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Please be mindful that these essays contain themes that may be triggering to the reader. There are mentions and references to sexual harassment, sexual abuse, assault, rape, domestic abuse and violence, image-based sexual harassment and abuse, eating disorders, suicide ideation and suicide.


Although these essays frequently centre around heterosexual experiences, Everyone’s Invited is proudly LGBTQ+ inclusive. For more information about LGBTQ+ experiences please refer to the charities listed on the Everyone’s Invited website.










Introduction


Growing up in London was exciting. As we hurtled towards adulthood, my friends and I explored a city of possibility. We ran around town from postcode to postcode, on the tops of double-decker buses, sweaty Tubes, and Barclays bikes, dancing in pubs, clubs, parks and in whoever’s house was free over the weekend. The city felt unreal. A ripe sun, a white sky and the half-heartedness of London’s rain. Yet there was always danger in a safe place. Danger that looks like a ‘great guy’ who is ‘just a bit weird with girls’. Danger that feels like your friend who you thought you could trust. Danger in the lingering hand on the small of your back. Those disturbing little moments that wash over you as no big deal. But still, you moved, you ebbed, you flowed. You waded through the parties, the darkness of the clubs, between the drinks and the lakes of deepening and shallowing conversations. You got over the heartache, you laughed like lions with your friends, you picked each other up and borrowed each other’s clothes, you felt alone in the emptiness of a crowded place. Wearing the heavy layers of arrogance and insecurity, the defining forces of teenagehood, you moved from north to south, from east to west; you embodied the city. You let it take you in its tide. You felt freedom. Never falling behind, always staying in tune, thrusting forward, onwards, you matched its energy, you kept up. It was all at once a reckoning of pace, of balance, of pulse. But you never paused, you never considered, you never stopped. You did not reflect on the dehumanising experiences you were having, the misogynistic behaviours you were normalising or the culture that framed it all. Unknowingly and unconsciously, those insidious moments that swung by like dreams are, in the end, the things that stayed deep within you. Those forgotten experiences, which lay dormant in your mind for years, are what profoundly shaped your life and the person you have become.


I had grown up attending all-girls schools and was raised by a single dad who fulfilled the roles of both mother and father. Messages of empowerment, confidence and self-belief had been embedded in me from a young age; I had a feminist grandmother, too. As a young child, I was taught that I could do anything and be anyone. The idea of my gender holding me back in any way was completely alien. When I was around the age of fourteen, I had a conversation with a boy at a house party that has stuck with me till this day. I was, for the first time, faced with a new reality. The more we spoke, the more I began to understand how my world view was radically different to his own. I will never forget when he asked me whether I believed in equality of the sexes and told me how, in his opinion, men were in body and mind naturally superior to women, citing Darwinism and evolution to justify these beliefs. I know this might seem small, but at the time I was genuinely shocked – I had been safeguarded and sheltered my entire life. I assumed that everyone thought how I thought and believed what I believed. It felt a little absurd; I remember almost laughing. But I was also disturbed by what he said, and by the fact that someone whom I considered a close friend viewed me as inferior to himself and his male peers.


The older I grew and the more I began to socialise, the more aware I became of ‘inequality’. It edged increasingly into the world I was beginning to navigate, manifesting in many different ways throughout my teenage years and epitomised in the daily reality of street harassment. Older men asserted their power by shouting sexual and lewd comments, often accompanied by crude gestures.


Now, with hindsight, I realise that these experiences forced an acute awareness of my own physical appearance and body image, and imposed a non-consensual sexualisation of my prepubescent body. At the time, I was scared, but I just accepted it as part of what it meant to be a teenage girl.


As time passed, these moments of powerlessness became inherent to my daily life. Whether it was the derogatory ways that boys spoke about women and girls, the bragging about sexual conquests, the objectifying comments about female bodies, jokes about sexual harassment and sexual assault, or the slut shaming, this incremental dehumanisation had a profound impact on my self-worth, mental health and relationships. But despite all this, it was just seen as normal.


