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			Foreword

			In this story, there are blondes to die for, Russian spies in Montmartre, kidnappings, beatings and corrupt politicians, real and fake escapes, fascists, Islamists, embezzled money, a complacent administration, hungry media. And then there are lies, hatred and indifference.

			It is the story of a betrayal, and of a revolution not lost to everyone. The very human story of a stolen passion.

			This is the story of Anna, Sacha, Oxana, Inna and the others. The sincere story of Femen.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			A wave and roots

			“You would think that only extraordinary or abnormal people could have endured all these hardships, but no, they were day-old schoolgirls, students, girls who had never left their homes before.”

			Svetlana Alexievitch, La guerre n’a pas un visage de femme, in Œuvres, Actes Sud, 2015.

			Odessa, Pushkin café, 10:30 p.m., April 3, 2011

			“Femen is the fourth wave of global feminism1.”

			I have no doubt.

			After a week spent running around Ukraine, Kiev, Donetsk, Odessa..., fleeing from the police, sleeping in trains and poor hotels, meeting journalists in secret, running from secret meeting to improvised demonstration, I am exhausted. But I am sure of what I have just experienced: Femen is an effervescent movement that will mark the history of women forever, like the English suffragettes, Black feminism or the MLF.

			Odessa is still cold in April, and the wind from the Black Sea freezes the trees and the blue benches of Brochnoiavska Square. Two blocks away, the grand staircase of the Potemkin was the scene, a few hours earlier, of an impressive demonstration by Femen. I photographed, as if on a stormy sea, three girls screaming that their country is not a brothel and their bodies not for sale. Naked and painted breasts. Jostled by a squadron of violent police and a horde of conservative journalists, they were also booed by the crowd of passers-by. But the three blond children with raised arms emanated a power that only the cold and perfect conscience of the revolt sometimes offers. A conviction pegged to the body and the brain. And glittering eyes that say, “I defy you.”

			Four hours later - three of them spent at the police station - I can hardly recognize the well-behaved girls sitting in front of me in this cozy downtown bar. Inna and Sasha have traded flower crowns, thongs and graffiti for ordinary young women’s outfits: turtlenecks, warm boots and fashionable jeans. They leaf through a magazine and joke about a singer who is divorced once again; they seem to have the carefree attitude of the young people from the big families of the former nomenklatura who still occupy the Italian dachas in the Moldavanka district. Around us, students are commenting on a course they have just taken at Metchnikov University. Life is sweet.

			I have been following the Femen action for almost two years. It all began in the early summer of 2009 with a short article in the Italian daily newspaper Repubblica: “Young women demonstrate in the streets against prostitution in Ukraine. A few minutes later, I discovered on the Internet that the girls were called “Femen”. They have a Myspace page where they publish photos of their demonstrations. The images are crude and dull. They come from small cell phones, but you can see pretty angry blondes, a summer sky and cops sometimes amused, sometimes frankly annoyed. I obviously smell a good subject. The page was recently created and, despite a thorough search, I can’t find any reference in the French, German or Italian press, apart from the Repubblica articoletto.

			I send a rather short message to the “Contact” section of their web page: “French reporter, interested by making a report about Femen action. Can I meet you in Kiev? When2?”

			I had long forgotten this message when I received an email one Saturday night in November from a certain Anna Hutsol: “You can come on monday we make assault Ukrainian parliament dressed like prostitutes3.”

			The time to cancel my appointments of the week, to find a flight for the next day, and I am in Kiev at 1 am. At 7 o’clock, I meet Anna and Sacha. The story begins.

			Back in France, I will publish a small article in the German press. The Polaris agency, in the United States, will also distribute some pictures. But it was VSD that published the first real photo report on the Femen. VSD will order a sequel...

			I think of this in Odessa, two years later, watching Sasha massaging her frail arms abused by two clumsy policewomen who have pinned her against the granite robe of the statue of the Duke of Richelieu, at the top of the stairs that a stroller is rolling down in Eisenstein’s film.4

			The cops are getting meaner and meaner,” sighs Inna, “one day they will put us in jail for a long time. Sacha smiles gravely: “Our only chance to get out alive is for people to talk about us all over the world. We must internationalize the movement!”

			For me, it’s very clear, France is the place to start. And I explain the French context, the concept of secularism so close to Femen’s convictions, the freedom of expression, the possibility of spreading from a solid base...

			“Germany too...”, intervenes Sacha.

			“No, France,” retorts Inna.

			Paris, five years later

			Femen is almost as well known as the Pope or Cristiano Ronaldo. I hear about it from one end of the planet to the other, in a Guatemalan newspaper, on an Australian TV. In Mexico City, I meet an artist who paints murals in honor of Femen. At the Venice Film Festival, I meet Sacha and Inna who have come to present a film5. Everywhere, in the magazines and on the screens, I see yellow and blue circles, blond hair and flower crowns that inspire fashion and cinema... Femen has become a “brand”, an American-style brand. It is also a “movement”, a non-physical place where sympathizers, activists, artists, politicians, journalists... Like surrealism in the 1930s, pop art in the 1960s or Al Qaeda in the 2000s6.

