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      To all those who call themselves feminists – whether they say it out loud or not.
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            Amy Annette, Martha Mosse and Alice Stride
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      Some people might argue that we have reached Peak Feminism. That feminism has jumped the shark. That they are fatigued by feminism. They don’t want to hear about it any more. ‘How can we need more of it? It’s already bloody everywhere – we’ve done it now, right? It’s always on Twitter. Like, ALWAYS. I just want to eat my sausage rolls and watch House of Cards in peace.’

      We know that being a feminist can feel exhausting, like trying to climb a mountain dragging a suitcase made of lead whilst wearing flip-flops. We all know that life was – perhaps – a little simpler before we became feminists. Ignorance is bliss, and dancing on bars IS fun – as Emer O’Toole reflected in her Guardian article ‘Ten things feminism has ruined for me’.

      But we also know right down to the marrow in our bones that we need feminism. It is as necessary as oxygen. It is as essential as water and we gasp for it in the same way when confronted with sexism. It might be the grotesque out-and-out sexism that feels shockingly like a previously unseen football to the side of your head landing with a thwock, ‘THIS IS CLEARLY SEXISM!’ Or it might be the imperceptible sexism; the less obvious, less naked kind. The kind that you know is there humming in the background like a fly that will not be swatted. Thus we need feminism.

      We need feminism because girls are shot in the head for going to school. We need feminism because women are burned alive for refusing to submit to grotesque male desires. We need feminism because women are under-represented in every sphere of life except being wives and mothers. We need feminism because one in five women in the UK experiences sexual violence and is usually blamed and shamed for it. We need feminism because we are taxed for our bodily functions. We need feminism because women’s bodies remain politicised, scrutinised, fetishised. There are countless more reasons why we need feminism, infinitely more reasons; and this in itself is another reason that we need feminism.

      We know that many young women and men need feminism too. We need to feel included, engaged and inspired to fight for an equal society and an equal world. This is an exciting time to be a young feminist. The world pulses with feminism – a feminist fairground, all bright lights and toffee apples. It seems cool, vibrant, sexy to be a feminist. We have access to ideas and resources and thoughts and articles that feminists in the seventies could only dream about and we have a mind-boggling, accessible platform to shout about it from – the internet. We have allies the world over, and feminism is no longer seen only as a ‘women’s issue’.

      So, when Lisa Appignanesi, Lennie Goodings, Rachel Holmes and Susie Orbach invited us to help create a book, we said ‘YES.’ The time felt right, and we knew there was an appetite for a book like this, due to the success of their 2013 book Fifty Shades of Feminism, to which Alice contributed with her essay ‘Saving the Bush’. (Her sister has finally forgiven her for writing publicly about her pubic hair.) But this time, the contributors would all be under the age of thirty. We wanted to champion the young feminist. We wanted to know what this generation has to say: the generation whose only unifier might be that each person has an identity as unique as our Twitter handles.

      This book would not be for any certain ‘type’ of young feminist. It had to be all-inclusive – like the crap holiday you went on when you were eighteen with your friends from school, from which you came back with rum and cola for blood and a new-found talent for ‘tactical vomiting’. Our wonderful contributors, these extraordinary women – some of them still teenagers! – are dazzling. They all possess distinct and exciting voices and backgrounds and sensibilities: a smorgasbord of fantastic young women and their superb ideas. We’ve covered all sorts of interesting stuff, and it has come from a brilliant array of perspectives. The hijab! Feminist scientists! Feminism and religion! Fat feminism! Language and sexism! Sex! The self! Suffragettes! 

      We knew immediately what we wanted this book to BE like. Choosing a name proved much more difficult. If this book were a human, it would have been known as ‘The Baby’ for the first six months of its life. So why did we title this book I Call Myself a Feminist? Because this book is for everyone everywhere – a statement of intent. ‘I call myself a feminist’ is an active, personal and powerful phrase. It is a statement of a way of thinking that we have chosen to become part of us – a part of the many quirks and intrigue that make us ourselves. We are not born a feminist; we become one. This sense of ownership is important: the term ‘feminist’ remains under siege, cast aside for being too inclusive and broad, and there are many who refuse to identify with it. We are challenging this with I Call Myself a Feminist.

