“I actually snapped.” Conceptualizing resistance to street harassment as feminist snap and erosion

Abstract: 
In this article, I examine the strategies of resistance deployed by people who experienced street harassment. Drawing on semi-structured interviews with 47 heterosexual women and LGBTQ+ people, I document how participants skillfully and contextually deployed resistance strategies to disrupt harassment. Notably, participants often represented resistance practices as moments of affective, sub-conscious snap. Drawing on Sara Ahmed’s concept of feminist snap, and feminist scholarship on affect and embodiment, I argue that practices of resistance must be located within a much longer history of harassment which builds up or sediments in the body over time, culminating in an affective breaking point. As Ahmed suggests, “a snap is not the starting point.” Conversely, other participants described being worn down by harassment over time, which I conceptualize as a form of feminist erosion. In examining practices of resistance to street harassment, I aim to provide insight into the disruption and contestation of dominant power relations, and the formation of embodied, gendered subjectivities.
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“Without even realizing I was doing it, I screamed ‘fuck you’” (Chrissy, 22, cis-woman, queer, White)

Chrissy’s remarks encapsulated a sense of rage and resistance that simmered throughout participants’ accounts of street harassment across their lives. These moments of shouting back often appeared as affective, sub-conscious snapping. As Chrissy says, she screamed back “without even realizing I was doing it.” This resistance seemingly came from nowhere. A primal, unmediated moment of rage. While, as I explore later, it is understandable that participants constructed resistance as snapping, by drawing on Sara Ahmed’s concept of “feminist snap” these moments of resistance can be situated within a longer history. Conversely, other participants experienced a slow process of wearing down – or what I term feminist erosion – delimiting the potential for more overt forms of resistance. 

Street harassment comprises a wide array of unwanted or intrusive encounters in public or semi-public spaces (Fileborn and O’Neill 2023; Logan 2015). Street harassment has been conceptualized by feminist scholars as a mechanism through which men perpetuate gendered (and other) power relations, contributing to the oppression of heterosexual women and LGBTQ+ communities, and the (re)inscription of public space as masculine, heteronormative and white (Adhur and Jha 2018; Crouch 2009; Fileborn 2021; Kissling 1991; Kissling and Kramarae 1991; Lennox 2024; Tuerkheimer 1997; Vera-Gray 2016). While a growing body of research has considered the nature, impacts of, and legal/justice responses to street harassment (Ahmad et al 2020; Fileborn and O’Neill 2023; Logan 2015), considerably less research has delved into the resistance practices used by those who routinely experience street harassment. 

In this article, I draw on Black et al.’s (2024, 531) examination of women’s practices of resistance in the context of domestic violence, which documents how survivors “navigate, resist, and triumph over adversity on a daily basis.” Small acts of everyday resistance can, they suggest, unsettle the “gendered relations…reproduced through the repetition of men’s abusive social practices” (2020, 531). While Black and colleagues are concerned with a different iteration of gendered violence, their work points to the importance of examining how survivors’ everyday strategies can contest and resist both the violence enacted against them, and the structures of gendered (and other) power they are enmeshed within (see also Fleetwood 2019; Holt and Lewis 2023; Lennox 2024; Schippers 2002). This is a task I aim to contribute towards and further build upon by including the experiences of LGBTQ+ people as well as cisgender, heterosexual women. Moving forward, I outline the small body of established research on resistance to street harassment and further develop the theoretical frameworks informing my analysis. From there, I detail the study methodology, before moving on to examine participants’ practices of (non)resistance and the roles of embodiment and power in shaping their capacity for feminist snap or, conversely, in eroding feminist resistance.

Resistance to street harassment
To date, there has been limited research exploring resistance practices to street harassment, though a broader body of feminist literature has examined resistance to other forms of gender-based violence (GBV), and women’s engagement with self-defense (e.g., Aaltonen 2012; Black et al. 2024; Jordan and Mossman 2021). Fleetwood (2019) conceptualizes resistance to street harassment as a form of everyday self-defense. Undertaking self-defense demonstrates, according to Fleetwood, the operation of power at the micro-interactional level. Thus, “in order to ‘see’ women’s resistance, we need to pay close attention to the everyday as the site of both oppression and liberation” (2019, 1711; see also Koskela 1997). Yet, Fleetwood notes, research on women’s everyday practices of resistance is in short supply (2019, 1712). Ensuring that resistance practices are rendered visible contributes towards the discursive disruption of street harassment as inevitable, opening up alternative modes of gendered subjectivities and possibilities for shouting back (Fleetwood 2019; Koskela 1997; Marcus 1992; Sanchez Parra and Weber 2024).

Previous research has typically categorized responses to harassment according to whether they are confrontational or outwards facing (for example, confronting a perpetrator, utilizing self-defense) or what might be thought of as “passive,” internal strategies (e.g., avoidance, developing coping strategies) (Ayres et al 2009; Fairchild and Rudman 2008; Hyers 2007; McCurn 2017). Many of these internal strategies also fall under the banner of what is commonly referred to as safety work (Vera-Gray and Kelly 2020). The use of safety work is open to multiple readings – on the one hand, it is a mechanism through which women “trade freedom for safety” (Vera-Gray 2018), with women greatly restricting their movement through/access to space, changing how they dress, adopting forms of embodiment that make them smaller and so on (Fileborn 2021; Vera-Gray 2018). However, heterosexual women and LGBTQ+ people can also refuse to undertake this labor as a form of resistance (Fileborn 2021). Alternatively, the use of safety strategies can be interpreted as resistance, in that they enable heterosexual women and LGBTQ+ people to continue accessing public space and may work to prevent or circumvent men’s violence (Vera-Gray 2016, 2018). 