			But where are the warriors I discovered in Kiev or Donetsk? What happened to Sasha, Anna and Oxana? Why was Viktor ejected from the movement? Why did Amina, Safia or Eloise slam the door? Who manages the money, now that it is flowing? How did Inna build her network? How did Inna build up her network?

			I saw Femen born and raised in the slums of the Kiev suburbs, I see today a movement linked to fashion, contemporary art and the Paris City Hall.

			Has the fourth wave of feminism become a pearl between the cobblestones of the system it wanted to shake?

			I call Sacha.

			 

			 

			

			
				
					1. Unless otherwise noted, all quotes in the book are from interviews conducted by the author between November 2009 and September 2016.

				

				
					2. “French journalist would like to do a report on the action of Femen. Can I meet you in Kiev? When?”

				

				
					3. “You can come on Monday, we will storm the Ukrainian parliament, disguised as prostitutes.”

				

				
					4. The Battleship Potemkin, 1925. Serguei Eisenstein’s film tells the story of the mutiny of the sailors of the Potemkin in 1905 in the port of Odessa. It is both a communist propaganda film and a monument of Russian cinema.

				

				
					5. Ukraine Is Not a Brothel, Kitty Green, Noise & Light, 2013.

				

				
					6. Inna frequently uses this provocative image to talk about Femen, most notably in the Guardian article of November 8, 2013, “Femen leader Inna: I’m for any form of feminism.”

				

			

		

	
		
			Sacha, exile is his kingdom

			“In the months following David’s death, solitude had provided a precious refuge; it was not a state, it was a place.”

			Donato Carrisi, The Tribunal of Souls, Calmann-Lévy, 2012.

			Paris, January 31, 2016, in the aquarium of a café in Belleville

			The weather is fine. The boulevard of Belleville is swarming with an animation of end of market. Stalls pack up, water jets chase the relief. The café is filled with bearded bruncheurs. Some have old cameras slung over their shoulders, others have wicker baskets and short pants. The bruncheurs have bikes that they park within sight and vintage sweaters.

			I am waiting for Sacha.

			I am less interested in what the movement has become in the last few months. I don’t understand much about it anymore. I have seen French feminists, Osez le féminisme, Ni putes ni soumises, etc., get enthusiastic about Femen, then move away. I have seen Inna on the covers of books and magazines, I have seen her at Frédéric Taddeï’s, at Antoine de Caunes’, at Laurent Ruquier’s, at Thierry Ardisson’s...

			And then I heard French names: Pauline, Marguerite, Safia, Elvire...

			And I didn’t hear about Oxana or Sasha anymore.

			Then I realized that something was going on and I wanted to know.

			Sacha arrives. She has a grey wool coat, a hat and big white sneakers.

			In my strongest memory, Sacha is an elusive creeper that threads between the big legs of borrowed policemen. She was unbound, I see her slender and yet slumped, a little. Her blond hair tight behind her head stretches her pale gaze. But she smiles. And orders a black tea.

			“I would like to tell the story of Femen.”

			She looks down and says that no one is interested in Femen anymore. Not even her. I say yes. She says no. Then: “You’ve known Femen since the very beginning, you don’t need Oxana or me to tell it7.”

			My last report on Femen dates back to March 2012 and the action in burqa, on the square of Human Rights in Paris, against the Islamic veil and in support of Aliaa Magda Elmahdy8, Egyptian feminist activist threatened with death. In 2012, place du Trocadero, Sacha was a tank with blue eyes; in 2016, in Belleville, I find a wounded animal.

			We talk a little about his life. “I like the cafes in Paris, with heated terraces, you can see people living.”

			Sasha married Dimitri, the Russian journalist kidnapped and beaten with her in July 2013 by the Russian secret services in the center of Kiev. Torture creates bonds. They live together in a studio in Montmartre. Dimitri works for independent Russian news agencies very critical of Putin and also some American newspapers. This summer, they followed the Tour de France. Sacha visited France, loved the Millau viaduct, the Livarot and the lakes of the Pyrenees.

			“It was quiet.”

			Calm? Is Sacha “calm” now?

			She smiles again, “Okay, what do you want us to say?”

			Let’s start with the real story of Femen...

			 

			 

			

			
				
					7. Unless otherwise noted, quotes are from interviews conducted by the author between November 2009 and September 2016.

				

				
					8. Aliaa Magda Elmahdy publishes, on October 23, 2011, a naked photo of herself on her blog “A Rebel’s diary” to protest against “a society of violence, racism, sexism, sexual harassment and hypocrisy.” Threatened with death, the young woman found political asylum in Sweden.

