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Introduction


Feminist Book Society





 


This book is about action. It was inspired by a need to take action, even as global events in the spring of 2020 made so many feel powerless, or more powerless, and unable to move forward.


When the coronavirus pandemic hit in early 2020 it became horrifyingly clear, very quickly, that essential debate, action and forward movement in the fight for gender equality were going to be sidelined, silenced, even halted altogether. That hard-won progress was going to regress. A stark warning came not even a week into lockdown in the UK. We started seeing media reports of heightened threat: calls to domestic abuse helplines in those early weeks alone were up by 49 per cent. Killings – of women – doubled. And this is just one area where women and non-binary people, of all backgrounds and experiences, have been disproportionately affected by this crisis, and where gender inequality is, simply, a matter of life and death.


This book exists because of many, many small actions. In those early days of lockdown in the UK, we – the team behind Feminist Book Society (an author panel event that used to be held monthly in a London bookshop, and now happens online) – sat in our homes, at our new makeshift workspaces, feeling isolated and anxious. We decided to use what resources we had as people in the book industry, and reached out. We pitched an idea. We connected with two independent non-profit publishers, And Other Stories in Britain and the Feminist Press in the United States. At Feminist Book Society we challenge ourselves to bring together authors that you might not typically expect to see sharing a stage or an online panel. So we knew, for this book, that we wanted to hear from the broadest range of feminist voices possible. Together we approached feminist authors, creatives and game-changers we were inspired by, and along the way we were introduced to more. We made contact with the organisations the funds raised by the sales of this book will support – Women’s Aid and Imkaan in the UK and the Third Wave Fund in the US. With each small action, each pitch, each email and each positive response, an engaged and committed community began to grow.


In summer 2020 our amazing contributors put pen to paper, or joined us online for ‘in conversation’ interviews. Our team of voluntary editors got busy shaping these pieces into a book. As a collective, working together, at pace, and in ways none of us had ever worked before, we pulled together the determinedly intersectional transatlantic feminist writing collection that you are now holding in your hands.


Each contributor was asked to capture a moment, to share what they, personally, were thinking and feeling, as feminists writing ‘right now’ and what ‘coming back stronger’ meant for them. When we first shared the brief with our contributors the defining global event of 2020 was the pandemic, and much of the world was in some version of a lockdown. By June 2020, the Black Lives Matter protests and action that gained huge, renewed international momentum following the deaths of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor in particular, were informing and shaping numerous responses to the brief in powerful ways. Every writer in this collection shines their own bright light on the numerous, varied and often woefully under-represented spaces where misogyny and other deep-rooted inequalities intersect. The defining events of 2020 were simply a starting point for our writers.


So what you’ll find in these pages is a truly exhilarating and honest creative response to crisis. Each piece stands compellingly on its own, and was not commissioned as part of the ‘theme’ they’re now arranged within. Authors did not know at the time of their writing what other authors would be contributing. And the way the pieces are curated here is only one of the many ways it was possible to bring them together.


One of the most exciting things about watching the project develop has been seeing how these various contributions interact with one another. Some themes are writ large across multiple pieces. Urgent questions are asked again and again, and answered with unique insight, from multiple perspectives. Some pieces can be read in dialogue with each other, some in conflict. This collection is a conversation starter, a catalyst for healthy, respectful but rigorous debate; it’s also a listening exercise, a love letter, a warm invitation to connect and find closeness, perhaps a source of comfort; and it’s a rallying cry, a polemic, an amplifier and a challenge. It’s a book that rejects the search for, or acceptance of, a ‘new normal’ and demands a new different. It highlights the urgent need to drive feminist action forward, as the global pandemic crisis continues, and as the seismic local and global events of 2020 shape whatever our futures hold. It challenges what ‘feminism’ is in the twenty-first century, and what we want it to be.


A huge thank you to each contributor, and to everyone involved in this book, for your acts of creativity and courage, your kindness in giving your time, your words and support.


And thanks to you for buying this book.


As a result of your action, 20 per cent of the price you paid will go to Women’s Aid and Imkaan in the UK, supporting their essential work on the frontline of the fight against one manifestation of ingrained misogyny and gender inequality.


This book is about coming through crisis and coming back stronger. It is about how we create what comes next. This book is about action – about every small act that leads to a connection, to something bigger, that creates something, that sparks something.


So now, it’s over to you.




Cry Out





So Much Racket


Sara Collins


Sara Collins obtained a master’s degree in creative writing (with distinction) from Cambridge University. She is the author of the critically acclaimed novel The Confessions of Frannie Langton, which won the 2019 Costa First Novel Award.


Sara supports Arts Emergency and FareShare. You can find Sara on Instagram @saracollinsauthor, on Twitter @mrsjaneymac and via her website saracollinsauthor.com.