What is clear across this body of work is that heterosexual women and LGBTQ+ people can and do actively resist and contest experiences of street harassment, though their decisions to do so are often situationally contingent (Ayres et al. 2009; Fileborn 2021; Hyers 2007; Tuerkheimer 1997). McCurn (2017, 60), for example, found that the young Black women she spoke to “repeatedly work[ed] to resist dominant race, gender, and classed ideologies as well as power dynamics that frame this type of interaction and the real threats to their well-being.” More broadly, there is a considerable body of feminist and queer scholarship examining the production and geographies of safety. Scholars including Koskela (1997), Pain (1991), Valentine (1989), and Phadke (2013) have drawn attention to geographies of fear and resistance. Women in Koskela’s (1997, 305) study described embodying a sense of boldness in public space, with women’s expressions of boldness working to “actively produce, define and reclaim space.” Feminist scholars such as van Eijk (2017) and Brooks (2011) have shown the fraught relationship that some women have with gendered safety advice, with women variably adhering to and rejecting gendered safety work. Such work, in turn, demonstrates women’s abilities to resist and unsettle the formation of a gendered subjectivity premised on fear, passivity and inevitable victimization. 

However, engaging in resistance is not without risk, with more confrontational strategies often met with an escalation of abuse or violence for those who challenge the taken-for-granted gendered and/or racialized power relations in public space (Ayres et al 2009; Hyers 2007; McCurn 2017; Tuerkheimer 1997). The work of Lennox (2024) and McCurn (2017) demonstrates how race, class, gender, sexuality and other social/structural locations shape responses to resistance. For example, McCurn’s participants’ structural location as young black women meant they were constructed as “both hypersexual and deserving of threats of sexual violence,” and as the “angry black woman” if they engaged in overt resistance (2017, 61-62). Thus, in understanding resistance practices, it is important to consider how these practices are shaped by and actively (re)produce differential power structures, though I do not suggest that these entirely determine capacity for resistance either.

Collectively, the research discussed here provides important insights into the resistance strategies utilized by (primarily) cisgender women in response to street harassment. These studies point to the importance of an intersectional lens, though few studies have explicitly included the experiences of people with diverse gender and sexual identities (excepting Lennox 2024). Focusing on resistance is fraught, given the potential to inadvertently responsibilize women and other marginalized communities for their own safety. However, in line with Fleetwood (2019) and Holt and Lewis (2023), I maintain that it is important to recognize and understand the modes of resistance and situated agency enacted by marginalized groups. In furthering such understanding, I draw on feminist scholarship on embodiment and affect, which I now turn to discuss. 

Embodiment, affect and feminist snap
I take up Sara Ahmed’s concept of feminist snap to make sense of participants’ resistance to street harassment, given that many participants depicted resistance as a moment of “snapping” or reaching a breaking point. Or, as Ahmed articulates (2017, 3), a snap represents “that moment when she does not take it anymore.” Importantly, while a snap might sound “like the start of something… [or] even seem like a violent moment,” a snap can only appear as such “insofar as we did not notice the pressure on the twig… [A] snap is only the start of something because of what we do not notice” (Ahmed 2017, 188-189). In other words, while a moment of snap might appear to have come from nowhere, this misses the (often) slow build-up of force or pressure that leads to a breaking point. A snap always comes from somewhere, with a failure to recognize the location and history of the snap often leading to the misattribution of violence or rupture on behalf of the one who has snapped. I draw on Ahmed (2017, 189) to make sense of these moments of snapping or “not taking it” (harassment) anymore to show that a “snap is not the starting point.”

In conceptualizing resistance to street harassment as a form of snap, it is necessary to establish the cumulative and embodied nature of this phenomenon. As Fileborn and Vera-Gray (2017) have articulated, repeated experiences of harassment over time build up in the body, with the harm encountered coming to represent something greater than the sum of its component parts. Experiences build up or sediment within the body, building to moments of what appear as snapping – or what Mendes et al. (2019, 25) describe as “critical breaking points when feminists…stake a claim or voice a protest.” Yet, as I explore later, street harassment can also be encountered as a process of wearing down or erosion, which generates a different affective relationship to harassment.  

This work is, therefore, deeply embedded within feminist scholarship on affect and gendered embodiment. Aaltonen (2012, 51), drawing on Butler’s theory of gender performativity, describes how “gendered discourses of violence and aggression…become embodied in individuals,” with these discourses sedimenting in the body, shaping our capacities for action and being in the world (see also Young 2005). Fiona Vera-Gray (2016, 164) illustrates how street harassment, fundamentally shapes women’s sense of embodiment, with these routine intrusions “leading to the enactment of a habitual modality of alienated embodiment, alienating both body and world.” Responses to street harassment, such as routine engagement in safety work, become naturalized and second nature (Vera-Gray 2016, 2018). Fleetwood’s work similarly demonstrates how practices of resistance can become embodied. Drawing on Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, Fleetwood (2019, 1718) conceptualizes women’s self-defense in response to street harassment as reflecting women’s “feel for the game” in averting the threat of men’s violence. By analyzing participants’ resistance practices, I contribute towards this scholarship by exploring how embodiment vis-à-vis street harassment underpins moments of feminist snap or, conversely, feminist erosion. I suggest that moments of snap produce alternative modes of gendered and sexual subjectivity and embodiment that may disrupt the construction of femininity and/or queerness as weak and passive – as Aaltonen (2012, 51) puts it, “it is also in the flesh that these [gendered discourses] can be resisted.”   

