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Praise for Flesh

‘A beautiful exploration of how objectification has distorted our relationship with our bodies – and how reclaiming that is an act of feminist resistance. A powerful and incredibly validating feminist read’

Lili Reinhart

‘This book is a feminist mantra, a call to action and a must-read for anyone in doubt of what women face today’

Leomie Anderson

‘A fierce and tender exploration of what it means to reclaim your own body … blends research with lived truth in a way that feels necessary and expansive’

Yrsa Daley-Ward

‘Charli’s voice is one we need more of right now. A feminist powerhouse … Drawing on her own varied experiences of being reduced to just “a body”, Charli offers an urgent and timely dissection of the myriad ways in which misogyny operates today’

Emma-Louise Boynton




To all the women and girls who have ever felt reduced to their body parts, and who know they are worthy of more.
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This book contains themes of sexual abuse, eating disorders and suicide, as well as abusive relationships. Reader discretion is advised.


preface

I have been a body many times in my life. I have rarely been a person.

I have been sexualised since I was a child, and I’m sure most women reading this will have been, too. Sexualisation starts as early as we can remember; thrust in our faces before we have a chance of understanding our bodies, or who we are by ourselves.

For much of my life, I have felt unsafe in my body, and nobody could tell me why. I was aware of my body at all times: the way it may or may not elicit attention from men; the ways I should posture myself to make it appear more attractive and ‘flattering’; how the way I dress may or may not be considered ‘suggestive’ or lead to unwarranted comments or behaviour. If I wasn’t constantly analysing my behaviour, my dress sense or how my body looked, then by God, other people would be.

I know I am worth more than my body – or that’s what society tells me, anyway – and yet that’s what I, like so many women, have often been diminished to. A body. Nothing but flesh: used, abused and dissected for the pleasure of others.

Flesh will explore how women’s entire identities are reduced to their body parts by society throughout their lives: that, despite our other achievements and capabilities, we will ultimately be valued for, and defined by, our appearance.

Being sexualised is embedded within the female experience; a by-product of being born. Men have shaped the entire way I view myself and my body, and even in some of the most fleeting of encounters, their actions have had a profound impact on the way I see myself.

As a self-proclaimed feminist who genuinely wants the best for women and girls, I feel embarrassed admitting their actions have had such a prominent influence on the way I live my life, the way I view myself and the ways I’ve needed to prove my worth throughout my relationships. Yet they have. Repeatedly.

Our adolescence is filled with stories of inappropriate behaviour – of men leering at us in our school uniforms; of being told to cover up around weird ‘uncles’ or family friends; being catcalled from cars; being groped or forced into things we’re not sexually comfortable with. It’s never our fault, yet it always is. Even on the most mundane of days, undertaking the simplest of tasks, the persistent threat of violence from men requires us to stay vigilant and alert. As women, it’s impossible to just be.

It doesn’t take a lot to be sexualised as a woman, and therefore for our levels of confidence, body image, self-love and self-esteem to be impacted. It is not only our physical bodies that are objectified and fetishised, but our personalities, cultures, ethnicities and ages, too. Shyness is sexualised. Anger is sexualised. Intelligence is sexualised. Stupidity is sexualised. Youthfulness is sexualised. Mothering is sexualised. Should a woman dare act upon or own her sexuality, she will be judged and chastised for it. Therefore, the only ‘acceptable’ form of female sexualisation is when a man is in control of it.

The patriarchy, racism and capitalism have worked together to transform female bodies into objects. Like most women, I grew up learning that my desirability and worth lay in how men viewed me. I learnt to take their comments or actions as a measure of said worth. A comment, no matter how seedy or disgusting, meant you were wanted – which, ultimately, meant you were fuckable and therefore desirable. It didn’t matter whether what they said or did made me feel good. It was their words, behaviour and attention that dictated how I would view myself at any given time.

