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I fucking love women. My love for women is the guiding force for everything I do. Women are my fucking muse and I want to slowly contribute to a world in which we no longer feel we are fighting for space, but “lifting as we climb”.
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INTRODUCTION


I fucking love women.


I am aching to see a world full of women that love the shit out of their lives. Without apology, without disclaimers, without justifications. I am yearning to see a world in which women live fully in their bodies, using them the way they were intended: to experience, to relish, to cherish and to enjoy every part of themselves. I want more women to discover the vibrant joy of living on their own terms. I want them to learn how to shine and become the sun in their own lives.


If you’ve picked up this book, I’m certain there’s a part of you that knows you were meant for more. Part of you that’s exhausted from a life of pleasing, shrinking and striving to meet the expectations of others, desperate to expand and bloom beyond them. Part of you that craves connection with the more playful, alive and carefree version of yourself behind the seriousness, stress or resentment that can take over when life feels like it’s running you. But that “spark” you’re missing isn’t within the pages of this book. It never left you to begin with. She’s still in there. You just need to let her feel safe enough to come out.


You were not born to squeeze into the small roles written for you by others, but to take centre fucking stage as the main character in your own life. You weren’t born to be a human-sized Polly Pocket – pretty, perfect, static and contained. To shrink, dim and adjust yourself to make other people feel comfortable with your small existence. You were not put on this earth to make other people comfortable with the way you live, or for them to approve of the choices you make. A delicious life is not achieved through winning other people’s approval of you, but through the courageous journey of discovering and embodying your own values, whether or not they’re understood. If you don’t design your life, it will be designed for you.


In my first book Women Don’t Owe You Pretty I unpacked the ways that patriarchy has held women back for centuries and how it manifests in the world today. In this book, I am going to be shifting your attention towards the barriers society has created within you. I want to excavate the seeds of self-doubt that have grown like thick weeds in your mind, forming your entire fucking belief system. I want to unpack the way these beliefs have taken control of your life. And then I want you to expand beyond them. To unshackle yourself from the mental cages that have kept you living a fearful and much smaller life than the one you know you were meant for. I want this book to be a permission slip for you to courageously challenge the council of voices in your head that persuade you to minimize yourself. I want you to see that they have no real authority over your life when you decide to act against them. I want you to taste your full potential. You were meant for more and you fucking know it.


This is the book I wish that I could have handed to myself when I felt overwhelmed and numb to the beauty of life, to remind her that there is always something to live for, that no matter how stuck she feels, she always has the power to change something. To tell her that she doesn’t need to shrink herself in fear of intimidating others and that it is safe for her to bloom. While these limits can be experienced in our minds, our outer experience of the world greatly affects those inner limits and how much we feel we are capable of – this will be harder for some people to challenge, depending on your identity, environment and your responsibilities. Growth happens in baby steps and a beautiful life that invigorates you does exist – you just need a relentless belief that it is possible to achieve it. I hope to guide you into making more courageous decisions to stop pleasing others so that you, too, believe you’re capable of creating a delicious life.


Although we cannot control what happens to us in life, we can control how we respond to it. We can control our next move. We each have the choice of what we do with the shit that’s handed to us and I want nothing more than to remind you of your personal power and agency. Even if the only thing we have agency over is our perspective, through small actions we can begin to create real change in how we view ourselves: from feeling helplessly stuck in someone else’s script to being an empowered individual capable of creating their own. Within our pain and trauma we can discover fertile soil for new beginnings.


I am writing this from my unique human perspective and, while I wouldn’t dare attempt to encompass the entire collective female experience, I do hope that you can see parts of yourself in this book and my story – and that it leaves you feeling even a tiny bit more excited to be alive. While I also hope that one day we will be free from the limiting cage of gender roles, the terms “women” and “men” have been used throughout the book to simplify the ways that humans have all been socialized to fit ourselves within these binary roles. This is a book for anyone, regardless of your gender, that can relate to the nagging sense that you’re getting in your own fucking way. Audacity is contagious and I hope some of mine rubs off on you.


I have split the book into three different stages. In the first part, EXCAVATING: What’s stealing your joy?, we will expose the beliefs and habits that have been leeching and syphoning away your energy, so that you can call it back into yourself and intentionally re-direct it into the things you fucking LOVE. What is holding you back? What voices lurk in your mind that keep you living small and fearfully? It may be uncomfortable at first, but we cannot change what we are not aware of.


The second part of the book PLANTING: Re-discovering you is all about how you can start to discover what the hell it is YOU truly want in life, so that you can begin to plant the seeds for the new ideas and beliefs you actually desire. This part of the book is the HOW on the road map for the ways you can implement more authenticity – and as a result more joy – into your life.


