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We knew that asking Oxonians to strip for us would be an endeavour riddled wich trepidation, risk, and

uncertainty. Such an attempt “to court the whole undergraduate population” was rejected by Andrew
Lawson in his 1965 editorial as “a futile struggle with Oxford’s extremes of cynicism and apathy” It is this
same aversion to unapologetic vulnerabilitywhich defined the Universitys romantic landscape of the ‘80s;
anaversion which Cindy Gallop described to usasaman sitting at the end of his bed, head in hands, saying
‘I don’t think I can go through with this” Clearly, the pursuit of intimacy is not for the faint-hearted.

And yet, our contributors did ‘go through with it, and we could not be more grateful for their honesty
and trust. From the physicality of “The Belly Politic” to reflections on ‘Being Yourself’ this term’s pieces
reveal the other side of the story—an impulse towards connection. Within, you’ll find lesbian aunts
and menopausal mothers; queer translations and surrcal plays; meditations on emptiness; and chaotic
celebrations of casual sex as a cure for youthful boredom. In short, our edition is a body pervaded and
driven by desire, and it would not have been realised without the remarkable dedication of our entire team.
Weare grateful for the support of our Deputy Editors: Helen for her tireless work and running a tabulous
termcard; Elena and Miles for leading our editorial efforts; to Charlotte for overseeing our Features team;
and Issy for marshalling our Creative team and ideas from firsc seedling to full fruition! She, alongside
Natalic and Sasha, deserves endless appreciation for their immense talent and the many hours they put

into transforming our visions into a tangible magazine.

The transitional nature of Hilary invites introspection and resourcefulness. We were interested in the raw
moments which converge to form our true identity, in the breakdowns which erode our sense of self, and
in the glorious messiness in between. This eternal process of refashioning—layers peeled and plastered—is
integral to the endurance of 7he Isis. We look once more to 1919, when Beverley Nichols single-handedly
edited our first post-war issue, and characterised 7he Isis role in Oxford as being “to reflect its every
tendency, toechoiits laughter and—well, to do the other thing.” This term, we wanted the silences between
the laughter, the slip of the mask, the unperformed kind of living. Our hope is that you continue to strip
for us, not justin the coming Trinity, butalso in your pursuit of ‘the other thingi May it contribute to your

(re)making asit has to ours.

Yours,

Flav and Caitlin







luca-lu!
watch your step, whatever you do!

tiniest frame fics, can’e sic still,

thrashing limbs want to run to gnaw
the Earth’s candied core,

but summer’s burning the air.
peel off;
l"“"“‘“ roly—poly lictle pink flesh

frolics in the garclen, free

fistfuls of dandelions and a crooked smile—
mummy takesa picture:

I'ledy ChCCl(S and muddy hands

and curls.

from callous clothes with hands that icch her,

IL

curfew’s twelve, remember that!
drink gives eyes that primal glint:
suddenly a Boy

and an unknown Bedroom.

before you know it, oft they come!
bared and boned but hardly bridled,
sore: she's réverie no more.

MIITors are pits govemed by repulsion,
wants a palette of prunc and sheer,
and pretty pennies for the Ideal Eye—
organs deserve a role in the show.
form’s foreign

in master-bedroom twilight.
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The cause of death for number forty-one?

She’s nailed down. Sempiternal supine state,

Day dusked or dawned, awaiting jabs and cuts,

A city for the apathetic dead.

Exposed atlast to lovers’ lab-coat hands!

Sunspots and sallow skin, too grooved by life,

Can only camoutflage her souring parts

For so long; our final moves with stripped case.

Her fate is open casket, Sunday best.

An urn which chokes and stifles—second death:
(Onlya madman tries to coax spoiled milk

or worn-out flowers back to freshness).

By Lulu Barrett
Art by Olivia Cho

Naked in Three Paris



The Belly
" Politic

A body is on strike. The hands, the teeth, and their
gang of parts conspire to starve the stomach until
they cach receive a share of the food. Why should
the belly get everything? But the short—sightcd fools

of the Union of Non-Digestive Anatomy cannot
see that hy dcpriving the stomach, the collective
weakens. The belly gets all the food because thar is
the belly’s job. They have failed to understand the

body as a collaborative cntity—thc body politic.

This is Acsops 130" Fable, “The Belly and the
Members, where opposition  to industrial
action sits just below the surface. It insists
on the need for hierarchy in a smooth-
running society: the hclly is on top. The
bclly is onc of history’s most malleable
political mctaphors. A round hclly has long
been used as a symbol of the capitalist, a wordless
indicator of bourgcois excess cnjoycd atthe expense

Of thC hollow—tummicd, downtroddcn masscs.

Victorian political cartoons are rife with the
image of the Fac Man. He wears a monocle and
a pinstripcd thrcc—piccc suit, and his feet are in a
pompous firsc position. His immense bclly, pcrfcctly
round, juts out of the page. Often it looms over the
conspicuously skinny subjccts he is in the process
of tormenting, Soviet propaganda is even more
cxplicit: the top—hattcd chap stomping on the trim

worker has “kanmran” (capital) emblazoned across his



amplc middle. Lampooning his bclly was an casy
way to stick it to the man, the capitalist who had
so much more than you. In the hcady days before
neoliberalism, the cultural imagination could grasp
the basic idea that the size of the bclly correlated

Wltll wcalth and POWCI’, and tllCl’CFOI’C blamc.

The belly politic is all about fatness. But while
tatness inhabits the whole body, the bclly is always
the centre. Satatthe core, the bclly isthe mostfertile
ground from which to breed political rhetoric:
excess, laziness, decadence, stupidity, dominance,
or the reverse. Fundamcntally, fatness when
cxploitcd tor political mctaphor isavisualindicator
ot how an individual relates to the world, and there
is no closer link than the bclly, the landing—spot of
all that the body consumes. Surcly, then, big bellies

are for those who are grantcd the biggcr portion?

But here is a drastic mismatch with rcality: the
belly as a class symbol in the Global North has
seen a sharp pivot. Fatness is now a problem
of the poor. The most deprived are by far the
most likely to be considered ‘overweight, a

fact unimaginablc in not-too-distant history.

Our current brand of fatphobia is a toxic swill of
competing influences, but this particular switch
between class targets marks it out as a unique
prcjudicc. There has been a reversal of fatness as
a class symbol, conlusing its initial rhetoric. A
linguistic hangovcr remains where the suggestion
of anti-fat sentiment can carry with it a nod to
solidarity with working pcoplc. Austcrity was
quaintly described by many a Tory perpetrator
as ‘rimming the fat] reigning in the bloated
bclly of the state. In its placc would surcly be an
invigoratcd, slimmed-down system whose excess
wcight would prcsumably be transferred to the
so-called ‘Big Socicty. Employing the language
of fat accomplished plenty; it evoked the image
of an ovcrly indulgcnt governing body, its public

services pudgy after thirteen years of New Labour
spoiling as thcy cosied up to corporate Private
Finance Initiatives. It vaguely harkens back to lean
wartime frames, digging tor victory back in Blighty
while valiantly ignoring a rumbling tum for the
sake of our boys on the Front. Austerity would
be a collective endeavour, a rcbalancing of the
scales: some pcoplc were consuming more than

thcy deserved, thcy said, and this would not stand.

The fact is, consumption in the West is no longcr
the challcngc it used to be. Ovcrconsumption is
accessible to more pcoplc

than ever before with

the rapid dcvclopmcnt
of fast fashion, and
the same can be said
the
acccssibility to
food. While
food scarcity

remains an

for increased

alarming

and



to consume, but
consume well.”

widcly rcgarded quitc as the prccious com
it once was. Status emerges Now not fi
ability to consume, but to consume well. °
and famous have a flac bclly, and it comm
their remarkable skill in spending mong
right things—Erewhon’s $22 probiotic §
[® [®
perhaps—in the face of boundless finang

And if thcy can restrain thcmsclvc
haven' they carned the top spot?

the prime functions of rich thinness:
alignment with the deserving poor. B

the Poor Law reserved this label for hz
who contributed to socicety witho
the rewards—enough food, for ins

entrenched them as the moral good
because the Wcalthy flac bclly is not.
of hard work, its just the end rcsu"

their slimness grants them a
4
§rar

the lack of restriction théy

slender forms so applaudable. Wh




Ve "fﬂd*be set in

vould be so

| the rich body of today”
1S smooth and toned and flat, so well-proportioned,
that it would never occur to the Members that
there was any injustice to strike against in the
first place. Theyd turn on cach other instead.
Itsancattrick. While thelitde people fightamongst
themselves, bending over backwards to prove
that the deprived are selfish and gluttonous, the
avatars of the ruling class can distance themselves
from the cartoon of the poindess far cat. Their
bellies are just the right size, there is no fat to trim.
How could they have more than their fair share?
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] WORKER AND

KOLKHOZ WOMAN

You two, Worker and Kolkhoz woman

Stand steel-setin outrageous pcrfcction.

Your absurd vest strings tether muscle-bound torsos
Turned still. In your cighticth year ot labour,

bitter wind

Setsloose your spilling midriff fabrics.

Asif, Kolkhoz woman,

You wouldn't be used to dressing for the elements,

Ieching to peel back

Flaunted laycrs, stinking ofa day.

But stucl(—halfway—in some strip tease
For excesses of arms and flesh.

Surplus surcly coaxed out of dumbbells.
Prised from the nutrient stores of your

Soviet peasant protcin powdcr.

Those bodies don't work.

Working arms and lcgs and faces are

Carved with cavern cracks,

Bctraying the years spent bracing bitter winds, and
Bcaring both the old Wcight of work at work

And young WOfl(CfS at homc.

Our heroes cvenings

Are spent sliding down the day’s slopcs
That theyl spend tomorrow scaling,
Then to plungc, pastcd, into the froth,
To purge sickle sores, and wait for

A SCythC SWiI]g o turn thcm over
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Into casket bodies in town churches: icons of
labour.

Not two steel-set idols, like Worker and Kolkhoz
woman,

Proclaiming false that they

Might buy back their bodies at Spm
Onweckdays, and 3pm on Fridays,

Cashing in the expensive right to dccay
unobserved.

