you have an intellectual disability or speech disability, 
whatever it may be, they’re all these additional barriers that 
people may face. And so just having this discussion, I think 
is really important to allow people to see that they’re not 
alone and that there are still barriers to overcome and how 
as a community we can help each other move forward.

CHIME: Judy and Andraéa, we listened to your podcast 
episode that you did together, where Judy was talking 
about how proud you are of Andraéa’s work saying, 
“I’m actually still proud of the work you’re doing, because 
I think overall in the disability movement, while we’re 
continuing to really work and expanding the movement 
to reflect our diversity, we’re really doing it, in my mind, 
in a way that’s different than many other movements 
because we cut across everything. I really hope that 
some of the outcome of our work is that the organizations 
that are not disability-focused recognize they need to 
be including disability, disabled folks in their work.”
And so our question is what can other movements learn from 
the disability movement? And in particular, the queer and 
feminist or queer women’s movements, just because those 
are uniquely gender-focused, even more so than others.

JUDY: I think what other movements can learn is how difficult 
it is to have these discussions and how we’re really, in many 
ways, in uncharted water. We have in the last number of years 
recognized that we, I mean, I can speak for myself now, grew 
up in certain stove pipes that really weren’t representative 
of the disability community. We’ve had to learn a lot—racial 
diversity, sexual orientation diversity—but most significantly 
through meeting people with many different types of disabilities.
When I was younger, I really didn’t know people who identified 
as having depression or anxiety or bipolar. And I knew very few 
people who were deaf or hard of hearing and very few people who 
were blind or low vision and very few people who had intellectual 
disabilities as well as people with many other types of disabilities.
So partly I knew that the absence of these different groups 
was a problem for being able to really help support and 
develop a truly broad disability rights movement. In the 
earlier years setting up cross-disability organizations was 
a big deal because the groups had never worked together.
And then bringing in racial diversity in a meaningful way 
within each of those communities, because each one of our 
communities is, and by that I mean particular labels of disabled 



people, have been going through changes. And the movement 
itself really is very much looking at the need for us to all come 
together. And I think what we offer other communities is not 
that we’ve done it, not that we’ve done it perfectly at all, but I 
think that we really do have a sincere commitment to wanting to 
continue to grow our movement. And the only way our movement 
can really grow is if it genuinely looks at who was in and who 
was out, and what we need to do to make those changes.

ANDRAÉA: I agree. I think that again, it’s the acknowledgement 
of the intersections and recognizing that within all of the other 
movements—we’re there, whether it’s spoken of or not. And 
so I think what is important to implement or consider is the 
opportunities to be proactive when it comes to engagement, 
rather than being reactive in terms of inclusion, engagement, 
belonging, whatever the buzzword is at the time. Disability, 
historically, even when considered, is often an afterthought.
And so I think that for gender-focused movements and 
otherwise, one of the things that we are aiming to practice is 
considering what access looks like from the very beginning 
before somebody has to request an interpreter or say that they 
need CART [Communication Access Realtime Translation], 
so that people feel like they are meant to be there, they’re 
supposed to be there, that they’re welcomed there without 
having to basically make themselves so blatantly known.
Like I said, I think we, even in the work that we are doing 
from a consulting perspective, even in disability spaces, 
we are encouraging that. And so that’s something that I 
think other movements really should be focusing on as well. 
It’s that proactive approach to inclusion and engagement.

CHELLA: I think both of those answers are so beautiful. And it’s 
unfortunate that I feel like disability is always the afterthought, 
especially as it is the largest minority that makes up 15% of the world 
population. And I believe if the continuum of disability was truly 
acknowledged, I feel like it’d be 50% of the population, or more to be 
honest. But there’s so much to learn from the disability movement.
I mean, there have been so many incredible milestones like the 
Capitol Crawl, everyone should look into that. When I learned 
about that I wished it was taught in history because it is my history. 
The resilience that disabled individuals have is outstanding. And 
the fact that our world isn’t built for us in so many different ways 
and in so many different forums, we, as disabled individuals 
are confronted on a daily basis with triggers of ways things 
aren’t functional in our advantage, to make things easier for us.
And I believe that because of this, all disabled people have to 
make peace with anger, frustration, and rage at a very young 
age– well, depending on when you get your disability—for 
me at a very young age—and understand how to set specific 
drastic feelings aside when you want to create a movement 
and use your voice in an intelligent way, that will actually 
further the movement rather than just rage. And rage is 
very valid and it’s totally important to fuel movement, right?



JUDY: I think that our movement itself has so much further to 
go because the vast majority of disabled people, in my view, 
are not a part of the movement. They may be spectators, 
they may be looking in more and seeing the value, but I think 
right now, the environment that we live in is slowly changing 
so that some people, for example with invisible disabilities, 
may be thinking about dipping their toe in the water and 
even talking about the fact that they have a disability.
But if we really over time can harness the breadth of who 
we are and allow people to understand that disability is a 
normal part of life and that it is valuable for people to be 
preparing for their future, right? So preparing for their future 
may well mean as you get older that you may experience 
hearing loss or memory loss or anxiety or other forms of 
disabilities that people frequently don’t want to look at.
For example, when our community is building new housing, 
we’re able to say “well, I may not need accessible housing 
today, but I have a friend or I may someday need it”, 
instead of so strongly putting it off. And I think really 
other movements embracing the fact that disability is in 
all of the communities that we live in or live around, that 
it will strengthen their movements also to be able to bring 
disabled individuals from these various communities. I 
think it’s very complex. But I do think that we’re trying to do 
this in a way that other communities have not been doing.

CHIME:  In the same podcast conversation you spoke about 
Stacey Park Milbern, and we wanted to bring her and her 
important work into this room. On the episode, Andraéa said 
Stacey really centered those that are most marginalized within 
the disability community. Can you explain a little bit about 
what you mean by that? How can we continue her work and 
ensure that we’re centering the most marginalized voices? 

ANDRAÉA: Thank you for asking that. So indeed, Stacey 
Park Milbern was known as one of the curators of the 
framework around disability justice, which is really about 
centering those of us that represent multiple marginalized 
identities even within disability. So we think about disabled 
people of color here, trans folks and Indigenous, and 
others who would be considered the most impacted by 
oppression and specifically multiple forms of oppression.
And that’s really what it’s about; the understanding that when 
I think about the evolution of disability and the work that’s 
being done, when I think about what equality means, which 
is that everybody essentially needs the same things, right? 
And then equity is kind of saying we all need different things, 
but justice is the acknowledgement that even the systems 
that are created were never created for us in the first place.
And so it’s even about really the understanding that—and 
there’s 10 principles, and we won’t go into all of this disability 
justice—but it’s things like interdependence and the 
intersectional aspects, it’s about even looking at capitalism 
or in this case anti-capitalism and just knowing that the world 





was not, and society, wasn’t built for us. And so what Stacey 
really focused on is that—how do we as a community even 
meet one another’s needs, and how do we center those of 
us who are often left out of these important conversations?
And so the work that we did together specifically on 
Crip Camp was around making sure that even within 
disability there are certain conversations that are heard - 
conversations about our experiences as disabled people of 
color, as queer folks. And so that’s what we did together. We 
had hard conversations, things like thinking about trauma-
informed care and how that looks within our communities.

JUDY: I think one of the beautiful parts about Stacey is she 
brought her whole self forward and she felt proud of who she 
was. And she took our experiences and brought them to the 
forefront by bringing other people who had similar thoughts 
to her to come together and again, to explain the movement. 
And when she and Andraéa began to work together on the 
campaign around Crip Camp, you could really see how they 
created something that was quite new, quite unique, and really 
in a very short period of time exploded by changing the horizon.
It brought so many new people forward both within the 
U.S. and around the world. And I think the diversity of the 
discussions that were happening with a Crip Summer Camp 
those 16 weeks, we really intended not only to empower 
disabled individuals, but to also help explode around myths 
because we were learning about other people. I really need 
to underscore over and over again that we don’t know each 
other, one person to another, we don’t know each other from 
community to community. And I think there was a richness in 
what Stacey was doing in Oakland, and that combination of 
Stacey and Andraéa who very similar, but very different, I think 
really has created something that’s quite unique and beautiful.