The London I grew up in was characterised by this culture. Over time, it had the cumulative effect of normalising and trivialising experiences of sexual violence. It was an insidious presence. Subtle yet powerful. Invisible but deeply felt. On reflection, and after many conversations with friends, there were so many moments that felt ‘wrong’, ‘weird’ or ‘uncomfortable’, but only with hindsight did we realise how destructive many of those experiences were. Growing up, misogyny, sexual harassment and sexual abuse online were normalised amongst my peers; libraries of nudes of underage girls were shared on Google drives, being groped and grabbed at a party was normal, as were the unwanted advances, rape jokes, sexual bullying and unsolicited dick pics. Boys received and girls gave. There was pressure to engage in sex acts; pressure that wasn’t visible per se, or always clear as to where it came from at the time, but felt like a pre-established component of our existence.1 In a world of sex without dating, where brutal double standards shamed girls as ‘sluts’ but rewarded boys for having sex, assaults were not rare. There were exorbitant pressures on young girls to perform ‘hotness’ online, not to mention the pornographic sexual script that dictated the real sex lives of young people. Porn was the wallpaper that framed our lives, normalising it all, and the status quo rarely challenged.2 There were no words, no understanding, no frame of reference to effectively challenge what was happening. Without realising it, I was internalising a sense of self-blame that was cultivated by this environment. We were implicitly programmed to laugh off our discomfort and carry on. This was our normal; we believed it was ‘just a part of life’ and a ‘part of growing up’. I believe that many of the perpetrators didn’t understand what they were doing or the magnitude of their actions either.


I remember sometimes trying to challenge this behaviour, by objecting to being grabbed or being spoken to in a sexual way. But often I lacked an understanding of what was happening to me and how it might affect me in the long term, and I didn’t know how to stop it. We were so young, naïve and impressionable, we didn’t have the knowledge or the courage to effectively intervene or stand up for ourselves at the time. I wanted to be accepted, liked and loved – I wanted to take risks, have fun, explore life, learn and grow like any other teenage girl.


But we internalise these moments, and every experience, big or small, has an impact. This is what I’ve learnt from my own experiences and from the testimonies of others. In 2020, I created an online social media platform called Everyone’s Invited; I had a sense that my friends and I were not alone in our experiences. It is a space hosting stories of sexual transgressions of all types, where survivors can share their experiences anonymously. Existing in a system that normalises issues such as slut shaming and sexual bullying can have a traumatic impact on a person, especially when perpetrated over a sustained period. Trauma comes in many forms. It can be repressed, delayed, overt and covert. It manifests in places you would never expect to find it; it creeps up on you, revealing itself in your own behaviours, actions, relationships, friendships and self-worth. The impact of trauma is staggering; it presents in strained intimate relationships, in struggles with vulnerability, trust issues, and panic attacks during sex. Many survivors report long-term problems with their mental health, which can manifest in bouts of depression, increased anxiety, paranoia, hypervigilance, suicidal tendencies, suicide ideation, self-harm and the triggering of eating disorders and body dysmorphia. It is caused by living in a culture that sanctions this behaviour. It changes the way you see yourself and the people around you, it transforms your life experience permanently. It is not something that goes away with time, it is something that you must learn to live with.





In June 2020, when I was completing my graduate degree, an incident moved me to share some of my experiences of this culture on Instagram. I had been to a birthday party with friends and whilst I was there someone said something that triggered me: a traumatic experience that I had had a year prior suddenly felt as fresh as the day it happened. I woke up the next morning in a complete state of panic. I was crying uncontrollably, struggling to breathe and unable to speak. Twelve months after it had happened and yet I still found myself being propelled into an emotionally and psychologically debilitating episode. In the aftermath of sexual violence, life can be unbearable and impossible to navigate, where every day is a struggle. I spent a year reeling from that experience, crying almost every day on the bus to university, hyperaware of my surroundings, paranoid, depressed and suicidal. My friendships suffered, I struggled through my essays and seminars, and I lost most of my confidence, purpose and motivation to live my life.


After my panic attack, I called a friend for support and we spoke for two hours on the phone. With every moment, anecdote and experience we shared, we began to understand just how deeply entrenched coercive and abusive behaviour was and how normalised these experiences of violation were. This began to reveal itself further in the many conversations I began having with friends about our time at school and university. Embedded into our daily lives, incidents of harassment didn’t feel rare: they were part and parcel of our experience growing up. Whether it was on the Tube, the bus, at home, at school, on the street, at a house party, or in a nightclub – these attacks were happening anywhere and everywhere. The act of a physical assault itself is the tip of the iceberg; the culture of abuse is all around us. It’s in the news we read, the films we watch, the music we listen to, the people we surround ourselves with, the institutions we navigate, the laws we follow and the streets we walk. But most importantly, it’s within us.