In sarcophagus museums for

industrial fabrications,

Fingcr—crosscd visitors tilt at spent machines,
Picturing the bodies that once drove them into
some coalface

As burly and protcin—prccncd.

Not rickcting skeletons, holding on

And flaunting nothing,

Coal lumps and phonc calls

Tree stumps and pink dolls

Products of labour; justas their exhalations
And the sharp dry cough corked

Only to conceal their transience.

You see, in years, all your parcnts’ pain
Will be a hand held up, not with a hammer, buta
coffee cup
And in the other, an ergonomic kcyboard.
Not by real bodies with crow-lined faces
But smoothed into outrageous steel-set
pcrfcctions.
By Ethan Penny
Art hy Lily Middleton-Mansell
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‘Late Night Contemplation’ by Charlotte Mitchell



In 1983, the French artist

Sophie Calle discovered an address book. She returned it

to its owner—whose details were listed at the back—but not without
having first copicd out its contents. In the month that followed,
she would call up these acquaintances of “Pierre D™ to question
them about him and pubiish the fruits of their conversations daily

in the newspaper Libération. These picces, reminiscent of diary

entries, were accompanicd hy black-and-white photographs
mimicking Pierre’s lite. From his favourite armchair in his friend’s
apartment to his mothers grave, Calles photography prohcd
every facet of her suhjcct. His sexual history, his job, his physical
appcarancc—Caiic scuiptcd an image of Pierre through his
acquaintances. Pierre rcspondcd with a letter in Libération
and threatened to puhiish a nude photo of Calle aiongsidc it.
She had strippcd him bare, and he tried to do the same to her.

Ascasyasitisto chalk this upasa standard revenge pornresponse
from an indignant man, his method of retaliation does in fact
have something of the Sophie Calle abour it. Pierre D" implies
an cquivalcncc between her intrusion of his privacy, and his
dissemination of her nude picture, raising questions about
intimacy and the hody—thcmcs which are central to Calle’s
work. Nudity is not uncommon in her art: just flick through
her photobook True Stories (1994) and you will come
across her holding her ex-husband’s penis. Turn a coupic
more pages and you’ll see her naked breasts bcing licked
by a bull. But this unsentimental, even clinical, approach




to nudity does not mean that her work lacks emotional intimacy; Calle frcqucntly draws inspiration

from traumatic events in hcr PCI‘SOH&] lifC, ranging anywhcrc from brcakups to thC dcath OFhCl’ parcnts.

[tappears that The Sleepers (1979), one of her first major works, succeeded in incorporating both sexual
and emotional intimacy. For this picce, she invited friends, acquaintances, and total strangers to slccp
in her bed, where she photographcd them hour]y. Ofall placcs, the bed is the cpitome of‘intimacy: itis
usually a private space, with sexual connotations. In this work, like in Tracey Emin's Everyone I Have
Ever Slept With 1963-1995 (1995), Calle marries these sexual undertones with the intimacy of sleep,
in a non-sexual sense; as she watches her ‘subjccts? she witnesses them at their most vulnerable. Unlike

Emin, Calle, behind the camera, compromiscs nothing of her own privacy—bar pcrhaps the fact that

she is using her own bed—and occupics a
position of power in relation to the slccpcrs.
The same imbalanced power dynamics are
present in many of her other works. Take, for
instance, the time that she followed a man she
had met only briefly from Paris to Venice,
where she stalked him until he cvcntually
recognised her (Venetian Suite, 1983).
Once again, Calle is behind the camera,
documcnting a vulnerable suhjcct (here,
the Vuincrability comes from his ignorance
of his stalker). She is, if you like, a voyeur.
Avrtistic practices such as this obViously
raise cthical questions. Whilst stalking

is often associated with malicious intent,
wheredoes Calle's documentation of the movements of ancar stranger,cven

in the name of art, fall on this scale? In a world where our physical presence s almost constantly survcycd,

particularly inurbanareas, is outrageoveran isolated invasion ofprivacysuch asthis just misdirected cncrgy?

In another sense, Calle positions herself as a voyeur insofar as she recogniscs the erotic aspect of her
own work. During her pursuit of the man in Venetian Suite, Calle kept a diary tracking his moves, her
thoughts, and her fcclings. The more pcrsonal comments are italicised, diﬁcrcntiating them from the lists
of street names, as she navigates the winding Venetian roads—her internal monologuc is supcrimposcd
onto the physical map of the city. One such comment comes after she asks a stranger for help in tracking

the man down; to justify her questions she “tell[s] him

% L‘é@‘ wngentin M&M evey, |minlovewithaman—only love seems admt'ssible”
(Calle and Baudrillard, 1988). Calle herself seems

%&LM WW 77 M\Z/ uncertain of the rclationship between the followed

and the follower in this unusual instance of stalking

ﬂ/%; W méat, M &Z Wj{ fOI‘ art’s sakc—or pcrhaps morce accuratcly at thiS

M . , » carly stagc in hCI’ carcecr, stalking fOI‘ borcdoms sakc.
7 WW/»@




“T 4 wobldl whese sas Wﬂ%@/ﬂ&mw % alomott cm%&‘q/%
é@%ﬂ/f /MM%&% wiban ateas, thowttage vesaniviated
levain of plivacy 56k 54 14 fiett mslsectod enssgy T

Years later, when working on Address Book (1983), Calle is drawn again to the
same question of eroticism in her relationship with “Pierre D? In a 1992 interview

with Bice Curiger, she comes back to the role of love in these experiments:

“Tlost control [...] I completely fell in love with that man, | changcd my life for him
[..] I went to live in his ncighbourhood, only saw his friends, went to cat in the
places he liked to go [...] when he came back he hated me and I really fele rejected,

but at the same time its better than real love, because all this was completely fake.”

But can a camera ever truly capture someone intimately? Or does the image stop at the
physicality of the body without going deeper? Much of Calles work is the project of
creating an image around someone. She constructed the character of Pierre D through the
testimonics of those around him. She even does the same for herself: filling glass cabinets
with her birthday presents cach year (Birthday Ceremony, 1980-1993), she allows us to sce
herself through the eyes of the gift givers. This is Calle at her most characteristic. She takes
something personal and intimate—which implicates those close to her, insofar as they are the
givers—and makes it public, ordering the gifts on shelves in an almost forensic manner. In
this way, Calle throws light upon the inherent tension between identity and the way in which
we are perceived by others, all while acknowledging the centrality of material objects to both.

One of her most famous works is Zizke Care of Yourself. which she first presented at the
2007 Venice Biennale. The title quotes an email which her then-boyfriend sent to break
up with her. Calle enlists 107 women to read and interpret the email according to their
job. His email was edited, translated, performed, psychoanalysed. At first glance, chis
picce seems to be painfully intimate, and personal to the point where viewers admire her
bravery. But, looking again, you see nothing of Sophic Calle. Sure, this work encapsulates a
vulnerable—maybe even embarrassing—moment in her life, but ncither the email nor the

responses are written by her. Throughout the process, Calles own feclings remain clusive.

In contrast, Exquisite Pain (2003) is another picce inspired by a breakup. In this work,
Calle pairs daily retellings of her breakup with conversations with strangers about the worst
pain they have ever felt. Unlike her later work Take Care of Yourself, Exquisite Pain is
a truly intimate portrait of her loss: Calle is open about her emotions, whilst maintaining a
characteristic—almost cynical—distance by putting her feclings in implicit comparison with

other peoples” pain. Calle is, for once, successtul in making the truly private public by working




in collaboration with others to create a story of pain as a common thread through our individual lives.

Calle distances herself from her fcclings by transforming them into art; she shifts her voyeuristic methods

onto herself by cngaging the puhlic in dissecting her brcakups. Calle Cxp]oits her emotions just as she

does her subjccts in Address Book and Venetian Suite, thcrcby blurring the lines between privatc and

public, intimate and false. She goces so faras to opcn]y reject the intimate, stating her prcfercncc foralove
that was “completely fake™possibly revealing a preference for obsession over vulnerability which limits
how candid Calle is in her art. This cynicism runs through both her self-reflective and her voyeuristic art,
which propc]s her Cxpioration of the extents to which we are all able to share the intimacy of our private
lives. In an artistic and social experiment to see what dcgrcc of inner life will remain hidden, Sophic

Calle forces us to qucstion how much of ourselves we are Wil]ing to reveal in the pursuit of true intimacy.

By Tilda Walker
Art by Seraph Lee
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Supposedly.

In 1965, the Scandinavian crotic film Jeg—en
Kvinde (I, 2 Woman) was released in cinemas to

a strangely pOSitiVC reaction. Strange fOI‘ tl’lC not-

quite-yet—swinging sixties, | mean.

We follow Siv, bobbed up to the nines and with

Scandi-soul-staring eyes, discovering the nascent

world of sexual liberation. Sex takes her from city
to city where she waltzes with Gersen, Sven, and
Doctor Dam between cotton sheets. At the end
of their entanglement, cach professes their love
for her—and is promptly disposed of. However, in
the death throes of monogamy, she finds her sexual
cqual in Eric. He soon casts her aside out of a fear
that she has fallen in love with him. Same as it ever

was.

The genius of the film is that we are led to believe
that it is about the inability of men to appease the
true power of unbridled female sexuality. [tisnt. It

is only at the end that we realise chat the

By KitRenshaw-Hammond
Artby Joe Walford

film is about something far simpler than that: it is

about boredom.

Sex is an exercise in bounded uncertainty, an
uncertainty that disappears once realised. The
cast of men Siv uses to satiate herself don' prove
a Challenge to her—they are a simple, achievable
means to... her end, so to speak. Each ﬂing slowly
descends into the doldrums of tedious monogamy.
This fear is exactly why Eric casts her aside. After
gaining his satisfaction, she will no longer be a
Challenge; when she loves him, he will become
bored. Young people were not made to be bored—
in our heart of hearts, we cannot bear it. Boredom
is something that happens to old people, tending
their gardens and napping in big velvet chairs. We
will spend our now, the ‘best years of our lives,
stressed, angry, sad, overjoyed, or sobbing in a

nightclub bathroom. Anything CXCCpt bOI‘Cd.

