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a collaboration between people

- T
and place. Initiated tween Japanese artist Na i Sakamoto and Scottish Curator
Rachel Grant. These ns produced common ground in rests of contemporary feminist
practice, speculative fic mplexities of cross culture n}rrat‘ives as they relate to specific socio - politi-
e 4

cal structures and the possibility of digital space within thi e fi}mw.sion then, invited critical feminist

, Mei Homma,

- . (. &
perspectives from practioners from Japan and Scotland. ck M.F‘th Collective’ [Asa
=y

S -
. .N%{urﬁi Sakamo to] and Jen Clarke, F-iqr}n Duffy and Sarah McWhinney respectively. he

ive communicat-

- S = - e

contexts

were shared betwee
e, s

The point of ¢ he Carrier Bag

-

of Fiction Elizabeth Fish

| g
‘Carrier Bag

as a cultural

-
carrier bag | ins and the

such throughout the develop

ories, thoughts and questions with each o 1

structure of decision making processes within the film. The conversational form and it’s lack of conclusion

reflects the ongoingness of these collaborative relationships. Whilst the film and text were attached to and to
some extent led my deadlines around the public presentation at TOKAS, for the group it seems like only a

moment of pause in a longer term process of story telling of every day lived experiences in these women’s lives.
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Rachel writes in BIWE Natsumi wrights in Red
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WE AT 2 P CR72IZAPDOENEZROAREAAY IV F 2N ETE7— T4 AL
EEAHE TOINT Ty 74— bk oW OB EX TN A BIEARF AL AT
477423 aVfERTI2IZALDT—v a5 K- v=2"41vDEWIThe Carrier Bag
Theory of Fiction j(1986) @7 ¥ A2 SWL A6, “ADQIHEOEHLICOVWTHEZL L
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The nature of our exchange is framed by the concerns of ‘Speculative Fiction: Prac-

ticing collectively’. This project invites artists with feminist perspectives from
Japan and Scotland to develop a film through collaborative methods, using digital
platforms. We began this journey through the common ground of a text, The Carrier
Bag Theory of Fiction (1986) by speculative feminist author Ursula K. Le Guin,
presents the story of human origin by redefining technology as a cultural carrier bag
rather than a weapon of domination (LeGuin 1989). Our shared interests became the
use of storytelling as a tool to explore these relationships cross-culturally through
feminist perspectives. What are the stories told? What’s in our carrier bags? I'm
mindful that ‘feminism’ has historically been presented wrongly as the white, euro-
pean feminism, exported globally and this is reflected in the author, LeGuin here.
As we work through this framework of intersectionality, this conversation will I
hope naturally reference authors, researchers, artists that can reflect the diverse,
complex relationship of feminism.

Would you like to start?
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So our collaboration has started - slowly since last year, and more actively during the
lockdown. Now I feel like I'm writing a secret letter to you. I am not sure how to start, my
mind is confused (as usual anyway) , but full of hope.

When I think about your question "what are the stories told?", I think of my mother and
grandmother. I think of storytelling from mothers to daughters that pass down the memory.
Sitting next to my grandmother and listening, I remember she told me about her experiences
in war, marriage and motherhood. Women's stories were told - inside the house, within a
family so it is difficult to see it from outside. Some might say that this invisibility has
resulted in patriarchy so we need to speak up and make it visible. Yes - we need our own
stories, not the ones created by fathers or mothers who wish their daughters to stay the same
as them. However, I can't deny there are some sort of complex feelings about this invisible-
ness - is it such a bad thing? If so, why is that? Who said so? (In a democratic society,
silence means nothing. This is what we were taught in the classroom.) Voice is power. But
weren't we taught to be quiet, taught to behave and taught to be a good girl? So I tried. But
I never forgot the words that didn't become a voice yet - they kept and accumulated in my
mind like stardust - they continue to glow. So now I am finally learning to use my voice and
believe: silence doesn't mean completely invisible. They still shine like fire in my deep

mind.

Our story is hidden but does exist in a different place from where the heroic story exists. It
is hidden because it has been thought to be forbidden, unpleasant and threatening. Because
people are scared of its power - it is an invisible power. So I would rather use this invisibili-
ty as my "tool" than try to make our story visible using the same language as fathers used. I
just need another language to tell our stories. Audre Lorde said in her essay Poetry Is Not a
Luxury, she pointed out the possibility of creating a new language for women through
poetry, which centres on feelings. She describes; “I feel, therefore I can be free”. (Lorde
1984 p.25) I am interested in how she talks about womenness and the collective power of
women. She said; For each of us as women, there is a dark place within, where hidden and
growing our true spirit rises, (...) These places of possibility within ourselves are dark
because they are ancient and hidden; they have survived and grown strong through that
darkness. Within these deep places, each one of us holds an incredible reserve of creativity

and power of unexamined and unrecorded emotion and feeling. (Ibid.p25)

Even though I am so mindful that I won't have the same perspective as Lorde's ("white" can
be my colour - as I think about the history of Japanese invasion to Asian countries), I can't
stop thinking about how we could create our possible "solidarity" by exploring this dark
place. It could be our memory, personal stories and individual feelings and secrets. Coming
and going between this dark place, can we share our stories beyond the differences in cultur-
al and historical background?

