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INTRODUCTION

This book is not a labour of love. In many ways, it would be more accurately described as a labour of frustration, or of anger. I am angry at the fact that women face an epidemic of sexual violence. I am frustrated by the routine discrimination they suffer in the workplace, and furious that almost a third of them are groped against their will before they even leave school. I hate the sexual harassment that pursues them in the street and on to public transport, the misogynistic way in which they are portrayed in the media and the gender stereotypes that force many of them into low-paid, part-time work with little chance of promotion. I am shocked that women still bear the vast burden of unpaid caring work, enabling the economy to flourish while going unnoticed and unrewarded. I’m outraged that 86 per cent of the cost of austerity has come from women’s pockets, with vulnerable and poor women worst affected.

But perhaps most of all, it frustrates me that we fail to join the dots. We treat these and so many other problems as if they are entirely separate and unrelated issues. As if it is complete coincidence that a husband’s murder of his wife, a man jailed for stalking and a woman whose hijab was ripped off in the street are reported on the front pages the very same day. We fail to see the pattern that is right in front of us and, in so doing, we fail its victims, over and over and over again.

When police warn women not to walk alone after a spate of assaults, when yet another new product pops up demanding women buy it to protect themselves from attack, when a politician is decried for having the audacity to complain about rape threats, all this is connected.

When we learn that women are dramatically underrepresented in our parliament and businesses and then see our prime minister and the Scottish first minister on the front pages under the headline ‘Never mind Brexit, who won Legs-it!’, these things are related.

When a newspaper runs an article describing rape as a romp or a jury acquits an accused rapist because of the previous sexual history of the accuser, these are not isolated incidents.

When a black woman is asked where the toilets are by a male attendee of the conference she is due to speak at, when a woman in a wheelchair is physically pushed aside by a man in the street, when a trans woman is bullied in the workplace or an older woman is completely ignored by a shop assistant, these are interconnected, not separate issues.

Until we join the dots, we haven’t any hope at all of stopping misogyny. We can’t tackle any one of these incidents in isolation. We can’t improve the representation of women on FTSE 100 boards or in our government without tackling the mindless, racist gender stereotyping that sets girls’ sights lower and constrains their ambition before they even reach primary school. We can’t resolve the scourge of domestic violence or female genital mutilation without also taking on the societal norms that see women routinely spoken about, and to, as if they are second-class citizens whose sexuality exists solely to satisfy and be policed by men. We can’t address the enormous gap in pay between men and women, or between white women and women of colour, without recognizing the overt and unconscious bias that exists at every level of the job market.

Nor is any of this coincidental. It is deliberate, systematic and ingrained. It is built into the systems, the institutions and organizations that make up our society. It is revealed in the fact that our senior judiciary is overwhelmingly dominated by white men; that our criminal justice system remains institutionally saturated with prejudice; it is evident in the pitiful statistics that reveal women make up less than a quarter of professors at UK universities and that, at the time of writing, no black academics have worked in senior management in any British university for the past three years. That no woman has ever held the position of chancellor of the exchequer, BBC director-general or governor of the Bank of England. That in the five years leading up to 2015, just four black women appeared on the flagship BBC current affairs programme Question Time. That there is just one female editor of a major UK daily newspaper and over three-quarters of front-page articles are written by men.

What’s more, the cycle of acceptance is perpetuated by the fact that women are groomed their whole lives to consider these experiences inevitable, and society is conditioned to see them as normal. It is consolidated by the silence of those who witness the behaviour of men like Harvey Weinstein (accused of sexually harassing, raping and assaulting dozens of women over decades) and choose to turn a blind eye, complicit in their silence. It is enabled by the culture of workplaces, from Westminster downwards, where sexual harassment is dismissed as ‘high jinks’ and women who dare to complain are branded troublemakers. And it is cemented by a media that responds to the first tentative allegations of such behaviour in decades with reports of a ‘witch hunt’ gone too far.

We are so often told that these are unrelated problems. ‘Lone wolf’. ‘Domestic affair’. ‘Isolated incident’. These are the terms used to excuse and erase the crimes of middle-class white men. Yet to anybody paying any attention at all, day after day, week after week, the bigger picture is maddeningly apparent.