When you’re reduced to nothing more than your appearance or body throughout your life, you start to believe that’s all you’re good for. You’re an object. A sex object. Objects do not do anything. They don’t speak or move, have feelings or opinions. They just sit there, readily available when needed or when they’re deemed useful enough. Their sole purpose is for the use, efficiency and enjoyment of others.

When men treated me like a sexual object, that’s all I felt I was good for. When they made negative comments about the way I looked or noted the things I should change to become more attractive, I added them to an ever-growing internal list of things that were wrong with me. Rarely did I step back and question the discomfort I felt; whether these men were, in fact, deserving of me. The worse I felt about myself, the more I gravitated towards men who treated me appallingly.

I may have spent my life feeling like nothing more than a body, but I have often treated myself as nothing more than one, too. It turns out that I am far from being alone.

Doctor Caroline Heldman has studied the way women often willingly – and unknowingly – view and use their own bodies as sex objects; something known as ‘self-objectification’.

Men, she explains, are sold the idea that they are sexual subjects. They live their lives in the driver’s seat, where seeing images of objectified women everywhere makes them feel ‘powerful’. Women, however, are the objects, sold the idea that being sexy and attractive are means of measuring their worth.

All women, according to Heldman, objectify themselves and others to an extent: a result of learning that their value lies in the way they look, from a lifetime of external messages in a patriarchal society, where women are seen as nothing more than ‘things’. In other words, women learn to view themselves as an object first and as a person second.

As we grow older and become even more exposed to daily images of beautiful, semi-naked women selling us anything and everything, we learn to focus on our sexuality and appearance over our character. We learn we are things before human beings. As Heldman notes: ‘We see men’s magazines with scantily clad women, and we see women’s magazines with scantily clad women.’ Regardless of how you sexually identify as a woman, there is no escaping this messaging. The same society that tells us we are worth more than our bodies also reduces us to nothing but our body parts.

Gradually, women start to place greater importance on the way they look over how they feel. They end up closely checking their actions and behaviour using something psychologists call ‘habitual body monitoring’. This means we use valuable, cognitive energy on the ways we appear to the outside world aesthetically – or, more specifically, the ways we appear to men. You may have found yourself doing this already today: angling your face in a certain direction while speaking to someone, which you believe presents your ‘best’ or ‘favourite’ side; ‘mewing’ – the action of placing your tongue against the roof of your mouth so your jawline appears tauter; positioning your body in photos to appear less ‘fat’; wearing clothes that are more ‘flattering’ (or, in other words, clothing which makes you seem less fat); checking your hair is coiffed or sitting in the ‘correct’ place; sucking your stomach in when taking a photograph. We learn to concern ourselves with the way we look and how we’re perceived by others before knowing how our bodies act or behave naturally.

When beauty becomes a woman’s social currency, over time we learn not just to accept the perspective of the male gaze but also to objectify other women, critiquing their bodies and comparing them to our own. Without realising, women begin mimicking the sexist and misogynistic ideals long placed upon them by men – the very behaviours that have made them feel uncomfortable and unworthy – and use beauty as a tool to measure their value against each other. Society teaches us that to be chosen by a man sexually or romantically is considered the ultimate form of female validation, so women compete with other women aesthetically for the attention of men.

But what is this constant self-objectification and pressure to be perfect doing to us as people? A 2006 study examined self-objectification and how it leads to a lack of internal awareness, which in turn leads to self-harming and restrictive behaviours such as bulimia, anxiety, loneliness and depressive symptoms. A further study found correlation between misogyny towards women and how it causes them psychological distress. This constant sexualisation and the impossible standards women are held to are having a huge impact on our overall body image and mental health. Rather than living, many of us are simply existing.

This pressure, or stress, doesn’t just affect us mentally, but also takes a toll physically. Research shows how our emotions are stored and expressed through the body. Repressed anger, for example, can build up in the liver, leading to headaches, PMS symptoms and toxin build-up. Stress can show itself on the outside, through dark circles under the eyes or acne on the skin. Chronic fear can impact the kidneys, leading to adrenal fatigue, back pain or bladder stones. Feeling unheard can show up as thyroid imbalances and hormonal issues; grief as shallow breathing, asthma, chronic fatigue or colds; heartbreak as chest palpitations, chest tightness or issues with blood pressure; worry as tension, urgency or urinary issues in the bladder.

