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Introduction: 
The Global Politics of Memory: Feminist Perspectives on the Curation of Violence

In Mexico City, on 25 September 2021, feminist activists gathered on avenue Paseo de la Reforma, one of the capital’s most important arteries.[footnoteRef:1] At a roundabout, on an empty plinth, they placed a two-dimensional cut-out figure of a woman or girl raising a fist. The word Justicia (justice) was carved in the support that held her up at the back. The installation was titled Antimonumenta Vivas Nos Queremos (Anti-monument: We Want Us Alive). It was placed there, without official permission, to demand an end to violence against women and particularly to the femicides that have shaken Mexico in recent decades (Stengel Peña 2023). The feminist monument was not the first statue to occupy the centre of the roundabout. Until October 2020, the prominent plinth had been home to a statue of Christopher Columbus. This statue had been removed by city authorities after a demonstration was called to topple it in the wake of the protests that followed George Floyd’s murder in Minneapolis, Minnesota.  [1:  This special issue began as a workshop held at the University of York in the UK in September 2022, which brought scholars from several countries and disciplines together to discuss their work related to gender, sexuality, and memorialisation. This workshop, as well as much of the work that went into curating this special issue, was supported by the Economics and Social Research Council [grant number ES/V003321/1].] 


The example of the Antimonumenta Vivas Nos Queremos illustrates how feminist interventions in landscapes of memory take place in hotly contested and quickly changing terrain. This is, of course, nothing new. Public statues have been torn down for as long as they have been erected (see von Tunzelmann 2021). Likewise, museums have been the targets of political protests for some time (Bregman 2022). In recent years, however, such contestations have taken place amidst increasingly fraught and divisive public fracas and high-level political disagreement. The landscape for memory activism is shifting rapidly, and societies’ relationships with their pasts are, perhaps, both ever more tense and ever more prescient. Across the world, there has been a popular reckoning with the politics of who is – or isn’t – remembered, as well as with how these memories are storied in public space and in museums.  

This is, of course, a question of power. Public memorials, as scholars have noted, have an “air of authority and permanence” which allows them to be widely recognised as “impartial recorders of history” (Dwyer and Alderman 2008: 167-168). Museums, similarly, have long been described in the literature as sites of intellectual authority, on which we rely to “get the past “right” for us” (Crane 1997: 51; Longair 2015). The stories that museums and memorials tell matter politically because, perhaps more than many other forms of storytelling, they provide a public “anchor” for collective memory (Hutton, cited in Zucker and Simon 2020: 3); “tell[ing] us who we are and how we should behave” (Abousnnouga and Machin 2013: 71-72; see also Boesten and Scanlon 2021: 1). The elevation of some stories and not others to the platform that memorials (often literally) and museums provide shapes power relations in the public sphere. It reaffirms whose histories are important to the wider collective, and whose voices, therefore, should be centred in the shaping of the present. 

Among such recent and ongoing disputes, the most widely discussed and mediatized have perhaps been those related to histories of racism and colonialism. The British Museum, for example, has experienced pronounced and ever growing criticism and controversy in recent years for its retention of objects that were taken in the course of colonial violence – including, famously, the Parthenon Sculptures (also known as the Elgin Marbles), the Rosetta Stone, and the Benin Bronzes – despite demands from the governments of their countries of origin that these objects be returned (Frost 2019; Duthie 2011; Sommerlad 2024). Even more emotive have been struggles over memorials commemorating public figures associated with racist violence such as colonialism and slavery. From Cape Town to Charlottesville and from the Port of Spain and Mexico City to Bristol, protest movements including Rhodes Must Fall and Black Lives Matter have led to the questioning, defacing, toppling, or legal removal of public statues (see Becker 2025; Selvin and Solomon 2020; Khan 2025; BBC News 2021). Hand in hand with the removal of such statues, protesters have sought to rename public spaces to better reflect the values that they think should characterise the public sphere. During the 2019-2021 protests in Chile, for example, occupying protesters renamed the Placa Baquedano as ‘Plaza de la Dignidad’ (Dignity Square) and placed the flag of the Indigenous Mapuche on top of the statue of General Baquedano, a celebrated 19th Century Chilean general and politician (The Contested Histories Initiative 2022). In Glasgow, similarly, campaigners sought in 2020 to rename streets whose titles honoured slave traders of the past after Black campaigners, enslaved peoples, and people who died in police custody (BBC News 2020a). 

