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FEMALE CREATIVES AND 
FEMINIST ART 

Letter from the editors

“Lock up your libraries if you like; but there is no 
gate, no lock, no bolt that you can set upon the 
freedom of my mind.” – Virginia Woolf

Virginia Woolf was a brilliant British writer from the 
early 1900’s. In her book essay ‘A room of one’s 
own’, she narrates the tragedy of genius restricted 
– where potentially great novelist women 
grow invisible due to exclusion and inequality 
throughout history. Woolf further elaborates her 
thought process by depicting - what might have 
been a totally different life experience – of an 
equally creative sister of William Shakespeare’s. 
Although completely fictional, Woolf details the 
sister’s likelihood to have met a devastating end 
in her pursuit of becoming a poet – as opposed 
to earning great respect like her brother. Woolf’s 
words address potentially great works of art, 
scraped off the surface through the alienation of 
women writers, artists, poets, novelists and so on. 

To this day, if we look hard enough, we will find 
muted voices around us – people whose stories 
are being stepped on by others who claim power 
over them. Amongst whom are female creatives 
and their feminist art in a patriarchal culture. In this 
Issue of Addis Powerhouse, we recognize those 

made invisible amongst us and the challenges 
they are faced with in the making of art. We 
hold a very interesting conversation with Mahlet 
Birhanu, a feminist artist in our city who uses 
creative and African methods to depict feminism 
in her art. If you have ever wondered what it is 
like to be a female and an artist in Ethiopia, and 
what could inspire such a career path, tune in to 
our May Issue!

As always, we hope you enjoy this edition of our 
Powerhouse and leave us your comments  
here.
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Back Story

Despite the fact that women artists currently make up a larger percentage of 
artists in general (over half of visual artists in the world now being women) and 
recent researches/ studies showing that femalereatives produce more original and 
superior contents, which makes them more creative than their male counterparts, 
driven by social injustice and gender bias, their representation in the world of 
art especially visual arts has been limited since time immemorial by a number 
of social and cultural constraints or barriers. In other words, women were never 
creators but ‘nude’ subjects of art for admiration and gaze. More importantly, how 
women are portrayed in art reflects the values of a male-dominated patriarchal 
society but not just the feelings of the artist.  

The label creatives and artists is given to those who do creative arts such as 
creative writing, photography, graphic design, music, theatre and visual arts 
(e.g., painting, sculpture). However, our main focus will be on visual arts. Art is 
a powerful instrument to fight against any form of injustice and can be used as 
a tool for social change. In fact, after the 20th century, the conversation about 
gender equality and women’s overall role in the society was highly influenced by 
art and in return feminist thoughts and movements were influencing art and the 
representation of women in the art industry.   

Just like any other industry, the world of art is a male-dominated industry and 
has been that way since the 15th century according to literature. Women are 
underrepresented and their social roles reduced to motherhood as well as to 
merely an object for sexual pleasure as depicted by many of the works by the 
then artists who also happen to be males. It was only in the 19th century that 
women started to take spaces in the art world as artists and creatives, but the 
discrimination continues to date where their works is not valued as much as the 
works of their male counterparts in the market. Prior to the 19th century, women 
were mainly featured as the ‘givers of life’ and their roles as mothers and wives 
were amplified through visual arts. Another way by which women’s existence and 
societal role is confined in the art industry to beautiful body images is by making 
women’s bodily features the centre of art and creativity, i.e., women were only 
used as ‘nude’ subjects by always depicting them as having an ideal body, as 
being young, beautiful, sensual and pure to be gazed at or admired with lust.

Over the years, a lot of social factors including wars, industrialization and feminist 
thoughts/ movements have contributed to the shift in culture that resulted in 
women being more of active creators rather than passive subjects of art. In this 
month’s edition, APH sits down with a young Ethiopian woman creative/ artist 
whose work mostly revolves around womanhood and feminism. 

“ “

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSeTyv2fRSrwJkZCCA2MIbzu-rm70kysBE8g7y9ecisVgi9Zeg/viewform
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FEMINISM
101

‘Although at a young age I didn’t know 
what feminism was, ever since I can recall I 
have been observant about issues related 
to women consciously or unconsciously. 