Conceptualizing the resistance, structure-agency nexus
In discussing resistance, this work is necessarily situated within broader debates pertaining to gender, structure and agency (see, for example, Butler 2011; Emirbayer and Mische 1998; Marcus 1992; Miller 2002; Sewell 1992; Villalón 2010).While a detailed overview of these debates is beyond the scope of this article, given the unsettled and fraught nature of questions pertaining to agentic versus structured action (though I do not suggest that agency or structure exist as binary opposites), it is necessary to further locate this work on resistance within a theoretical account of power and agency.
  
My analysis is informed by a bricolage of post-structuralist and new materialist accounts, with this approach resisting simplistic figurations of action as either fully agentic or wholly determined by external structures and norms (Emirbayer and Mische 1998; Fileborn, Wadds and Tomsen 2020; Miller 2002; Sewell 1992). Instead, I view resistance practices as situated within an entanglement of structural, human and non-human worlds, following calls from Emirbayer and Mische (1998), Miller (2002) and others for dynamic and multi-faceted accounts of the agency-structure nexus. Drawing on post-structuralist insights, structural patterns are iteratively (re)produced through discourse and practice, and the outcomes of this (re)production are never wholly pre-determined, though they may be constrained (Butler, 2011; Marcus, 1992). Thus, post-structuralist thinking holds space for the capacity of “individuals’ reinterpretation of, resistance to, or subversion of culturally appropriate patterns” (Miller 2002, 438), while remaining deeply cognizant of the influence of broader social and structural forces in shaping (and being (re)produced through) situated practice. In considering resistance in response to a form of gendered violence, I also draw on intersectional thinking, and understand gender as co-constituted with and through race, class, and myriad other forms of power (Crenshaw, 1989; Miller 2002; Villalón 2010).

While post-structuralist accounts of power, in conjunction with the empirical literature on resistance discussed earlier, demonstrates that resistance is possible, it is less clear how moments of resistance come into being (or not). Informed by new materialist thinking (e.g., Fanghanel 2019; Fileborn, Wadds and Tomsen 2020), I argue that tracing participants’ trajectories of harassment, and their entanglement with emergent contextual, material/non-human, structural and temporal factors, provides insight into the question of whether and how resistance becomes possible. Considering the embodied and affective elements of resistance necessitates taking the body seriously as a force shaping action. Yet, the framework adopted here simultaneously avoids reductive or essentialist views of the body – as Butler (2024, 179) has recently articulated “we take in… [the] environment as it takes us up,” with the body constituted through “interaction, interdependency, and reciprocal permeability” with the material, structural and discursive worlds. 

Methods
In this article I draw on findings from semi-structured interviews with 47 participants who had self-defined experiences of street harassment across their lives. Street harassment was approached broadly in this project, and included racist, homophobic, and transphobic harassment in addition to sexual/sexist harassment. Participants were required to be age 18 or older, and to reside in either Victoria or New South Wales, Australia. Participants were recruited through a range of means, including paid social media advertisements on Meta, advertisements through relevant organizations (e.g., LGBTQ+ community organizations), and word of mouth. An overview of participants is provided in Table 1. All participants are referred to by pseudonyms.

[Table 1 about here]

The interviews formed one component of a larger project exploring victim-centered justice responses to street harassment, and canvassed questions covering experiences of street harassment across participants’ lives, the impacts of harassment, reporting and disclosure practices, experiences of bystander intervention, and perceptions of justice and desired justice responses to street harassment. Resistance practices were not specifically asked about during the interviews, with this topic raised organically by participants. Prior to the interview, participants were invited to complete a Google mapping exercise to document their experiences (see Fileborn, 2023). The maps formed the starting point for the interviews, with participants invited to “talk me through your map.” The interviews were predominantly conducted on Zoom and took, on average, between 1-2 hours to complete. Participants were reimbursed for their time and expertise with a $100 gift card. Interviews were recorded with participants’ consent and transcribed by a professional service. Participants were afforded the opportunity to review their transcript. Ethics approval was received by the University of Melbourne Human Research Ethics Committee prior to fieldwork commencing. Participants were provided with a plain language statement and consent form and contact details for relevant support services were provided both before and after each interview.  

Data analysis was undertaken following Braun and Clarke’s (2021) approach to thematic analysis. Briefly, this involved an initial process of immersion in and familiarization with the interview transcripts. Tentative themes were developed after this initial immersion, using both inductive and deductive coding. Each transcript was then coded, with the codes and overarching themes refined throughout this process. All themes relating to resistance were developed inductively, with major themes relating to this topic including feminist snap, feminist erosion and reluctance, and descriptive codes relating to the form of resistance, barriers to resistance, and harasser responses. I move on now to explore these themes in more detail. 

Feminist snap and sedimentation
How is it that participants come to experience moments of snappy resistance? As I have foregrounded, acts of resistance were often depicted as moments of snapping: of becoming angry, “pissed off” or losing control. Garnet (22, non-binary, pansexual, White) said when they experience harassment “I just see red, and I go off.” River (19, agender, bisexual, Filipino) described how they “actually snapped” in the face of escalating racist abuse on public transport and the refusal of bystanders to intervene. Bridget (24, cis-woman, heterosexual, White) pulled a man’s hair bun “in the heat of the moment” when he slapped her after she rejected his sexual advances in a nightclub, saying she was “fed up”, “angry” and “furious.” Chrissy (22, cis-woman, queer, white), who we met in the introduction, further described her snap as “the most animalistic noise I’ve ever made.” Chrissy’s experience provides a particularly clear example of affective embodiment, with her snap erupting before she was consciously aware of her actions. Her snap, in this case, could be understood as emanating from the layers of harm that had sedimented within her body, culminating in the affective moment of snap or breaking point. As Ahmed (2017, 198) argues, snapping can itself function as a form of feminist pedagogy: “a snap can tell us when it is too much, after it is too much.” 