How could the pressures and violence we face, simply for being women, not have a profound impact on our bodies? Instead of ignoring these issues or avoiding them through using food, sex, drugs or other forms of escapism, we must listen to what our bodies are telling us to truly know ourselves.

If there was ever a reason to denounce the patriarchy, the sake of our health is surely good enough.

Stress is part of the female existence. Male supremacy pushes us into impossible choices and then holds us accountable for the results of those choices. It’s no wonder, then, that the stress from the patriarchy, misogyny and beauty standards forces our bodies to exist constantly in survival mode. When I take a step back, I can see how so many women – many of whom I know and witness personally – act out self-objectification from a place of deep unhappiness, insecurity and worthlessness. Discrimination and threats of gendered violence towards us are so routine, so normalised, that we’ve accepted our constant need to monitor our bodies as our fate. We have learnt to endure this behaviour and, with the knowledge of men being both our saviours and predators, try to find ways to make our lives easier.

‘Easier’, it turns out, can be achieved by becoming sexually desirable. But by choosing this route we are doing ourselves and the women around us a huge disservice because we’re worthy and capable of so much more.

Nowadays, much of female empowerment and beauty is linked to a woman’s sexual allure and desirability. Choice feminism has managed to convince many of us that showing our bodies and sexualising ourselves is an act of empowerment – a belief that I, especially, long equated with my power as a woman. Throughout Flesh, I will frequently refer back to how choice and the versions of pseudo-empowerment – often linked to how sexy we appear – encouraged by both men and women alike are a means to benefit the patriarchy. I think a lot about this perception of ‘choice’ because the choices we make individually, no matter how empowering they feel to us, can often impact other women’s rights and livelihoods on a bigger scale. I say this having worked in the fashion industry myself, which profits off women, creating an unrealistic expectation of beauty standards and exploiting their insecurities and vulnerabilities. I actively fought to work in and be accepted by this industry, while simultaneously being exploited by it.

While many feminists and women celebrate this hypersexual culture as ‘empowerment’, I now view it as a poor substitute for what true empowerment looks like: social, economic, political and sexual equality that will give women meaningful power over their own – and hopefully other women’s – lives. Real collective change can only happen when we think outside of what empowers us individually. Empowerment does not, however, lie solely in our sexual choices.

Some choices really aren’t our own at all. Many women make choices and decisions to their own detriment. Your choices will be heavily influenced by the culture, society and ideas around you. Things like your social environment, your culture or your bank balance can influence how you perceive your immediate world and the choices you make. Our true choices as women are still very limited.

I was speaking to a man recently who asked me whether I felt I had overshared my life online.

I asked what he was specifically referring to. He mentioned an Instagram post where I’d opened up about how I’d suffered in a relationship with an ex. He brought up the post where I showed before and after photos of my anorexia and bulimia recovery, where I’d tried explaining how I spent my youth trying to mould myself into what society said was beautiful, all in the hope of being loved. He mentioned the article I’d published in the summer of 2023 about how oversexualised modern dating had become, how women face horrifically sexual comments and sexualised treatment on dates.

I knew what he was trying to say. HE felt I had overshared these personal parts of my life. What he hadn’t yet realised is that those stories are universal.

To a heterosexual man, these occurrences might sound like rarities and perhaps they even made him feel uncomfortable. But in the eyes of women, many of these occurrences are our normal.

This man did not like hearing about these issues, and it’s hard not to feel like you’re offending a man you’re speaking to by talking about male behaviour in either specific or generalised ways. But an average female existence is scattered with a series of ‘small’ incidents we’re expected to just brush off or forget about.

