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trigger warnings
This issue covers some sensitive topics

and may be triggering for some

readers. Each article will be marked

with a specific TW and we advise

readers to seek support if needed.

 

*For more information on the

illustrators from this issue, please see

Issue 1 and 2. 

 

Dear Readers,

Welcome to another issue of Our Words.

This month we’re exploring the intersection between masculinity

and public sexual harassment (PSH), including a discussion on

gender stereotypes and toxic behaviour. It’s sadly a very apt

theme for this month, as our community has been hit by both the

killing of Sabina Nessa and the disturbing revelations about the

use of power and control from positions of authority in the killing

of Sarah Everard. Co-founder of the Reclaim These Streets

campaign Jamie Klingler says nothing has changed since Everard

was killed in March, calling out the unending cycle of violence

against women. According to the ONS and the Scottish

government, more than 200 women were killed between March

2019 and 2020. Yet, as the pieces in this month’s issue will show,

gender norms and toxicity hurt everyone.

To begin, our short story ‘Voids’ will explore the harms of gender

stereotypes and toxic behaviour. Following, one of our writers

will analyse PSH in her generation in an article titled ‘Holding a

Mirror to the World.’ This piece will then be complemented by

another article expanding on the validity of PSH-induced

trauma. We then present an opinion piece on the teaching of

‘masculinity’ and finish off this issue with a hard-hitting poem

and the first chapter of the new Novella, ‘Her Story.’

From all of us at Our Words and Our Streets Now,

Stay safe and take good care of yourselves.

Emilie Frijns

Editor
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https://www.ourstreetsnow.org/support
https://www.ourstreetsnow.org/our-words-magazine
https://reclaimthesestreets.com/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/datasets/appendixtableshomicideinenglandandwales


By revisiting the past,
Blake encounters gender
stereotypes and toxic
behaviours that reinforce
gender norms. Can Blake
move away from these
learned perspectives?

Four years. One can forget a lot in four years. A void, by
definition, is an empty space. Many people seem to find this idea
scary. After all, they’d lose everything familiar to them. But I’d
already lost everything, so my void was a welcome relief. What I
particularly liked about it was that it didn’t let anything into my
vicinity. There are no voices, heavy with opinions about my life
and how I choose to live it; no knotted history that tried to tangle
me in its web. Yes, my void was rather lovely, and I got to call it
home for the four years I spent in university. I think it called me
home as well, having found a place to settle somewhere in my
chest, swallowing and subduing the sadness and grief that had
threatened me for years. Everything is the same outside of this
home, changed only by a dense layer of dust that covers the
furniture.

I spent four years studying Gender Studies at a small university.
It’s not what I was supposed to be studying. These voices always
seemed to be telling me that I was making the wrong decision
and throwing my future away before it started. But my father’s
voice cut through them all, and his words were louder and sharper
than the rest. 

“It’s useless. It won’t get you anywhere.” He tried to convince me
every time the subject came up.

The word “useless” was so heavy. Even though I knew my father
was talking about my degree, I couldn’t help but feel that he was
using it to label me too. I was meant to study something like
business, or maybe the sciences, that would get me a stable job
and substantial money so I could prepare for the perfect picket-
white-fence family I was supposed to have. But Gender Studies
wasn’t a degree that would make me rich or one that would help
me get married. Instead, I studied a subject that chipped away at
the walls in your mind until you had room for reflection and
understanding and empathy.

The campus was always alive with voices, buzzing and
enthusiastic even throughout the night. Everyone knew each other
—knew the trauma, the family, the high school, the life of anyone
they passed. Yet no one judged. It was what I imagined as a
utopia. I was safe amidst papers and readings and peers as
passionate as me. Most importantly, I was at a ten-hour distance
from my house. 

Now, I’ve come back to this house, four years later.

I had left my father’s sunken shell downstairs. His eyes were
unfocused; all I could see in them were the glassy, shattered
remains of a broken heart. I wondered if he’d ever even known he
had one. I did. He remained still amongst the movement around
him, a fixed point in a sea of black clothing, rising dust, and
families mourning; something he never fully understood. He stayed
on the couch, not a tear in sight. 

My mom was the only thing that had brought warmth to this
family. Now that she was gone, dad had become a distant echo
of the now hollow house. Looking at him now, I wished I could
step into her role, to create a life here again. But that’s not what
he wanted from me, and I didn’t know if I could offer it to him
anymore anyway. That position was reserved for someone with a
soft heart and open arms, and I didn’t think my heart could soften
for him. 

VVV O I D SO I D SO I D S
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         It was too warm on the ground floor. My hair was sticking to
my neck, and my heart was beating too fast. I wished Zeke was
here. We’d been dating for three years. He knows when I need his
cold hands on the back of my neck or when to hold my wrists, or
when my heart needs his guidance to slow down.

I went upstairs to my old room, hoping to escape the suffocation
of grieving people, only to be stifled by the past. It was
predatory, closing in on me and pressuring my void until I could
feel it crack. Everything here was the same as it had been when I
left. I couldn’t believe they hadn’t changed it. I’d expected dad to
throw out at least some stuff. He’d always hated the things I had.
I guess mom didn’t let him. The room was uncluttered but dusty as
if no one had entered in a long time. It dulled the once bright
colours. I had the urge to clean it off, but it didn’t feel like mine
to clean anymore.

Inside my closet lay a plastic crown. The kind you wear as a five-
year-old, believing you’re a princess and dreaming of princes,
castles, and magic. I had these types of dreams; a dark-haired
prince, or a knight in shining armour on a white horse,
dismounting heroically after saving my life. 
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>> But this plastic crown came when I was old enough to buy it with
my own money. I bought a hoodie to tuck the crown into, but dad
had seen it poking out when I got home, and he broke it. I’d glued
it together the very next day, of course. The £2 plastic crown was
the only thing I had had to hold my contraband dreams. It felt like
a safe place to keep them. As I went to pick it up, half of it
clattered to the wooden floor. Even glue can’t hold something so
fragile together.

Behind the crown were a few bottles of nail polish and old
makeup. It looked like it had dried up, but the bottles were all full.
The opaque colours covered my family’s fear of me using them.
That insecurity had been left to fester in them for years. I hadn’t
been able to use the cosmetics much when I still lived here. The
air in the house was always too tense, and it didn’t leave room for
things like makeup. Opening the bottles now would release a vice
in the air that our family had long before eradicated. It had left
with me. I closed the door on all of it and left.

I walked to their room next. Her room. My hands trembled, and my
legs threatened to fail me. The world around me shook with
anger and lost hope. The floorboards groaned under my shifting
weight, crying out distant echoes of my father’s voice. >>



          Do not cry.

It felt as though the hardwood was reaching out, trying to wrap

around my feet and legs, hold me captive, away from the room

that would elicit the inevitable. I went straight for my mom’s

closet. It was the only part of the room that seemed to have

held onto her. Her perfume was alive in this closet, clinging

desperately to the hanging cloth. The weight of it finally

brought me to my knees, relieving my legs of their burden, and I

slumped against the wall as I nestled into the fabrics that I’d

grown up admiring. Soft like her skin.

Tears streamed down my face before I could stop them. My

head began pulsing with memories and dangerous emotions

that threatened to fall past a precipice I’d been pushing them

away from for years. Voices swarmed in with them, disgust and

disapproval dripping off the words.

Do not cry. You’re supposed to be stronger than this. 

There are people here and they’ll hear you. Pull yourself

together for them.