The third part of the book BLOOMING: Expanding into your delicious life is all action. You will no longer theorize the ways you can change your life or how you want to live it, but put it into courageous action, one step at a time. Your life will no longer take the shape of your fears, but slowly begin to reflect your desires as you allow your joy to become the new and rightful architect of it. This is about your season of blooming. This is where you reap the crops you have planted, relishing in the succulent fruits produced from your courage.


Women Living Deliciously was born because I wanted to exist in a world where a woman’s value in society is not tied to how much of herself she’s had to sacrifice for others. But one where she gets to do what sets her own soul on fire.


I want you to reach your full potential, to taste how delicious life can be. I want you to know with every fibre of your fucking being that it is not a selfish pursuit to love your life, but that it is generous – for feminism, for the world, for your family, for your career, for you – to live a life that brings you joy. The world needs more people who enjoy their lives.


So, let’s begin with you.
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“Your body is an instrument, not an ornament.”


— Lindsay and Lexie Kite


Ever had a beautiful day out with your friends ruined by thinking about an “unflattering” picture someone took of you? Ever had incredible, delicious sex, only to be yanked out of the moment when you became conscious of your stomach rolls or cellulite? Ever wanted to look down at the person giving you head, but stopped as you imagined their view of your double chins? Breathed a sigh of relief when the person you’re spooning with has fallen asleep, so you can finally relax and let go of your belly? Skipped a girls’ holiday because the idea of being around other women’s bodies makes you anxious? Been pulled out from a carefree state the second you walked into overhead lighting, afraid it would reveal the texture of your skin?


Women rarely get to fully and deliciously fucking RELAX. Our ability to enjoy our lives and “be in the moment” is constantly hindered and interrupted by an image-obsessed critical inner voice and the livestream it feeds us of our appearance. Rather than experiencing our lives through our bodies in the here and now, our attention is often absorbed by the thoughts in our heads. It is so hard for us to exist FULLY inside our own bodies when we are taught to constantly observe them. We are unable to “sink into the moment” because we cannot escape our self-conscious thoughts.


How much more energy will we waste in this precious life on the imagined judgements of others? How much more energy will we waste on monitoring our appearance when we could be spending our time living, creating, dancing, relishing and being fully present? What kind of a world would be created if women unshackled the mental resources spent on perfecting themselves? Where would that energy go, what beautiful things would it produce in the world?


Renee Engeln calls this cultural obsession Beauty Sickness, defining it as “what happens when women’s emotional energy gets so bound up with what they see in the mirror that it becomes harder for them to see other aspects of their lives.” There have been plenty of times when I have “called in Beauty Sick”. Cancelled plans. Not shown up purely because the stress of being pretty had become all consuming. Most of us can remember a time when we skipped attending something because we didn’t feel we looked good enough to be there. Because we didn’t feel perfect or pretty enough to live our own fucking lives! Beauty Sickness reminds me of the days on the beach I missed, the sex I couldn’t bring myself to enjoy because if I can’t even look at my body, why would anyone else want to?, all the swims I never went for in the sea, the clothes I wouldn’t wear out of shame, or the food I wouldn’t “allow myself” to eat during family holidays or group dinners. I lived in a normalized, constant denial of any experience of joy or pleasure, to please others and project an image of perfection, constantly making myself smaller, or even invisible by not attending altogether. Even with the events that I did attend, there were too many times I was physically present, but mentally vacant – as a hefty chunk of my attention was focused on how I looked. If I’d had to be brutally honest and write down the real reason for my lack of attendance on RSVP slips, most of them would have said, “Can’t come, not feeling pretty enough, throwing my clothes all over the room, screaming, crying in the mirror. Have overwhelming anxiety about the dress code, am afraid no one there will like me, that I won’t be good enough.” The worst part is that we grow up to think this is a normal part of being a girl. But existing is not supposed to be this stressful.


In case you’re thinking, We’re past all that shit now, we really, really aren’t. If your own experience of having entire days ruined because you didn’t think you looked pretty isn’t enough proof, Renee Engeln cites the depressing statistic that 34 per cent of girls aged five (yes, fucking five-year-olds!) report restricting their diet at least “sometimes”. Young girls learn to create boundaries with food before they learn how to have boundaries with other people. The separation of a woman from her own body starts so young.


The distorted thoughts we have about ourselves when eating, dressing up, looking in the mirror, are not the “truth” – they are a habit. They are messages that have been implanted into our minds, messages that have been absorbed from our environment. They are our programming. We receive nudges and social cues throughout our lives which push us to feel we are not worthy of living until we are perfect. Perhaps it was the cruel objectifying headline you read about a woman’s beach body on the magazine cover your mum left on the table. The way you watched the girls around you discuss their figures at school. How they sucked in their stomachs to “not look pregnant”, which led you to buy the stomach-shrinking lingerie you found next to the aisle of bras. How the girls around you started to order less food at lunch with the phrase, “No bread for me, I’m being good!” Wanting to fit in you thought, Perhaps I should do the same, I want to be good! When these thoughts are left unchecked and accepted passively they seed themselves in the soil of our minds and begin to grow and root, becoming thick, stubborn beliefs we later realize in adulthood we did not choose.


