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INTRODUCTION


Click. The flipping of a switch. The cartoon bulb flashing on overhead. The light suddenly illuminating the darkness. This romantic notion that ideas and identity are formed in one lightning-strike moment used to be the purview of old, white guys—Greek philosopher Plato, whose metaphor for enlightenment involved escaping creepy shadows in a cave, and inventors, like Alexander Graham Bell and Eli Whitney, who swore their earth-shattering insights happened suddenly and by accident once upon a time.

Jane O’Reilly reclaimed the click for the ladies in her 1971  Ms. magazine cover story entitled “The Housewife’s Moment of Truth.” Appearing in the inaugural issue, it opened with a group of women lying on the floor in Aspen, “floating free and uneasy on the indoor/outdoor carpet, eyes closed, being led through the first phase of a Workshop in Approaching Uni-sexuality.”

The women “recognize the click! of recognition, that parenthesis of truth around a little thing that completes the puzzle of reality in women’s minds—the moment that brings  a gleam to our eyes and means the revolution has begun.” The backdrop of O’Reilly’s story is distinctly early ’70s, and the realizations that occur on that (no doubt, shag) carpet seem somewhat fixed in time, too. One by one, the women O’Reilly describes realize that they can no longer tolerate the sexism all around. She writes:

In Houston, Texas, a friend of mine stood and watched her husband step over a pile of toys on the stairs, put there to be carried up. “Why can’t you get this stuff put away?” he mumbled. Click! “You have two hands,” she said, turning away.


Last summer I got a letter, from a man who wrote: “I do not agree with your last article, and I am canceling my wife’s subscription.” The next day I got a letter from his wife saying, “I am not cancelling my subscription.” Click!


Last August, I was on a boat leaving an island in Maine. Two families were with me, and the mothers were discussing the troubles of cleaning up after a rental summer. “Bob cleaned up the bathroom for me, didn’t you honey?” she confided, gratefully patting her husband’s knee. “Well, what the hell, it’s vacation,” he said, fondly. The two women looked at each other, and the queerest change came over their faces. “I got up at six this morning to make the sandwiches for the trip home from this ‘vacation,’” the first one said. “So I wonder why I’ve thanked him at least six times for cleaning the bathroom?” Click! Click!

We began our own conversation about click moments in a definitively modern context—a mass email sent to several of our feminist friends. J. Courtney Sullivan was in the process of writing her novel, Commencement, and needed an idea for the feminist “aha moment” of one of her characters. She emailed a group of women and asked, “What was the moment that made you a feminist? Was there one person, event, book, or idea that made it happen?” The responses came in fast and furious. Some were predictable (reading Katie Roiphe, joining the campus women’s  center, having a sexual assault experience) and some were anything but (seeing Jennifer Baumgardner wearing fishnet stockings, or Alissa Quart falling in love with a war correspondent). Our click moments were distinctly different from those Second Wavers in O’Reilly’s essay.

Responses to our email chain included:


“We were reading The Great Gatsby in high school English, and I came across this line: ‘That’s the best thing a girl can be in this world, a beautiful little fool.’ I felt enraged, but none of my classmates even seemed to notice.”



“Was it The Feminine Mystique? Catharine MacKinnon? Attending Smith and realizing that I needed to do more with my life in order to honor the legacy of the women who came before me? Weeping for prostitutes in Amsterdam? My ‘Come to Jesus’ moment was kind of like a slow buildup over time that culminated with me waking up one morning a RAGING feminist—although I was definitely a minor one from the start.”


“At a rainy Take Back The Night rally my first year of college . . . I looked around at the women on every side, and thought about how strange it was that I’d ended up here, given my conservative Republican upbringing. I realized that if I don’t identify as a feminist, no one really does.”


“One movie: Girls Town. Amazing.”