 


It’s an unbearably cold morning in February. For days now I’ve been feeling emergency in my bones, the way some people’s ankles prophesy the weather. I’m scanning the news on my phone while waiting for a train. Eleven million people are still quarantined in Wuhan, China, but because the epidemic is affecting millions of non-white people who don’t live in one of the ‘hashtag-able’ cities, it’s barely shifting the needle on what I call the ‘Western Tragedy Scale’. Why aren’t we ‘praying’ for Wuhan the way we ‘prayed’ for Paris? Here in London, people seem (at best) mildly interested, and the virus is only an item on a news chyron. No one knows yet that these are our last weeks of eyeing each other as strangers rather than disease vectors. I step into the carriage, click on a link and slip in my earphones. A panorama of Wuhan appears on my phone screen, a night sky studded with faintly lit skyscrapers. Out of the darkness the residents call out, from one block of flats to the next, their shouts reverberating between the tall buildings. ‘Wuhan, come on!’ they’re saying. ‘Stay strong. Keep going. Wuhan, come on!’


Nothing moves at all on-screen. The only thing passing between the people is language, but as it moves back and forth it amplifies itself, and becomes an endless, echoing crescendo, an eddy of noise, disturbing the silence.


Stay strong. Keep going.


Little do we know how soon we, too, will need that message. In the weeks to come, the virus will sweep airily past the calcifying UK borders that the government is still ineptly and inexplicably busy trying to ‘take back’. The Prime Minister will drag himself onto our screens and announce a lockdown. Overnight each of us will become either ‘essential’ or an epicentre of inertia, busying ourselves with Netflix and Joe Wicks and banana bread if we’re lucky or, if we’re not, with sickness and grief and unemployment. Every press briefing will remind me of a line in Arundhati Roy’s powerful essay ‘The End of Imagination’: ‘What do you do if you’re trapped in an asylum and the doctors are all dangerously deranged?’ Eventually we will call to each other out of our own windows; we will bang our own pots. Energies and emotions will narrow themselves down, and time will empty itself out, making us desperate to eke out small joys as a way to feel it passing – a meandering walk, a sliver of garden, a delivery of fresh-baked spanakopita from the neighbours. ‘When will this end?’ we will wonder, until the wondering seems to drive us mad.


Leaders whose compact with their people revolves around building walls to keep people out will find themselves stymied as the virus finds its way in. We will learn the hard way the value of intelligence and empathy and international collaboration. It will be no accident that countries led by women or non-white men, countries where the population is inclined towards sacrifice and collaboration, will fare better than most. In his 2019 book, Epidemics and Society, Frank M. Snowden writes: ‘Epidemic diseases are not random events that afflict societies capriciously and without warning. On the contrary, every society produces its own specific vulnerabilities. To study them is to understand that society’s structure, its standard of living, and its political priorities.’ In other words, an experience like this can teach us something about what kinds of human beings we are. It’s not just that our vulnerabilities cause pandemics, but also that pandemics reveal our vulnerabilities.


What kinds of human beings are we?


IN MAY, George Floyd will be murdered on camera, while millions watch.


It comes apparently out of the blue, this reminder of the old ways to die. That the world waiting outside closed doors is still one where a white man will kill a Black man for no reason other than his own wilful blindness, his ability to remain human in his own mind by convincing himself his victim never was. It’s a story so old we’ve acquired the technology to record these murders before these men acquired the humanity to stop committing them.


But after George Floyd’s murder something unusual does happen, in that the same people who scrolled past death when it was happening in Wuhan now cry out themselves, in a flood of anguish and black social-media squares. They march, they paint ‘Black Lives Matter’ onto cardboard in rainbow colours, they turn in dismay to their Black friends (if they have any) and say they can’t believe this kind of thing could happen in the twenty-first century. And their Black friends (if they have any) may be privately or publicly annoyed that these people, who stayed silent after Stephen Lawrence was murdered, after Trayvon Martin was murdered, after Eric Garner was murdered, after so many other murders, fail to recognise what a privilege it is to greet these conjoined feelings of grief and rage like something new. But they also tell themselves that maybe it’s better late than never, because among other things to be Black is to know how to wait, how to be patient. They hope this is more than just performative anger, a pandemic of outrage, a momentary strutting and fretting on an Instagram stage. They know that sustained energy will be needed for a revolution.


Maybe, at the very least, it is an end to the silence.


Part of the reason for the outrage is that before George Floyd died, he spoke; he did not go quietly, although no doubt those murdering cops wished he would have. And people around the world had very little to do when this murder happened. So, they listened.


For weeks I mull over his last words, thinking about how he reached out to his loved ones even though he could not move: ‘Momma, I love you. Tell my kids I love them. I’m dead.’ Months later, I read a full transcript released online, from the policemen’s body cameras, which documents Floyd’s mounting anxiety from the minute he was stopped, his fear that the officers were going to shoot him, and those words again: ‘Momma, I love you. Tell my kids I love them. I’m dead.’ It makes for agonising reading.


