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For my wonderful mum, for being there every single step of the way.




THE LIST


‘I have so many stories. Too many to list… There’s too many stories to even remember, let alone tell.’

Everyday Sexism Project entryI



My list, like most, starts before I’m even conscious of it. It starts with the ugly, heavy piece of gold jewellery my mum finds on the passenger seat of the car as she and my dad leave my grandparents’ house after visiting to introduce them to my new baby brother. The gift is there because, after two daughters, she’s finally had a son. I am five years old and have no idea I’ve already been weighed, valued and found wanting.

At primary school, I’m baffled by ‘jokes’ about women with small feet who can fit closer to the kitchen sink, kids who think ‘make me a sandwich’ is an effective insult, and the total playground segregation between footballing boys and skipping girls. Before the age of eight, I’m pressured into ‘selecting’ which boy I will marry (I panic and offer my cousin’s name). Before the age of nine, my best friend runs straight into a wall and loses half her front tooth, so desperate is she to get away from the pursuing boys in a game of kiss chase. On school coach trips, kids pass around papers with numbers corresponding to sexual acts and the names of boys in our year group. You have to pick two numbers and withstand the screams of mirth and mockery about what you’ve ‘done’ with whom. When my dad later finds the paper crumpled in my school bag, I dissolve in horror and hot shame. I want to say that I don’t know what it is and I didn’t want to do it, but I can’t.

When I am thirteen, I come out of the changing rooms for a swimming lesson and listen to the boys rating the girls’ bodies out of ten. I feel furious, terrified, ashamed and humiliated. None of the girls say a word. I learn that, among my peer group, a girl’s value is measured by how many boys find her attractive and want to have sex with her. I hear boys in my class describing girls as ‘slags’ and ‘thunder thighs’. Male peers mock me for my indignation when they pass around a ‘magic’ pen with a picture of a woman that can be tipped upside down to slowly remove her clothes. The games at the back of the bus now involve spin the bottle and ‘chicken’ – where a boy runs his hand up the inside of your leg towards your crotch until you are ‘cowardly’ enough to stop him.

As I begin to move through the world, the lessons accumulate. Not just the lessons I learn at school, but outside, too. By the age of fourteen, I have been followed, whistled at, shouted at, catcalled and propositioned more times than I can count. I have learned to flinch when a man I don’t know comes towards me in the street. I have learned to cross the street if I see a group of men together on the pavement. I never feel completely safe in a public space, but I am not really conscious of this and I cannot put my finger on the exact moment it began. It is just my reality.

I read endless magazine features about flaws I didn’t even realise I had and all the many things I should be doing to fix them. I skim a copy of a women’s weekly that carries a ‘circle of shame’ on the front cover, highlighting the publication’s disgust at a female celebrity’s cellulite or stomach rolls. In my early teens, I start secretly buying SlimFast milkshakes and hiding them in my school desk. I suck in my stomach every moment of every day. My body shape is average, but my emotional relationship with it becomes fraught and torturous. No matter what else is happening in my life – exams, friendships, music lessons, school plays – I am rarely not worrying about whether I look fat. Locked in my bedroom at night, I faithfully follow a ‘holiday body bootcamp’ exercise regime ripped out of a magazine, repeating it over and over again. Before going on holiday, I stop eating almost altogether. I ration myself to a handful of cereal for breakfast and one for lunch. When we go out for a meal on the first night away, my body is so unused to rich food that I spend the rest of the night vomiting in the bathroom, trying to keep quiet so my family won’t notice what is happening.

At school, we have one session just for the girls where a policeman tells the girls to shout ‘fire’ instead of ‘rape’ if they are attacked. People are more likely to respond, apparently. I think the boys are playing football at the time. No lesson at school ever covers anything related to sexual consent or healthy relationships, let alone rape, coercion or abuse. So, when a boy does something to me that I don’t want to happen, I don’t know how to say no, how to stop him, how to do anything but freeze. I sit on the toilet afterwards and look at the blood and I never, ever tell anybody what happened.

In my mid-teens, when I wear a close-fitting top with a caption on the front, a male teacher stops me in the corridor, holds my shoulders and slowly, leerily reads each word aloud. When I confide to another teacher that we need the costume department to purchase slips because the white dresses we’ve been provided to wear in a theatre production are see-through, he grins and tells me (in front of my mostly male classmates), ‘But we like to see your underwear.’ Another male teacher sits on the edge of a girl’s desk in an English class, pouts and asks her, ‘Do you think I’m sexy?’