				

			

		

	
		
			In Khmelnytskyï, where everything begins...

			“Women are not at all wrong when they refuse the rules of life that are introduced to the world, especially since it is men who have made them without them.”

			Michel de Montaigne,  Essays, Book III, chapter 5, 1595.

			 

			 

			It is necessary to imagine Khmelnytskyï happy... even if it is difficult.

			In the west of Ukraine, wedged between the wheat plains of Eastern Europe and the first villages of Galicia, the Podolia plateau is cold and flat. It rolls, unimpeded from the mountains of Moldova, an icy wind that whistles through meandering valleys. In the center of the plateau nestle peasant villages cut off from the world at the first snows. Winter is endless and dark. From March to November, it doesn’t rain much, but the sky is often heavy and the sun livid. Short summer, few visitors. 264,000 inhabitants huddle around a ruined medieval castle. They have long worked for the Russian railroads, which arrived in 1822, the first attempt to open up the city. The other historical provider of jobs was the Russian army - which occupied several local garrisons - both hated and indispensable to the economic life of the villages of the Khmelnytskyï oblast9.

			Today, the whole region is devastated, Khmelnytskyites are unemployed, “and most often alcoholics too10”, adds Anna.

			Khmelnytskyï is a land of Cossacks. These nomads plunderers of the steppes and enemies of the least bidder, often of the Russian and the Tatar. They settled down around the river Boug which crosses the city born with wooden houses. In 1648, it was the Polish-Lithuanian occupier of the Republic of the Two Nations11 that the Zaporogues Cossacks drove out, led by a certain Bohdan... Khmelnytskyï. The revolt is violent and lasts eight years, before the occupier finally retreats beyond the banks of the Dnieper, to the west and towards the Lithuanian strongholds of the north.

			Moldavian, Cossack, Lithuanian, Polish, Ashkenazi... the land of Khmelnytskyï has undergone multiple influences over the centuries, but the enemy has most often been the Turk to the south and the Russian to the east. Even today, it is the most Western European region of Ukraine in terms of affinities, “but it is mainly due to geographical proximity,” says Anna, “for the rest, the patriarchal way of life is directly adjacent to that of the Russians.

			Anna’s mother, a country child, is approached by a Carpathian giant at a village party. At the time, it doesn’t take much in central Ukraine to decide on a marriage. But Mr. Hutsol was unemployed. He answered a classified ad from a company based on the shores of the White Sea, in the far north of Russia. He is recruited and the young mother-to-be decides to follow him. And here is the little crew on their way to the Russian Great North, where a secure job as a truck driver in an iron mine and a heated apartment are waiting for them, in Murmansk. It is there that the couple will get married and that Anna will be born in October 1984, then her little sister, one year later.

			“I saw my father as a living god, able to drive huge trucks, I admired him,” confides Anna to Galia Ackerman12. She was disappointed when the couple had to return to Ukraine at the end of the Soviet Union. Dad Hutsol, depressive and violent, will not let go of the potato alcohol that is secretly made in the barns of Podolia.

			This was the time when Anna became closer to her mother. “My father had quit, he was unapproachable, in every sense of the word.” She participates in the work of the small farm where her grandmother took them in. The new Ukrainian state assigns the abandoned wing of a former kolkhoz to the little Hutsol family. They cultivate a plot of land. They raise a few animals.

			The young girl begins to nourish her revolt by becoming aware of the division of tasks in the hamlet where they have failed: the women take care of the farmyard and the vegetable garden, “while the men drink or fight instead of looking for work. Her father, however, decided to go and look for work... in Siberia and to abandon his family. The child is deeply marked by the divorce of her parents. “Even though I was happy that my father was leaving. It is Anna who pushes her mother to get out of the grip of this evil man who beat his wife and children before sinking into an alcoholic coma. The character of the future soul of Femen is revealed: while her mother postpones the divorce, Anna runs away. She moved in with her grandmother for several weeks. Refusing to return home before the divorce is finalized, she confronts her mother with a difficult choice: “It was essential, it would have led the whole family into its decline.

			Anna’s father now lives in Moscow and has taken care of himself; the young woman still refuses to see him. From time to time she returns to her mother, who has given her half of the family plot of land. But the life of the founder of Femen is elsewhere...

			The other major event in Anna’s childhood was the end of communism. “The men of the Khmelnytskyi oblast lost their jobs when the Russian army left. It was the women who took charge and ensured the survival of the villages in the region. They did not mind being beaten by the men who beat them. They did not rebel. This is the Russian soul!