These columns grew out of frustration, out of a need to bear witness. To try, week after week, to say: ‘Look! There, and there, and there again! See the pattern? See the similarities?’ They grew out of a hope that perhaps, by documenting as many as possible of these incidents of the type that are so often instead ignored, there might be a chance of the bigger picture emerging. And they grew, too, out of a sense of awe and admiration of the women who fight on, tirelessly, in spite of everything, striving to join the dots and change the picture.

So this book is a labour of anger, yes, and of frustration. But perhaps it is a labour of hope as well.


RIDICULOUS SEXIST ARGUMENTS BUSTED

Being a feminist means listening to a lot of really stupid arguments. It simply comes with the territory. People’s efforts to justify, excuse or deny sexism are so numerous that you can even divide them into different categories.

There are the self-defeating trolls: ‘There’s no such thing as sexism . . . you stupid bitch.’

The anti-feminists, who don’t realize the answer is feminism: ‘Why should I support women’s rights when men still have to pick up the bill at dinner?’ (Answer: because feminism fights for women to have the financial independence required to split the cheque.)

And then there’s the downright ludicrous. I once genuinely encountered somebody who argued that women in Saudi Arabia were lucky not to be allowed to drive because it meant they were involved in fewer car accidents.

It’s no coincidence that a lot of these arguments aren’t logical. They don’t spring from carefully considered reason, but from panic – a knee-jerk terror that feminists, in fighting for equality, must be hell-bent on taking something away from men. Each and every small feminist advance, from recording misogyny as a hate crime to putting the image of a woman on a banknote, is met with a backlash. The irony is that these responses, which allege hysteria and ‘PC gone mad’ are often far more hysterical and out of proportion than the developments they seek to criticize.

The widespread normalization of these arguments is what makes them so pernicious. We have all heard it said that women should take care walking alone at night, or that maternity leave puts an awful strain on businesses. These opinions are so frequently recycled that it is easy for them to become mistaken for facts. In an unequal society, much goes unchallenged because we are so used to hearing the ostensibly reasonable justifications that help to maintain the status quo. But when we begin to unpick some of these commonly recited mores we start to realize that the arguments we’ve accepted for so long are actually full of holes.


WOMEN SHOULD NOT ACCEPT STREET HARASSMENT AS ‘JUST A COMPLIMENT’

Walking down a quiet street at around 7pm a few nights ago, I noticed, without thinking anything of it, that there were two men coming towards me in the opposite direction. It being dark but for the street lamps, it wasn’t until they came quite a lot closer that I started to notice the telltale signs. As they neared, the men were overtly looking me up and down, eyes lingering on my breasts and legs, before turning back to one another, saying something I couldn’t hear, and sniggering. My heartbeat quickened, the hair rose on my arms and I felt the usual emotions flood through me. Fear. Anxiety. Impotence. Anger. Frustration. Misplaced embarrassment and shame.

This is one of the things I think some men don’t understand, the men who ask you what the big deal is about street harassment, say they’d love it if it happened to them, or suggest you just ‘take it as a compliment’. It’s not a simple, one-moment experience. It’s a horribly drawn-out affair. The process of scanning the street as you walk; the constant alert tension; the moment of revelation and the sinking feeling as you realize what is about to happen. Countless women have written to me about the defence mechanisms they put in place – walking with keys between their knuckles just to feel safe – wearing their earphones so they can keep their head down and ignore it. The whole process of going out, particularly at night, can become fraught and difficult.

Why don’t you just take it as a compliment?

Too late to cross the street, I braced myself for the moment of passing, muscles tensed, cold fists involuntarily clenched. I understand that this must sound like an overreaction. But it isn’t. Because the way we think and behave is shaped by our previous experiences. Too many times, in my own experience, this situation has turned from leering to aggressive sexual advances, from polite rebuttal to angry shouts of ‘slag’, ‘slut’, ‘whore’. Once, I was chased down the street. Once, I was trapped against a wall. Once, my crotch was grabbed suddenly, shockingly, in vitriolic entitlement. So yes, my muscles contracted and I drew into myself as they passed.