You’re too fragile. Powerless.

The crack in my void was torn open, the flesh of it hanging out

as my voice cut through the rest, battling to be heard as it

repeated four words over and over again. They pulsed through

me.

I am a man.

>>

inspiring reading 

T I T L E  F u n  H o m e
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G E N R E  M e m o i r  a n d  G r a p h i c  N o v e l
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Haya is a Pakistani Canadian second-year student at

the University of Ottawa, pursuing an Honours

Bachelor degree in English Literature. She is

passionate about feminism, politics, and the arts.

Haya is obsessed with fairytales, fantasy, and magic,

wanting to explore these topics, particularly in regards

to her culture’s folklore. She hopes to pursue her

Masters and PhD in Literature.

meet our writer



"I wanna bang one of those”.

It’s a bright sunny morning filled with an odd sort of energy.
Students are bustling about everywhere in their white suits and
pale gloves. Frequently, right around this time, you can hear the
sound of test tubes breaking near the sink, accompanied by the
exasperated groaning of students when the liquid in their flask
turns slightly red instead of pink. Generally, you can also hear the
above-spoken words and even many other disturbing variations
of those words. These words standstill in the air for a second,
travel across the lab and reach the ears of at least two dozen
17-year-olds. 

The words are always followed by a couple of students nodding
their heads in agreement and laughing; some students just
ignoring these words or at least trying to, and a few others
patting the guy (the orator) on his back. Maybe out of pride,
maybe out of pressure, or maybe because of the harmful
patriarchal notions that dictate that men should be superior to
other genders. We’ll never know. And finally, there’s that last
section of the class to whom the remark hits hard. These are the
students who squirm very lightly in their seats, wanting to rage at
the comment but having to stay silent. Their discomfort, shame,
anger, guilt and helplessness - all poured into that one slight
movement. 
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Our writer takes a step back,
holds a mirror in one hand, a
book in another, and analyses
the public sexual harassment
pandemic rampant in the world
of the young generation - her
generation.

Written by CHANDANA KUMAR 

ARTICLE
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The schoolgirls and non-binary young people in the UK are no
strangers to situations like these. In fact, talk to a few of them,
and you’ll find that there are worse things that they’ve been made
to witness and experience, such as unwanted touching, sexual
gestures, pressure to provide sexual images of themselves, and so
much more. Public sexual harassment (PSH) is a regular visitor at
their places. The phenomenon has been discussed in academia
over the past few decades. Over time, PSH has had many
different terminologies, with street harassment being popularly
known. However, the term street harassment does not encompass
the variety of public spaces that sexual harassment can take
place, with PSH definitions evolving through time. 

Bowman defined the concept as an “intrude or attempt to intrude
upon the woman's attention in a manner that is unwelcome to the
woman, with language or action that is explicitly or implicitly
sexual.”(1) Our Streets Now (OSN) defines PSH as any action that
“comprises unwelcomed and unwanted attention, sexual advances
and intimidating behaviour that occurs in public spaces, both in
person and online.” In 2020, Plan International UK conducted
research showing that one out of every three girls in the UK has
experienced unwanted sexual attention while wearing their school
uniform. By the time a girl becomes 18 years old, the chances are
that she has already experienced some form of PSH. 

Illustration by  KAROLINA JONC BUCZEK 

TW sexual abuse, violence, public sexual harassment
(PSH), rape.

Holding Holding aa
Mirror to theMirror to the

WorldWorld

>>
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The patriarchal and sexist views that societies and cultures have
allowed festering, including male's entitlement over women's
bodies and behaviours, alongside the fostering of gender
stereotypes, systematic oppression, and prejudices, are structural
roots that contribute to the occurrence and trivialisation of PSH
as a regular experience in women and marginalised genders'
life. From the way the media represents PSH to how the legal
system fails to combat it, the structural roots of PSH run deep
and strong. These roots are embedded in rape culture, an
environment where sexual violence is pervasive and treated as a
norm, with the victims getting blamed for their own assaults.
Victim-blaming prevents both victims from reaching out for help
and our society from engaging in meaningful discussions on the
ways of tackling PSH. 

Added to this, there is an evident under-representation of
women, the LGBTQ+ community, Black people, people of colour,
disabled individuals, among others, in power and politics. And
since these communities are the ones that are disproportionately
affected by PSH, it makes it almost impossible for them to
successfully convey the terror of this form of gender-based
violence and the urgent need to counter it to the legislators.
Under-representation ensures that fewer opportunities are
present for effective engagement with PSH in the UK Parliament.
As a result, creating public policies, legislation, preventive and
supportive measures to deal with PSH effectively gets harder and
harder. 

PSH includes harassment from strangers in any public space
(read: accessible to the public), such as streets, pubs,
universities, schools, parks, and so on. Regarding schools, PSH
can be committed by a stranger or those in non-hierarchical
positions, such as peers. In March 2021, the website Everyone's
Invited was launched with hundreds of young UK women and
schoolgirls baring their souls and telling their stories of sexual
assault, harassment and more, to the world. The most
heartbreaking thing about this entire ordeal was how young
these girls were and how helpless they had felt during and after
those incidents. 

The site is filled with harrowing testimonies similar to this, each
unique but not much unlike the other. One survivor wrote, “I was
regularly sexually harassed and groped by boys at school in front
of teachers that ‘turned a blind eye’. One of these boys went on
to sexually assault me and another raped me. I never reported
any of it. I was too ashamed.” In the wake of the countless
confessions made on this website, Ofsted conducted a rapid
review of sexual abuse in schools and colleges in the UK. The
study found that the issue of PSH (often escalating to other
forms of violence, such as rape) was so widespread that nearly
92% of the girls in their focus groups had faced it and continued
to face it. The harassment they face(d) included sexist name-
calling, unwanted or inappropriate sexual comments, being sent
pictures or videos they did not want to see, feeling pressured to
do sexual things they did not want to, being photographed
without their permission and more. 

        This is not to say that only girls and non-binary individuals
face PSH; boys do too, especially if they don’t conform to
traditional masculine norms. The truth of the matter is that PSH is
used to ascertain power and control. It diminishes a person’s
sense of self-worth and restricts their access to public spaces by
invoking fear, discomfort, disgust, shame, and other emotions.(2)
More often than not, girls that are targeted and become victims
at a disproportionately large number.(3)

Furthermore, PSH is also an intersectional issue.(4) Identity
markers, such as sexuality, disability, race, religion and more,
make victims increasingly vulnerable. The hypersexualisation and
objectification of Black women and women of colour bodies and
the view that women and marginalised genders are 'public'
(read: open) to be used add significantly to the power dynamics
of PSH.(5) For example, Asians are more likely to be sexually
fetishised and harassed in public. The same goes for girls who
openly identify as lesbians. Disabled women are sexually
harassed publicly very frequently under the guise of help.

In the novel The Female of the Species, Mindy McGinnis talks
about how normalised PSH has become in our societies. Through
the protagonist's words, she says, “tonight they used words they
know, words that don’t bother people anymore. They said bitch.
They told another girl they would put their dicks in her mouth. No
one protested because this is our language now.”(6) And how
true this is. When the situations are so convoluted, it becomes
easier for people to point fingers at individuals and blame them.
It becomes easier to blame the victim’s clothing choices, the
culprit’s hormones, and/or many other things as the cause of
PSH. But in doing so, they are successfully ignoring the more
extensive and much stronger structural causes at play here. 