Now hold this thought. Lets go back to the 1960s.

19




Baker: My instincts tell me what to do.
Solenas: My instincts tell 72 what to do!

You may recognise an exchange of your own
in that couplet. Thescare two young people
seeking joy, just tragically unaligned in
their wants and needs. In chasing our
“instincts, we find one another, and in

chasing our instincts, we lose one another.

Today, we like to see ourselvesas living in
the age of the undefined relationship—
look at how often ‘situationship; fling,
or ‘friends with benefits are used
in conversation. But as much as we
would love to be the generation that

redeﬁncd monogamy, we are not.

Two

years later, Andy , Whatever a situationship™ is, we did
5 -

Wiarhol released his response to the ¢ not invent it. Instead, we did something

film, creatively tided I, @ Man. Jim Morrison, much worse—we reified it. By having all these

the man who had to many dethroned Elvis as words for different types of relationships, we place
the most dangerous ﬁgure in male sexuality, Was them in aranking, existing somewhere in between

given the lead role. Unfortunately, alcoholics will friendship and a ‘proper’ relationship. Living as

s alcoholics do—whiskey got the better of him  We¢ do in a culture that is so obsessed with the

on the first day of ﬁlming and he sent his drinking publication ofthe self,atempor ar yﬂing isoncofthe

buddy, Tom Baker, to the shoot instead. Much like \‘?\ least publicizable  relationships

S

- / onc can have, and SO

Siv, Baker prowls his way through the seedier ‘

cornersofhisworld,castinghispartnersaside i ; it remains inferior
" in many peoples

cyes. Think about the

word situationship

when sex no longer contains a kind of fragile

uncertainty. And still more like Siv, he /

meets his match in Valerie Solenas, = /
their machine-gun pace exchanges (((:‘\
|

>

I's a  diminutive

on a dimly lit staircase so rapid youd of relationship,

be shocked to learn they were al Somcthing less-than,

improvised. Far from hecoming a manifesto S somc sub—categor Y-
for devoting oneself Wholly and entirely to
another, much like I, 2 Woman, it again

reaches a middle ground, leaving

both on equal footing:




Sivand Baker both show that rather than being an
invention of our time, casual sex could be achieved
even in the 1960s—even more gcnuincly so than
today. It existed in a bcautifully undefined space
where moving on out of boredom was cntircly
acccptablc, and more than that, Cntircly normal.
We may think thats what ‘situationships or ‘flings
are today. But in rcality, by labclling them we
remove the fécling of uncertainty fromit. So many
ot us know the fccling of losing the sense of dangcr
and joy in a connection with someone once thcy

say, “You know, I'm actually into you

Evcry day, pcoplc quit their jobs, move cities,
change degrees, all out of boredom. Then why
does it feel so wrong to enda rclationship because
youre bored? We cuphemise it: "We've reached the
end of the road’; Tneed to igure out who Iam'; all
various ways of saying, “'m bored. Can we stop?”
Burt just think if we could say things for how thcy
really are. Here, I give you two films that embody
this. Siv and Baker do not chase this life because

of‘somcthing uniquc to them, to their time, placc,
or gcndcr. Not 7, Siv or I, Baker,
but I, a Woman. I, a Man.|,

But life soon comes crashing down to carth. It
wouldn’ take iong for the reels of I, 2 Man to be

filled with ghosts.

Tom Baker died of an overdose in a loft on 14"
Streetin New York in 1982, 11 years after the death
of Jim Morrison in Paris, the man whose role he had
stepped into at the last moment. One of Baker’s
lovers in the film, the German model Nico, met her
end four years later. She had recendy emerged from
a 15-year heroin addiction. Then, the year atter the
film was released, on June 31968, Valeria Solenas
walked into Warhols Factory studio where 1, a
Man had been brought to life. She shot Warhol

through the lungs, liver, stomach, and splccn.
Why tell you this?

Well, pcrhaps it shows that we will not be like this
forever. In ﬂccing from boredom through drugs or
sex, these actors lost their lives. We, too, may meet
our ends soon, on the end of a needle, somewhere
along 14™ Street, or in Paris. We might even meet
our ends in a much less dramatic way: tcnding our

gardcns, pcrhaps aslccp ina dccp velvet chair.

SO, thcn, hOW to think about t]’lCSC tyPCS Of

rclationships?

In a word, for young people? Better. There is
nothing moral or immoral about running, from
boredom into the arms of an endless line of
lovers—it’s far simplcr than that. When we label,
we dcstroy. By having sex, we remain in that liminal

space, we kccp ourselves alive. Youth necessitates it,
demands it. Man, Woman, Siv, Baker, Denmark,
New York, Oxford—it makes no difference.

It is how we can avoid the boredom we fear so,

cla

SO dCCply




Aunt Lois

By Hannah Cowlcy
Art by Sasha Hardy

You died a spinsterly saint, Aunt Lois,

But you smile at me from the mantlcpiccc like
You want me to catch your whisper,

To press my car against the glass

Like a child with a conch—

Straining to hear the sca.

They say your house was only big enough for
You and your faith, Lois,

Butit can't have been.

[ wish [ knew you.

She must have rippcd you open,

Left you disembowelled,

Floating past crucifixes, intestines dragging

Intow; a glistening trail that dries and stains

The carpet with red proof that you loved.

Youd reveal who did it—if only you could—

Hiss her name from the picture with a devilish wink
And tell me how itwas a pcrfumcd haze,

Smudged lipstick, strewn hairpins, the works;

Long days waiting and praying,

Fearing God and men.
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Kak mue ysnarn—
Kro s?

OH FOBOPI/IT, 4YTO A JKCHIIMHA.

OHa F()BOPI/IT, 4TO A MYy’ KYMHA.

A BOF ITOMAAKHBACT.

How can I know—

Who amI?

He says that I'm a woman.
She says that I'm a man.

And God stays silent.

Aus A6CAHP | Liya Abclyar

/NAR

KOFAIl Bbl O6HI/IMQCTCCI)

y MCHZ Ha I'Aa3ax,
}l HHKaK HC MOFy pCU_II/ITb,

Ha YbCM MCCTC XOTCAQ 61)1 OKa3aTbCA.

When you embrace
before my eyes,
Ijust cant decide

in whose place Id rather be.



These poems originally appcarcd in the first issue
of RISK, published in 1995. In the foreword,
its. founder Dmitry Kuzmin describes  the
publication as ‘not a journal for gays, neither is
ita gay journal, and its not even a journal about
gays.” Rejecting the label of LGBTQ+ literature,
Kuzmin instead presents RISK as a contribution
to the broader Russian cultural scene, albeit one

“taken from a spcciﬁc and, pcrhaps, atypical anglc’i

Even as part of this (atypical anglC: however, the
poems arc further sidelined. In an interview
with the organisation Gey Al’yans Ukraina
(Gay Alliance Ukraine), Kuzmin only
mentionsthemin passing and confesses that
he knows little about their author bcyond
the signature ‘Liya Abelar] Yet through
his comments on the “unccrtainty” and
(tvagucncss” cxprcsscd in the pocms,
Kuzmin succinctly articulates the
marginal position of their

the

subjcct matter:

questioning  of a

m\ I \ll \\\,

binary and essentialist conception of gender and
scxuality. The poems reflect on monosexism, the
othcring of bisexual or gcndcr—ﬂuid identities, by
confronting the ambiguitics of sexual attraction
and selthood. As I have found, the poems raisc
both aesthetic and politica] questions about
identity which their translation only heightens.

Considering the notion of uncertainty, it is
interesting that my translation of the first poem
leaves the gcndcr of the spcakcr unclear. In
Russian, the verb form used for the conditional
tense requires an agreement in gendcr
and number, making gender neutrality
cffectively impossible when' speaking in
the singular. The poetic voice is marked
“xoreaa (khotela) rather
than “xorer” (khotel), a distinction

as female,

rendered  impossible in  English
duc to the lack of grammatical

gender. Any attempt to convey
the spcakcr’s gcndcr in
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Yet because of this absence of grammatical gen-

translation would sound
der, a further nuance of the original Russian is
lost. Although the speaker states that they “just
cant decide / in whose place Id rather be;” in Rus-
sian the use of the female verb form confirms
that thcy have alrcady made a decision; thcy have
identified themselves with the female role in the
pairing. But even though this gcndcr athrmation is
expressed to the reader through the verb “xorers’
(khotel‘, to want), the spcakcr may not actually
wish to idcntify as a woman. Thcy could be using
this form unconsciously because thcy have been
socialised as female, while in fact dcsiring a greater
ﬂuidity. The spcakcr seems restricted by their own
languagc and unable to fully express their fcclings.
This grammatical gcndcring exposes our reliance
on received ideas in the articulation of our idcntity,
fcclings, and prcfcrcnccs, as well as the dii‘chlty of
expressing what lies outside of conventional struc-
tures. This was the aspect of the poem that most
spokc to me. It pcrfcctly capturcd the unique frus-
tration of the pcrccivcd ‘Vagucncss’ of biscxuality,
and the internal struggle of understanding myself
in monosexist tcrms—fccling I should somehow
pick a side] or being told that it was probably fjust
a phasci Here, as a translator, I am torn between
an appreciation of the distinct, pcrhaps even lib-
erating, possibilitics afforded hy English, and the

frustration that somcthing so central is left unsaid.

The second poem also wrestles with hinary
conceptions of gcndcr. The original Russian
dclibcratcly leaves the gcndcr of the spcakcr
unclear, writing from the present tense in which
gcndcr marking is not rcquircd. The poctic voice
is also distanced, obscured in the very first line by
an impcrsonal construction in which the spcakcr
becomes not the grammatical subjcct of the
sentence but instead its indirect ohjcct. A literal
English translation would sound unnatural—how

to me to know™—so my use of the auxiliary verb

“can” is an attempt to draw out the questions of
agency implicd by this grammatical dissociation.
The response that God “stays silent” could suggest
that gcndcr is not a biological imperative, but
instead a cultural phcnomcnon: one that is
determined Cxtcrnally, by the collective judgcmcnt
of our appcarance and sclf—prcscntation. In the
parallel construction “he says/she says” neither sex
recognises the spcakcr as bclonging to their own
side of the binary. In both cases, thcy are pushcd
towards the ‘other’ category, leaving them in limbo:
straddling both sides—or bclonging to neither.