For a moment, they paused, and one glanced at my breasts before turning nonchalantly to the other. I was expecting the usual. ‘Look at the tits on that’ or ‘I wouldn’t say no’. But what he actually said took my breath away:

‘I’d hold a knife to that.’

The other man laughed, and they walked away without giving me a second glance.

And that, in a nutshell, is why I don’t take it as a compliment. Because it’s not a compliment. It’s a statement of power. It’s a way of letting me know that a man has the right to my body, a right to discuss it, analyse it, appraise it, and let me or anybody else in the vicinity know his verdict, whether I like it or not. It’s a power that is used to intimidate and dehumanize members of the LGBTQIA community, who suffer disproportionate levels of street harassment. It’s a ‘right’ that extends even to the bodies of the 11- and 12-year-old girls who have written to the Everyday Sexism Project in their thousands, describing shouted comments about their breasts and developing bodies as they walk in their uniform to school. Street harassment is no more about compliments than rape is about sex. Both are about power, violence and control. That’s why, when women have the temerity to reject the advances of street harassers, they so often turn, in a moment, to angry outbursts of abuse. Because that rejection disrupts their entitlement to our bodies, which society has allowed them to believe is their inherent right.

This doesn’t mean the end of compliments. It doesn’t mean you can’t flirt, or be attracted to a stranger, or make a polite approach and strike up a conversation. Those are all completely different things from commentary about your body that is directed at you, not to you; the dehumanized discussion of your parts by a group of passers-by, not caring that you can hear, or a scream of ‘sexy’ or ‘slut’ or ‘pussy’. Those aren’t compliments. They’re something else. I believe that the vast majority of people know the difference. If you’re really not sure, err on the side of caution.

This is not to suggest that every woman is a cowering victim, or that we’re all too scared to go about our business on a daily basis. Just that it would be nice if those people who think street harassment is ‘just a compliment’ recognized the very real and enormous impact it has on victims’ lives – not just in the moment, but day in, day out. A compliment doesn’t make you rethink your route the next time you walk down the street. Many women, including Doris Chen, who grabbed hold of a man on the underground after he ejaculated on her, have bravely confronted their harassers. But the point is that they shouldn’t have to. Nobody knows how they will react in that situation until it happens. Often, victims report feeling frozen with shock. Sometimes it isn’t safe to respond. Instead of telling victims how to react, we should focus on preventing it from happening in the first place. And we can start by debunking the myth that street harassment is just a bit of harmless fun.

Originally published 28 February 2014


TEN MYTHS THAT BLAME WOMEN FOR SEXISM

When you’re a woman who spends a lot of time talking about sexism, you start to notice that about one in ten of all the replies you receive begins with the same two words: ‘Yes, but . . .’ Whether you’ve just outlined economic disadvantage or structural oppression, described workplace discrimination or discussed harassment at school, there will always be somebody who tries to argue that, in fact, it’s women themselves who are to blame for the problem. This ‘yes, but’ phenomenon happens so frequently that you start to recognize the same arguments being trotted out again and again; so often, in fact, that you start to wonder if it would be useful to have the responses to them all in one convenient place . . .

1. ‘Yes, but girls just aren’t that interested in science’

Take a baby, bring it up in a world that screams at it from every angle that it should be interested in certain subjects and not in others. Then, at the age of fifteen or so, ask it what subjects it would like to study, and shriek excitedly that society was right all along – girls just aren’t that into maths or science! QED.

2. ‘Yes, but if a girl’s wearing a short skirt, she’s asking for it’

The first flaw in this argument is that it implies the parallel assumption that every man is an animal with such uncontrollable urges that he’s unable to prevent himself assaulting a woman who is wearing a particular piece of clothing. The second is that it’s not backed up by facts. Most victims are already known to their rapists, debunking the theory that it’s a random act provoked by a piece of clothing. Support charity Rape Crisis explains: ‘People, and especially women and girls, of all ages, classes, culture, ability, sexuality, race and faith are raped. The perceived “attractiveness” of a victim has very little to do with sexual violence. Rape is an act of violence, not sex.’ Oh, and the third flaw? Women should have the right to wear whatever the hell they want without fearing assault. That’s setting the bar pretty low.