At fifteen, I receive inappropriate emails from a senior male colleague at my part-time holiday job; I am called into a manager’s office to be reprimanded for causing this, having worn a short skirt. Around this time, men in the street start telling me to smile or cheer up because it ‘might never happen’. It doesn’t seem to occur to them that maybe I’m no longer smiling in public spaces because it already has.

At the end of each year, there is a Christmas party in our school houses during which girls compete at licking cream off upright bananas while long lists of gossip about various dalliances and activities with different boys are read out with great hilarity. When I’m in the sixth form, a new teacher, recently arrived, asks me if it has occurred to me that the entire occasion reduces girls entirely to their sexual experiences, positioning them only in terms of their relationship to their male peers. I look at her blankly. It has not occurred to me that any other approach is possible. When we arrive at the school Christmas dinner, the boys already assembled start barking uproariously and singing ‘Who Let the Dogs Out’ at the top of their voices.

At university, I am lined up and ranked by appearance at a social; the boys ask if they can pick which of the girls they want to escort in to dinner based on the value of the bottle of wine they have brought with them. There is a professor at my college who wears a black armband every year to mourn the day women were admitted to the college. My boyfriend goes to the end-of-year football dinner and comes back with a trophy: the ‘under the thumb’ award for the player who is considered too ‘whipped’ by his girlfriend.

By the time I leave university, aged twenty, I have been sexually assaulted, pressured to perform topless in a theatre production (I stand my ground, but the experience leaves me in tears) and cornered in the street by two men shouting, ‘We’re going to part those legs and fuck that cunt.’

A member of my family expresses dismay that my brother has chosen to study languages at university, apparently an inappropriate and unimpressive subject. When I protest that I studied English, the relative laughs. ‘It doesn’t matter what you studied. You’re a girl.’

Arriving at auditions in a fledgling acting career, I am, on one occasion, told to take my top off; on another, I am directed into a darkened room with another girl and asked to make louder and louder orgasm noises until the casting director is satisfied. I audition for an advert in which a man sits on a porch drinking beer while a girl suggestively pops out from under the blanket draped across his lap, suggesting she has been giving him oral sex. At another audition, I’m paired with a young actor for a scene in which a group of men are so desperate to escape their nagging, diet-obsessed wives at a fancy spa that they use their dinner cutlery to tunnel to freedom (and, of course, a cool beer). When I say that the script is kind of sexist, my audition partner tetchily tells me that it’s actually very true to life: it reflects the dynamic of every couple he knows.

I move to London where I am followed home by a man refusing to take no for an answer; I find my breasts loudly rated and comments made about my vagina by strangers in the street; I sit terrified in a Tube carriage as a mob of boys on the platform run after my train, banging on the window as it pulls away and shouting at me. Two men sit near me and publicly masturbate under their coats, one in a shopping centre and another on a bus, their eyes drilling into mine as though daring me to do anything about it. I am sexually assaulted again, this time on a public bus. I say what is happening out loud, but nobody does anything to help me.

I have my body parts appraised in the street too many times to list. Once, a man turns to his friend as I pass them on a darkened street and says, ‘I’d hold a knife to that.’ Another day, as I walk down a quiet road, a group of men in a van drive past. Slowing down and opening the sliding door, they mime dragging me in. I run away, not knowing whether or not they are ‘joking’. I’m left shaking, but also feeling ashamed at my reaction because, after all, ‘nothing really happened’.

All these things are connected. They all happen because I am a girl. Later, because I am a woman. And most of them seem completely normal to me. It will be more than twenty years after those first early experiences that I will start the Everyday Sexism Project and begin to join the dots.

If this list sounds shocking, it isn’t. It is ordinary.

This is an incomplete list. Some of it I’ve talked about before; some I haven’t. That’s okay. I’m not ready to share it all. And I don’t have to be. You don’t have to share yours either, if you don’t want to. But it can help to allow yourself to see it.

Because, if you are a woman, you are likely to have a list like this, too. It might look very different to mine. It may well be intermingled with experiences of racism, homophobia, ageism, classism, ableism, transphobia, Islamophobia, anti-Semitism or other forms of prejudice. You may be very aware of it or you may never have thought about it before. This doesn’t mean it isn’t real or that it hasn’t affected you. Just thinking about it might come as a shock. This might sound strange, given that you have lived it, but we are taught to suppress, to accept, to swallow, to absorb and to carry so much that it can take time and sometimes painful effort to remember.