>>
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meet our writer 
Chandana is a writer on the rise whose

interest lies in Psychology and Literature.

She is often known for the journalistic flair

that she carries with her everywhere. And

if you ever meet her, get ready for all

Harry Potter and Grisha knowledge

coming your way.

>>
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      The review showed that most of these PSH acts had gone unreported because the
victims were worried about whether they would be believed, if peers would ostracise them,
or if they would be blamed themselves. The students told Ofsted that these incidents
occurred so often and to so many of them that they just accepted them as a part of life.
Additionally, the supposedly “minor” episodes were dismissed even by the adult witnesses
(teachers included) as ‘playful banter’ or as just ‘boys being boys’. Even when the victims
overcame all their doubts and tried to report the sexual harassment they had experienced,
they were often not believed and sometimes even criticised for how they had reacted. 

Now, this is all within the walls of a school building. Things get even messier when we move
from here to other settings habituated by young people, like parties or parks. Unfortunately,
these are unsupervised spaces and hence act more as a breeding ground for PSH. In The
Female of the Species, McGinnis accurately portrays such situation(s) when a party outside
of school includes boys catcalling girls and whistling at them and even going as far as to
‘roofing’ a girl and attempting to rape her. With all of this, it makes sense that the young
generation is really furious and frustrated. Because not only do we have to face PSH, but
we have to face it unequipped. 

The Sex Education (Sex Ed) classes or the Relationship, Sex and Health Education (RSHE)
do little to almost nothing to help. They are always too late and too little. Guidelines like
‘there should be no direct promotion of sexuality’ or ‘the religious convictions of the pupils
and their parents should be respected’ dictate what should be taught and not in these
classes. Such vague guidelines (issued by the Department of Education), lead to the bigger
problems of lack of LGBTQ+ inclusion, misinformed ideas of abortion, lack of teaching
about consent, rape and contraception, etc., in Sex Ed. Besides, even if the correct and
necessary facts (about sex, contraception, sexuality, relationships) are given in a Sex Ed
class, they lack the essential discussions and the amount of vulnerability and honesty
required for these conversations. 
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Sharon Lamb, a Professor of Counselling
Psychology at UMass Boston, who has
been researching the intersection
between caring relationships, sex, and
education for decades, says, “when I
looked at what sex ed was doing, it wasn’t
only a problem that kids weren’t getting
the right facts. It was a problem that they
weren’t getting the sex education that
would make them treat others in a caring
and just way.” And when that fails to
happen, slurs like ‘slag’ and ‘slut’, rating
bodies, inappropriate touches in the
crowded corridors, and all other forms of
PSH start to surface.

Along with that, wide gaps begin to form
between girls and boys on accounts of the
understanding of PSH. For example, the
review done by Ofsted found that boys
generally assumed that girls like being
catcalled, named-called, objectified, and
that sexual comments are just jokes and
compliments. The review found an even
wider gap existing between the adults,
including teachers, and the children with
regards to awareness of the prevalence of
these situations. 

The Female of the Species deals with all
the topics mentioned above. It shows us
the sensitive and delicate details
enclosing PSH. It acts as a mirror to our
society and delves deep into the rape
culture that exists everywhere. While the
main plot itself deals with rape and
justice, the ever immanent case of PSH
serves as the backdrop for it. Scenes of a
boy upskirting a girl, men in speeding cars
whistling at a girl on the roadside, class
calculators being made to spell out the
word “BOOBS”, rape jokes, inappropriate
illustrations (balls, penis with eyes looking
up a girl’s skirt, etc.) drawn on the walls,
lockers and bathroom signs, etc., are
spread throughout the book.

When listed out like this, the existence of
PSH in the novel seems pretty obvious. But
truthfully, the book points out the PSH
pandemic in our lives so subtly that if you
blink, you are guaranteed to miss it.
Because, not much unlike reality, the PSH
pandemic in the novel stays in the
background for the most part. >>

>>
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So it’s not enough. The government's promises, the sex education that
the schools provide, the protection and help they claim to give, the
research and statements that the organisations are releasing are not
enough. We need more. We need more than recommendations,
empty promises, strategies, 30-page reports and reviews. We need
execution. And we need it now.
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         No one pays much attention to it until the issue simmers
and simmers and ultimately explodes volcanically, destroying
everything in its path. Now such outbursts are not alien to us. We
have come across many of them in our lifetimes. Most recently,
we saw an explosion with the rape of Sarah Everard followed by
a thousand testimonies on Everyone's Invited. 

Is this - a brutal assault that ends in killing and thousands of
gut-wrenching testimonies - what it takes? Is this what it takes
for people to finally open their eyes and see the reality for
once? For the journalists to go digging and report on the ever-
present issue of PSH? For schools and universities to admit their
failure? For adults to take responsibility for their actions or lack
of? For people in power to speak up? Is this what it takes? And
now that this has happened and there’s some
acknowledgement; how long before everyone moves on? How
long before all the victims are left to dust again, and all the
vulnerable and targeted are deserted to fend for themselves
again? How long before another person gets violated and killed,
and another thousand pour out their hearts on a website? How
long before this cycle starts again? 

To be honest, it’s great that more people are recognising rape
culture, its causes and issues, and the UK government is
admitting that urgent and radical changes need to be done to
address the pervasive violence that is PSH. But that’s not
enough. There are children and young adults out there who are
scared and lost, facing PSH every day. They are dealing with its
consequences all alone and hoping and praying that it doesn’t
escalate to something more. 

>>

inspiring reading
TITLE The Female of the Species
AUTHOR Mindy McGinnis
PUBLISHER Katherine Tegen Books 
YEAR 2016
LANGUAGE English
GENRE Young Adult Contemporary

SIGN PETITION
Engage people in your community to sign Our Streets Now
petition. 

EMAIL YOUR MP
Write to your MP asking them to support the
#CrimeNotCompliment campaign.

LOCAL COUNCIL
Campaign for local councils to commit to tackling PSH, there is
a sample council motion here.
 

SCHOOLS
Call on schools to do more to tackle PSH, for example, by using
Our Streets Now’s lesson plans and resources. There is an email
template here. 

BYSTANDER TRAINING
Take a bystander training and call on key community figures to
do the same. 

take action

(1) Bowman, Cynthia Grant (1993). Street Harassment and the Informal
Ghettoization of Women. Harvard Law Review, 106 (3): 517-580. p.575.
(2) Kissling, Elizabeth Arveda (1991). Street harassment: the language of
sexual terrorism. Discourse & Society, 2(4): 451-460.
(3) Deirdre, Davis. (1994). The Harm That Has No Name: Street
Harassment, Embodiment, and African American Women. UCLA’s Women
Law Journal, 4(2): 133-178.
(4) On ‘intersectionality’, look at Crenshaw, Kimberle. (1991). Mapping the
Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against Women of
Color. Stanford Law Review, 43(6): 1241-1299.
(5) Fogg-Davis, Hawley G. (2006). Theorizing Black Lesbians within Black
Feminism: A Critique of Same-Race Street Harassment. Politics & Gender, 2:
57-76.
(6) McGinnis, Mindy. (2016). The Female of the Species. Katherine Tegen
Books. p.92.
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https://plan-uk.org/act-for-girls/crime-not-compliment
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1QhFQ69MDGa6O7crovZCz7cAUXxgTNwFx2xCPN1hwehg/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.ourstreetsnow.org/our-schools
https://e33a0cf4-6daa-4529-a79f-e5a1b13cb26a.filesusr.com/ugd/0f63f9_758b747bddab44df8fc38c001cb66d62.pdf
https://www.ihollaback.org/bystander-resources/)


On the 30th of June this year, Bill Cosby was released from jail,

having served a measly two years for drugging and sexually

assaulting a woman, with dozens of other women asserting he’s

done the same to them. This act clearly reminds us that

institutionalised sexism and one perpetrator's (undeserved)

freedom are prioritised over women's safety and testimony. I can

only imagine the hurt and betrayal that Cosby’s victims must feel.