Snappy resistance can reflect our embodied knowledge, with our body coming to bear the weight of harassment in ways we may not be consciously aware of. Snapping may capture the moment when our bodies refuse to take street harassment anymore, or what Keller (2020, 820) characterizes as “an affective breaking point when the pressure of patriarchy becomes too much to bear.” Bridget (24, cis-woman, heterosexual, White), for example, described being so “sick and tired” of harassment that she would say “what the fuck are you looking at, which I know is quite aggressive and it’s probably not the correct response.” For Bridget, the harassment became “too much to bear”, to the point that she engages in what she couches as an “incorrect” response. For Tenesha (22, cis-woman, bisexual, Indian Australian), this breaking point was attached to an escalation of harassment after she ignored a man’s attempt to make unwanted conversation with her on public transport:

I thought I’ll just ignore him, and then when he just persisted I decided to get up and walk away, and he grabbed my thigh as I stood up to leave. I yelled at him…I was like don’t fucking grope young girls on the tram you fucking freak.

Moments of snap, were particularly notable when participants discussed physical forms of resistance, such as sticking up their middle fingers, or using physical violence. Chris (27, cis-man, homosexual/queer, White) described blowing a kiss at his homophobic harassers after a sense of “rage instantly kicked in.” Sarah (28, cis-woman, heterosexual, White) and Amy (20, cis-woman, heterosexual, White) both described reaching breaking points where they engaged in physical violence against a harasser: 

But he just kept going. So there was a moment where he grabbed my arm …because he hailed a cab there, and then he’s like trying to pull me [into the cab]… and then I just gave him a big slap at that moment. (Sarah)​

I’m not proud to admit it, but I did end up slapping him to make him stop because again his hand was continually going up my skirt, the security guard was standing there doing nothing. (Amy)

This use of physical violence could be understood as what Black et al. (2020) term an “imperfect tactic” for resisting men’s violence. This is not to condone the use of retaliatory physical violence, but rather to understand its use in a context where some participants had limited recourse for action. Amy’s remark that “I’m not proud to admit it…” is imbued with a sense of shame attached to snapping. By appearing as a disconnected moment of snap untethered from years of public harassment – combined with the imminent threat of escalating sexual violence and failure of bystanders to intervene – the slap is understood as a “violent interruption…and haunts the snappy subject from then on” (Antonakaki, French and Guner 2018, 926), rather than being understood as entangled within both individual trajectories of harassment and a broader structural context that enables and normalizes this harm. Engaging in violence also disrupts dominant constructions of (White, middle-class) femininity as physically weak, passive, polite and compliant – the body is instead figured here as capable and able to successfully curtail men’s violence (see, e.g., Aaltonen 2012; Abdelmonem and Galán, 2017; Fleetwood 2019; Jordan and Mossman 2019; Keller 2020; Marcus 1992; Tuerkheimer 1997). As Keller (2020, 820) explains, “feminist snap is about divergence from the expected, often normative path.” We can, therefore, understand these moments of resistance and use of physical violence as a moment of snap in which participants refused or were unable to adhere to normative understandings of feminine comportment and passivity – though it is worth noting that most of these participants were white, suggesting that how moments of snap emerge does not entirely escape the influence of structural inequalities. A pre-conscious snap enables engagement in what Schippers (2002, xiii) terms “gender maneuvering,” with the embodied snap giving rise to the potential to “disrupt, or change” gendered subjectivities. 

Unearthing histories of snappy resistance
However, as I have intimated, there is much that we miss below the surface if we think of resistance as only happening in response to an instantaneous affective eruption. Rather, these acts are the product of a long, slow process of sedimentation: of countless experiences of harassment building up, layering, and being lived in the body, often since childhood or early adolescence (Fileborn and Hardley 2023; Vera-Gray 2016). “The past becom[ing] heavy,” as Ahmed (2017, 23) puts it. In saying this, I do not intend to imply that participants’ accounts of their own experiences are somehow wrong in depicting resistance as a moment of affective rupture. However, such constructions must be situated within a broader social and cultural context in which (particularly) White, middle-class, cis-gender women are not “supposed” to be aggressive or expected to fight back. A pre-conscious, uncontrollable snap may represent an acceptable way to narrate the use of violence or aggression – acts that might otherwise be at odds with participants’ gendered sense of self, and their personal values. This is illustrated by Avery’s (29, cis-woman, heterosexual, Egyptian/New Zealand) recollection of “sobbing” after she “lost my shit, and without even thinking about it” dragged a man who had verbally and physically harassed her off his motorbike. Avery described how she had been: 

Moved to physical[ly] assault someone in public, which is not my vibe. And I remember just being so moved by the fact that I had intended on hurting someone as badly as I could…in that moment.  

For participants who had used physical violence as resistance, their narratives were often replete with a sense of shame or embarrassment about their actions, exemplified by both Amy and Bridget’s earlier comments which positioned their actions as something they were “not proud to admit” or as an “incorrect” response. As Koskela (1997, 311, original emphasis) explains, the notion that women should be afraid and passive in public spaces renders “their boldness…a taboo…It is just not decent for women truly to be bold,” with this sense of taboo potentially underpinning participants’ tendency to represent violence as a loss of control, rather than a conscious or even reasonable response to men’s violence. In other words, these responses may represent the discursive (re)production and (re)positioning of participants’ actions within a White, middle-class femininity – a positioning which “deflect[s] responsibility” for their use of violence (Miller 2002, 448) and obscures women’s situated capacities to actively resist and subvert gendered power relations. However, it is important to note that the use of violence has not been constructed as improper or unexpected for all women, with this discourse deeply informed by class and race (Carrington 2013; Jones 2010; Miller 2002). Thus, who can position their response as a subconscious “snap” may be shaped in conversation with these structural factors.    