When I first shared my story online, I never expected anything like what happened next. Everyone’s Invited wasn’t about starting a movement or creating change, it was about sharing my own experience and hoping that other people might relate to it so I might not feel so alone in what I went through. It was about exposing the reality of growing up in this environment and sharing a body of experiences that are so common, yet were so hidden and stigmatised. The act of sharing felt like a release, a moment of catharsis. I remember feeling exposed but I also remember feeling lighter, feeling free.


I was immediately overwhelmed with messages. Old friends, new friends, mutual friends, people I hadn’t seen in five years, all reached out to tell me how much their own experiences resonated with mine. As I posted more and more testimonies, people found strength in knowing that they weren’t alone. It empowered them to share – and what began as a small moment of sharing for myself spiralled into a chorus of brave voices that would no longer be silenced. When you can relate to something, when you can identify your thoughts, feelings and trauma in someone else’s story, you begin to realise something that is simple but also revolutionary: you are not alone.


With this realisation comes the affirmation that you should not be ashamed of what you have been through and that there is community in others who can relate to and understand your trauma. By the end of the first week of sharing these stories on my Instagram, I was overwhelmed and emotionally exhausted. But it will always stay with me as a pivotal moment in my life. There is nothing more powerful than the bonds and profound connections that I built through these deeply personal, intimate conversations, and in the sharing and reading of these stories. Knowing how many of my peers had had these experiences was a heartbreaking revelation, yet it was also deeply moving and uplifting to be empowered by this community.


Sex is generally taboo in most households, as parents and teenagers cringe at the prospect of having real conversations about relationships, sex, consent, sexual violence, rape and image-based abuse. The result is ‘turning a blind eye’ and choosing to brush it under the carpet, opting to not have the difficult conversations, avoiding the awkwardness and embarrassment of these subjects. At the time, I didn’t realise that what seemed so obvious, so ‘regular’, was actually shocking to the ears of the older generation and that these experiences, our experiences, needed to be articulated to them, with urgency. The act of collecting testimonies and openly hosting them on a website is doing just this: exposing the reality of the modern sexual landscape and by consequence bridging the knowledge gap between the young and the old.


The existence of this gap was only confirmed by some of the older generation’s responses to Everyone’s Invited. There was widespread shock and, in many cases, a total disbelief and doubt of the validity of these stories. There was a profound unwillingness from some to engage and listen to the lived experiences of the young. Testimonies were often met with a tone of disgust or distaste, and dismissed as ‘sordid’. I began to grasp at the time just how limited their understanding is of what it’s like to come of age in this modern sexual landscape, and how most parents have next to no idea about what is actually going on in their teenagers’ lives.


The testimonies document a spectrum of stories where boundaries are crossed, power is abused and autonomy is stolen. They reveal that teenage girls’ earliest and most formative sexual experiences are saturated with shame, embarrassment, humiliation and pain. The experience of dealing with sexual assault as a teen becomes ‘the norm of your understanding of what sexual experiences are’, said one entry. Sexual harassment, abuse, assault and rape are usually hidden experiences, stigmatised to such an extreme extent that we dare not share them with the people in our lives. The testimonies reveal the many barriers to reporting assault and the deeply complex struggles victims face in the aftermath of sexual violence. When survivors do share, they are often met with disbelief, they are doubted, invalidated, shamed, and ostracised by their peers and communities. Victim-blaming can have a devastating impact on a survivor, on someone who is already fragile and traumatised and just beginning to process their experience. We have been living in a culture that shames victims for their experiences and silences survivors when they come forward to share their stories. Sexual violence shrouds its victims in stigma. Growing up, I don’t remember learning much about it in school, or at home. The word ‘rape’ was taboo, a subject too ugly to discuss openly amongst ourselves and our peers. It felt like something so extreme, unrecognisable, something that happens once in a blue moon, perpetrated by strangers in dark alleyways in the dead of night.


What I realised when I read so many experiences that mirrored my own is that we are all part of a structure that enables this culture – and nobody benefits from it. ‘It is a systemic social problem with deep roots in patriarchal belief systems and ideologies about gender, entitlement, power and male dominance,’ says activist and author Dr Jackson Katz, and one that we all accept to some degree through centuries and generations of socialisation.3 It’s about the deeply entrenched attitudes that dictate damaging gender stereotypes and norms manifesting in toxic forms of masculinity and femininity. We must recognise that, within this culture, we have been socialised, by default, not only to create such a toxic and harmful environment, but to also sustain it. We are both the victims and the perpetrators.