According to the Guardian: ‘[Floyd] told officers “I can’t breathe” more than twenty times only to have his plea dismissed by Derek Chauvin, the white officer pressing his knee into Floyd’s neck, who said: “It takes a heck of a lot of oxygen to talk.”’


‘Momma, I love you. Tell my kids I love them. I’m dead.’


It’s not a transcription mistake. George Floyd did indeed say ‘I’m dead’ in the present tense. I wonder if his words landed like blows on those homicidal cops. I wonder how they could remain so indifferent, so inhuman, on hearing him. I read again the murderer’s words to the dying man: ‘It takes a heck of a lot of oxygen to talk.’ It’s clear what he was really saying, or at least what his words must be taken to mean: Shut up. I don’t want to hear you. Stay silent. Your silence will make this easier for me. The more you speak, the more this looks like murder.


But George Floyd did not remain silent, even if silence was the only state-given right he had. With the last of his precious oxygen, he cried out so that we would hear his words reverberating through the darkness, echoing from what was left of his life to what is left of ours. He spoke not in the present tense but the eternal one. And we heard him. We will keep hearing him.


‘WE DIE,’ said Toni Morrison in her Nobel lecture. ‘That may be the meaning of life. But we do language. That may be the measure of our lives.’ It’s why one of the foundations of authoritarianism is the destruction of language, the insistence on silence, side by side with the creation of spectacles and emergencies that strip away our alphabets. Authoritarians love doing things we have no language to describe. It is one way of taking away our ability to speak. (How many times have you felt speechless over the past four years?) Sometimes I think of death as the loss of language. But until we die, we can cry out.


Sojourner Truth allegedly began her famous speech to the Women’s Rights Convention in Ohio as follows: ‘Well, children, when there is so much racket there must be something out of kilter.’ I first came upon this speech as a young woman dipping my toe into feminism, when it seemed that feminism was yet another space that had been designed without Black women like me in mind. Later I learned that the version I’d read was said to be inaccurate, that Sojourner’s words had been twisted into that Huck Finn dialect by Frances Gage more than a decade afterwards, and a different version had been published contemporaneously in which neither this line nor the famous exhortation, ‘Ain’t I a woman?’ was present, but I clung to them anyway. Sometimes now, recalling them, I reverse the order of the words: when something is out of kilter, there must be a racket.


WHEN I WAS a girl, church was mandatory. I remember the fidgety silence of hard benches, of scratchy ankle socks, but there came a moment when I realised that the real source of my discomfort was that it was just one more way in which, to borrow Rebecca Solnit’s phrase, I’d been tricked into having men explain things to me. I revolted against trying to understand myself as a young woman within an infrastructure that had, after all, been built around this Bible verse: ‘But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence.’


That was never going to work on me. I was a mouthy little girl, filled to bursting with despair whenever I encountered an example of injustice. I simply could not stay quiet. And in any event, I preferred the fidgety silence of the library, broken only by the crinkling of plasticcovered books, where novels explained things to me. When I became a teenager and decided I would become a lawyer, a relative warned: ‘Don’t do it! You never going find a man! Women lawyers too damn cantankerous. It puts men off.’ I suppose that was meant to scare me out of it, picturing myself in the future as some shrewish lonely spinster or a harpy of a wife, like Elizabeth Taylor had played in The Taming of the Shrew, which I had just watched on television – the play in which Petruchio utters these words: ‘Say she be mute and will not speak a word; Then I’ll commend her volubility and say she uttereth piercing eloquence.’


But of course that injunction didn’t work on me either. I became a lawyer, although the only thing I liked about being one was the power of being able and equipped and unafraid to speak. I daresay it put some men off, which made it doubly useful.


Decades later, I became a writer and felt again the joy of making a racket.


WHEN AUDRE LORDE spoke of the transformation of silence, she famously asked: ‘What are the words you do not yet have? What do you need to say? What are the tyrannies you swallow day by day and attempt to make your own, until you will sicken and die of them, still in silence?’


This world was designed as a place for women to be seen and not heard, and for all Black people to be unseen and unheard, which can make the experience of Black womanhood a kind of double silencing. But I have also learned that this makes it doubly joyous to find your voice, to refuse to be silenced. I think of writing, of all art, as a way of doing this: of trying to preserve the echoes of our crying out. We may be sitting in the dark, but it’s always possible to reach out towards one another and say, ‘Stay strong. Keep going.’ I think of it as the opposite of death, for it is as close as we can come to saying something people can keep hearing forever.


I believe in my young-adult daughters and their feminist contemporaries of all genders, because they are a generation of noise-makers. Before the pandemic shut them away, they were busy sounding the alarm in art and in activism about the climate emergency, about intersectionality, about body positivity, about harassment, about sexual violence, about the resurrection of fascism, about white supremacy. Even during a pandemic, they were angry enough to come out in support of BLM protests all over the world. And though I worry about what life will be like for them after we emerge from this, about how they will get the oxygen – fairly paid work, shelter, safety, platforms – that they will need to continue to speak, though I mourn the fact that Covid-19 forced them into a temporary silence, I believe that together we will find new ways to keep doing the old work. Because it is our obligation to make a racket when there is something out of kilter.