I want to wait for your answer for now. What do you think about this dark place?
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Before attempting to answer the question of solidarity, there are a number of questions that
arise from reading your text. These relate, in my mind to the issues around voice, silence and
invisibility within a political framing. A traditional, western perspective is a binary position
of silence and voice. This dichotomy uses a political framing of the absence of voice to
presume an absence of power, used in politics, activist and feminist contexts it has become
some sort of common sense. To gain power, you need to become vocal, to shout out, mouth off
and protest. This pushes the burden of social change on those that are most marginalised or
otherwise leads to the possibility of having other interim groups to speak on behalf of the

other. I wonder if this is always the case. To invite Lorde back into the conversation;
“The Master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.”worde 1984 p.110)

This essay, delivered in 1984 attacked underlying racism within feminism, describing it as an
unrecognised dependence on the patriarchy. She called on the embrace of ‘difference’, not
under the terms of tolerance but “as necessary polarities between which our creativity can
spark like a dialect”(Ibid p.110). In this context if the master's tools are that silence equals
no power so how might we imagine this differently? Is silence always an expression of oppres-
sion? Or can it have power? What is a narrative of silence? Can it be read or de-coded cross
culturally? You mentioned that silence doesn’t mean complete invisibility, and I would agree.
In my mind, where the use of the voice is often reactive in contrast, silence allows a space for
listening, for breathing, healing. It acts as a pause. Given the current COVID context, I've
been thinking alot about pace and production. When we first locked down there was a myriad
of dialogues locating lockdown as a space to change the world and be productive, I personally
was just trying to cope with a supermarket job where suddenly I was seen as a key worker.
I found myself frustrated at the lackluster approach to staff health and wellbeing, the presump-
tion that people would cope with increased pressures; increased hours and the emphasis on
individual, minimum wage staff to enforce social distancing. I found solace in building a
routine around maintenance; of my body, the house, cooking and cleaning. An occasional bit
of reading took place but I’'m not embarrassed to say that I paused, froze, stopped when it first
hit. This wasn’t a conscious decision at the beginning, it was a way of coping however I
wonder if the role of pausing, as a silence that on the surface doesn’t intend to ‘produce’ some-

thing could also be a form of resistance.

In my mind, the exploration of this dark place (Lorde 1984 p.25) within that is described by
Lorde and questioned by you offers a scope to take a plural approach to situating feminist
narratives, cross culturally. This might traditionally start with a shared positioning of memory,
personal stories, emotions as you described however the personal is not unattached to the
political and I think it’s important to set the terms of this. My use of political is not in the
traditional context as a perceived usefulness of government in securing the people’s private
interests but in the context of understanding the political as it informs the conditions of our
lives, between place, generations and cultures, highlighted by Lorde, quoting Simone de Beauvoir.
"It is in the knowledge of the genuine conditions of our lives that we must draw our strength

to live and our reasons for acting." (Lorde 1984 p. 113)

So what frames might be used for this dark place? That might offer ‘knowledge of the genuine
conditions of our lives’ "(Ibid p.113) across cultures, places, history and generations. What

does it look like, sound like or feel like?
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I was interested in reading the political position of voice and silence from a Western perspec-
tive. Yes, you are right - silence means no power and won't protect you. I truly agree with this.
I think this dark place is a place to find our voice. It is a safe place to show our feelings. Our
voice is often unhearable and ruled out in society, so we need knowledge to gain our voice - in
order to reach the “genuine condition of our lives”. (Ibid p.113) Now I think about the people
who have to raise their voice to protect themselves. And at the same time, I think about my
privilege - the fact that [ never had to shout out for necessity at least for the security of my life.
This is the place where I can see someone's anger objectively - with the sense of guilt. Lorde

said:

“Guilt is not a response to anger; it is a response to one's own actions or lack of action. If it
leads to change then it can be useful, since it is then no longer guilt but the beginning of knowl-

cdge.s“A(l-orde” 1.984 p .128)

The reason why I feel these words bring hope is that this allows me to start with my honest
condition - even though it's full of contradictions. This allows me to start changing something
with struggle. Since most of us, probably more for women, haven't developed tools for facing
anger constructively. (Ibid.p123) So I assume what I need to start is to face my inner anger to
make this guilt into "knowledge". So I start with questioning to myself; what is my inner anger,

where does it come from?