3. ‘Yes, but women go off and have babies – why should companies pay the price?’

It’s amazing that this still needs addressing, but some people still see pregnancy as some sort of selfish little jaunt at an employer’s expense. The argument goes that small businesses in particular can’t be expected to suffer the financial consequences if a woman wilfully flounces off to procreate, leaving them in the lurch. The glaring omission in the argument, however, is that – contrary to popular belief – there tend to be men involved somewhere in the process as well. Women aren’t gleefully knocking themselves up for a nine-month ‘holiday’ – they are continuing the human race. As such, it isn’t unreasonable to expect society, including businesses and other workplaces, to share the financial cost. Where this is problematic for businesses, it’s because we haven’t yet sufficiently provided the necessary financial and organizational infrastructure to facilitate the process, not because greedy women are causing them trouble.

4. ‘Yes, but it’s women who buy and write the women’s magazines you criticize’

This is a classic chicken-and-egg situation. We bring girls into an image-obsessed world, where they’re taught from birth that their inherent value is mostly in their looks. We raise them in a society that bombards them with images of thin, blonde, long-legged, smooth-skinned, tanned, large-breasted women, and implies that these women are ‘better’ than the 99 per cent of human females who don’t happen to look that way. Then we deride them for buying magazines that promise to teach them how to lose weight, smooth their skin and perfect their looks. If we changed the culture – the way we treat women, and the expectations they grow up with – we might find that media supply and demand would change, too.

5. ‘Yes, but women make different life choices’

Usually used to counter evidence of gender imbalance in top business positions, the problem with this argument is that it stops there. The point shouldn’t be that women ‘choose’ family over career, but that we still live in a society that forces them, in so many cases, to make that choice at all – while men are able to enjoy high-flying jobs and have children without sacrificing either. Yes, women may choose to have children, but they don’t choose the structural set-up of a society in which few options (shared parental leave, flexible working hours, childcare) are widely available enough to allow them to do so without compromising their careers.

6. ‘Yes, but women objectify men, too’

Two wrongs don’t make a right. And there’s a reason why the people who voice this argument nearly always cite the Diet Coke advert . . . because there are far fewer memorable examples of male objectification to choose from. Yes, men are objectified, too, but not to such an extent, so frequently, or to the exclusion of their other attributes – as is the case for women. So it doesn’t have the same wide-ranging negative impact on society’s view and treatment of them. (Not to mention that two wrongs don’t make a right . . .)

7. ‘Yes, but women are their own worst enemies’

This argument seems to hold that, because some women are mean to some other women, we shouldn’t have the audacity to tackle structural oppression until we’ve sorted out our own individual differences. But saying we should all be treated equally regardless of sex is very different from saying everybody should be nice to each other. This is a classic attempt to deflect attention away from ingrained inequality and instead on to women themselves, and leans heavily on the sexist stereotype of ‘catty’, ‘bitchy’ women.

8. ‘Yes, but women are bad role models’

Blah blah blah, Rihanna, blah blah, Miley Cyrus . . . It’s not a coincidence that so many female singers perform extremely sexualized routines or wear very little clothing. They’re women operating in a world that lets their male peers sing fully clothed and tells them they’ll only sell records if they flash the flesh. It’s another example of blaming and shaming women, focusing on the symptom and ignoring the cause.

9. ‘Yes, but women just don’t make good bosses’

This one always makes me laugh. It’s invariably based on the speaker’s own experience of three or four female colleagues, from whose individual failings they extrapolate the unfitness of the 3.5 billion or so other women on the planet. We’ve all had bad bosses, but we’d never look at a disorganized male colleague and assume that every other man in the world would have the same managerial style. Why do the same for women?

10. ‘Yes, but why didn’t she leave?’