When we don’t interrogate these weed-like thoughts, they grow deeper, thicker and stronger. We start to say it’s just “who we are”. No longer something we have merely overheard, they become deeply accepted, rooted and nurtured in our minds as our beliefs. This outside voice we hear from others becomes the inner abusive voice we use to talk to ourselves. Yes. It is abusive. How would it make you feel to say out loud to another person the things you tolerate from within? “I can’t even look at you in the mirror today, you’re disgusting.” “No one would want to look at you, hide yourself.” “How is anyone ever going to love you?” “You’re a failure who doesn’t deserve anything.” It hurts me to even write these things down and to publish them in a book! Just as you would defend your friend from someone who was saying these things, you must defend yourself from the voice that reverberates in your mind. You must cultivate another, kinder voice, a separate one that talks back to the critical one in your head. Otherwise, you become your worst critic. You mistake it for who you are.


In a world where we have culturally pressured and convinced women to obsess over every inch of their bodies and pull them apart, it makes you wonder… was this the plan all along – to intentionally exhaust us? To drain us of our source of power? To create obstacles in our path that make it harder to think and feel clearly?


Years ago, I was running late to a therapy session in the middle of a hot London summer. I was wearing a tight pair of cycling shorts, a bra and a blazer. On my commute I was experiencing severe anxiety and struggling to take in a full breath. I had to keep yawning in order to take in oxygen fully. I brushed it off and thought to myself, This just happens when I wear tight clothes. Once I arrived at my therapist’s office I told her about my erratic breathing. She asked me when it started. I thought back to a date around two weeks earlier. She nodded slowly, pursing her lips. “Wasn’t that when that man made those rude comments about the shape of your stomach?” I nodded – “I think so, why?” As soon as the words fell out of my mouth, it clicked. “I think you’ve been subconsciously sucking in your stomach since you read those comments, I think it’s restricting your breathing. You’re taking shallow breaths which is triggering anxiety.” Even as she said these words, I was clenching in my stomach. I took a deep inhale and, on the exhale, my stomach stretched the tight shorts to their fullest and I’d taken a deep breath for the first time in weeks. Well fuck. She was right. The worst part is that I didn’t even know I was doing it! Those words about my body from that man had been passively accepted by my mind without me knowing, adding fertilizer to the overgrowth already there. By sucking in my stomach, my brain was trying to protect the part of me that had been “attacked”. This all happened without my awareness. Frightening fucking stuff! Beauty Sickness has a lot of us witnessing our bodies instead of existing in them fully, even to the detriment of our own comfort. I have spent years watching my body twice. Once through my own eyes, the other through the imagined gaze of others.


I once found myself sucking in my stomach reflexively when a man looked in my direction on the set of a photo shoot. As though I’d been caught off guard by literally breathing, like a woman who’d gone off-script, and had to quickly pull herself back into perfect composure to “step into her role”. Why did I do this, when I know I am not a doll, or an object, but a breathing woman with a stomach full of life? I felt the second round of feminist shame, for realizing how instinctual it was. He didn’t force me to suck in my stomach. He just looked at me. Yet something inside me “knew” to do it. Isn’t that frightening? The way we learn to bend and contort our entire existence into something presentably doll-like at the expense of our comfort and health. It is not our fault, it is a habit we have been beguilingly encouraged to adopt, to slow us down and drain us.
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THE OBJECTIFIED


If you look around you, you will see some objects – your phone, a cup, a pen, this book. Do any of these things have a life or an existence outside your use for them? No, of course not, they are objects! They cannot feel. They are things you bought, only of use and with value when you decide to use them, or when you have deemed them worthy enough of having on display. An object is experienced by something or someone else. An object exists for the visual, sensual, functional, inspirational purposes of somebody. It does not have a say in how it is used. It is “ornamental”.


Women have long been objectified in this same way under patriarchy. Women have been treated as though we are objects, beings that are decorative and functional, no different to the book, the cup, the vase of flowers. We exist for the visual pleasure of the people around us who are given permission to experience us – men. We have internalized this belief and it has resulted in the self-objectification of our own bodies. We do not need to receive a reminder to be beautiful, this obligation is carried with us into the privacy of our bedrooms, every time we catch our reflection in a mirror, every time we walk past the eyes of a human being, pulling us out of the present moment. We are unable to fully experience our lives but instead watch ourselves experiencing our lives, through the eyes of the person experiencing us.


According to John Berger, “Men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at. This determines not only most relations between men and women, but also the relation of women to themselves. The surveyor of a woman in herself is male: the surveyed female. Thus she turns herself into an object – and most particularly an object of vision: a sight.”