“This grammatical gendering
exposes our reliance on received
ideas in the articulation of our
identity, feelings, and preferences.”

But why is God silent? This line could speak to
the dcspcration tele by the spcakcr, equating their
inability to define their idcntity with a spiritual
crisis. Yetin considcring silence notasan indication
of non-existence or of abandonment but as the
absence ofspccch, itmay also highlight the failure of
languagc to fully encompass a fluid idcntity. Falling
outside the categories of ‘man” and “woman’
vacillating between roles, the spcakcr has become

incomprchcnsiblc to both others and themself.

The implication that languagc cannot accuratcly
represent ﬂuidity projectsa similarly bleak outlook
for the act of translation. But could translation in
fact serve as a form of linguistic protest against
our rigid undcrstanding of idcntity? In crossing
between two linguistic spaces, it opens up new
possihilitics which can alter our fixed perception
of the world. Robert Frost famously stated that
“poctry is what is lost in translation,” but he then

continued: ‘It is also what is lost in intcrprctation.



That litcle poem means just what it says and it says
what it means, nothing less but nothing more.”
This seems a surprisingly sterile and essentialist
notion considcring the ambiguity of poetry,
its lyricism, its embrace of contradictions. In a
way, rcading poetry in the original languagc is
alrcady an act of translation because it is so open
to interpretation, pcrhaps even demands it. In the
case ofAbclyar, both the poem and its translation
seem  well-suited to questioning orthodoxy

and opening the way to new perspectives.
pening y RSP

But aside from these abstract queries, translation
also increases the acccssibility of these poems to
a wider, non—Russophonc audicncc—somcthing
which I believe is vital in light of the pocms’ cultural
context. When these poems were firsc publishcd
in 1995, Kuzmin declared in his foreword
that: “Today [in Russian socicty] the topic of
homoscxuality is no longcr cither forbidden or
new.” Unfortunatcly, in the ncarly thirty years
since, only the latter holds true. On November
30 2023, the Russian Supreme Court outlawed
the ‘international LGBT movement, designating
it as an ‘extremist organisationi In Russia today,
mentioning your scxuality in public could be
classified as “propaganda of non-traditional sexual
relationships™ (June 2013), or “the imposition of
information about non-traditional rclationships
or preferences” (November 2022). Human rights
groups including Amncsty International have
stated that the vague wording of this lcgislation
has the potcntial to be used in support of state
repression and violence. While the ambiguity of
poetic languagc and the subversion of fixed notions
of meaning through translation can be helptul in
the strugglc for representation, here vagueness only

serves to StI’CﬂgthCI’l opprcssivc pOWCF structurcs.

To my mind, an undcrstanding of idcntity as
fluid, as suggcsted in Abclyar’s pocms, rcjccts the
static rhetoric that placcs gay and trans pcoplc

outside of social norms. Some might say that
these pocms only amplify monosexist tropes of
bisexuals as being ‘confused; a term also applicd
to transgcndcr and non—binary pcoplc. But can
any part of our idcntity ever rcally be certain? The
human condition is one of fluctuation: you’rc not
the same person at thirty as you were at thirteen,
nor should you be. While gcndcr and scxuality
can be difficule parts of our idcntity to navigate,
our confusion may only arisc as a response to
the rigid ‘certainties” of language. Expressions of
uncertainty and vagueness expose the restrictive
assumptions of monosexist and binary languagc,

instead Cmphasising the complcxitics of idcntity.

“But why is God silent?”

Abclyar’s chosen vehicle of poetry is imperative
in achiCVing this goal, but so too is the act of
translating these pocms. It has forced me to reflect
on the implicit structures of languagc that shapc
both mine and others’ perception of me. By sharing
these poems and cxploring the challcngcs of their
translation, I have shown how these structures
can be subverted and the ambiguitics of languagc
embraced in order to articulate a different notion
ofidcntity. There is still a long way to go when it
comes to the acceptance of the complcxitics of
gcndcr and sexual idcntity, but through an act
of sclf-translation, by examining the language
we use and questioning the assumptions that
accompany it, we can bcgin to move towards
fluid

a  morc LlIldCfStalldillg Ol: oursclvcs.

By Anna Hull
Art by Angelil(a Woodruft
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There were three lights in the window.

That day you were lecturing a teacup,
And establishing the nature of the storm.

Once you told me the artist could not tell his
trade,

So then I took your mind in hand,

And you watched as I shattered your teacup,
Just to know that youd drink from it broken,
And I watched as you put back your needles
Just how I had pulled them from you,

And you told me you artists could not tell your
trade,

And I wouldn’t believe you.

So you left your overclothes behind,
And as you pulled me under them, I asked:

When you spoke on forests did you cry
And press your face to the autumn ground
And when you spoke on Corpus Christi
Is this really what you meant?
Have you found a place yet,
To bury your words?

And when you spoke on frustrate labour
Was your heart full of those who drowned
In the unbounded Thames
The Briton slaves that never were—
Have you heard them?

If T hadn’t loved you—

Now edges are folded upon edges,
And the dust gathers over the land
And Eve, lain down in the viper’s nest,
Has written her vices

In verse on the confessional wall—

And if T hadn’t loved you—
I could tell you what you meant—

When you spoke on the ground,
Could you feel that the earth
was beneath you, under your nails?
Do you only listen
when the canons are fed—

If T hadn’t loved you—
I would say that you have said very
much
And meant very little
But nonetheless I love you—
And before there was a light in
the window—

There was a great fire in Alexandria;

Across the bay the young men

Stood on the beaches taking in the black sand,
And as the image of two suns fell upon the dark
water,

I remember saying,

I will not see you again for a long while now.

28



DRAMATIS PERSONAE

The Shopkeeper Anold
sage, puffcr-jackctcd
The Belt Man A bangled
mad-man of 1985
Me A slight thing, base asa

hOK'SC chcstnut, a jackct SCC[(CI’

ACTI

SCENE

The shop yawns. In its throat THE SHOPKEEPER waits
cross-legged in a long fork-tongued orchard of jackets, leather jackets
[reckled with yellow light into a sweet-skinned mush, crushed and crushing. It
is autumn now. Some have fallen, the sour crab apples that even magpies ignore,

and will not be picked up until January.

THE SHOPKEEPER 2 }’Ey

(Smiles, releasing a thin coiling string of patchouli
smoke from between bis two front teeth.)
Gone from the lead-souled world and gargled in the LE A T]_’ER
gOlan raCkS*IC[ mece ChOOSC ajaCkCt fOr yOU. lt’S a talcnt
of mine, to bend these old skin coats like Hcphiaston and

scnd out lltth wandcrcrs pcrfumcd \Vlth lOVC Lostumcd mn gOld and thC trappmgs Ofd Lhcmy

ME
(Splits clean in half—unlucky conker—and, spreading, shows an unsightly, untouched spring green,

having been addressed into existence.)
[like red. Dark red like a

THE SHOPKEEPER
Oz’nops Pontos. Wine-dark sca. Does your locket open? Whats inside?

ME
(Opens the locket with both hands. A hot white star fizzes, falls out, leaving behind at every second
a pale film image of itself;, a fogay after-firework. It cools on the carpet as a large molten pearl. In its
passion, it bas released a clonding scent of oud.)

A picture. Of my lover.

THE SHOPKEEPER

(Scoops up the star in his left hand. He blows off a hundred brown specs of carpet dust and offers it
back.)

You're a new thing, ripening with love. I will sp]it t0o, in an act of hospitality, show no frothing stars but

Grccian vine, no pcarls but fOOl’S gOld, thC truest gOld Wthh blushcs Wlth bascncss. I coat thC walls now,
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send spines of leaves through sleeves and jcwcl cuffs with a curse of ivy—put your hands in the pockcts.
You will find me chere too.

He bubbles, for a moment, and then erupts into a growth of ivy quilting the shop walls, a true,
honest, smiling ivy with gold-trimmed leaves—as if to say: now I like you, now I meet you properly,
now I think that you, dizzy lover, have a soul too.

He unzips his puffer jacket and pulls out, with a great jolt, a pinkish suede mass.

THE SHOPKEEPER
You'll like this jackct, this lover's cape, this heart that writhes with hot desire and swoons over the body.
Suede of sonnets, of verse brimming with violets, erotic, of ribbons and roses, of red wine, sweet wine,
awine-dark sea. See? A sweet new shell for you, no spikcs, but the pink honcycd skin of wanting which
cracks not on mud (fallen from a conker tree) but only on a bedroom floor, springing into hordes of
wildflowers. Evcryonc has their thing. You know, in the cightics, a man came in every day for a month
and bought a belt. The shop was different then, a Pandoras pizhos of Indiana Jones dreamers and snake
charmers. Iwasa palc sprout, shy with leaves and lcaning into the palm ofanewworld, just turned twenty
and beading with sweet sap. The Bele Man was street-born and lived to buy these hissing strips of leather,
coil ing and | unging as thcy did in the racks and ﬂashmg white buckles. One day he came in his panoply

wrcathcd with v1pcrs and wearing fifteen belts, from jeans to chest. I asked

JACKET

THE BELT MAN
(Thirty-eight years ago, belt-ends rising and twisting to the smothered
S H 0 P Sflute sounds of time passed.)
BCCauSC it makcs me happy.
ME

(Smiles. Hates the jacket.)

['ll come back.

(Fleeing, loses shape and shell immediately, too milky-eyed
and smoky now to slot into the brute awakeness of the outside.
Crosses street, locket spitting slim moons, crescents rolling back
to the shop, where the soul remains. Body will not go back.
Spins, dreaming, on an axis—a horse chestnut browning
into sweetness like burnt sugar. Wonders, in student
hovels and libraries and parties, whether, when we lose
our jackets and everything else and flash still-pink bones,
it is only the fabric that fades and not the love.)

