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To the girls who grew up too fast, this one is for you.

To my girls (you know who you are), thank you for everything.




INTRODUCTION

Since the beginning of time, since the first little girl, there has been the cult obsession with girlhood. The so-called happiest era of women’s lives when our problems were someone else’s to solve, our outfits were always iconic (no amount of patterns could ever be too much), and we could be as wild, feral and chaotic as we pleased. Any parent could also be reassured about said ‘girl-gone-wild’ by the comforting reminder that ‘she’s young, she’ll grow out of it’!

Girlhood was supposed to be the time before women were sexualised, harassed and demeaned for, well, just existing as our multifaceted selves, when we were at that ripe age of being oblivious to the struggles ahead before adolescence kicks in. The time before we were conscious of our every projected imperfection, the space we take up, how loud our voice is, the size of our thighs, the biological tick tock of the clock, and being ushered, ever so slightly, by everyone we know into our next role: woman; wife; mother. The time before we grappled with our ingrained anxiety about leaving the house at night, all while hounding ourselves to get out the door as we have every right to drink spicy margaritas in a sensational dress even after the sun has gone down. And not always in trainers! The ‘girl’ didn’t have to deal with any of that. She just wanted to go home and watch Lizzie McGuire or Tracy Beaker, feed her Tamagotchi before it died again and ask her mum if she could go to that kid’s party on Saturday. No wonder women have lamented the loss of their first girlhood for centuries.

The end of girlhood marks the death of a girl’s playful, curious, instinctive and joyful nature. Back in the 1800s, Emily Brontë captured that longing beautifully in Wuthering Heights: ‘I wish I were a girl again, half savage and hardy, and free … Why am I so changed?’ Collectively, women – and it should go without saying that this term includes anyone who identifies as a woman – mourn the end of the only time in our lives when we had permission (and it felt socially acceptable) to be completely unfiltered. Raw. Ravenous. And we were meant to be safe while doing so. Even if we were told to be nice, sweet, polite girls, who sit and dress nicely, there was an element of overexcitability and fearlessness that seems to be lost as we age with ‘good girl’ conditioning. As adults, women are rarely allowed to act with such natural instinctiveness (except perhaps in competitive sports), due to the stifling expectations (and subsequent self-consciousness) that the patriarchy imposes. It’s not surprising that women are desperate to regain some of this suppressed wonder and confidence that we used to possess. It only takes one quick scroll through socials or a girls’ WhatsApp group chat to see that everyone is looking to reconnect with that little girl inside them.

Girlhood ends at different times for all of us – and for some, it’s much sooner than others, or perhaps it never existed at all. The ignorant bliss that women should have in girlhood – and many around the world who live in poverty, war, abusive households don’t – is shattered when our perception shifts and the weight of womanhood and the reality of the world we live in sets in. Forced out of the ‘girl world’, women, from a young age, are confronted by the ‘real world’, which often looks nothing like what we might have imagined as girls. Which leaves us all to wonder, did girlhood ever exist at all? When it was so fleeting, perhaps even just a dream of a childhood that we never got to live out … not really.

My first girlhood can be captured in the comfort of riding shotgun in my dad’s car with Taylor Swift’s Fearless blaring out the speakers. My dad hums and ‘la-la-las’ his way through the verse doing his best to join in with the three lines of lyrics he knows in the chorus. I have no idea where we’re going, nor a single sideways thought dragging me out of the moment. All that exists is the road ahead and making sure there’s a good soundtrack to see us through it. Can you even remember a time when you were that present? That unburdened from responsibility? I don’t think I can. We’re always half conscious of something else, especially as women, who hold most of the mental and emotional load in relationships. It’s the supplements we need to stock up on, that TV show our friend told us to watch (let’s be honest, it was probably a substitute for our slightly unhealthy obsession with Gilmore Girls), the email we need to send first thing tomorrow. It’s all whirling and buzzing round our minds, all of the time, and it’s exhausting.

Memories of our girlhood become more devastating to reflect on when we realise we can never recreate them. Not fully anyway. In my case, none of those things exist anymore. My dad passed away when I was sixteen, and we sold his car a few years later. That overplayed Taylor Swift CD is probably sitting on the shelf of a charity shop or gathering dust in my mum’s garage. It’s all gone. That girl I was before, in some ways, I always felt like she died when my dad did.

