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This submission will explore the activist group Sisters Uncut. Sisters Uncut self-describe as “an intersectional feminist direct-action collective” (Sisters Uncut, 2022). The Cambridge dictionary definition of activism is “the use of direct and noticeable action to achieve a result, usually a political or social one” (Cambridge English Dictionary, 2022). Sisters Uncut can be considered an activist group through their use of direct action to achieve a shared goal. Crossley (2017) noted that social movement scholars believed one of the key factors to spur feminist organizing is "a sense of solidarity among feminists, the belief that change is possible" (Crossley, A.D, 2017, p. 7). Initially this submission will  reflect on why the movement has developed and the perceived need for it. Thereafter, there will be a reflection on the aims and objectives of the group and what barriers to equality need to be overcome for the group to achieve these. This will then be further explored through the groups use of direct action. 

Sisters Uncut was initially founded in 2014 in London but has since expanded and chapters have been set up in several cities across the UK.  Sisters Uncut was founded by activists who had been previously involved in other campaign groups. The perceived need for Sisters Uncut was because its founders felt there was a need to address “gendered and intersectional impacts of austerity” (Ishkanian and Peña Saavedra, 2019, p. 986). They believed the voices of some marginalised groups were not being given a platform in the wider anti austerity movements.
Over the past several years Sister Uncut have fought for many different causes. However, their current aim is to fight Government funding cuts to domestic violence services across the UK. These cuts that have meant that specialist charities are being closed in favour of larger, cheaper, and more generic support services that “completely misunderstands how complex and dangerous domestic violence can be” (Sisters Uncut, 2022). In their “Feminensto” Sisters Uncut state that they have 10 demands that centre around the provision of  domestic violence services (Sisters Uncut, 2022). It also refers to interconnected issues including funding, poverty, immigration, and the criminal justice system that it claims, “does not work for survivors” (Sisters Uncut, 2022).

The UK governments definitions of domestic abuse recognise that “anyone can be a victim of domestic abuse, regardless of gender, age, ethnicity, religion, socio-economic status, sexuality or background” (Domestic abuse: how to get help, 2022). However, the work of Sisters Uncut focuses primarily on women and non-binary people as women are disproportionately affected by domestic violence in the UK. Currently, around 2.3 million people experience domestic abuse each year, almost 70% of which are women (Statutory definition of domestic abuse factsheet, 2022). Due to cuts in funding, currently 2 out of 3 women are being turned away from these services and in some instances unable to get an answer to phone calls for help (Metro News, 2022) The availability of these services also varies greatly across the UK and one article refers to the ability to access services as a “Post Code lottery” (Metro News, 2022). 

A 2016 study also found that “women remained in abusive, controlling relationships for many years with little access to support. Access to services was more likely to occur following a crisis such as assault or homelessness” (Evans M.A & Feder G.S, 2014, p. 70). This indicates that women are only able to access support services in extreme circumstances, requiring women to undergo undue distress and trauma before being able to access support. 

Sisters Uncut (2022) describe direct action as “a campaigning tool we use to reveal a problem, shed light on an alternative, or demonstrate a solution to tackling a social issue” (Sisters Uncut, 2022). They outline several ways direct action can be carried out but state that’s its purpose “is to be disruptive” (Sisters Uncut, 2022). This is supported by Hanna and Robinson (1994) who describe direct action as “characterized by active resistance to existing or proposed laws or policies” (Hanna & Robinson, 1994, p. 10). In the case of Sisters Uncut, this manifests through picketing, protests and die ins in public spaces as a means of challenging the funding cuts. “These gestures allow users to disrupt everyday mechanisms of power and injustice while repurposing spaces for alternative uses” (K. Moore & Shepard, 2012; Pyles 2009 cited in Shepard, B.  & Burghardt, S. 2015). On their website Sisters Uncut talk about how the direct action they take can stem from a place of anger.  Jasper (2011) emphasizes the prevalence of this and argues that emotions are a large contributor in the instigation of social action or protests. Jasper (2011) explains that emotions “motivate individuals, are generated in crowds, are ex- pressed rhetorically, and shape stated and un- stated goals of social movements” (Jasper. J, 2011, p. 286). Direct action is purposefully disruptive to normal functioning of day-to-day activities to provide a platform for the issue they wish to address. While they key aim of direct action is to challenge policy makers it often inconveniences the public. While much of the public may consider violence against women to be a problem that need to be addressed, they may also view direct action as deviance. This often results in their key message being overshadowed by public views on purposeful disruption which they may consider unnecessary. When discussing historical direct action, scholar Lorretta Pyles noted that “activists who engage in direct action may be initially marginalized by society and only later appreciated” (Pyles, L, 2009, p. 130). This has been seen historically in some of the most memorable acts of direct action, including those by activists Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King. 

Direct action can also be subject to legal control. In the case of Sisters Uncut, like many other campaign groups, emotional motivations for action appear to overshadow any legal control that may be present from UK Government and policing. “Much of direct action is about a different form of community-building practice than that taught in school. Sometimes the practice even involves spending some time in jail” (Shephard. B,  and Burghardt. S,  2015, p. 11). Activists of this kind are often willing to experience consequences of legal control to challenge those same authorities’ actions.

A barrier to equality is an action or circumstance that prevents people from having the equal opportunities or places an individual or group of individuals at a disadvantage. Some of the key barriers referenced in in Sisters Uncut’s Feministo are lack of access to support services, poverty, and racism. It could also be argued that there is a wider systemic sexism issue present as an issue that impacts primarily women is not being prioritised. IPPF (2022) support this idea and argue that “violence against women is caused by gender inequality – including unequal power relations between women and men, rigid gender roles, norms and hierarchies, and ascribing women lower status in society” (IPPF, 2022). However not all society would agree with this as demonstrated in counter movements to this such “#notallmen” across social media (Marie Claire, 2021). These statements could be considered a rebuttal to feeling men attacked or generalised while failing to acknowledge a systemic issue of gender-based violence that exists in the UK. The lack of funding Sisters Uncut wish to address also appears to create further barriers to disclosure. Heron and Eisma (2021) claim that there were 3 key barriers that had prevented women from disclosing domestic abuse. These were fear of consequences, fear of judgement from their environment or health care provider, and fear of their abuser (Heron and Eisma, 2021).