FIN

By Freyja Harrison-Wood
Artby Olivia Cho
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By Florence Hall

cnopaul

:':1

will always k;

remind me ofmy mother— 5,

not because her skin is flecked with freckles %
like shudders of rain on train windowpancs, :;)
and not because we spent her birthdays on ] —?
battered coastlines, trying to revive our prun d <

ﬁngertips, but bccausc in hCl' most recent years,
my InOtllt‘I' l]?lS blt‘d. I\I\’ ll]Otllt‘I' l]?lS kIlO\VIl more

blood than she did in her twenties and thirties combined.

And although the internet s ys this is typical, it does not

tCll mec hO\\" IOIlg [ ShOUld hug my mothcn \VhCD at thC

kitChCD sink hCl' h‘dlldS trcmble in thC ﬂé.lt water and llt‘l'

f‘dCt‘ turns to l esttears. | am h€l' onl / llt‘if to tlliS P‘diﬂ, &Ild

ShC tCHS me llO\V tllt‘ blOOd arrives in g‘dSPS, Clllll' ging tllI'Ongh
e teate e

the barrier of her c]othing as though it were a sieve. | hold her

CIOSC to my Sl]OUldt‘f, SO tll’dt our SpillCS mirror CLICh OthCl'. ﬂlt‘

atuml quirks O‘: llCI' llt"gll't sound against my t\\’iSth car—
Cll me ;lbOth hCl' new OP‘AUOIL ‘dlld I rcmcmbcr

/ SO many dOCtOl’S ththCd tlllS ﬂuttcr \\’ith Oth—Of—Pl‘dCt‘

monitors, scnding her home for weekends coiled up in self-

reflexive wires while her body plottcd 111ctamorphosis.

This, however, is a demi—god synthesis, a different

blOSSOH]illg ﬁ'om tllC ﬁngcrtips. Thﬁl'é V\"ill bC ayecar, Sllt‘

tt‘llS mece as hCl' l‘dSt tear d[OpS into tllC washing—up bO\\’l,

\VhCl] ShC \ViH fCCl lt‘SS tiI'Cd‘ lCSS dCde[Cd. and llt‘l~ bOd\

will stretch out its reborn atoms, aligning out of the fog,
o g 5

‘dlld PCT ‘:Ol'l]l l]CI' \\'OIHLID—U‘iCk "bl

me like an artist.
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The slogan ‘my body,
my choice, proudly
by
women ﬁghting for

‘ the right to bodily

autonomy, has bCCD

proclaimed

taken as gospei by feminist

groups worldwide.  This powerfui

)

does this mantra extend to every choice

phrase has been integrai to the ﬁght for
safeguarding reproductive rights and
has since become the poster child

for the giobai feminist struggle. But

a woman makes? Is there a limit on the

extent to which we can—or should—modify our

bodies?

In 2024, the encroachment of cosmetic surgery
into the pubiic sphere, its increased potentiai for
customisation, and its rapid normalisation are on
full, glorious, unprecedented display. Caralysed
by the meteoric rise of social media, influencer-
celebrities, and online advertising, there is a
dizzying array of cosmetic surgery options available
at the click of a button. This ranges from classic
botox and iiposuction to more claborate buccal
fat removal, a surgery that removes fat between the
cheekbones and jawbones to highiight facial bone
structure.

By Sharon Chau
Arcby Angelika Woodruff

All the aforementioned factors, coupied with
increased spending power among women, have
led to the ever-increasing popuiarity of cosmetic
surgery. According to The British Association
of Aesthetic Plastic Surgeons, 31,057 cosmetic
procedures took piace in 2022, a 102% increase
from the previous year. Among the younger
generations, there has also been an increased
interest in non-surgicai or minimaiiy invasive

pro CCC[LII‘CS.

Should this increased uptai(e in cosmetic surgery
be a cause for concern? Or should it be celebrated
as the purest form of bodiiy autonomy and
expression for women who have iong been denied
the right to control what their bodies look like?

There are two main stances in the feminist debate
over cosmetic surgery. One side argues that
such women are victims of the beauty industry
and the patriarchy, while the other supports
womens agency in choosing to undergo bodily
modification to improve their lives. Susan Bordo
(1993),a key anti-cosmetic surgery feminist, argues
against the “abstract, unsituated, disembodied
freedom” which is used to justify women’s choice
to modify their bodies. In a context where
photoshopped images have become our dominant

reality, where problems with our bodies have been




socialiy constructed, this rhetoric of choice and appearance—or she can undcrgo cosmetic

sclf-determination is cxtrcmc]y idealistic. On —a surgeries to gradually bcautify herself,

the other hand, Kathy Davis (1995) opposes ,4% 5o that she can look in the mirror
?

tl’lC aintin Of cosmetic surgery recipients and FCC] attractive cver da.
p & gery recp y day

o
as culturai dupcs and victims SU_i'FCI'lIlg from

Even though thC surgcry WOllid

ﬁliSC consciousness. Instcad SilC argucs e

)

usc up a signiﬁcant amount of her

that women WhO undcrgo surgcry arc savings, ShC rcasons that th current

aCthC and knowicdgcabic agcnts SPCI]diI]g on cosmetic products wouid bC

Although thCy know that thcu OPUOHS proportionatcly erUCCd. ThC (Pl’Ctty pl’iVingC)

are limited, thcy still try their best to have and increased confidence she would gain

5 . COllid hCl hCl’ carccr. Am ra lCS \Vith
:i

her feminist discomfort, knowing that

agency over their lives in their contexts.
Such women are not vain, nor sccking to
make themselves beautiful. Thcy simpiy she is succumbing to patriarchai bcauty
i standards, but cvcntually decides after
\3% many siccpicss nights to undcrgo

s 3 the proccdurc She is satished with

wish to become normal, ‘unnoticeable, and
ordinary.

How do we square these two stances? the outcome, and it leads to her
being more confident, successtul,
Lets take the fictitious example

of Amy. Amy is an intelligent,

course it dOCS not compictciy remove i'lCI‘

/" insecurities.
/,/

prcstigious universicy and s = b N What Amy does not know is that

WC”—CdUC&th woman WhO

has jU.St graduatcd from a

now working a highly paid desk job. 7 \\\ the advertisement she received
5 was spcciﬁca]ly targctcd at her,
‘f ]\ exploiting the data of previous

¥ / - -
ﬁ\ | scarches which h'ftd built the

.;\v,“ PI’OﬁiC ofa WC”—OH' bllt msccurc

She thinks she is unattractive, which
has hurt her confidence growing
up. As a feminist, she is conscious
that such norms of attractiveness are
woman. She also does not know

A that the dinic had significancly
== - downplayed the risk of physical

wholly socia]ly constructed, but her
lived experience makes her want some
changc. One day, a ﬂashy advertisement
for cosmetic surgery pops up on her

Facebook feed, promising to subdy alter her / *i-(\

fcaturcs and improvc hCI’ COIlﬁanCC. Her interest |

cosmetic Slll‘gCI'y. Even t]’lOUgh t]lC

outcome OF thC cosmetic surgcry

. . (4 j
plqucd, Amy l’CElCilCS out to thC cosmetic surgcry é—#

was as gOOd as ShC COU_ld haVC

clinic, which cnthusiastically reassures her of her hopcd for, it was not made under

concerns. ra—— fully informed circumstances.
After doing some rescarch, she How should we understand Amy’s
concludes that she has two options: situation, a rcaiity faced by many
she can continue her current life, women? She is an active agent who has

constantly fccling dissatisfied about her thought cxtcnsivciy about her choices and

and romantically fulfilled—though of

- and psychologicai complications of
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the options available to her. As a feminist, she is
aware of the imp]ications of succumbing to—or
pcrhaps bccoming complicit in—unjust norms
and standards of bcauty, and why that may be
detrimental to other women and the feminist
movementas awhole. However, we cannot say that
she made a who]ly free choice. She was unaware of
a signii‘icant amount of information, including the
insidious, targctcd, and mislcading advertisement
which promptcd her decision. Moreover, even
though her choice was not one of dcspcration,
it was one based on the need to improve existing
circumstances under an unjust  system which
rewards attractiveness in women. Having caused
signiﬁcant amounts of internal turmoil and angst,
Amy’s decision was not an cntircly empowering

onc.

Amy does not fit ncatly into either category setout

by Bordo or Davis. She is more complicated
than cither thcory would sugeest: sheis part
ignorant, part informed.

\ What Amy’s situation demonstrates
is that it is ovchImpllstic to
characterise women according to

< cither Bordo or Davis. Instead,
/ most women are aware that
beauty norms can be coercive

but

are still reluctant or

and  detrimental,

unwilling to give up

the
capital afforded by

social

following such norms
(Dolezal, 2010). While
beauty standards are
circumscribing, women
cansstill exercise their agency
in deciding to modify L~
their bodies by such
With
eye-watering

of

contributing to shaping

standards.
the
array factors
our desires, women are situated in
a constant state of negotiation
and uncertainty, exercising their
right to choose to the best of e
their abilicy. It is thus inaccurate
and  condescending  to  frame
women as pcrpctual victims of patriarchal
control; it is simultancously unrealistic to ignore
what Naomi Wolf characterises as a “beauty
myth™alic fuclled by profitable cosmetic, weight-
loss, and fashion industries causing women to have
“a dark vein of self-hatred, physicai obsessions,
terror of aging, and dread of lost control”

Morcover, women who choose cosmetic surgery
are not a monolith. Most of them face situations
like Amys, but there exists a nuanced range of
women with different levels of knowledge and
information. On the one hand, ‘enlightened
feminists do exist, fully cognizant of patriarchal
norms, who choose to wear makeup, use Botox, or

surgicaliy modify their bodies—

—
/ = to

happmcss or udlity. On

maximise their own



the other hand, there exist women who have not
had the opportunity or privilcgc to scrutinise or
reflect on the reasons behind their wish to become
more attractive, who are swaycd and trappcd by
prevailing standards ofwhatis normal’ or ‘beautiful.
A sweeping gcncralisation on cither side fails to
acknowlcdgc the wide variety of circumstances

under which women make such decisions.