Probably the most pernicious of all, this argument is usually directed at victims of domestic violence. It’s a variation on a theme, which also includes such gems as ‘Why does she always go for bad boys?’, ‘Why did she provoke him?’ and ‘Why didn’t she see it coming?’ It shows a deep lack of understanding of the psychological components of domestic abuse and the control an abuser can exert, but, most of all, it betrays a stubborn refusal to focus on the perpetrator instead of the victim. The best answer is the simplest: ‘Yes, but why did he do it?’

Originally published 7 August 2014


WHY IS TRAVELLING ALONE STILL CONSIDERED A RISKY, FRIVOLOUS PURSUIT FOR WOMEN?

Women around the world have spoken out about their experiences of travelling after two young Argentinian women, María Coni and Marina Menegazzo, were killed while backpacking in Ecuador. In the wake of their deaths, online commenters seemed to blame the women for what had happened, asking why they were ‘travelling alone’.

But, as Paraguayan student Guadalupe Acosta pointed out in a Facebook post that has been shared more than 730,000 times, there is an enormous double standard in asking questions like this of female travellers. It’s the equivalent of asking women who have been subjected to unwanted sexual attention or violence what they were wearing, instead of focusing on the wrongdoing of the male perpetrators.

In response to the furore, the phrase #viajosola (I travel alone) trended on Twitter, with more than 5,000 women using the hashtag to discuss their experiences. One woman poignantly wrote: ‘Travelling is freedom. Freedom has no gender.’ Another wrote: ‘I want to . . . travel alone without the fear I’ll be punished for it.’ Another said: ‘For women to stop travelling alone would be admitting we are to blame and have to be careful, when it is the world that has to change.’

Many people also rightly pointed out the irony of criticizing the two women when they were, in fact, travelling together. To suggest that women shouldn’t travel even with female friends takes victim-blaming a step further still – implying that women shouldn’t stray from home at all without male chaperones.

The truth is, women do experience a large amount of harassment and abuse while travelling alone, but they also experience danger in their local communities. To suggest that any woman shouldn’t travel alone is illogical when no country has successfully tackled, and stopped, gender inequality and sexual violence.

The tragic case of the two backpackers, 22-year-old Coni and 21-year-old Menegazzo, is by no means the first of its kind. When 33-year-old New Yorker Sarai Sierra was killed in Turkey during her first trip abroad, online commenters questioned her common sense and asked why she was travelling without a male companion.

But Sierra’s case (the man convicted of murdering her said the attack began after she rebuffed his attempt to kiss her) was strikingly similar to that of Mary Spears, for instance, shot and killed in Detroit in 2014, having rebuffed a man’s advances, and to that of another woman who had her throat slashed by a man in New York (but fortunately survived) after she turned down the offer of a date.

The exact same fate might just as easily have befallen Sierra at home, but it didn’t protect her from judgements and criticisms of her decision to travel. In this sense, there is also an element of racist stereotyping in our readiness to condemn crimes against women that happen abroad as representative of wider violent attitudes towards women. Meanwhile, we fail to make the same generalizations about attacks that happen at home.

To put things in perspective, according to the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO), in 2013–14 there were 106 reported rapes of British nationals abroad and 152 reported sexual assaults. ‘An Overview of Sexual Offending in England and Wales’, released by the Ministry of Justice, Home Office and Office for National Statistics in 2013, revealed that 85,000 women are raped in England and Wales every year, of whom around 15 per cent report the incident to police. In the same way that confining women to women-only carriages on trains doesn’t solve the problem of harassment, but restricts women’s movements while tacitly condoning perpetrator actions, the same could be said about telling women to solve the problem of harassment and violence by staying at home. It unfairly curtails women’s freedom, and suggests that violence against them is simply inevitable.

Yet the restriction of women’s solo travel remains a curiously acceptable form of victim-blaming. When Sierra was killed, for example, one headline read: ‘American’s death in Turkey puts focus on solo travel’. Compare this with a headline about the death of Harry Devert, a 32-year-old US citizen killed while travelling alone in Mexico: ‘The untimely death of world traveller Harry Devert’. When Australian Lee Hudswell died after an accident while tubing down a river in Laos, the press reported: ‘Fatal end to Lee’s overseas adventure’.