An object cannot experience. Objects are experienced. No wonder we are still so horrified when women have opinions – objects aren’t supposed to talk back, they’re inanimate.


Think of a summer day at the beach. If you believed yourself to be a human being – here to experience – the way your body looked would not be an issue. It would not be the focal point of your entire day, perhaps even preventing you from going in the sea. The objectification of our bodies prevents us relishing life because on some level, we believe we are ornamental. But we are not objects, we are human fucking beings who deserve to experience. To feel the salty water and the hard grains of sand between our toes. That is what our senses are for and that is what we will miss when we die, when we no longer have the privilege of a body. The world we live in is unfair – people treat us according to our appearance – and guess fucking what? We cannot let that stop us from living our lives. We can listen to that fucking voice in our heads telling us to stay at home, telling us we need to order a whole new outfit before a trip to the beach, that we’re not good looking enough – and we can fucking ignore it. We can go as we are. We deserve to participate in our own lives.


The only way to no longer be a victim of this training is to disobey it. How our bodies look shouldn’t control how we live and experience our lives, yet it does. Every day. This disconnect from our humanity has devastating effects on our ability to live life. Women and young girls have been robbed for so long of the mindset of a full human being who exists to experience. We have slowly withdrawn ourselves from life’s pleasures until we are deemed physically beautiful enough to jump in and participate.


Since an object cannot feel, the transition out of self-objectification lies in pursuing pleasure and experiences of FEELING. It lies in creating a world that delights us to transition from viewing our bodies as something to be looked at (an object), into something to be lived in (a person having an experience). The path out of self-objectification is to experience and feel things with our bodies, gently bringing our attention back to the present moment. With each step we tell our subconscious that we exist to LIVE!


A person never looks more beautiful than when they are doing something they love. When, for just a second, I catch a woman off guard – passionately expressing herself, laughing, dancing, forgetting how she looks – it is a glow like no other, an inside-out radiance, a beauty that shines from within. The kind of embodied beauty that does not come from controlling her image, but an immersive beauty in an experience that demands all her attention. Yet we have been taught to fear losing control over our image, shutting off the self-surveillance, because we do not think that we will be beautiful without it. We think people will be horrified by what they see. By who we are.


In the media, we read headlines about women who dare to leave their home with messy hair. They say “Uh-oh! She’s let herself go!” as though that’s a bad thing. As though letting go of a fixation on image isn’t the path to a happy life. GOOD FOR HER! Women are so beautiful when we let ourselves go. When we dare to give so much attention to something that we forget what we look like! When we prioritize the experience we are having over how we look while we experience it. We may not feel “pretty” when we “let ourselves go” – whether concentrating, working, walking, fucking and moaning and scrunching up our faces the way we want – but we will FEEL damn good. And the irony is that when women feel good, we emanate an astronomical beauty, a glow from within, that is far more powerful than any external tools we might use to impress others with our beauty. Because this kind of beauty cannot be touched. It cannot be taken. It’s an internal light switch only we can access, using the things we love in our lives to turn ourselves the fuck on.


BEAUTY IMPULSE


I notice when a woman momentarily objectifies herself. I can spot it because I recognize it in myself. A glaze rolls over her eyes when someone walks past, a quick head jerk to her “photogenic” side, a clenching in of her stomach, a covering up of a blemish on her face with her hand, a lifting of her head during sex to avoid “multiple chins” because she dared to lose herself to full bodily pleasure. It’s like a fidgety beauty impulse! Always camera ready, but there are no cameras except the one in her mind, living under the male gaze microscope and believing she is always a slip-up away from magnifying her flaws. I am still unlearning this shit myself. This process of becoming an object of “sight” as John Berger describes, has become our instinctual autopilot.


How are we ever supposed to sink fully into the delicious “now” if even our breathing is being subconsciously restricted, stomachs clenched and monitored? How are we ever supposed to feel the joy of having a body, when all we see when we look into the eyes of another person are all the flaws and imperfections we clocked in the mirror on our way out of the house? Pre-empting someone’s judgement of us by excusing ourselves with, “Ah I look like such a mess…!”?


Well, it’s literally fucking impossible.


Beauty standards were invented to drain us.