Courtney E. Martin, inspired by the range and surprising nature of many of the answers, suggested that we ask more young feminists that same question. We wanted to collage together a picture of contemporary young feminists—often invisible to mainstream media entirely and sometimes maligned by their own foremothers for supposedly misinterpreting the movement they’ve inherited. We wanted to discover what it is that still brings a diversity of young people to try on the feminist label despite the obvious risks. And we wanted to represent what we saw as the awesome breadth of feminist baptisms  in the modern age. Back in the day, the most common path toward a feminist identity was getting dragged to a meeting by a friend or reading a feminist book. Today, a girl Googles Jessica Simpson in her living room in Dubuque and stumbles on a feminist analysis of Simpson’s creepy dad on a blog—suddenly, she’s wondering if she might be a feminist, too.

 




Click is a collection of essays on the catalytic moments when twenty-eight women and one man in their teens, twenties, and thirties were disoriented by sexism and found their way to feminism. From protest marches to marching bands, Anita Hill to Patricia Hill Collins, late night stand-up to purity pledges, ADHD to engineering school, Barbie dolls to Sleater-Kinney—these essays depict a definitively modern version of feminism, reshaped and reinvigorated by the daughters of the ’80s and ’90s. Their stories and backgrounds are diverse, but they share a passion for feminism that proves the movement is as strong as ever.

In these pages, you will hear from some of the most beloved and controversial voices in contemporary feminism—including Jessica Valenti, Jennifer Baumgardner, Amy Richards, and Rebecca Traister—as well as some fresh new perspectives from writers like Sophie Pollitt-Cohen, the whip-smart daughter of Katha Pollitt; the youngest Feministing editor, Miriam Zoila Pérez; and eighteen-year-old Nellie Beckett, who says, “Buying a pair of sturdy, sensible black boots was a classic feminist milestone . . . I developed a confident stride that carried me farther, faster, more powerfully than I dreamed possible. One day, I put a pair of flats back on. I had to mince down the street with that booty-shaking hobble that so many girls learn after they’ve forgotten how to run and jump. Some advice, girls: Once you get a decent pair of shoes, there’s no going back.”

The inspirational moments, people, and events that draw young women to feminism are everywhere—but this generation of the movement faces many challenges that others never did. First off, we face the question, is feminism still necessary? Some of our contributors speak to the idea of always supporting women’s rights, yet not initially feeling the need to ally themselves with a formal movement. American women in their twenties and thirties have benefited immensely from inroads made by our mothers and grandmothers, and a by-product of this is that many young people see feminism as outdated and unnecessary. Here, we reveal what changes their minds.

In some circles, despite progress made by feminists a generation ago, it’s still difficult or controversial for young women to claim the feminist label. How then do they find their way to it? Some of us grew up in conservative homes and neighborhoods, but used the Internet to bridge the geographical gaps between like-minded young women and ourselves. Others, unlike Second Wavers, were raised by self-identified feminists; for these women, the quest is often characterized by trying to find their own version of feminism—separate from their mothers’ consciousness raising groups and Gloria Steinem books. (Jessica Valenti writes: “She is the reason I am who I am. Ironically, it was also her strength that spelled my reticence to the feminist label. It was all just too scary. To call myself a feminist was to identify with my mother.”)

Feminism is alive and thriving, a movement with a rich history that constantly gets reshaped and redefined. Our book owes a debt of gratitude to Jane O’Reilly’s 1971 essay, though it is different in so many ways. That’s fitting, really, because our generation of feminists owes a debt of gratitude to hers, despite the changes of the last thirty years. Our contributors write as if in constant, fearless dialogue with the movements and the  meanings that have been inscribed by the women who came before. They don’t ignore the past, but honor it, all the while looking ahead.

Almost forty years ago O’Reilly wrote, “One little click turns on a thousand others.” We offer her—and you—this collection as a gracious acknowledgment of the lights that led the way and an illumination of those to come.

 



∼ J. Courtney Sullivan and Courtney E. Martin






 I’M GONNA WASH THAT KING RIGHT OUT OF MY HAIR

Elisa Albert
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It was the spring of 1989 at Temple Emanuel Community Day School of Beverly Hills (motto: “Living Judaism!”).

