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This book draws together contribu� ons from scholars and ar� sts showcasing 
the breadth of intersec� onal experiences of migra� on, from diaspora to internal 
displacement. Building on conversa� ons ini� ated in Women and Migrati on: Responses 
in Art and History, this edited volume features a range of wri� en styles, from memoir 
to ar� sts’ statements to journalis� c and cri� cal essays. The collec� on shows how 
women’s experiences of migra� on have been ar� culated through art, fi lm, poetry and 
even food. 

This varied approach aims to aid understanding of the lived experiences of home, loss, 
family, belonging, isola� on, borders and iden� ty—issues salient both in experiences of 
migra� on and in the epochal � mes in which we fi nd ourselves today. These are stories 
of trauma and fear, but also stories of the strength, perseverance, hope and even joy 
of women surviving their own moments of disorienta� on, disenfranchisement and 
disloca� on. 

This collec� on engages with current issues in an eff ort to deepen understanding, 
encourage ongoing refl ec� on and build a more just future. It will appeal to ar� sts and 
scholars of the humani� es, social sciences, and public policy, as well as general readers 
with an interest in women’s experiences of migra� on.

This is the author-approved edi� on of this Open Access � tle. As with all Open Book 
publica� ons, this en� re book is available to download for free on the publisher’s 
website. Printed and digital edi� ons, together with supplementary digital material, can 
also be found at h� p://www.openbookpublishers.com
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canvas. Installati on view: 10th Berlin Biennale, Akademie der Künste (Hanseatenweg), Berlin, June 9 - 
September 9, 2018. Photo: Timo Ohler. Cover design by Anna Gatti  .
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28. Being Woke:  
Visualizing Solidarity and Resistance

Roshini Kempadoo1

With twenty years between the selected artworks, I was invited by 
curator Sylvia Theuri to contribute two projects for the exhibition 
Thirteen Ways Of Looking that took place online and at the Herbert Art 
Gallery & Museum, Coventry, between October and December 2020. 
This portfolio of photographs from the works exhibited, Virtual Exiles 
(2000) and Moove…[s] In solidarity (2020), are “women’s resistance 
narratives” that make visible colonial legacies, racism and injustices that 
sustain our current conditions as women of color. 

Virtual Exiles was originally conceived as photographic prints, text and 
a participatory Internet site. The work came from my conversations with 
secondary school friends, family and others in Guyana and those, like 
me, who had left to settle in another country—whether England, Canada 
or the US. The return trips to Guyana and the subsequent creation of the 
website and montaged photographs were from a continued interest to 
use expanded digital imaging and networked environments as creative 
spaces for making social commentary. Visual archives of Guyana 
appeared despicable at times, or at odds with any lived knowledge 
or experience. The visual archives and conventional documentary 
approaches to making images, I argue, persistently fail to take account 
of my ancestors’ narratives or migration journeying between Guyana, 
the U.K. and North America. Texts by David Dabydeen, Grace Nichols, 
Pauline Melville and Edward Said’s Reflections on Exile (1984) evoked 

1	� For more information on the author, see https://roshinikempadoo.com/.
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https://culturespacecoventry.com/13-ways-of-looking
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/ccs/staff/dabydeen/
https://poetryarchive.org/poet/grace-nichols/
https://biography.jrank.org/pages/4589/Melville-Pauline.html
http://www.mcrg.ac.in/RLS_Migration/Reading_List/Module_A/65.Said,%20Edward,%20Reflections_on_Exile_and_Other_Essay(BookFi).pdf
https://roshinikempadoo.com/
https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0296.28
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motives and judgements for leaving my parents’ homeland that in the 
end did not protect us. It is sustained by memories of Guyana’s seawall, 
the backdam, curry and roti, metem and cassareep. Beyond the legacy 
of British colonialism is the persistent yearning for what it means to be 
Guyanese—to sustain a semblance rooted through imagined collective 
identities whether drawn from first-hand accounts or memories. 

How, as a woman artist, am I able to somehow evoke and capture 
the colonial aftermath and lived experiences that those of us emergent 
from the dehumanized violent practices and displacement of peoples 
associated with slavery, land grabbing and indentureship? My ambition 
then was to re-imagine minor [her]stories of colonialism so they ‘speak’ 
to others living exiled or diasporic lives.

The series of photographs Mooove…[s] In solidarity was created 
during these months of confinement. I pose the question—what does it 
mean to embody the practice as a “hybrid-auto-instituting-languaging-
storytelling species” (Wynter 2000)? What must she look like for others 
to see her more directly and sharply than before? As I witness the 
endangerment of black lives, see violence and racism unfolding, some of 
us as protestors against the racism of the 1980s in Thatcher’s Britain, are 
vigilant to the shifts and changes being demanded. The digital studio 
portraits, created as someone from another generation, pay homage and 
respect. They are proposed acts of solidarity to those making efforts to 
bring about change. The photographs and their relationship to being 
online recall a state of emergency to our health, to our bodies that will not 
be stilled, that need to move, to protest and call for solidarity. Influenced 
by revolutionary writings such as those of the late Kamau Brathwaite 
and Angela Davis; they take account of the creativity seen online such 
as 100 Years 100 Women; formations created by younger political and 
social lives such as The Free Black University; and a claim for the right 
to life. This body with knowledge and memories of at least two cultures, 
imagines our “autonomous and beautiful lives” (Hartman 2019).

***

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/kamau-brathwaite
https://www.gold.ac.uk/honorands/angela-davis/
https://www.100years100women.net/participants-2
https://www.freeblackuni.com/
https://blacklivesmatter.com/
https://blacklivesmatter.com/
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Figs 1–6 A selection of images from the series Virtual Exiles (2000) by Roshini 
Kempadoo.

The reality of her daughter’s imminent arrival caused a mild fury to fizz 
up in her… 
She stood with the letter in her hand… Hardest of all, she stared at the 
posed photograph of her three British children by Mr. Maurice Nevins 
that rested on the mantelpiece over the gas fire. 
She bit her lip and tried to remember what Winsome looked like. 

Pauline Melville, “A Disguised Land”, Shape Shifter (1990)
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***

Figs 7–10 A selection of images from the series Mooove…[s] In solidarity (2020) by 
Roshini Kempadoo.

Try
Try to imagine being arrested at 14
Fourteen…. 
or try
Try to imagine your child seeing you fall because you were tasered
Or imagine receiving a letter after 50 years in this country stating 
“LIABILITY FOR REMOVAL”
It’s happening out there, beyond the boundaries and confinement of 
home in Lewisham 
I see, feel and hear nonetheless.

This body is consumed and rocked by sadness, anger and 
heartbreak as I hear of killings and brutality—by police, by 
politicians’ lack of caring, by abhorrent cronyism, by white 
privilege.
But I know something unprecedented is coming 
in-between environmental crises and  
outmoded dysfunctional systems of capital
This body embraces the John Lewis eulogies and black women’s 
sounds of affirmation, affiliation and beauty
And most of all, humbled by voices of young folk—who persevere 
despite a broke and racist system 
calling for change, for lifeness and futurity.
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[…] So love your neck; put a hand on it, grace it, stroke it and hold it up. 
Toni Morrison, Beloved (1987)

Fig. 7 #racismisapandemic, Giclée photographic prints, 80x45cm, 2020.

Fig. 8 #TakeAKnee, Giclée photographic prints, 80x45cm, 2020.



� 20928. Being Woke: Visualizing Solidarity and Resistance

Fig. 9 #OurNecks, Giclée photographic prints, 80x45cm, 2020.

Fig. 10 #blackmoves, Giclée photographic prints, 80x45cm, 2020.
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