You know those energy-efficiency ratings you can get for your home? If there was an energy-efficiency rating that could describe you as a person, what would it say? How much energy is being siphoned out of you, lost to rumination, doing things you don’t want to out of a need to please, or focusing on your appearance? Imagine where that energy could go if you patched the holes up and directed all of that energy back into what brings you joy instead…


Often, we don’t even know that we’re doing it. Women have been taught that the best place to invest their energy is on caring about and safeguarding their looks to the degree that at times it is the sole focus of our lives. We must pluck any wayward hairs. Put on our “face”. Spend ages in front of the mirror making it look like we just woke up like this. Plan our outfits to be the perfect balance of a little bit desirable, but never too desirable so we are not followed home. Bring an extra layer of clothing for safety on the journey home. Find a bag big enough for our belongings because none of our actual clothes have pockets in them. Leave a hallway light on. Pack extra make-up so our faces are constantly perfectible. Leaving home for women is an elaborate fucking art form. Men cannot comprehend the invisible and intentional decision-making process that goes into a woman simply trying to leave the bloody house! When all a man has to do is to be clean and brush his teeth, maybe smell good. At a push. In a world where we do not feel safe to relax in public, leaving home is a rigorous process of managing as much of our appearance as we possibly can for a false sense of control. Beauty rituals and “putting on her face” often feel as though they are a woman’s defence mechanism before she steps out into the world, her protective shield to fight off unwanted remarks and stares that remind her of how she looks in every glance. In the words of John Berger, “Women constantly meet glances which act like mirrors, reminding them of how they look or how they should look. Behind every glance there is judgment.”


We would simply be too powerful if this energy was invested into our actual lives. The more women have gained social freedom, the more a distraction had to be created. Otherwise, we might realize our partners don’t treat us well. We might have more time to excel over men in the workforce. More confidence to contribute in meetings. Beauty Sickness slows us down and that is not an accident, it’s an intentional design. Writing back in the Nineties, Naomi Wolf was audaciously blunt about this, saying, “Beauty discrimination (in the workplace) has become necessary, not from the perception that women will not be good enough, but that they will be, as they have been, twice as good.” In The Beauty Myth she details the entire history of women as hard-working people. When women started to enter the (paid) workforce, employers had essentially hired people who had already been working hard, for free, in the domestic sphere. Because this wasn’t valued as “real work” no one saw the threat coming when we entered the workplace. “Women work hard – twice as hard as men. All over the world, and for longer than records have been kept, that has been true.” A distraction had to be created. Fast.


Because if women’s attention is focused on our looks, you can guarantee our insecurities and self-conscious thoughts will magnify day by day, clouding the prime real estate of our minds so that we don’t have the energy to pay attention to anything else. Certainly not enough energy to fight upstream and change these systems. The less embodied and whole we are – the more fragmented and self-conscious our attention is, seeing ourselves as parts that need to be fixed, decorative beings to be looked at and not living breathing creatures – the easier it is to control us.


We busy women’s precious resource of energy with the false promise that the more beautiful we are and the more time we focus on our beauty, the more we will be fulfilled and able to achieve the same power as men. This lie had all of us fooled into thinking that starving ourselves every day to be skinnier, and spending money on products to waste our financial resources, was not only empowering, but a worthwhile pursuit of happiness. But the privileges of this “beauty” standard fade as we grow older, when we’re deemed “past our shelf life”, when we realize half of our lives have been spent not being present but pursuing something that was fucking quicksand. Who do we blame for these feelings when this natural, ageing process happens? Patriarchy? No! We blame ourselves, the way we’re trained to. We are geared to turn towards self-improvement. Creams. Diets. Surgeries. We think it’s our own fault for getting so “unattractive” and “old”. Loving ourselves is not a good business plan for capitalism. Capitalism relies on our self-hatred to exist.


We are taught to outsource our worth to other people. In the words of Naomi Wolf, “Women’s identity must be premised upon ‘beauty’ so that we will remain vulnerable to outside approval, carrying the vital sensitive organ of self-esteem exposed to the air”. When we stop to consider how much of our lives and energy we’re leaking out to the exhausting and futile pursuit of perfection, it becomes alarmingly clear that this is no mistake. Most of us would not choose to live our lives in this way if there were no consequences for not conforming. Girls are not inherently beauty-obsessed, they are trained to be.


So when we consider that these habits are not “natural”, but built over time, developed throughout our lives as smart solutions to our problems, we can start to realize that there are many things in our lives that we are not actively and consciously choosing for ourselves, but defaulting to. The habits were not planted and seeded by us, but by others – accepted into the soil of our minds to grow and take over our plots. They were not created in response to our individual authentic desires, but in reaction to an environment that needs insecure women and consumers. How many of the things we do come from a place of fear instead of joy?


In this book, I want to draw your attention to how our perfection-obsessed culture and our fixation on moral purity as a pillar of womanhood, is preventing us from experiencing joy and appreciating what is beautiful in our lives – paying attention to the things that don’t need changing or fixing, but are beautiful and wholly ours for the relishing! It is no mistake that we may feel “guilty” for enjoying our lives, or daring to want more. To feel “enough” means we might slow down and realize there’s a bunch of shit we were buying, people we were dating, thoughts we were endorsing, that we didn’t need after all. We may discover we are enough without them!


I’m almost certain that on my death bed I will not be lamenting the size of my stomach, my thighs, or how many good skin days I had over my lifetime, but instead how many of those days of life I missed out on because the warped view of my body stopped me from living the fullest, most expansive version of my life possible. I don’t want any of us to realize too late that we have been living a small and joy-restricted diet-version of what our lives could be, because we were waiting to be perfect enough to enjoy ourselves. Our lives should be fat and full of EVERYTHING.


