Keane 1

This Pussy Grabs Back: Body Rhetoric at the Women’s March on Washington
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	Modes of social protest often utilize verbal and written forms of communication. Societal criticisms like Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech and Upton Sinclair’s book, The Jungle, have stood the test of time and are still regarded as historically significant; however, body rhetoric serves as another valuable form of protest and advocacy. Body rhetoric is a subcategory of visual rhetoric, which Prelli explains as “visual displays [that] influence our attitudes and feelings, shape and reinforce our beliefs and values, and constrain what we write, say, or otherwise think about them” (10). More directly, Booth and Spencer explain the concept of body rhetoric, stating, “Body rhetoric frames the body itself as a rhetorical text given that embodied performances constitute and communicate identities” (2). Advantages to body rhetoric as a means of communication include its widespread usability (anyone who has a body can participate in some capacity) and stylistic flexibility (materials can be few or many, depending upon the desired effect and available resources). Numerous examples of body rhetoric in action can be seen in photographs of the Women’s March on Washington, where crowds gathered to protest the reproductive policies of an incoming president. 

The Women’s March on Washington
The first Women’s March on Washington occurred on January 21, 2017 in Washington D.C. One report writes that “hundreds of thousands…overwhelmed the nation’s capital” for the event (Przybyla and Schouten). The event website states that several “unity principles” guided the event, including an emphasis on reproductive rights. Their description reads:
We believe in Reproductive Freedom.  We do not accept any federal, state or local rollbacks, cuts or restrictions on our ability to access quality reproductive healthcare services, birth control, HIV/AIDS care and prevention, or medically accurate sexuality education.  This means open access to safe, legal, affordable abortion and birth control for all people, regardless of income, location or education.  
The Women’s March arose from widespread anxiety regarding the conservative Trump administration’s policies. Although marchers advocated for a variety of progressive causes, they focused primarily on gender equality and reproductive rights.  Their concerns stemmed from inconsistent statements regarding safe access to abortion and birth control, about which the president frequently changed positions throughout the duration of his campaign. One report notes that “Donald Trump took five different positions on abortion in three days” (Bump). Similarly, Trump’s address to anti-choice protesters at the March for Life posed similar threats to women’s reproductive rights as he declared, “Under my administration, we will always defend the very first right in the Declaration of Independence, and that is the right to life” (McCammon). Lastly, resurfaced comments from a 2005 recording confirmed his misogyny. He bragged to Billy Bush, “When you’re a star, they let you do it. You can do anything. Grab ‘em by the pussy. You can do anything” (New York Times). In light of shockingly problematic comments like these, it is easy to see why protesters opted for high impact and memorable acts of body rhetoric to convey their feminist arguments. 
	The Women’s March saw high rates of participation in body rhetoric as activists used their bodies to send messages to politicians. These messages conveyed their strong beliefs in gender equality and reproductive rights through artistic outfits and accessories. Examples of protesters using body rhetoric can be seen below in the photographs of women wearing vagina costumes (see Figures 1, 2, and 3). 
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Figure 1 (Complex News)
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Figure 2 (Build a Uterine Wall)
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Figure 3 (Read My Lips)
While the signs accompanying the costumes capture viewers’ attention by putting the women’s messages into words, their use of body rhetoric with costuming strengthens their messages by combining small but impactful qualities, the implementation of identification-based principles, and the use of Aristotelian techniques.  

