
by Naomi Sheridan 

Cette jeune femne de 17 ans v i e n t  de s ' e v e i l l e r  au feminisme par ses propre 
s ' k t redeba t tueavec  son image c o r p o r e l l e ,  l a p r e s s i o n  de ses p a i r s  e t l e s  a  
aigus l i e s  a l 'adolescence. 

I f  you had asked me s i x  months ago i f  I considered myself a  f e m i n i s t  my den ia l s  
been vehement. "No-of course no t .  I don ' t  t h i n k  a l l  men are  e v i l  ." Or ,  "No-I shav 
wear l i p s t i c k  and a  bra." Then i n  September 2000 I enro l l ed  i n  women's s tud ies  
opened. Af ter  an exhaust ing,  mos t l y -he l l i sh  high school exper ience, I was f i  
environment t h a t  took a  c r i t i c a l  look a t  o f  a l l  t h e  pet t iness t h a t  was a  d i s  
s i g n i f i c a n t  pa r t  o f  my adolescence. I ' d  found a  place t h a t  asked, "Why?" and l 
explanat ions ra ther  than jus* accepting t h e  s ta tus  quo. I ' d  found my n iche.  An 
was feminism, then-God help g I !kpcg.- s a  f e m i n i s t .  T h i s  was a  ra ther  shocki 
t o  me but  t h e  more I read, %h& mr4f&vwinced I became t h a t  t h i s  new l a b e l  
t h i n g .  

Then when t h e  shock faded I rea l i zed  t h a t  I was angry.  A l l  t h e  wisd 
empowerment I was f i n a l l y  being exposed t o  was wonderful ,  but  how much 
e a r l y  adolescence have been i f  I ' d  been taught  women's s tud ies  as a  c  
t h a t  could be! Perhaps t h e  s t rugg le  f o r  a  sense o f  s e l f  t h a t  i s  so mu 
would be l ess  t raumat i c .  Maybe t h e  popular metaphor f o r  teenage g i r l s  WO 

d e s t r u c t i v e  Ophel ia from Hamlet (P ipher )  but  ra ther  Kathar ina from Taming 
I know I ' d  ra ther  be a  "shrew" than t h e  crazy e x - g i r l f r i e n d  who drowned 

Those of us growing up now are  lucky t o  have many examples o f  successful  women who have 
made i t .  Yet  we l i v e  i n  a  mass-mediated eat ing-d isorder  c u l t u r e .  When t h e r e  are 12-year 
o l d  b u l i m i c s t h e r e  i s  c lear lysome problem. Sowhy dowewa i t  u n t i l  co l l ege  t o t e a c h  women's 
studies? I t h i n k  i t ' s  a  f a i l i n g  o f  feminism no t  t o  g i f t  us w i t h  i n fo rma t ion  and support 
f o r  t h e  new experiences t h a t  come w i t h  t h e  onset o f  young womanhood - before  we waste our 
t ime w i t h  f a i r y t a l e  yearnings.  I t ' s  a t  l e a s t  as v i t a l  as t h e  pamphlets and t a l k s  we get 
t o  prepare us f o r  menarche. It i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t h a t  t h e  p h y s i c a l / b i o l o g i c a l  changes 
overemphasized t h a t  go along w i t h  becoming a  woman .are overemphasized, w h i l e  t h e  soc ia l  
and emotional changes are not  addressed a t  a l l .  

Puberty i s  an awkward t ime .  There are  changes beneath t h e  s k i n  we were comfortable i n .  
The playground ru les  change-and so do our f r i e n d s .  If you have a  boy as a  f r i e n d ,  you don ' t  
dare l e t  it be known or h e ' l l  be forever  your boy f r i end .  As i f  c h i l d r e n  c a n ' t  be c rue l  
enough, T .  Bosch observes, "Once breasts appeared and "womanhood" commenced, t h e  same 
eleven-year-old boys I used t o  p in  t o  t h e  ground were now embarrassed t o  t a l k  t o  me, l e s t  
we be viewed as a  couple" (96). 