			When she was old enough to go to high school, Anna went to the more lively streets of the center of Khmelnytskyï. There she met a mischievous blond boy with whom she smoked her first cigarettes. Viktor and Anna are the same age, 14 years old. Anna also made a few friends, but “it was harder with the girls, again because of the submissive side of Ukrainian women, they only thought of finding a husband, without any desire to question the patriarchal system and to move forward by themselves. Anna did.

			Anna’s heart is a little wary. I remember one day, sitting on a bench in front of the marriage registration office in Khmelnytskyi, watching the couples coming out. The girls were about 16 years old, I thought they looked sad, as if they had just imprisoned themselves for many years... and I believe that this is what had just happened to them.”

			If Anna refuses the path of marriage and family, it means that she has to support herself, because her mother is poor and her father’s flight, with the few family savings, has not helped.

			At 16 years old, Anna works in the markets, loading and unloading boxes at dawn, in the cold, for a salary given from hand to hand: “Khmelnytskyï is a hub of food trafficking in the region, its market is huge.”

			She obtained her certificate of completion - the equivalent of the baccalaureate - and enrolled in college. She promised her mother in exchange for accepting the divorce. Anna will study accounting and management. “Nothing exciting, what interested me at the time was reading.” Her mother thought that it was the business that would keep her out of trouble. Anna attended classes with difficulty and indiscipline, but eventually graduated.

			Anna the rebel discovers political philosophy and Russian literature. Tolstoy she does not like, “too long”, Dostoyevsky, “too hard”, and Gogol, “a Ukrainian, not a Russian”. Dead Souls - for what the book gives to see of the character of Russians and Ukrainians, made of revolt and renunciation, joy and sadness - is an essential work in the formation of the young woman.

			But first, Anna was interested in great ideas: Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, Rosa Luxemburg. It was above all August Bebel, the former president of the German Social Democratic Party (SPD), whose major work, Woman and Socialism (1883), she read several times and which inspired and structured her thinking. Anna organized reading committees and exchange meetings on the theme of the place of women in Eastern European society. “It is a central book in my training, it is through Bebel that I was able to theorize, to understand things that I felt without being able to put them into words.

			This is the time when she gets even closer to Viktor, who goes from being a friend to a boyfriend. Together they build a political path, read, go to clubs, attend conferences.

			The young woman with red hair, already short - “it’s also a gesture of revolt” -, is struck by the savagery of Western capitalism that arrived in Ukraine in the early 1990s. Her father is nothing, her mother is exhausted to grow three carrots, “while under the Soviet regime, they had a status, a place. Many young intellectuals note the decline of Ukrainian workers, whose training is no longer adapted to the new economic model. It is a malaise that will continue to grow until the Orange Revolution of 2004, and even after.

			A few hundred meters away, Sacha’s parents are experiencing the same descent into hell. A little further away, Oxana’s family is getting poorer by the day. The revolt of the three friends is fueled by this downgrading even before being feminist. However, they will quickly understand that their condition as women is the first obstacle on the way to a better world.

			Anna believes in this better world. Her friends and family are amused by it, then wonder. It will be some time before she is taken seriously. But the road is marked out. Anna will never deviate from it.

			Together with Viktor, she runs a small philosophical circle in a courtyard of a building on Dubov Street, the “Center of Perspectives”. Looking back, Anna is amused: “It was amazing to found a political philosophy circle at the age of 18, people were watching us, sitting in a circle, commenting on Marx and Bebel, I can see them leaning out of the windows...”

			Like her peers, Anna had been going to Mass since childhood. At the age of 14, she decided, to the despair of her grandmother, that she would no longer go. “I quickly freed myself from religion, I understood that it was primarily a tool of oppression.”

			With Viktor... and August Bebel, Anna discovered that women are the weakest link in the capitalist chain, but that this situation ultimately gives them a dominant position, since the power of a chain cannot be greater than that of its weakest link... In other words, “we understood that if women decided to oppose social injustices, the machine would seize up at all levels”, she explained to me during our first meeting in Kiev in November 2009.

			The woman is the grain of sand of the capitalist system.

			Anna met Sasha and Oxana at a meeting of the Center for Perspectives on August Bebel. “Oxana came first, she made herself available to make signs, demonstration materials, then Sasha joined us a few weeks later.” They are 17 years old. They are full of energy and passion. Their feminist concerns are emerging. Anna gathers around her determined girls and tries to convince Viktor, who thinks that the cause of women has no future: “I had to fight to bring him on this ground.

			Within a few months of graduating with an accounting degree, Anna found a job, lost it and decided to leave. “I was a secretary in an auditing company. My boss ran for office, lost and fired me.” Political meetings take up her time. She even managed to get a few grants from the town hall. The Center for Perspectives, the first structure she created in 2005, became “Nouvelle Éthique” in 2006. It will become Femen in mid-2008. But “the framework of Khmelnytskyï was too small, it was necessary to go to Kiev, especially if we wanted to speak about liberation and equality between men and women”. Through a relation of her former boss, Anna found a job in Kiev in a public relations agency. “That’s where I discovered how to create an event and how much people can care about the color of a star’s panties!”

