
 

Feminist Geographies and the Art of Support 
 
In this essay, I draw on three intimate moments in my life as a feminist geographer to explore the 
precarious yet powerful position of the graduate student in the politics of knowledge production. Our 

institutions may continue to generate profits and power from our devaluation, but through groups of 

solidarity and support like SWIG, we perform a protest, a collective counterpolitics. Feminist ways of 
knowing and being lend political leverage to our efforts to empower our students, protect and challenge 

each other, and radically reimagine our inherited forms of oppression. The following are brief glimpses 

into my lived experience of feminist geography.  

 
The student whom I’ll call Elaineii approached me after geography class, waiting in the back until all the 

others had left, and began to ask a logistical question about how best to structure her essay. I had been 

very impressed with a few of my students’ papers submitted for our in-class debate on natural gas 
extraction in the Marcellus Shale, and had encouraged these students to consider revising their essays as 

op-ed pieces and sending them to local newspapers. Elaine’s work in particular stood out for the passion 

and lucidity with which she explored questions of livelihood, regulation, and environmental justice on the 

Marcellus Shale. I knew already how important these issues were to her. Elaine, who grew up in 
northwestern Pennsylvania, lived with her husband and three young children near a drilling site; over the 

course of the semester, we had worked closely together to accommodate occasional child care 

emergencies, and had discussed at some length the compounding economic and environmental 
uncertainties threatening her family and neighbors. Returning to school, at almost twice the age of my 

other undergraduates, was part of Elaine’s stand against these looming threats, and she tackled the work 

with gusto. As she began asking her question, about how a journalistic article might differ in structure 
from an academic debate piece, Elaine abruptly stopped mid-sentence. She broke into sobs. It was 

startling for her, the confirmation that someone else thought she had something immensely worthwhile to 

say.  

 
We are dedicated to making social space that affirms the value of those who are constantly told they are 

worthless. Feminist theories and practices work to make visible the structural exclusion and exploitation 

of bodies according to violent logics of difference. They are tools, honed by many well-worn hands, with 
which to crack open institutions of privilege and impunity.  

 

I couldn’t breathe. The blood was pounding in my ears. I was sitting in a chair, on solid ground, 
surrounded by oxygen, and I was drowning. I was trying to calculate how I was possibly going to get my 

reading done for seminar tomorrow in time to take care of him tonight. I had an elaborate dinner 

planned: a way to rescue the massive amounts of habanero chiles he’d bought on impulse last week. 

Maybe, if my delicious hot sauce brought back happy memories, he wouldn’t be so mad. Maybe, if we 
spent all evening cooking together, he wouldn’t have time to drink as much. Maybe, just maybe, if I 

worked hard enough, tonight I would feel safe. Through the rising panic I could hear my fellow grad 

students arguing over Spivak’s approach to Marxism, and the abstract conversation felt like fresh air 
hitting my lungs. This was work I was good at, that was good for me. That was for me. I didn’t feel safe 

that night, I couldn’t breathe easy yet, but I did see a way out. And that changed everything.  

 

We resist the Othering of those in need of transformation. The target beneficiaries of feminist 
interventions are, in many ways, ourselves. Our work is a collective counterpolitics of self-determination, 

of self-valorization, of self-reflection. We are part of a long history of radical transformation that does not 

begin or end within academia. We draw humility, strength, and guiding inspiration from those who have 
fought against domination before us. We learn from many different struggles that collide to destabilize the 

meaning of feminism, and illuminate new ways out of deep and dangerous trenches.  



Though we were sitting in an air-conditioned conference room in Hyderabad in 2012, our conversation 

had the feel of 18th century England. I had the creeping sensation that the voice of Reverend Thomas 
Malthus was speaking through the mouths of these women and men representing delegate countries from 

around the world at this, the 11th meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the United Nations 

Convention on Biological Diversity. Our debate over protected conservation areas in East Africa had 

turned on the sudden evocation of a (nominal) geographer: the irrepressible, inescapable Jared 
Diamond. And, just like that, the cause of genocide was women’s uncontrolled reproductive rates, and the 

solution to resource scarcity was a combination of recolonization and benign neglect. The onslaught of 

racist, misogynistic prescriptions was fierce, but I had come prepared with evocations of my own: Njoki 
Wane, Ida B. Wells, bell hooks, Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Geraldine Pratt, Cherríe Moraga, Sandra 

Harding. I have an anti-colonial army of feminists at my back. 

 
----------------- 

ii All names are pseudonyms and some identifying information has been altered to protect those featured in the 

narratives.  

 