Female travellers have long been subjected to restrictions and double standards, with their gender emphasized over their capability and strength. Female travellers are much more likely to be categorized into reductive stereotypes – such as the glamorous adventuress – than their male counterparts. Think H. G. Wells in Warehouse 13, sexy Lara Croft or the film portrayal of Adèle Blanc-Sec versus that of Tintin. When men travel in films, they are usually just travelling, but when women do, they are often running away from (or towards) a male romantic partner. (Compare The Holiday, Wild, Under the Tuscan Sun, Eat Pray Love to The Motorcycle Diaries or Into the Wild.) There are, of course, welcome exceptions (take a bow, Dora the Explorer).

Travel has historically been, and to an extent still is, seen as a natural, bold activity for men, and a risky or frivolous pursuit for women. And as with so many other forms of low-level sexism, the knock-on impact is enormous. At a local level, curtailment of travel can prevent women from accessing healthcare, visiting family or taking job opportunities. When we inhibit women’s wider freedom, we also limit their ability to broaden their horizons and acquire valuable language skills. The impact on women’s careers can be clearly seen in the responses to female journalists who experience assaults while reporting abroad and face not only immense victim-blaming but also the curtailment of foreign assignments as a result.

When CBS correspondent Lara Logan was assaulted in Cairo in 2011 while reporting on the uprising, for example, one Canadian newspaper ran an article entitled: ‘Women with young kids shouldn’t be in war zones’. The (male) writer asked: ‘Should women journalists with small children at home be covering violent stories or putting themselves at risk? It’s a form of self-indulgence and abdication of a higher responsibility to family.’ Another commentator asked: ‘Why did this attractive blonde female reporter wander into Tahrir Square last Friday? What was she thinking?’

All travellers should take safety precautions, regardless of age or sex. Nobody is suggesting that women shouldn’t make the same sensible preparations as their male peers. But any attempt to constrain women’s movements solely on the basis of gender not only feeds into the idea that violence against them is inevitable, instead of tackling it, but also ignores the very real threats they face at home.

Originally published 21 March 2016


TEN FREQUENT COMMENTS ON FEMINIST BLOGPOSTS – AND MY RESPONSES

Journalist Helen Lewis wrote in 2012 that ‘the comments on any article about feminism justify feminism’. In my experience, she was right. But it’s not just the outrageous threats, misogynistic abuse and so on that emphasize the importance of the movement. It’s also the more subtle responses; the denials and challenges, often repeated over and over, that prove the points that feminist writers are making. In the interest of satisfying some of these heroically persistent critics, here are the answers to the ten most common ‘below the line’ responses I’ve received.

1. ‘This is not specific to any gender’

I like to think of these commenters as sweetly naïve rather than deliberately obtuse. Because, of course, were they to look at just a smidgen of the statistical evidence (often cited in the articles beneath which they are commenting), they would realize that these issues – harassment, sexual abuse, workplace discrimination – are very gendered indeed.

2. ‘Well done. You have identified a problem that has been identified a million times. Now what is your solution?’

I feel awful for foisting another article about sexism on this poor beleaguered reader. As tough as it is for him to keep reading about it though, he might want to stop to consider what it’s like to live with it day in, day out. Sure, articles highlighting a problem aren’t necessarily a solution in themselves. But when I first started Everyday Sexism, I met the same response again and again: ‘Sexism doesn’t exist any more.’ It’s impossible to begin to tackle something without first raising awareness that the problem exists.

3. ‘Why are you whining about this when there are more important things in the world?’

It’s amazing how this criticism is so rarely levelled at football writers, say, or people writing light-hearted pieces about DIY or dog walking. Curiously, in fact, it’s almost exclusively women who are policed with the shouts of ‘It’s worse elsewhere, so think yourself lucky’. The existence of rape and other forms of sexual violence don’t invalidate the experiences of those who are discriminated against in the workplace or harassed in the street; nobody tells the police to stop investigating fraud until they’ve solved every murder. The presumption that women in the UK have nothing to complain about is simply false: 85,000 women are raped in the UK every year and over 400,000 sexually assaulted. An average of more than two women are killed by a current or former partner every week. And perhaps most importantly of all, this argument fails to see the links between these different forms of oppression and violence. If we aren’t allowed to challenge the more ‘minor’ forms of harassment and discrimination, we set a precedent for the treatment of women as second-class citizens that has a direct impact on the more serious crimes.

