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EJWS
Bared breasts and body  
politics

Women’s bodies have always been central to feminist politics. The female body has his-
torically been the site for the exercise of gendered and racialized power relations, involv-
ing violence, discipline, exclusion and normalization. In their struggles for empowerment, 
feminist activists have often used their bodies to carve out a space for their politics. In 
recent years, topless performances whereby feminist bare their breasts in protest have 
become popular across the globe, from the Ukrainian FEMEN activists who display their 
naked breasts with painted slogans against sexual exploitation to the nude online photo-
graphs of Tunisian and Egyptian feminists in the wake of the Arab Spring to the naked 
protests of women in India and Nigeria against colonial rule. Such protests are invariably 
provocative and controversial. The danger inherent in these forms of protest is that they 
can backfire, particularly when they are viewed as the embodiment of the same sexual-
ized heteronormativity which they are claiming to subvert.

A recent example of this occurred in the Netherlands and, while it may seem fairly 
innocuous in the global picture of feminist body politics, it raised three fundamental 
questions which I believe should be of concern for any critical feminist scholar today. 
What kind of feminism does the baring of breasts represent? How effective is this kind 
of protest for exposing gender/power relations and empowering women? And, last but 
not least, how should we, as feminist scholars, respond to the controversies which such 
actions inevitably generate?

The case in question occurred in my home town, Amsterdam, when a group of femi-
nist students compiled a booklet of photographs of naked breasts, calling it the ‘Boobie 
Bible’. Their goal was to criticize the sexualization of women’s bodies and the unrealis-
tic images of perfect breasts in the media that make women feel ashamed of their bodies. 
By exposing and photographing their own breasts, the students not only wanted to show 
how different breasts can be: ‘sexual but also funny, big or small, dark or light …’, but 
also, as they put it, that women’s breasts are ordinary, ‘just breasts’.1

The students presented their most recent edition of the book (the first had appeared in 
2014) in the weekly student magazine of the University of Amsterdam, Folia, which 
featured the story on its cover with an image of a torso of a topless woman captured in 
the lens of a camera. This issue of Folia featuring the story of the ‘Boobie Bible’ would 
probably have passed unnoticed, were it not that the dean of the School for Applied 
Sciences connected to the university had the magazine removed from the racks. The 
reason he gave for this unprecedented action was that he feared that the cover would 
offend visitors and prospective students who were expected to attend the annual Open 
Day. In an effort to justify his decision, the dean explained that ‘this is not who “we” are’, 
obliquely differentiating the more ‘diverse’ student body of the School for Applied 
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Sciences (which would presumably be offended by the photo) from the predominately 
white, ethnic-Dutch student body of the University of Amsterdam (which would not).2 
One of the initiators of the ‘Boobie Bible’ responded to the banning of the magazine by 
appearing topless at the Open Day and distributing copies of the banned magazine to the 
public. Her protest was instant news, receiving lots of attention, not only in and around 
the university, but throughout the national press and social media. Ultimately, the dean 
admitted that if he had known what kind of reaction there would be, he would have done 
things differently. Famous last words.

I initially responded to the ‘Boobie Bible’ with mild interest, seeing it as an instance of 
a long-standing feminist theme (the critique of cultural beauty norms) being imaginatively 
recycled by a group of young women explicitly calling themselves feminists (in itself a 
rarity in postfeminist Holland). I became more concerned, however, when the dean cen-
sored a magazine which had always served as a student-run platform for opinion and 
debate. My feelings were more mixed about the protest during Open Day when a slender, 
young, white woman, topless and with perfect breasts by any beauty standard, could be 
observed passing out the banned issue of the magazine to interested bystanders. Yet it was 
only after reading the reaction of a well-known professor of gender studies, that I felt com-
pelled to enter the fray myself. To my surprise, when asked to comment on the ‘Boobie 
Bible affair’, this professor expressed her support of the dean, admitting that she might 
have removed the magazine, too, albeit for different reasons. As she put it, this was not 
because she had anything against bare breasts per se, but rather because she had to wonder 
whether women exposing their breasts ‘represents the highest form of emancipation’.3

Of course, her statement may just have been a casual response to a question posed 
during an interview about a very different topic (she was being interviewed about the 
issue of ‘diversity’ at the University of Amsterdam). Leaving aside whether the protest 
can be evaluated as the ‘highest form of emancipation’ or not, her statement raises the 
issue of how feminist scholars should address the phenomenon of topless protests as a 
form of feminist body politics.

With this in mind, let me make three observations.
First, it should not be forgotten that topless protests have a long history in feminism. 

It is hardly new that women use their naked bodies as a form of rebellion. Think, for 
example, of Dutch feminists interrupting a gynaecology convention in 1970 to protest 
the abortion law and exposing their naked stomachs with the slogan ‘Baas in eigen buik’ 
(‘Boss of one’s own belly’) written on them. This action had an enormous mobilizing 
effect, bringing home more dramatically than words alone could have done the feminist 
demand for reproductive self-determination. Similarly, feminist activists and artists have 
often assembled photographs of differently embodied women to show how ordinary bod-
ies, breasts and vaginas seldom conform to cultural ideals of femininity. In this sense, the 
initiators of the ‘Boobie Bible’ are drawing upon a venerable feminist tradition, while 
giving it a playful twist. They situate their action in the postfeminist context where wom-
en’s bodies are, if anything, more sexualized than ever before and where, at least in the 
context of contemporary Dutch society, there is little feminist discourse available for 
contesting it. An illustration of the challenges posed by this particular context is the 
remark of the editor of an online news website who labelled the activists as ‘zeurfemin-
istes’ (‘nagging feminists’) who were only making photos because their breasts weren’t 
getting enough attention. He dismissed their action as beside the point since ‘feminism 
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has already been accomplished for 99% in the Netherlands’ and ‘women here are not 
oppressed. Yes, in Islam they are, but these feminists aren’t talking about that.’4