11 June 2020, 4 a.m. Notes App.


Sophie Williams


Sophie Williams is a leading anti-racism advocate and activist, and the founder of the @officialmillennialblack Instagram account. Sophie is a regular panellist, speaker, consultant and workshop facilitator, with a focus on anti-racism, and diversity and inclusion. Her writing has appeared in publications such as the Guardian, Bustle, Refinery29 and Cosmopolitan. Before beginning to write, Sophie had a career in advertising, particularly in social agencies, where she held the position of chief operating officer. In 2019, Sophie left traditional agencies in order to create her own business, working with clients such as Netflix on projects combining her professional advertising experience with active anti-racism work. Sophie is the author of Anti-Racist Ally: An Introduction to Activism and Action and Millennial Black.





 


I wrote this piece on my phone, in one sitting (lying?) as a single stream of consciousness, one morning in June 2020 – a month when finding restful moments was proving difficult for me. I decided not to make edits later, instead preserving that morning and those feelings in amber, fossilised tree sap, as a personal record of the moment.


At first it seemed unreal.


‘We’ll just get a few bits. Just in case,’ we told ourselves.


He can pop out on his lunch break. It will be good to get out of the office for a while.


What do we need?


A little bit of oil.


Maybe some avocados.


Lots of cat food.


No toilet paper. We’re not monsters.


Walking down the aisles, shelves were empty. People were wearing masks, the first time we’d seen it. ‘Look at them,’ we said, shaking our heads. Overreacting. A trolley piled high with bottled water and loo roll. Selfish. They’re going to feel silly in a few weeks.


‘Will this be a time we always remember?’ I ask. ‘No,’ he says, ‘I don’t think it will be that serious. It’s not like it’s Ebola.’


We didn’t know.


‘Ah, fuck it,’ we said. Let’s get a Zipcar. Let’s go to Costco. We’re not panicking. No. Of course not. It will just be a laugh.


‘These things won’t help with the virus.’ The cashier laughed, ringing up our stuff. A giant cake with ‘Happy Birthday’ written on top, in the kind of icing that you only see in American films. The biggest bottle of tequila.


We’re not worried. This will be over soon, and if we’re going to stay inside for a week, we may as well have fun doing it.


That doesn’t last.


People die. Thousands of them.


How can we stay connected?


I start an online dinner party. Once a week? We can do it on Instagram Live. We’ll share a recipe in advance and we can all cook the same thing and eat together. We’ll be together, but apart.


We think we’ve caught it.


I cough and cough and cough until the pain shooting through my head goes down through my right eye, into my jaw, making me see stars.


I have a temperature. I feel like I’m burning. How hot am I? We can’t know; our only thermometer is for cooking.


I sleep sitting up. Maybe that will help me cough less. I sleep all the time, waking every few hours with a coughing fit. Gasping for breath at the side of the bed.


What are we supposed to do now?


There’s no advice for what to do if you’re sick. Stay at home. Don’t spread it to others. Reduce the R number. You’ll never know if you really had it, not for sure.


I saw it in the news. A Black woman in London was sick. Her husband phoned 999. She’s not a priority, they say.


No ambulance is coming. No hospital will take her.


Stay at home. Protect the NHS. Save lives.


He washed her, dressed her, sat her in the living room whilst he got dressed himself. When he came back, minutes later, she had died. Alone in her living room. I think about her every day. And him.


The people came in hazmat suits, took her away. In and out as quickly as possible. They stood outside, posted a report through the letterbox. No one told him what was happening.


Oh fuck. I think I could be in real trouble.


The Queen looks wrong. Like she’s done her own make-up. Like she’s had to mix a few foundations together on the back of her hand to get her shade. Like every Black teenager in Boots in the days before Fenty. But, unlike Black teens, she’s not used to it; she doesn’t have the knack. She looks weird.


‘We’ll meet again,’ she says. Everyone is talking like we’re at war.


How are people getting things? Supermarket shelves are empty and deliveries are gold dust. Maybe we’ll just figure out how to do this ourselves.


Have I become a wartime housewife? I scrape the seeds out of a tomato, carefully, with my fingers, onto a piece of kitchen paper and place it on the windowsill, in the sun.


Is this how it works? How long does it take for a tomato plant to grow, anyway? Ages, it turns out.


I’m not a wartime housewife, I reassure myself as I cut the bases off spring onions, celery and leeks, fill a glass with water and stand the root ends in them. I’m finding a way to be self-sufficient. I’m getting stuff done.


Slowly the roots will fill the glass, then you can plant them and they’ll regrow. Don’t forget to change the water.


I order more soil.