That summer in 2012, with my dad’s diagnosis, I exiled the girl I was for good. I quit my hobbies and clubs, lost a lot of friends and spent as much time with my family as possible, even ignoring warnings from family and friends not to lose all of myself in my dad’s illness. But I couldn’t. I was a mousy blonde five-foot-nothing harbouring a Hulk-like rage that ate away at my insides and soured my every thought. Understandably, some of my friends lost interest in the grief-fuelled depression that darkened my former sunshine demeanour, as I clammed up and clocked out of being able to get involved with regular school life – and even the school counsellor sided with them. She told me, ‘Of course, they don’t want to spend time with you, they want the old Jess back.’ Charming woman. Just the advice an anxious teenager needs to hear – your biggest worries have come true. Nowhere near adulthood, but firmly out of girlhood, I saw my ‘I am so grown up, I can handle this’ strength as a badge of honour, and I was praised for it. I had always been told I was older than my years, it’s something I hear even now in my late twenties, but it’s only now that I’m older I realise it isn’t actually a compliment. If anything, it reminds me, wow, I should be having more fun. Grow back down again, what’s the rush?

Girls should be told to enjoy their childhood for as long as possible. I want to squeeze the younger version of myself. Shake her. YOU’RE A BABY. NO ONE EXPECTS YOU TO KNOW HOW TO DO THIS. They might not, but we still think we should know how to handle ourselves and our emotions. Not only do we have such high expectations of ourselves as women, but even when we were girls, there’s an element of us needing to take responsibility for things we aren’t responsible for – whether it’s looking after loved ones, or holding ourselves to impossible standards in exams, with our future careers, relationships, friendships or the social impact we have. And it’s only when that time has passed do we retrospectively realise the fleeting joy, possibilities and freedom we gave up in order to be taken seriously as a woman. Combine that with the immense pressure women put on themselves to be able to succeed and tackle any situation that comes their way – even ones they’ve never experienced before or been adequately prepared for – then you have a stressed-out, over-achieving girl ready to explode. A decade later, most women, like me, are trying to concoct a homemade remedy to soothe that bittersweet ache for the loss of their girlhood, because what wouldn’t we give to feel even an inch of that hopefulness and safety again? Just about anything. Enter grown women buying back into girlhood or, as I’m coining it here, creating their second girlhood.

There’s been a cultural phenomenon over the past few years where women have been leaning into their ‘inner girl’ to break free of the ‘shoulds’, ‘musts’ and ‘have tos’ of womanhood. After generations of growing up aspiring to buy houses, have babies and settle down, many women are indulging in an extended adolescence where they revisit aesthetics, hobbies and pastimes they loved as girls. The second girlhood, the hybrid existence we’re creating for ourselves, acts as a bridge back to who we once were, the person we left behind when we became grown women: the girl. This is an inclusive space that transcends solely women (the girlies know who they are), but if we are in any doubt, then let’s be clear that the second girlhood is typically enjoyed by the girls, cis and transwomen and non-binary individuals, some gay men and maybe a bookish boyfriend or two as well. Welcome, you can sit with us.

Adults who identify as a woman or as a girlie have started to indulge in stereotypically feminine things that we’ve denied ourselves since childhood, such as crafts, creative hobbies, dance, dressing up in pink, ruffles and frills. Boys are always allowed to be boys, so girls can be girls, right? Well, they can now, as the girl has been commodified. Everyone benefits from women’s exploration of their sense of self, as the girl is a lucrative capital to exploit. The patriarchy has long profited from women’s insecurities – after the patriarchy created the list of what those insecurities should be – so anything that women believe they are lacking, have lost or haven’t attained yet, patriarchal capitalism will gladly sell back to them. New face? No problem. Drop a decade off your skin? We’ve got you. Want to lose any semblance of fat, cellulite or stretch marks? Sure, but it all comes at a cost. Even your girlhood.