Perhaps this man and many others like him didn’t like hearing about my experiences because I was too honest? Perhaps I may have shed light on some of their own behaviours? Or maybe turning a blind eye to my stories makes them feel better about their own shortcomings and the women they’ve failed? After all, why is it that nearly every woman I’ve spoken to knows someone who has been sexually assaulted but men never seem to know a rapist?

The idea that a female can have traumatic experiences and talk openly about them and without shame means society will finally need to view us as what we are: not just bodies, but real human beings. I doubt this man would have considered any of these experiences an overshare had I been a man. I’d be considered brave or strong.

To see the world through the female gaze we must first acknowledge the realities of the female experience. We must be open in sharing our stories and the incidents that have defined us as people to show men what we deal with on a regular basis and to show women they are not alone.

Flesh aims to explain how the systemic pressures women experience every day – culturally, societally, romantically – impact the most important relationship of all: the one we have with ourselves.

For years, I built a career around showcasing my body: first, through modelling, where I battled debilitating eating disorders; later, as a ‘curve’ model, encouraging women to love the skin they’re in through unretouched images and encouraging other women to do the same. While I still stand firmly behind the importance of representation and showing authentic, unretouched female bodies, it took this deeply dark time to question the image I’ve presented of myself and the role I’ve played not only in my own objectification but in celebrating the objectification of others too.

My messaging may have come from a place of wanting to help empower women, but by repeatedly showing my body off I was still putting it at the forefront of everything I did. I realised that even after all the lengths I’d gone to in recovering from my eating disorders, there were still unresolved traumas that were impacting the way I viewed and presented myself, let alone how I felt about myself. I may have no longer been fixated on calories or how much I weighed on a scale, but I was still aware of my body in other ways: the way it took up space, the correct and incorrect ways I was performing womanhood.

I wanted to let go of the way my body looked or at least relax about it somewhat. I realised I wanted more: more for myself, more from my relationships, more for the women around me. I wanted to be the main character of my own story, where men weren’t defining the narrative.

I wanted to be more than my body, wanted more from my body. I wanted to be more than a vessel for men to project their unresolved emotions and trauma on to; more than a body someone uses and disregards once they’ve had their fix. I wanted more than the pseudo-feminism promised to me from self-sexualisation. I wanted more from life itself.

What I’ve often considered an act of self-love hasn’t been as radical or feminist as I’d perhaps hoped. As I will explore in this book, I’m beginning to question my feminism and everything I believed modern-day female empowerment to be. Perhaps by the end of this book you will, too.

Adolescence, a four-part television drama created by Jack Thorne and Stephen Graham, became an instant global hit when it launched on Netflix in 2025. Shot in real time, it tells the story of thirteen-year-old Jamie, who is arrested for the murder of a female fellow student, Katie, after she rejects him romantically, his motive seemingly influenced by a mixture of manosphere forums, online incel culture and misogynistic ideas learnt in the playground. It aims to show that no matter how much a parent monitors their child’s internet usage, the manosphere’s ability to radicalise young men is profound: its hateful messaging and ideologies oozing from the depths of the online world and out into the everyday.

Part of the reason Adolescence resonated in the way it did is because Jamie is from a nice, ‘normal’, relatable family. He is cute-looking, baby-faced and white. We watch how Jamie’s actions affected the people around him; how one ‘mistake’, one outburst, altered the course of his life and that of his family’s. It was tragic. A waste. A life destroyed. We mourn the future Jamie could have had, had he not been radicalised by the content he’d read and seen online. But while the show was undoubtedly important to the bigger conversation, it does not tell Katie’s side of the story. We do not know anything about Katie herself: her dreams, her goals, her background. We do not see how her murder impacted her family; the trail of devastation her death at such a young age leaves behind.

Later in the show, a female detective sergeant makes a point about how women and girls involved in these violent cases are rarely discussed or remembered. ‘Katie isn’t important. Jamie is,’ she tells her detective inspector. ‘Everyone will remember Jamie. No one will remember her.’ And she is right. If Katie’s story were real, she would become yet another young woman buried beneath news story after news story of male on female violence.