People clap for the NHS. Every Thursday at 7 p.m. At first it’s gentle, but as time goes on it becomes cheering, whooping, banging pots and pans, whistling, and shaking tambourines.


The NHS are heroes. Thanks for them are splashed across newspaper front pages. There are photos of smiling doctors and nurses in their uniforms. They’re saving lives.


Something is wrong. What is it? ‘Everyone’s white,’ someone points out. Forty-four per cent of NHS medical workers are ‘BAME’. Seventy per cent of front-line workers who die of it are BAME. But almost every hero’s face we see is white. What happened to the Windrush nurses?


Heroes so white.


‘I have it,’ a man claims. Then he spits in Belly Mujinga’s face whilst she’s at work for Transport for London. She dies. The case is closed. No one is prosecuted.


Ahmaud Arbery is out jogging. Two white men lynch him in broad daylight. Lynching was only made illegal in 2018. It doesn’t seem to have sunk in yet.


Breonna Taylor is sleeping. Police break down her door and shoot her eight times. They’re looking for drugs, but there are none. They’ve made a mistake. It’s the wrong address.


We say her name. We celebrate her birthday. Twentyseven today, except not.


A police officer kneels on George Floyd’s neck. Three other officers watch. George is forty-six years old. He calls for his mom. He begs them to stop. He realises they’re going to kill him. Eight minutes and forty-six seconds is such a long time. Count it.


We feel these things as though it’s our own skin. I cry for days. I bury my face in a cushion and weep in the toilet. The house is open plan, and he has conference calls to make.


He knocks softly on the bathroom door. ‘Are you OK?’ he asks. ‘What’s wrong?’


I can’t breathe.


The world is watching.


No justice. No peace.


We take to the streets.


Black Lives Matter.


We’re meant to be in lockdown, no gatherings of more than six people. Black people are the group most likely to die of it. We know. But how can we not gather? We can’t go on this way.


We ask our allies to support us. We ask our friends to pull up. We didn’t make this mess, we tell them; we can’t fix it on our own. The young turn out. But the baby boomers who have turned out to march against Brexit and every other injustice are conspicuously absent. They do not send their apologies.


We make posters and banners. We shout into megaphones. We deserve to be here, we say. We’re people too. We didn’t ask for this, for any of it. Enough is enough.


We take a knee. The meaning has shifted. Eight minutes and forty-six seconds is a lifetime.


People want to hear from us. People follow us. They’re looking for teachers, they want us to guide the way. They forget we are tired. Maybe they never knew. We have had skin in this game for as long as we have had skin. Our very bones are tired. We need them to join the fight this time.


My followers explode. Nearly 200,000 people want me to tell them what to do. How am I supposed to know?


I am in a daze.


I don’t sleep for a week. I feel like if I stop, if I let the feelings back in, I’ll be sick, right onto this pink velvet sofa that has become part nest, part mission control of an empire I didn’t mean to build.


The eyes of the world are suddenly on Black women. Is it the first time ever? They buy our books. They are thirsty for our words. We wanted them to listen, but not like this. Are we helping, or are we profiting from other people’s pain? Everything feels wrong.


Will we keep the momentum or will it fizzle out?


People want to get back to normal, to the good old days. We want to scream that normal wasn’t working. That normal was killing us.


We keep moving.





A Matter of Life and Death



Laura Bates
in conversation with Feminist Book Society
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As we speak, it’s early September 2020. The UK has seen nationwide and regional lockdown restrictions imposed, and eased, and as we enter autumn, imposed again. What feminist issue is most in your mind right now?


Foremost in my mind at the moment is the issue of domestic violence. The form of everyday terrorism that was briefly and belatedly highlighted during the early days of lockdown, only seemingly to be forgotten again in the weeks that followed. Women were already subjected to shocking levels of intimate abuse before the pandemic hit, with a phone call to the police every minute on average about domestic abuse. But mandating a national lockdown was a literal death sentence for some women, as well as exacerbating horrendous abuse for many more.


We know that calls to UK domestic abuse help-lines jumped by 80 per cent during lockdown, and that charities around the world reported similar statistics. We know that in one county in the Hubei province in China, where the virus originated, domestic violence reports to police more than tripled during the February lockdown. But we don’t know, can’t know, about the grinding, daily terror that lengthened every minute of those agonising weeks for thousands of silent victims. We don’t talk about it much anymore, even though restrictions on travelling and visiting, and the continuation of home working for millions of people, has meant that, for many, the nightmare never ended, even when national lockdown lifted.


In 2012, you founded the Everyday Sexism Project, a place to record stories of sexism faced on a daily basis by ordinary women in ordinary places. To date, more than 100,000 women around the world have documented their experiences. How has everyday sexism manifested in the UK during the coronavirus pandemic and 2020?