Unless you’ve been offline, off-grid and unreachable for the past decade, you’ll have noticed that it has become a ‘girl’s world’ online. In a remarkable turning of the cultural tide, girlhood has become lucrative capital, but it’s also been packaged as a pleasurable, playful time for women to enjoy again with the autonomy of adulthood. Girlhood has been wrapped up in a pretty pink box and drenched in nostalgia for us to devour (think low-rise jeans, baby tees, bag charms) alongside the rise of hyper-femme aesthetics (bows on everything!). The New York Times dubbed 2023 ‘The Year of the Girl’1 as Barbie mania reached an all-time high with its billion-dollar box office, Taylor Swift embarked on her two-year-long Eras Tour to celebrate every era of her (and our) girlhood, and ‘girl trends’ flooded social media. Maybe you’ve had the urge to try pottery painting? Debated whether to wear a pink dress to the Wicked movie? Bought a pastel-coloured Stanley cup? Been tempted to tie ribbons on wine glasses? You’ve witnessed it. The second girlhood is everywhere and it is big business in the western world.

Meanwhile, women’s rights continue to be stripped and rewritten as political agendas regress to conservative ideals and far-right agendas rise to unravel generations of women’s tireless campaigning for basic equality for all women, especially those in more marginalised groups such as women of colour and transwomen. The right for women to choose what happens to their body, in their life, to their future and finances. In direct contrast, a second girlhood can be a means for women to exert their autonomy – even as it dwindles elsewhere. It’s an opportunity for women to reinvent their identity, which isn’t a luxury afforded to all girls, or to all women. It’s an immense privilege to be able to debate, criticise and construct our sense of self, when women and girls around the world live in circumstances of extreme oppression, facing genocide, war, famine, child marriage, female genital mutilation (FGM), period poverty, little to no rights or autonomy or access to reproductive healthcare. This book is about the second girlhood that western women are experiencing, but it does a huge disservice to not acknowledge that this experimental phase for Gen Z and millennial women is something that not every woman will be able to experience. It might seem even more at odds with ideas of feminist freedoms that women are referring to themselves as girls, a polarising term that historically has been weaponised against women as a means to condescend and infantilise them. For others, girl, gurl, girlie, grrrl are empowering terms when they’re used to subvert the connotations of being a girl, who are often labelled as weak, inferior, stupid, silly, frivolous or as little girls who can’t do maths, do hard things, use power tools, hold down serious jobs or play sports. Organisations such as UN Women and This Girl Can have worked to challenge these unjust, demeaning stereotypes, especially when the term ‘girl’ is used as an insult. But in Black communities, girl has long been used by adult women as an affectionate term for each other. Journalist Kenya Hunt described the word ‘girl’ in Elle as a ‘unique love language between Black women, regardless of age’,2 which is used as a term of endearment for female friends and family members. And it feels as though this definition, of ‘girl’ as a loving, affectionate name – when used by women to other women (aka girlies) – is what’s become mainstream.

Something magical is happening in this second girlhood where women are rewriting what their adult lives can look like. Millennial and Gen Z women are ditching the expectation to be everything to everyone all at once. Superwoman. Girl boss (didn’t we kill her?). The good girl. And instead admit, sometimes we’re thriving, sometimes just surviving, but most of all we don’t want our lives to be solely lived out in our responsibilities to others, because we also have a responsibility to ourselves to live out the life we want. Women shrug, ‘I’m just a girl’, as an admission that they’re not perfect (just human) – and they are in fact just like other girls and love a £7 matcha or dropping £30 on a fresh set of nails from time to time. Sure, the phrase sometimes indicates a lack of accountability too, but we’ll dive into that in more depth later. Throw in a global pandemic, cost-of-living crisis and a dating hellscape and why wouldn’t women (if they can) join in with a joyful camaraderie with other women? And reconnect to something they loved and lost decades ago? The second girlhood also lends itself to the women in their twenties, thirties, forties (and beyond) who are experiencing an extended girlhood. The life milestones that defined former generations – getting married, having a baby, buying a house – are for the most part happening much later in life as they’re wildly unaffordable. House prices rise (and remain out of reach) as wages stagnate, the birth rate drops and over half of all marriages end in divorce, meaning that the adult priorities our baby boomer grandparents had are no longer the main goal. Enjoying a good quality of life, a job that enables us to afford a life outside it, meaningful friendships and relationships are more valuable; they are the dream now.