Pcrhaps there is no way of rcsolving the bodily
modification debate hy lool(ing at  feminist
theorists alone—instead, what we should focus on
is the very real physical and psychological harm
to the women who undcrgo such an experience.
Although Amy was lucky that her proccdurc
was successful, such surgical interventions can
resule in infection, bleeding, embolisms, skin
loss, blindness, crippling, and death. Cosmetic
surgery can also cause scvcrcly negative emotional
impacts: some individuals are very happywith their
surgical results and have no regrets, while others
are deeply disappointed, even with a technically
‘good’ and satisfactory outcome, and ultimatcly
teel worse than the dissatisfaction which triggcrcd
the surgery. A small minority might become
“polysurgical addicts” or “scalpel slaves” who return

FOT cndlcss opcrations in pcrpctual (]LlCSt Of thC

“perfect” body (Bordo 1993). Cosmetic surgery
is not an inconscqucntial choice akin to dcciding
what clothes to wear every morning—it must be
groundcd initsvery real physical and psychological

impacts.

Ultimatcly, to what extent should we modify
our bodies? If all women were fully informed
of the procedures’ risks and the patriarchys
potcntial influence on their decisions, I would
wholchcartcdly support any bodily modification
thcy seek to undcrgo. But in an impcrfcct world,
we cannot make pcrfcct, fully informed choices.
Like Amy, there is a real dangcr that we might
make a choice which ultimatcly works for us, but
is riddled with misinformation and ignorance.
Under the patriarchy, where a white, youthful,
Western aesthetic of feminine bcauty is the
norm, women’s decisions to modify their bodies
are rarcly free. Succumbing to such misogynistic
beauty standards, though tempting, will only
serve to strcngthcn them. Although ‘my body,
my choice’ is a potent catchphrasc succinctly
capturing the feminist demand for autonomy,

modifying our bodies is not the solution.
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Litde Pigs, Big Hero Moment by Alec Tiffou

You woke with a butterfly on your nose. The window had opened overnight.

The curtains arched, trying to touch nothing in particular—hovcring,

widow-like. Everything I own lies in a spiral: the jawbone of a horse

I'found in the dust. A silver ring I took from an old lady. A pocket-sized

hymn book. A whittled bull. A fishing line. Matches. One pair of spare

pinstripe boxers. These scraps make a fossil, head at the centre on

the mattress we fucked on as kids. I bag the scraps. Follow the sad

tadpoles by the pond. Under the see-through skin to the same

embryonic sadness your mum described. She taught English. Teaches.

We say ‘big hero moment at trivial acts of heroism. You bina beer lid:

big hero moment. | givea penny to a tramp: big hero moment. I'm missing
something, It feels like 'm missing something? I like you. I like you because if you find ewo
four-leaf clovers you give me one. If you find four you give me two. If you find three,

we keep looking.



‘Writer's Heartbreak’ by Sophie Baptista

Just one of us is getting on this train.
I know these scenes from films and novels,
So I know how I want this one to end.

I a]so know that no onc Wl“ bC running

‘strip mall’ by Holly Branco

its a twenty-minute salsa
with a boy who does not know how to salsa
‘twixt brutalist babeland

Through stations today, on a June afternoon,

When a thousand worlds aren’t cnding.
Yours isnt. As you walk free, through newsstands

And cafés, you takc most ofmc Wltl’l you.

‘Clementine’ by Amber

Forrester

And anyway
She was
Pre peeled
Pre packaged
Pre rolled
A prick
Allbig chunks
Small grains
White veins
Crumble
Oh
Heavy thick
Writhing
She was
A clot
Cooling sharp

On the come down

Oh
Well yes
['suppose

She was quite
Something—

(@te forbidden—

Yes she was

Delicious

candles (streetlights)
Milmine (sirens)

carpet (gravel)

itsa spot the difference game
dump truck againsta dumpster

YOU lOSC on purposc

‘Getting Dressed’ by Cora Alina Blau

I take the bones out my closet
(A sturdy and reliable set)

Then quickly the nervous system
(Although I could rcal]y do without that, sometimes)
Blood vessels and muscles
(There was a good 2-for-1 deal on them)

I fill my skull with some grey mass
(Either two or three scoops, dcpcnding on the tasks)
T accessorise with cycbal]s, ears,a mouth
(Wondcring if the dress code requires it)
['wrap mysclf in skin for dcccncy
(Lest someone here could see my heart!)

Then, wear some fcclings on my sleeve
(Taking quite a fashion risk)

Ohno, 1 spot old stubborn flaws
(Anyclucona dctcrgcnt here?)

But, I button up compassion, fasten grace
(And finish cloaked in courage for the day)

Et voila, the latest fashion!
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Shpr gets through the front door and takes a breath, 4
Removes the cotton balls tapcd to her hands and throws them in the bin,
Rusty stains like wilting carnations looking up at her.
She washes away the traces of dried blood left on her hands,
Steps into the shower, \‘q 4
Where I 'scrub away the smell of rubbing alcohol— &
Too clean.
I poke the bruise on the back of her hand, - ~ R
Pain like the ghost of ancedle under my skin—
I think she is crying, ‘ - 4
[am = Y

Wondering how something so necessary can feel so cldgc to a violation. -
She lies down and [ hold one arm in the other.

I'see a spot she missed and marvel atit:
A red bloom, and she will grow more.
I ery not to blame her
(She takes carcinogens like a champ)—
The line between she is sick and she makes me sick is blurry;
Shegme
She is not,
; »

) -
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~ She carries me around in her pockert, )
- Iwearherlike a coar, ' ' / ® v

~ Sheismyroom

ol And though som

”

B [ would:
- Disse

R

Theyor

/ / OnaTk
// She is retus

Full of holcs in

/ Buel put plasters O T A

- And brush the knots out of her hair.
o I make her dinner

m ~~  Andwe catit together.

t

d fear for thes
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‘Growing Pains’ by Lillian Tagg



From the Chamber to the Garden:

Notes on Gesture and Embodiment

How have [ written about my body? How have |
sought to express somcthing through the medium
it most resists? I think now of summer. Of all those
afternoons spentin my room, up in the attic, where
the air grows so hcavy that it hangs like an overripe
truit. Acall times I was reclined, and, drifting inand
out of slccp, [ fele mysclf retreat into some remote

and stuffy chambcr OfthC mind

Yet still, glimpsing saturated blue through the
skyiight—a memory of my body over which 1

obsessed. There, as it was, bathed in French sea,

That stretch of cool water covers the skin,
embraces  the limbs, and imprints  the
body with a tender weightiness. It is this
sentiment, southern France’s cure for English
disembodiment, that ushers a woman to
proclaim in a sensual whisper <<Putain, ¢a
fait du bien>>

[ chink what atracted me most, in my

somnambulant  state, was
a particular cuphoria. Its the
fccling of having overcome that

binarism of mind and bocly, a stapic of
Western thought whose implications I now seek
to unpick. Embodiment—understood to mean
the rcdiscovcry of the body within the mind—is
what I am after. I'm trying to find an escape from
the mental chambers into which those doggcdly
celibate thinkers retreated from their bodies,
rcducing their forms to a sageing, aching, sinful
nuisance. [ am wanting instead to return to my
body. Or rather, to admit that I have treated it
wrongiy, denied its insights, plagiarizcd its work,
blamed it for my reckless impulses. How I have
mistreated my flesh—I want instead to feel that
swciiing, throbbing warmth as it creeps into the

cracks and corncers ofmy shapc.

In shore, I am wanting to leave the chamber and

StCP out into thC gardcn.

I am rcﬂccting now on when I have fele most
embodied. Certain gestures spring to mind, a

pcrsonal canon ofovcrwhclming warmth:

1. Crossing my icgs while sitting
2. Holding my cigarcttcs daintily witha ﬂimsy wrist



3. The strut that animates my legs whenina wedge
heel

4. Scratching my temple despite the absence of any
itch

S. Drawing back non-existent strands of hair over
my car

6. Supporting my head as a dead weight against a
ﬁnger in the shape ofa gun

7. Holding my bags by the crook of my arm

(Smoking while doing any of the above, naturally.)

Thereisa thread here: these are all rather camp. Put
differently, the corporeal habits of an effeminate
smoker. But why have these gestures engendered
embodiment as opposed to others? And, if there is
a cerebral argument to be understood underneath
all this corporeal mystery—what might itbe? What
conscious manipulation of symbols underlies the

ostensibly unconscious act of gesture?

Well, I am playing with symbols, it would seem,
trying on the semiotic outfits of women in
particular. When 1 cross my legs, smoke with a
ﬂimsy wrist, and dangle my bag from the crook of
my arm, | act out a part that I have imagined many
times—that of the forgotten housewife. She has

snuck out to smol(e after tl’lC Childl’Cn arc tU_Cl(Cd

in, her husband’s CgO CXPCI‘tly SOOtth and SU‘Ol(CCl,
her mind now ﬁ'CCd from thC CychS ofloading and

Unloading a diShWaShCr.
She had once dreamed of being a writer.

I have appropriated her gestures as an antidote
in the treatment of my masculinity. There she is,
occupying a position that might be considered
the ultimate condemnation of a man, and still her
body moves with a wholly measured calm. The
masculine doctrine mandates that the self must
be constantly asserted in struggles, conquests,
and conversational interjections. A battle must be
declared in order to triumph in an identity that is,
by intentional design, under attack. But hers is a self
already known. An assurance kept SO effortlessly,
SO frankly, SO definitively that it cannot be shaken. I
am after the serenity with which she puts masculine

pride to shame.

I cross my legs in both embarrassment and
emulation.

Let us take another from the list. Numbers 2, 4 and
6 are all derived from a series of black-and-white
television interviews with the writer and civil rights

activist James Baldwin. Gesturally heis of a certain



trope—the  reclining,  chain-smoking  thinker
whose spokcn clcgancc is punctuatcd by the need
to inhale from his cigarette (intcrruptcd altogcthcr
by the need to draw another from the pack). Its
not so much Baldwin’s verbal intellect that attracts
me—thatsasemantic thing, the dissection of words
is an activity for the disembodied mind. Rather,
I am enamoured with his boclily emulation of
femininity. In this regard, Baldwin has no equal. His
fcmininity is not simply beautiful, it is incxtricably
bound to his intellectual force. For him, the word
seems not a litcrary stasis, but a spokcn gesture.
Before lcaving his lips, the word is wrestled by
his throat, severed by the theatrical
SWOOop othishand, and strippcd .‘Q
bare under the fearful glarc of "
his wide-open eyes. This is
embodied thinking,

In both
instances—
emulation  of
an  imagined
housewife and
emulation of
Baldwin—gesture
has brought me back to
my body. That is to say,
it has awakened me to

the embodied discourse
through which my body connects with others. A
dialoguc that is cntirely, and intcntionally, erased

by thC falsc severance OfWOI'd and ﬂCSh.

