North West Girl’s Work Network Speech by Sandrine Leveque from Object! 14.03.08

1. Introduction – thanks & about Object

· Thank you North West Regional Youth Work Unit for putting on this important event and for inviting Object to speak here today, we’re delighted to be here and it’s going to be really interesting to hear about your work. 

· I work for a human rights campaign group called Object. We were set up six years ago with one simple goal – to challenge the sexual objectification of women and the continued mainstreaming of the sex and porn industries. 
2. What Object does – lobbying, grassroots activism, VAW orgs 

· So how does anyone, let alone a pressure group go about that? 
· Lobby for political change on specific issues (EG LDC)
· Organise grassroots activism through local groups (object Leeds), networks, student and trade unions
· Work with violence against women organisations such as Rape Crisis, domestic violence organisations and equality groups such as Fawcett Society and EHRC. 
3. Why do we do this?  – sex object culture, generic, effect 

· Live in a society – where its normal (ironic) to use women’s and girl’s bodies to sell beer, newspapers, holidays to Greece.  You name it, a woman’s or girl is usually being used to sell it.
· We’re often told that this is a generic ‘sexualisation’ of culture – that Briton’s can’t get enough of it. 
· BUT this misunderstands what’s actually happening. Sexualisation not general -  but very specific. It is sexualisation of women and girls (increasingly younger and younger girls) in a way that has little or no parallel for men or boys. 
· Last 15 years has seen re-sexualisation of women and girls – a resurgence of sexual objectification. Porno chic in advertising, lad magazines, lap dancing clubs -- these are all parts of the pornification of culture, in which women are rendered sexual objects -- only of value for how hot they are, how sexy they are. We call this sex object culture 
4. Effect on young women
· And what is the effect of all of this on young women? I’ve no doubt that many of you could answer this from experience of the work you do. 

· The statistics also speak for themselves. We live in a society in which increasing numbers of young girls and women suffer from eating disorders – according to BEAT, the eating disorders charity, between 1 and 20% of young women have an eating disorder and anorexia is as common amongst young women as autism.

· We live in society in which young women are having cosmetic surgery at younger and younger ages – with surveys suggesting that 4 in ten young women want to have surgery to ‘improve their bodies’. A 2005 survey by Bliss magazine found that 92% of the young women they interviewed were unhappy with their bodies – two thirds of whom said the pressure came from celebrities with perfect bodies and boys. 
· We live in a society in which this pressure creates low aspirations for young women who group up soaking up the message that as females, their main worth is their body and appearance. Is it any wonder that surveys continually tell us that over 2 thirds of young women aspire to work as lap dancers or be glamour models. 

· And we live in a society in which sexual harassment in schools towards young women is normal – as the recent Panorama documentary highlighted and as Womankind have shown with their schools project called Challenging Violence, Changing Lives.  As a young woman told them in a school environment it can seem normal to think that ‘‘It’s a known fact that boys normally bully girls because they like them. If you hit them it’s cos you fancy them… First sign of love.’ Young woman, Year 9
5. Violence against women
· And this brings me to a key part of our work: attitudes. As Object and the End Violence Against Women coalition have argued year after year, the sexualisation of women and girls in the media and popular culture provides a conducive context for violence against women and girls. Dehumanising women into a sum of body parts – en masse – as the media and sex industries do – makes it easier to disrespect, discriminate against and commit violence against women. 
6. Choice

· Yet when we bring this up the first question we often hear is about women and their choice to take part in these industries – to be glamour models or lap dancers. And we say that actually – it’s much bigger than an issue of choice. The impact of sexualisation of women and girls affects all women – it affects society – and it actually also reduces men to macho stereotypes that many men in fact reject. 
· And you have to ask in any case – under which conditions are those choices made? Is it any wonder that young women do aspire to these things when as a young women growing up that is the message you are constantly surrounded by? I know that as a teenager I couldn’t wait to go clubbing and wear high heels / short dresses. But when I did start clubbing I know that I was also found it incredibly frustrating that some blokes seemed to think it was a ‘grope for all’ – literally putting their hands down my friends tops and up our skirts.

7. So what can we do? 

· It’s wonderful that conferences such as this are organised – where we can have the space to think about these issues – and learn from each other. 
· I think that sometimes all the issues I’ve raised can feel overwhelming – and it can feel like we’re trying to change an entire culture. But I think Object’s experience has been that actually many people want to change this – many people are passionate about social transformation – and making a better future for women and young women. Getting involved in activism is a really positive experience – and I would urge youth workers to encourage the young people they work with to do so. As a plug can I add that I’ve got info which anyone can take away with them. Also Object is working with theatre companies and a stand up comic to put together a workshop series called Mirror Mirror- which explores all these issues in an empowering and often hilarious way. Again I’ve got more information.

· The key thing is that we do take this seriously and we do act together. In the words of the songstress Reddy Helen “I am woman hear me roar in numbers too great to ignore.“
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