      We hope that there is something in here for everyone who reads this book. We hope that there is at least one essay that makes your stomach churn and your heart beat faster in recognition. We hope that you’ll want to thrust it in front of your friends and family and bellow: ‘THIS! This is exactly what I have been trying to say! I get this!’ 

      We felt rallied together by this experience, the experience of making a book – together as editors, and with all of our splendid contributors – and we are all united by feminism. We know that young feminists are out there in droves. We ARE you. This one’s for you. This one’s for us.

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      [We] need to reclaim the word ‘feminism’. We need the word ‘feminism’ back real bad. When statistics come in saying that only 29 per cent of American women would describe themselves as feminist – and only 42 per cent of British women – I used to think, What do you think feminism IS, ladies? What part of ‘liberation for women’ is not for you? Is it freedom to vote? The right not to be owned by the man you marry? The campaign for equal pay? ‘Vogue’ by Madonna? Jeans? Did all that good shit GET ON YOUR NERVES? Or were you just DRUNK AT THE TIME OF THE SURVEY?

       

      Caitlin Moran, How to Be a Woman

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      My coach said I ran like a girl, and I said if he ran a little faster he could too.

       

      
         

        Mia Hamm 

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      Whatever you choose, however many roads you travel, I hope that you choose not to be a lady. I hope you will find some way to break the rules and make a little trouble out there. And I also hope that you will choose to make some of that trouble on behalf of women.

       

      Nora Ephron 

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              GOOD FOR A GIRL ISN’T GOOD ENOUGH
            

          

          
            Hajar Wright
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      I’m going to write this like a man. I could agonise over making it perfect, worrying about how to justify myself to every reader, or I could simply put across my opinion and write it to a standard that’s good enough.

      Even now, in the twenty-first century, working like a man has positive connotations. Competent, rational, confident, to the point. Like a woman? Although advertising campaigns might seek to redefine the term, it’s still used as an insult. Writing like a woman? Long-winded, emotional, unsound.

      I envy men who possess the self-assuredness and authority that mean they’re surprised when they’re unable to perform tasks or solve problems. The men for whom ‘Let me take a look at that for you, darling’ soon becomes ‘a design flaw’. It’s not usually down to sexism, but rather an innate sense of competence they’re equipped with thanks to thousands of years of role models, problem solvers and experts.

      Raised as a rare breed of white British, half-Iranian, practising Sunni Muslim, I grew up believing a man’s opinion was more valuable than a woman’s; that a man could make decisions and answer to God on my behalf. While I spent much of my early twenties trying to understand and overcome the religious obstacles of my upbringing, it has only been in the last five years that I have started to bring my own inner misogynist to task. The fluffy, clumsy, irresponsible child within who’s happy with the validation that comes from being either a good girl or ‘good for a girl’. This girly girl – let’s call her Bob – believes in the limitations of the female brain. She’s the reason I might add a smiley face to soften the blow of a serious email, or doubt my own abilities, opinions and decisions. Bob can go fuck herself.

      Damaging comparisons between boys and girls start young and school is where we cement the idea that there are fields we simply don’t expect girls to excel in. A well-intentioned maths teacher was one of the first to make me aware that I was ‘good for a girl’, coming third in my Year 9 exams. Just knowing that I wasn’t expected to be as good as the boys made being ‘good for a girl’ good enough. I knew I could attribute any failings to my gender rather than to not enough hard work.