Stories like the one featured in Adolescence, while shocking and thought-provoking, are now an unfortunate regular reality. It is not a coincidence that since the rise of vile, extreme misogynists such as Andrew Tate, violence against women and girls is becoming increasingly worse worldwide. In 2024, Home Secretary Yvette Cooper announced that extreme misogyny and male supremacist ideology will be treated as a form of extremism.

In Britain, stories of misogynistic extremism are repeatedly making the news. In 2021, twelve-year-old Ava White was stabbed by a fourteen-year-old boy in Liverpool. In 2023, fifteen-year-old Elianne Andam was attacked with a kitchen knife by a seventeen-year-old boy in Croydon. In July 2024, Louise Hunt was raped and murdered with a crossbow and butcher’s knife alongside her mother, Carol, and sister, Hannah, by Louise’s ex-boyfriend. Louise had broken up with him two weeks prior, due to his increasingly extremist views and behaviour. The Femicide Census shows that a woman has been killed by a man, on average, once every three days.

Within a couple of weeks of Adolescence being aired, Prime Minister Keir Starmer held a roundtable with the show’s creators to discuss the issue of extreme misogyny. He called misogyny a ‘cultural issue’ and said it is something that society will need to work on collectively to help resolve. He also welcomed Netflix’s move to make the series available for free within British secondary schools.

But when campaigner and writer Laura Bates’s book Men Who Hate Women was published in 2020, there was no government intervention or roundtables, despite Bates’s extensive research into misogyny, the then-underground manosphere and incel forums. Governments barely listen when charities speak out about male on female violence. Police often victim-blame when women come forward about their stalkers, abusers or rapists. Taught that ‘boys will be boys’, women consistently downplay sexist and misogynistic behaviour, believing they are overreacting.

A 2025 report from the National Audit Office called violence against women and girls (VAWG) an epidemic that is a ‘significant and growing problem’ affecting one in twelve women in England and Wales, and an issue that causes ‘physical, mental, social and financial harm’ to survivors. VAWG accounted for 20 per cent of all police-recorded crime in the UK from 2022–23. Keir Starmer promised to halve VAWG in a decade, which campaigners said was ‘laudable’ but ‘impossible’ without the commitment of every government department and without combating the deep-rooted sexism and misogyny in the UK.

But while political will is a step in the right direction and finally we are starting to take note of the severe effect that mis­ogyny is having on men and teenage boys, we are still continuously turning a blind eye to the women and girls dealing with misogyny from birth and the impact it has on them and their development. The manosphere is one form of misogyny – an extreme form – but every woman on this planet has experienced misogyny and sexism in some way, from microaggressions to abuse. The high-profile murder cases we read about may be the most violent and extreme cases against women, but let’s not assume misogyny is rare or limited to a few men. Every woman and girl I know has experienced misogyny more than once, and each and every one of us carries it within our bodies and psyches.

So, how do we stop objectifying ourselves? This is what I am exploring in the essays throughout this book. When we break our body parts down into individual pieces, which is how I’ve chosen to structure Flesh, we can clearly see how our lives as women have been eroded via sexism and misogyny over time. Every part of us is sexualised, objectified and fetishised in ways I don’t even think we’re necessarily conscious of.

I will touch on my own stories and experiences with misogyny and my body, but will also explore the wider social and historical context around each of these individual body parts: how our perception of them has changed over the years and what these body parts mean to women – and society – now. While I don’t have all the answers on how to decenter men, I do hope that through observing and understanding the effect that misogyny has on us, we can start reclaiming our bodies as our own.

I want to understand how the cumulative and ongoing sexism and misogyny women face throughout our lives not only impact the way we experience the world but also the way we experience ourselves – from the way we view our bodies, the effect they have on our mental health, to our experiences of dating, sex and relationships. You will notice how much of this messaging is rooted in racism and sexism and how many women uphold these beliefs generationally, believing they are undeserving of more. Through these essays I aim to understand the connection between my sexualised self-image and my psychological self-image, piecing together the way society has had a damaging effect on my identity. This is about piecing bits of my life together, facing some uncomfortable truths and wondering whether it’s truly possible to un-objectify and unlearn what I’ve been taught about myself.