-  Mahlet Birhanu (Kuku’s Pencil)

I believe this story is true for most of us 
women in a sense that such observations 
and lived experiences of gender biases 
in the society since early childhood have 
managed to shape our understanding of 
feminism and gender inequality without 
really having a technical term for it then. 
Most of us have become extremely aware 
of what society expects of us as women 
at such a young age and somehow start 
to cater to that expectation quite early 
on both consciously and subconsciously. 
This is starting from simple things like the 

way we dress, speak, eat and socialize 
with people, including with the opposite 
sex mainly out of fear of being labelled 
a ‘defiant’ or a ‘rebel’. For some, the 
realization that women are always held 
to a different standard in every aspects of 
their social life is such a pivotal moment 
in their feminist journey.  Sadly enough,  
for others, their feminist awakening is 
directly linked to their painful experiences 
of sexual and gender based violence 
leading to the realization that this world 
isn’t safe for them as well as for other 
women and hence feeling the need to 
do something about it. And this is where 
feminism comes into the picture.     

News and Opinion

Afrah Hussien Won Natural Science and Engineering fair competition
Afrah Hussein, a 2nd year student at Addis Ababa Science and Technology University 
won the Natural Science and Engineering fair competition by the Ethiopian ministry 
of education and STEM Power. Her prototype, which is  a wheelchair that can move 
on stairs, has height, distance, and speed control to avoid accidents. Afrah had 
begun her work with the aim of making locomotion  accessible to people who use 
wheelchairs.

Bethlehem Tilahun Alemu nominated for the business insider africa award
The Creative Leader of the Year Awards aims to recognize outstanding leaders in 
the creative industry driving innovation across Sub-Saharan Africa and representing 
the continent globally. The nominees for Business Insider Africa Awards under 
Creative Leader of the Year category includes an Ethiopian female entrepreneur 
and founder of soleRebels Bethlehem Tilahun Alemu. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, 
a feminist Nigerian writer was also nominated under the same category.

UK women slam sexism slur on lawmaker
Women from across British politics called Monday for action to tackle misogyny 
after a newspaper ran a story accusing the deputy opposition leader of trying to 
distract the prime minister during debates by crossing and uncrossing her legs. The 
Mail on Sunday quoted an anonymous Conservative lawmaker as saying Labour 
Party Deputy Leader Angela Rayner tried to throw Conservative Prime Minister 
Boris Johnson “off his stride” as she sat across from him in the House of Commons. 

Taliban to ban girls from school
Under the guidance of the leadership of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, 
schools for women from the sixth grade above are closed until further notice,” read 
a report by the pro-Taliban Bakhtar News Agency. The about-turn on secondary 
school education, which reportedly happened after a secret meeting of the group’s 
leadership in Kandahar, suggests that the ultraconservative wing still retains control 
over the regime’s ideological trajectory. Under the Taliban administration primary 
school-aged girls in Afghanistan are permitted to receive schooling up until the 
sixth grade. Women are also allowed to attend university, albeit under robust 
gender segregation rules and only if they abide by a strictly enforced dress code.
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YOURS
TRULY

In our culture we don’t talk about our private parts. A woman 
shouldn’t talk about that thing between her legs or she will 
run the risk of being called vulgar or indecent. Our health 
care seeking behavior is poor and it is worse when it comes 
to our private parts. Women avoid talking about this part of 
their body and it is not uncommon for mothers to tell their girls 
the discharge or the itch or some similar complaint will just go 
away. Thanks to seventh grade biology it is becoming rare for 
girls to panic the first time their menses come.
But all in all, the conversation on maintaining the health of our 
vagina is not something we usually come across. Before going 
into that discussion let me start with mentioning the components 
of our private parts. 

We usually think of the vagina when we think of women’s sexual 
organ but the vagina refers to the tube that connects the cervix 
and uterus to the external part a.k.a the vulva. The vulva is the 
outer part of the female genitalia. It includes vaginal opening, 
labia and the clitoris. The internal parts include the vagina, the 
cervix, the uterus, the fallopian tubes and the ovaries. So today 
I will mention a few things on keeping our pelvic organs healthy.  
Our vagina is filled with numerous bacteria. 

Don’t be alarmed, these are normal vaginal flora and unless 
their balance or type is altered, they keep the vagina healthy. It 
also has a discharge which ranges from watery to milky which 
varies based on the age and menstrual cycle of a woman. 