Yet, at this moment, it is critical to underline that their (and

everyone else’s) trauma is valid, even if society and the justice

system doesn’t treat it as such. Particularly, with society reopening

post the COVID-19 pandemic and more people now out in public,

it is fundamental to reinforce the validity of the trauma victims of

public sexual harassment (PSH) experience. And with that, we also

need to recognise the blatant societal power imbalance between

genders and the embedded relations between the patriarchy,

masculinity, PSH and trauma.

After the overdue rise of the #MeToo movement in 2017, many

men realised that they need to do better as a collective. The

#MeToo also allowed women’s experiences of sexual harassment

and the resulting trauma to become increasingly valid and heard.

This has helped many other women feel comfortable or marginally

at peace with their own trauma.

However, following the recent and tragic death of Sarah Everard in

the UK, a 2021 study by UN Women UK found that 97% of women

aged 18-24 in the UK still experience PSH and assault. Despite eye-

opening events like #MeToo and Everard’s death, the concept of

hegemonic masculinity and the consequent need for men to perform

their power continues to result in women being belittled and

attacked. 

The grassroots campaign Our Streets Now (OSN) defines PSH as the

"unwelcome and unwanted attention, sexual advances and

intimidating behaviour that occurs in public spaces, both in person

and online. It is usually directed towards women and marginalised

groups within society but can be experienced by all”. Being yelled at,

physically approached, cursed, touched and grabbed in public

spaces is not a normal or acceptable occurrence, yet PSH is the most

common form of gender-based violence in the UK. 

M A S C U L I N I T Y  A N D  T H E
V A L I D I T Y  O F  P U B L I C  S E X U A L

H A R A S S M E N T  - I N D U C E D
T R A U M A
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How do gender expectations of
patriarchal power go hand-in-
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This is crucial in spreading the message

that PSH is a form of violence and

changing the trivialised PSH narrative.

As an oppressive system embedded in

sexist, racist and classist tools, the

patriarchy creates a power hierarchy

between genders, fostering men's

entitlement over women's bodies. For the

patriarchal mindset to work, rigid ideas of

masculinity and femininity need to be in

place; one of them is hegemonic

masculinity, which assigns men a set of

characteristics and behaviours that they

need to follow to be considered real

men(1). Hegemonic masculinity teaches

men that they are the strong, intelligent,

powerful and virile gender, and 'real men'

shouldn't demonstrate any emotion in order

not to be regarded as weak(2). 

Among these toxic and unbending

masculine expectations, men are cultivated

to believe they are authorised to use this

strength and power against women(3). PSH

is a form of control in which men

communicate that women don’t have

control of their own embodied selves,

exploiting women's bodies and restricting

women to the private sphere, thereby

making it clear they don’t belong in the

public space(4).

The patriarchy hinders men, women and

non-binary people. Its effects on non-

binary people and women (cis and trans),

range from PSH and rape to the gender

pay gap and the unlikeliness of being

awarded high-level jobs. 

TITLE Paul Takes The Form Of A Mortal Girl
AUTHOR Andrea Lawlor
YEARS 2017
PUBLISHER Rescue Press
LANGUAGE English
GENRE Modern Fantasy/Transgender Fiction

        It is also one of the most overlooked

issues within our society and government.

With cases like Cosby’s, and the fact that

one-third of convicted sex offenders in

England and Wales avoid prison, women

are constantly reminded that they will not

be believed and that their trauma is not

valued. Over 95% of women who

experience PSH do not report it; the main

two reasons for this are that they didn’t

think the incident was severe enough

(55%), and they didn’t believe it would

change anything (45%). As women, we

have lost faith in a system supposed to

protect us and are left alone with our

trauma, with no closure or sense of justice.

Punishing perpetrators, however, is not the

only solution to this issue. The government

can and must do more to prevent PSH from

happening. Measures should include

discussing the topic in schools and higher

education, with sex education curriculums

providing sufficient education of PSH and

its roots and impacts, implementing public

awareness campaigns and mandating

training/consultations in the workplace

regarding PSH. 

More so, a key step is introducing

legislation to make PSH a criminal offence

and, thus, sending a widespread message

to men and society at large of the severity

of perpetrators' actions. To construct

effective preventive and supportive

measures, PSH also needs to be seen and

approached from an intersectional lens,

with an understanding of how it appears

and impacts people differently. 

>> But it is through  hegemonic masculinity

and the notion of 'a real man' that the

patriarchy disadvantages men. With toxic

connotations of strength, domination,

aggressiveness, being emotionally

reserved and thick-skinned, and the sole

financial provider, the expectations of

hegemonic masculinity come at the

expense of men's mental health, excluding

and discriminating against those that do

not conform with the norm.

Men also bear the brunt of being

expected to shelter, protect and defend

women and children. But guard them

against whom? The answer is simple: other

men who have bought into the idea of

hegemonic masculinity and what it means

to be a man. The patriarchy tells men that

being seen as an ‘alpha male’ is of the

highest prestige and that achieving the

rank of this ‘aspirational’ figure makes you

a man by some twisted definition.

The power imbalance between genders is

incomprehensibly discriminatory, even

more so when you come to realise that

gender is simply a performance. The term

‘gender performativity’(5) essentially refers

to the idea that gender identities are

constructed and cultivated by their

surroundings (e.g., TV, books, marketing,

conversations, toys). If not for this

cultivation, gender binaries and

stereotypes would not exist as they are not

innate to us. Gender performativity is

greatly linked to PSH as many men

perform their hegemonic masculinity

publicly by belittling women as they

believe that is what is expected of their

gender.(6)
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     Often, men in groups harass women to reinforce their

masculinity/be seen as a ‘real man’ in front of their peers and

thus to be accepted in their group.(7) Men do not have the right

to interrupt our daily lives in dehumanising ways just because

they think they hold power over what they believe to be

‘vulnerable’ women. Vulnerability is one of the motivations

behind PSH acts; due to misogynistic stereotypes, men view

unaccompanied women as vulnerable, and some also consider

them potential targets.(8) 

With such shocking PSH statistics within the UK, it is unsurprising

that many women experience trauma directly due to the

harassment they face. These statistics also accentuate the need

to discuss and emphasise trauma's validity, especially PSH-

induced trauma, which is almost never discussed. PSH is often

trivialised, seen as ‘harmless’ and reduced to wolf-whistling and

cat-calling, downplaying and making light of what is a highly

traumatic experience for so many. Something important to

remember, that I did not believe about myself until recently, is

that all trauma is valid. 

Search the definition of trauma online, and the Oxford

Dictionary will tell you it is ‘a deeply distressing or disturbing

experience’. However, it also gives a more detailed and

accurate description as ‘emotional shock following a stressful

event or a physical injury, which may lead to long-term neurosis’.

Similarly, the American Psychological Association defines

trauma as the ‘emotional response’ resulting from an experience

rather than the experience itself. Often in instances of PSH, the

PSH act is the event, and the trauma is the victims’ response to

the harassment. 