I hope to bridge the connection between my true self versus my objectified self; between the person I really am versus the version of myself I’ve tried to run away from, the version I’ve been shaped into or, more specifically, the woman I’ve shaped myself into. I hope that by showing how incredible our bodies are internally, we can find a new respect for them outside our externalised gaze. I hope sharing my own stories of abuse, trauma and objectification may help you feel seen, less alone and to want more for yourself, too.

It is only when we become knowledgeable about our bodies and understand what our bodies do for us outside of their objectified, sexualised selves that we can start appreciating ourselves as people. Only then will women experience the revolution we need.


vagina.

During the months I spent forming in my mother’s womb, slowly morphing from a cluster of cells into something more human, my future as a woman was already predetermined.

Like all humans, the very probability of my existence was pretty low. It took a certain time of the month, a certain body temperature, a certain environment, for that particular egg and sperm to fertilise. After that, another small chance at being conceived successfully, and even then, there was a 10–20 per cent chance of my mother miscarrying whatever I was back then within the first twelve weeks.

Once my mother’s pregnancy became viable, naturally, there was a 50 per cent chance of me becoming a boy. Had I actually been born male, my life’s experience would’ve been very different indeed.

I don’t need to tell you why. I don’t need to tell you how. You already know. You’ve witnessed it first-hand.

I was born to parents who didn’t care what sex I was. When the midwife asked if they’d like to know my sex, they said they didn’t care to know. Clothes were bought in ‘neutral’ colours – yellows, greens, purples – and my parents prepared for my arrival, safe in the knowledge they would love me regardless.

But even with that in mind, had I been born a boy I would’ve undoubtedly been treated differently because of the way society treats boys versus girls. Regardless of how much I was loved by my parents, regardless of how special they thought I was, being female made me lesser.

Parental love could only protect me so much. Having a vagina set the standard of how I’d be treated by the world: by society, by culture, by family, by employers, by boys and then by men. My genitals dictated who I was before I knew who I was; defining my future before I had a chance of experiencing life first-hand.

In another country, or another life, once I’d been born, the grand unveiling of my vulva may have been met with disappointment, possibly even dread or regret. The initial joy of giving birth to a healthy, newborn daughter may suddenly have been clouded by reality: the realisation of their daughter existing in a world where she’ll mean very little; where life happens to her, at her and for her. Some mothers would feel nervous for my future, thinking back to the life they’d experienced as girls and/or as women: a life where their existence had minimal worth, status or meaning. Like many loving mothers, they may have wished, or hoped, for more: more for me and my future, knowing my sex would automatically hold me back.

Elsewhere in the world, my birth would have been disappointing for other reasons. Despite having zero influence over the development of my sex, my mother may have felt she’d somehow let her family or partner down for giving birth to a girl, having herself been raised in a culture where being male gave you instantaneous rights, stature and power. She may have internalised misogyny so much that she, too, viewed her existence through the lens of men, viewing herself with the same low level of worth and respect as the society and culture around her. She may have never thought to challenge the possibility that she, or her daughter, were destined for more, for the very idea of women with opportunities was – is – unfathomable.

As a baby, I obviously had no idea that being female would make me more prone to domestic abuse, something which, according to the World Health Organization, will be experienced by one in three women worldwide. I had no idea that every ten minutes, a woman or girl is killed by a family member or an intimate partner. I didn’t know the fear of sexual violence would linger above my day-to-day existence – that even basic tasks or activities, like popping to a corner shop or going on a date or going for a walk or taking public transport, would always come with precautions. I didn’t yet realise that it wasn’t being killed I feared most at the hands of a man but the things he could possibly do to me beforehand.

