The Watermelon Woman. Cheryl Dunye

Born in Flames
Ursula K. Leguin

“It is learning how to take our differences and make
them strengths. For the master’s tools will never
dismantle the master’s house. They may allow us
temporarily to beat him at his own game, but they
will never enable us to bring about genuine change.
And this fact is only threatening to those women who
still define the master’s house as their only source of
support.”
Audre Lorde, For the Master’s Tools Will never Dismantle
the Masters House.

The film advocates the empowerment of a dynamic form of collectivising which embraces the
disruptive potential of a diverse and inclusive movement, and continuing mobilisation around
unresolved conflicts and disagreements. This relates to a feminist/radical form of storytelling,
an anti-protagonist stance in which the film doesn’t follow a narrative arc showcasing the hero’s
trajectory through conflict and resolution, but portrays a reckoning with the rhizomatic experiences
and entanglements of the collective.This is further reflected in Borden’s filmmaking process, working
with social activists as actors and an improvised script, allowing for organic and genuine record of
the attitudes of the time.
For me, one of the most salient discernments of Born in Flames, that I find myself returning to within
my own research practice, is it’s reflexively aware evaluation of the operational powers of media and
it’s distribution. In the now of hyper-mediated reality when the influence of digital and communication
technologies pervades every aspect of life, inducing an increasingly complicated enmeshment of
corporate power structures, control and governance, how can the radical discourses of our past
collaboratively inspire the emancipatory endeavours of the present?

Radical Acts. Tex Clark

The Nightcleaners. Berwick Street Film Collective

Silvia Federici, Caliban and the Witch

Although Born in Flames reckons with a broad array of socio-political themes, mapped as an
interconnected constellation that echoes the crucial sentiment ‘when one is oppressed, we are all
oppressed’, the film still retains a tone of empowerment and optimism - as ultimately revolutions
only happen when there is at least still hope. In continuation of the ethos of Born in Flames, for an
active and ongoing engagement with intersectional feminist dialogues, in this introduction I have
compiled an outline of written works and films that I found beneficial to contextualise some of the
key thematics of the film.

“Conflict, competition, stress, struggle, etc., within the narrative
conceived as a carrier bag/belly/box/house/medicine bundle,
may be seen as necessary elements of a whole which itself
cannot be characterised either as conflict or as harmony, since
it’s purpose is neither resolution nor stasis but continuing
process. Finally, it’s clear that the hero does not look well in this
bag. He needs a stage or a pedestal or a pinnacle. You put him
in a bag and he looks like a rabbit, like a potato.”

Yours in Sisterhood. Irene Lusztig

Ursula K. Le Guin, The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction

“Critical interventions around race did not destroy the women’s
movement; it became stronger. Breaking through denial about race
helped women face the reality of difference on all levels. And we
were finally putting in place a movement that did not place the class
interests of privileged women, especially white women, over that
of all other women. We put in place a vision of sisterhood where
all our realities could be spoken. There has been no contemporary
movement for social justice where individual participants engaged in
the dialectical exchange that occurred among feminist thinkers about
race which led to the re-thinking of much feminist theory and practice.
The fact that participants in the feminist movement could face critique
and challenge while still remaining wholeheartedly committed to
a vision of justice, of liberation, is a testament to the movement’s
strength and power. It shows us that no matter how misguided
feminist thinkers have been in the past, the will to change, the will to
create the context for struggle and liberation, remains stronger than
the need to hold on to wrong beliefs and assumptions. “
bell hooks, Feminism is for Everybody

Nancy Fraser, Fortunes of Feminism
“It is the primacy of women relating to women,
of women creating a new consciousness of
and with each other which is at the heart of
women’s liberation, and the basis for the cultural
revolution. Together we must find, reinforce,
and validate our authentic selves. As we do this
... we find receding the sense of alienation, of
being cut off, of being behind a locked window,
of being unable to get out what we know is
inside. We feel a real-ness, feel at last we are
coinciding with ourselves. With that real self, with
that consciousness, we begin a revolution to
end the imposition of all coercive identifications,
and to achieve maximum autonomy in human
Girl Power. Sadie Benning
expression.”
Radicalesbians, The Woman Identified Woman

“Advocating the mere tolerance of difference between women is the grossest
reformism. It is a total denial of the creative function of difference in our lives. For
difference must be not merely tolerated, but seen as a fund of necessary polarities
between which our creativity can spark like a dialectic…Within the interdependence
of mutual (non-dominant) differences lies that security which enables us to descend
into the chaos of knowledge and return with true visions of our future, along with the
concomitant power to effect those changes which can bring that future into being.
Difference is that raw and powerful connection from which our personal power is
forged….Without community, there is no liberation, only the most vulnerable and
temporary armistice between an individual and her oppression.”