At twenty-eight, I sit with the majority of you in denial that I am a fully-fledged woman (please consult my mum instead, thank you), but I’m also well aware I’m too old to plead ignorance about my real-world responsibilities, as I am not a girl anymore. I have a job, a dog, a quite confusing relationship with QuickBooks, a boyfriend, and I’ve even been the executor of a will. I am not quite a ‘I know what I’m doing’ woman – hopefully, I’m on my way! – but I’m also not a girl either. I have Jellycat bag charms, floral claw clips in three colours, the urge to chop my hair off every other day and a trinket dish filled with friendship bracelets from the Eras Tour. I am someone who buys into the parts of girlhood that feel good, but who also feels conflicted about the pacification of women with pretty little things.

It’s also hard to ignore how in some ways these ideas of a second girlhood might be a not-so-stealthy rebrand of the patriarchal push for women to stay eternally young, thin and desirable to men. Keep them small, distracted, away from knowing their political, social and economic power, so the boys can keep control of the system. Long before a woman could be altered and enhanced by cosmetic surgeries, Botox, retinol serums and fad diets, there were myths of springs to restore the girlish beauty of the women of yesteryear. The lore speaks for itself: smooth fresh skin and a slender physique awaited the all-desirable woman if she drank from the fountain of youth, which was later packaged as an overpriced serum and a slimmer’s (aka laxative) tea. We aren’t far off going full Sanderson Sisters, who in Hocus Pocus would drink the life force from children to remain young and beautiful. Or inject it in body horrors like The Substance or The Beauty – neither of which end well for the women who use said injections to remain young and beautiful. But if businesses could bottle eternal youth, you know they would. Think of Kim Kardashian and her vampire facial – where a doctor draws blood from your face and reapplies it to the skin (yes, really). We’re living in a new age of the quest for youth and it requires sacrifice, sometimes pain and definitely a strong supply of money. As naturally, the patriarchy has believed throughout history that the biggest ailment women need healing from is ageing. Not the pain of reproductive health issues like endometriosis and PCOS, periods or childbirth, nor protection from violent and sexually predatory boys and men.

Think the glossy magazine covers from the noughties that body-shamed ordinary-sized women who didn’t have their teen body anymore after hitting twenty-five, having a baby or simply experiencing that thing called puberty. Think the Boots stores that contain shelves upon shelves of anti-wrinkle creams, but don’t stock a contraceptive pill that doesn’t threaten to give you six foldouts’ worth of side effects. However you want to dress it, capitalism has thrived on exploiting women and this has usually been at the expense of women’s enjoyment of their own bodies and pleasures. Spend hours on the treadmill, deprive yourself of delicious foods, stick needles in your thigh, be shaved and waxed, sliced, prodded, go hungry, go dolphin-smooth, go period-less (when they want you to be). But now the propaganda for women to reconnect with their youth has manifested itself in a different way, and finally it’s one that women can also enjoy.

Beneath the billowing bows and pink-washed aesthetics, women are starting to find ways to co-exist with both sides of themselves: ‘the girl’ and ‘the woman’. We are, after all, a paradox. An imperfect cocktail of conflicting elements. I’m a woman who has a budgeting spreadsheet, but a girl who likes to impulse-buy flights on Skyscanner when she feels sad. I’m a woman who has been in and out of therapy for almost a decade, but it only takes one photo of my side profile to debate whether I need a nose job (I don’t). Perhaps the thought of low-rise jeans gives you the ick or you refuse to give Ticketmaster another £150 for a concert ticket on the principle that it would have cost £80 a few years ago. Whether you buy into the new wave of women embracing their girlhood in this hyper-femme, pink-perfect way or you literally couldn’t think of anything worse, you’re in the right place. You deserve to be able to express that ‘girl’ inside of you, however that manifests. The most authentic, unfiltered part of you – without it always being a pink-washed, nostalgic fever dream. Though, it’s okay if this is how the second girlhood looks for you – it does sometimes for me too.