As a victim of PSH who underwent trauma, I have spent endless

hours reflecting on my experiences, calculating if my trauma

was real or just a mirage fabricated within my perplexed sea of

emotions. After much in-depth contemplation, I have

established a straightforward formula to solve this internal

dilemma simply by asking myself, do I feel traumatised? If the

answer is yes, my trauma (and yours) is authentic and valid.

That’s it.

Trauma manifestation is different for everyone, but in my personal

experience of trauma from PSH, I would have severe anxiety over

leaving my room and would often cry when walking down the

street from fear and traumatic memories. My view of myself and

my body had also changed after it had been tainted with so many

vulgar comments and remarks. I was regarded with so little

respect in public that I began to feel as though I didn’t deserve

any. To be publicly belittled, stripped of any identity and valued

solely on appearance is mortifying and dehumanising. The

sexualisation and objectification of women in all public settings

are entirely unwarranted, regardless of what we are wearing. Our

mere existence is not an invitation for men to comment on our

appearance. We didn't ask for your bloody opinion, nor do we

want it.

I have only recently come to terms with the fact that I’m allowed

to feel traumatised even though others may have been dealt

worse cards than me. Whenever I felt the weight of my trauma,

self-deprecating thoughts would enter my mind and coax me into

believing that I was simply pretending to be upset and that I was

overreacting and selfish for feeling this way. 
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"Public sexual harassment is a form of control in which
men communicate that women don’t have control of

their own embodied selves, exploiting women's bodies
and restricting women to the private sphere, thereby
making it clear they don’t belong in the public space." 
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Accepting my trauma and allowing myself to feel and delve into it
truly has helped me understand and slowly combat it. To allow
yourself to heal, you must first permit yourself to feel the
traumatic pain. 

     Especially when so many women and people from

marginalised genders are being physically assaulted and raped

by men - my thoughts guilted me into feeling that I should be

grateful that it’s only ever gone as far as harassment. This

mindset is deeply damaging not only for yourself but for other

PSH victims feeling a similar trauma. This mental attitude and

denial can also lead to ‘somatising’, meaning that your mental

health becomes so overwhelmed that the body creates physical

symptoms to cope.

The term ‘oppression olympics’ has been used to describe the act

of people competing over whose situation is the worst and

deserves the most sympathy.(9) Whether you’ve heard this term or

not, the concept is widely known and (unconsciously) practised

by most of us. Competing for this trauma trophy has been so

ingrained in us that now we daren’t open our mouths until we’ve

mentally calculated the distress of everyone else around us at

the expense of eventually dismissing our own experiences. 

Trauma imposter syndrome leads many people to invalidate their

experiences by thinking, ‘other people have it worse than me’. In

truth, there will always be someone that has it worse than you.

Should all of us just hold in our emotions in fear of seeming weak

and ungrateful? Men who commit PSH or any other form of

gender-based violence attempt to strip us of our identity. We

cannot also let them rob us of our emotions. You and I have

every right to cry, scream, kick and shout over our experiences -

because these acts are unacceptable. 

There used to be a side of me, the stubborn feminist, that refused

to be traumatised. ‘I will not let these pathetic men have this

power over me’ was my attitude for a long time. But I’ve recently

decided that my trauma is valid because it is not natural for me

to be treated this way every time I leave my house alone. My

trauma is their fault and not mine.

It is not our responsibility to stop PSH from happening to us, to

take safer routes, travel only when accompanied by friends, or

make sure to get home before dark. It is up to men to do better

by informing their brothers and friends when their behaviour is

invasive and violent.(10) More so, it is up to them to subvert the

hegemonic expectations of ‘a real man’ and turn them into

something positive. This can be done by administering sufficient

education for men on PSH and its relation to hegemonic

masculinity. Educating men on the effects of the toxic elements

of their masculinity on women and themselves would allow more

men to become allies and contribute to transformative changes

surrounding PSH.

Understanding that I am not the one to blame has allowed me to

start mending my relationship with my body and gradually feel

less nervous about leaving my room. I have started walking in

public spaces with my head held high, knowing that if someone

was to harass me, that is to the detriment of their character and

not mine.  

ourstreetsnow.org/our-books-now           13O U R  W O R D S  

(1) Beynon, J. (2002). Masculinities and Culture. Philadelphia: Open University
Press.
(2) Connell, R. W. (1995). Masculinities. University of California Press: Berkeley.
(3) Promundo. 2018. Unmasking Sexual Harassment – How Toxic Masculinities
Drive Men’s Abuse in the US, UK, and Mexico and What We Can Do to End It.
Washington, DC: Promundo-US.
(4) Deirdre, Davis. (1994). The harm that has no name: street harassment,
embodiment, and African American women. UCLA Women’s Law Journal, 4(2):
133-178.
(5) Butler, Judith. (1990) Gender Trouble, Routledge, New York.
(6) Mead, Lily Ruth. (2020). The Lad Pack: an investigation into the motivations of
collectives of men who sexually harass women and girls in UK public spaces.
Master degree thesis in Multi-Disciplinary Gender Studies, University of
Cambridge. 
(7) Maass, A. Galdi, S. & Cadinu, M. (2013) ‘Sexual harrassment: Motivations and
consequences’ in Ryan, M. & Branscombe, N. The SAGE Handbook of Gender
and Psychology, SAGE publications.
(8) Day, K. (2001). Constructing Masculinity and Women's Fear in Public Space in
Irvine, California. Gender, Place and Culture: A Journal of Feminist Geography,
8(2): 109-127.
(9) This term was first coined by authors and activists Angela Y. Davis and
Elizabeth Martínez in a public conversation on coalition bonding among people
of colour. Find the transcript here:
https://culturalstudies.ucsc.edu/inscriptions/volume-7/angela-y-davis-elizabeth-
martinez/ 
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Listen to Women
Read and educate yourself
Engage with organisations and networks
Speak up and speak out
Understand what you need to change
 Learn more at
https://www.beyondequality.org/blog-
posts/men-prevent-violence

As a man, what
can you do to help
prevent gender-
based violence,
including PSH?

https://www.nbcnews.com/better/health/hidden-health-effects-sexual-harassment-ncna810416
https://culturalstudies.ucsc.edu/inscriptions/volume-7/angela-y-davis-elizabeth-martinez/
https://www.beyondequality.org/blog-posts/men-prevent-violence
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1 in 8 men
"In England, around

has a common mental health
problem such as depression,
anxiety, panic disorder or
obsessive compulsive disorder
(OCD)."

36%

"Men are less likely to access
psychological therapies than
women: only

of referrals to NHS talking
therapies are for men."

The cliche of men expected to be strong and confident and to

be embarrassed when talking about emotions and seeking help

makes it hard for men to speak out about their mental health.

This can lead to them using unhealthy coping mechanisms such

as drugs and alcohol while concealing their emotions from family

and friends.

Masculinity. Or should we
say, masculinities? Some
forms of masculinity can be
harmful to men, women and
marginalised genders. So,
shouldn’t schools be fostering
a broader discussion on the
theme?
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HEGEMONIC MASCULINITY:
The central tenets being ‘macho’ and ‘red-
blooded’ express the kind of hulking
masculinity that men are, on some level,
expected to aspire to. It mainly relies on
stoicism, dominance, aggression and
competitiveness. This can harm boys into
thinking they have to be tough and
aggressive towards others, especially
women and marginalised genders, to
prove they are a ‘real man'.