CHELLA: I feel like there’s not even much to add, you both 
summed it up so beautifully. What essentially I feel like is 
being touched upon is collective liberation, the idea to uplift 
the people most impacted by systemic oppression. And the 
way to do that is typically to find people through the labels 
of identity that they possess, which is incredibly powerful, 
and I think we need to continue to do across the board.
But at the same time, it’s very important to have a balance with 
those labels and make sure that it doesn’t become tokenization, 
and to see the person or the individuals who have these labels 
as well. And I would just like to emphasize that as important 
as identifying and bringing up trans disabled, queer and 
BIPOC individuals, it’s really important that we don’t forget 
who they are as well behind all of the labels they possess.

JUDY: I think it’s also important to recognize that in my view, 
there are no political structures that have ever accepted disabled 
people as meaningful parts of the community. And that I think is 
something that we’re involved in trying to create the visibility of who 
we are and the inclusion of our voices. And I think really helping 



people learn about ways that movements have evolved in different 
countries and what has occurred to allow people to feel empowered 
and respected and gain control in our country and countries 
around the world where we’ve all been typically so marginalized.
A whole other area where we need to be doing, in my mind, more 
work is with disabled veterans and allowing societies to see the 
benefits that disabled veterans get, which they are deserving 
of, but civilians are also deserving of those benefits. So I think 
we have a lot further to go, and opportunities to do a lot more.

CHIME: We have the intersections of many identities in 
this conversation. Would it be possible for you to talk a bit 
more about your intersectional identities and how that has 
impacted your role and experience in the disability movement?

CHELLA: I touched upon this briefly when I was speaking 
about the acknowledgment and perseverance and resilience 
that I had to learn on a daily basis when being confronted 
with people who didn’t understand me being deaf, me being 
deaf stereotypically, and not understanding what to do 
because disability education is unfortunately not taught.
So it was a combination of learning how to deal with 
discrimination across the board of being trans, being confronted 
in the bathrooms in elementary school at such a young age, 
being the only non-white person in my class and growing 
up for so much of my life. And then of course also being 
disabled around so many non-disabled individuals, there was 
a level of self-worth understanding that I had to deal with.
I did a lot of explorations within myself about shame and learning 
the burden complex and understanding that I am worth everything 
for just simply being, and that other people’s ignorance is not 
necessarily out of malicious intention, it’s that they don’t know. And 
the step towards a better world can be education and educating 
in a way that is accessible and inclusive across the board of so 
many things: disability, race, gender, sexuality, it’s all possible.
And being disabled is just one component of that. Like Andraéa 
was saying, all of who you are is inextricable from every 
other identity you encompass. And that could be disability 
and race and sexuality and all the things, but also just who 
you are, like if you’re a goofy person, if you are angry, I don’t 
know. There are so many facets of identity and you can’t 
take one component out because it all forms who you are.

JUDY: For me, my parents—I’m first generation—my parents 
were sent out of Germany in the ‘30s and we lost a lot of 
our family. And so being Jewish was a big part of our life 
because all of our family were survivors, but disability was 
really seen as something to feel badly about, a shame. And 
so being able within the Jewish community over decades 
to really begin to allow people to understand how we were 
being marginalized, even when there were efforts to include, 
how those efforts were still not completely inclusive.
And really being able to have more in-depth discussions that 
take place over many years and being able to somewhat be 



able to measure how we [live] as disabled Jews, disabled 
Jews of color, disabled Jews of color from the LGBTQ 
community. I think one of the interesting things that’s going 
on now in the Jewish community is that there are more 
discussions going on regarding who are the marginalized 
populations within the Jewish community and these 
different communities that are setting up, and then how 
these communities are also beginning to work together.
So in some way, I think there are some opportunities for 
intersectionality to be occurring within different groups. 
I’m right now just talking about Jewish people, but I know 
that for those of us who are engaged in religious activities 
there’s a very similar background that we all experience 
about being marginalized, even when people feel like 
we’re not, whether or not the doors are really open for 
people really to be included. I think we’re still struggling 
with that, but at least the discussion is on the table.

ANDRAÉA: Yes, I talk a lot about the intersection of Blackness 
with being a disabled woman, and yet even within Blackness, 
I think a lot about my experience within the Black church, for 
example. So talking about faith communities, and in general, 
what I’m grateful for is that we’re now, I think for the first time 
in the past probably year and a half with the kind of rise around 
the racial injustice and with COVID and the opportunity to have 
certain conversations, even when we’re talking to employers 
about working from home and things like that, it felt like 
the first time in my life where I could bring, or at least bring 
up all of this in one space, like my intersectional identities.
Do I think we’ve gotten to a solution yet? In most ways, no, but 
I’m grateful that we are starting to have these conversations. 
And I know for myself I’m always saying that my experience as 
a Black disabled woman is not the same as a white disabled 
male, it’s also not the same as a queer person of color who’s 
disabled, they’re just not. [And so I think it’s important to 
have] more voices in the room, but even still in these spaces 
that are, for example, meant for certain aspects of identities.
Places where they work on social justice issues or in this 
case, when we’re talking about gender, again, social justice 
spaces, oftentimes it’s like they’re so focused on that one 
issue or the one identity that I know that I’ve experienced so 
much being dismissed because it’s like we’re working hard 
enough to try to resolve all of the oppression, the racism 
that we experienced or the sexism that we experienced, 
or whatever that is, that heaven forbid they be open to the 
consideration that people within those spaces are actually 
experiencing multiple forms of oppression at the same time.
And so it’s really my hope as we continue to have conversations 
like these we see more change happening because people 
are acknowledging that there’s more that needs to be done to 
ensure that all of our needs and experiences are considered.

JUDY: One thing I feel is really important about this 
discussion is that the term intersectionality allows people 



to see that more and more people do see themselves and 
the different parts that make us a whole, and the ability to 
tell these stories about who we see ourselves as being, 
and where we feel we’re being denied, and how we feel 
that denial or discrimination is adversely affecting our 
ability to bring our whole self and to have discussions 
on what it means to be able to bring one whole self. 
And this is not a discussion that only relates to disability. It’s 
all across the board with many marginalized communities. So 
I think the ability to have discussions about what the issues are, 
how to have these discussions, how to learn from each other 
and move forward are really valuable for setting an example.

CHIME: Our final question is for Judy – in 1995 the UN held 
the Fourth World Conference on Women. And a few years 
after that conference, you spoke about the conference saying 
“The most profound significance of this Forum is that it signals 
that the issues of disabled women are truly integrated into 
the Platform for Action of the Fourth World Conference on 
Women - the main product of the 1995 Beijing Conference...
Being included prominently in the Beijing Platform for Action 
is a significant victory, but we all know that it will remain just 
a paper victory unless we work every day to make the words 
come alive and to make the goal of full equality come nearer.”
To mark the 25th anniversary of the conference, the UN hosted 
the Generation Equality Forum and our most recent issue of 
the Zine was dedicated to the forum. Could you reflect on 25 
years after Beijing and the impact of The Beijing Platform for 
Action? Was this a turning point for disabled women and people 
who experience gender-based violence who are disabled?