And yet, despite all that was destined for me, my life came with privileges unawarded to others. For one, I am white. I am in good physical health. Despite not finishing university, I am educated. I have physical features that deem me conventionally attractive in the Western world, and capitalising on my looks has contributed to me earning more than most women (and men) of my age. I own a property. I can vote, drive a car, take public transport, educate myself, use social media, access safe abortion, wear whatever I want, date whoever I want, be gay, live alone, have my own bank account. All it took was a fluke, really, the genetic lottery, for me to have been born at that exact time, in this exact part of the world, in this specific culture, to the parents I had.

Had I been born in, say, Afghanistan – a country the UN deems the most repressive in the world for women – I would have fewer rights than an animal. Being female under current Taliban rule would make me unable to receive an education past the age of twelve. It would see me banned from most public places, including parks, and from participating in sports. On the rare occasion I was allowed to go outside, I would be expected to wear a full veil so as not to attract male attention and I could be flogged in public if I did. A contraception ban was introduced in 2023, despite Afghanistan having one of the highest maternal mortality rates in the world. The UN estimates that every two hours, an Afghan woman dies during pregnancy or in childbirth.

The one bit of my anatomy I had left – my voice – would also be taken from me. Women are currently banned from singing, speaking too loudly or even laughing in public. With such little meaning or reason to exist, it is probably not surprising to hear widespread reports of women in Afghanistan experiencing severe depression and suicidal thoughts and tendencies.

Had I been born in Iraq, I could have easily become one of the 28 per cent of girls married before the age of eighteen. In 2024, the Iraqi government proposed to amend its personal status law, allowing girls as young as nine to marry under certain religious interpretations.

According to the charity Girls Not Brides, 12 million girls worldwide marry before the age of eighteen and over 650 million women alive today were married as children. In communities already facing conflict and instability, child marriage puts girls at risk of physical and sexual violence, exploitation and cycles of poverty. Child pregnancy contributes to many health risks – the leading one being death.

If I were born in Sierra Leone, I would have most likely been a victim of female genital mutilation (FGM), which according to the charity ActionAid, is common among 90 per cent of women and girls in the country aged between fifteen and forty-nine. FGM involves partially or fully removing a female’s external genitals for non-medical reasons. While FGM is classified into four major types, the most common practised in Sierra Leone involves removal of part or all of the clitoris and the labia minora.

If I were to give birth in Sudan, I would be at huge risk of dying in childbirth, where more than one out of every hundred Sudanese women will die from either childbirth or complications from pregnancy, giving it the highest maternal mortality rate in the world. As I write this, Sudan is experiencing civil war, and according to the UN, women and girls are being disproportionately impacted by the lack of safe, easily accessible and affordable water, sanitation and hygiene.

In the UK, misogyny is a bigger threat to women than terrorism and organised crime but is not yet considered a criminal offence. Each week, a British woman dies at the hands of a violent partner. In 2024, the National Police Chiefs’ Council described violence against women as a ‘national emergency’.

The charity Rape Crisis reports that 798,000 British women are raped per year. Between 2013 and 2022, child sexual abuse and exploitation increased by more than 400 per cent.

British women are more likely to find themselves in low-paid and unstable work and are more likely to live in poverty than men, a risk that is higher if you are Black or from an ethnic minority background. The average British woman earns 13.1 per cent less per hour than a man.

In the USA, the overturning of Roe v. Wade in June 2022 saw fourteen states enact near total abortion bans, leaving millions of women in danger, at risk of severe health complications or death. Eighteen states have now either completely banned or significantly restricted abortion. One in three American women now live in a state where abortion is inaccessible. Illegal abortions in states such as Texas or Alabama can result in lifetime imprisonment. At present, some right-wing activists are working to pass restrictions on contraception, considering them a ‘potential abortifacient’.

The abortion ban disproportionately affects marginalised groups, especially women who already have limited access to reproductive health services (like contraception or abortion), lower rates of employment and who are less likely to have health insurance. It just so happens that the states with the highest population of Black, Hispanic or Indigenous women (Southern and Midwestern states) happen to be the states that have banned abortion completely.