Coronavirus has provided a perfect microcosm for the existing inequalities in our society, horribly highlighting and deepening the fault lines that were already there, but which many people chose not to see. This has been true in the case of racism: the virus disproportionately affected Black, Asian and minority ethnic communities. The Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) think-tank estimated that when factors like geography and age are taken into account, deaths of Black Africans were 3.7 times higher than might have been expected, with deaths of Pakistanis 2.9 times higher than expected and of Black Caribbean people 1.8 times higher. And the Office for National Statistics concluded that Black people, Bangladeshis and Pakistanis were almost twice as likely to die with the virus as white people, and Indians around 1.5 times as likely. Asian women reported an enormous spike in racial harassment early in the pandemic (one woman was walking down the street when a man shouted at her, ‘Keep your Asian disease away’). It has been true in the case of class inequality, with the death rate in the poorest communities in England and Wales twice as high as in the wealthiest, and those in low-paid jobs often the ones expected to risk their lives on the front line to keep the country running.


And it has been the case, too, with sexism. Emerging research suggests that the burden of unpaid care already disproportionately shouldered by women was dramatically increased by the crisis and subsequent lockdowns. A Boston Consulting Group study found that mothers in Europe and the US took on an additional thirty-one hours of housework per week on average during lockdown. And a report by Citigroup found that of the forty-four million expected redundancies worldwide, thirty-one million – 70 per cent – would be women. Submissions to academic journals from men soared during lockdown, while those from women plummeted. Mothers were already discriminated against in the workplace, but as the pandemic took hold, they were twice as likely as fathers to lose their jobs or quit, and charities reported an enormous spike in maternity discrimination cases. The IFS found that mothers were only able to do one hour of uninterrupted work for every three hours done by fathers. As social media wags joked that people would be learning new languages or writing novels in the extended leisure time afforded by quarantining at home, mums everywhere knew they’d be lucky to manage a single solo wee.


And some of the deepest impact was felt in the lives of those for whom these many different inequalities intersect. In America, for example, a study by the organisation Lean In found that 54 per cent of Black women faced job or income loss during the pandemic, compared with 27 per cent of white men. When it came to Covid-19, inequality, it turned out, was a pre-existing condition.


Of course, none of this was intentional. The British government didn’t set out to exacerbate domestic violence, to arrive at unequal career outcomes or disadvantage mothers. But that was the impact nonetheless. So it is significant that there seemed to be so little diversity in the groups of decision makers steering our national ship through the crisis; that vanishingly few of the government spokespeople leading the daily news briefings, for example, were ever women. Because people bring their own experiences to that decision-making table.


It isn’t an exaggeration to say that representation was, in this case, a matter of life and death. It took the government nineteen days after imposing lockdown restrictions to implement a social-media and funding campaign to tackle the potential domestic abuse crisis that would follow. But by that point, eleven women, two children and one man had already been killed in suspected domestic abuse cases.


When lockdown ended in late summer and the government attempted to cajole those who had worked from home for several months back into the workplace, there was little acknowledgement of the fact that a return simply wouldn’t be possible for a huge number of caregivers and parents, the majority of them women, whose usual support systems, school clubs or holiday play schemes simply weren’t available.


And there was no recognition at all, when the A-level results fiasco concluded with most students receiving predicted grades, that studies have repeatedly shown gender stereotyping leads teachers to mark girls down in subjects such as science and maths and to overestimate boys’ abilities.


All this is to say that sexism and other forms of inequality have manifested themselves in a thousand ways during the pandemic, just as they did in daily life before Covid-19. But the problem has been exacerbated by a lack of diverse representation or gendered analysis in our national policy response. The results, in terms of our progress towards equality, are potentially catastrophic.


What do you know now that you didn’t know at the beginning of 2020?


The lessons I’ve learned from 2020 have been very simple ones – things I am surprised I hadn’t learned before – prompted, I think, by a crisis that felt very timeless, in which we were powerless as individuals and forced to trust in (or at least to accept) the decisions of a tiny group of people in the face of a global tragedy.


I was powerfully struck by the extent to which each of us experiences identical events wildly differently. Nobody had it easy during the pandemic. But people’s personal tragedies, fears, pain and burdens were so very diverse. There was a gulf between the experiences of a frontline shelf stacker, an isolated person facing redundancy, a single parent with young children in a small urban flat with no garden, a family shielding to protect a vulnerable relative, a carer with no respite, a cancer patient with treatment suspended, a mourner without a funeral, a teenager suddenly stripped of the rite of exams.


I’ve learned that there are no one-size-fits-all solutions. That it is so very easy to forget and erase entire groups of people from the plan if those making that plan don’t personally happen to have direct experience of their world.


So I’ve learned that using our hard-won vote and – for those with this privilege – our political voice is a matter of life and death, but that this may only become clear to us months or years too late. I’ve learned that local community action and kindness to our neighbours is the backbone of social survival. I’ve learned that sunshine helps.


As a writer, what narrative of this crisis would you want to create for yourself and for others as you look back now, and if you were looking back five years from now?