T r a d i t i o n a l  gender ro les  a re  ingrained i n t o  boys and g i r l s  a t  a  very  e a r l y  age and both 
l e a r l y  s u f f e r  f r o m t h e  stereotypes.  A l i t t l e  educat ion i n  acceptance o f t h e  changeswould 
o  a  long way i n  a l l e v i a t i n g  some o f  t h e  trauma. I n  s p i t e  o f  a  wonder fu l ly  ca r ing  and 

understanding mother, I was m o r t i f i e d  a t  t h e  changes i n  my body and put o f f  dea l ing  w i t h  
. Only i n  recent years have I achieved some k ind o f  comfort i n  my 

a t  about being t h e  center o f  our own un iverse,  t o  shou 
enjoy t h e  fun  and not  worry about respons ib i l i t y - these  are  so 

d  we crave" (Orv i ro  1). 
t h e  aspects t h a t  are missing from adolescence? Stud 
what you can see i n  a  simple t r i p  t o  an elementary sc 

sense o f  s e l f  and personal power approaching and 

uber ty  and are faced w i t h  s o c i e t y ' s  expectat ions f o r  women, t 
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f us ion  begins and w i t h  i t comes t h e  
f l i n g ,  p a s s i v i t y ,  demurring and i n t e l l e c -  

ua l  sabotage s te reo typ i c  o f  t h e  ' g i r l ' "  (Wood 
2 ) .  

Ear ly adolescence i s  when young women need 
t o  l e a r n  t o  deconstruct  t h e  beauty myth, when 
we need t o  develop a comfort i n  our own s k i n .  
Instead o f  being a t ime  o f  conforming t o  s o c i a l  
expectat ions and quashing one's own vo i ce  i n  
favour o f  popular op in ion ,  i t o u g h t t o b e a t i m e  
f i l l e d  w i t h  j o y f u l  exp lo ra t i on  o f  what t h e  
wor ld  has t o  o f f e r  w i t hou t  having W face t h e  
wor ld  a lone.  Lack o f  i n t e l l i g e n c e  or 
not  t h e  issue.  Teenage g i r l s  a re  not  e L o l i t a s  popular c u l t u r e  can 
seem. We know t h a t  we ' re  supposed t o  l ove  and accept ourselves.  I t ' s  a buzz- 
a mantra w i thou t  meaning. T h i s  empty, p i t h y ,  b lanket  statement o f f e r s  no ho 
l i k e  t h e  " j u s t  say no t o  drugs" campaign before i t - and was equa l ly  (un)suc 

"For most o f  my l i f e  I was w a i t i n g  f o r  my l i f e  t o  begin.  When I was t e n ,  a l l  
was t o  be 13 so I could be a teenager. When I was 13 I wanted t o  be 16 ... so 
d r i v e .  Then I was w a i t i n g  t o  be 18 - so I could v o t e .  Then I had t o  w a i t  t h r e e  
years t o  be 21 - so I could d r i n k .  When I was 21, I was w a i t i n g  f o r  co l l ege  t o  be over 
so my l i f e  could f i n a l l y  s t a r t  ..." (Manheim 1). 

Subconsciously, t h e r e  i s  t h e  expectat ion t h a t  i f  you ' re  t h i n  enough, sweet enough 
and p a t i e n t  enough your t u r n  w i l l  come f o r  t h e  f a i r y t a l e .  From Disney movies t o  teen 
soaps t o  coming-of-age movies you see t h e  "blossoming" (bu t  not  i n  a physical  sense- 
she's t h i n ! )  young ingenue w i t h  pe r fec t  s k i n  and b e a u t i f u l  h a i r ,  popular and smart ,  
who meets t h e  boy o f  her dreams and l i v e s  happ i ly  a f t e r .  Th i s  i s  f i c t i o n ;  but  these 
images do a f f e c t  our expectat ions and our sense o f  s e l f .  Pop c u l t u r e  se ts  up a l o t  
o f  people - not j u s t  young women - f o r  a l o t  o f  disappointment. I was among them. Non- 
conformist  by nature ,  I ' d  always had these s i l l y  images o f  f i n d i n g  my soul-mate - t h e  
one who would see through t o  my heart  so I wouldn ' t  have t o  "walk alone," t h e  one who 
would smooth my rough edges down t o  a b e a u t i f u l  f i n i s h .  Then came women's s tud ies  and 
I began t o  apprec ia te  my independence, t o  ce lebra te  se l f -de terminat ion .  The w a i t i n g  

those r i d i c u l o u s  daydreams were such a waste o f  t ime and energy, even i n  my sho r t  
a t  about a l l  those who don ' t  l ea rn  t h a t  lesson u n t i l  much l a t e r  i n  l i f e ?  
s o f  pe r fec t i on  and va r i ous  forms o f  psychological foo t -b ind ing ... are  imposed 