BAIT-AND-SWITCH


Though women have gained a lot of rights to our bodies and it is not “as bad as it used to be”, the control that government and corporations have over our bodies hasn’t actually gone anywhere. It has just evolved. Naomi Wolf explains that after the 1970s when women finally gained more legal and social freedoms in the form of birth control, reproductive rights and credit cards and were considered to have properly entered the workplace, a much stealthier form of control had to be developed as a counter-attack to these newfound freedoms. A woman would no longer be told directly what to do, but would be coerced through advertising and an over-saturation of images of the “ideal” woman, into controlling, dieting and restricting herself. The best part? She would buy the make-up brush, the razor and the diet pills with her own money, and think it was her own empowering choice. It’s pretty fucking clever, since it now has women controlling and regulating their own bodies. The government no longer has to intervene, women are “voluntarily” doing it to themselves. In a culture that has deliberately set the standards of women’s beauty so high that they are unachievable and force us all to comply or else, how can we tell if it’s a choice, when femininity is forced onto us from a young age? When a beauty decision is framed persuasively as “self-improvement” it can be hard to resist buying into it. We’re supposed to want to be the best version of ourselves, right? Especially if it’s what our friends are doing. Especially if it’s what everyone on social media is doing. Especially if it makes us pretty.


When you start to discuss feminism with someone who believes women are now totally equal to men, most will innocently point to all the progress women have made. If it’s a man saying this – which it usually is – he might even point to you and say, “You make more money than me!” as some sort of proof that sexism does not exist anymore. You try to explain the gender pay gap to him and he might say, “Women just don’t ask for raises!” This reply might even leave you feeling silly. What can you say back to that?! He’s right! You might feel embarrassed at your inability to explain to someone how women are still controlled by patriarchy, fumbling over your words as you can’t find the arguments to counter the apparent facts and logic. But that’s because even though the cage that prevents women from rising is no longer so flagrantly placed around us in the form of laws and legislation, the patriarchal cage that controls women is still inside our own fucking minds.


There is still another obstacle to fight, and it is inside us.
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The aim is to control women. It always has been.


Women are collectively breaking up with the patriarchy, as we slowly awaken to the way it has tricked us into living small and fearful lives by penetrating our minds. Much like trying to exit a narcissistic relationship with a toxic partner, it’s messy, they play dirty, they pull out their worst tricks before they eventually lose their control over you. This is what we are seeing today. Now that we are more mentally free and beginning to wake up, the patriarchy and governing bodies can sense this. They know that we know. So as women become wise to their controlling tactics, the patriarchy restructures the game to develop stealthier tactics and maintain power, while giving the illusion that it is over. Naomi Wolf says this is like an “adult, play wrestling a child, enjoying letting the child feel it has won”. It doesn’t strike me as a coincidence that the rise in body positivity and women having increasing agency over their bodies has been met with a counterattack to regress reproductive rights in the US, reversing the Roe v Wade decision to allow abortions. As the world moves on from the suffocating expectations placed on the roles of “man” and “woman” and there is more room to be who we want to be, we see that the rights of trans people are being used as a battleground for people to play out their frustration, to defend what’s left of their sense of identity as they watch the roles that have defined them their whole lives crumble before their eyes, and attack the people who have the courage to challenge the gender roles they were assigned, and say “I am neither a man nor a woman”.


Breaking up with patriarchy and the ways it has formed within our minds will not be smooth. When access to reproductive rights was expanded, it was a bait-and-switch. We thought we were getting freedom, but the cage became internal. Now that we have started to suss this out, the legislation is creeping up on us again. Control over women never stopped. Patriarchy is like a toxic boyfriend – once you call out his controlling behaviour, he promises to start seeing a therapist. He goes to see the therapist, learns a bunch of therapy jargon and his abuse becomes more covert, less traceable. Maybe he starts passively controlling the way you dress, by not giving you as much affection when you wear certain clothing or by comparing you to other women. You now learn to associate the clothes you want to wear with uncomfortable feelings and a lack of affection. So you decide not to wear that dress anymore. Why not, if it makes him happy? Plus, he didn’t tell me not to wear it! This is my choice! It may seem like a “choice”, you might even convince yourself that you don’t like the clothes anymore, or that “doing some things to please your partner is normal”, but it’s a result of his desire to stop you wearing them. His methods have just become smarter. He has now found out how to manipulate you into doing something he desires without getting his hands dirty. He has got you to mistrust your intuition and give him what he wants. This is the same way patriarchy has got what it wants, a slowing down of the progress of women financially, sexually and mentally with the illusion that we are “choosing” this image-obsessed path ourselves. It is horrendous that we have the audacity to call some women “self-obsessed” as an insult, as though it is a personal flaw and not a habit of survival they have developed in a culture that demands perfection.