			In the fall of 2007, Anna packed her bags. To change the world. To try.

			 

			 

			

			
				
					9. Administrative region.

				

				
					10. Unless otherwise noted, quotes are from interviews conducted by the author between November 2009 and September 2016.

				

				
					11. Federal aristocratic republic formed in 1569 from the Kingdom of Poland and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. It lasted until the third partition of Poland in 1795.

				

				
					12. Galia Ackerman helped the Femen to tell their story in Femen, Calmann-Lévy, 2013.

				

			

		

	
		
			Sacha, the tastes of the wise child

			“Beauty is told even less than happiness.”

			Simone de Beauvoir, La Force de l’âge, Gallimard, 1960.

			 

			 

			Sacha is fragile. Her health is fragile because her character has the obstinacy of Churchill, the constancy of Mandela and the quiet strength of Gandhi. Even today, Sacha has to take care of her lungs and bronchi. This is the last straw for a girl who spent most of her youth with her breasts exposed in all kinds of weather.

			Sacha is also one of the most beautiful women I have ever met. Her beauty is paradoxically important in her feminist story.

			Sacha is even more than the others the symbol of the message that Femen wants to send: “We will use the desexed weapons of femininity in the service of feminism.” Making people forget her beauty is not easy. But, in fact, when she appears with a straight chest, a serious look, a bare chest and a raised fist on a church square, in the middle of the smoke of a demonstration, or when she struggles like a devil horizontally, grabbed by a squad of left-handed rednecks, almost nobody notices her plastic before her determination. She does not use the emotional categories of posture, smile or tenderness too often attached to feminine charm. Sasha is first and foremost beautiful because of what inexorably emanates from her: will and courage.

			Mr. Dad is a military man. Like Inna’s. But Sacha does not look like his father, unlike Inna. Sacha spent his childhood between Ukraine and East Germany, where the captain was stationed before the fall of the Berlin Wall. The end of communism marked the repatriation of the family to Khmelnytskyï and the beginning of a long sullenness. Mr. Shevchenko will never get rid of the bitter-sweet nostalgia of an ordeal he experienced as a humiliation, like many soldiers at the time. Sasha sees this as one of the issues in the current conflict with Russia: “The liquidation of the army has deeply marked the Ukrainian soldiers, they will see in the conflict against Russia in 2014 a way to revive this pride, for themselves13.”

			In Ukraine, Sacha and his parents live with Alioushka, Sacha’s maternal grandmother. Sacha’s childhood was ordinary, between a father who was often absent for “business” which the young woman still ignores, and a worried and attentive mother, still today.

			At school, Sacha does not bond easily. She is shy and distrustful. For a few weeks, she was the victim of racketeering and persecution by a gang of petty criminals from the technical high school. This is not anecdotal: “I told myself at that point that no one would ever coerce me again.”

			Duly noted.

			Like many Ukrainians of his generation, Sacha opened up to the outside world with the beginnings of the Orange Revolution, in 2003-2004. It was his political birth. The tendency in Khmelnytskyï is rather reformist and the liberal professors of the public school where Sacha is in first grade close an eye when the pupils desert the rickety benches of the cold rooms of the Moldavian prefabricated building to go and taste the heat of “what we thought was a wind of freedom”. Sacha is obviously infatuated with Yulia Timoshenko14, the pasionaria with braided pigtails. “The disappointment will be as great as the hope raised. Immense.

			To something, disappointment is good... Because at the end of 2005, it was the period when Sacha met Anna, Viktor and Oxana: “A friend in college had told me about a group, the Center of Perspectives, I went to a meeting, it was a discussion, Anna and Viktor were leading it, we were sitting in a circle around them, I was next to Oxana, that’s it...”. This is how great stories are born.

			The four friends will become aware of the world in Marxist philosophy circles. In the middle of a park in the summer, in the back of a hollow-walled room with a stove and a Formica table in the winter, Sacha finally puts words to the injustice she feels.

			But the unease can only grow.

			The young girl and her parents often talk about their own youth in the Komsomol, the Leninist Youth, whose limitations Solzhenitsyn will emphasize without ever denying its greatness and enthusiasm. Sasha perceives both the nostalgia of her parents and the superficiality of her time. She regrets the loss of ideal that accompanies the entry of Ukraine in the concert of the “frequentable” nations. A few years later, the thinker and mediologist Régis Debray would speak of the fall of communism as the “disappearance of a sacred15”. This link that stretched a people towards a common goal. Sacha does not find in the advent of the market the spiritual nourishment she is starving for. Her need for an ideal is such that she will be, like Oxana, tempted by religion. “For three months, on the advice of a teacher, I was part of a sectarian religious group; I quickly understood what place was reserved for women in these communities!”