Dehumanisation is at the heart of this culture and when we strip a person of their humanity they become vulnerable to violation. A teenage boy might think they’re simply making an innocent ‘joke’. But the misogyny and the sexist attitudes that exist in the social fabric of society feed into the structures that systematically fail survivors. When we allow these behaviours to prevail unchecked we are unknowingly allowing this abuse to continue.





When I launched Everyone’s Invited, I could never have imagined the impact that it would have. In just one year, my team and I initiated a national conversation with millions of people, received worldwide press coverage, triggered a groundbreaking Ofsted review in schools and necessitated the launch of the NSPCC helpline for abuse in education. We have met with ministers, the Home Office, the Department for Education, the Ministry of Justice, the Department for Transport, the police, and key charities and stakeholders. Everyone’s Invited has unleashed a tidal wave of hidden stories – the sheer volume of submissions is a testament to the universal prevalence of sexual violence and the rape culture that we live in.


I’m proud to be working against the stigma and shame that surrounds these issues. Those who have shared their stories with us are incredibly brave. The testimonies themselves are the agents of change; they show us that there is great power in a story. We have learnt that real change is possible, even when it feels unimaginable. To understand, we must be willing to listen, to question our beliefs, our understanding of the world, our own experiences and our belief in what is ‘normal’. We will need to let go of the binary and understand humans as complex and intricate beings who are capable of both harm and good. We are all ultimately the products of diverse environments and experiences, we cannot be reduced to a one-dimensional existence. Empathy is needed if we are to open our minds to others’ lived experiences and stories.





This book is not a memoir; it is not a story in the narrative sense, though it is inspired by the stories of many. When I started writing, I didn’t know where I was going; it felt like an insurmountable task. And in many ways it has been. This was, in part, because the subject matter is, and has been, at times, triggering. Although difficult, I wanted to write something that would challenge your point of view. I wanted to write something affirming and cathartic. I wanted to write something that everyone has a stake in, with the lives and the experiences described reflected directly back onto yours.


In these essays, I explore the impact of sexual violence, attempting to understand and trace its origins, through examining the modern sexual landscape. I also consider the complex impact of trauma on an individual’s life. I believe that it is transformative and necessary to gain an understanding of how and why harmful behaviour occurs in order to find meaningful solutions to eradicate it. Writing this book has also become a significant component of my own healing journey. I hope these pages might do the same for you.


These essays centre around the experiences of my peers – mainly the experiences of young people; teenagers at school and university students. Yet it is important to clarify that victims of violence and abuse are of all ages and all backgrounds: this can happen to anyone. I alternate between the terms ‘victim’ and ‘survivor’ throughout, choosing whichever I feel is most appropriate in the context of the sentence. Both are widely used but many people have their preferred term. Personally, I think that they are important taken together, capturing the evolving journey of an individual in the aftermath of sexual violence.


The more I read and the more I researched, the more I began to understand that whatever I write will only ever be a scratch on the surface. The ideas explored in these essays are merely springboards, my attempt at beginning to investigate enormously challenging and complex topics. My intention is to communicate these ideas and experiences in an engaging but accessible way, to make them as universal as possible.


What I have written is by no means the final word. In this world, there are as many perspectives as there are people.4 Everyone will experience life in their own way; what may be true for you might not ring true for the next person. I ask you, the reader, to approach this book with empathy and with an open mind – these are real experiences and I have done my best to communicate them in a way that feels authentic, sensitive, and with utmost consideration for those who have bravely shared their most vulnerable moments. I hope this book will open your mind to the possibility of reconciliation, to the importance of empathy, and to the healing power of connection. Together, if we are brave enough to listen and to place ourselves in the shoes of others, we can build a better world where everyone has the right and the opportunity to develop equal, healthy and loving relationships. Where individuals have the freedom and the confidence to live meaningful, full lives free from oppression, violence and abuse.


I also hope this book will inspire you to look inward and then outward. If we want to change this culture we need to push ourselves to introspection, we need to reflect on our own experiences and our own behaviour. It will be a challenge to understand how you may have contributed to this culture – knowingly or unknowingly – and it will be difficult to come to terms with. It’s hard to grasp how learnt behaviours, enforced gender stereotypes and norms, and our values may have been deeply harmful to the people in our lives. There may be guilt, there may be shame, and there may be anger and frustration. But these feelings are human ones – they mean that you have the courage to listen, to learn and to empathise with others.