Beauty as a form of control was introduced to destabilize a woman’s self-esteem. Not only does the obsession with beauty distract us from what’s important, the hunger and starvation we put ourselves through from diet culture weakens our bodies. We miss out on so much of our lives because we’re not really there. We’re watching ourselves instead – voyeurs of our own existence. We might order a side dish when we want to have the same meal as everyone else. We go to events burdened with the paranoia of being photographed from our bad side like it’s the literal dark side of the bloody moon, hiding the differences in our bodies compared to others. The most important days and beautiful moments of our lives are often completely overwhelmed by our tsunami of concern and fear about how we look. Our obsession with our image impacts our ability to be present, the ability to live fully in our bodies and soak up the richness of our everyday lives. How are we supposed to soak up the beauty of a sunset on the beach when our attention is focused on how our stomachs look over the top of our bikini bottoms? Or the hair we forgot to shave on our toes? There is no way for the love that life is trying to offer us to get in, for the joy to pour out, it is being blocked.


When we do not feel enough, we never consider whether it is the lens we are viewing ourselves through that’s broken, not ourselves. We have been socialized in such a way that we have no problem apologizing for and assuming – if not all – most of the blame in any situation. Think back to a time when you hid something from your friend about someone you were dating, so they wouldn’t hate them. Or dismissed someone’s poor treatment of you and explained it away with, “It’s probably because of their past” so they didn’t feel uncomfortable about what they did to you. Most of us are taught to be “nice girls”. And nice girls don’t make people uncomfortable. They make everyone feel fucking great about themselves! So we learn to absorb responsibility for things that are not our responsibility, to save people from facing the consequences of their own actions. This cultural guilt and knee-jerk reaction to absorb blame sets us up to assume the fault is with us at every turn. It convinces us we need fixing. We are trained to see ourselves as at fault and buy into self-improvement and bodily restriction. We assume the blame and take accountability for our “flaws”.


While it’s easy to view this realization as depressing, I promise it will eventually be empowering. Because now we can begin the courageous journey of redirecting our energy! Calling it back from the places we have unconsciously invested it, that are giving us no return, to instead begin placing it into the things that reward and fulfil us. It is a life-long process but it will be worth it. You’re quite literally going to feel the energy pouring back into your life, invigorating everything within you and around you. One boundary set, one earlier night, one cruel beauty expectation lowered for yourself at a time.


This awareness allows you to start asking yourself questions about where your energy goes, such as, Why does getting dressed always make me feel crap? It might be because you believed you needed to prove yourself with every outfit. You realize you’re exhausted, because you overcommit to social events in fear of being seen as unfriendly, when you would rather stay at home. You realize you never liked wearing dresses and ignored your body’s way of telling you this, because you inherited the belief that “beauty is pain”.


It’s so fucking powerful taking even the slowest of steps towards a life that will leave you feeling deliciously satisfied, instead of resentful, exhausted and starving for more. There are as many ways to feel resentful and exhausted as there are people in the world; for me it was because I was constantly trying to live up to someone else’s standard of good enough. Instead though, we can all inch closer towards a life lived according to the values of our own choosing, as we weed out old beliefs and decide to plant the seeds for what we want to come to fruition in our life next. Whatever you wish. You can grow it. A life of your design, not of default. I’m not saying it’s easy, you will have to sacrifice something. But part of you already knew that. Often, that’s the reason we avoid change in the first place.


We’re afraid of what we will lose. If we relinquish our tight grasp on beauty rituals, some might say we’ve “let ourselves go”. When we set boundaries, some people might not like the fact they can’t have as much access to us anymore and leave. But what we “lose” in reputation with others, we gain in respect for ourselves. Making choices aligned to our values instead is a bold and courageous move. It’s delicious as fuck!


Chasing perfection in every area of our lives will forever leave us unsatisfied, because it does not exist. As long as we still believe that “perfect” exists and we measure ourselves against this patriarchal simulation, we will always come up short. We will never be happy. It will never be enough. In a world where a literal fucking body shape can go out of fashion, nothing we do will ever satiate the hunger for perfection inside ourselves, as tomorrow, our body shape could be deemed “worthless” by some trend forecaster. Perfect does not exist.


Because a lot of our energy is being spent on our beauty, measuring and comparing it against others, we can become numb to the sheer abundance and beauty in both ourselves and the world around us. All we have been trained to spot is lack. We have minds trained to spot what isn’t there, as opposed to what is, to keep us reaching, proving, spending, perfecting. This is one of the reasons we are often dissatisfied, even after getting something we want. We return to our default state of “wanting”, once again. Obsession with achieving perfection in any form removes us from a state of gratitude and of appreciating what we have.