Progressive memorials that commemorate histories of racism and genocide have been bolstered alongside these movements. In Washington DC in 2020, a two-block pedestrianised section of 16th Street NW in Washington DC was painted with a mural of large yellow words that read ‘BLACK LIVES MATTER,’ and renamed Black Lives Matter Plaza (Baley 2025; Executive Office of the Mayor 2021). The National Memorial for Peace and Justice and its accompanying museum in Montgomery, Alabama, created in 2018, commemorates the history of racist lynching in the USA (Equal Justice Initiative, no date). At the time of writing the Governor of the Port of Spain in Trinidad and Tobago, having removed the statue of Christopher Columbus from its eponymous square, has plans to rename Columbus Square itself and replace the statue with a new monument honouring the victims of genocide that took place after Columbus’ ‘discovery’ (Kahn 2025). 

Yet, the contemporary story of memory politics is by no means a one-way street towards a more progressive understanding of the past or towards more inclusive visual symbolism in public space. In some cases, such as in the UK, conservative politicians have deployed the power of the law to protect controversial statues (Forrest 2022; Walker 2020). In other examples, as in Charlottesville, Alabama, right wing actors have responded to efforts to remove racist statues with threatening, violent, white supremacist marches (Blout and Burkart 2021). In the USA, the re-election of Donald Trump to the presidency has led to a significant backlash against so-called ‘DEI’ policies: the aforementioned Black Lives Matter Plaza was removed in March 2025, the administration has attacked the allegedly “woke” approach of Smithsonian museums, and public school teachers have found themselves prevented from teaching about slavery and racism (BBC News 2025; Gedeon 2025; Hellmann 2024). In Peru, conservative activists have repeatedly attempted to close the ‘Place of Memory, Tolerance and Social Inclusion’ (LUM), the national museum created in the aftermath of the country’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (Collyns 2023). Clearly, struggles over the stories told in museums, as well as the signs and symbols that define ownership of public spaces, remain closely interwoven with struggles over the composition and values of the body politic who has the right to those very public spaces and, as such, these so-called ‘memory wars’ have contributed to an increasingly polarised political climate in many parts of the world.

While there has been dynamic public debate around the racism underpinning statues that commemorate Confederate generals, transatlantic slave traders, and colonial era politicians, public discourse has not been quite so deeply occupied with debates on the gendered politics underpinning existing memorials, nor with the challenge of promoting gender justice at sites of public memory. This is not of course to say that there has been no public interest in questions of gender as related to memorials and museums: indeed, there are examples in which memorials have been defaced or removed because of the sexual violence perpetrated by the individuals that they commemorate. In Milan, the statue of Indro Montanelli, a famous Italian journalist, was daubed with pink paint in 2019 and then again with red paint in 2020, when the words ‘stupratore, razzista’ [rapist, racist] were also spraypainted onto its plinth (Achtner 2019; BBC News 2020b). In the 1930s, Montanelli raped a 12-year-old girl in Eritrea; violence he attempted to justify on the grounds that he had ‘married’ the girl after buying her from her father, something he considered “normal” in the African state at that time (Achtner 2019). Despite the demands of protesters, the statue remains in place at the time of writing. In the UK memorials to the entertainer Jimmy Saville - including a wooden statue in Glasgow, a memorial plaque at his former home in Scarbrough, and an extravagant headstone on his grave, also in Scarbrough – were swiftly removed when, shortly after his death, it became public knowledge that he had been a serial rapist and paedophile (BBC News 2012a, 2012b, 2012c; Learmonth 2018; Simic 2021). There has also been public critique of the notably low numbers of women who are represented in public memorials across the global north (Rooney 2023; BBC News 2018; Gerrard 2018; Peruzzi et al 2024). 

The past couple of decades, moreover, have seen the beginnings of a change in which women’s lives and experiences have begun to take up more space at sites of public memory across the world. These have included efforts to challenge the lack of inclusion of women’s work in art galleries, building on the work that the Guerilla Girls started in the 1980s (Guerilla Girls 2020; Williamson 2020). In parallel to this trend, Women’s Museums have been created to tell previously untold stories (Schönweger and Clover 2020). There are now memorials and museums commemorating women as campaigners for suffrage (McGreevy 2020; McIntosh 2018) and against apartheid (Philip 2023); as scientists (Talking Statues no date); aviators (Amelia Earhart Birthplace Museum no date); palaeontologists (Mary Anning Rocks no date); and wartime workers in military and civilian roles (Peniston-Bird 2013 this issue; Żychlińska 2022). The increase in public sites that celebrate women’s contribution to society has also been accompanied by a growing wave of memorials in multiple sites across the world that commemorate and protest various forms of gender-based violence, both in peacetime societies (see Martin and Gray 2025; Stone 2019; Sardina and Fox 2022; Lines 2024; Lloyd 2022; Stengel Peña 2023; Hayes-Roberts 2023) and during armed conflict (see, inter alia, Gray and Martin forthcoming; Li 2022, 2023; Buchheim 2022; Imperial War Museum 2024; Kim 2020; Kwon 2020; Lee 2021; Pető 2021; Shim 2023; Tsukamoto and Motta 2020; and Kang and Denov this issue; Reeves and Gignoux this issue; Stone this issue).  