While many participants narrated resistance as a moment of snap, some explicitly articulated a process of embodied sedimentation, with this slow build-up of experience over time allowing them to understand harassment as something that should or could be resisted. Rory (29, agender, queer, White) and Opal (36, cis-woman, bisexual, African/White) both discussed this process of developing a capacity to resist through the pedagogy of lived experience: 

I think just learning more about feminism and maybe just having experienced it so many times that I’ve recognized the patterns and that it’s not just oh this man’s just lonely and needs to talk, it’s like no that’s predatory behavior and I can call it out. (Rory, my emphasis)​

Now I just feel like no it’s up to you to actually prove yourself … [that] you’re not being a slime bag…I’m not really naturally an aggressive person but I’ve learned pretty quickly … when cars tooted at me every day. (Opal)

Opal and Rory’s comments provide insight as to how moments of resistance can only be understood as snapping if we fail to recognize the slow violence that underpins them. As Ahmed (2017, 189) suggests, by failing to appreciate the processes leading to snap, “the one who snaps is deemed violent,” though, as I have intimated earlier, whose actions are deemed to be violent, and how the use of violence is responded to, is deeply enmeshed in questions of class and race (see also McCurn 2017). Resistance may be repositioned as irrational, for example, rather than as an understandable response to years of intrusion – with this irrational positioning apparent in the narratives of participants, as discussed earlier. Rory’s comments highlight the role of feminist pedagogy in creating a capacity to resist street harassment, but also in developing a conscious awareness of its oppressive function (see also Ayres et al 2009; Tuerkheimer 1997). Dee (24, cis-woman, bisexual, White) similarly described the transformative role of studying feminism at university, saying “afterwards I would get angry, I would fully grab the hand that touched my butt, I would grab it and shake it off me.” For Rory, Opal, and Dee, the combination of embodied knowledge and engagement with feminist thought provided a framework that enabled them to understand resistance as a justifiable response to “predatory” behavior. 

Donna (24, cis-woman, heterosexual, Asian) and Ursula (20, cis-woman, heterosexual, White) further highlighted the relational and networked elements of resistance, describing formative experiences that presented resistance as a possibility. Donna recounted being yelled at by a man from his vehicle. In response, she “just barked at him and he drove off,” a tactic she had learned from a TikTok video. Ursula said she would usually swear at harassers because:  

The first time that it happened to me…my friend like yelled back at them… I think it was just something about like piss off or something to that effect. 

In this case, having the possibility of resistance demonstrated through social media or through the formative actions of friends created space for a gendered subjectivity that rejected more traditional notions of feminine passivity, politeness or compliance. As Fleetwood (2019, 3) suggests of online activist accounts, “reading narratives can generate dispositions for self-defense,” something that is neatly illustrated in Donna and Ursula’s experiences.  

Situated resistance
Yet, this sedimented capacity for resistance and snap was not straightforward. Indeed, most participants described processes of both sedimentation and snap, alongside an erosion or wearing down of their willingness to engage in overt resistance. Such tension was exemplified in the following comments from Avery (29, cis-woman, heterosexual, Egyptian/New Zealand):

At first I was like minimizing it, ignoring it, trying to like manage it and then … the rage began. Where I was constantly picking fights with men in the street… I was really proud of myself because I was like I don’t let anyone say even a word to me without being like I’m going to fucking nail you. But then that got exhausting, constantly being angry in the street.

Participants typically described making strategic, context-dependent decisions about whether and how to resist, with these decisions contingent on their embodied, experiential knowledge of whether it was (relatively) safe to respond. This experiential knowledge or second sense – what Holt and Lewis (2023) refer to as a “gut feeling” – is itself sedimented in the body through years of encountering and managing men’s violence. Ingrid (66, cis-woman, lesbian, White) articulated how after years of sexist and homophobic harassment, she “got good at reading the room…Like an antenna, like a sixth sense of how someone’s going to respond,” while Rory (29, agender, queer, White) said they would “assess each situation to know if I’m safe to tell someone to fuck off.” However, who comes to develop this experiential knowledge is again not a neutral process. Both Ingrid and Rory are sexuality and/or gender diverse, with these compounding structural inequalities also shaping the likelihood and extent of public harassment they encounter (see also Villalón 2010). This further illustrates the entanglement of structure with participants’ lived experiences and bodily knowledge. 

Other participants described the “fine line…when you should not aggravate the situation and when you should stand up” (Georgia, 19, cis-woman, bisexual, White) or “balancing line of still standing my ground…and also staying safe” (Dee, 24, cis-woman, bisexual, White). Tenesha (22, cis-woman, bisexual, Indian Australian) encapsulated the careful management of resistance and safety, saying: 

And 90% of the time…I’ve been passive, because it’s … the safest option. But that also means that men who do this stuff just get to see women passively receiving it and not really standing up for themselves either. 

