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ON FEMINIST WEBS AS LEARNING OPPORTUNITY

Writing these materials proved so hard for me that I missed several deadlines. I apologise for this.

 On reflection I realised that the process of writing and the process of participation are two separate functions for me. So the process of participating in the Feminist Webs workshops was very different from writing materials for the web. This might well be born of an age-old reserve; practice is person- focussed and interactive, face to face and unhidden. The web is so widely focussed and I was stuck with how to pitch it, where to position my pitch and place my stance. In the end I decided to keep it as I had started. Practice based, personally focussed and intuitive. This means references may well be very old.

 I am becoming very old. My practice certainly predates most students’ birth. I am proud to say many young people I have worked with are now parents. References that are old are deeply embedded in my learning. Regularly revisiting, unlearning and relearning are integral parts of my practice as youth and community worker. So here goes, I’m hoping you learn from this reflective journey.

 In this piece I present the idea pregdote as a result of studying current media. During the Feminist Webs workshops we were introduced to the way that women are dissected for consumption and commodified into different body parts. Attention is drawn to popular media by specific reference to female body parts. Heterosexuality is promoted as healthy through dissection of the female body; currently through the dissection of the female pregnant body with attention to physical appearance rather than function.

 The presentation of self in pregnant female is presented as a pregdote; in that it is a snapshot of womanhood consumed negatively or positively. Pregnancy is presented as an aspect of physical presence to be altered and amended for the purposes of adjusting the visual package.  Bottoms and boobs are commonly referred to as areas of the body that produce self-examination in women in minute detail.  The idea pregdote emerged from representations of commodifying their sex.

In the workshops we held and participated in there was discussion between us about unconditional motherhood and mother hood as commodity, the Guerilla Girls presented celebrity pregnancies as commodity. 

We made distinctions as a result of the perspective presented in media of women selling their child-bearing capacities as commodity. The picture of a naked and pregnant Demi Moore precipitated a tide of celebrity pregdotes. The pregdote is now the method used by media to communicate anecdotal stories of celebrity pregnancy and motherhood. Through the pregdote we consume women as pregnant items of consumption; scrutinising their pre birth regimes, weight, medication, dietary supplements as we consume the available aspects of self via the media.

This piece is written as mother, daughter and sister. As mother of twenty-nine years and sister as well as daughter of half a century. As well as youth and community work professional of twenty five years reflecting back on how we have developed these roles. My observation is we have made some progress, but very little.

Angela Davis drew distinctions around African American choices about pregnancy and childbirth when she looked at the assumptions made in campaigns to position choices with women. She drew on the experience of oppressed women choosing to self-abort graphically described by Toni Morrison in ‘Beloved’.

 It is argued that the dominant discourse is that girls and women have control and choice. A common assumption currently made is that pregnancy is chosen; birth is controlled to the point that women have mastered contraception, health and methods of birthing. It is assumed that we are now able, willing and expected to control when we have children, if at all. There is an illusion that all women and girls are equal in their birthing choices. This is an illusion that is not accepted on the part of the writer.   There are disparities still in the prenatal health, postnatal survival and viability of black and minority ethnic girls and women in the UK. I wonder then why this is? and whether there are still disparities in the value placed on girls and women’s contributions to society? It seems to me that the meter is still the same. My childbearing capacity is not valued. The potential of my labours as mother is not valued. The voluntary nature of childbearing and birthing has been touched on in the cases involving surrogacy where women have claimed expenses for carrying, nurturing and delivering a live birth child. Whilst there have been attempts at costing how much a male partner should insure himself for the cost of his female partners domestic work and ‘Which’ has costed the amounts of money needed to raise a child :a monetarist approach has not promoted the value birth mothers contribute. 

This first point relates to the way we value work. In our capitalist society valued work is rewarded with money. I am reminded of campaigns such as Wages for Women for Housework and wonder how far we have progressed in the endeavour for 

recognition of the contribution made by women in gendered roles.

Looking back at Ann Oakley’s book from 1972. Oakley’s “Sex, Gender and Society” equated gendered roles with caste, apportioning female tasks as lower status than male and positioning sexed functions as less valuable

“making the belief that innate sex differences justify differences of gender role something of a self-fulfilling prophecy .(Oakley 1972 204)

How far have we moved on from this position?

Given that we currently have a logjam of well-founded equal pay claims that have not been settled, or indeed are met with stone walling from local authorities that present women with lower wage packets because they are or potentially could be, mothers.

           How can we argue that progress has been made in the recognition of women as workers regardless of their capacity to mother?     

Oakley’s prediction of 1972 was not far short of our current position when she said “the differentiation of work-roles by gender will persist, and secondly, the belief that there are innate sex differences   in temperament will appear to be vindicated.”(Oakley 1972 206)

Indeed it could be considered that the status mother detracts from the status worker leaving women with contradictory positions.

In this piece attempt has been made to reclaim early theory that informed practice with girls and young women; empowering the position that motherhood and mothering does not debilitate personal capacity to earn, develop career or work. Thought goes to the point we are currently at. Much debate has been had about ‘Carer’s leave’, ‘Maternity leave’, post and pre maternal health. Has a rights-based approach served us well?  Do we still need to include the conversations about pregnancy, child-bearing and child-rearing in work with girls and young women? Is it preferable that this is from a feminist perspective? Is formal or informal setting preferable for such conversations?

These are the questions that now crop up as I move into the next stage of Feminist Webs and consider how and why we are moving out of the collation of past materials and into the dissemination of the work we have done.

A POEM (or CHANT)

Bottoms boobs and body bits!

Is that all that woman is ?

A tousled hair, a flash of tit.

Bottoms boobs and body bits!

Bottoms boobs and body bits!

Is that all that woman is ?

An altered boob a nipped in tuck.

Is that all that woman is?

Bottoms boobs and body bits!

Is that all that woman is ?

A fertile tube, a rounded hip.

Bottoms boobs and body bits!
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