As these examples suggest, the intense questioning around public sites of memory that we have witnessed in recent years has paved the ground for galvanising existing feminist interventions and feeding new ones, and these interventions have been paralleled by an uptick in scholarship interested in the feminist politics of memory. As scholars have noted, public memory is a political project, deeply interwoven with the ongoing, never finished project of nation-building; feminist scholars have specifically explored how these mnemonic politics of nation-building are gendered. As scholars have explored, official sites of memory such as state-run museums and official memorials tend to reproduce the dominant position of elites, particularly elite men, in the stories of national identity. In the Global North this often means centring the remembrance of the experiences of white men at the expense of all others, reproducing the nation as an imagined space of distinctness, national unity, innocent whiteness, and glorious masculinity (Basham 2019; Dubriwny and Poirot 2017; Edkins 2003; Bellentani and Panico 2016; Nyugen 2016; Wingate 2013). Where women do appear in official sites of memory, as scholars have noted, it is often only through standardised, nationalist narratives: as paragons of feminine virtue, nurturing caregivers and mourners, and symbols of the pure, vulnerable nation that requires protection by the active masculine (Féron 2023; Fox 2019; Jacobs 2016; Mookherjee 2015; Nguyen 2016: 227-228). 

These patriarchal nationalist memory narratives are deeply racialised and colonial, as racism and colonialism have always been shaped by gendered logics and symbolism (see, inter alia, McClintock 1995; Spivak 1988; Yuval-Davis 1997; Gray and Franck 2019). At the time of writing, the two of us who are based in the UK are witnessing an ascendence of racist, far-right narratives – epitomised by protests outside hotels housing vulnerable asylum seekers, a large political march in London, and the cable-tying and spray-painting of the flags of the constituent countries of the UK (most commonly the Saint George’s Cross of England) to lampposts and on roundabouts and pedestrian crossings across the country – which centre, as racist and nationalist narratives so often do - on the idea that racialised, othered men pose a sexualised threat to ‘our’ women (BBC News 2025a; Jefferson-Brown 2025; Mulhall 2025; Vinter 2025). In the scholarship, particularly prominent on this theme has been work on the politics of remembering the so-called “comfort women” of the Asia-Pacific War – girls and women who were sexually enslaved by the Empire of Japan, many (but not all) of whom were trafficked from the Korean peninsula – which has explored how debates over the memory of sexual violence in war often invoke racialised and patriarchal ideas of feminine purity and masculine national honour. Right wing actors in South Korea frame the history of the comfort women as the defilement of sexually ‘pure’ young girls, made to stand in for the Korean nation, by Japanese soldiers framed as uniquely violent ‘monstered’ outsiders. Those on the Japanese side seeking to absolve the wartime Japanese government of responsibility frame the women as willing commercial sex workers and, therefore, as ineligible for the position of ‘pure’ symbols of defiled nationalism (see Li 2022; Kim 2020: 400; Kwon 2019: 20-22; Stanley et al. 2021). 

Scholars have also explored the spaces in which activists have sought to challenge the patriarchal nationalist politics of memory. Across Asia, for example, activist museums have emerged to commemorate the comfort women in a way that moves the debate away from masculinist conversations over national valour and, instead, tells the story from the perspective of individual survivors and their relatives (see Kang and Denov, this issue). In multiple sites around the world, additionally, memorials negotiate with, and sometimes push back against, the gendered and racialised invisibilities and hypervisibilities that shape dominant discourse on sexual violence across both war and peace (see Gray and Martin forthcoming; Martin and Gray 2025). Scholars interested in the use of memorialisation in transitional justice processes as a form of symbolic reparations for, among other things, wartime gender-based violence, issue some warnings. Simply recognising women’s experiences is not enough; memorials must help us to “imagine a better, more equal, future” (Boesten 2021: 21; see also chapters in Boesten and Scanlon 2021). The existing feminist scholarship has, additionally, called for a broad understanding of sites of memorialisation, going beyond museums and public statues to consider non-traditional sites including novels, movies, memoirs, artwork, cemeteries, and online spaces; as well as paying attention to everyday curatorship by ordinary people: survivors of violence, family members of victims, activists, and community members (see, inter alia, Altinay et al 2019; Andrä at al 2019; Cole 2022; Hayes-Roberts 2023; Hirsch and Smith 2022; Martin and Gray 2025; Mookherjee 2015; Sylvester 2019; Reeves and Heath-Kelly 2020). This nourishes a reflection on the need to decenter white and eurocentric accounts of feminist memory activism, or at least juxtapose these accounts with others from the Global South to offer a more holistic account of the gender politics of memory across the world. 