While subconscious, affective responses to street harassment could generate moments of snap, they could equally generate moments of apparent non-resistance. Ursula (20, cis-woman, heterosexual, White) recalled a man grabbing her shoulders and staring at her as she walked to a public transport stop with friends at night. Ursula described how she had “always assumed that I’d be a fighter, not a flighter or a freezer.” However, in the moment she “just froze”. Ursula and Tenesha’s experiences illustrate why it is important to avoid creating an onus or expectation that people who experience street harassment should resist or respond in any particular way. To do so presumes, firstly, that we consistently have control over how we respond in the moment - something which is belied by participants’ experiences of affectively snapping, and Ursula’s account of freezing. Secondly, and obviously, such an expectation reinforces the notion that heterosexual women and LGBTQ+ people are responsible for managing men’s violence (Jordan and Mossman 2019). Tenesha’s comments indicate a level of internalization of responsibility and self-blame in having prioritized her safety over “standing up” for herself, and the bind that participants could face in navigating conflicting gendered subjectivities (e.g., the careful, vulnerable woman versus the feisty feminist). While Tenesha and Ursula couched their responses as passive actions, they can also be interpreted as “as exemplifying agentive and imperfect tactics of survival,” where survivors utilize their embodied knowledge or implicit sense of how harassers might respond (Black et al. 2020, 537). Survivors draw on this knowledge to make contextual, strategic – if perhaps pre-reflexive – choices to maintain their own sense of safety in the moment (see also Aaltonen 2012; Fleetwood 2019; Vera-Gray 2016, 2018; Villalón 2010). 

Why resist? Embodying the feminist killjoy

Participants offered reflections on the value of resisting or challenging the actions of harassers. For many participants the value in resisting resided in its transformative and pedagogical potential: it ensured that harassers experienced some form of consequence or accountability for their actions. As Kara (22, cis-woman, heterosexual, White) put it:

They're just so used to there being no consequence whatsoever, whereas if the person… tells them to fuck off… I hope that there would be some kind of switch in their brain like oh okay they didn’t like that.

Bridget (24, cis-woman, heterosexual, White) similarly questioned “how many other people is he going to do that to, with potentially no repercussions,” when discussing her use of physical violence against a harasser discussed earlier. Jen (27, cis-woman, heterosexual, White) described an experience where she confronted a man who had harassed her friend, telling him his behavior was “not acceptable…it’s 2019 I can’t believe you are doing this.” In response, the harasser was “taken aback that someone had called him out on his behavior” and offered to apologize to her friend (who declined this offer). Jen’s parting words were to let the harasser “know that there will be people like me watching you wherever you are in the world, so that felt like a small victory.” In this sense, resistance could provide moments of micro-justice, in which harassers were held to account or their actions publicly denounced. The significance of these moments should not be underestimated, given they are situated within a context where both formal and informal justice responses to street harassment rarely occur (Fileborn 2017; Fileborn & Vera-Gray 2017; Zeit and Das 2017).

Tenesha articulated a desire to make harassers feel uncomfortable – to position them as the other in public space, and as no longer moving through the world with a sense of ease (Ahmed 2017):

They… feel so comfortable staring you down, that I don’t want to make them feel comfortable doing that sometimes I … yell at them or make a gross face at them or give them the finger. Because it's not innocent and it's not innocuous. 

Tenesha’s comments exemplify Ahmed’s figure of the feminist killjoy. In this case, the killjoy refuses to allow men to feel a sense of comfort or ease in harassing women, subverting the dominant gendered power relations of public space (see also Schippers 2002). As Basner et al. (2018, 918) explain, “the snap can therefore be seen as an affective act of killing joy or getting in the way of a happiness.” Thus, snappy resistance enabled participants to occupy the position of killjoy: to deny harassers a sense of pleasure or ease in their actions. To deny harassers the “joy” of harassing without repercussion, or the ability to position their actions as harmless banter or flirtation. 

Other participants described how resistance enabled them to regain a sense of power and agency in the aftermath of harassment, echoing Basner et al’s (2018, 904) description of feminist snap as the moment “when I re-gain agency.” Nora (31, cis-woman, heterosexual, White) said she “started shouting back and being a bit sassy” after encountering repeated verbal harassment from men in cars. For Nora, this represented a moment of feminist snap where she “wasn’t just accepting what they were saying at me. I don’t know how helpful it is for them changing their own behavior, at least [it] made me feel better.” Ingrid (66, cis-woman, lesbian, White) recalled a road rage incident from an extremely aggressive man, whose behavior escalated when he realized Ingrid was a lesbian. While she described being both “really angry” and scared, her calculated response was to “stay calm… I just said…calm down, which I know would’ve really made him angry, so I did it to stay in some sort of power.” Opal (36, cis-woman, bisexual, African/White) discussed using humor as a way of subverting power relations and putting harassers “on the defensive instead of me being on the defensive.” Opal described how she would:

Take the extreme version of what they were saying so if they start like … do you have a boyfriend and this kind of like innocent sounding stuff that if you pull them up on it they’d be like I’m just being friendly and you just like I guess turn something on them like oh why do you want to know do you want to follow me home and make a copy of my key? 

Conversely, other participants contextually deployed silence as a form of refusal and denial of power to harassers. Some participants discussed experiences where verbally or emotively responding was amusing to harassers. As Sarah (28, cis-woman, heterosexual, White) said, responding “encourages them even more.” Participants also perceived that some harassers were intentionally trying to provoke or “get a rise” out of them. In these cases, a refusal to respond or engage denied harassers the response they were trying to provoke: a non-response functions as response that kills the joy of these harassers. Hetty (25, cis-woman, bisexual, White) employed silence as a way of challenging the gendered “implication that I’m supposed to go ‘oh thank you’ [to strangers]…I often will just not respond or not say anything.” The use of silence can thus further disrupt gendered expectations and power in public spaces, for example by unsettling the sense of entitlement that men can feel in approaching women in public space and denying the expected polite, deferential response (see also Hyers 2007; Marcus 1992; Schippers 2002). Drawing on Butler (2011), harassment represents an act of interpellation, producing these participants as subjects within a dominant gendered/heteronormative order, an act which is met with refusal or what Butler terms “consequential disobedience.” In this moment, there is the potential to resignify “the terms of violation against their violating aims” (2011, 108), something that these participants take up in their acts of resistance (see also Marcus 1992; Schippers 2002). However, Sarah drew out the complexity of silence and refusal as tactics of resistance, with these strategies variably functioning as an expression or reclamation of power, and a loss of power:

It taught me a lot more about how I can defend myself with silence. But then it’s also, like I’m getting rid of my power… but with silence you don’t get into any trouble, you don’t get into any argument, you don’t get into any conflict with anyone.