JUDY: I guess it depends on how many degrees we’re 
turning. And by that, I mean did we do a full circle so 
that we’ve ameliorated all the forms of discrimination? 
Absolutely not. But I think the conference in Beijing 
and the subsequent conference 25 years later really has 
shown not only the growth of the women’s community 
around the world, but how disabled girls and women 
still are facing such significant discrimination.
I would say now it is not uncommon for people to 
acknowledge things like violence against disabled girls 
and women. Statistically, there are more disabled girls and 
women and boys and men with disabilities who experience 
sexual assault as an example. And prosecution against 
perpetrators is still something that is not happening in 
many countries even against perpetrators of non-disabled 
women, but it’s certainly worse for people with disabilities 
because we’re considered not to be credible witnesses.
Even if you have a physical disability, if you’re blind or 
you’re deaf, or you have an intellectual disability, then you 
are much more highly discredited. So these discussions are 
more prominent, they’re happening in more communities. 
I think you can go to almost any country now and whether 
or not it’s a public discussion or not, you can sit down 



with disabled women and talk about these issues and talk 
about the changes that people are trying to bring about.
I think another issue is that when we talk about what we 
can offer as a disability community, one of the points 
that I think is very important is that non-disabled girls 
and women who experience sexual assault or other 
forms of violence are also much more likely to acquire 
a temporary or permanent disability. And so when the 
women’s community fails to acknowledge these issues, 
it’s also leaving behind a significant part of the population 
that they should in fact be including because we’re 
women and we shouldn’t be cast out because we have 
disabilities. And I think, again, we’re seeing more of this 
happening, but not at all to the degree that it needs to be.

CHIME: Before we go we are eager to open the 
space to anything else you might l ike to say.

CHELLA: I feel really honored to be asked to be here 
alongside both Judy and Andraéa, because I really truly 
did not have a lot of disability representation for so much 
of my life and I’m just now finding people I don’t have to 
explain myself to in that way. So I really appreciate knowing 
you both and want to deeply thank you for all the work 
that you’ve done, because I know that it’s impacted my 
life, even when I was seven years old, having the ADA, 
I don’t know where I would be otherwise, so thank you. 

JUDY: And I want to say that I hope what people take away from 
this conversation is, what do they need to change in their own 
lives? What do they need to do either as a disabled person to 
potentially become more engaged or as a non-disabled person to 
listen to what we’ve been saying, look at how you can continue to 
make a difference in advancing the inclusion of disabled people.

ANDRAÉA: What I’m appreciating so much about even 
who is represented here and what we represent, not just 
in how we look and not just the identity of disability, 
but it’s really representative of the fact that across 
the spectrum, in terms of the work that we do, of the 
places that we are, the fact that disability is literally 
everywhere, where we see Chella and where we see Judy, 
and where we’re seeing Judy from a policy perspective 
all over the world, impacting our systems and our world.
There’s so much here in this space and this is just proving that 
we really are everywhere and that there’s so much opportunity 
to ensure that our perspectives, our expertise, really impacts 
the world and in the best of ways. So I’m grateful. Thank you.

This conversation has been edited for clarity
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Even though I am born Palestinian, I came into consciousness 
first as a young girl in a patriarchal world. It is through 
the feminist lens of patriarchy that I actually understand 
Palestine and the misallocation of power as social constructs 
in the same way that our gender identities are constructed. 
Both are arbitrary but presented to us as somehow natural.

I came into that consciousness as a first generation 
Palestinian-American and the second child of four children—
all boys. In our home, the boys got all the privileges. They 
could play basketball as much as they wanted. They could 
see their friends as much as they wanted. They were outside 
as much as they wanted. They didn’t have to help Mama 
maintain the household, do any chores, laundry, or cleaning. 
I began to question this maldistribution of responsibility 
and privilege, and the answer I got was wholly unsatisfying; 
I was basically told that God created us this way.

Somehow, by virtue of being born a girl I was going to 
have a greater inclination for washing dishes? Somehow 
my hands moved while cleaning in a kind of way that my 
brothers could not acquire, that nature had something to 
do with it? I wasn’t having any of it. My first protest was a 
protest at home. I literally turned over a broom and started 
to march around the house saying, “Hell no, I won’t clean,” 
at which point my mom started throwing all her slippers 
at me to get me back to work. But I maintained my protest 
and I took a tremendous amount of punishment for it until 
my brothers were assigned chores as well. It would be a 
while before I got to enjoy being outdoors as much as them.

When I was fourteen I got to go to Palestine with my great uncle 
and aunt. I was eager to travel to Palestine where concern 
about a “dangerous foreign society” was less pronounced 
and where I thought I would be able to be out and about with 
greater ease. Though I was searching for a different kind of 
home as a young girl, what I found was another wound and 
battlefield. It was my second visit to Palestine – the first 
was at age seven – and I began noticing a lot of things, like 
when we were pulled out of line to be thoroughly searched, 
bag by bag, and interrogated for hours upon landing at Ben 
Gurion airport. I later learned that unlike much of my family 
in Abu Dis and Jericho, I have a blue American passport 
so I could do things other family members could not. I 
travelled to Jerusalem, to Haifa, and in doing so I crossed 
over into a different universe from the rest of the West Bank.
 
I understood that I was being surveilled. I understood that 
I was being securitized. I understood that the economic 
under-development we experienced wasn’t natural. I 
understood that as Palestinians, we were being told a 
story of our own inferiority. It was an attempt to also add 
God into that narrative about who this land belonged to, 



and who belongs to the land, relegating Palestinians to 
racial inferiority, to subordination, and to this idea that 
that condition was somehow natural, and thus should 
be accepted. Resistance to that was then the problem as 
opposed to the natural structure itself. I looked at that 
and I was like, “Hell, no.” The same way I said “Hell no, I 
won’t clean.” There’s no way any of this is natural. There’s 
no way any of this injustice and unfairness is acceptable.

As an analytical framework, feminism’s interrogation of 
male supremacy and of the construction of gender is a tool 
to deconstruct the naturalization of those inequalities and 
those narratives that try to make oppression both historic 
and also inevitable. Even as a young girl who didn’t know the 
word “feminism,” it was that framework, and that visceral 
experience, that enabled me to understand Palestine.
 
It is for this reason, and many others, that I am unable to 
separate my identities of Palestinian and woman – although 
I am asked to often. Palestinian women are constantly told, 
especially in “feminist spaces,” that we need to overcome 
our differences to work together in achieving gender equality. 
Most often, that struggle frames Palestinian men as the 
primary culprit in our lives in ways that completely obscure 
the racial and militarized structures that organize our lives.
  
It is precisely this shortsighted desire to advocate for 
women’s liberation outside of the context in which gender is 
constructed that has produced multiple waves of feminism. 
There is a feminism that has completely defined their 
struggle as one fully about bodily integrity, and solely about 
our being able to escape from the control, and domination 
of men. I completely agree that this is incontrovertible 
and is more or less a universal experience that we share. 
Now what happens in that framework, however, is that the 
distinctions among different societies and among different 
women with varying social-political coordinates, gets 
erased. These distinctions shape varying levels of precarity, 
which also defines distinct interests among women.

Even thinking about women in the United States living in 
the same city will have different interests. So, for example, 
a woman who is enduring a situation of domestic violence 
will react differently to that situation if she happens to be 
white versus Black versus Indigenous versus Arab. If you 
are Indigenous, you may not want U.S. law enforcement to 
intervene in a way that continues to supersede Indigenous 
sovereignties over ways of rehabilitation and ways of life 
that might define how Native communities stay whole—
there’s a completely different value system. If you’re 
Black, the police are literally the enemy. Why would you 
invite them into your home when they already assume 
that the greatest threat to you is not a racist system, but 



Black men, in a way that absolves them of responsibility.