It is essential to also consider intersectionality to understand the impacts of these cuts. Hill and Bilge (2020) explain that "Intersectionality as an analytic tool gives people better access to the complexity of the world and of themselves" (Hill and Bilge, 2020). Sisters Uncut define intersectionality as “understand[ing] that a person’s individual experience of violence is affected by gender, race, class, disability, sexuality, trans status and immigration status” (Sisters Uncut, 2022). Sisters Uncut argue that “there is no ‘one size fits all’ solution, and smaller organisations with specialist expertise in supporting specific groups of women are vital” (Sisters Uncut, 2022).  As an example, an LGBTQ+, disabled,  black or ethnic minority individual may wish to speak with a specialist service that understands their needs and experience and the further inequalities that they face. Unfortunately, these specialist services are ever decreasing. A Metro (2022) article that heavily criticised domestic abuse services stated that there were “only 3.5 full-time frontline support workers for LGBT+ victims in England and Wales” (Metro, 2022). Another example of additional barriers to accessing support can be seen in a 2016 study at the University of Salford that focused on older women’s experiences of domestic violence.  In this study, Rogers (2016) found that “many of the barriers to help-seeking were firmly wedded to attitudes and beliefs, for example that older victims/survivors would not be believed if they spoke out” (Rogers, M 2016, p. 3). 

It could be argued that the more women who speak out about domestic violence the more women will come forward. However, there are several barriers that may prevent individuals from feeling confident to do so and that there will not be any negative consequences. Fleeing a domestic abuse situation can be an incredibly dangerous experience and it is essential that when this happens those affected have somewhere to turn. The lack of support services leaves those who experience domestic violence at risk of further harm, homelessness, and mental health issues when they are unable to access safety. 

This safety cannot be achieved through advice to healthcare providers alone and significant funding is required to be able to meet the needs of the large number of women who face domestic violence each year. The Womens Equality Party supports this and argues that while legislation can be helpful, the “most effective way to save lives on a large scale is to improve police practice and protect the vital services that support women” (Womens Equality, 2022). They recognise that there it is “essential to fund independent specialist women’s support services to help women rebuild their lives, particularly while they might choose not to use the criminal justice system” (Womens Equality, 2022).


Hartsock (1990) argues that “power is associated with the male and masculinity" (Hartsock. N, 1990 cited in Nicholson. L, p. 157). Sisters Uncut attempt to break down power structures by coming together as a “non- hierarchical collective who operate by consensus” (Sisters Uncut, 20xx) This is to ensure that all voices are heard, and their work is not discriminatory in any way. However, there has been some criticism internally within the group that suggests their functioning may not always be as intersectional as they claim. It is important to consider the outward aims of the group against the backdrop of how the group operate internally. Ishkanian and Peña Saavedra (2019) provide an insight into the internal workings of Sisters Uncut through their work on Intersectional prefiguration. As Ishkanian and Peña Saavedra (2019) state, to fully understand how movements “contest existing power relations and social inequalities, we must not only focus on their public actions, but also examine how they acknowledge and address inequalities within their own spaces” (Ishkanian, A & Peña Saavedra, A, 2019, p. 986).

 Some group members suggested that the group often ignore class status and that there is a lack of representation from people who are not well educated. They further expand on this by explaining that most of the people in Sisters Uncut have likely never had any contact with support services and are not directly affected by austerity. It could therefore be argued that instead of speaking on behalf of the women directly affected by cuts and austerity, Sisters Uncut should instead be creating space and a platform for those who are affected to speak out. The lack of this representation creates a sense of elitism and inaccessibility to engage in direct action and in turn silences the people it claims to fight for. 
In conclusion, it is evident that the domestic violence service cuts that Sisters Uncut aim to address are having a devastating impact to the lives of women across the UK. If Sisters Uncut were to achieve their aims and saw an improved domestic violence service provision it could save the lives of many people across the UK. While wider society may understand the need for challenges to these funding decisions, they may view Sisters Uncut’s methods as deviance and disruptive. “To engage in direct action is to invite policymakers to change their mind. It also invites a punitive backlash” (Shepard. B, & Burghardt. S, 2015, p.9). While there is also an impact to the public using direct action, it could be argued that minor inconvenience to the public is insignificant in relation to the bigger picture. The government website states that their Domestic Abuse Act will “help to ensure that victims have the confidence to come forward and report their experience, safe in the knowledge that the justice system and other agencies will do everything they can” (UK Government, 2022). However, media sources appear to tell a different story or unanswered phone calls and inability to access services. 

As stated by the World Health Organisation in 2012 the “commitment to ending violence against women is more relevant now than ever” (WHO, 2012). Wider society can support the work of Sisters Uncut through signing petitions and using their own rights to vote and elect a government that may prioritise these services. Sisters Uncut believe “austerity is a political choice with fatal consequences. Cuts make it harder to leave dangerous situations, live safely, and heal from trauma. Safety is a right not a privilege” (Sisters uncut, 2022). While these actions may support the aim of overturning funding decisions, “promoting and achieving gender equality is a critical element of the prevention of violence against women” (IPPF, 2022). To fully address root cause of domestic violence a much wider change in behaviour in society and the power imbalances that disproportionately impact women.
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