Purim is the raucous Jewish holiday commemorating the victory of the ancient Persian Jews over an evil government plot to exterminate them. As relayed in the Book of Esther (a.k.a. the Megillah) it went down something like this: King Ahasuerus, presiding over a drunken gathering one night, sends for his queen, Vashti, to come and “entertain” the party. This is understood to mean, in the vernacular, show us yer tits. Vashti says screw that, I’m not your bitch, don’t tell me what to do. The king promptly throws her out and looks through his harem for a replacement bride. He finds and falls madly in love with the beautiful/virtuous Esther, who, having been so advised by her beloved uncle Mordechai, does not reveal  her Jewish identity. The real trouble begins when Mordechai refuses to bow down to the king’s hateful adviser Haman and a personal vendetta is born. Haman plots to destroy all the Jews in the kingdom. The king says sure, whatever, do what you want, I don’t care about those weird-ass Jews. Mordechai impresses upon now-Queen Esther the importance of putting a stop to this plot. Esther fasts for three days, soul-searching, and finally goes before her husband the king to reveal her identity and plead for the sparing of the Jews. The king’s dick proves more influential than either his personal bigotry or his highest adviser, so the Jews are saved, Haman is sent to his death, and, a few thousand years later, we motley fifth- and sixth-graders pull out all the stops on a musical revue spectacular.

We all wanted to be Esther, of course. The heroic, beautiful, self-sacrificing beloved of the king. The ingenue savior of the Jews. And such a nice girl, to boot. So thin from all that fasting! She was going to get to wear a dirndl and sing a relyricized “My Favorite Things.” Second choice would’ve been to play a member of Esther’s harem, biblical pole-dancers who got to wear these very sexy getups—veils, MC Hammer pants, exposed midriffs, sequins: very Persia Britney Spears. (Eleven-year-old girls in midriff-baring harem costumes: ah, good old Jewish day school.) The king, surrounded by his minions and ogling a parade of bachelorettes, was given to breaking the fourth wall, winking at the audience, and exclaiming, à la Mel Brooks, “It’s good to be king!”

I was ambivalent, at best, about having been cast as Vashti. The shrew. The cast-off first wife. A mere footnote to the story of Esther’s bravery and the salvation of the Jewish people. My costume was a modest polyester gown. My big number was “I’m Gonna Wash That King Right Out of My Hair,” and I was last seen protesting the harem procession, pacing back and forth downstage with a large sign that read WOMENUNITE!

The harem girls got all the attention, not to mention the good  outfits and camaraderie. They giggled and shrieked, primped and preened, traded lipstick and headdresses. Vashti walked her picket line alone, back and forth, a feminist army of one.

Sure, it wasn’t the most nuanced portrayal of feminist values, but lo and behold, the audience ate it up. They positively roared. On the VHS I scavenged from a musty box in my mother’s basement, you can see a relieved and astounded smile creeping over my face, replacing the enraged, playacted protest and alienation. And something crucial sparked in my prepubescent brain: Sometimes the pretty, virtuous little princess is a freaking snooze. Meek Esther was revealed to have a somewhat underdeveloped stage presence and proved quite unmemorable. But everyone found Vashti—in serious eyeliner and tiara, shouting down Biblical gender paradigms—hilarious. (“Women, Unite! Women, Unite! Women, Unite!”) I already had a reputation for being tough and loud and something of a handful (to, um, euphemize), and now it seemed I’d found an acceptable outlet. On stage, no less.

How fun and exciting (and attention-getting) to be protesting and shouting and refusing. How very much more interesting to go against the grain. And wait a second, yeah!  Why the hell was it okay for the king to demand sexual favors from his queen and then unceremoniously dump her if she didn’t feel like putting out for him? I was too young to fully get the situation—though I had, by then, discovered and memorized my older brothers’ extensive hardcore porn stash—but the injustice of the situation seemed clear, and I ran with it.

My friend Raquel, in a nice bit of gender-play, was cast as Haman, and before being sent to the gallows in the show’s final act, delivered a truly heartrending performance of “Don’t Cry for Me, Shushan City.”

Our director, an Israeli woman named Nili with a frosted perm and lots of blue eye shadow, was exacting and visionary. I wonder now about her artistic goals: Did she aspire to an  experimental off-Broadway career? Did she go home at night and complain to her theater friends about the bunch of over-privileged elementary school brats in this ridiculous Purim musical?