Even the idea of a narrative of the crisis feels dangerous and slippery. Who gets to write the story? Already we’ve seen protestors against racist state violence blamed for infections and deaths while beaches and pubs heaved. I hope there will be accountability.


Has the notion of a feminist support network been redefined for you in lockdown? What are the best examples you’ve seen of womxn supporting and empowering other womxn during this time?


In April 2020, a woman in Washington was walking in her neighbourhood. With fewer people on the street, fewer places to turn for sanctuary and a direct imperative to stick to less populated routes where possible, it was a period in which women around the world were particularly vulnerable to harassment and assault in public spaces. My Everyday Sexism Project saw a significant spike in reports during this period.


The woman briefly caught the eye of a man sitting on a stoop. He stared at her intensely, got up and began to follow her. She crossed the street. So did he. He moved closer, until he was less than a foot behind her. He started to shout at her. She didn’t respond. He punched a street sign as they passed it, making a loud bang. She looked for an escape route. All the shops and cafés were closed and shuttered, lockdown was in full swing. She started to think about running, mentally weighing up the risks. Would it cause him to pursue her more aggressively? Could she outrun him?


Finally, with a rush of relief, she spotted a small corner shop that seemed to be open and raced towards it. The man followed her in. Her heart sank as she realised the shop was empty. Then, at the back of the shop, she spotted the owner, a woman. The two women exchanged a single look. She told the man to leave her alone. Furious, he left, slamming the shop door. She burst into tears. And the shopkeeper locked up, there and then, in the middle of the day, and walked her all the way home.


In the face of continuing and worsening violence and inequality, women continue to raise our voices collectively. And we continue to walk each other home.


What makes you hopeful about a feminist future?


We are furious. In the short term, I hope that anger is so powerful that it cannot be dismissed or denied. In the long term, the young people I work with in schools across the country give me enormous hope for the future. They have been painted as a generation of cowering snowflakes. It couldn’t be further from the truth. They are a generation of young women who are strong, brave and determined. At one school I visited, where the girls had been forbidden from forming a feminist society because it would be too ‘controversial’, they carried on with an underground group instead. At another school, when girls were told they couldn’t wear leggings because they might ‘distract the boys’, they picketed the school the following day with placards bearing slogans like ‘Are my leggings lowering your test scores?’ In spite of all they have faced this summer, these young people do not flinch away from their role as our future leaders and decision makers. Teenage girls are fighting back with humour, courage and determination, and they fill me with hope for the future.
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‘The nearest bed I can find is in Hertfordshire.’ These were the words of one of my caseworkers trying to find a refuge space for two separate women in Birmingham in the first week of the Covid-19 lockdown in March 2020. It is not unusual that in the second biggest city in the UK, we find there are no safe secure bed-spaces within a 150-mile radius for victims of domestic abuse and their children. In fact, it is more common than not that there is no room at the inn.


Research by the national charity Women’s Aid ‘Save Our Services’ campaign found that 60 per cent of those who seek refuge are turned away. Imagine for a second that this was any other life-saving service, such as insulin for diabetics – can you imagine if the health service in this country said, ‘We have decided only to provide every third person with diabetes with the insulin that they need to survive’? Yet when it comes to providing services to victims of domestic abuse, this is exactly what happens; we as a country are satisfied with the undersupply of services, and the government expects a gold star for helping anyone at all.


This is a normal-times gripe. I have screamed my voice hoarse trying to improve this situation. Covid-19 has finally shone a light on this but only by creating the perfect storm for domestic abuse victims and survivors.


The calamity facing some of the most vulnerable in our society during the lockdown was threefold. First there was the immediate increase of risk to a woman and her children if they were locked in with someone who was abusing them. Without school, work, visits from family or access to services, a normal grim-and-terrifying existence turned into a potentially life-threatening one. The second problem stemmed from the fact that the availability of refuge accommodation relies on people being able to move out of refuge into other secure homes. This obviously immediately stopped, and for months the ability to make space in refuges by people moving on ended. A new blockage to an already impeded and difficult system ensued. The third came as perpetrators used the virus as a new threat and excuse for their behaviours. I spoke to many women whose perpetrators used the lockdown to flout family court orders and hold on to their children during lockdown, or to argue in court that they could not vacate their property as part of an occupation or restraining order because they had nowhere to go as a result of the lockdown. In the worst case of this I came across, a man who was convicted of a violent attack on his partner – kicking her repeatedly as she was balled up on the floor – avoided jail in large part due to restrictions on prisons and the heightened risk of catching Covid-19 in one.


The virus was sadly becoming a tool in the armour of perpetrators of domestic abuse to avoid justice, enabled by a system that already failed to clearly hear the voices and concerns of victims. In some of the cases I encountered, the virus was used as part of a direct threat: ‘I will infect you and the kids with the virus.’ Or, in other cases, perpetrators lied about having the virus in order to ensure their families would have to be completely quarantined without interaction with others for at least two weeks.