If you’re Arab or Muslim enduring domestic violence, you 
don’t want to invite the state to intervene because now 
claims of terrorism are being thrown at you. To be able to 
escape these conditions, you need support, you need some 
sort of a way out. But instead what you’ve unintentionally 
invited is greater policing, is greater criminalization, 
is a risk to your entire family. If you’re an immigrant of 
any sort, you’re literally inviting possible deportation.

I’m just speaking to the most practical scale of limitations 
of thinking about women as a universal category that fails 
to take into account those very things that differentiate us, 
and exacerbate our vulnerability, and our marginalization. 
It’s not just our womanhood, it’s our womanhood 
together with colonial, racial, and economic structures.

That is why I am not in solidarity with someone based on a 
shared identity. I am not in solidarity with people because they 
are like me. I am in solidarity with people who have a common 
vision for what we think is a just future for all. There is this 
difficult balance to strike when asking myself, what is the value 
of identity politics, and what are the limits of those politics?
 
On the one hand, I completely applaud spaces that are, for 
example, women only, or Black only, or Palestinian only. I 
completely understand the need to be in a safe community 
amongst ourselves. So I don’t throw out the baby with the 
bath water as if identity politics are so terrible that there’s 
no value in them. But we have to be completely mindful of 
what those limits are all the time. All societies are arranged 
into layers based on not only identity. That might be our 
lowest common denominator but it should not be our ceiling.

Like as a Palestinian, our lowest common denominator is who 
is oppressing us. We have a common adversary regardless 
of where we fit and are stratified in society. But that doesn’t 
negate our place in society economically. It doesn’t negate 
our stratification in terms of gender. It doesn’t negate our 
stratification when it comes to race, and racialization even 
among us. So that stratification will put me at odds with 
those among us who don’t acknowledge those inequalities.
 
Obviously, I care about them too, but I’m most interested 
in those who are most marginalized in our community, 
who are not as privileged. I really don’t care if you’re a 
Palestinian when you’re also a homophobe. I really don’t 
care if you’re Palestinian and you’re anti-Black. I really 
don’t care if you’re a Palestinian and you are committed 
to neoliberalism. That does not put us hand-in-hand for a 
shared future. That may actually put us at odds if those 
reactionary commitments are intractable. So, even though 



I recognize that which connects us, it is politics that will 
then guide me and also define who, in fact, my community 
is, and who I’m fighting with, and what I am fighting for.

The limits of simplistic identity politics are most apparent 
when they are used as tools by our oppressors to negate 
us, to shut us down. I’m often told “you shouldn’t advocate 
for Palestine because Hamas won’t allow a young, liberal 
woman to speak out the way you do,” and basically tell 
them: Look, I’m not unaware of our own internal struggles. 
But two things: one, your concern for me seems quite 
disingenuous in light of your support of debilitating 
conditions limiting the possibilities of life in Gaza – including 
the land siege, naval blockade, and systemic wars. Two, I 
also know that the current scope of Palestinian society is 
not disconnected from the way that one hundred years of 
settler colonialism has produced our lived realities. Has 
destroyed access to our public space. Has disemboweled 
our governmental structures. Has made the public less 
accessible to women because of how dangerous it is. All 
those things are reproducing these structures. Ultimately, 
you can’t save me – only I can save myself. What you can 
and must do is stop being part of the problem. My salvation 
is within my own hands, you just have to get out of the way.



ON THE DIVIDE

ON THE DIVIDE is a documentary film that follows the story 
of three Latinx people living in McAllen, Texas, who, despite 
their views, are connected by the most unexpected of places: 
the last abortion clinic on the U.S./Mexico border. Rey is a 
devoted Catholic and security guard at the clinic where he 
protects women from protesters as they enter the clinic. 
Mercedes initially went to the clinic to have an abortion, but 
was stopped outside by a protester who ultimately convinced 
her to carry the pregnancy to term. She later became a 
heavy anti-abortion advocate and worked for a local Crisis 
Pregnancy Center, a type of facility that works to convince 
women to carry out their pregnancies through the use of 
religious tactics, shame tactics, and misinformation. Denisse, 
an escort at the abortion clinic, protects patients as they walk 
from their cars to the clinic from the verbal and occasionally 
physical attacks of protesters. While she’s never had an 
abortion herself due to her personal beliefs, she strongly 
supports other women’s right to choose for themselves. 
Below the film’s directors Maya Cueva and Leah Galant 
speak with Paxton Smith, an 18-year old Texan activist 
who made global headlines when in June 2021 she made a 
last minute change to her valedictorian speech at her high 
school graduation, using the platform to speak out about 
Texas’s newest abortion ban, SB8, which eventually went 



into effect in early September. The law prevents patients 
from getting an abortion as early as 6 weeks into pregnancy 
and also allows private citizens to sue abortion doctors or 
others involved in helping patients receive an abortion after 6 
weeks. It is one of the most restrictive abortion laws to date. 

PAXTON: In the beginning of the film, we see protesters outside 
the abortion clinic, we see the start of a crisis pregnancy 
center, and a woman whose life is seemingly changed for 
the better with that center’s help. She becomes a very 
outspoken pro-life supporter. We also see the perspective 
of a clinic escort and a security guard who protect the 
patients receiving abortions from the relentless verbal and 
emotional abuse that the protesters spout on them. What 
made you choose to cover such polar opposites in your film?

LEAH: We really did want to make a film on reproductive 
justice, health and abortion that we had not seen before. Being 
able to share complicated people and nuanced perspectives, 
we were looking outside the dichotomy that you often see 
when thinking about pro-life and pro-choice. The reality is 
a lot of people are more complicated than those two labels.

P A X T O N :  W h a t  w a s  t h e  m o s t  s u r p r i s i n g 
t h i n g  y o u  d i s c o v e r e d  i n  m a k i n g  t h i s  f i l m ? 

MAYA: There’s just a huge distrust around the mainstream 
media, particularly in this area, and for good reason. There 
are so many outsiders who come in, reporters searching for a 
certain narrative… wanting to represent McAllen, and the [Rio 
Grande] Valley as this poor Brown Latinx community with no 
resources, and it’s as if they don’t have a voice of their own at 
all… so I think that really shifted the way we told the story and the 
way that we interacted with everyone in the community, because 
we wanted to make sure that they were very much a part of this 
narrative, and it wasn’t just us creating what the story was. 

PAXTON:  In the film, you show that some of the heaviest 
backers of the anti-abortion movement are Catholic, 
while some of the strongest supporters of the pro-choice 
movement are also Catholic. Both perspectives use religion 
as a backbone, or at least a supporting measure, for their 
approach to abortion. Can you speak a little bit about that? 

LEAH: It’s just an interesting concept to think about faith and 
its role here with abortion because we also want to challenge 
the idea that just because you’re religious you’re anti-abortion, 
and just because you’re not religious you’re pro-choice. We’re 
trying to disrupt that by showing very complicated people like 
Rey, who is very embedded in his faith but can’t go to his church 
because he’s been kicked out even though he’s still a practicing 
Catholic. And so I think we’re basically showing that those 
two don’t have to be mutually exclusive. Hopefully people will 



see that religion has been used as a tool to divide, but there is 
plenty of space within religion where it can be used to unite.

PAXTON: One of the unwavering minds in the film was an 
escort for patients who needed abortions. She never once got 
an abortion. She had kids past the point of what she could 
handle financially. When she found out she was pregnant 
again, she said “I remember thinking that I should have an 
abortion but A) I couldn’t afford it, and B) I just could not 
get the courage to do so.” What did you make of this? 

LEAH: Maya and I were both really drawn to her perspective 
because again, it’s something that you don’t necessarily 
hear. I think a lot of people might be able to resonate with 
Denisse because they may not personally want to have 
an abortion themselves, but may still be pro-choice. 