“We realize that the liberation of all oppressed peoples
necessitates the destruction of the political-economic systems
of capitalism and imperialism as well as patriarchy. We are
socialists because we believe that work must be organized
for the collective benefit of those who do the work and create
the products, and not for the profit of the bosses. Material
resources must be equally distributed among those who
create these resources. We are not convinced, however, that
a socialist revolution that is not also a feminist and anti-racist
revolution will guarantee our liberation.”

“The present is the centre of
focus. The image moves moment
by moment. The image is history.
The view through the lens maybe
blurred or defined - focussed or
unfocused - depending on what
you think you know ; what you
imagine you see ; what you learn
to look for, what you are too is
visible.
There is another history. A history
that i have been taught ; that i am
told i am part of ; a reconstruction
of events, that i had no part in,
causes that i didn’t cause and
effects that testify to my sense of
exclusion. This is the history that
defines the present, the pattern
that confirms and restricts our
position and activities.
History is not an isolated academic
concern but the determining factor
in making ‘sense’ - ‘nonsense’ of now. Yesterday defines today,
today tomorrow. The values placed
upon truth change, viewed from
different orientations, different
moments flicker with recognition,
others fade into oblivion.”

The Combahee River Collective Statement

Lis Rhodes, Who’s History?

Audre Lorde, For the Master’s Tools Will never Dismantle the Masters House.

“In the practice of our politics we do not believe that the end always justifies
the means. Many reactionary and destructive acts have been done in the
name of achieving “correct” political goals. As feminists we do not want to
mess over people in the name of politics. We believe in collective process and
a nonhierarchical distribution of power within our own group and in our vision
of a revolutionary society. We are committed to a continual examination of
our politics as they develop through criticism and self-criticism as an essential
aspect of our practice”

A Place of Rage. Pratibha Parmar

“the power difference between women and men and
the concealment of women’s unpaid labor under the
cover of natural inferiority, have enabled capitalism to
immensely expand and the “unpaid part of the working
day,” and use the (male) wage to accumulate women’s
labor; in many cases, they have also served to deflect
class antagonism into an antagonism between men and
women. Thus, primitive accumulation has been above all
an accumulation of difference, inequalities, hierarchies,
divisions, which have alienated workers from each other
and even from themselves.”

“How can feminists develop a coherent programmatic perspective that integrates
redistribution and recognition? How can we develop a framework that integrates
what remains cogent and unsurpassable in the socialist vision with what is defensible
and compelling in the apparently “postsocialist” vision of multiculturalism? If we fail
to ask this question, if we cling instead to false antitheses and misleading either/or
dichotomies, we will miss the chance to envision social arrangements that can redress
both the class-like and status aspects of women’s subordination. Only by looking
to integrative approaches that unite redistribution and recognition can we meet the
requirements of justice for all.

The Watermelon Woman. Cheryl Dunye

November, Hito Steyerl

The futuristic sci-fi of Born in Flames replicates the present of the early 80’s yet evokes a pointedly
dislocated, or non-situated temporality. As I watch now, from the future that the film is projected
into, I’m aware of the painfully enduring relevance of the film’s thematics which highlight our
societal stagnation under systems and cycles of oppression. This is testament to the efficiency
of the societal conditions foregrounded in the film, that continue to reproduce and reflexively
maintain exploitative systems. The narrative relating to the ineffectuality of a revolution that doesn’t
completely eliminate the systems of oppressive governance it aims to displace feels particularly
poignant to our contemporary situation in which democratic decision making throughout the world
seems to moderately vibrate between options of ‘fucking terrible’ and ‘potentially less, but still
fucking terrible’. This is what ensures the continued importance of films such as Born in Flames and
ongoing engagement with materials from radical archives, as it functions not just as a diagnostic of
the oppressive structures of governance, but provides a propositional template for change.

The Combahee River Collective Statement

Sojourner. Cauleen Smith

She’s Beautiful When She’s Angry.
Mary Dore

Judith Butler. Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable?

Research in Response to Born in Flames - Written and Compiled by Bethany Crawford

Riddle of the Sphinx. Laura Mulvey and
Peter Wollen

“The frame that seeks to contain, convey, and determine what is seen (and sometimes, for a stretch,
succeeds in doing precisely that) depends upon the
conditions of reproducibility in order to succeed. And
yet, this very reproducibility entails a constant breaking
from context, a constant delimitation of new context,
which means that the “frame” does not quite contain
what it conveys, but breaks apart every time it seeks
to give definitive organization to its content. In other
words, the frame does not hold anything breakage,
subject to a temporal logic by which it moves from
place to place. As the frame constantly breaks from
its context, this self-breaking becomes part of the very
definition. This leads us to a different way of understanding both the frame’s efficacy and its vulnerability
to reversal, to subversion, even to critical instrumentalization. What is taken for granted in one instance
becomes thematized critically or even incredulously in
another. This shifting temporal dimension of the frame
constitutes the possibility and trajectory of its affect as
well.”
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