      When my six-year-old niece happily donned a sheriff’s hat for the school’s ‘Wear a Hat Day’, several parents at the event commented on how it was an unusual choice for a girl. However harmless the odd remark might seem, over time such responses to a girl’s choices and interests could easily weaken her resolve to lead the life she chooses and might discourage her from pursuing her passions. Teachers and parents have the power to eradicate language that is detrimental to girls and young women. It was a feminist teacher who first challenged my belief in the superiority and advanced wisdom of men, after I suggested that she ask one of the boys in the class to help her fix the television. Another feminist teacher talked in depth to us about victim-blaming and rape culture. By the time I left school these strong women had helped me make the first small steps towards questioning my beliefs and inner misogyny.

      ‘Good for a girl’ is so often offered as a compliment, yet it is in fact a free pass to failure and mediocrity. Good for a girl gets us the validation we’re told to seek, so why try harder? If one doesn’t succeed in matching the men, there’s always beauty, marriage and kids. Call it competitiveness or bravado, or perhaps societal pressure, but for men, ineptitude is rarely linked to gender. They might well get ‘sensitive for a boy’ or ‘good at knitting for a boy’, but these perceived limitations don’t impact the global landscape in the same way. Being ‘good for a boy’ at sewing hasn’t prevented men from becoming world leaders or CEOs in the same way being ‘good for a girl’ at economics has affected women’s access to these positions. Studies have demonstrated that women perform worse when they are told that expectations are low. At school, the idea that we’re ‘good for girls’ is injurious to both our success and our self-esteem, and if unchallenged, it continues into and negatively impacts our careers.

      In the workplace, feminism is armour. Several years ago, before starting an assignment for a client, I mentally prepared myself to go into the role working like a man. I made it very clear that I was a feminist from the beginning, and it took a lot of determination not to cave in to Bob when I battled my desire to please and be approved of for making cups of tea. In meetings I tried to cut to the chase and be assertive when I felt time was being wasted. I would make no bones about calling a man out when he was mansplaining. Although I believed in this new persona, my feminist intuition wasn’t always strong and feminism was the rational angel on my shoulder asking me ‘Is this fair?’ or ‘Would you do this if you were a man?’ – and occasionally punching Bob. 

      These feminist beliefs gave me the confidence to respond ‘Yes, boy’ to a colleague who insisted on calling me ‘girl’ at every meeting. My principles forced me back to my seat when I rose to make colleagues tea just so that they might like me. It wasn’t about the beverages but about ensuring I wasn’t perceived as servile. Feminism reminds me that I don’t need to make an open display of maternal characteristics just to make my personality more acceptable.

      The words ‘I don’t make coffee’, at a Women in Investment Banking event, have most shaped how I try to view myself professionally. When asked how she would react to fellow professionals asking her to get refreshments, a senior VP said she would firmly state ‘I don’t make coffee.’ Resounding in my head with her American twang, this is still such a powerful phrase and represents how women could position themselves in the workplace. We are not powerless before men. We do not have to do as we’re told. We can be shamelessly strong and refuse to make the coffee. In order to recognise external barriers, we must first understand those we put up ourselves and challenge our own misogyny. We must challenge the accepted traditions and undermining comments that we don’t always stand up to for fear of seeming troublesome or unlikeable; the additional unpaid hours of the office homemaker – the woman who waters the plants, books meeting rooms, makes the tea, smiles and laughs at everyday sexism for fear she might be seen as uptight or unfriendly. We can only go so far with global human rights and equality issues while we still see ourselves – no matter how subtly – as inferior to men. The lack of women in boardrooms isn’t a more pressing issue than violence against women, but we cannot tackle one successfully if we do not stand against the injustice of the other.

      I believe that it is in our professional lives that we can make the biggest steps for both men and women. We may never truly overcome the demons of our upbringings or the gender inequalities we face outside the office, but in industry we can legislate for change, and support women in their successes. We can craft an ideal to aspire to that could filter out into other aspects of our lives.