PAXTON: A lot of people say that if a person doesn’t have a 
uterus then they don’t have a say in the issue of abortion. 
In this documentary, however, Rey, a man, has a very large 
role. Why did you choose to include his perspective?

MAYA: We had never met someone who had really changed their 
views around abortion. He is a religious man who ultimately 
started working at the clinic and then felt like it was his purpose 
to do this work. We felt his voice was so important to include 
in this film because his perspective could maybe reach a lot of 
people who wouldn’t think that they have a stake in this issue 
around reproductive health and restrictive abortion access.

PAXTON: Y’all often say “what is choice if you don’t 
have any options?” Could you elaborate on that? 

LEAH: I think everybody likes to think about abortion 
through those two lenses: pro-life or pro-choice. But 
if you dig a little bit deeper, especially in a region like 
McAllen, and you follow the people in our film, you’ll 
see that actually they don’t have many choices to make.

MAYA: If this clinic were to close, people would have to travel 
over 250 miles to get to the nearest clinic. In this region in 
particular, there’s a multitude of intersectional issues at play 
because if someone is undocumented, then they have to risk 
deportation checkpoints, and then they’re risking deportation 
to try to get to the nearest clinic. Many people also don’t 
even have access to doctors around the region and access to 
other forms of reproductive healthcare – birth control, Plan 
B – it goes beyond abortion. We really want to hit home that 
this area is ground zero for the fight around reproductive 
healthcare, where choice is ultimately stripped away. 

PAXTON: At the end of the documentary you briefly talk about 
Rosie Jimenez, the first documented woman to die after the 



passing of the Hyde Amendment in 1977, which bans the 
use of federal funds for abortions, meaning that her health 
insurance, Medicaid, no longer covered the procedure. She 
was left without the funds to pay for an abortion on her own, 
so she got one from a midwife instead of a doctor. She passed 
away a few days later due to complications from the procedure. 
Why is this the story you ended the documentary with?

LEAH: We really wanted to uplift Rosie’s story to show that 
this is what happens when we don’t have resources available. 

MAYA: Rosie is really a symbol of why many reproductive 
justice organizers in the [Rio Grande] Valley keep fighting. 
What happened to Rosie and other patients is really under-
reported in the media. Rosie symbolizes how, even if 
abortion is legal, it is still really inaccessible to many people. 

PAXTON: What would you say to someone who 
does not face the stigmas, restrictions, and now 
bans, on abortions that citizens of Texas face? 

LEAH: I would say just because you don’t live in 
a state where there’s extreme dire access, you’re 
still part of this country, and you should still care. 

MAYA: And we need to center the Latinx stories especially 
within this conversation, because the mainstream 
media often centers white voices. So we really need 
to make sure that the voices of people in these border 
communities, like McAllen, are really being centered as well.

LEAH: The most vulnerable among us should 
be the ones always centered in this narrative. 

MAYA: We want people all over the world to understand 
that the fight continues, and we all need to be involved 
as much as possible. Now is the time to donate to 
local reproductive organizations if you are able.  

To learn more, please visit South Texans for Reproductive 
Justice, La Frontera Fund, Lilith Fund, the Afiya Center, 
Whole Woman’s Health, Indigenous Women Rising, and 
WRRAP (Women’s Reproductive Rights Assistance Project).

This interview has been edited and condensed for 
clarity. ON THE DIVIDE, coming to POV on PBS in 2022.



KUBRA KHADEMI

Kubra Khademi is a multidisciplinary Afghan artist based 
in Paris whose performance-based and painted work 
responds to extreme patriarchal politics. Khademi has 
been living in Paris as a refugee since 2015 and through 
her practice she has explored themes of national identity, 
gender identity, and sexuality. Her paintings of the feminine 
body fly in the face of the purity politics of womanhood 
with a playful vulgarity. An homage to the coded language 
that Afghan women often use amongst themselves to make 
sexual innuendos, her naked women series subverts and 
resists a patriarchal order that mythologizes womanhood.
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“I’ve got the power to change the lives of people in Uganda—
and I’m giving that power to my community. I’m encouraging 
women to recognize their own worth and potential.”
—Teddy Atim, mothers2mothers Site Coordinator in Uganda

Teddy Atim is one of 1,900 Mentor Mothers working 
at mothers2mothers (m2m), an African organization 
supported by CHIME FOR CHANGE, whose all-female team 
of community health workers are on the frontlines of the 
fight against two pandemics: HIV/AIDS and now COVID-19.

Despite the fact that sub-Saharan Africa makes up only 11% 
of the world’s population, the region contains over half the 
global total of people living with HIV/AIDS, with 28.5 million 
positive adults and children.1 Of those living with HIV, African 
women—especially young women—are disproportionately 
burdened with unacceptably high infection rates due to the 
harmful disadvantages of structural and cultural sexism.

Born in Cape Town, South Africa in 2001, m2m’s answer to 
these challenges was a simple, yet powerful solution: to train 
and employ local women living with HIV as frontline health 
workers—“Mentor Mothers”—who use their own personal 
experiences and understanding of their community to help 
their peers access life-saving health services, education, and 
support. With an initial focus on preventing the transmission 
of HIV from mother to baby, m2m now delivers a range of 
services for newborns, children, adolescents, and families, 
to ensure the whole community thrives, not just survives. 
Over the last 20 years, m2m has created jobs for over 11,500 
women living with HIV in sub-Saharan Africa as Mentor 
Mothers, who have in turn reached over 13.5 million people.
 
But still too many girls, women, and families are denied 
the autonomy to decide what is best for them, held back by 
discriminatory economic structures and oppressive gender 
roles.

Speaking to these challenges is m2m Spokeswoman and 
Site Coordinator in Eastern Uganda, Teddy Atim.

My name is Teddy Atim and I am 27 years old. I am one of the 
1,900 m2m Mentor Mothers who are connecting their peers 
in their local communities to life-saving health services and 
education.
1 1. “Fact sheet – Latest global and regional statistics on the status of HIV & AIDS,” UNAIDS, 2021.



I am a leader in my community. I am an entrepreneur. I am 
a role model. I am a married woman with three children.

I am also living with HIV.

People are still surprised, shocked even, when they learn about 
my status. I feel lucky and grateful for the way I was able to turn 
one of the toughest times in my life into my greatest opportunity. 
In 2014, I fell pregnant with my first child at the age of 20. 
Having an HIV test done as part of your pregnancy check-
ups is a formality in Uganda—a routine that most don’t 
really think about. For me though, it quickly became all that 
I could think about. Those five minutes—from the moment 
they prick your finger to draw a drop of blood to the moment 
the lines show up on the test—changed my entire life.

What would happen to my unborn baby? Will they be 
born with HIV? What would happen to my marriage? What 
would my community, my family, think of me and my 
baby? I had so many thoughts running through my head.

When I was young, I wanted to make a difference, be a doctor or 
a midwife. Having seen what my mother went through,I didn’t 
want to be a housewife. But those dreams reached a sudden 
end after I dropped out of school because of my pregnancy. 
I’m not sure whose disappointment was greatest—mine or 
my parents’; I had let them down, I had let myself down. 

To be diagnosed with HIV at the same time made it even 
more challenging. I thought I no longer had a future, that it 
had been dug into the ground. 

There were a few obstacles which made this a particularly 
painful time for me.  

One is the lack of information and education that exists in 
my small, rural community, and in Uganda more generally, 
around HIV/AIDS. People think that if you are diagnosed 
with HIV, you become a “moving coffin”—that it is a death 
sentence. The prevalence of HIV/AIDS has gone down overall, 
but it’s still affecting so many people, and they are scared.