Beyond Gender Scripts


My four-year-old sister is a beautiful child. Every time I see her, I feel a sudden urge to tell her, ‘You’re so pretty!’ I find that I have an unrelenting need to let her know that she’s the most beautiful girl in the world. I try not to do this, but others can’t seem to help themselves. Strangers have approached my family on the street, in restaurants and in shops to compliment my sister’s looks. Since she was two, my father and stepmother have, on numerous occasions, been asked whether they’ve ever considered ‘child modelling’ for her. Over the past year, I have noticed my sister beginning to fixate on girly things; she loves wearing dresses and sparkly shoes, she adores her dolls and she wants to be a princess. She reaches out to touch my hair, and exclaims in her tiny little voice, ‘Wow it’s preeeeetty.’ She has, over time, taken more and more of an interest in her appearance, developing an awareness of her looks and the clothes she wears. On her fourth birthday, she received a Barbie doll set, complete with a hot pink car, three outfits, a mini handbag and a tiny iPhone. She was enthralled. On New Year’s Eve, I heard a faint tapping sound on my door. Her head emerged, eyes sparkling and with a look of excitement spilling from her smile. ‘We have to get ready for the fireworks now!’ she squealed. She held her hands behind her back, then pulled them out to reveal an elegant glass bottle of perfume with ‘Bonpoint’ written in cursive lettering and two small pink cherries on the label. Perched by my side, she began to spray it on her hands and reached over to slather it across my face.


‘What are you doing?’ I asked.


‘I’m putting perfume on you,’ she explained. ‘You need perfume if you want to look like a princess.’ She leant forward, balancing on one foot as she stretched her arm to apply the scent to the middle of my forehead and down to the tip of my nose.


‘Why are you putting it on my nose?’ I was laughing by now. She giggled and smiled, reaching towards me again.


‘Even on your chinny chin chin!’


‘But why do we need to look like princesses?’ I enquired.


She stopped for a moment, put her hands on her hips and defiantly declared, ‘Because otherwise people will think we are not pretty and we need to be pretty for the fireworks.’ She continued to move her fingers lightly with consideration and care, adding the final touches as she warned, ‘Make sure it doesn’t go in your eyes. Put a little bit here and a little bit here. There. You look pretty now. You look like a princess.’


After birth, a baby is sorted into one of two groups: male or female. Sex is widely seen as a biological determinant. Sex will determine how this human will be viewed, treated and received in society. Gender socialisation begins almost immediately after the baby is categorised, shaping and developing the beginnings of identity from a very early age. The World Health Organization defines gender as referring




to the characteristics of women, men, girls and boys that are socially constructed. This includes norms, behaviours and roles associated with being a woman, man, girl or boy, as well as relationships with each other. As a social construct, gender varies from society to society and can change over time.1





Whilst sex is widely considered biological, gender is constructed by culture and imposed at birth. The social constructionist theory guides this understanding and conceptualisation of gender development in its situation of gender as a social creation2 and not as a naturally existing category. This will inevitably hold consequences for how people navigate within this environment.3 What are the implications of sex and gender? Male or female, masculine or feminine, blue or pink, trousers or dresses, trucks or dolls, breadwinner or housewife, mother or father, dominant or submissive, confident or shy, hard or soft. The influence of these gendered roles and stereotypes deeply permeates our lives and daily experiences. Behavioural patterns and decisions such as career paths, clothing choices, parental roles, romantic relationships, personal and professional interactions, are all profoundly influenced and shaped by perceptions of gender. The social purpose of the body is decided by these early divisions. What is the purpose of said body? Who are the leaders and who follows? Who wields power and who is subordinate? Who provides and who depends? How does culture define and determine how these bodies interact? How are they controlled and defined by gender scripts?