In short, I’m just a girl, standing in front of a whole bunch of girls, apologising for not being the ultimate girl. This isn’t a guide on becoming that girl. I’m not a nonchalant cool girl (you know the one from Gone Girl’s famous monologue), and I haven’t had a girl gang since secondary school. I don’t have the it girl Pull & Bear trousers (they wouldn’t fit me), and Labubus kind of scare me … sorry. I’m just Jess. I’m a girl – or a woman? – with a mismatched underwear drawer full of M&S knickers, with a few nice pants thrown in for good measure. I’d choose comfort over style any day, heavily base my self-worth on my professional achievements (would not recommend), and regularly refer to myself as a child who has crept into the adult world unnoticed, even though I am fast approaching thirty. But I also know I’m more capable than I give myself credit for, a feminist and, despite my reluctance to admit it sometimes (as, please, it feels as though we lost years in the pandemic), a grown woman. I’m a twenty-something who can’t always identify with being a ‘woman’ as there’s so much of me that longs for the freedom, creativity and possibilities that came with being a girl. So, how do we co-exist with both sides of ourselves? When society favours and capitalises on the girl at every opportunity in pop culture, fashion, music and film and berates women for never being ‘enough’ even though the patriarchy seeks to reduce us to a shadow of ourselves (sigh) – we can’t keep expensing one part of ourselves for another.

In this book, we’re going to journey back to that little girl we left behind. Outside of the noise and scripts and agendas. We will decide which part of the girl – and her aesthetic, language, behaviour, hobbies, passions and relationships – we want to buy into. As we figure out a way to express ourselves authentically as both a girl and a woman in the playful, beautiful, vibrant way that we all deserve to exist. It isn’t about burying our head in the sand and ignoring the frightening reality of being a woman in the age of AI, deepfakes, the manosphere and incels, but it is about acknowledging that we deserve to reconnect, listen and lean into the needs, desires and pleasures that exist deep inside us and that were taken from us in our first girlhood.

Women are always being sold a standard to meet in a world that wasn’t designed for us, and it’s usually marketed at double the price of men’s products and for half the individuality we started with and we’re tired of it. Chances are you may relate to the stories I’ll tell in this book or have very similar ones or a much heavier one to tell yourself, as so many aspects of girlhood and womanhood have a sense of universality to them, but there’s also intersections to it that make it such a deeply personal experience. I’ve also drawn from and had the pleasure of speaking to a host of women who are experts in their field, who love or loathe the second girlhood, to provide a multitude of perspectives with more depth than I, as a cis white woman can offer.

I’m Just a Girl is written from a place of love – though sometimes it’s in that sisterly tough love – to encourage you to continue to fight, grow and be aware of the sometimes pacifying way capitalism sells us back our girlhoods, to be aware of what we’re buying into. I hope it empowers you, dear friend and reader, to feel, by the end of this book, as though you can exist as your multifaceted self, as both a girl and woman, and everything in between. So, it’s time to be curious, to ask the tricky question and decide what this second girlhood will look like for you. It’s a cause for celebration, as it draws women back to themselves (and each other) in creativity, play and freedom, which has been stifled in many spheres of our lives. I’ll look at how contemporary feminism conflicts with the stereotype of the ‘girl’ in different aspects of women’s lives, such as body image, beauty, fashion, politics, work, finances, friendships, relationships and pop culture, to guide you back to who you are and, most importantly, who you want to be. After all, when are we ever just ourselves? Not performing or squeezing ourselves into a more palatable, easy to manage persona.

Our nostalgia has become fuel for the patriarchy to sell us the thing we feel we’re lacking – as it always does – but this time with something as personal as our own girlhood. When it was never theirs to own at all. The second girlhood should never be packaged as a one-size-fits-all aesthetic, as it’s entirely subjective and unique to you. Consumerism benefits from reducing women to types as it becomes easier to sell things to you if you’re reduced to one particular ‘girl’. The girly girl. The outdoorsy girl. The cute girl. The soft girl. The sad girl. The nerdy girl. The hot girl. When real life is messy, chaotic and imperfect. Your existence and identity can’t be reduced to one box. Woman. Mother. Lawyer. Friend. You don’t have to look a certain way or be a specific age to experience the freedom that being a girl affords you. Holding onto a strong sense of yourself, outside of that propaganda, is a difficult but not an impossible journey, and one that will continue long after you’ve finished reading this book.