For analyzing this, I need to begin with writing about the tension and hesitancy about raising
voice. When I say something in public, it makes me nervous. Obviously it wouldn't apply to
everyone. There are people who are good at it, giving their opinion with no hesitation. But there
are some people - like myself, who worry too much. I sometimes find my fingers shaking when
I post something on social media. You could just say, you are too naive. I admire the people who
are vocal. Here I am writing about a tension, a struggle that appears when my inner voice is
about to release to outside, the moment of thoughts becoming voice. In my mind, I think; what
do people think when they read this? Would this make anyone upset or sad? Do I want to be
approved by others, is this why I try to say this in public? Who do I want to tell the story?

(I can't stop being sceptic about the tools to raise our voice anyway.)

Like you, I was also thinking about productivity under this COVID situation. Resisting produc-
tivity is an act of silence. I really liked the word "hibernation" (Clarke, J. Gausden,C,. 2020) in
the dialogue with Jen Clarke and Caroline Gausden I read recently. Time for maintenance
doesn't seem to produce anything, but it does create the energy for tomorrow - this is an act of

preparation. Silence is an act of waiting for spring, is an act of resistance.

There are a variety of voices of silence. Narrative of silence is a story of your inner voice.
A dark place is a space for releasing this voice - accepting the most honest self, facing a strug-
gle, contradiction and fear. In this dark place, we can show our weakness, naked self, with no

judgment and not being hurt by anyone. It's a place to accept and learn our differences.
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I’m not sure for me it is a foregone conclusion either in politics or in wider cultural contexts.
Like you I find conflict in my own privilege [as a Middle class, White, British citizen], and thus
I wanted to spend time embedded in the conflict ridden positions of silence and voice that might push

towards a more plural understanding.

I read recently Anthropologist Susan Gal’s, in text ‘Between Speech and Silence’ in which she argues

against the presumption of silence and powerlessness.

“On the contrary, it appears that silence, like any linguistic form, gains different meanings and has
different material effects within specific institutional and cultural contexts. Silence and inarticulate-

ness are not, in themselves, necessarily signs of powerlessness.” (Gal.p.175)

In my mind, it appears not just the act of silence but the reading of silence that is culturally constructed
and as Gal articulates has different “material effects” (Ibid.p175) within varying contexts. I'm drawn
to the example of Quakers using silence within their religion, rather than congregating for a sermon
from a priest, they instead join together in the same room to sit in silence, as a way of creating an
inner silence and thus a connection to God. Within this frame there’s a sociality to silence and it

operates against silence being read as a kind of isolated, powerless action.

From a Western context it is well known that the Quakers throughout history have supported social
and political movements, in many ways; from a refusal to pay church tithes in England in the 17th
Century, to the Civil Rights Movement and the Women’s Movement in the US, for example in the

Silent Sentinels demonstration.

“When the first female students of the pioneering women doctor, Ann Preston, were met with angry
demonstrations in 1869, their quiet composure helped to sway public opinion in their favour. Alice
Paul’s “Silent Sentinels” demonstration outside the White House in 1917 helped to bring about

President Woodrow Wilson’s support for women’s suffrage.” (Quakers of the world n.b)

This commitment to non violent direct action is at times related to economics, to refuse to prop up
oppressive systems but also, as seen in the example of Ann Preston and women’s suffrage situates the

role of silence in protest.

Given Gal’s position on the reading of “silence and inarticulateness as not, in themselves...signs of
powerlessness.” (Ibid p.175) I would propose this might be translated to examining the presumption
that if you have a voice, you have power. The voice, as I mentioned, attaches to relationships to
politics and therefore the law. In this context we might talk about cultural dynamics and the nature
of the freedom of speech across cultures. We might also talk about the relationship of the ‘listener’
in this context and more specifically law and justice. This I think also relates to your scepticism about
the tools used to raise our voices. In finding a voice it is a presumption that the forces of the state

will support and protect you, that they will listen.

Thinking with the role of the state, protection and listening we might talk in general terms about
victims of sexual assault. They may find a voice however through the reliance of the state to listen
and to protect can often raise issues around justice. To draw a stark context but to also relate back to
the context in Japan, I can think of one primary example, that is of Japan’s “Comfort Women”.