The articles and forum contributions in this special issue build upon and develop our knowledge and understanding of the dynamic and political relationship between gender and sites of memory in diverse ways. Some analyse memorials or museums that self-consciously seek to make an intervention into the public memory of issues widely understood to be gendered, such as sexual violence and women’s roles during wartime. Others trace how gender animates the public memory of issues that are not so widely recognised as gendered. In offering new analyses of sites of memory located in different parts of the world, the authors consider how states, activists, artists, museums and other actors have differentially negotiated the relationship between past violence, traumatic legacies, and spaces of memorialisation. The empirical focus on physical sites - many of which have rarely or never been analysed through gender and feminist scholarship - makes fertile ground for theoretical innovation. This builds a critical engagement with and repurposing of theories of affect, embodiment and new materialisms to illuminate specific feminist struggles in today’s world. Together, the pieces illuminate how sites of memory constitute important but often overlooked places for the gendered theorising of local, national and world politics. 
Contents of this special issue
This special issue features five articles and three forum pieces. We include different kinds of writing and reflections to capture multiple perspectives on these complex issues.

Camilla Orjuela uses monuments to famines as a way of exploring an often overlooked gendered dimension of memorial politics. As she argues, often women’s experiences of war, disaster and injustice, including indirect forms of violence like famine, go unmentioned. Through her case study of 129 monuments dedicated to famine victims, she demonstrates how these often portray victims as suffering mothers and children. Through gendered analysis this article blurs dichotomies often seen in memorials, between vulnerable women and strong men. 

Corinna Peniston-Bird examines the memorial ‘Women of Steel’ in Sheffield, UK, as an example of how one memorial highlighting the contribution of women during wartime has been mobilised by multiple activist groups. She investigates how various activist groups have mobilized the same memorial for different, sometimes conflicting, purposes. The article reflects on the affective and contested relationships that different communities form with the memorial. Seemingly narrow or fixed interpretations of memorials can be reshaped through public engagement and reimagination, allowing monuments to evolve in meaning over time.

Katherine Stone focuses on the “Violence and Gender” exhibition at Dresden’s Military History Museum, analyzing how it challenged conservative frameworks of memorialization. The exhibition connected past and present forms of violence, including conflict-related sexual violence, and placed them within a broader continuum of sexual violence. Stone argues that museums can play a critical role in disrupting traditional narratives by situating sexualized violence within a historical and structural context. The article suggests that such curatorial choices open possibilities for more transformative and inclusive forms of memory work.

Audrey Reeves and Hannah Gignoux examine how exhibitions at two different museums address some concerns about sexual violence, while obfuscating others. Through a comparative study of the Imperial War Museum in London and the National Museum of American History in Washington DC, Reeves and Gignoux discuss the curatorial tensions involved in presenting sexual violence in a museum context. Through this reflection, this piece offers recommendations for incorporating a feminist ethics of care into museum practice, balancing emotional impact with responsible storytelling.

Shu-Hua Kang and Myriam Denov explore how museums can engage the public through their analysis of what they term the “humanistic approach” used by the Ama Museum in Taiwan, which commemorates the comfort women. They examine the multifaceted dimensions of the museum and its use of art and of personal storytelling in public education, and emphasize how this appraoch can advance awareness and healing in the case of sexual violence. 

Complementing these five research articles, three forum pieces present experimental and personal writing exploring the politics and practices of memorialising gender-based violence.

Erendira Derbez vibrantly reports on how activists, friends and relatives portray the emptiness created after forced disappearances of women in Mexico. Derbez discusses the work of two women artists whose work tackles the challenge of representing the absence of a loved daughter, sister or friend, who has gone missing, most likely as a result of violence that the state fails to investigate. Her work analyses the role of visual artists as feminist memory activists in Mexico. Her piece evocatively shows how art can carry affective resonance by displaying the spaces once occupied by people who are no longer there.

In their forum contribution, Myriam Denov & Shu-Hua Kang delve into the stories of women survivors of the 1994 Rwanda Genocide. This essay draws on the voices of forty-four Rwandan women who bore children conceived through rape, and sixty youth born of conflict-related sexual violence. The authors explore the realities of intergenerational memory, and the ways in which mothers and children born of conflict-related sexual violence sought meaning and new memories and built relationships despite shared post-genocide discrimination, stigma and socio-economic marginalization.

Closing our special issue, Vera Mackie contrasts tangible and intangible spaces of memorialisation. In her multi-layered exploration of these spaces, she explores how we experience memorial sites in across multiple dimensions: from close reading, to local and transitional. Her exploration of different methodological approaches –  (auto)ethnography, documentary, archives – reveals the overlapping temporalities of memorial spaces. This multi-modal and multi-dimensional analysis reflects the themes drawn out across this issue of interpretation, memory and affect. 
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