TOXIC MASCULINITY: 
Toxic masculinity could refer to some
harmful and possibly exaggerated
attributes of hegemonic masculinity,
including constant aggression, mental
and physical toughness and
discriminating against anyone who is not
heterosexual.

COMPLICIT MASCULINITY: 
When men admire or do not challenge
hegemonic masculinity, even if they do
not fit inside the category. It is about
trying to achieve hegemonic
masculinity. 

TENDER MASCULINITY: 
Neutralises the normative elements of
hegemonic masculinity. It can be a form
for men to share their emotions and
express their feelings in healthy ways.
Tender masculinity is a “necessary antidote
to our media portrayals of men” as macho
tough guys with all the emotional depth of
a vacuum floating in outer space. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/how-traditional-masculinity-hurts-the-men-who-believe-in-it-most/2019/01/12/22d2518a-14fd-11e9-90a8-136fa44b80ba_story.html
https://www.healthline.com/health/toxic-masculinity
https://www.healthline.com/health/toxic-masculinity
https://study.com/academy/lesson/complicit-masculinity-definition-example.html
https://study.com/academy/lesson/complicit-masculinity-definition-example.html
https://electricliterature.com/in-praise-of-tender-masculinity-the-new-non-toxic-way-to-be-a-man/


        From my experience, most of the teaching on masculinity

comes from a school assembly or a short current-affairs lesson. On

rare occasions, an entire class is dedicated to masculinity before

continuing onto another theme. In my opinion, masculinity should

be a topic by itself. Education about masculinity should be as

significant as classes on sex education, knife crime, substance

abuse, and other personal development subjects. This could mean

updating Personal and Social Education specifications, a course

already focusing on the development and education of young

people, to help students understand masculinity to a further extent

rather than being limited to heteronormative stereotypes.

Learning that other types of masculinities are possible and

perfectly adequate deconstructs the idea that hegemonic

masculinity is the ideal. It also helps prevent the widespread of

toxic masculinity in the school environment, not leaving space for

harmful behaviours and mindsets to limit others from expressing

their true selves. For me, teaching about and normalising different

types of masculinity are the way to go.
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J, L, S & V sat face to face with B, C, G & H,

a circle of soon-to-be trust, overflowing with tears and fears,
                                                           silence as the girls clutched each other

S went first—
remembering that older man at the bus stop, 
calling out her name over and over and over again, scooting closer to her on the rusty bench,
reaching out with his quivering hand closer and closer towards her—

                                                           G noticed S starting to tremble, her delicate hands curling        
                                                                      up into a ball by her sides.

J stares at B, looking back blankly at her with those soft, warm brown eyes she once desired,
B walked in front of her, held doors open, even carried her books for her,
it was as if something switched overnight;
a herd of his friends rushing up the stairs behind her, piercing whistles reverberating down the 
corridor

                                                           B was with “the lads”, he said. B doesn’t know about the        
                                                                      countless nights J cried herself to sleep, waves of        
                                                                                  inadequacy permeating her.

V was angelic in her movements,
those years of professional dance training brought a spring to her step,
she was practically dancing everywhere, all the time.
so high on the pedestal that no one could knock her down

                                                           H noticed an empty look in her distant blue eyes, sadness        
                                                                     peeked through from under her curtain lashes.

He was wearing blue that day, all monochrome and loud in her face,
watching her from the large crowd that slowly dispersed before walking up to grab her skirt
forcing himself closer to her —   
                                                           suffocated.

L and C looked around the rest of the group. 

Dragging her chair back on the cracked wooden floor, moving away from the left side,
                                                           they all stuck together 
They knew all they had was each other. 

TW sexism, public sexual harassment (PSH)

THE CIRCLE
POETRY

Written by ANA BHARDWAJ 
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It Never EndsIt Never EndsIt Never Ends   
Written  by  ASHA ASKOOLAM

Illustrated by LACUNNA

TW depression, anxiety, public sexual harassment (PSH),
toxic masculinity, rape.

Little Red Riding Hood isn’t really a fairy tale. It’s a horror story. 

Most people will know the story: when a young girl goes into the
forest to visit her grandmother, she is accosted by a wolf in the
woods, and the wolf takes advantage of her naivety. – but it’s not
really a wolf, is it? Little Red Riding Hood trusts the wolf but
eventually discovers that it has eaten her grandmother. The tale is
a fable wrapped up in a bow, sprinkled with analogies and
magic, so it doesn’t frighten children. But it’s a warning for young
people to be wary of strangers who can take advantage of their
best intentions. It’s a familiar tale within the lives of many women
and marginalised genders who are constantly preyed upon. We
often use blanket words like ‘monster’ when talking to children
about the scary people in this world because we’re afraid of the
truth: that they aren’t really ‘monsters’ at all, but humans with
certain learnings and beliefs. They’re humans capable of horrible
things, seeking to take power from others and inflicting harm as
they do so.

The first time Radha encountered one of these humans, she was
10 years old. It was lunchtime at school, and she was playing
hopscotch with her friends. It was a sunny afternoon with the sun
beating from above as a breeze washed over them, making the
trees rustle. Every lunchtime, nothing out of the ordinary ever
happened, but this time was different. Radha had paused her
game of hopscotch to lean against the gates when she felt a pair
of hands on her waist. For a moment, a feeling of complete shock
washed over her before her instincts kicked in. She kicked her legs
and struggled, trying to get out of the man’s grip. At that moment,
she remembered the stories her mother, Sunita, told her as a
child, especially the Little Red Riding Hood. 

“Little Red Riding Hood is a warning, honey. If a strange man
comes up to you, you don’t speak to him. You scream, honey, you
scream! The loudest you can,” she said. 

And so, she did. The scream was so deep that she felt it in her
bones. It rattled the gate, and the leaves blew in the wind.
Radha's teacher ran towards her from the school building.
Everything after that was a blur, but one thing she remembered
was the look on the man’s face as he laughed. He was a dustbin
man. She remembered the bright colours of his uniform. He had
pale skin that was dusted pink as he grinned, ginger hair, and
dark blue eyes. He didn’t care at all. It made her feel dirty, wrong
and uncomfortable that he had touched her as if he was entitled
to her body. He thought it was a joke. She wanted to scrub her
body clean.

It was a face she would remember for the rest of her life. 

That night, when she was crying in her mother’s arms, she asked,
“Was it my fault, mummy? Did I do something wrong?” 

Sunita pulled her closer and kissed her forehead. “No, darling.
Not at all. It is never your fault and always theirs. ”They like
feeling powerful and taking away someone else’s power. They
like making people feel less than them.” 

Radha looked up at her mother. She had her hair pulled back
into a bun and a bindi on her forehead. They had been to the
temple that evening. Her mother only wore a bindi when they
went to the temple, even though she could wear it all the time. 

“I don’t want it to happen again,” Radha said tearfully. Her dark
brown eyes were red, puffy from crying. “I’m scared to go to
school. I prayed...prayed that it wouldn’t happen again.
But...They didn’t help when it happened. What if it happens
again?” >>

Each month until March 2022, we will
release one chapter of the Novella,
Her Story. Follow Radha’s journey as a
young woman experiencing episodes
of gender-based violence, including
public sexual harassment and rape,
acts of racism, navigating dating life,
reflecting on her own body and her
reproductive rights.

Chapter One



        “I know, I know,” Sunita said, wiping away Radha’s tears.
“Don’t worry, I’m speaking to the police tomorrow. I’ll always do
my best to protect you, sweetheart.” 