      Working like a man is not just about external perception. In my work as a copywriter, it helps me to silence my inner critic. I remind myself to be less afraid of people’s opinions, to send assertive emails that don’t sugar-coat difficult conversations, and to work quicker instead of trying to make every last word perfect. In writing this piece, though – which involved an all-nighter at three words a minute and three Hobnobs an hour – I was struck with a severe lack of confidence. I was writing what I believed in, but the question that surfaced above all others was ‘Why does your voice matter?’ I felt that what I was writing couldn’t possibly make sense and so I sent the unfinished draft to my editors, hoping they’d get my point. I was relieved at the praise it received but I knew that my doubt hadn’t been the false modesty or insecurity of a writer – it was my inner critic doubting the validity of my opinions. I know that silencing my inner misogynist will take time. It’s not a lightning bolt that will change the world in an instant but a daily top-down habit that starts in the mind and that I hope will become instinct. My voice might not always sound as strong or as cogent as I’d like on the first attempt, but I know that the more I speak, the quieter Bob will get.

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      From a shy, somewhat melancholy girl I became, before I was nineteen, a self-confident woman who could hold crowds of thousands… All I wanted was a piece of chalk and a ‘lorry’ [low, flat wagon] because I was too small to speak off a soap box and all by myself I could rouse any district…

      Sometimes, my meetings began in a very rowdy fashion; mobs of boys and men would gather round the box or chair on which I was mounted and pelt me well with eggs and tomatoes or over-ripe oranges, but I generally met them with good enough humo[u]r to win their silence and I would end up by having an enthusiastic hearing. I am and always was incapable of thinking out a joke beforehand, but sometimes I saw, quite spontaneously, the humorous side of things, which was very helpful with an obstreperous crowd. Once, I remember in Bradford, I had a particularly tiresome narkish interjector, who eyed me sourly, from under a lamp post, and kept up a running fire of disparaging interjections; at last he said: ‘If you were my wife I’d give you a dose of poison’. No need of that, my friend,’ I replied cheerfully, ‘If I were your wife I’d take it’. The audience yelled with delight and my tormentor left the meeting early.

       

      Adela Pankhurst 

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      If you don’t understand, ask questions. If you’re uncomfortable about asking questions, say you are uncomfortable about asking questions and then ask anyway. It’s easy to tell when a question is coming from a good place. Then listen some more. Sometimes people just want to feel heard. Here’s to possibilities of friendship and connection and understanding.

       

      Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, Americanah

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              HOW COULD I NOT BE?
            

          

          
            Laura Pankhurst

          

        

      

      
        
          [image: How could I not be?]
        
      

      My great-grandmother, Sylvia Pankhurst, was the same age as I am now when she, her mother Emmeline and her sister Christabel formed the Women’s Social and Political Union. The WSPU, nicknamed the Suffragettes, began in Manchester over a century ago – a tiny group of women made up of the Pankhursts and a few of their friends. But what they became, and the story of their struggle before women were finally allowed to vote on equal terms with men, in 1928, is now taught in schools up and down the country.

      I’m often asked what impact my surname has on my life. I like to think that I would be engaged in socio-political issues whatever surname I was born with, but there is no doubt my name has far-reaching effects on me. There are photographs of me as a baby with my mum, Helen Pankhurst, in front of the statue of Emmeline outside the Houses of Parliament; of a five-year-old me with my mum in front of a ‘Votes for Women’ banner; and of my mum and me at a panoply of women’s rights events ever since. These photos and markers of my childhood are snapshots of the wider context of women’s rights-related activism that I have been lucky enough to be involved in.

      For the last few years I have been leading CARE International’s Walk In Her Shoes Campaign on International Women’s Day together with my mum and the ‘Olympic Suffragettes’ – a group of fantastic women involved in the 2012 Olympics opening ceremony who have since been campaigning on a variety of issues. The aim of Walk In Her Shoes is to honour the past, celebrate achievements and to unite in solidarity with on-going women’s rights concerns, and in particular to highlight the fact that in many parts of the world women still face unacceptable poverty, inequality and injustice. The walk is a wonderful way to make sure that the single day of celebrations is linked to fundraising and personal commitments around development activism.