It’s time to ditch what’s expected of you and reconnect with what your expectations were for yourself when you were a girl. How did you think your life, career, home, friendships would look? The girl might be a hot commodity right now, but the second girlhood shouldn’t be viewed as just a passing trend with an expiry date. Women deserve to live out their girlhood fantasies – or create them to be experienced for the first time. The second girlhood is an opportunity to redefine our identity and what our adult lives will look like, which won’t be like our mum’s or our granny’s generation, as we won’t be sacrificing a whole side of ourselves (especially the super-fun, care-free part) on the altar of womanhood to get there. So the only thing that’s left to say is …

Let’s go, girls! (Sorry, I had to.)




Chapter 1

IT’S IMPOSSIBLE TO BE A WOMAN

I think most of us have come to terms with the fact that we’ll never be the ‘perfect’ woman. You know the type. She glistens rather than sweats, has matching gym sets in every colour, her makeup is dewy (but not oily), and she never forgets to make a fresh lunch. Think Gwyneth Paltrow’s GOOP lifestyle, but with a Gen Z wellness spin. This vision of perfection has been curated, crafted and filtered to be the ultimate aspiration for women. She’s enviably organised, actually likes green juice, is the right balance of sexy and cute and successful as hell – without sacrificing her personal life for it – all of which makes you wonder, how does she do it? Meanwhile, us mere mortals are gobbling the dregs of what’s in our fridge and calling it lunch, throwing our hair on top of our head and struggling through a never-ending to-do list. We’re wearing the same tour tee to bed and wondering if we’ll ever ‘get it together’ enough to be even a sliver of this infamous woman, who supposedly ‘has it all’. Don’t worry, though, tomorrow we’ll order a takeaway, crack out our favourite notebook and get our life back on track again. So, watch out, okay?

In the western world, the stereotypical ‘ideal’ woman is also depicted as able-bodied, typically white with long flowing hair and Eurocentric features. She’s conventionally attractive and eternally desirable to men (even though she doesn’t necessarily want to be). And, of course, she is thin. Never swaying towards plus-size or even much above a size 10. For generations, women have been plagued by this man-made vision of perfection (although the ideal has been repackaged in many different ways). It’s stolen countless weeks of our time, which we spend in self-assessment, looking for signs of something that needs to be fixed. It’s cost us financially (pink tax anyone?), mentally (will we ever know peace?), not to mention spiritually, physically and emotionally. In the 1950s it was the timeless blonde curls, bright red lips and endless curves of Marilyn Monroe, then the slim, ultra-fit workout guru of Jane Fonda in the 1980s, before the cigarette model chic of Kate Moss in the 1990s rolled in, right as the Victoria Secret model reigned supreme in the 2000s.

By the early 2010s, the Y2K aesthetic that favoured slim bodies faded and the body positivity movement began to gain more momentum. The roots of modern day fat activism date back to the 1960s, with a New Yorker named Bill Fabrey,1 who was tired of how his wife, Joyce, a Black woman, was treated by society. What began as a man handing out copies of Lew Louderback’s article – ‘More People Should Be FAT’ – about the unfair ways fat people were treated in his local community, turned into a small group of people creating the National Association to Aid Fat Americans (or National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance (NAAFA) as it’s known today). Simultaneously, feminists in California were calling for the overhaul of the treatment of fat individuals to encourage fat acceptance and equal rights in all areas of their life. For many activists, fatness was seen as another form of oppression, especially for women of colour. Moving into the 1970s, psychotherapist Susie Orbach consolidated this idea that fatness was inherently held against women (in particular) to encourage shame and a life-long toxic relationship with their body image in her seminal book, Fat is a Feminist Issue: The Anti-Diet Guide for Women. The message was that food was not the enemy, neither was gaining weight, which is ultimately inevitable as we age and grow. This attitude of embracing self-acceptance and ditching diet culture came to full fruition in the mid-2010s with the popularity of Instagram.