At first, there are the obvious incidents, the ones that spring quickly to mind. The ones that stand out. But, the more you think about it, the more you are likely to recall and to question. The smaller things. The ones that really stung, but you convinced yourself you were being over-sensitive about. The ones other people told you not to make a fuss over, not to take the wrong way. The ones other people told you not to make a fuss about, not to take the wrong way. The tiny ones. The ones you know were not intended with malice. The ones you didn’t trust yourself to judge. Did I imagine it? Am I making a fuss about nothing? Surely that didn’t really happen? There will be items on your list that you have buried for years. Things you doubt. It can be painful to allow them to resurface. You will hear other people’s voices, dismissing, minimising, even as you start to remember. Was it my fault? Did I do something to deserve it? Was I leading him on?

You will ask yourself these questions because they have been asked of you your whole life. Were you asking for it? Are you exaggerating? Are you sure? Do you really want to make a fuss about this?

When you experience something your whole life, it can be hard to allow yourself to see it, let alone to recognise it as something out of the ordinary. Something wrong. It’s even harder when you’ve been trained, nudged or, in some cases, forced to dismiss these incidents, instead of acknowledging, discussing or reporting them, and when other people have reacted to them as though they are normal. Or funny. Or your fault. Shame and silencing can be very difficult to unpick.

In early 2012, by coincidence, I experienced a number of such incidents in just one week. I was shouted at in the street. I was followed by a man sexually harassing me. Another man touched me inappropriately on the bus. On each occasion, I responded as I had been conditioned to: I tried to ignore it. I felt the prickly heat of shame and anger crawling up my neck; I felt my heart rate speed up with the familiar fear; I looked straight ahead, got off the bus and walked home. I didn’t tell anyone. I never dreamed of reporting anything. But, for the first time ever, I joined the dots. I recognised that these incidents were connected. I realised that, if they hadn’t occurred so close together, I might never have thought twice about any one of them. I realised they were common.

This prompted me to think about my list and about how many similar experiences I’d had over the years – at university, in part-time jobs, at school, in public spaces. For the first time ever, I questioned the ways in which my life had been shaped by fear, abuse, harassment, discrimination – all purely based on my sex. And I wondered if I was the only one. So I started asking other women about their lists. A friend had been harassed moments before I asked her the question. Another said that she missed out on business deals on a weekly basis because her male colleagues entertained clients at strip clubs without inviting her. A third said that her ticket at a work function was repeatedly checked by a security guard who asked her what she was doing there and used the opportunity to leer at her, though her white colleagues had been admitted without incident. The racism she had experienced was inextricably intertwined with the gendered elements of her list.

When I asked women about their lists, they were usually surprised. Nobody had ever asked before. Very often they said, ‘I’ve never told anyone.’ When I asked why, the response was almost universal: ‘Because it’s normal.’

I didn’t think it should be normal any more. And I didn’t think we should be keeping quiet about it, even if we’d been taught to do so our whole lives. So, a month or two later, I started the Everyday Sexism Project – a very simple website where people could share their stories. Stories of any kind of gender inequality. Sexist jokes. Street harassment. Workplace discrimination. Sexual assault. I hoped that maybe fifty people would share their stories. Instead, at the time of writing, over 200,000 posts have flooded in, from all over the world.

At first, the stories all seemed so different. The woman whose boss sexually harassed her so appallingly that she left her position without another job to go to. The sex worker who met ridicule when she attempted to report her rape to the police. The black woman whose preparations to give the keynote presentation at a conference were repeatedly interrupted by other attendees asking her to bring them refreshments or show them to the bathroom, assuming that she was a member of catering staff. The disabled woman who was told to do a pole dance around her walking stick in a public space. The child who didn’t fully understand the men shouting at her in her uniform on her way to school because what they said was so sexually explicit. The young woman who tried to ignore two men catcalling her from their car, only to find they screeched to a halt and tried to drag her in. The junior doctor assaulted from behind by a senior male colleague when she asked for his help interpreting an X-ray. The twelve- and sixteen-year-old sisters trying to picnic in a public park when a man came and exposed himself to them. The young Muslim woman who was accused of besmirching family ‘honour’ when she dared to speak out against abuse. The girls at a private Catholic school who were forced to sit through a presentation about ‘wicked’ women murdering babies when choosing to have abortions. The student told by her university professor, ‘You look prettier when you shut up.’