      Our events have gathered pace, and we are now linked to more and more feminist activists, including young social media activists, female and male. Speakers have included politicians from the main parties, as well as comedian Sandi Toksvig, Laura Bates (founder of the Everyday Sexism Project), Lucy-Anne Holmes (founder of No More Page 3) and Somali women’s rights activist Zenab Abdirahman, to name but a few. The growing sense of common purpose, nationally and internationally, between activists and the wider public is fantastic to witness. So is the revival of interest in the Suffragettes, partly linked to the May 2015 general election and the film Suffragette, directed by Sarah Gavron.

      This side of being a feminist – being involved in events, combining traditional and modern social-networking-based activism, supporting very specific local single-issue-based campaigns and linking these up to international ones – feels incredibly positive. But no one can doubt that there is still much to do, in so many areas, to build a more inclusive and enabling society here and abroad, as well as to prevent a loss of what we have already achieved.

      But what of this word ‘feminism’? For me, a feminist is someone who believes in the need to fight for the social, political and economic equality of the sexes. And yet many people do not want to associate themselves with the term and use it disparagingly. However, if you put aside the word ‘feminism’ and talk about the ideas that it represents, most people agree with the principles involved and believe in the importance of fighting for equality. A truly depressing number of times, I have heard women and men say they are not feminists because they have a narrow and derogatory image of what the term epitomises. Many individuals who are in fact politically active, who sign petitions and worry about issues such as violence against women, still – even with this raised consciousness about feminism – shy away from the term. Once we start talking and break down what a feminist is, i.e. someone who believes in equality and equal opportunity, and who believes that there is still a lot to be done to achieve this, almost everybody ends up – however reluctantly – agreeing that they are in fact feminists.

      Sure, there are anti-feminists out there who would prefer to put the clock back to days when there was a greater sexual division of work and a more patriarchal hierarchy, but from my experience, these are a shrinking minority. More numerous are those who are slightly scared of the term, scared to stand up and be counted – especially in a world which is increasingly against the dichotomy and simplicity of labels. This is problematic because, for as long as there is still work to do in terms of addressing gender inequality, we will need people who self-identify as feminists and who wear the term as a badge of honour, a reminder of the need to speak out and contribute to the tide of change.

      I am a feminist and I am a Pankhurst. I am incredibly proud of both of these facts. I am also aware of the privilege of being a descendant of women who have stamped their mark on history in a powerful and positive way. And in this, I am far from being alone. Many people come up to me and share the pride they have in a grandmother or great-aunt or even occasionally a great-grandfather who was a Suffragette or Suffragette supporter. Since Emmeline and her fellow Suffragettes started campaigning, there have been four new generations of Pankhursts involved in social and political activism around women’s rights. How many more generations, I wonder, will be needed to fight on until gender inequality is confined to its appropriate place in the history books?

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      In my own case, I had to train myself out of that phony smile, which is like a nervous tic on every teenage girl. And this meant that I smiled rarely, for in truth, when it came down to real smiling, I had less to smile about. My ‘dream’ action for the women’s liberation movement: a smile boycott, at which declaration all women would instantly abandon their ‘pleasing’ smiles, henceforth smiling only when something pleased them.

       

      Shulamith Firestone, The Dialectic of Sex

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      If you retain nothing else, always remember the most important Rule of Beauty. ‘Who cares?’

       

      Tina Fey, Bossypants

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      If you obey all the rules, you miss all the fun.

       

      Katharine Hepburn 

    

  OEBPS/imagedata/9780349006567.jpg
Edited by Victoria Pepe, Rachel Holmes,
Amy Annette, Alice Stride, Martha Mosse





OEBPS/imagedata/chapter_dec.jpg