VAGINAL HEALTH: 
WHAT YOUR MOM 
DIDN’T TEACH YOU

Yours truly 

Photo credit -  Hadynyah, Getty images 



012 013

But a discharge that is foul smelling with 
itching and color that is different from the one 
mentioned requires a visit to the OBGYN. 
The vagina is usually odorless or has a mild 
odor. But its odor might be noticeable right 
after sex. 
So how can we ensure the health of our 
pelvic organs in general and our vagina in 
particular. The list of things women should 
avoid include daily use of tongs and other 
tight underwear, douching, using sprays, 
deodorants or scented soap (better to use 
just water) to clean the vagina, smoking, 
excessive alcohol intake.

Safe sexual practice which includes strict use 
of condoms not only protects against sexual 
transmitted diseases, it also reduces the 
chance of acquiring cervical cancer which is 
associated with HPV infection. Vaccination 
for HPV is available in our country. Doing 
Kegels exercise is important to tone the pelvic 
floor muscles and help against incontinence. 
A culture of seeing OBGYN not only to 
discuss problems in the pelvis or also before 
problems develop should be developed. 

By: Kidist Lemma

Yours truly 

YOURS TRULY 

ASK A FEMINIST
MAHLET BIRHANU GEBRE    
( Kuku’s Pencil )

1.     Let’s start with your pencil name, “Kuku’s 
Pencil”. Can you give us a background on why 
you picked this name and how it represents 
you or your artwork?

I picked the name ‘kuku’s pencil’ combining 
my nickname ‘kuku’ with pencil. Pencil is an 
important utensil for an artist as it is mostly used in 
sketching which is an important part of the artistic 
process whereby ideas are visually represented. 
Although in modern times sketching can be 
done using other digital tools, I have a strong 
connection to pencil as it is a tool I have been 
using since my early years.  I initially created a 
Facebook page for kuku’s pencil which I have 
been administering for a few years. Currently, I 
use the instagram account for ‘kuku’s pencil’ as 
I found the image based platform of instagram 
to be more convenient especially for artists, 
photographers or any professionals whose work 
can be displayed through an image.

2.     Tell us more about your feminist journey 
and how it interlinks with your painting 
direction? Which came first?

As a journey, the painting definitely came first as 

it is something that I have been doing since my 
early years but the feminist interest has always 
been within me. Although at a young age I didn’t 
know what feminism was, ever since I can recall 
I have been observant about issues related to 
women consciously or unconsciously. I believe 
these observations led me to be sensitive about 
issues that address women. 
Starting from our households up to the larger 
society, women are not allowed to become what 
they aspire. They are rather pressured in different 
ways to become what is accepted within the 
society and every step of their life is somewhat 
directed by people around them. 
As I grew up and became aware of my 
environment, I started to realize that the city I live 
in is not a safe place for us. That is when I started 
to think that I should begin communicating these 
thoughts using my artworks. When I first began 
working on feminist issues, it was an attempt to 
express my accumulated emotions that I fail to 
verbally state. As I shared the first few attempts 
on my instagram account, the feedback made 
me realize that many people also share similar 
emotions as I do. This led me to become more 
observant and conscious to select topics that I 
work on.
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Interview

3.   What inspires your creativity? And what do 
you aim to incite through your paintings?

Most of my inspiration comes from the beauty of 
African ethnic elements such as adornments and 
decorative patterns which I incorporate into my 
artworks. I believe Africans have shared values in 
spite of all their differences and I love to explore 
cultural elements that link different African 
countries. This link is mostly displayed in different 
African tribes through their dressing style, 
adornments, hair style and musical instruments to 
mention a few. What I mostly use as a reference 
are photographs from ancient indigenous African 
tribes. In addition, I also use my artworks to 
represent social issues, especially those issues 
that are a challenge to women in our society. 

4.  Your work is often seen defying 
feminine/ Western beauty ideal traits. Is this 
a conscious attempt at reconstructing these 
standards for ‘womanhood’, and how did it 
come into play?

The indoctrination regarding women’s beauty 
standards are all set by the western world and 
from a young age that is what has been presented 
to us. A young girl is shown that she needs to 
have a certain look such as long straight hair, slim 
body and light skin to be accepted as a beautiful 
woman. Hence, a teenage girl grows up aspiring 
to be a woman that she has been preached to 
become. 
Especially, in the times we are living now the 
internet plays a key role in defining beauty 
standards for young girls. Fortunately enough, 
I spent my teenage years without having the 
exposure to the internet as the teens have today. 
But even without the exposure, I was not free 
from being influenced by the western beauty 
standards which we mostly used to see on public 
figures such as movie stars and singers. 
During my teenage years, I used to be inspired 
by western beauty standards and most of my 
artworks were highly influenced by the looks of 
celebrities. As I get older, I started to observe 
that there is no equal representation. Hence, 
I started to shift my interest and focus towards 
what is defined as beautiful in an African society. 
I am still in the process of learning the African 
way of beauty standard and a balance in fair 
representation of all cultures.