Analysis of Body Rhetoric
	The above photographs of the vagina-clad advocates initially appeared on various social media outlets and garnered widespread attention (both positive and negative). Their costumes serve to demonstrate the effectiveness of body rhetoric in the role of argument. 
	The suits debuted at the Women’s March on Washington in 2017, just after Donald Trump took the presidential oath of office. The red and pink cloth of which each suit is composed is largely shapeless and reveals only the wearer’s hands, face, and lower legs. Their accompanying signs utilize several different forms of media, including photographs, drawings, colorful lettering, tape, and small plastic hands.  
	The political conditions that produced this event explain the reasoning behind wearing an over-the-top vagina costume as a form of protest rhetoric: the bold colors of the suits captured viewers’ attention and their overwhelming size conveyed the urgency of the issues at hand. Although more “polite” forms of rhetoric (such as petitioning, letter-writing, calm public speaking, etc.) served as options, the use of the body to create a memorable image that stood for women’s reproductive rights was a powerful way to make a point. Extravagant displays like this spurred numerous positive reactions to the Women’s March. Many celebrities spoke out in favor of the event, including Ariana Grande, Emma Watson, and Zendaya (Bailey). National Public Radio (NPR) also published several pieces in support of the March, including one entitled “Mothers, Daughters, Sisters and Men Unite to Protest Trump’s Presidency” (McCammon). The title of the NPR article indicates the solidarity present at the event among supporters of reproductive rights.	
	The use of body rhetoric strengthens the women’s argument by combining several small qualities to create a prominent effect. In a discussion about the power of visual arguments, Zavoina contends that “subtleties in framing, choice of body type for subject, lighting, use of color, dress, accessories, and language inherent in the pose can all make important visual statements” (xviii). The vagina-clad women pictured in Figures 1, 2, and 3 employ several of these subtleties by using multiple aspects of their costume to make meaning. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Importantly, the costumes cover the women’s entire bodies (minus their face, hands, and lower legs) so that they appear amorphous, highlighting their message over all else. The three women use their costumes as a means of revealing and focusing on the vagina—a frequently concealed part of female anatomy. Despite these extroverted displays, the artifacts also conceal the wearers: cloth covers most of their bodies, downplaying their specific body types and identities. By employing an effective combination of “revealing” and “concealing” the women’s argument is strengthened. As described by Prelli, “revealing” refers to “the classical idea that to display is to ‘show forth’ or make known,’ which, in turn, implies its opposite—to conceal” (11). This balance of revealing and concealing is crucial in the delivery of the women’s stance of protecting reproductive rights and promoting gender equality by making their message more relevant, and at the same time, more relatable to women everywhere. It does not restrict their appeal to a specific group, but further advocates for the importance of rights.
	Color, too, enhances their message. Their use of yonic pink and red tones—and, in the case of Figure 2, pubic hair for added effect—conveys an upfront attitude regarding the importance of reproductive health. 
	While the costumes are a general attack on anti-choice policies, the accompanying signs serve as accessories to the ensemble by conveying more specific sentiments against the Trump administration. Further, the suits’ assertive and memorable nature emphasizes the importance of leaving reproductive rights under female control in a way that remains in viewers’ minds longer and more meaningfully than it would had the women simply dressed in normal clothing and held signs. These aspects of each display, though seemingly minor, enhance the effectiveness of body rhetoric by working together to create a more striking effect. 
	This use of body rhetoric also proves effective by providing future generations with new images of women’s role in media. In an essay about the historical developments of women’s poses, Baldwin quotes Kellner’s idea that “attitudes about one’s self are learned by the media” and that “girls negotiate and construct their own gendered identities through different definitions of what it means to be a woman through the media” (88). Whereas images of sign-yielding protestors are quite common in popular culture, depictions of women using extreme and assertive techniques to convey a message proves rarer. These public displays make the women’s body rhetoric set new standards for upcoming generations and redefine concepts of women’s role in social movements.  
Rhetorical Techniques 
	The particular use of body rhetoric at the Women’s March shows how the power of argument can be increased through the use of Burke’s theory of “identification.” In the classic tome A Rhetoric of Motives, Burke (in the original) regards identification as “perhaps the simplest case of persuasion. You persuade a man only insofar as you can talk his language by speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, identifying your ways with his” (55). The women in the vagina suits use principles of identification by enacting body rhetoric to connect with pro-choice individuals throughout the world. By representing a reproductive organ, they serve as visual representations of the fight for reproductive rights, “speaking their language” through visually “loud” costuming and the signs they hold. Further, they embody the attitudes and ideas of the pro-choice movement by pridefully donning vagina costumes, thus demonstrating a disregard for politicians who advocate for patriarchal dominance over these rights. These small qualities of each display enhance the memorability and meaningfulness of the women’s protests, making their arguments more effective overall.  
	The women’s use of body rhetoric equally employs Aristotelian rhetorical principles to strengthen their argument. In his Rhetoric, Aristotle contends that rhetoric operates by “putting the audience into a certain frame of mind” (181). He further argues that in political situations, rhetoricians succeed by “establishing the expediency or the harmfulness of a proposed course of action” (185). The pictured use of body rhetoric through costuming draws upon these principles through generating strong emotions of protest and implying the harmful effects of exerting control over women’s reproductive rights. Their yonic outfits enforce the progressive opinion that women should be in control of their own reproductive health, manifesting feelings of unity behind a single cause among audiences. Additionally, the women’s willingness to wear a shocking, over-the-top suit conveys the urgency of their cause. They embody the admirable personal trait of advocating for those in need of assistance (in this case, women in need of reproductive healthcare) while stirring audiences to take action by wearing extreme attire and holding signs that directly criticize the opposing politicians.  
	The Aristotelian appeals of ethos, logos, and pathos in the creation and delivery of their body rhetoric displays reinforces the urgency of the moment. Sonja K. Foss explains the three categories of appeals: “(1) logos or logical argument; (2) ethos or the appeal of the rhetor’s character; and (3) pathos or emotional appeal” (33). These artifacts address logos because they suggest that if multiple women are willing to dress up as vaginas to fight for their reproductive rights, then those rights must be necessary and their threatened state is highly problematic. Ethos also shapes the women’s use of body rhetoric by demonstrating the women’s character. Their holistic and exaggerated civic participation builds credibility because it implies that they are well-informed about the issues at hand and motivated enough to protest them using their bodies. Lastly, the protesters draw upon pathos because their body rhetoric arouses concern (for women’s dwindling control over their bodies), anger (at politicians who threaten reproductive rights), and motivation (to put an end to the war on reproductive rights). In addressing each of the three appeals in their protest displays, these women strengthen their use of body rhetoric and ensure the effectiveness of their message. 


Conclusion
Body rhetoric is a powerful means of argument. The women’s costuming at the Women’s March strengthened their message through small but meaningful details, and the use of rhetorical techniques like Burke’s identification and Aristotelian rhetoric. Each woman’s costume and accompanying signage asserted that protecting reproductive rights is vitally important, particularly in lieu of the current political climate. Although many protesters arrived at the Women’s March with change in mind and signs in hand, bolder participants donned outfits and accessories like the ones pictured in this article to make their voices heard. These protesters were probably unaware that they used formal rhetorical techniques and likely just wanted to create a memorable, lasting image for women’s rights; however, the attention given to their efforts on social media suggests their success nonetheless. Perhaps more active citizens might consider using body rhetoric for protest and advocacy. 
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