The second is that being a woman in Uganda is not easy. 
Our society is dominated by a cultural belief that men are 
superior to women, which most take as an opportunity 
to control their partners’ ability to decide for themselves 
or their families. Girls are not expected to finish school 
or have a career, and instead get married at a young age. 
Polygamy is still widespread—my mother was one of four 
wives, and I grew up in a household with 40 children. 



Women can therefore easily find themselves without a 
voice in their very own family, let alone in society at large.

I myself have faced obstacles because I am a woman. My 
husband initially didn’t want me accessing family planning 
services as he was the one to decide when we would 
have children—a very common attitude in Uganda. I was 
lucky to be able to talk to him about it, and eventually get 
him to change his mind, but not all can. This is one of 
the main reasons for the high rate of early pregnancy and 
school dropout among girls. It is creating a vicious cycle.
During this time I was introduced to m2m Mentor Mothers. They 
talked to me, shared their own experiences, gave me hope. 
They were living examples of what was possible. They told 
me I was going to give birth to a healthy, HIV-negative child—I 
couldn’t believe it! I didn’t know one could be living with HIV 
and still deliver an HIV-free baby so long as they stick to their 
treatment. That understanding made me so happy, so free.
 
Not only did they help me accept my diagnosis and 
understand what I needed to do to ensure my baby’s and 
my own health, the Mentor Mothers also spoke to my family 
and my partner to dispel the myths around HIV/AIDS. I was 
already experiencing discrimination, from people mocking 
me saying I “brought HIV home,” to telling me I was going 
to die soon and infect my child; what I needed was support 
and acceptance from those who were closest to me. Slowly, 
I saw things changing. They explained to my husband and 
family that I could still live a long and healthy life and go 
back to school if I wanted. My husband’s whole attitude 
has changed since then. He is now very supportive—
he looks up to me and calls me his hope and his future!

I gave birth to a beautiful, HIV-negative girl who is now seven, 
called Winnie. Since then, we’ve had two more children, 
who are both HIV-free.
 
I am not taking any of it for granted. I know that many 
women and girls are still struggling to get the healthcare 
they need, or overcome the stigma and other barriers 
that prevent them from dreaming big. That is why I joined 
m2m in 2016. I had seen what change in one person could 
do amongst their family and their community—I wanted 
to be that change! I wanted to share my own experience 
and show other women that they too can stay healthy 
and ensure their baby is healthy, that HIV is not the end.

Many of the challenges I experienced are also still a 
reality for many women. Health facilities are hard to 
reach. Cultural beliefs and gender stereotypes are still 
widespread. Being ambitious about one’s future is not 



always an option. COVID-19 has made things worse. 

I now have a future. I feel more independent and confident than 
ever. Thanks to my m2m salary, I can pay for my children’s 
school fees and have been able to open up a small business 
which lets me grow my personal savings. It’s nothing big—
just a business where I sell items like soap, sugar, cooking 
oil, and foods to my peers. But to me it’s everything. I’m also 
planning to go back to school to become a social worker. I 
want my children to see they can reach for their dreams too.

I know I’ve got the power to change the lives of people 
in Uganda—and I’m giving that power to my community. 
I’m encouraging women to recognize their own worth and 
potential, to not have to rely on men for their life decisions. I 
am helping ensure the health and well-being of my community 
by helping to truly end HIV/AIDS. I am supporting women 
to find their voice and access family planning services.

We really are breaking barriers and transforming a 
generation—and I will continue to play my part to ensure 
that every woman and girl feel like they can be their own 
decision-makers.

We’ve come so far. We can’t stop now.

To celebrate the 20 years of impact driven by Mentor Mothers 
like Teddy, m2m is calling on people around the world to support 
its She’s Got the Power campaign to celebrate the power that 
women have to break barriers and transform a generation.

Find out more about how you can get involved in the m2m 
campaign by visiting www.m2m.org/power or by following 
them on social media at @mothers2mothers.



ARIMAN
SCRIBA
MENTAL HEALTH
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Hello everyone. I’m Iman; I go by Ariman – a name I took 
from a Persian Zoroastrian deity. For the past two years, 
I’ve been speaking more and more about mental health in 
different spaces, both in digital spaces, like Instagram, but 
also in town squares and at cultural events. Specifically, 
I talk about the impact that our external environment has 
on our mental health; how everything around us ends 
up influencing our thoughts and, consequently, affects 
our mental health, and also our physical health as a 
consequence. As the WHO reminds us every year, there’s 
“no health without mental health.” There’s a very strong link 
between the mind and the body—you can’t separate the two.
 
Our mind is sensitive to and affected by everything that 
happens outside of it, sometimes negatively. I specifically 
talk about discrimination – racial, sexist and homo-bi-lesbo-
transphobic discrimination – because it hits close to home 
and directly affected my brother, Ilyas. Ilyas, my brother, 
took his own life on December 26, 2019. He was nineteen 
years old and suffered from bipolar disorder. From that 
moment on, I began to talk about our experience – both 
directly and indirectly – completely candidly. I couldn’t 
remain silent any longer, since both my brother and I 
experienced a whole series of hardships dictated by our 
physical features which, specifically for my brother, led to 
immense pain, which then led him to not being here today.
 
Ilyas had his own world inside of him, made up of so many 
things. And in my opinion, at nineteen years old he wasn’t 
able to put a name to what he felt — and I won’t dare put a 
name to the things that he wasn’t able to. I think this point 
is one of the pivotal points of his pain: not being able to 
see himself in the stereotypes of his gender; not being able 
to recognize himself in what was demanded by society, a 
toughness and a strength that he didn’t possess, that he 
couldn’t bring out in a socially acceptable – if not excessive 
– way. So much of his pain was, in my opinion, because 
of this: that vulnerability not accepted for a “male,” for a 
person socialized as a male and as a man. So among the 
other things I’d like to stress in my everyday life is this: 
how feminism wants to fully dismantle the gender binary 
and, consequently, all gender stereotypes, because they 
completely suffocate people, all the more so if you don’t have 
the tools to arrive at another truth. School doesn’t give you 
access to certain knowledge: unless at some point you’re 
lucky enough to meet the right person or find the right text, 
unfortunately you remain chained to certain reasoning, to 
certain thoughts that can suffocate you, that don’t allow 
you to show your true self or to be free in your own identity. 
I often think about how useful it would have been for me 
to have received a more in-depth sexual education, so that 
I could’ve been a more helpful sister to Ilyas, because he 
didn’t have certain knowledge and I didn’t have it either. 



As I said before, I often talk about mental health, but also 
about suicide, which is trivialized far too much. People 
believe that someone who takes their own life doesn’t want to 
be in their own body, they don’t know how to enjoy life, etc., 
when in fact people who take their own life actually want to 
feel better. Ilyas truly wanted to live, and to live in his own city, 
Milan, but the environment around him was far too hostile.
In the West, especially, suicide is becoming one of the 
leading causes of death, especially among teenagers. This 
should be an alarming fact, which should make us realize 
what has changed in our environment; what has radically 
changed from a certain point onwards and has led to the 
mental health of so many young people and adolescents 
being compromised. In this sense, I talk about mental health 
to try to understand what we can do to ensure that we don’t 
damage the mental health of other people, and especially 
to ensure that we consider mental health as a fundamental 
political issue, which should not only occupy space on a 
medical level, but precisely on a citizen and community level. 
We are – or we should be, in reality – human communities, 
intersected by stories, experiences, spaces... and we should 
therefore share our weaknesses, our pain, our difficulties. 
But this has been happening less and less since we’ve built 
city models made up of private spaces, where we fail to share 
our pain because it’s considered something harmful, a taboo 
that shouldn’t be put on display. In my opinion, vulnerability 
and pain are the characteristics that make us the most 
similar, the ones that unite us the most, so they should be 
valued all the more so, precisely to build human communities 
capable of being frank when sharing certain moments. 