5.  The global statistics of the past few 
decades confirm that the art world is not one of 
gender parity, whereby work by female artists 
is valued less or provided less space. Would 

you consider this to also be the Ethiopian ‘art 
system’? What has your experience been like?

I cannot say much on this issue as I don’t have 
the local statistics and I don’t yet have any gallery 
representation so far. However, just to mention 
my personal observation, art is not an easy 
profession in general both for male and female 
artists. 
Especially when one tries to do it as a full time 
profession most artists realize that a hobby or 
good drawing skills alone cannot sustain a living. 
It also requires good marketing skills which most 
artists do not necessarily have. As with every 
other profession, there is less number of women 
involved in the art scene as compared to their 
male counterparts. 
Especially women that are formally trained and 
graduated from formal institutions are not many 
in number. In my opinion, women artists are less 
in number not because they lack the talent but 
rather the social pressures they face hinders 
them from living up to their aspiration. 
Our conservative society teaches women to only 
be involved in social commitments rather than 
take time to reflect on themselves and decide on 
their choice.
Overall, we don’t yet have a society where artists 
(male or female) are valued. We are not on that 
level where art is respected as a profession 
and artists do not necessarily gain the respect 
they deserve. Art is still seen as a hobby rather 
than being considered as a profession that can 
contribute to our country’s economy. Although 
there are some beginnings, we still have a 
long way to go in building a system through 
establishing art institutions, art museums, 
research and documentations.

6.  We have collaborated with you and 
used your paintings as an inspiration for our 
‘የቃላት እመቤት’ feminist writing competition, 
and believe your work will continue to spur 
feminist creativity. However, we would like to 
know where you would like to leave your mark 
in Ethiopia or the world? What difference do 
you plan to make through your art?

For the future, I would like to continue working on 
feminist issues and conduct further exploration on 
African culture. I also have an interest to interlink 
art with what I have studied (psychology) to work 
with children and adolescents.  I will consider 
myself making a difference if I am able to create 
an impact and to be able to inspire the younger 
generation to be interested and engaged in the 
arts.

Interview

7.  Who are some of the artists that inspired 
you to paint? Do you have a role model outside 
of the art world who inspired your feminism 
and/ or feminist art?

My late father was an artist and I was lucky 
enough to access early exposure to art at a very 
young age and that greatly contributed to my 
inspiration to be engaged in the creative world. 
I believe early years are an essential time in our 
lives and whatever we are exposed to during our 
early years will reflect in a way as we grow older. 
Hence, being exposed to brushes, paints and 
sketches played a key role in what I have become 
today. 
When I was in high school, I remember being 
impressed by the late Laurate Maitre Artist 
Afework Tekle as he was the first artist that I have 
seen to be respected to that extent and whose 
work got to be known by many people who don’t 
even have an interest in art. After seeing her solo 
exhibition for the first time when I was a grade 
9 student, I was also inspired by the works of 
Martha Mengistu. I still have her beautiful and 
detail oriented works.
In relation to the feminism, It is a bit difficult to 
mention one person as a role model who inspired 
my feminism. I grew up observing different strong 
women in my journey and I can say I took different 
values from each of them.  

8.  Any word of advice for young girls 
engaged in the creative world?

Two things I can share for young girls engaged in 
the creative world are: 
1) Give time and commitment to develop your 
skills and ideas
2) Use the internet as a platform to effectively 
promote your artworks.
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There is more Addis Powerhouse 

on the way !

Follow us on
Twitter : @AddisPowerhouse

Instagram : @addispowerhouse
Facebook : Addis Powerhouse
Youtube: Addis Powerhouse

Visit our website on
AddisPowerhouse

https://twitter.com/AddisPowerhouse?s=09
https://instagram.com/addispowerhouse?igshid=w79yfotvmhg2
https://m.facebook.com/profile.php?id=111999273962341&ref=content_filter
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCpLzgX0-ExPWiTrAgoaVlfg
https://addispowerhouse.com/