Wouldn’t it be pretty dull if the purpose of our lives was to suffer on our way to becoming as skinny and perfect as possible? Do you really think that’s what mother nature intended for each of us? Of course fucking not! Just look at everything we were given. Bright succulent fruits growing on trees, ready to pick and gorge on. A sun that does not stop shining, sustaining and giving life and joy to everything it touches. The many forms of love we can feel from other human beings. The euphoric bliss of a good album. A tongue to taste everything with. I was literally born with a clitoris, for fuck’s sake. Pleasure was not the afterthought of whatever created us, but part of the design! Everything I have been taught about my body in the world has gone against the truth and the nature of what my body is here to actually do. Our bodies are here to experience. Instead, we have trained women, who were born to relish in the privilege of having a body, to police it, controlling and punishing it for “bad behaviour”. In the diet programme Slimming World, certain foods are actually called “syns” (I’m sure the pun is lost on no one). Doesn’t this word choice say everything about the moral perfectionism we assign to every choice we make?


Breaking up with patriarchy is, by extension, a form of breaking up with ourselves, since the patriarchy’s structure has formed inside our minds and we have falsely identified with these beliefs as “who we are” for so long. Much of it has formed our personalities! To experience the joy we desire, for us to get to the end of our lives and feel we have lived them fully, we need to first begin by identifying the beliefs that have been planted in our minds, so that we can overcome the limits they have created and expand BEYOND them.


We need to talk about the ways women have been trained to keep ourselves SMALL and to fear our own expansion. Brief warning: it might piss you off.
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We know that we often create limits for ourselves in our minds about what we think we’re capable of achieving, due to a lack of self-belief. But there’s another limit we have: how much we want to achieve. How much we want to be happy. Subconsciously, we may even fear success! In the words of Jo Freeman, author of Trashing: The Dark Side of Sisterhood, “Women exhibiting potential for achievement are punished by both women and men. The ‘fear of success’ is quite rational when one knows that the consequence of achievement is hostility and not praise.” Even if we say we want to be very successful, as long as part of us secretly fears success, happiness, joy or shining “too bright”, it will be driving our behaviour and sabotaging our chances of achieving this. We need to discuss how women have learned to make themselves smaller and shrink – to avoid exhibiting “too much” excellence and being punished for it. To avoid committing what Gay Hendricks calls “the crime of outshining”.


There are two opposing truths that women must straddle:


1. If we are going to live our best lives and be joyful on our own terms, we must “EXPAND”. We must take risks, we must learn to use the word “NO”, we must leave our comfort zones, leave our homes to experience life, try new things, enter fresh and unknown territory, push through the limiting beliefs we have inherited that tell us the way we are is bad. We must travel, share our thoughts with others, express ourselves, assert ourselves, speak our minds, learn to choose what’s right for us even if it means disappointing the people who love us.


2. Every step of the way, something inside us will kick in and make us want to “SHRINK”. If we try any of these things, we place ourselves in the path of criticism, envy, jealousy, attacks, harassment, social isolation, bullying and people not liking us. No matter how much we say we want to live a delicious life, our brains – wired to protect us – will step in and convince us to SHRINK.


When we have watched every successful woman be torn to shreds, when every other night there is a new story of a woman being stalked and followed home, is it any wonder so many women live fearful, small lives? As a woman grows into herself, she becomes torn between honouring her desire to bloom and expand, and honouring her survival instinct to shrink and play it small. More often than not, we don’t think we have a choice and default to the latter. Let’s step into the entangled world of joy and feminism.


To be carefree, we need to first address the “phantom” structure that cages us all. How the fuck do we start to “live deliciously”, when our brains are trained to keep us safe from harm and our experience as women teaches us to believe there is harm coming for us everywhere? We know and have heard a million times over that the only way to experience happiness is to remain “open” to life and yet it is when we were open to life that we experienced some of the most traumatic events. We watch women be harassed for wearing certain clothes, slandered publicly for expressing themselves, their bodies debated in group chats and magazine headlines, sexually assaulted after meeting someone from a dating app, excluded from friendship groups for growing. We know that outside our comfort zone is where life begins, yet women learn – not through mind-manufactured fear but through lived experience – that to cross that line is a threat to our safety. Why on earth would you WANT that?


But here’s the thing. I have tried living like that. I have tried being small. Wearing less colour. Not leaving the house. Not going on dates. And guess what? Nothing fucking happened. No joy, no connection, no self-development, no lessons, no laughter, no life. If we shrink in response to our fear all the time, our pain still controls our lives. The danger can be very, very real. The world can be scary. Men can be terrifying. Women can be mean. But we cannot, under any fucking circumstances, allow fear to stop us from living our lives and becoming open to life and love again. We cannot allow the selfish actions of others to terrify us away from the delicious, fat, juicy life we deserve, the life that will bring us love and joy. We cannot allow the fear instilled in us by patriarchy to keep us living small, self-protective lives.
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