The body positivity boom coincided with the rise of social media, where users slowly helped to reinforce this message of self-acceptance and confidence as bodies of all sizes could be seen online. Catwalks became more inclusive, peaking in 2023 when seventy plus-size2 models appeared on stage at New York Fashion Week. Yet, the ideals of perfection persisted and women’s lives continued to be filled with paradoxes. As one collective gained momentum telling us that our flaws were never anything to be insecure about, there was a rise of the glorification of the hourglass curves of the Kardashians, who until relatively recently denied having any modifying surgery, thereby implying any woman could achieve this expensively crafted silhouette. Inevitably the aesthetic evolves, so by the time the average woman comes close to achieving the cultural perception of ‘perfection’, they’re likely already behind. The ideal, after all, is unattainable as it’s always based on what is deemed attractive for a fleeting moment in time, which inevitably and inexorably shifts. In Feminism is for Everybody, author and feminist critic bell hooks wrote: ‘If any female feels she needs anything beyond herself to legitimate and validate her existence, she is already giving away her power to be self-defining, her agency.’

Men, it seems, don’t internalise the body standards of male models in the same way – they can often see them pictured in magazines, objectively, as pictures on the page, without those images dictating their whole identity or impacting their self-esteem in the same way as women – who tend to assume that these models’ physiques are an ideal to measure themselves against, and perhaps to try and recreate. Of course, this isn’t always the case. Men also struggle with body dysmorphia and eating disorders, as well as buying into plastic surgery, but these patterns of behaviour do disproportionately affect women.

In their 2024 audit,3 The British Association of Aesthetic Plastic Surgeons found there was another rise in cosmetic surgical procedures for mainly facial rejuvenation and body contouring for women (such as liposuction, lower body lifts, thigh and arm lift), while there was a slight decline in male cosmetic surgery. These glossy, airbrushed double-page spreads dictated the scope of what it was possible to look like, a message that became ingrained in young girls’ minds almost as a commandment to fulfil. Fuelling the impression that if you tried hard enough, ate right, exercised enough, you too could look like this. Of course, this body didn’t really even exist for the models in some cases either – they were edited, filtered and photoshopped to look that way. And when everyone fell short of ‘perfection’, we as women came to the conclusion it was our fault. That seed of shame for how our bodies looked was planted in our girlhood and decades later it can still come back to torment us.

The average size woman4 in the UK is a size 16, yet so many of us still feel the ghost of diet culture whenever we think about eating a pastry after a workout (leave me to my sweet goodness!) or scroll through Instagram and see ads for weight-loss drugs. But the rise in a new skinny rhetoric shouldn’t undo the hard work that women have done since they were teenagers to embrace their flaws and accept their bodies – at every and any size. Hips? We’ve all got them. Lower belly bump? That’s where your reproductive organs sit. Cellulite? We’ve all got that too, and a cream doesn’t erase it. After spending our teen years pulling ourselves apart in the mirror, in Facebook photos, the body positive movement suggested that so-called imperfection was never anything to be afraid of.

All those insecurities were forced upon us as women to keep us believing that we weren’t enough simply as we were, so we’d buy another overpriced product to solve our unsolvable (and, frankly, non-existent) problems. So, in the 2010s we were at last able to breathe a sigh of relief and pat ourselves on the back for hacking the system and start the life-long process of self-love. By the 2020s, we’d stepped off the hamster wheel of fasted cardio and calorie counting and were attempting to make peace with our bodies. But in the blink of an eye, we undid the progress we’d made in the past decade, as now ‘skinny’ is back in fashion and once again we’re sad we can’t keep up.

‘Being dangerously thin is back in. Is the body positivity era officially over?’ the Guardian5 questioned in 2024, as The Washington Post6 reported that plastic surgeons in the US had spotted that their clients all wanted the same physique: an ultra-honed ‘ballet body’ or a super-slim frame with round breasts and a taut stomach. It’s a figure that’s had many names and represents a hyper-skinny shape that can be summarised by the toxic phrase that still circulates online from Kate Moss’s Women’s Wear Daily interview in 2009: ‘Nothing tastes as good as skinny feels.’ A phrase that, even at the time, was accused of encouraging eating disorders and a lack of diverse body types in modelling. And which, in fairness, Kate has since distanced herself from and arguably, she is a victim of toxic modelling culture, as is anyone else who was is embedded in that industry.

In 2025, the number of curve models who walked London, New York and Paris Fashion Weeks had halved compared to the year before, with many plus-size women being replaced by mid-size ones (straight-sized women, UK 12 to 16 or US 10 to 14). The anti-fat rhetoric has been strengthened by toxic sub-groups on TikTok (similar to the skinny-worshipping side of Tumblr and Reddit) known as ‘SkinnyTok’ where users share their tips and hacks for becoming and staying as small as humanly possible. Even if that means not eating more than one meal a day, exercising relentlessly and, most importantly, shaming ‘fatness’ as unattractive, lazy and disgusting. The regression has been stark and painful to witness.