			In this mess of economic uncertainty, coupled with a political identity crisis, in which the Ukraine of the 2000’s finds itself, Mr. and Mrs. Shevchenko have a very clear idea in mind: they have to put Sacha in a home.

			And for Mrs. Shevchenko, this means the university of economics where Sacha must register. This is not the choice of the young girl, she has more of a taste for history and religion... as if to better understand what she already suspects is the enemy. But her parents have made an implacable mathematical calculation: the opening of the country to the venerated capitalist economy will create fortunes in Ukraine. Oligarchs will spring up by the dozen from tar, wheat or mines to become the new masters of the country - like Abramovich, Chernoi or Pugachev in Russia - who will then invest in the Western European stock exchanges. These oligarchs are still in gestation in Ukraine. And where better than at the University of Management and Economics will their Sasha be in the front row to get hold of one of these future caciques? And who better than their blonde and beautiful child to seduce one of them? Sacha will study economics because she needs to find a husband! “In Ukraine, everything revolves around this for girls: find a husband, rather rich, and if possible a foreigner. Or an oligarch.

			For Sacha, this is unacceptable.

			However, the young girl knows that she does not leave boys indifferent. Since she was 14 years old, she has been the object of interested attentions, seduction attempts, honest and not so honest propositions... Her naivety and the prospect of earning a little pocket money will even lead her to play the supermodel during a discotheque fashion show. It is necessary to put on a ridiculous costume and to circulate between the tables where are sat mature and drunk men. The humiliating reflections of the boors cured her forever... Sacha refused, with disdain and constancy, the offers of fashion, cinema and modeling that came at the time of Femen’s fame, and even at the bottom of the wave, when she arrived in Paris, when she sometimes had only a handful of euros in front of her.

			It is an understatement to say that Sacha has values and that she sticks to them.

			Yet she enrolled in college because it was the only way to acquire the knowledge that she was convinced would be necessary in the struggle she foresaw. She skips the economics courses, where the sons of oligarchs are to be found, and prefers those devoted to the humanities and political sciences.

			In Sacha’s destiny, May 9, 2007 is an important date. It is traditionally the day of the Victory over Nazism for the countries of the Soviet space, the equivalent of May 8 in France. On this day, contests, parades and demonstrations take place all over Ukraine. Sacha, Anna and Oxana walk at the head of a column of about thirty girls. Some of them are from the Center for Perspectives and New Ethics; they have recruited and convinced the others in the street. Already! They marched under different banners, demanding more social justice from the government that had just emerged from the Orange Revolution. “We were organized, beautiful, willing, we became aware that we could be a female force,” says Sasha.

			The time for individual advocacy came a few weeks later, in the fall, following an injustice discovered in the local newspaper. A medical error, probably due to a doctor’s alcoholism, caused the death of two patients. Sacha calls Oxana. The two friends are moved. Something must be done. This day remains in their memory as the day of a second essential realization. “I knew about misery, I saw a lot of it around me, but there I understood that we had to change things, or at least try. Sasha and Oxana camp out in the freezing cold, in front of the hospital where the two women who were victims of reckless transfusions by the accused doctor had just died. Covered with bloody sheets, the two young activists spend long hours under the falling snow, holding a simple sign “Whose turn is it?”, which is addressed to negligent doctors, especially when it comes to treating poor people. At the end of the day, the governor and a medical examiner ask them to stop their claims and promise to take action. The offending staff, two doctors and a nurse, will be fired.

			This first success galvanized them. It was time to found Femen. Anna left for Kiev several weeks ago. She is waiting for them there.

			 

			 

			

			
				
					13. Unless otherwise noted, quotes are from interviews conducted by the author between November 2009 and September 2016.

				

				
					14. A businesswoman and member of parliament, Yulia Tymoshenko was Prime Minister from January to September 2005, then from December 2007 to March 2010. Implicated in a scandal of gas contracts between Russia and Ukraine, she will be imprisoned for seven years.

				

				
					15. Régis Debray, Jeunesse du sacré, Gallimard, 2012.

				

			

		

	
		
			Oxana, childhood of art

			“Woman contains everything, or everything contains only her. It is the same wonder that hovers over a sublime mountain or a cherished brow, that drowns melancholy and deliciously in skies or in eyes, and in lakes like skies and eyes.”

			André Gide, Nouveaux Prétextes, Gallimard 1911.

			Paris, November 22, 2015

			“The only true art is the revolution16.”

			There is the implacable nostalgia of Slavic passions in Oxana’s eyes. Her large, bewildered eyes tell before her voice what Femen should have been and how it was forgotten. They confess what the prisons of Russia and the truncheons of Ukraine failed to accomplish and what her ex-friend Inna succeeded in doing: her breaking.