Thanks to the miracles of Facebook, I can today account for about 75 percent of my talented costars. But not Esther, because I can’t for the life of me remember her name.

It was, by all accounts, a triumphant show. Thereafter, though, I was confused to have earned myself a reputation, and had become the target of a fair amount of teasing: Hey Elisa, are you a feminist? Hey Elisa, women belong in the kitchen! Hey Elisa, are you going to get married and have lots of babies like women should? Hey Elisa, are you a lesbian? A good many peers, and even adults, in my life seemed to find it cute to bait the grade school feminist. I found myself embroiled in verbal spats about my burgeoning identity, forced to defend ideas I didn’t yet understand. Despite the fact that I was utterly without the tools to properly argue my as-yet-unarticulated case, it was clear to me that something was off: This “feminism” thing got me into creepy one-sided arguments with grownups.

My elderly great uncle tersely advised me, ostensibly in response to my fifth-grade feminist harlotry, to “keep my legs crossed.” Another relative liked to mock me with statements like “Women shouldn’t be doctors,” just to laugh while I sputtered furiously in disagreement. It pissed me off long before I could fully understand what was going on.

Some years passed before Grace Paley and Naomi Wolf and Jean Kilbourne and Gloria Steinem and Ani DiFranco and Vivian Gornick and Susanna Kaysen and Andrea Dworkin kindled the spark of a complex adult feminism, but I’m convinced that my embrace of the above-mentioned hinged on already having identified—in that stubborn, childish, attention-hungry, dinner-party-delighting way—with Vashti. Her refusal to degrade herself for the entertainment of her  shmucky husband and his shmucky friends, her dignity in the face of being dumped and cast aside, her sadly lacking place in the Old Testament, singular refuser of ancient gender paradigms.

The Megillah doesn’t give us much detail about what happened to Vashti, but it’s likely she was put to death at the king’s insistence. I’m not very observant these days, but every Purim—a holiday on which it’s a mitzvah to get so drunk you can’t tell the difference between Haman and Mordechai!—I toast her spirit, and my fellow players in that long-ago Shushan spectacular, for helping me begin to see what resistance is all about.
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ONE IS SILVER AND THE OTHER’S GOLD

Jennifer Baumgardner
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When I was a little girl, I played with Barbies religiously. They weren’t my only pastime—I also loved the Carol Burnett Show in reruns, singing Barbra Streisand songs at the top of my lungs, and roller-skating. But the summer of 1979, Barbie reigned supreme. I played Barbies every day with my next-door neighbor Missy, a green-eyed ten-year-old (I was nine), who was the daughter of the pastor at United Methodist. I had Malibu Barbie (who had straight hair with bangs, a tan, and suggestive lighter lines of paint where her bikini had blocked out the sun) and another Barbie with knee-length wavy hair and an opulent pink evening gown (Vegas Barbie? Barbie Dream Girl?). Each day I would drag my Barbies, Barbie furnishings, Barbie car, and Barbie clothing over to Missy’s. We established a narrative: The Barbies were in college and living in dorms  and were always getting ready to go out on dates. They were, while possibly not gay, bi-curious—in the sense that I often positioned them to lie on top of each other naked. Missy had a Ken, and that came to no good end. Pretty soon Malibu Barbie was pregnant and needed an abortion. She got pregnant many times and always chose to have an abortion. After all, she was in college, bisexual, and popular, and abortion was legal.

I was raised steeped in a brew, however weak at times, of feminist values and culture. It was a function of era (the ’70s) more than location (Fargo, North Dakota) or sensibility. During the Vietnam War protests and drug experiments of the 1960s, my parents were struggling young marrieds, scraping by while Dad finished med school, and then we spent five years on army bases while my dad did his military service. Still, my mother read Ms. My father wanted everything for his three daughters that sons would have gotten. We talked about abortion and gay rights at the dinner table—the whole family was for both. My childhood was invisibly, but perceptibly, enhanced by Title IX, access to birth control and abortion, and a Free to Be . . . You and Me attitude. But these gifts from the women’s liberation movement weren’t clicks, as made famous by Jane O’Reilly’s 1971 “The Housewife’s Moment of Truth”—they didn’t unlock a feminist consciousness but rather enabled me to live a pretty unencumbered life without having to be part of a movement.

