Current dictionary definition - ‘a lesbian whose appearance and behaviour are seen as traditionally feminine.’
Origin - 1960’s: French, ‘woman’

Originally a term adopted by the lesbian community to describe feminine lesbians, ‘femme’ traditionally represents the
feminine-presenting woman and ‘butch’ the masculine-presenting woman in lesbian culture. This is reflected in gay
male culture too; as a gay man you would traditionally either be considered ‘masc’ or ‘fem’ depending on whether you
read/present in a more feminine or masculine way.
In recent years with a rise in the acceptance of transgender, non-binary, and gender fluid people, LGBTQIA+ people
have started more widely to step outside of binary boxes and embrace the broader terminology of ‘queer’. The
terms ‘femme’, ‘fem’, ‘masc’, and ‘butch’ have blurred their lines; the term ‘femme’ especially has adopted a broader
definition, to mean feminine queer person of any gender orientation.
There is dispute within the queer community as to how the term ‘femme’ should be used, with many still loyal to its
lesbian origins. It is important to remember where we came from but also, we feel, to embrace where we are going.
As it is with feminism...
The motion passed in 1918 was a huge leap in the right direction for gender equality. However the definition of
womxnhood* back then was very limited, especially those who were deemed deserving of equality with men. The
Representation of the People Act of 1918 granted the vote to women over the age of 30 who owned over £5 worth of
land or were married into owning property. The same Act gave the vote to all men over the age of 21.
The suffrage movement in the UK helped pave the way for radicals and revolutionaries of today. Womxn led large
scale public protests, disrupted public meetings, chained themselves to fences and even committed acts of arson,
property damage and civil disobedience when peaceful methods proved ineffective. These womxn demanded equality
and they wouldn’t take no for an answer. Many were rumoured to have lesbian affairs and some would even be
considered trans men today, wearing men’s clothes, adopting male names, and living as men.
There are still those within the feminist community who reject the modern use of ‘femme’ to describe queer womxn,
stating that ‘feminism is for women’. Whilst it is important to acknowledge that the experience of womxnhood* is different
for cis womxn*, trans womxn*, non-binary, and gender-fluid people, we strongly feel that feminism is for all of us.
This open submission exhibition has allowed the term ‘femme’ to be interpreted freely within a queer feminist context.
The work you see in this show both celebrates and analyses our femme identities and the intersectionality of modern
womxnhood*. ‘Femme’ is how we feel and how we choose to express ourselves.
Going forward we stand together against the patriarchy, continuing the fight for equality that was started so long ago.
‘Femme’ for us signifies the start of something progressive, inclusive, and revolutionary.
So here we find ourselves at another beginning, ready to march in the footsteps of rioters and revolutionaries who
came before us and carry the path forwards to an equal future for all.
Welcome to Femme, welcome to Femmetopia.

*womxn: a spelling of “women” that is a more inclusive, progressive term that not only sheds light on the prejudice, discrimination,
and institutional barriers womxn have faced, but to also show that womxn are not the extension of men (as hinted by the classic
Bible story of Adam and Eve) but their own free and separate entities. It is more intersectional than womyn because it includes
trans-women.
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An exhibition to accompany Femmetopia Festival, exploring the definition of ‘femme’ and the intersectionality
of modern feminism, in celebration and critique of the centenary of women’s suffrage.
- Curated by Kat Hudson
Split across VFD and Rio Cinema Dalston, London • 23 - 18th May 2018
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