In the UK, it’s almost as easy to order Ozempic (or her sister weight-loss drugs) as it is to book a spray tan, depending on where you order from. Statistics for 2025 show that 1.25 million people in the UK7 have an eating disorder and the rates are rapidly increasing year on year for girls aged eleven to sixteen.8 And, alarmingly, Dove’s Beauty Report9 for 2025 found that half of all women with low body esteem would sacrifice a year or more of their life if it meant achieving their ideal body size. It’s harrowing to think that women would rather exist in a thin body for a short time, than spend longer in a fat one. Not to mention it’s demeaning to anyone who lives in a plus-size body, which at the time of writing I do have.

But despite the pressure to shrink ourselves (and believe me, I’m not immune to it), there are so many women who continue to campaign to challenge those repressive views that encourage women to shrink themselves in every way: stay home, stay small (in mind, confidence and body), and stay quiet. And it’s tiring. After the COVID-19 pandemic, a cost-of-living crisis and a landslide regression in the political landscape towards less inclusive, more oppressive measures, it saps our energy for more important fights when we slip back into old ways and berate ourselves for simply existing in a body that may be judged as too small for one person and too big for someone else. Over time, the perfect body evolves as the patriarchy rebrands what’s ‘hot’, so women are always chasing the aspirational figure of the moment, and in a way, that has even happened with this popularity of girlhood.

The resurgence of the ‘girl aesthetic’ in fashion and beauty trends – which we’ll explore in more detail in the next two chapters – has occurred almost simultaneously with ‘thin being in’ again. Though both are distinctive trends in their own right, the girlhood being sold back to us is packaged in a way that encourages adult women to be able to wear the same clothes they did as a girl. And that requires having the pre-prepubescent body that originally wore them … again, impossible. The problematic aspect of this ‘girl aesthetic’ is that it dovetails with the ultra-slim body of a child. It isn’t just the clothes that people want to wear to experience this second girlhood, the patriarchy has also commodified the girl by pushing a specific body that goes with the aesthetic and that exploits this tiny physique, which in turns leans back into the archaic idea that women must be inferior – in every way – to men.

Even as a child, I felt like I didn’t quite fit into the mould of a girl: that petite, pretty, delicate figure. When I was six years old, sitting on the scratchy school carpet as it sank into the softest part of my calves, the girl next to me asked if I could fit both my hands, from thumb to fingertip, around my thigh. Perplexed, she demonstrated for me and easily wrapped her fingers around her little leg. As we sat next to each other, I suddenly began to see I was different to her – practically double her size. I towered over this dainty girl. It looked so simple, but she told me, with all certainty, that I wouldn’t be able to do it. Naturally, this only made me want to do it more. But no matter how much I squeezed my hands around my thigh, I couldn’t make my fingers meet in the middle. My leg was too big. I had failed this random girl’s test of my thinness. She gave me a smug smile: ‘See.’

I wouldn’t be surprised if every woman has a story about the moment she became conscious of the space she took up in the world. After that interaction, it dawned on me that I didn’t look like my friends, even in my extremely fashionable Groovy Chick pink t-shirt and cargo pants. I was soft and squishy, when everyone else was taut and lean. Somehow, I had outgrown the body of a girl and now I didn’t look like one anymore.

Like many women born in the 1990s, this bred an insecurity that led to several fad diets. When I was a fifteen-year-old with limited resources, I would spend my evenings googling celebrity ‘What I Eat in a Day’ articles, as I wanted to discover what I thought all women were searching for: the secret to slimness. Was it weight training or fasted cardio? No carb dinners or a daily dose of salmon and veggies? Jennifer Aniston, the It girl of the 90s and star of the TV series my teenage self was obsessed with, FRIENDS, mentioned she was on Atkins, the low-carb, high-protein diet. So, at seventeen, when I could barely drive and still had braces on my teeth, I started Atkins too. Magazines said that 1,000 calories a day and daily exercise was what you had to do to lose weight








So how do we break free from the pressures of perfection?
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