MAHILA 
GOES
GLOBAL



Mahila in English can be translated as woman, lady, adult 
human female person. But Mahila when spoken in the 
framework of any given Indian society, it may take on 
a number of connotations depending on the particular 
social construct – however the essential denotation 
may remain the same, i.e., female human person. 

Mahila Zine is essentially rooted in India and has heady 
dreams of instigating an alternative voice/narrative from 
the women who participate, not only about the women 
themselves but about everything and anything from a 
woman’s perspective. In our previous issues we attempted 
to respond to themes of motherhood, food, body politics, 
feminism and space, everyday life, fantasies and so on. 
Hence, here we have compiled a diverse mix of stories 
from our past issues which also reflect the zine’s future. 

The special compilation, ‘Mahila Goes Global,’ contains 
stories about women reclaiming public spaces, 
rediscovering humanity in times of crisis, personal tales, 
experiences of a young artist, future dialogue and so on. 

- Manmeet Sandhu & Shrabani Dasgupta (Co-founders, Mahila Zine)



RAPE AS
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This contribution is from Omna Tigray, a non-profit non-
partisan organization with a vision to fight injustice, 
advocate for peace and economic development, and amplify 
the voices of the people of Tigray. Omna Tigray was founded 
by a collective of international Tigrayan professionals 
from various backgrounds in response to the war and 
genocide waged on Tigrayan people on November 4, 2020.  

For ten months, the international community has stood 
silent as thousands of women have faced rape and other 
forms of sexual violence in the Tigray region of northern 
Ethiopia. For ten months, girls as young as four and women 
as old as 89 have been raped and assaulted solely because 
they are Tigrayan. The sexual and gender-based violence 
(SGBV) against Tigrayan women and girls is targeted, 
systematic, weaponized, and genocidal. These horrific 
crimes deserve the world’s attention and immediate action. 

Tigray, located in the northernmost part of Ethiopia, is 
home to an estimated 7 million people. The region is largely 
populated by Tigrayan, Kunama and Irob peoples. Tigrigna 
is spoken by the population, but the people of Irob also 
speak a Cushitic language known as Saho, and the people 
of Kunama speak a Nilo-Saharan language called Kunama. 
Tigray, known as the birthplace of Ethiopian civilization, 
has now become the center of the most horrific war crimes. 

On November 4, 2020, Abiy Ahmed, Prime Minister of 
Ethiopia, launched a “law enforcement operation” against 
the elected Tigrayan government led by the Tigray People’s 
Liberation Front (TPLF). This attack was never lawful, but 
was a means for the Ethiopian government to obliterate 
Tigray and attack Tigrayan civilians. The war on Tigray 
has become a means for Abiy Ahmed to eliminate not only 
opposition groups, but people who defy his tyrannical 
rule. From day one [of the operation], Tigrayans have been 
targeted and brutalized. The genocide in Tigray was never a 
war or a conflict, but an attempt by the Ethiopian government 
and its allies to eliminate and punish an entire ethnicity. 

For ten months, the Ethiopian government with the help 
of the Eritrean government and local Amhara militias have 
terrorized Tigray. Currently, over 2 million Tigrayans1 
are internally displaced and 70,000 Tigrayans2 have fled 
to Sudan. Tigrayans throughout Ethiopia have been 
unlawfully arrested and held in concentration camps, 
chemical weapons and bombs have been dropped on 
civilians, and thousands have been killed in targeted 
massacres and indiscriminate killings. Up to 900,000 
Tigrayans3 are facing famine conditions and 91 percent 
1 1. Giulia Naboni and Elisabeth Arnsdorf Haslund, “Displaced Nurses Provide vital health care to others displaced in Ethiopia’s  
 Tigray,” The UN Refugee Agency, 5 Jul 2021.
2 2. European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations, “Sudan – Factsheet,” 22 Apr 2021. 
3 3. “Up to 900,000 in Ethiopia’s Tigray face famine, US says,” AP, 26 Jun 2021.



of the population4 need food aid due to the Ethiopian 
government’s active campaign to starve the region. 

While the entire region is suffering, women and girls 
have borne the brunt of the genocide. In an interview 
on the genocidal war on Tigray, Millete Birhanemaskel 
explained, “every genocide has a signature and this 
one is sexual violence.”5 Women’s bodies have become 
battlefields and a means for Ethiopian, Eritrean and 
Amhara troops to destroy and ethnically cleanse Tigray. 

The use of weaponized SGBV has been confirmed by 
survivors, family members of survivors, aid workers, non-
governmental organizations, and doctors treating women 
both in Tigray and in refugee camps in Sudan. Hospitals 
and aid agencies estimate that thousands of women have 
been raped, but the real number is unknown because 
of the Ethiopian government’s highly successful media 
blackout which blocks international media coverage and 
impedes all independent investigations of these crimes. 6

These women have been held in sex camps for days at a 
time where they have been tortured and gang-raped by 
armed militants repeatedly. Doctors have removed nails, 
rocks, metal, and pieces of plastic from rape survivors.7 
A Tigrayan survivor who was gang-raped told Amnesty, 
“They raped me one after the other…I don’t know if they 
realized I was pregnant. I don’t know if they realized I 
was a person.”8  Women have been purposefully infected 
with HIV, hepatitis, and other sexually transmitted 
diseases to inflict long-lasting harm on Tigrayan women.9 

The pain the women of Tigray have faced is not just 
physical, but emotional and psychological. There are 
many horrific reports of armed militants forcing women 
to be raped by or in front of their family members under 
the threat of violence.10 This sadistic act is meant to 
completely obliterate the fabric of society and completely 
decimate the dignity of these women and their families. 
Many of the women were raped after being tortured 
or after watching their family members being tortured 
and killed. Armed forces have killed these women’s 
children in front of them as they are being raped to 
bring them unimaginable emotional pain and anguish. 

While they are raped and assaulted, armed soldiers 
have told the women that, “This is what you deserve” 
4 4. Nonika Marwaha, “90% People in Ethiopia’s Tigray Region Need Food Aid: UN,” NDTV, 1 Jun 2021.
5 5. Breakfast Club Power 105.1 FM, “Millete Birhanemaskel & Andom Ghebreghiorgis Discuss Ethiopia’s Tigray Conflict [Video],”  
 Youtube, 27 May 2021.
6 6. Joshua Keating, “The Information Age Retreats From the Battlefield,” Slate, 9 Mar 2021.
7 7. Bethlehem Feleke, Eliza Mackintosh, Gianluca Mezzofiore, Katie Polglase, Nima Elbagir, Barbara Arvanitidis and Alex Platt,   
 “’Practically this has been a genocide’ Doctors say rape is being used as a weapon of war in Ethiopia’s conflict,” CNN, 22   
 Mar 2021.
8 8. “Ethiopia: Troops and militia rape, abduct women and girls in Tigray conflict – new report,” Amnesty International, 10 Aug   
 2021.
9 9. Rodney Muhumuza, “’Our season’: Eritrean troops kill, rape, loot in Tigray,” AP, 28 May 2021.
10 10. Michelle Nichols, “Men forced to rape family members in Ethiopia’s Tigray, U.N. says,” 25 Mar 2021.



and “You are disgusting.” These women have been 
dehumanized, mutilated and tortured because of their 
ethnicity. They are being told that by being Tigrayan, 
they deserve this pain. These mass rapes are not just a 
mechanism to punish Tigrayan women for their ethnicity, 
but an attempt for militants to use rape to try to change 
these women’s ethnicity and cleanse their bloodline.11 
Women have been told to claim to be Amhara, another 
ethnic group in Ethiopia, to avoid being raped. This 
cleansing of Tigrayan women of their ethnic identity 
has even gone so far that there is evidence that Amhara 
militiamen raped a Tigrayan woman and inserted a hot 
metal rod to burn her uterus. As they tortured her they 
told her, “You did nothing bad to us. Our problem is with 
your womb. Your womb gives birth to Woyane [a term 
used, in this case, to refer to the TPLF in a derogatory 
way]. A Tigrayan womb should never give birth.” 12

The horrific stories coming out of Tigray serve as 
clear evidence that armed militants are using rape 
as a weapon of war. SGBV is being used to commit 
genocide as defined by Article 2 of the Convention 
on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of 
Genocide.13 Militants are using SGBV to cause physical 
and mental harm to an entire population, and efforts 
have been made to destroy the reproductive capabilities 
of women. These are hallmark signs of genocidal rape. 