But the police did nothing. The officers took a statement but
never followed up. Over Radha's life, this face took many forms.
She was 12 years old the next time something happened that
made her fear for her life. Her parents had taken her to their
local park with her two younger brothers. Radha had always
loved the swings; she loved the feeling of the wind on her face,
blowing through her hair.

"Wanna see who can swing the highest?” her brother, Jai, asked.
He was a mini version of Radha. They shared the same curly
brown hair, golden-brown eyes and smile, ‘brighter than a
thousand suns,’ Sunita would say. 

She turned to look at Jai, who was smiling at her. Radha
laughed. “What does the winner get?”

“You get to pick the films for film night every time for three
weeks,” he replied. “That’ll really annoy dad. He’ll be forced to
watch Harry Potter over and over again.”

“I thought he liked Harry Potter,” Radha said, smiling. “He says
that Harry reminds him of you and how much trouble you get up
to in school.”

“He likes it. Just not as much as you,” Jai replied.

They began kicking their feet to gain momentum. It always made
Radha feel like a witch, flying high. Almost like she could touch
the clouds. She noticed the men before Jai did. They were like
clouds that slowly crept upon them, turning the whole sky into a
murky, gloomy grey. Two men made their way over to the swings
and stopped next to Radha and Jai. Both men had smiles on
their faces, the creepy kind that didn’t reach their eyes. It made
them look like clowns as if they’d heard something funny, and
their laughs were permanently etched onto their faces. Radha
tried to ignore them until she felt one of their hands on her back
and a voice in her ear.

“Do you mind if I push you?” the man said. His voice was gruff,
and the words were flirty, playful as if she was supposed to
agree. As if she was supposed to enjoy this. 

He had dark brown hair, bronze-brown skin and eyes that
seemed to pierce through her skin. He turned to his friend and
said, “this one is pretty.” 

He said it in Hindi as if he expected her not to understand.
Radha wanted to roll her eyes. She’d noticed that when talking
to family members still living in Gujarat, they were surprised that
she could speak Gujarati and Hindi. As if by being born in the
U.K., she had lost a part of herself. 

I can understand you, you know?” Radha snapped, “you’re
disgusting.” 
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>> She brought her swing to a halt abruptly. The feelings from two
years ago came back at once, making her feel nauseated,
disgusted and scared. She was aware of her heart racing, her
hands shaking, of the dread trickling down her back, pooling in
the places he had touched her. She wanted to wash herself, to
get rid of his presence. He smelt like cigarettes. It made her eyes
water. Immediately, she thought of protecting her brother.

“Jai, stop swinging! Off the swings, now!” Radha said, and before
he could protest, shouted, “Now! please!”

Jai looked at his sister. He saw something on her face that he had
never seen before. He jumped off the swing and grabbed his bike.

“Don’t be like that, darling,” one of them said, laughing. He was
shorter out of the two and had messy grey hair. He smelt like he
hadn’t showered in days. “We were only joking!”

The man who touched her was slightly different. He stared at her
like he was trying to undress her with his eyes. He made her feel
small and vulnerable. She couldn’t see an ounce of remorse in
both men's eyes or on their lips. It was all a game to them. They
were strangers to Radha, yet she knew exactly what kind of men
they were. The type that acost unsuspecting people and take
what they want just because they can.
 
Jai turned around and glared at them. “It’s not funny!” he spat at
them. 

Before the men could start yelling, Jai grabbed Radha’s hand and
ran to their parents. Sunita called the police that evening after
they told her what happened. A middle-aged policeman visited
their house. He was bald and wore glasses. He sat in their front
room with a cup of tea and a small notebook. 

“Radha, would you like to tell me what happened?” he asked.
“What did these men look like?” 

Radha looked at her mum and then her dad, Vijay, who gave her
a reassuring smile.

“Me and Jai were on the swings, and these two men came up to
us. They wanted to push us on the swing, and they touched my
back,” Radha said. She looked down at her hands. They were
shaking. “One was tall, and the other short. One had brown hair
and dark eyes. The other was grey, with lighter brown eyes. They
were both South Asian...they must’ve been much older than me.
Like, 40 years old.” 

When she looked up, the policeman was tucking his notebook into
his pocket. She knew then that they wouldn’t do anything. 

“Unfortunately, as they didn’t hurt you, there’s nothing we can do.
We can take the perpetrator's description, but as he did not do
anything more, we can’t arrest him,” the policeman said. 

Radha scoffed, tears escaping her eyes. “So something really
terrible needs to happen to me for you to actually do something.” >>
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>>        She left the room in tears. It took them years to visit that
park again. But those men probably went out the very next day
and preyed on another young girl. She understood now why they
did it. The men got off on making women feel powerless,
vulnerable and frightened. They enjoyed taking away women’s
voices and dignity. It was their way of controlling them, asserting
power and keeping women out of public spaces. By objectifying
and making women afraid, men were limiting their mobility,
adjusting their behaviours and changing their self-image. The
patriarchal system embedded in the law and those enforcing it
never protected women against men like this. The system kept
women out of rooms where real change could happen, allowing
the problems to continue. Besides, the law didn’t recognise public
sexual harassment as a crime. Radha understood that now. 

Radha’s teenage years were some of the hardest of her life due
to further public sexual harassment acts. She feared being
followed, touched and hurt every time she left her house. On her
way to school one morning, it happened again. She was 14 years
old. It was eight o’clock in the morning, and it was ice cold, her
breath coming out in white puffs in front of her. Even with her
headphones on, she could sense something was wrong. She
could feel a shiver running down her spine, and her heartbeat
quickened. She was being followed. She turned around and
noticed a man about three streets away from her. Her guess was
that he had been following her for about ten minutes because
she had seen him pass her by a bus stop along the route to
school. 

He was a South Asian man, the same as the last two men she’d
been harassed before. Back then, she didn’t have the vocabulary
to explain or describe why most of the men she’d been harassed
by were men of a similar racial background to herself, but she
understood now. In her and her friends' experiences and the
stories her mum told her, it was because women were viewed as
second-class citizens within South Asian cultures. The patriarchal
system within India dismissed a girl’s wants and thoughts. Some
families would rather have boys for children because a boy
carries on the family name, stays to look after the family, will
have access to a good education and a successful job to support
the family. The boy is unconditionally cherished and satisfied by
the women surrounding them. Their mothers dote on them, to the
point where the son does nothing. The daughter will go to school,
learn to cook and clean at home, take on the responsibility of
helping her parents raise her younger siblings and is never
appreciated for her work. Once she is an adult, there is the
expectation that she will get married, even if her family does not
arrange her marriage. If the daughter acts out, socialises, moves
away from home on her own, studies in a field that is not
considered worthy, for example, in the Arts over Sciences, if she
has a boyfriend from a different cultural background or religion,
if she does not identify as straight, her family will accuse her of
bringing shame on the family. 

However, the son is free to choose what he wants in life, perhaps
not completely, but he has far more freedom than the daughter.
In learning this behaviour at home, expects that of his wife. Men’s
voices are the only voices that matter, and if displeased, they can
use mechanisms of control and coercion to put women in their
place and assert their hegemonic masculinity. If a woman acts in
any way that diverges from the norm, she is seen as immoral and
deserves punishment. If she dresses in a certain way, for example,
in a dress or a skirt, it is believed that she is asking for it. If she is
out late at night, it is her fault if she is assaulted. The law and
system in India do not protect women from men like this. In fact,
Sunita told Radha that often women who come forward with rape
allegations are frequently raped by the very policemen who are
supposed to help them. Police often shield rapists through bribes,
politicians and lawyers. A system that does not respect women
and does not teach men and boys about consent, rape, sexual
harassment or sex, leading India to have one of the highest
statistics of rape by men against women worldwide. And these
men, Radha realised, brought that cultural mindset wherever they
moved. 