As the stories poured in, it became clear that there were enormous overlaps between the different forms of oppression seen in so many of the testimonies. (The term ‘intersectionality’, which describes this overlap and interaction, was coined by lawyer, scholar and advocate Professor Kimberlé Crenshaw.) Institutional racism. People with disabilities systemically failed. Heteronormative societal foundations. Class barriers. Fatphobia. Prejudice on the grounds of religion, gender identity, mental health, immigration status. Or, as the late author, professor and activist bell hooks described it, the ‘white supremacist, capitalist patriarchy’ – a term she uses to describe ‘the interlocking systems of domination that define our reality… a shortcut way of saying all of these things actually are functioning simultaneously at all times in our lives’.

The black woman who declined a man’s unwanted sexual advances only to have him call her the ‘n word’ and order her to ‘get out of his country’. The trans woman who found that catcalling and street harassment escalated to physical abuse the moment the perpetrators realised she was transgender. The Filipino woman who was told by a man, ‘You’re cute, but I’m just not into chinky girls.’ The school dress codes that clamp down unfairly and disproportionately on everything from colourful hijabs to black girls’ hairstyles. The Muslim women bombarded with misogynistic and Islamophobic abuse on dating apps from men telling them things like, ‘I want to unravel your burka and defuse you.’ The disabled women who described being aggressively accosted by men demanding medical details and asking inappropriate questions about their sex lives. One was told she should be grateful for sexual harassment because ‘at least an able-bodied man was interested in you’. The lesbians weary of the fact that, ‘if you tell an obnoxious guy you like girls, they don’t take it as a rejection, they take it as a chance for a threesome’ and say things like, ‘It’s okay, baby, I can just watch.’ Indeed, one woman recalled telling a man at a party that she was a lesbian, to which he responded by taking out his penis and saying, ‘Just hold it.’ When she recounted this to a friend, they didn’t believe her.

These stories reveal how intertwined and cumulative experiences of prejudice are.


I choose to wear loose dresses and a scarf on my head and am pretty much completely covered except for my hands and face. I choose this way of dressing for myself (though most of my friends are not Muslim, so they don’t cover) because I feel that it expresses my values and who I am and I love to be able to proudly say, ‘Yes, this is my religion!’ A little while ago, I was walking down the street to uni and a big guy stepped in front of me. I was a bit confused and couldn’t hear what he was saying, so I took out my headphones… I heard him asking me, ‘Do you speak English?’ I answered ‘yes’, thinking that maybe he needed help or directions or was asking for money, but, the second the word came out of my mouth, he got in my face and started shouting at me. ‘You speak English and you are dressed that way?! What do you think you are doing?! I’ll tell you: you’re a stupid cunt, that’s what you are. Just a stupid bitch!’



I read all the stories as they came in, poring over them late at night, approving them for publication myself after a surge of abusive messages, rape and death threats had forced me to switch to a pre-moderated system for project entries. It struck me that there was a connection between the stories of sexism, harassment and assault and the attitudes of the men threatening to shut the project down by raping me into submission. They didn’t even see the irony. ‘Let me demonstrate to you that sexism doesn’t exist with my violent sexist abuse.’ The misogyny of the men telling me they hoped I died or those theorising about how spectacularly ugly I must be in order to run such a project or those threatening to find me and force pieces of furniture and weaponry into my body. They were part of it. They were proof of exactly the kind of widespread, normalised misogyny I was trying to expose. And you couldn’t separate one from the other.

Both could only arise from a society in which the sexual objectification, harassment and oppression of women were commonplace and in which the superiority, privilege and entitlement of usually white, heterosexual, non-disabled men went unchallenged. We’d all been thinking of these stories as individual problems – our own personal, coincidental lists. But they weren’t. They were connected. And that meant that the problem wasn’t with us; it was with the system.

Since I started the project a decade ago, I have heard so many other women’s lists. Hastily sketched out on the bus. Laughed at in pub toilets. Cried over in private. Written in project entries thousands of words long. Whispered at the end of book events by teenage girls who waited for everyone else to disappear before finding the courage to come forward, to share this load, this list longer than anyone should ever have to carry, let alone a girl who is just fourteen years old. Everybody’s list is different.

But, no matter what the background or life experience of the woman, I’ve noticed all the lists have a lot in common. In the delivery, the doubt, the almost apologies. In the ‘I know how lucky I am’ and the ‘it could have been worse




















	I. Unless stated otherwise, all the stories quoted in this book are drawn from the Everyday Sexism Project.
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