4. ‘I don’t know if these people can ever be changed’

It’s probably true that people who are sexist or commit acts of abuse are unlikely to be swayed by a Guardian blogpost. Revelatory. But I’ve heard from a lot of men who say reading these articles has made them rethink sexist behaviour that they had previously considered to be harmless. And it’s my belief that there’s a critical mass of people out there who wouldn’t dream of carrying out such abuse, but also aren’t aware that it’s going on. If we can engage them, and open their eyes to the problem, they will be more likely to take action and become part of the solution. Maybe a dad will read one of these articles and be alerted to the importance of talking to his sons about respect for women. Maybe a woman who has been groped will read one and realize that she has the right to report the incident to the police.

5. ‘If any man tries to grope me, they’ll get a foot slammed somewhere they really don’t want it to be’

I understand the impulse to comment on an article about harassment or groping with suggested reactions, I really do. It’s frustrating to read about people experiencing abuse and it’s a natural human response to offer advice. But these comments utterly fail to recognize the emotional and physical impact of being accosted or assaulted. More importantly still, focusing on responses fails to put the blame squarely where it really belongs – with the perpetrator.

6. ‘We can all say “Men should not do that in the first place” but this is the same as me leaving my car door open with keys in it and saying “People should not rob” ’

No, it’s not. First, there is no good way to avoid assault – 90 per cent of rapists are known to their victims, so those old chestnuts about not wearing short skirts or going out late at night are nonsense. Second, we have to tackle perpetrators, not tell victims how to behave. Third, if you leave your car door open and your car is stolen, you’re not likely to be widely shamed, to encounter a justice system consequently predisposed against you and jurors who are inclined to sympathize with your attacker while stigmatizing you.

7. ‘What about cleaning adverts portraying men as clueless idiots?’ . . . ‘Does Laura Bates really believe no man has ever been propositioned or felt up at work?’

Nope. In fact, the Everyday Sexism Project accepts and publishes entries from men. Yes, there are isolated examples of adverts and media that make negative and sweeping generalizations about men. But most of the articles I write are about women and their experiences of gender inequality. Why? Women experience gender inequality vastly more frequently than men. The inequality women experience tends to be much more severe than that faced by men. And because of the structural, ingrained inequality in the society we live in (economically, professionally, socially), incidents of sexism experienced by women tend to have a much more far-reaching impact on their daily lives.

8. ‘I don’t know anyone in my office who behaves that way’ . . . ‘I just can’t believe that happens regularly’ . . . ‘I’ve never worked anywhere where these attitudes would be tolerated’

It’s not hugely surprising that many male commenters may not have witnessed sexism or discrimination first-hand. Harassers and abusers often take advantage of moments of isolation, whether in a deserted tube carriage or an empty office. The silencing of victims means that many never tell anybody about their experiences. This is a problem that disproportionately affects women, so of course men are less likely to have seen it happening, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist. You can keep trying to suggest the problem isn’t really there because you haven’t seen it, but there’s a pesky amount of evidence to the contrary. Wouldn’t it be easier just to believe us?

9. ‘I don’t think demonizing all men is going to help’

It’s amazing how quick some men (yes, #notALLmen, don’t panic) can be to jump to the conclusion that any article describing the actions of a minority must somehow be attacking them. It’s not. But by jumping in to shout that not all men are like those described, you are becoming part of the problem. It’s this kind of defensive response that makes it so hard to speak out about sexism. One great way to make the point that ‘not all men’ are sexist is to get involved in taking a stand – you can start by not derailing articles about the problem.

10. ‘This is just another example of the feminist conspiracy at The Guardian’

Busted.

Originally published 4 September 2014


WHY DO THE POLICE STILL TELL WOMEN THAT THEY SHOULD AVOID GETTING RAPED?