She began walking faster and quickly took her phone out of her
pocket. She messaged her best friend, Ibrahim, who lived a road
away and broke into a run. 

“Oi, don’t run away. I just want to talk,” the man shouted after
her. She knew that he was running to catch up to her. 

Her heart was hammering. She could feel her palms sweating,
and tears sprang to her eyes. She didn’t want to be kidnapped.
She had so much left to do. It felt like the road was closing in on
her, and her friend’s house was getting further and further away
from her. 

“You’re so pretty! I just want to get your number,” the man
ridiculed. He was right behind her. 

“Leave me the fuck alone!” she shouted. “Stop following me. I’ll
call the police.” 

She rounded the corner and ran straight into her friend. On
instinct, she wrapped her arms around Ibrahim and cried. Relief
flooded over her body. She wasn’t alone. 

Ibrahim wrapped one arm around Radha and pointed at the man.
“Don’t fucking come near her again!” 

Radha closed her eyes. She could still picture the man’s face. 

“All right, all right,” the man laughed. “I wasn’t going to hurt her.” 

“We’re 14, you fucking pedo!” Ibrahim shouted. “You should be
locked up.” >>
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>>        Radha could still see the way the man had looked at her at
the bus stop. He’d looked her up and down with a sneering,
perverted smile. He seemed to like that she was in a school
uniform and wearing a skirt with tights. He liked her innocence,
her youth. He licked his lips as she passed by him, and she felt
like throwing up. She wanted to punch him in the face.
Instinctively, she had hugged her coat to her body as if to hide
away. 

“You’re safe,” Ibrahim said, squeezing her.

She only cried more. 

She wondered if the man had only stopped hounding her
because another man had told him to. He prized another male’s
opinion over hers. He didn’t value her as a human being or her
ability to say no and only saw her as something to oppress, use
and belittle. She didn’t bother telling the police. They wouldn’t
do anything. That night, Radha lay in her bed curled up and
cried. Jai sat with her and held her hand. 

"It wasn’t your fault,” he said. 

Radha sniffed. “I’m too scared to leave the house on my own.” 

“It won’t happen again. It was just a one-off,” Jai said, trying to
reassure her. He was only 12 years old, but his life would be
entirely different to hers. 

“It won’t, Jai. This will be constant. They view me as an object,
and if I wear a skirt or a dress, they’ll stare. If I wear trousers,
they stare. They don’t care that I’m 14. I think they like that,”
Radha said, her voice shaking. “No matter what I do, it will carry
on happening.” 

Like those men in the park,” Jai sighed sadly, shaking his head.
“I’m sorry. It’s not fair.” 

“The way you will live your life might be completely different to
mine,” Radha squeezed his hand, “this world does not seem to
like defending and empowering women.” 

Radha’s experiences with men frightened her to the point where
her mum had to drive and pick her up from school every day.
She developed a compulsion for checking the front door, the
windows of her house, the cupboard and under her bed. Every
time she stepped outside her home, she checked who was
walking behind her, looking at her and for how long. It was
draining her, and it wasn’t any better when she was at school. 

She always dreaded Relationship and Sex Education lessons. They
usually were the worst. There was no dialogue around consent,
public sexual harassment or toxic masculinity. Instead, students
were forced to sit through hours of teachers drilling into them the
importance of abstinence, the dangers of sexually transmitted
diseases and infections and the horrors of pregnancy. This year,
however, someone new came in to talk to them about rape and
sexual assault. It was the first time Radha had ever heard a
teacher talk openly about different forms of abuse, including
public sexual harassment. For the first time, she felt heard,
especially when girls in her class, who were brave enough, put their
hands up to share their stories. 

“Yeah, well, I bet you were wearing something slutty!” one of the
boys, Dylan, in her class jeered from the back when a girl said that
she had been assaulted. 

The teacher, Hannah, a spokeswoman for a local charity that
supported women and young girls who had been through rape and
sexual assault, pursed her lips angrily. 

“Her clothes have nothing to do with what happened to her,”
Hannah replied. Her eyes were misty behind her glasses as if she
wanted to cry. “This is about someone who has committed a crime,
who has enjoyed hurting someone else. Whether she was wearing
a dress, a skirt, a pair of shorts, or covered from head to toe, are
not the reason she was assaulted. This is about a man taking away
someone’s voice and asserting their power.” 

Dylan rolled his eyes. Radha had always thought he looked like a
pig, red-faced and ugly. Suppose a pig had surfer hair and green
eyes. Every time he opened his mouth, she wanted to punch him. 

“Rape, sexual assault and sexual harassment are not things to be
joked about,” Hannah carried on saying, “these are serious crimes
that go on to have lasting effects on people’s lives. You should
have some decency to think before you make crude jokes.” 

Even though still believing that these classes were crucial, Radha
could tell that it hadn’t made an ounce of a difference on some of
the boys because that very same day in the afternoon, she heard
two of her peers having a conversation about a girl one of them
liked. She was sitting at the back, getting her books out of her
bag. Unfortunately, Dylan and his arrogant best friend, Thomas,
were only a table away. Their obnoxious voices were the loudest in
the room. 

“C’mon, man, you gotta make your move before she friendzones
you,” Thomas said to his friend. >>
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       “Yeah, I know. I mean, how could she not want me?” the other
one, Dylan, replied, cocky. 

Radha rolled her eyes. She muttered, “She might not like a
dickhead like you.” 

They both started laughing. It was that same nasty laugh Radha
had heard all her life from men who believed that they had a right
to her space, voice and body. It was a laugh that said, “you don’t
really know what you want. But I do because I am a man, and
therefore, what I think, want and need matters more. I am above
you.” Feeling her blood boiling, Radha squeezed her pen tightly in
her hand and stared at them. Their faces seem to morph in her
mind to the dustbin man, the men in the park in their suits, the man
in his blue tracksuit who tried to follow her to school, to all the
times she felt unsafe around men. No matter the differences in
their identities, these men had made her feel uncomfortable,
terrified and threatened. 

“She doesn’t owe you anything. I hate to break it to you, but not
every girl is going to want to get with you,” Radha snapped. “And
if you can’t handle rejection, then you shouldn’t date anyone.
Grow the fuck up.” 

Ibrahim gave her a sad smile. Radha could tell what she said
made no difference. She had seen first hand the behaviours that
thoughts like these led to. Boys growing up into men who believe
that all women should be attracted to them and should like and
appreciate the attention. And it meant that women fought every
day just to be able to say no. 

Radha was 22 when she shared her experiences with public
sexual harassment on her Instagram, right at the height of the
#Metoo movement. It was there where she found acceptance,
reassurance and a community forged together through their lived
experiences. The comments on her post, especially ones from
other women, made her feel seen. 

It wasn’t your fault. 

It’s not what you were wearing. 

I believe you. 

She wasn’t alone. She had an army of other Little Red Riding
Hoods by her side.

>>

Do you want to find out what
happens to Radha? Stay tuned
for the next chapter of the
Novella, Her Story, in the
following issue of Our Words
Literary Magazine.
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