Collectively, these moments of resistance illustrate an unwillingness to accept patriarchal norms, to accept harassment as normal and complimentary. They further represent a departure from expected norms of femininity, such as an unwillingness to be polite, demure, and accommodating. Moments of feminist snap enabled participants to embody the figure of the feminist killjoy, with these killjoys no longer willing to facilitate men’s sense of comfort in enacting harassment. Thus, the moment that we are no longer willing to “take” harassment serves an instructive purpose, signifying to harassers that their actions will no longer be accommodated, that we refuse to be governed by the dominant heteronormative ordering of public space.

Feminist erosion and “non”-resistance
Thus far, I have explored participants’ resistance practices and the functions of resistance, making sense of these experiences through the lens of feminist snap. While I have considered the contextual nature of resistance, in the final section I further explore participants’ discussions of non-resistance. In some respects, acts of resistance could also be conceptualized of as a form of feminist erosion, a wearing down of patience or the willingness to simply ignore or put up with harassment over time, such that you become brittle and liable to snapping under pressure. However, in participants’ accounts it was non-resistance that appeared as erosion, or what Koskela (1997, 312) terms “the breakings.” In this case erosion looked like a gradual wearing down of the potential or willingness to engage in overt resistance – a sense of weariness in the face of repeated, cumulative experiences of harassment, as illustrated in Avery’s earlier description of the “exhaustion” that accompanied constant resistance. This sense of exhaustion and resignation was also apparent in Ursula’s (20, cis-woman, heterosexual, White) remark that, in addition to the fact that:

Women shouldn’t have to call out men on saying awful things and doing awful things…obviously you get to a point where you’re tired of doing it, so you just end up brushing it off and being like whatever I don’t care like go away.

Others spoke more generally of being worn down and exhausted by calling men out for their behavior. For example, Ingrid (66, cis-woman, lesbian, White) discussed “picking their battles,” saying she was in her 60s and this “shit is still happening.” Kara (22, cis-woman, heterosexual, White) discussed how “it’s not even worth the hassle trying to keep saying no” when men ask for her number at bars. 

Erosion could also occur for participants when they – or people known to them – had resisted in the past and the harasser’s behavior subsequently escalated. Aaron (36, trans masculine, bisexual, White) discussed the experience of a friend who was severely physically assaulted after sticking their finger up at harassers. Aaron described how he had “really been beaten down by it and now I’m just like whatever you say sir that is fine.” For Aaron, his friend’s experience served as a powerful pedagogical moment that understandably eroded his sense of safety and willingness to overtly resist – something that must also be situated within a broader context of cissexism, transphobia, and hostility and violence towards transgender and gender-diverse people. In the aftermath of such violence, resistance was viewed as unsafe or not worth it. As Aaron put it, “now I think it's a really good idea to keep quiet and keep walking.” Chrissy (22, cis-woman, queer, White) recounted feeling terrified after screaming a “pure panic fuck you” at a man who was following her in a car. While she was initially proud of her response, she described a sense of terror setting in when she had to walk past the man at the next intersection while he was stopped at the traffic lights. For Chrissy, this was a formative moment that “taught me how to deal with it or informed how I deal with it now.” The experiences of Chrissy and Aaron illustrate how the past becomes embodied, shaping our future responses and modes of resistance. Both resistance and erosion are iterative, stemming from a trajectory of lived experiences that build up in, or wear down, the body over time. 

For others, such as Tenesha (22, cis-woman, bisexual, Indian Australian), this wearing down occurred through broader processes of gendered socialization. After expressing her desire to yell at harassers, Tenesha’s mother had cautioned her against this response as “they might turn around and kill you.” Instead Tenesha was “taught to be completely passive as a way of deescalating the situation,” though she did still engage in overt resistance “when I feel safe enough.” While these processes of gendered socialization are in many respects understandable – in this case, the desire of a mother to protect her child from further harm – they nonetheless reproduce gendered discourse positioning women as weak, passive and compliant, in turn eroding (though not entirely delimiting) a capacity for overt resistance. 

Conclusion
In this article, I have aimed to contribute towards empirical, conceptual and theoretical understandings of resistance in response to street harassment. In doing so I seek to build on the work of scholars including Black et al (2024), Lennox (2024), McCurn (2017), and Fleetwood (2019), in making the resistance and situated agency of heterosexual women and LGBTQ+ people visible. Doing so may assist in creating discursive possibilities for alternative modes of gendered and sexual subjectivities, and in unsettling the broader norms that underpin sexual violence (Marcus, 1992; Schippers 2002). Throughout this article, I have documented the varied and skilled strategies deployed by participants in resisting street harassment, with these strategies themselves deeply informed by participants’ embodied knowledge or second sense of navigating men’s harassment. Moments of feminist snap and resistance can be understood as practices that destabilize the gendered, raced, and sexualized order(s) of public spaces, at least temporarily. In snapping, participants occupied Ahmed’s figure of the feminist killjoy, refusing to accommodate men’s acts of harassment. Indeed, the interview data was replete with experiences of participants expertly derailing, disrupting, or holding to account the actions of harassers. Acts of resistance could function as a form of feminist pedagogy: teaching harassers (and, potentially even ourselves) that we are not willing to accept or tolerate harassment (see also Hyers 2007). 