‘Women warned after Gainsborough assault.’ ‘Police warn women walking alone after riverside incident.’ ‘Serial sex attacker strikes again as ninth victim is assaulted and police warn women to be on their guard.’ ‘Police issue warning to women not to walk or travel alone after woman grabbed in latest incident.’ ‘Fugitive rapist: women urged not to walk alone as chilling footage at Manchester airport released.’ These headlines represent five cases in one month alone where UK police have reportedly warned women to adjust their routines or behaviour because of crime in a particular area.

Many people reading these articles would nod approvingly and suggest that this is simply a common-sense measure, given the risk. Of course the police are also doing all they can to catch the perpetrator in each case – they aren’t suggesting women should take sole responsibility for dealing with the problem. And yet, how absurd it would seem if we were to apply similar logic to any other type of crime . . .

‘Police warn motorists not to drive after speeding drivers cause crashes in local area.’

‘Police warn residents not to have garden sheds made out of wood after spate of arson cases.’

The idea of advising women not to walk or travel alone in an area where there has been a sexual assault might seem straightforward at first glance, but not everybody has the luxury of a car. Many people are dependent on walking, whether for their whole journey or to the nearest bus stop. As simple as it might sound to suggest travelling with a friend or family member, the reality of women’s daily lives means that it would be near-impossible for most to arrange this and keep to their own busy schedules.

Surely this is obvious. Nobody is really expecting women in Clapham to venture out only in groups of three, armed with rape alarms and baseball bats. So what is the impact of issuing such advice? It starts to suggest to the general public that, specifically in cases of sexual assault, victims should be taking responsibility for their own safety and, implicitly, may be partly to blame if they are attacked.

If you think this is an exaggeration, just look at the first sentence from one of the articles: ‘Women are being asked to take more care while walking around alone at night after an incident involving a man who reportedly tried to grab a woman on a riverside path.’ Imagine reading this sentence as a recent victim of assault, as you deliberate whether or not to report what happened last night when you hurried home from work on your own in the dark.

The way we approach and discuss these topics matters. It has a huge impact. The most recent British Attitudes Survey (BSA) revealed that more than one-third of the British public – from whom rape trial juries are drawn – insisted that sexual assault victims bear partial responsibility for their attack if they have been ‘flirting heavily’ beforehand, and more than one-quarter believed they are partially responsible if they are drunk. This kind of police advice can only compound such attitudes.

The notion of telling women to take responsibility for their own safety from sexual violence is as old as it is ridiculous; from women-only train carriages (which suggest male violence is inevitable and so women’s behaviour and freedom must be altered and constrained to accommodate it), to police campaigns suggesting it is a victim’s job to try to avoid being raped. It sends an insidious message, reinforcing attitudes that blame victims and allow perpetrators (cast as a blurry, inevitable evil rather than determined, deliberate criminals) off the hook.

Perhaps most worryingly of all, these messages are coming from the institutions that are supposed to be tackling criminals, not policing victim behaviour. The past week also saw ‘banter’ about rape between members of the public and the official Merseyside police Twitter account; an exchange that was retweeted nearly 1,000 times. It comes hot on the heels of revelations about officers who left an abusive voicemail on the phone of a woman who had reported domestic abuse, calling her a ‘fucking slag’ and a ‘bitch’.

Now look back at the recent figures revealing that more than a quarter of all sexual offences (including rape) reported to the police are not even recorded as crimes, and ask yourself how important attitudes towards sexual violence victims are.

This is a desperate situation, and demands active measures such as training at all levels to counteract rape myths and victim-blaming attitudes among those on the frontline of law enforcement. We know that only around 15 per cent of victims of sexual violence feel able to report to the police. Isn’t it time we started asking why?

Originally published 5 September 2015


EVERYDAY AND INSIDIOUS

Drip, drip, drip. It’s not a single incident that makes gender inequality so harmful. In fact, individual incidents are often maddeningly difficult to protest, quick as people are to respond that you’re overreacting, imagining things or making a fuss about nothing.
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