This brings me to my second observation, that feminist topless protests take place in 
specific locations and need to be evaluated in terms of how they expose power relations 
or empower women in that particular context. Bodies may be a powerful sites of resist-
ance historically, but not all topless protests are effective forms of feminist rebellion. 
One of the most well-known examples of this can be found in the organized protests of 
FEMEN, who demonstrate topless in public with political slogans written across their 
bare breasts (‘freedom for women’, ‘rape is not tradition’, ‘fuck your rules’, etc.). While 
many have applauded FEMEN’s transgressive performances because they expose and 
reframe hegemonic control over women’s bodies and reclaim their agency and raise their 
voices in public, others are more critical. Their protests are always performed by young, 
white, slender, educated women with bodies that perfectly match the sexualized stereo-
types of femininity. Where do older women, women of size, lesbians, disabled women 
and women of colour fit into FEMEN’s politics? Isn’t FEMEN guilty of reproducing 
rather than undermining patriarchal norms, the feminist scholar Theresa O’Keefe (2014) 
wonders. Even more problematic is FEMEN’s attack on veiling, ostensibly to ‘save’ 
Muslim women from their religion (‘better naked than the burqa’). This action, which 
was performed in Paris, unleashed an angry Facebook group called Muslim Women 
Against FEMEN, who exposed FEMEN’s Islamophobia and criticized their imperialist 
appropriation of Muslim women’s agency (Al-Mahadin, 2015). This suggests that body 
politics resonate differently in different contexts and that what might be considered femi-
nist in one context may be considered ethnocentric or even racist in another.

The recent case of topless activism in Amsterdam shows how complicated this can be. 
On the one hand, the protest needs to be situated in the highly sexualized media culture of 
late modernity where the hypervisibility of slender, sexy, young, white bodies evokes 
considerable suffering among women whose bodies fall short. For some women, the 
appearance of the ‘Boobie Bible’ may well have had a liberating effect, relieving them of 
shame and providing an empowering example of feminist agency. On the other hand, in 
the context of a multi-ethnic and multi-religious society like the Netherlands, the action 
may also have seemed like just one more example of how representatives of the dominant 
culture are imposing their own norms on others who don’t share them and may even find 
them offensive. In short, while the activists were right in putting the issue of the sexualiza-
tion of women’s bodies on the agenda, they displayed less sensitivity to how their actions 
might resonate differently within the student body of their own institution or – for the 
matter – within Dutch society at large. One could argue, of course, that activists should 
not tailor their activism to the comfort level of their audience. However, the price may be 
an undermining of the effectiveness of the protest, especially when it appears to others as 
inscribing the very norms that the activists were intending to criticize.

My final remark concerns how feminist scholars ought to respond to controversies 
generated by topless activism. It almost goes without saying that the removal of the 
magazine is not the way to go. Whether the dean’s (over-)reaction is attributed to his 
personal disgust at seeing naked breasts on the cover of a magazine or his automatic 
assumption that prospective students (and their parents) would take offence, his action 
was, at best, rash and, at worst, repressive. The fact that he removed the magazine sent a 
much more problematic message to prospective students – namely, that their opinions, 
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whatever they were, would not be allowed at the School for Applied Sciences if the pow-
ers that be consider them undesirable. Many critics wondered why he hadn’t taken the 
pragmatic route of putting different issues of the magazine on display, thereby showing 
that breasts were not the only topic of concern for students.

Alternatively, however, the ‘Boobie Bible’ might have been used as an opportunity to 
initiate a broader public discussion. Indeed, such a discussion might have proved less 
controversial than the dean could have imagined. He might have – paradoxically –  
discovered that the concerns of feminist activists with the sexualization of women’s bod-
ies and their desire to be treated as ‘ordinary’ even resonated with prospective students 
and parents’ worries about issues of modesty and nudity. In fact, it was this very debate 
that was taken up several years ago on the pages of the European Journal of Women’s 
Studies when the Dutch feminist scholars Linda Duits and Liesbet van Zoonen (2006) 
compared the twin phenomena of young women donning visible G-strings and belly 
shirts (porno chic) with young Muslim women taking up the headscarf. While these 
might seem like completely different phenomena, the authors showed how they can be 
analysed as reactions to a shared concern about the sexualization of women’s bodies that 
has become so rampant in late modern societies. The discussion which ensued from this 
provocative article proved that it makes perfect sense to think critically about body poli-
tics within the cultural and geopolitical landscape which we both share and in which we 
differ.

Perhaps it is utopian to imagine such a debate in response to the events around the 
publication of the ‘Boobie Bible’. But, after all, feminist activism has always had a uto-
pian element. Shouldn’t we, as scholars, always keep this in mind as well?

Notes

1. Cited in Borren (2016: 14).
2. Cited in Folia actueel; at: www.folia.nl/actueel/100217/achteraf-had-ik-het-anders-aangepakt.
3. Cited in Weber (2016: 26–28).
4. Cited in van Ewijk et al. (2016: 13).
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