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PINK POWER
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DRESSED IN BRIGHT PINK, THE
GULABI GANG ARE CHALLENGING
MALE VIOLENCE IN INDIA
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PINK POWER

hen she was 16 years old,
Sampat Pal Devi saw a
neighbour brutally beating
his wife in her village in
northern India. She pleaded
with the man to stop, and
when he refused, she
returned the next day with five other women,
all armed with bamboo sticks, to retaliate.
Married off at the age of 12 herself, Devi
was all too aware of the country’s male violence
epidemic – one in three women in India is
a victim of domestic abuse. So in 2006, after
numerous pleas from victims for her help, Devi
formally gathered a group of local women to
fight back. Their uniform? Head-to-toe vivid pink,
to symbolise underestimated female strength.
Now known as the Gulabi Gang (gulabi is
Hindi for pink), Devi’s underground army has an
estimated 400,000 members. Spread across
155 miles of rural India, they confront
accused perpetrators of rape and abuse
that police officials too often overlook,
sometimes using aggression to tackle
the problem head-on. The group has
been the subject of two films and
several books, and gender historian
Dominique Grisard puts their notoriety
down, in large part, to the colour they’re
synonymous with. “Their pink saris
undeniably help to garner attention.
Without them, I don’t think they’d have
the same reach,” she tells Stylist.
The Gulabi Gang are not the only
women to have taken up the mantle of
pink in a display of feminist fury. Most
recently, we saw senator Elizabeth
Warren deliver a seething speech in
response to the overturning of Roe
v Wade in the US, in a fuchsia blazer.
“Once associated with a chauvinistic history of
thinking about women as sex objects and body
parts, pink has been reclaimed by feminists like
Elizabeth Warren,” says Dr Valerie Steele, author
of Pink: The History Of A Punk, Pretty, Powerful
Color. “In the face of politicians trying to control
women’s reproductive power, it’s about saying:
this colour belongs to us, not you.”
Historian Dr Kate Strasdin traces pink’s

W

generation of women to turn pink into their
to pink are more open about their beliefs, less
political armour. The battle, this time, was over
accepting of the status quo, and more willing
incoming US president Donald Trump and his
to challenge things, which explains why pink is
infamous words: “Grab ’em by the pussy”.
so often linked to activists,” says Terrelonge.
Horrified by Trump’s casual confession of sexual
And it isn’t just feminist campaigns that have
harassment, in January 2017 an estimated
drawn on the colour. “There have been various
4.5 million people attended
attempts to stigmatise
Women’s Marches across
particular groups
the US in the country’s
using pink, but
largest single day of protest
that’s what has
ever. Seen from the news
made the colour so
helicopters above it was
radical,” says Kassia
a sea of subversive pink.
St Clair, author of
“The pussyhats drew
The Secret Lives
on pink’s history of
of Colour. From the
denigration and ridicule,
inverted pink triangle
using its association with
that’s come to
women’s private parts to
symbolise LGBTQ+
protest against Trump’s
liberation (reclaimed
words,” says Grisard.
from harrowing
ELIZABETH WARREN WORE A
FUCHSIA BLAZER TO PROTEST THE
origins: Nazis used
OVERTURNING OF ROE V WADE
the triangle to brand
men they deemed gay
or overtly feminine)
to the bright pink boat branded with
‘Tell The Truth’ by Extinction Rebellion
in 2019, pink has a track record of
being the colour of revolution.
The secret to creating a politically
powerful pink, it turns out, is its polar
opposite: blue. According to author
of The Colour Bible, Laura Perryman,
the vivid fuchsia most commonly
claimed by activists has strong bluish
undertones to create an intriguing-yetjarring appeal. “A warmer pink might be
easier to look at,” she says, “but cool
SWATHES OF THE CROWD WORE
pinks make the biggest statement.”
PINK ‘PUSSYHATS’ AT THE GLOBAL
WOMEN’S MARCHES IN 2017
Think Hillary Clinton’s 1994 pale
pink skirt suit, worn to her first press
“Although the project received some criticism
conference as the First Lady, compared with the
– because a) not all women have vaginas and
bold magenta pantsuits she donned during her
b) not all vaginas are pink – it brought women
own presidential campaign. Or the bright fuchsia
together to demonstrate unity and garner media
lectern Emma Watson stood behind to deliver
attention.” It’s not just publicity that comes with
her landmark speech for the UN’s HeForShe
the kind of sartorial pack-mentality that pink
campaign in 2014 – a collaboration with
saris and pussyhats spark. “As humans, we
Pantone to symbolise the modern fight for
love to use visual cues,” explains fashion
gender equality. Even the colour of the season,
psychologist Dr Dion Terrelonge. “Strength in
Valentino Pink PP, came with a strong political
stance – a show of solidarity for Ukraine.
Pink’s attention-grabbing quality, Grisard
says, is also the secret behind its political
takeover. “Pink is captivating – because we
live in an attention economy, it’s a good way to
grab people,” she says. “Plus, the overt use of
femininity threatens the status quo.” Terrelonge
agrees that its impact is best felt when it’s used
numbers is empowering, so when you can look
to flip the script. “It’s a symbol of liberal power; of
around and instantly spot people who share
moving forward,” she says. “Historically, it’s been
your beliefs based on what they’re wearing,
used to reduce people to a single stereotype.
you’re more likely to feel supported and able
Now, society is breaking free of that.”
to speak up for what you believe in.”
Reflecting on pink’s powerful legacy
As for why so many campaign groups
is enough to re-energise us for the many
choose to protest with pink: a 2014 study found
struggles ahead, from the battle to protect our
that people who scored highly in agreeableness
reproductive choices to the fight to secure
are less likely to favour the colour pink, while
the rights of trans women. A reminder
those who scored highly in openness are more
that feminists don’t just wear pink – we
likely to. “It suggests that people who are drawn
march, shout and fight in it.

radical power back to one woman: Elsa
Schiaparelli, the Italian-born designer who
debuted a brash shade of ‘shocking pink’ in her
1937 collection, kickstarting a statement-making
legacy. “From that point on, bright pink became
politicised,” she says. “It was designed to be
visible – to command attention – and it was a
reaction to the interwar period when polarising,
patriarchal global politics was centre stage.”
Cut to 80 years later, and a hauntingly
familiar set of circumstances drove a new
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“OVERT FEMININITY THREATENS
THE STATUS QUO. PINK IS A
SYMBOL OF LIBERAL POWER”