In consideration of scripts, what springs to mind immediately is the idea of performance. Scripts are an external imposition of prewritten ideas, narratives or rules. The result is an inauthentic presentation of self, drawn not from within, but determined and controlled by exterior forces. The American Psychological Association defines a gender script as a temporally organised, gender-related sequence of events.4 The word organised feels definitive, as if such a script has been preordained or predetermined and is grounded in history, suggesting that these early divisions date back centuries. Sequence of events is a notable choice of phrase. It implies that early divisions are like pebbles tossed to water, eliciting an infinite rippling, setting into motion a shaping and defining and determining that will profoundly influence the trajectory of the baby’s life. The APA’s definition also includes examples of stereotypical male and female activities, such as ‘building a birdhouse or barbecuing’ for men and ‘doing laundry or preparing dinner in the kitchen’ for women. These stereotypes invite a feeling of absurdity; they are too simplistic and so far from the reality of the modern world. Yet, since the start of the pandemic, women in the US have left the labour force at twice the rate of men, with female paid labour force participation being now at its lowest in more than thirty years.5 With school closures and kids forced to stay home, women have largely taken on the responsibility of childcare, home schooling and housework. But this trend is apparently nothing new, as this decline in women’s roles outside the home has been growing steadily since the financial crisis of 2008, with the pandemic itself just accelerating an already existing problem. Women, pandemics aside, are 43 per cent more likely to leave their jobs once they have children to become stay-at-home mums who bear the brunt of responsibility for childcare in the early years of their children’s adolescence.6 This is the implication of the female script of motherhood: that she must perform not only the birthing, but also the nurturing and the caring for her children.


Gender scripts are analysed throughout this book through the lens of masculinity and femininity; social constructs that impose a script of stereotypical qualities traditionally associated with men and women. Male traits include qualities such as strength, dominance, independence and self-reliance, whilst female traits include compassion, empathy, love, dependence and nurture. These traits taken alone are not unhealthy or harmful, but they become problematic when they are not shared equally between men and women; instead, they are strictly divided and enforced across gender lines. When these scripts are oppressively imposed, human beings become restricted. This is noted by contemporary writer Olivia Laing, who points to the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which ‘safeguards the right to a nation and the right to be safe from imprisonment, but not the right to express one’s own personal experience of gender; nor to choose, within the absolute limits of consent, with whom and how one wishes to conduct a sexual life’.7 This is poignant because




a body can be a prison too. You can exile or incarcerate someone simply by defining them against their own living sense of who they are, by forbidding them love or erotic range. And then, of course, you can make their life a misery, regulate their clothes, their use of lavatories and changing rooms, stop them being able to work or marry.8





The gender scripts that we abide by as determined by the bodies we inhabit have the propensity to incarcerate, to restrict, and consequently destroy our authentic selves. The self, the human self, one’s sense of identity, the very nature of humanity, as defined by its infinite state of flux, rails against restriction and towards the freedom of expression.


Radical, both of his time and our time, is the work of Magnus Hirschfeld, German physician, sexologist and outspoken advocate of sexual minorities in the early twentieth century. At the heart of his work was a profound exploration of the diversity of gender and sexuality. Hirschfeld was born to Jewish parents on the Baltic coast in a Prussian town. Here, he started studying first modern languages and then, later, medicine. In this time, he gained a doctoral degree and began a practice in Magdeburg in 1894. Once he moved to Berlin, he started his scientific studies in sexuality, research that he felt would ultimately encourage a tolerance of sexual minorities in society. His research in sexology was grounded in activism and empiricism as well as a conviction that the sexual ideology of Judeo-Christian civilisation presented a significant obstacle to the understanding of sexuality. In 1897, Hirschfeld was a part of the world’s very first gay rights organisation, the Scientific-Humanitarian Committee; in 1899, he started the Yearbook of Intermediate Sexual Types (the first journal dealing with sexual variants); in 1910, he published a study on cross-dressing, The Transvestites; and in 1919, he opened the Institute of Sexual Science in Berlin, which was the first sexology institute in the world. In 1910, Hirschfeld calculated forty-three million possible combinations of gender and sexuality after interviewing thousands of people whose variety of physical appearance, sexual desire and genitalia amazed him. ‘The number of actual and imaginable sexual varieties is almost unending,’ he claimed. ‘In each person there is a different mixture of manly and womanly substances, and as we cannot find two leaves alike on a tree, then it is highly unlikely that we will find two humans whose manly and womanly characteristics exactly match in kind and number.’9 Although radical in his thinking, Hirschfeld’s findings lean towards tolerance of a multiplicity of gender expression and variety, challenging a binary conception of gender identity and sexuality.