By college, 1988 to 1992, I was a passionate, if conflicted, feminist. I danced suggestively at frat parties in miniskirts with my friends while yelling, “Don’t look at me!” at any oglers. I read the big authors: Millett, Firestone, hooks, Dworkin, Anzaldua . . . still nothing had occurred that could be called a “click.” It was more like I was channeling clicks from another generation, nodding my head in agreement with “all men benefit from sexism” and “abortion on demand without apology!” I quoted from brilliant, outraged manifestos written by women  who were raised in the 1950s, women for whom feminism landed like a meteor in their lives, initiating cataclysmic change in their carefully laid-out existences. I laughed ruefully about my preconsciousness nine-year-old self who played with Barbies, those pink, plastic, acceptable versions of womanhood.

By age twenty-one, the ideas of feminism thrilled me. The power the movement had put in so many women’s hands was palpable to me. Its recent history was so glamorous and righteous; I was sad I hadn’t been around for it. Jealous, even, of these revolutionized housewives and women who had been excluded from jobs, college, the military, leadership, and drinking at McSorley’s Ale House. Why couldn’t I be one of the women so angry about the high-dose pill (which caused blood clots and strokes and had been unethically tested on women in Puerto Rico with no attempt at informed consent) that I broke up the Senate Pill Hearings in 1970? By the time I was on the Pill, the hormones were at a mere fraction of the previous dose, safe for most intents and purposes.

But later, at the magazine where I worked after college, I got my click. It came not from desperately defying the house-work my husband didn’t help me do (I was unmarried and dating a girl), nor from learning that men in my office were paid more for the same work (I worked at Ms. magazine; there were no men). My click came from having an ally—a peer raised in much the same brew as I had been—who could reflect back to me what I was experiencing as a feminist raised after the Second Wave. If not for her, would l have continued recognizing feminism only if it looked and sounded like the Second Wave? Would I have continued to pile on to my own generation, agreeing with sentences like, “young women are so much less radical” and “so much less pro-choice” and “there are no young leaders”?

The ally was Amy, also born in 1970, though in a different kind of family than mine. She was raised by a young single  mom, had never met her father, and had attended boarding school and Barnard—a somewhat common trajectory in New York City, but exotic to my Midwestern perceptions. I worked at Ms. magazine in the editorial offices, total peon job; Amy worked down the hall in Gloria Steinem’s office.

At first, our interest in one another was social—two young colleagues, one new to the city, going out for a drink or to hear a band or dance at Nell’s. But within a few months, we began talking shop: She would tell me about the younger activists she had met at the women’s conference in Beijing or through her foundation, Third Wave, which at the time was basically Amy and a recipe file box with names of a few hundred donors and members. I would share my increasingly confident belief that women who were creating—not just critiquing—culture were the new generation of feminist leaders, the dearth of whom was so bemoaned at meetings we attended. Through Ms. (and my own initiative), I was meeting writers, musicians, and activists like Kathleen Hanna, Christina Kelly, Nomy Lamm, Ani DiFranco, Debbie Stoller, and Farai Chideya—women my age who were feminist and responding to their own era.

Those first heady conversations prompted an independent and accurate assessment of my own world and generation, its problems and potential solutions. Rather than my continuous repetition (and romanticizing) of feminist truths that came before me, I began to look in the mirror and see myself as important to feminism as the women who had come before me. I believe what I went through was entirely natural. When you are becoming radicalized, you gravitate to recognizably radical spaces. I felt I was a feminist but wasn’t totally secure in what that might mean in my life. Therefore, I pretended to have Andrea Dworkin’s life—or at least her perceptions, which were, of course, born of her personal and generational experiences.

At times, this new ability to see my own generation and myself as powerful and relevant felt like a betrayal of—or at  least a conflict with—the Second Wave. I saw that social justice has a natural evolution to it. The ’60s were a Big Bang. Abortion was illegal, contraception was illegal, black people were actively barred from rights of citizenship and living with dignity—or even living. To be gay or trans was to live in secret or face constant ridicule and prejudice. Women were hostages to a single stray sperm, allowed to be educated without a chance to apply this education in meaningful work. People protested their exclusion and oppression—they kicked open doors, they demanded to be let in.