The crimes occurring in Tigray should trigger the 
international community to bring violators of international 
law to justice and protect the most vulnerable. By 
not acting on these gross violations of human rights, 
these treaties and laws serve absolutely no purpose 
and actually make a mockery of international bodies 
such as the United Nations, African Union, and others 
who have undeniably failed to enforce these laws. 

The heavy stigma surrounding rape and sexual violence 
has added another layer of trauma for these women and 
has made it difficult for them to show the horrors they 
have suffered. In addition, survivors of SGBV have been 
confronted with a lack of medical services and supplies 
as over 80 percent of Tigray’s health facilities have 
been destroyed since the beginning of the genocide.14 
These women do not even have safe spaces or resources 
to seek help, forcing them to suffer in the dark. 

When we say #MeToo and when we say we support and 
advocate for women, this means that we should support 
11 11. “Doctors say rape is being used as a weapon of war in Ethiopia’s conflict,” CNN.
12 12. Lucy Kassa, “‘A Tigrayan womb should never give birth’: Rape in Tigray,” Aljazeera, 21 Apr 2021.
13 13. “Genocide,” United Nations Office on Genocide Prevention and the Responsibility to Protect.
14 14. “Ethiopia: ‘If seriously ill people can’t get to hospital, you can imagine the consequences’,” Doctors Without Borders, 1 Feb  
 2021.



all women all over the world. The women of Tigray deserve 
peace, justice, and protection. The trauma Tigrayan women 
are currently facing will be felt for generations. However, 
at this moment, we have the power to raise our collective 
voices and demand action to end this suffering immediately.

To help, please join Omna Tigray in raising awareness, write 
to your elected officials, and view our resources to learn 
more about the Tigray Genocide and the specific areas we’re 
calling on the international community to take action in. 
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Judith (Judy) Heumann is a lifelong advocate for the rights of 
disabled people. Judy served as President Obama’s first Special 
Advisor for International Disability Rights at the U.S. Department of 
State. From 1993 to 2001, Judy served in the Clinton Administration 
as the Assistant Secretary for the Office of Special Education and 
Rehabilitative Services in the Department of Education. She has 
played a role in the development and implementation of major 
legislation including the IDEA, Section 504, the Americans with 
Disability Act and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities. Her goal in life is to continue to advance the rights 
and empowerment of ALL disabled people around the world.
Andraéa LaVant serves as the founder and president of LaVant 
Consulting Inc., a social impact communications firm that 
specializes in empowering brands to “speak disability with 
confidence.” Andraéa’s team has led campaigns for Fortune 500 
companies, including Google, Verizon, Microsoft, Adobe, and Netflix. 
Andraéa co-founded 1IN4 Coalition—an intersectional alliance of 
disabled creatives and executives currently working in Hollywood. 
Chella Man is an actor, model, artist, and LGBTQ activist. 
He is known for sharing his experiences as a transgender, 
deaf, genderqueer, and Jewish person of color. He came to 
international attention in 2019 portraying mute superhero 
Jericho in the second season of the DC Universe series Titans. 
His first book Continuum was released in 2021 by Penguin Teen. 
Noura Erakat is a human rights attorney and an Associate Professor 
at Rutgers University, New Brunswick in the Department of Africana 
Studies and the Program in Criminal Justice. Her research interests 
include human rights law, humanitarian law, national security law, 
refugee law, social justice, and critical race theory. Noura is an 
editorial committee member of the Journal for Palestine Studies 
and a co-Founding Editor of Jadaliyya, an electronic magazine 
on the Middle East that combines scholarly expertise and local 
knowledge. She is the author of Justice for Some: Law and in 
the Question of Palestine (Stanford University Press, 2019).
Hiba Walid Yassine is a Palestinian graphic designer based in 
Lebanon. She made her first Palestinian design in 2015, when a 
Lebanese newspaper launched a contest to design Palestinian 
currency, so her first design was on Palestinian banknotes and coins. 
As a Palestinian artist, and a Palestinian refugee that has a dream 
to return to her homeland, Hiba has dedicated her art to Palestine, 
because art is the language that everyone can speak and understand. 
Maya Cueva is a Latina award-winning director and producer with 
a background in documentary, radio, and audio producing. She is 
currently a Netflix Documentary and Producing Fellow and her feature 
documentary ON THE DIVIDE will broadcast on POV PBS in Spring 2022. 
Leah Galant is a documentary film director based in New 
York and currently a Fulbright scholar creating a film in 
Berlin, Germany. She created DEATH METAL GRANDMA, 
which was a New York Times Op-Doc, and her debut feature 
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documentary ON THE DIVIDE premiered at Tribeca Film 
Festival 2021, and will broadcast on POV PBS in Spring 2022.
Paxton Smith is an activist, writer and musician. She is co-authoring 
A War on My Body; A War on My Rights, which is set to be released 
in January 2022. Smith currently serves on the board of directors 
at WRRAP, a national nonprofit that funds abortion and emergency 
contraception, in addition to serving on the advisory board for A 
is For, a nonprofit that uses the arts to destigmatize abortion.
Kubra Khademi is an Afghan performance artist and a feminist 
based in Paris. Through her practice, Kubra explores her 
life as a refugee and a woman. She studied fine arts at 
Kabul University, before attending Beaconhouse National 
University in Lahore, Pakistan. Her work actively responds 
to a male-dominated society and extreme patriarchal politics. 
mothers2mothers (m2m) is an African organization whose all-
female team of community health workers are on the frontlines 
of the fight against two pandemics: HIV/AIDS and now 
COVID-19. With an initial focus on preventing the transmission 
of HIV from mother to baby, m2m now delivers a range of 
services for newborns, children, adolescents, and families, 
to ensure the whole community thrives, not just survives. 
Ariman Scriba is a writer and mental health advocate based in Milan. 
Varnita Sethi is a contemporary Indian artist whose uniqueness 
lies in her ability to express herself on various subjects through 
diverse media. Her works are strong yet experimental, and most 
definitely non-homogeneous. Varnita’s works are in collections 
with well-known galleries such as Dhoomimal art gallery, NIV Art 
Centre, and the National Gallery of Modern Art in New Delhi. She 
was a part of the Artist Teaching Residency programme by Artreach 
India 2018-19, which was supported by Kiran Nadar Museum of Art.
‘Mahila’ Zine was founded by Shrabani Dasgupta and Manmeet 
Sandhu in 2018. It is a self-published initiative, wherein 
contributions are invited on a specific theme from women of 
diverse backgrounds and age groups. ‘Mahila’ Zine has published 
six issues to date and has exhibited at India Comix Fest, Gaysi 
Zine Bazaar, Max Mueller Bhavan, and Gallery Zone Art in Taiwan.
Omna Tigray is a non-profit non-partisan organization with 
a vision to fight injustice, advocate for peace and economic 
development, and amplify the voices of the people of Tigray. 
Omna Tigray was founded by a collective of international Tigrayan 
professionals from various backgrounds in response to the war 
and genocide waged on Tigrayan people on November 4, 2020.  
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