For anyone with half a brain, and even a fraction of heart, it was clear that as country after country went into lockdown, something would need to be done. Resources would have to be put in place, hotels would have to be turned into women’s refuges, phone lines and support services would need to ramp up at the exact moment that everything else was ramping down.


In the first few weeks of the lockdown it felt a little like those of us who cared were screaming into a void. Every day I would have conference calls with charities across the country telling us what was happening. We teamed up in groups seeking to tackle each problem that arose. I was charged, along with two specialist charities, with creating new emergency beds in hotels and empty properties; so, we set about doing it. It is not often that the sort of politics I practise means I get to try to woo big hotel chains and landowners, but now was the time. What I found is that they wanted to help, and within a week we had lined up big, famous hotel chains, started to draft guidance and thought about which local organisations could act as the charity partner in each area. The only blockage was that we needed the government to agree to pay for it. This was not the price of the hotel rooms that you and I would pay for on a weekend city break; this was at cost. Refuge beds were needed, and we had found a solution.


But, as so often happens, the government computer said no.


Three weeks into the crisis, the home secretary announced a paltry £2m to provide extra phone lines for victims to call. Obviously it was welcome, but there is little point in a phone call to a friendly voice if there is nowhere for you to go. Like so many things during the crisis, it felt as though people were there and ready to provide a solution. People had rolled up their sleeves and, in the spirit of the blitz, bombed through unanswered emails and calls to Whitehall. Yet from the government it felt that there was never a sense of urgency or speed to act. During the first month after the lockdown, which began in late March, sixteen women and girls were killed in suspected domestic homicides. This figure is more than triple the number from the same period in 2019.


The government does care about domestic abuse, I have absolutely no doubt about that; however, it seems to me, it is never its priority. It is always a policy add-on or a ‘nice to have’ rather than a ‘need it now’. Some more weeks into women living in abject terror and the government, pushed by myself and others, announced a further £76m fund, a big chunk of which went to help domestic abuse charities function. Again, this was welcome, but it all felt like an afterthought. We, the campaigners, were meant to be grateful and gracious for funding that would not even nearly fully fund the need for support in normal times, let alone in a period of home imprisonment. It was, by way of comparison, not even half of what was spent on the scheme that gave everyone half-price dinners in order to help out the restaurant industry. It is without doubt that the local McDonald’s and Nando’s received more coronavirus emergency funding than the local women’s refuge or community support service.


Domestic abuse services are always the bridesmaid in policy terms. The bridesmaid who is expected to be grateful that she got to wear a pretty frock and go to the party. I learned long ago in politics that it doesn’t really matter what I say or do – my main job is just to be in the room and speak with the voice of a woman. If there is no woman in the room, you can bet your bottom dollar that a woman’s experience of a policy will not be considered. Sometimes I am just merely a totem; carved in my flesh it says, ‘Remember that we exist.’ For victims of domestic abuse, it’s not so easy to always be in the room.


If there is one thing I would like to change about our country’s policy-making process, it would be that, when considering pretty much any policy, not only should government have to assess whether they have considered women’s jobs, women’s lives, women’s welfare and women’s health, but whether they have also considered how the policy might affect the one in three women aged between sixteen and fifty-nine who are living or have lived with domestic abuse. In the beginning of the pandemic, it felt as if in government there was no woman in the room. No strategy document existed in the weeks leading up to lockdown to try to manage and mitigate the epidemic that is domestic abuse. No one thought of it. I guess they just thought people would cope.


Slap-bang in the middle of this crisis, on 28 April, Parliament returned and with it returned the Domestic Abuse Bill – a bill so beleaguered it had survived two general elections and one illegal prorogation of Parliament. Good job it is not about anything life or death, eh? With the coronavirus crisis raising the profile of the plights of people locked at home, we now had a parliamentary opportunity to speak up, to come together as parliamentarians and to change our laws so that those living in fear and those whom we didn’t save could have justice and peace.


The Domestic Abuse Bill had been a largely uncontentious piece of legislation. All 650 members of Parliament broadly agree (or at least are too ashamed to admit otherwise) that we need to tackle domestic abuse. For three years it has been kicking around the House of Commons, during which time it has been praised by all. An atmosphere of working together to make it better has been the standard. When the bill finally came back for its last outing in the Commons, I found myself no longer in the position of keen back-bencher with a speciality, but instead as the Member of Parliament on the front bench who would guide it through on behalf of Her Majesty’s Loyal Opposition.


It is difficult to criticise something that you have spent years trying to get off the ground. I spent years pleading with the government to get on with enacting the legislation as it was slowly pushed from pillar to post. I became the bill’s leading advocate in the country, asking for it to be debated, and I fought against the government every single time it was dropped. I felt like the protector of the Domestic Abuse Bill, because an opportunity to discuss the wide-ranging nature and effect of this abuse was too delicious an opportunity. I don’t often feel like this about conservative government legislation.
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