Building on the earlier contributions of Fleetwood (2019) in relation to everyday self-defense, and Vera-Gray (2016) in relation to embodiment and street harassment, I have sought to demonstrate how resistance practices can be conceptualized through processes of sedimentation or erosion in the body. For some participants, the slow build-up of harassment and its impacts over time lead to a point of affective feminist snap. Drawing on Ahmed (2017), I have argued that such moments of affective intensity must be understood within longer, heavier histories of harassment. These heavy histories bear important implications for how we understand survivors’ resistance to GBV more broadly. Consider, for example, the positioning of survivors who use retaliatory violence as “mutual” perpetrators. Such a framing – one that is also mired in racist and colonial histories – may only become possible if we are unable to see what has come before the moment of resistance, both in terms of the trajectory of the individual survivor and the broader historical and structural apparatus they are situated within. Conversely, embodied knowledge of men’s harassment and capacities for violence, combined with the weight of normative gendered expectations and power inequalities, could slowly erode participants’ willingness to overtly resist over time. Such erosion generated affective orientations geared towards fear, resignation and wariness, though, again, this did not entirely determine participants situated capacity for action. This erosion can also be read as a carefully honed skill of self-protection and survival, drawing on Black et al. (2024), contesting the construction of such responses as passive. Further, many participants occupied positions of both feminist snap and erosion, with a willingness to engage in overt resistance often informed by a skilled contextual reading. Thus, rather than reading certain types of response as more or less agentic, both moments of snap and seemingly more passive responses could represent accomplished contextual choices. I suggest there is a need, therefore, to unsettle dualistic constructions of resistance/non-resistance, passive/active, structure/agency, and to instead configure our capacities for resistance and the form that resistance takes as a situated, emergent practice (Miller, 2002; Villalón 2010).

The empirical findings from this study present clear implications for theoretical accounts of gendered resistance and agency. Firstly, that participants could engage in acts of resistance – acts which often subverted the dominant gendered, heteronormative and raced orders of public space – lends weight to post-structuralist accounts of power as fluid and situated. As Butler (2011: 108) suggests, “the demand to resignify or repeat the very terms which constitute the ‘we’ cannot be summarily refused, but neither can they be followed in strict obedience.” Participants’ (non)resistance was not always-already determined by gendered (and other) power, but neither did participants entirely escape structural influences. Paying attention to the roles of affect and embodiment builds on post-structuralist accounts of gender and power by illustrating not just that resistance is possible in any given moment, but by showing how these situated moments of (non)resistance come into being. Utilizing the lens of feminist snap alongside feminist accounts of embodiment suggests that the body must be taken seriously and accounted for as an agentic force, though again this does not mean that embodied knowledge wholly determined resistance, nor that the body is situated entirely outside of structural forces. Rather, engaging in – and the meanings assigned to – resistance practices was, for most participants, highly context dependent, relational, and emergent, with these findings supporting calls for the development of dynamic and multifaceted accounts of agency discussed earlier (Emirbayer and Mische 1998; Miller 2002). 

Resistance practices were also shaped temporally, with past experiences collapsing into current and future (in)action. Emirbayer and Mische (1998, 963) conceptualize agency as “a temporally embedded process of social engagement” which is variably informed by past experiences and habitual practices, the current or immediate context, as well as being “oriented toward the future (as a capacity to imagine alternative possibilities)”. An orientation towards past experiences collided with the immediate context to shape how resistance unfolded according to participants’ individual trajectories and accumulated knowledge, and their entanglement within multiple structures of power. While previous work has considered the role of embodiment and past experiences as shaping habituated, pre-conscious action, by using the lens of feminist snap we can also understand embodied experience as generating moments of abrupt departure from our “usual” mode of being. In other cases, resistance was a future oriented act that sought to refuse interpellation into the dominant gender order and worked to disrupt the normalization of harassment, thus offering a path towards a reimagined future. I would add here that a “future” orientation also collapsed with the past, with participants’ prior exposure to feminist thought and/or seeing resistance in action fomenting a political awareness and vision for a transformed world. As Emirbayer and Mische (1998, 964) argue, agentic acts of resistance should be viewed “as composed of variable and changing orientations within the flow of time,” and findings from this study lend credence to the need to take temporalities into account, with our capacity to act (and the form that such action takes) shaped by multiple temporalities. There are undoubtedly myriad other factors that may shape emergent practices of resistance to both street harassment and the gendered (and other) power relations that drive it. The point here is not to offer an exhaustive account of everything that might underpin acts of resistance, but rather to point to the confluence of factors that co-constitute action and gendered subjectivities in any given situation – to offer an account of action that sits in the discomfort of ‘mess’ and entanglement.

In closing, there remains a question of how we harness these individual breaking points to generate collective action, and in doing so shifting the labor of resistance – though individual and collective scales of resistance and activism are intimately intertwined (Fleetwood, 2019). How can these snaps be transformed into what Basner et al (2018: 907) term “snaptivism,” to collectively move “towards doing things differently?” To return to Ahmed (2017, 189), “a feminist politics might insist on renaming actions as reactions; we need to show how her snap is not the starting point.” Thus, one crucial step may lie in reconfiguring our individual and collective understandings of resistance: to situate these practices in broader histories of harassment, and to acknowledge their starting point as residing within much heavier histories of violence and relations of power.
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