A 2018 report by the FBI broke down the percentages of crimes committed by men, against women, in the US: 96.8 per cent of rape cases were committed by men; 93.1 per cent of sex offences were committed by men; 96 per cent of paedophilia cases were committed by men; 87.8 per cent of murders and manslaughters were committed by men. It is naive to downplay or underestimate misogyny or to see these attacks as anything other than a gender-based issue.

So although my sex makes me second-class, although the fear of sexual assault impacts my day-to-day life, although my sexuality is weaponised against me, although I must stay vigilant at all times, although my gender means I’m perceived as weak, although being female means I am more likely to deal with physical pain than men, I know I must find gratitude for being female within the world and the levels of freedom granted to me simply because of when and where I was born.

My identity, value and life’s meaning as a woman are shaped around my vagina. Everything starts here. When I look between my legs, I am reminded of who I am, the way I’m viewed by society and the woman I’m expected to be.

To many, I won’t be considered a complete woman until I have a child. Whether I actually want a child or not is irrelevant. To many, without my reproductive system, I wouldn’t be considered a woman – and, therefore, valuable – at all.

A man is considered separate from his penis; viewed as a complete and whole person away from his genitalia. If a man is promiscuous or sexually driven, we laugh about how his brain is in his trousers; how he ‘thinks with his dick’, as though his penis has a mind of its own and cannot be controlled. The emphasis of his urges is placed entirely on his dick, separating him from his thoughts, actions or behaviour; removing him from any responsibility in his treatment of women.

A woman cannot be separated from her vagina. Her gender and sexuality define her. It is used to measure her fertility; her fuckability; her virtue. Unlike a man, my sexual organs do not hang outside my body like some sort of extra limb. My vagina, and entire reproductive system, is inside me. It is me. It’s hard to separate emotionally from your vagina, when it’s not only the center point of your reproductive and sexual health, but it is also constantly being used as a way of defining you, your status and your worth as a person. If the vagina isn’t being pornified or being eyed up as something to fuck, then it is seen as something to impregnate, demean or control.

We know a woman only by what she provides and not for who she is. Before I am allowed to be me, I am expected to be somebody’s partner; somebody’s wife; somebody’s mother. If I am not any of those things, I will be expected to fulfil those roles – and quickly. Marriage and motherhood come with a time frame: not just biologically but societally. If I choose not to become a mother or somebody’s wife, then who am I? I am somebody’s daughter, but ‘belonging’ to my parents hasn’t made men treat me any better or helped them see me as a human being or grant me respect in the past.

When my desires or choices don’t include or involve traditional female roles – specifically reproduction, nurturing or marriage – there is judgement; the belief that I am anti-men. If I take ownership of my life or control over my own freedom I am somehow heartless and emotionless. For putting my needs first, I am void of soul.

With the level of focus and attention put on women’s bodies, one would assume our health and well-being would be taken seriously. If society truly views human life as important or hierarchical, then by default, a woman’s ability to bring life into the world should put her at the top of the pecking order. But we know that not to be true. A woman’s body is a constant reminder of where she sits on the social scale. She is her sexual organs and, therefore, is her sexuality. If her body isn’t being bred with/from, then it is being sexualised. Her body – and existence – is for everyone else’s use or enjoyment but her own.

It’s not enough to simply exist. It’s not enough to live for myself. As a woman, my body must always provide something – arousal, pleasure, therapy, home-cooked dishes, a baby – otherwise my entire existence has been in vain. My vagina holds more importance than the rest of my body: more than my brain and my intellect, my soul and its kindness, my heart and its love. I must bleed, stretch, tear, birth to be considered a full woman, and even then, society has strict ideas of the ways in which women should be, act or behave to be considered ‘whole’.

If we’re asked to picture a vagina, we will likely visualise a hairless, smooth vulva: the types of vulvas we’ve seen in porn, on Barbie dolls or even in historic art. Very rarely would we think to picture our
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