			I find her in the Marais. She has come to visit Azad Asifovich, the curator of a group exhibition in which the young artist is participating with painters from all over the world. It is a tribute to Anna Guenrikhovna, a Russian filmmaker from the 1950s who was censored by the regime.

			The child prodigy of Khmelnytskyï lent a magnificent “hijacked icon” which represents three angels haloed, smoking and drinking around a table. Mysterious, erotic, provocative. The angels have a tender and lowered look... Perhaps the melancholy of a lost fight. They think, no doubt.

			I see it as a dream betrayed.

			The wind is fresh and the sun is shining a little. It is the end of autumn. Oxana says that she is “no longer Femen”. Rather, she is “Femen forever”, but she has been dismissed from the movement, like Sacha. Dispossessed.

			And yet, “Femen is Sacha and me, more than any other... And it’s Anna too, at the beginning”.

			Oxana comes from Khmelnytskyï. Her family history is as dull as that of her friends. Almost a cliché: a brave mother, a resigned and alcoholic father. “This is also what brought us together with Sasha and Anna, our family stories that are similar.” Oxana’s mother works at the market, selling what she finds, often what she grows in a small vegetable garden, which she also buys from a wholesale dealer in Kiev and offers on the Main Square of Khmelnytskyï to a penniless crowd. Oxana and her little brother, Lyosha, wait for their mother at home and sometimes accompany her to escape the violence of their drunken father.

			Oxana does not meet art - “art has always been present in me” - but the possibility to express herself is offered to her. The child already feels almost a mission. She puts meaning in everything and does nothing by halves. “That’s my major point in common with Sacha, we are excessive. Inna, on the contrary, is perfectly thoughtful.”

			The possibility of art comes to Oxana through the installation in Khmelnytskyï of a workshop of iconography. Her mother enrolled her because she had too much work and not enough time.

			Oxana is 6 years old and a revelation.

			The hyperactive little girl, who has trouble staying focused for more than a few moments, discovers the patience of an angel. She spends hours on a detail, as if fascinated by her blank sheet of paper or her canvas. Her teachers are more than enthusiastic. A few years later, they propel her, at less than 10 years old, in a course reserved for adults. Her talent bursts into the open. The first orders arrived. They were weddings: “In Ukraine, icons are often made for important occasions in life, especially in religious life, of course. Imagining colors, atmospheres and contexts, Oxana paints “to measure”. She invariably twists the religious scenes she paints “into ideas in her head. “I imagined more provocative situations, Christs and Madonnas that are no longer in their original function.” Here and there, Oxana introduces uchronic details into her small canvases. “It was hard to spot because people didn’t want that of course, but I would put a cigarette in one hand, a sexual form... I don’t think I ever had faith, but I gained my atheistic certainties as I developed my art.”

			At the time of the Femen revolution, it was Oxana who came up with the idea of using toplessness for actions. This is not a coincidence. Oxana feels the world before she sees it. She rants without always having the words to express what she perceives. This sometimes makes her angry.

			As we entered the art gallery in the Marais, my genius smiled and recalled the moment in his adolescence when the idea of entering the orders came to him. Religious? “It was because of the orthodox iconography, or rather for it. What is certain is that I chose God for the love of his image, for the artistic beauty that he had aroused in men, without asking myself whether one could walk on water.” The fad will remain a fad: “Soon after, I found the answer to the question of walking on water,” she laughs, “it is impossible!”

			Fortunately for art and for feminism.

			While her artistic soul was still awakening, Oxana was learning about politics and philosophy. At the age of 17, she and Sasha join the Center of Perspectives, the philosophical and political think tank that will be their destiny. Her thirst for learning is matched only by the power of her rebellion.

			Oxana reads Marx and dresses punk.

			She writes poetry and shouts in the street.

			She is thirsty for beer and freedom.

			From that “already ancient” time when she met Anna “in the park where philosophical meetings were held”, Oxana retains the frenzy and enthusiasm that accompanied her political discovery and that of her two friends. Oxana is the most instinctive of the three; Viktor and Anna’s speeches on Marxist dialectics applied to feminism bore her. Not that she refuses to learn from the great intellectuals, but her method of learning is experimental, sensitive, carnal. Oxana does not try to conform her action to a theoretical model, she is content to follow her life path in the street and to learn from it.

			This frenzy of action and reflection, “which animated part of the youth of the 2000s”, has given way to the uncertainty of the 2010s in a country that has not recovered from two revolutions and a Russian invasion.

			Nostaglia.

			Azad, the curator of the exhibition, interrupts us. He tells Oxana how much he loves the nostalgia of her icons, “the contrast between the sweetness and the violence that emanates from them,” and suggests that she organize a solo exhibition for the spring: “We would need at least thirty works.” Will Oxana be ready?