I am, of course, neither alone nor original in
thinking this. There are numerous cxamplcs of
embodied languagcs that have ﬂourishcd—bodily
cxchangcs that disobcdicntly prolifcratcd under
the totalitarian intellectual authority of the mind/
body division. I am thinking now of voguing, the
embodied discourse of the New York ballroom

scenc. ThC ctymology Ol:itS gCStU_I'CS can lZ)C traccd

to fashion magazincs, ‘60s divas, gymnastics,
ballet classes, and pantomime. In short, it is an
amalgamation of the restricted outlets and rcfugcs
for queer expression in the mid-to-late twentieth
century. Voguc, and indeed ballroom (more
broaclly spcaking), gesture toa particular existence.
A childhood marred by restlessness, an adolescence
drenched in shame, and the forced dcvclopmcnt of

an obscssivcly self-aware mechanism for survival.
[t strikes me now that for those whose bodies are
inccssantly contested under the lens of others,

the retreat to the disembodied mind becomes an

v
¥ SO much that quecr

cxprcssnon has fled
: 3{'; from intellectual

dlSCOUI’SC to

impossibility It is not

the realm of the
body. Rather, queer

cxpression hasbeen

(f“ (31 2 forced to reckon
i 4/~ with a concealed
?: “truth: that the
body isnota fixed

‘ mCdlC&l rcality to
= [( 3 bC cxammcd at a

= comfortable distance
by the severed mind. Instead,

it is a continual construction on the site of
flesh. A construction in which we may often have

no part.

Vogue is frcqucntly a caricature of the reference
points that it imitates, a conscious exaggeration.
It is, to steal a term from Susan Sontag (another
reclining, chain-smoking thinker), ‘artifice. In
ovcrtly and proudly imitating the bodies of others,
vogue has sought not only to exposc the cultural
construction of bodies, but to reclaim the act of
bodily construction itself. The body is shown to
be animated by pcrformancc, by play, by theatre



—all those things that resist the dubious prison
of ‘authenticity. The straights would have it that
the body is a neutral, biologically indisputablc
entity that prcdatcs cultural structures, and is, at
most, passivcly imbued by them. The body, in this
capacity, has been the rcfugc of the transphobc—l
am thinking now of Kathleen Stock's tired, acidic
refrain that a trans woman will always have a man’s
body. But theyve got it all wrong in imagining
the body as a “neutral surface” (as Butler pus it)
—one hides the power structures that undcrlay
bodily construction. Contestable words become

incontrovertible flesh.

This is all to say that when I move in the way that
I do, perhaps I am asking you a question—holding
up a conversational mirror. I am inviting you to
consider what structures you are cmulating and
cxtcnding with your body. There I am, consciously
appropriating all the gestures of my favourite queer
ﬁgurcs, determined to pick and mix in a critical
way rather than passivcly rcproducc. I'm stcaling,
but we all are. The difference is that I've cited my

sources. Have yOU..> B
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I think now of all those who imitate without
reflection, for who knows what unthinking
shamelessness entitles a man to outstretch his
thighs, swclling his groin to suffocate the crampcd
space of a waiting room? But I also think of all
those who imprison their bodies for fear, who dare
not strip back the intersections that hem them in,
who feel reduced to repeat the vicious structures
that contort their flesh. The stiffened, crystalliscd
muscles of men Violcntly suppressing their

femininity comes to mind.

So it seems worth rcflccting on the ways that
our bodies move. I mean this both physically
and mctaphorically. As, on the site of our flesh,
a structure is always acting—our bodies are in
pcrpctual political motion. To this end, gestures
represent just one modicum of the body’s
discourse, and perhaps only its gentle mumblings
at that.

I return now to myscll\ on that one, formlcss
summecr aftcrnoon—thcrc as | was, rctrcating into

some OPPrCSSiVC mcntal Chambcr...
) Don't go!

: Concealed behind your chambers walls
are structures that need examining, need
rcsisting,

A whole life to be lived Critically,

'3 Pcrhaps an CXPlOSiOH OF uncomfortablc

[\V ,  sensations,

Buta wealth of embodied ecstasies too,

So I think I will leave the chamber for now

%’9:,‘ : And Sth out into thC gardcn.

By Roan Thornton
Art by Natalie Hytiroglou









[ am still quict &
you are still dead.
nonetheless we drove to the falls today

—anorak voyeurs with Widc—anglc lenses—

sad creature
iwacched it gulping over the lip,
SO hcavy & aching to changc

jLISt l'OI' onc dcspcratc moment

& half—liddcd—long exposure—it might have been true
infinite body collapsing so fastit might have been still,
might have been slow smoke,
or backward ashes,

or a hundred hollow-bone gannets, diVing.

then lashing itself white on
inevitable re-embodiment

rcmcmbcring. in all its useless violence.

damp—haircd & alone
iwatched the water punish itself.
You make a ﬂagcllant of the world,
it having fumbled your gcntlc light—

& here, its endless confession hurtling nowhere,
thundcring looscly, Coming round again.

we bleed the same languagc, it&i:

soaking through in the glacial debris
so forone rupturcd moment

I might be water

and pour mysclf out
& these words that snuff themselves before impact. butwho am i,
to write the cpitaph of your bright life?
when thcy asked me to spcak,
i just cried. i just cried.
Anonymous

Art by Sara Dobbs



heres a particular kind of
emptiness  that I'm  very
interested in, and which

[ think is at the heart of

modern life. Its a lot like the féﬁling

one sometimes gets immcdiatcly after

waking from a pleasant dream. Quite

often onc’s first few waking moments

are spentina hazy cuphoria: the sense of

warmth and contentment from the reveries of

the night before lingers in the first impressions of the day.

As the memories of those dreams begin to fade, its hard to resist the

temptation to try and recapture them and bask in their serenity. However, the

very act of trying to relive those sensations—of trying to return to the comfort of sleep's

warm embrace—dispels the bliss-filled haze and ensures the brusque dusting off of any fingerprints

left behind by last night's dreams. One brings to mind the plans for the rest of the day only to realise that

thCl’C l'SI]’t anything in particular to 1001\' {:Ol'\V‘dl'd to—what was grounding thilt sense Of purposc, thOSC

feelings of happiness? You'e left confused and fecling empry.
o O 7




Look again. Youre at a child’s birthday party; you’rc p]aying pass the parccl.
The tinny music swells, the feverish excitement of the other children bounces
up and down and Cngulfs the room. Youre a part of this cacophony—crcating
machine, and you are uttcrly swept up in the commotion. You feel wave after
wave of Cuphoria beat down on you as the parccl moves around the circle, and,
asitgets closer, your sense that you might be the lucky one pccling oft the final
laycr stcadily grows. The crescendo is rcaching its pcak, and the box is ﬁnally slid
along the table into your cager grasp. Your outstretched ﬁngcrs make contact
with the parccl, but somcthing iswrong, You feel yoursclf surfacing. Your hands
take hold of the parccl but thcy meet no resistance bcyond the tacky texture of

the wrapping papcr—it crumplcs into a ball between your fists.

Now, these two scenarios have a lot in common. Thcy epitomise a common
sensation whcrcby, in trying to stalk out and pin down things like happincss,
bcauty, or meaning, we cause the objccts of our search to disintcgratc and
slip between our ﬁngcrs. We find ourselves in a world full of simulation and
pcrformancc, where all too often we ruthlcssly strip back laycr after laycr until
we are left with nothing. Whether its in rcgard to art, work, food, politics, or
SCX, our expectations that we ought to be able to delve into whart's supposcdly
mcaningful are continua]ly violated when time and time again we come up
empty handed and disillusioned. We are afraid. The obvious appcal of things

may vanish under our inspcction—yct we inspcct anyway.

It must be, then, that we are not content with mere imprcssions and sensations.
Our scrutiny is intended to bring us closer to some ineffable core: to make

fcclings more keen, emotions more visceral, mcaning more lucid. A world

which contains only surfaces appears impovcrishcd, SO We attempt to escape
into a richer one by claiming that a painting is not simply a dcpiction of a
form or scene, but rcally a statement of the artists frustration with burcaucracy; by saying that a fccling
of desire for another person is not simply that, but rca]ly an expression of a Freudian unconscious. We
cmp]oy the brutal tools of interpretation in an attempt to get beneath the skin of things, butin doing SO,
we cause the heart that we were looking for to elude us. When I use “interpretation” here, I'm not using
the broad sense under which our entire subjcctivc experience is govcrncd. Rather, I'm interested in the
kind of interpretation which is intimatc]y bound up with cmptincss—which deconstructs, sp]intcrs a
whole into constituent pieces and rudc]y assigns them meaning, tclling them what thcy are ‘rcal]y saying’
or showing them what thcy are ‘rca“y about. As Susan Sontag notes in Against Intcrprctation: it is hard
to see how this kind of interpretation can bring us closer to meaning or hcauty or truth in a work of art
or in our experiences more gcncrally. When interpreting, we are not stripping back but schcmatising and
translating, ignoring the endless complcxity of what’sin front of us in favour of some digcstib]c conccptual
summary. Sontag concludes: “In placc of a hermeneutics we need an erotics of art.” Intcrprctation which
is dedicated to dissection fails to deliver the sensual bcauty or meaning, that it was supposcd to bring us

closer to—it passes through plcasure’s skin with mechanical adcquacy.
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Followinga stroke,aman named Clive Wcaring lostvirtually allof

his memories as well as the ability to form new ones. He pcrpctually

had the experience of bcing awake for the first time—he thought that

every moment was the first moment of his conscious life. Prior to his

stroke, \Wcaring had been a prominent composer and musician. After

his stroke, dcspitc his insistence that he had never heard a note of music,

scen any music, or had any contact with music atall, he retained his musical

abilities. I once came across some moving footagc of him sitting down at

a piano, and as his ﬁngcrs touched the kcys and he poiscd himself to play,

hewas uttcrly transformed. After a few shudders, his agitatcd disposition

vanished; and he bcgan to play and sing with an incredible ﬂucncy,

purpose, and tranquillity. \X/caring, whose world had been reduced

to his immediate surroundings, to this particular moment in

time, was still able to use music to experience transcendent

bcauty. This is a man whose situation makes him incapablc of

interpretation: he could not hold the music in his mind for

3‘ long cnough to claim that it has some hidden meaning or
' content bcyond its obvious bcauty, and yetitwas clear that

llC has not lOSt access to thC I'iCll rcdcmptivc POWCI’ ofart.