s a t  t h e  t ime  when they become young women" (Brown and G i l l i g a n  226). The impact 
cond i t i on ing  i s  f r i g h t e n i n g .  How ra re  i s  i t t o  f i n d  a young woman who d i d n ' t  

l a y i n g  w i t h  Barbie? The movie Heathers has t h e  d i s t u r b i n g  comment t h a t  i t 
f r i e n d  who w i l l  s t i c k  her f i n g e r s  down your t h r o a t  when you c a n ' t  b r i ng  

do i t !  U n t i l  r e c e n t l y e v e n i n  s o - c a l l e d y o u n g f e m i n i s t s h o w s a l l t h e f e m a l e  
f - t h i n .  (And heterosexual-but t h a t ' s  another t o p i c  f o r  

we a re  denied a ser ious education on these issues,  i s  i t  any 
a images i n f l uence  us? 

our mothers fought f o r  t h e  r i g h t  t o  choose an abo r t i on .  I n  
ght  f o r  t h e  r i g h t  t o  eat" (Shandler 13) .  Sadly,  i t s  no t  j us t  

i g h t  f o r .  Sometimes I have t o  f i g h t  myself t o  e a t ,  t o  f i g h t  
. Sandra Friedman suggests t h a t  a poss ib le  f a c t o r  i n  so 
ourselves i s  t h a t  i t can f e e l  l i k e  some form o f  c o n t r o l ,  

e ls t rom o f  adolescence i n  a "wor ld t h a t  devalues women 
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because she f i n d s  he rse l f  u n a t t r a c t i v e .  I watch my f r i e  
t h e i r  parents' wishes,  t h e i r  f r i ends '  wishes, suic ide" 

parody of empowerment i n  s lowly  destroying themselves? Why are  we 
e s p e c i a l l y ,  as feminists-accepting t h i s ?  Why are  these v i c t i m s  o f  d 

becomes, how content ,  t h e  spectre i s  always t h e r e .  

t h i s  r e b i r t h  o f  confidence comes a l o t  o f  t h e  fun  o f  g i r l hood  has been m i  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  of young-womanhood are  bearing down. What do you want t o  do 

the reo f .  The women's movementgave u t h e s e  oppor tun i t i es  f o r  cho ices;  I be l ieve 
t h a t  more could be done w i t h  tfi^@~e choices and more g i r l s  would take t h e  oppo 
i f  t h e  foundat ions l a i d  i n  girlhood @re st ronger .  

"Young fem in i s t s  are  constant ly  +&Id t h a t  we do 

c e r t a i n l y  belong t o t h e  f e m i n i s t  spectrum. The idea ls  I ' v e  been exposed t o  through mystu  
o f  women's issues have been t r u l y  bene f i c ia l  t o  me and have opened my mind a g rea t  dea 
These reve la t i ons ,  coupled w i t h  t h e  pains o f  adolescence, prompted my d e s i r e  t o  see you 
people (boys as w e l l  as g i r l s )  educated i n  a manner t h a t  encourages growth, reClec t ions 
and confidence. At t h e  very  l e a s t  I would l i k e  t o  see c h i l d r e n  taught  t o  f i n d  t h e  personal 
t o o l s  and resources w i t h i n  ourselves t o  cope w i t h  t h e  pains o f  l i f e  and r e t a i n  a sense 
o f  personal i d e n t i t y  and d i g n i t y .  I pray t h a t ,  should I have c h i l d r e n  o f  my own i n  t h e  
f u t u r e ,  they would receive t h i s  s o r t  o f  educat ion;  f o r  youth does not  mean s t u p i d i t y ,  
confidence i s  not  arrogance and t o  care i s  not  t o  be weak. Some adv ice,  I be l i eve  my 
generat ion could b e n e f i t  from comes from Shakespeare, h imse l f .  "Se l f - l ove  ... i s  not  so v i l e  
a s i n  as se l f -neg lec t  ..." So l e t ' s  crush t h a t  Ophel ia image, a l ready!  

Naomi Sheridan i s  a 17-year-old landed immigrant hoping t o  escape t h e  Yukon and head t o  
U n i v e r s i t y  i n  Vancouver i n  t h e  f a l l  t o  cont inue on i n  women's s tud ies .  
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