But that way of being activist is less germane today, when exclusion is not the primary oppression. The activism of today is subtler, intersectional, individual, and sensitive. It requires listening as much as, if not more than, speaking out. It is the activism of inhabiting a space once the door has been kicked open, warming up the chilly atmosphere, creating the infrastructure for a healthy social environment.

I now lecture widely across the country. I’ve visited more than 250 schools, and at every school there is this anxiety that students today are too apathetic, that they are not angry enough about the wars, about abortion rights, about capitalism. When I was in college, I felt that anxiety and made the exact same indictment of my generation—not being angry enough—a direct comparison with the ’60s. But I’ve come to realize that the job of each generation is to make sense of its own era—to understand what is needed now, when some past issues of oppression are not so in-your-face. To acknowledge that I am living a far more socially free and empowered life than my mother could have imagined at my age. I want to thank her and her generation for that groundwork, but more importantly I want to commit to inhabiting the rooms they helped to open up, and not continue banging loudly on a door that is unlocked.

Identifying that distinction between my generation’s feminism and that of the Second Wave was a critical step in seeing  what truly ties the eras, generations, waves (whatever you want to call it) of feminism together. It’s this: It’s a relationship with an ally that enables you to inhabit your feminism. The women of the 1960s and 1970s talked at kitchen tables, held CR meetings, formed countless groups, but the main thing they did was reflect back each other’s experiences and call them, not just valid, but political.

One day in 1998, when Amy and I were in the middle of writing our first book together, we were struggling with our resistance to some earnest, feminist magazine targeted at girls. It might have been New Moon; it might have been Teen Voices. Something about it felt inauthentic to young girls today and imposed from another era—that whole aping of ’70s feminism we felt encouraged to do early in our consciousness. Then we began to talk about Barbie. It took a while to jog my memory, but I recalled how much fun I had imagining adult life via that doll—and how much my Barbie was expressing the changes wrought by feminism, from sexual freedom to legal abortion. Meanwhile, Amy recalled that she would take photos of her Barbies, as if they were her older siblings, filling out her female-only family of two. “I liked Barbie,” said Amy, decisively. “She was sort of a friend.”

“Yes,” I said and sent up to the gods of feminism a silent word of thanks for this ally with whom I reliably, and powerfully, clicked.
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SEVENTEEN YEARS OF RIDICULE: A YOUNG FEMINIST’S POLEMIC

Nellie Beckett

[image: 007]


Click: the honks when I walk down the street.

Click: the snickers of my high school classmates when I speak up.

Click: the screech of misogynist lyrics.

Click: the laughs at sexist jokes.

Click: the sickening thud in the pit of my stomach when I walk home alone at night.

I am seventeen years old, and I’ve been a feminist as long as I can remember. Though I can’t discern a particular “click” in my memory, perhaps it was when I was born at home and bestowed my mother’s last name because my parents wanted to subvert the patriarchal naming system. Perhaps it was at the age of two, when I expressed a preference for blocks and toy trucks instead of Barbie dolls. Perhaps it’s just the experience of  growing up female in a misogynistic society. Fortunately, I’ve had the privilege of a supportive home environment. Ever since I can remember, my feminist mother has taught me to analyze the implicit messages in Cinderella, speak out against misogyny, and stick up for myself and others. My politics are also shaped by my father, who taught me to cook, read me Pippi Longstocking, and took me to the 2004 March for Women’s Lives. Personally, I’d like to think that I have played an integral role in shaping the feminist beliefs of my two fabulous younger sisters.

Still, it’s not easy growing up female, especially when you’re teased from a young age for having a loud mouth and strong opinions. The label feminist memorably resonated in second grade, when I sat transfixed through an entire documentary on the Seneca Falls Convention. When I read Reviving Ophelia at the age of ten, I realized that I couldn’t make the transition from confident kid to depressed, troubled teenager like so many of the girls profiled in the book. The more books I read and the more injustice and sexism I saw, the more feminism made sense. Thus my career as a raging, self-identified radical feminist was born.