But if\mcaning and bcauty lic on the surface of‘things,
why are we moved to strip back our emotions,
sensations, or ideas in the first placc? [ bcgan this piece
with a claim that this kind of emptiness was at the
heart of modern life, and I think that modcrnity gives
us clues. One of modern life’s dcﬁning characteristics is
excess. One thing thatall of us share in our experiences
of modcrnity is a greater demand on our sensibilities
than itis possiblc to handle. We are continually ted with
content which prods or demands us to feel a certain way,
which makes no effort to match the rich complcxity of

the real world, which is dcsigncd simply to satiate a hungcr

for emotional responscs which numb and comfort. When
confronted with somcthing which isnt so casily digcstiblc,
which doesn' so straightforwardly tell us how to feel, we are
bafHled. The murkiness of the real world leaves us unsatisfied.
We realise that our visual life is dimmer than we would like,
our intellectual life duller, our emotional life more muddled;
all around us we are confronted with open questions and

llI]I'CSOlVCCl dilcmmds



Our instinct to interpret, then, is an attempt to feel

things in the real world with the searing intensity

which modcrnity promiscd us. The issue is, of course,

that any attempt to shine a spotlight on meaning

or bcauty causes them to quickly fade away. Yet, in

the absence of such a spotlight our experiences are

dimly lit and dimly understood. It seems that we have

no choice other than to embrace this murkiness: to

surface from the world of interpretation and return to

the convoluted and difhcule world of rcality. But this is no

Sisyphcan sufferance. Embracing surfaces, impressions, and
sensations does not have to amount to a reluctant acceptance

of an impovcrishcd experience; there is a contentment in
recognising the richness in whats rcally there, instead of trying to
fabricate it somewhere else. To think of what we are left with in terms
of darkness is a mistake; racther we are left with a vast and beautiful zerra

z'ncogmﬂz which need not be charted.

IfSontag proposcd an crotics of art, then | propose an erotics ofliving.
Schematics obscure more than thcy cxplain. If we want to cscape the
nagging cmptincss at the heart oflife, this paradigm of thought—onc of

surfaces with hidden mcanings just out of reach—needs to be thrown

out and rcthought. There is no parccl; there’s nothing underncath
this wrapping, When interpretation hollows out existence itself,

what else can we do but discard this dogma and let go of the
hermeneutic handrails of life?

By Oliver Grant
Artby Seraph Lee
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» Someone

broke the phcasant’s neck and
now | cannot / slecp without feel-
ing its deadened Wcight press against
my feet / or rather I cannot wake with-

out the false imprcssion / that when |

The
Pheasant’

{ By Megan Kelleher
Art by Indiana Sharp

open my eyes / its own displaced head

will face mine / crushed red around /

the eye pulled coils of brain matter /
plcatcd by the untrained hand so thcy
remain / fleshy and rough / there are
still nights like this where the dcspair /
of slccp is not in the dreams themselves
W but in the memory / of the final crack of
M che pheasants neck I watched it stifle /
mid-squawk in the farmer’s field / each
fold of the blanket is its head and its
neck / its brittle neck that I feared /
could break and did break and lies odd-
ly against / my feet which I cannot / life
because what if I saw it then / roll down to
press my calvesto the bcdding / roll stifﬂy
to lock with my gaze / and then it must
roll further / until its cheek is prcsscd to
skin until / the loose creases of wattle
invade my lips when I wake / its eye is so
close to mine /I could imagine the ycllow
ofit/as my bedroom light obscured / bya

ring ot black that glcams but cannot blink
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BEING
YOURSELF

By Tom Grigg
Artby Joe Walford

I apologise in advance that the following is a far cry from
the sensuality and rapture properly warranted by this
edition’s theme. Finding an article like this in a magazine
titled ‘Strip for Us' must be racher like going to an orgy and
being offered tap water and orange slices. What I'm trying to
do here is arguc for the old adage that we should be ourselves.
To ﬂog this dead horse, the instrument of choice will be
nothing less than analytic philosophy. Of course, if this doesn
sound like your average PPE-ist talking to himself I don't know

what does, but there it is, here we are, on we go.

Where to start? I should be myself. “Should” is used here in a
practical sense, rather than a moral one. I'm not saying that it is
the morally right thing todo, butrather that thisiswhatarational
person should do; it is good for someone to be themselves. Of

course, what (being yourself ’ actually entails is hard to define. I
am not going to be looking at who we are to socicty at large, to

strangers we pass in the street or flatter in a job interview. In

those cases, norms and learnt behaviour prevail. When I

talk about ‘being yourself "here, I mean something like

acting ina way that accurately I‘CﬂCCtS YOLII‘



belicfs, and values when you are around the people

ClOSCSt to you.

To reach this conclusion, I will work from the
premise that to be the actual object of someonc’s
care, love, or affection is a good thing; it is always
good when you sce yoursclf in the person your
close ones love. So, by showing that bcing yoursclf
is a necessary condition for bcing the actual objcct
of someone elses love, then it will happily %
that I, you, we should be ourselves. I will argue
that itis a necessary condition because it is only by
bcing yoursclf that we can overcome the problcm

we havc WhCD tl'yiflg to rcally l(IlOW Otth pCOPlC.

The problem is that we can' read other peoples’
minds. That we cant directly know what other
people are thinking is part of being

human. We only have

access  to

the

contents of our own minds, and no investigation
into ‘qualia’ or the psychology and science of the
brain has brought us close to ‘mind rcadingi Yet,
it is undoubtcdly in the contents of this mind that
we locate the person. We can express ourselves
through our appearance, we might feel defined by
the boundaries and contours of our bodies, but I,
my ‘self’—as the objcct of other peoplcs’ blame or
praise or opinion—am not my lcg or arm or even
my cycs, rather I am cvcrything going on in my
mind. But while you can sce my lcg, my arm, my
cyes, you cant see my mind. We learn to act in
society as it we have some idea of who pcoplc are—
we form rclationships. How can we do this, when
we have no way of knowing pcoplc the way thcy
know themselves?

Well, in addition to thought, humans are capablc
of action. Somehow our immaterial thoughts can
have marterial effects. We can laugh with friends,
wink at a crush, order a coffee. And while our
immaterial thoughts are invisible to others, that
is not the case for material actions. Instinctivcly,
we can work out the thoughts from the actions.
When we sece someone do or say somcthing, we
project our own knowlcdgc of human nature
and rationality onto that action to work out the
intention or emotion with which it was carried
out. We dont rcally think about the complcxity of
our attempts at mind rcading amidst the chaos of
cvcryday life, but it is Cxcmpliﬁcd in conversations
between pcoplc who lack a common languagc—
without words we revert to mime and paincd
smiling. One way or another, others can getan idea

about whats going on inside our head.

Are our assumptions about pcople the same
as knowing them? Again, tiptocing around
hugc ongoing cpistemic debates, this process of
assuming can only count as knowlcdgc it we be
ourselves. You can know me only to the extent

that my mind, or my intention, can be accuratcly



my actions. And this is only
possiblc it my actions accuratcly reflect my mind
and intention. In always bcing mysc]f, my actions
become a reliable instrument by which you
may come to know me. This is contrasted with
someonewho could be described as ‘inauthentic’
or ‘shallow—and might find themselves in your

DMS come studcnt ClCCtiOH sc¢ason.

Why is it important tor pcoplc to propcrly
know you? Well, if thcy dont rcal]y know
you, it is impossiblc tor you to be the
actual objcct of their affection, love,
and fricndship. It would be like having

a compass that was always a bit off,
never quite pointing to true North,
to your true self. (If the ana]ogy

is wanting, try Phoebe Bridgers
You Missed My Heart)) If you
actinsucha way as to give other
pcoplc a dishonest impression

of yoursclf, that impression

will nonetheless be the person
thcy love. And this surcly isn't as
good as when you sce yoursclf in
the thing people know. Tender loving
care shouldnt miss you, shouldn' pass
you by, Or go over your head—it should
hit you right in the chest.

And yet—in an existentialist
vein—to lack authenticity, to
be motivated only by external
forces, Is to not exist in any
meaningful way at all.”

Obviously, the reverse is truc—by Cxtcrnalising
who we rcally are, we also expose ourselves to the

ncgativcjudgcmcnt OFOthCI'S. We makc oursclvcs

vulnerable. It is casy to avoid Vulncrability by not
bcing yoursclf, so that no one can rcally judgc you
tor you. And yet—in an existentialist vein—to lack
authcnticity, to be motivated only by external forces,
is to not exist in any meaningful way at all. Thus,

thCI’CfOI'C, in COI]ClUSiOI]Z we ShOU]d bC oursclvcs.

“Instead of saying that, I just
said that the sky looked nice.”

Thats the argument. The horse has
been newly and duly lacerated. Am |
saying we should all aspire to Connell
Waldron’s “T used to think I could

read your mind. You know, after
sex’? Maybe. Are you convinced

by my refurbished essay crisis?
Maybe not. A final anccdote for

those who made it to the end.

[ was once sitting on a bench with
someone I liked, and we were about
to move to different parts of the
world. The sky was very nice on the
lake, and it wasa good time. We were
talking, and she asked what I was
thinking, I was thinking how I liked
her, and the things [ liked about her,
and how much I cnjoycd spcnding
. time with her. Instead of saying that, 1

just said that the sky looked nice. Dont, reader,
do that. Do something else. Be yourself.

P13
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