			She says yes.

			 

			 

			

			
				
					16. Unless otherwise noted, quotes are from interviews conducted by the author between November 2009 and September 2016.

				

			

		

	
		
			Let’s go!

			“It’s time for women to stop being lovingly annoyed.”

			Leymah Gbowee, Liberian activist, 

			Speech for the reception of his Nobel Peace Prize in 2011.

			Kiev, November 14, 2009

			Red tie, fluorescent green shirt, beige coat, Nestor Choufrich is a deputy from Yanukovych’s party17. He arrives at the Parliament for a committee meeting when five furies throw themselves at him. His first reaction is to protect himself. Then he raises his eyes, looks at the young girls, their provocative necklines and their long legs perched on heels... Then he smiles wryly, before giving in to the avalanche of arms and voices that assail him.

			Around him, the policemen in charge of the surveillance of the accesses to the headquarters of the Ukrainian democracy are disoriented, paralyzed by the distant mistrust of the Slavs in front of the woman who rebels. And by the fear of being ridiculous. Especially since today the woman in question looks like she just came out of a night club for oligarchs in an after party. High heels, push-up bra, shiny thigh-high boots, garter belt and pink fur handcuffs. There is enough to destabilize a parliamentary teller numb with cold at 8 o’clock in the morning. From the shade of the grove of the Oligastka square, where they exchanged their parkas and their brodequins against affriolants finery, the girls appeared in a fraction of a second like a drunken students’ hullabaloo. In front of stunned and laughing passers-by, they ran away shouting “Ukrayina do not brothel18! Interpellant there of the onlookers, blocking here the traffic of the cars.

			This is the first time Femen has directly attacked a key center of political power in Ukraine. No one would have imagined that the girls, who have made a name for themselves with a few minor actions against corruption or animal trafficking at the Kiev zoo, would attack the political class so directly.

			Everything was meticulously prepared. Anna and Sacha studied the terrain, hid in front of the Parliament for several days, planned the surprise attack, chose the day of the session open to the public, chose the main time for the arrival of the deputies and above all for the setting up of the cameras of the television channel that broadcasts the debates of the deputies in session.

			The girls are about fifteen in all. They belong to the Femen movement, born in mid-2008. Some will only participate in this action. They came “to see”, or even “to laugh”. Others are here to last.

			Three or four of them rush to the Ukrainian peacekeepers, tear off the dark blue caps of the policemen, shoot them so that the onlookers take them. It is an unstoppable tactic that was born that day. The girls will perfect it later. The Ukrainian police itself, through the voice of its national director, will praise its effectiveness two years later, at the time of the great Festival of Europe, future high point of the golden harpies: “The police can not afford to lose their cap, because it would be deducted from their pay, he said, so they must be careful.

			A partridge of Ukraine without its galure is only half of itself. The unfortunate civil servants are agitated and cannot but...

			On this November 14, 2009, the traffic is now totally blocked. Two girls are sitting on the hoods. A third one climbed on the roof of a blue Dacia, a driver with a cap gets out and yells.

			Other girls, even more numerous, climb the gates, and there it is the stampede: a guard falls backwards, a Femen astride him, another tries in vain to catch one by her wig, which remains in her hand, a third has taken out a truncheon but hesitates reasonably, in front of so many amused passers-by, to use it. The driver with the cap has grabbed a leg.

			This is one of the first major political outings of Femen.

			Many Ukrainians discover them.

			And a lot of police officers too.

			What to do? Impossible to seize these furies in tight shorts without risking to be considered as a big pig groping young girls! And then the girls resist, fight, free themselves, and the shame is added to the shame for police officers unable to control girls. The gates are stepped over. The girls run under the columns brandishing signs, slogans and pink handcuffs. The patrol withdraws. The heavy doors of the Parliament entrance will be their fort Chabrol. No more ceding ground.

			After half an hour of this hullabaloo, reinforcements finally arrive. A grouping is made around the deputy Nestor Choufrich in green shirt and red tie. The activists demand measures against the sex industry and prostitution in Kiev. The green shirt promises everything. Especially since the TV is filming. Nestor is a grassroots MP, he has never been on TV. But he will come back...

			The police control the identities, including mine - I am the only photographer controlled, I say to myself that it is a story of face -, but do not stop the girls. After about twenty minutes, everyone got out of the wire mesh trucks that had been parked in the flowerbeds of the Parliament garden.

			There are now a lot of MPs. Many of them came out when they saw the situation calming down, they don’t want to lose an opportunity to be in the spotlight. Microphones are set up and they all say more or less the same thing: that they understand this sympathetic movement of pretty girls in anger and that they are, each one, different from their colleagues who, it is true, are big lazy corrupt people. A fool’s game that convinces nobody.
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