Throughout history, similar ideas can be traced about the various combinations of male and female traits and characteristics. Despite the mainstream Victorian view that masculinity and femininity were inborn and sexuality was immutable, sexologists, writers and artists of this time period nevertheless championed the fluidity and the artifice of gender. Virginia Woolf’s 1928 novel Orlando, for example, is a story concerned with challenging fixed notions of gender and identity. ‘In every human being a vacillation from one sex to the other takes place, and often it is only the clothes that keep the male or female likeness, while underneath the sex is the very opposite of what it is above.’ In her extended essay A Room of One’s Own, Woolf once again returns to this idea of vacillation between sexes in the taxi cab analogy she presents at the book’s conclusion: ‘When I saw the couple get into the taxi cab the mind felt as if, after being divided, it had come together again in a natural fusion.’ Woolf’s androgynous vision, in this fluid combination of masculinity and femininity, implies, once again, that both masculine and feminine characteristics are needed for a kind of ideal or hybrid form of humanity, where one can achieve ‘complete satisfaction and happiness’ in the unification of sexes. In the 1890s, a contemporary of Woolf’s, philosopher, early activist for gay rights and open homosexual Edward Carpenter, contended the existence of a ‘third’ or ‘intermediate sex’, which he named the ‘urnings’ (from the goddess Urania, meaning heaven), a term originally coined by Karl Heinrich Ulrichs.10 For Carpenter, ‘urnings’ are divine in their capacity to achieve an ‘androgynous transcendence’ of a narrow, restrictive form of heterosexuality.11 These androgynous ideals can also be seen in T. S. Eliot’s poem The Waste Land (1922). Eliot envisions the iconic hermaphrodite figure Tiresias: ‘I Tiresias though blind, throbbing between two lives, / Old man with wrinkled female breasts’.12 In this being there is an essential sense of androgyny needed to make up the all-knowing universal observer. Tiresias is a figure from Greek mythology, a blind Theban seer who is the son of the nymph Chariclo, a favourite of the goddess Athena. He is famous for living as a man, then a woman, and then a man once again. Tiresias, despite his blindness, was endowed with the gifts of prophetic vision and long life.


Woolf, Hirschfeld, Carpenter and Eliot champion the fluidity of identity and self. They resist the forces that seek to stagnate and oppressively define complex beings who are always growing, moving and evolving. Gender scripts – when strictly enforced by societal pressures – are confining. Could moving away from the categories and the binaries and moving closer towards both an acceptance and understanding of gender role fluidity – as suggested by these thinkers – be an optimum way of being, which will allow humans to reach their highest potential? An individual who is free to embrace both masculinity and femininity, who is free to enjoy the traits and characteristics traditionally associated with both, who can exercise traditional ‘male’ strength, leadership, and empowerment as well as the ‘female’ compassion, kindness and emotional sensitivity is one who can live a fulfilling and rewarding life. If men and women were to embrace fluidity in gender roles what would the world look like? Would more women, in embracing the ‘male’ trait of confidence, assume more political positions of power and, in turn, prioritise advocating against abuse and harassment in society, because women (the largest group affected) have endured the burden of sexual trauma throughout historical time? Would more men, if they embraced traditional ‘female’ empathy, challenge abusive and predatory behaviour, hold their friends accountable and become well-informed role models for positive change?


Boys and girls, men and women, and everyone in between must have emotional literacy in the depths of depression, they need courage to leave an abusive relationship, confidence to achieve their goals in life, they require compassion to help those in need, and should be able to embrace empathy to forgive those who have wronged them. In the essays that follow, by exploring the damaging impact of the enforcement of gender scripts, I have endeavoured to champion the importance of striving for this balance. I hope to encourage you to resist the incarceration of self, to embrace ‘male’ and ‘female’ traits, qualities and characteristics and be unafraid to occupy liminal spaces. Dance along the spectrum as you please, traversing the lines of traditional gender scripts.


There is nothing wrong with dresses, skirts, baby dolls, ballet shoes and kitchen sets. And, equally, there is nothing wrong with toy cars, planes, trucks, footballs and action figures. The issues arise when we don’t get opportunities as young children to play with both. I want my baby sister to learn about the importance of consideration for others as she does when she cradles her baby doll. But I also want her to feel freedom and believe that anything is possible whilst sprinting down a football pitch and scoring a goal. I want her to save the world and be an unstoppable force for good like an action figure of a fearless superhero. Why can’t she develop her creativity and skills in ballet class but also learn more practical skills through learning how planes fly or cars drive? When we enforce just the former or the latter, we are, whether we’re aware of it or not, imbuing in our children a pervasive gender socialisation. Because these toys are more than just objects, they are messages, they are the beginnings of ideology.
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