I wondered if we could talk about them?
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I was really interested in your various thoughts on the "silence". Also I was really surprised by
the actual examples of the sociality to silence that changed the politics - that shows us silence is
not necessarily a powerless action. Before you asked me to talk about the “Comfort Women”, I
actually was thinking about them too - about the silence that they kept secret over 40 years. And

I was thinking about the words by Lee Chonghwa.

"Memories cannot be made objective or relativized... Objectivity and relativization require physi-
cal, in short, concrete time. It can never be processed simply by the strength of thought or imagi-
nation, the power of ideas and imagination of such thought. In other words, the meaning of being
unable to be objective or relativized is to think in the same way as limited time, 60 years, 80 years,

that is, living time." (Lee, C., 1998)

I think of the narrative of silence that the victims couldn't talk about in order to keep them alive.
From 1991, the victims of the sexual violence by the Japanse Army during WW2, started to break
the silence and talk about their stories. This movement influenced the world and the voices spread

gradually across the countries - in the Philippines, Taiwan, Indonesia and China. Chonghwa says;

"Problems that arise when the story of the "comfort women" is politicized as a completed story or
testimony. Things that get caught in the net, in other words, things that meet the needs of society.
What escapes from there, that is, reality... In other words, something that you can't talk about yet

or that you can't live if you talk about." (Ibid., 1998)

Only spoken words are used as testimony and remain as history. How can we imagine the pain that
they couldn't talk about or the memories that they had to keep secret in order to survive? Through
our own lives, we need to keep thinking about this silent "reality". By thinking about this on our
everyday basis, we can finally resonate these unspoken narratives. How can we imagine someone's

pain as our own experience? This is what it means to read silence for me. What do you think?

Only received voices can lead to changing the law and moving the nation. Flower Demo is a peace-
ful protest for victims of sextual violence has been held all over Japan from March 2019 to the
present. People bring flowers to protest sexual violence with the purpose to help the victims set
free. In Japan, It has been said that #MeToo hasn't started, probably because the social oppression
towards women is too powerful. However this Flower Demo seemed to trigger the spread of the
voice over time. They created the space to listen and believe their voice. Through these activities,
what became clear is that "it wasn’t the case of victims cannot speak out, it was the case of society

not letting the victims speak.” (Flowerdemo 2019)

Online accusations of sexual harassment empower other victims one after another, and their
solidarity spreads like a chain reaction. But it's also true that I always have mixed feelings about
this digital storytelling and wonder why victims are always in a vulnerable position and have to
take risks.The stories that people bravely shared online continue to be shown to the invisible
viewers, and the victims are exposed to irresponsible and sometimes aggressive comments. It is
true that the internet has been a powerful [weapon] against the perpetrators. However, the violence
of this weapon falls on the victim as well - it really hurts them mentaly. In this society, we are not
protected enough by psychological attacks compared to physical attacks. And the emotional scar
is invisible. On a daily basis, I hear people even in the art industry complaining about sexual
harassment. Everytime I find it, I am deeply angry and feel pain. So I feel we have to act - but

what and how?
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The "solidarity" is the word which often has been used easily to achieve social change and a
goal. But when thinking about this feminist intersectionality, solidarity is a difficult and
tricky word. We talked about the criticisms of Western feminism from the perspective of
Black feminism here. Developing from the reflection of positioning "women" in one catego-
ry, it is important to get out of the fantasy that "womens are characterized as a singular group

on the basis of a shared oppression" (Mohanty 1988 p.65)

We have been thinking and talking about a year, and our ultimate goal was to think about this
word solidarity, by accepting individual differences and thinking through practice....but, it

seems to be a long way to reach...ahhh (sigh)

But, still, I want to think about solidarity with hope.

Finally, let me tell you a little bit about the project I'm working on recently. Now I'm
researching women's work songs in the Scottish Highlands in my project. There is a Gaelic
song called waulking song that was sung repeatedly in the process of wool making accompa-
nied with the hard manual labour to lighten the work. Many of the lyrics are sad, and the act

of telling the hardships of life through songs has given the singers a healing effect.

Looking back at our collaboration so far, I think our practice of multiple narratives had the
similar effect of therapy in a way. In the collective filmmaking project, we have communicat-
ed specially through images rather than verbal conversations. It was centered around sharing
of feelings including how to visually represent pain. It evoked empathy and our communica-
tion was indeed therapeutic for me - at the same time, I was encouraged and it made me feel

free. What can we call this feeling without using the word solidarity?

I try to imagine the place for solidarity. It is like inside of a carrier bag that holds us who
have different shapes. It’s a dark place where we don't understand the language so we make
a new common language to communicate. And finally, the silence is broken, and the voice

pops out of the container!
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