Feminism instantly clicked because it was a way of seeing the world that made sense, respected and aligned with my perceptions of society. The more I learned about the movement, the more power I felt. Identifying as a feminist has fortunately inspired both mundane and life-changing decisions.

I’ve learned to speak powerfully, ridding an upward inflection at the end of sentences in favor of making definitive statements. It makes defending strong opinions and unpopular positions much easier.

Buying a pair of sturdy, sensible black boots was a classic feminist milestone inspired by Anastasia Higginbotham’s fantastic essay in Listen Up. I developed a confident stride that carried me farther, faster, more powerfully than Idreamed possible. One day, I put a pair of flats back on. I had to mince down the street with  that booty-shaking hobble that so many girls learn after they’ve forgotten how to run and jump. Some advice, girls: Once you get a decent pair of shoes, there’s no going back.

Getting a short haircut may have been a superficial choice, but it still felt like one less societal restraint had been lifted. One of the happiest days of my life was when I walked home with a short cut, more confident than I had ever felt before. Now the shouts I hear from car windows are “dyke” rather than “baby.” I take the intended insult as a term of pride.

Coming out was terrifying, exhilarating, liberating—a defining experience that proved that the personal is indeed political.

This is not to say that all feminists are short-haired, hairy-legged, sensibly shod lesbians. In fact, I’ve found that feminist defenders often waste half their rhetoric dispelling this tired stereotype. Feminists come in all shapes, colors, and genders, and it’s about time that our diversity is recognized in the mainstream. If there’s a movement whose image shouldn’t be the top priority, it’s feminism.

Luckily, my undying activism does have a fun side. With a feminist consciousness, it is much more rewarding to stay up reading radical feminist polemics rather than watching TV that’s hell-bent on convincing my demographic of our collective deformities. Writing zines is more useful than waxing my legs, clinic defense is better than the mall, meeting my feminist icons is more exhilarating than just about anything.

Though I have an unwavering loyalty to the basic tenets of feminism, I struggle with its boundaries every day. At what point do you draw the line between being sex positive versus sexist? Can we consider pro-lifers to be feminists? How can the feminist movement include people who identify beyond the confining categories of man and woman? These vexing binary questions are enough to make me want to retreat to one of the almost-extinct lesbian feminist communes and stick to the hard-line radical feminist rhetoric that sounds so appealing  in theory but is so difficult to make a reality. Unfortunately, separatism is awfully constricting when the definitions of everything in our world are blurred. Inclusiveness is the only way that this ever-shifting movement is going to progress.

However, personal definitions of feminism will always be extremely complex. Being a feminist means making my own choices, but it also means supporting the choices that women in my life make. I’m a feminist for my mother, who chose to stay home with her kids and was criticized for doing so. She’s now applying to be a lawyer. Despite her excellent credentials, law firms seem to think that fifteen years as a stay-at-home mom don’t qualify as “real work.” I’m a feminist for all my friends coming out, getting together, breaking up, finding themselves, struggling with body image and the nagging feeling that they will never be good enough. I’m a feminist for my grandmother, a breast cancer survivor and former debutante, who spends an hour a day on makeup, yet self-identifies as a feminist. I’m a feminist for my cousin, the single teenage mom of a beautiful baby girl. I’m a feminist for my baby-sitting charge, who at five years old adores Disney Princess movies, Barbie, and the color pink. Imake sure to tell her that she’s strong and smart, as well as pretty. I’m a feminist for humans of every gender who are beaten, raped, teased, ignored, excluded, discriminated against, silent, and shamed.

I’ll continue to be a loud and proud feminist for so many reasons. Because women are still paid 75 cents to a man’s dollar, because one out of three women is a victim of sexual violence, even because Ican’t walk down one block in my neighborhood without being catcalled or harassed. Icould list the statistics and anecdotes all day, and even then there are so many people who refuse to acknowledge privilege and oppression of all kinds.

I’ve had to explain to stupefied peers countless times: Feminism is not just about equal pay. My generation is young, foolish, and utterly dependent on technology. They are blissfully unaware and often, it seems, worrisomely inactive, if not 
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