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For anyone who has ever wondered: How can I get more involved?
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Introduction

by Winona LaDuke

 


 


 


 


 


 


I have spent my entire adult life as what you might call a political activist. I have testified at hearings, demonstrated at countless protests, and been involved in litigation. I’ve worked in a number of Native communities across the continent, and founded the White Earth Land Recovery Project (WELRP) on my home reservation. With our work here, we’ve been able to recover more than seventeen hundred acres of our land and create a land trust, while we work toward recovery of more of our own birthright. We also continue to work to protect our wild rice from genetic modification and ecosystems from contamination by pesticides, and to stop clear cuts of the forest. From inside my own house, we roast fair-trade and organic coffee. I have written books about the environment, run for vice president twice (as Ralph Nader’s Green Party running mate in 1996 and 2000), and been arrested because I don’t think that a thousand-year-old tree should become a phone book.

The perception of me, or of any well-known activist, is probably far from reality. Activists, the thinking goes, must be organized, focused, always working on the next strategy.
My real life, the one in which I conduct all of my activism, is, of course, messy. If you came over, you might find my five children, ages four to sixteen, three dogs, fifteen horses, a few cats, several interns from around the country, and many friends who double as coworkers helping with WELRP’s work. The 2000 veep campaign was conducted with me breastfeeding my newborn son before and after each stump speech and during many an interview. I still coordinate the sustainable food projects central to the White Earth Land Recovery Project literally from my kitchen table at the same time as I figure out meals for my kids, take coffee orders for Muskrat coffee company, and pop in videos for my youngest to watch on TV. I talk to Native community leaders from across the country as I cook meals and clean up (sort of an endless job). I write books at the same table where I make rawhide ornaments for sale as part of WELRP and help with maple syruping in the spring season, and my house is filled with labels that spell out the Ojibwe words for “bed,” “book,” “cupboard,” and “table” as part of my ongoing commitment to indigenous language and culture preservation. My activism is simply in my life—it has to be, or it couldn’t get done.

My own life as an identified activist has made me wonder at the term itself. What separates simple “responsibility” in life—motherhood, for example—from the fine line that one crosses to become an “activist”? I have been surprised and moved by encountering so many other mothers in my years as an activist: mothers in Chiapas breastfeeding their babies like anyone else, but who mask their faces as they speak with me because they can’t afford to have their identifies known; Mohawk and Ojibwe mothers who face down General Motors , and Potlach Corporation, knowing that if they don’t, their kids won’t ever know clean water, and generations ahead will have contaminated breast milk.


I have developed longstanding friendships with women who are engaged in struggles of responsibility—for their land, their own community health, and the water their children drink. Are these women feminists? That depends on who defines the term. Many of these women, including myself, are committed to the process of self-determination and believe in our inherent rights, as bestowed by the Creator, to live with dignity, peace, clean air and water, and our duty to pass on this legacy to our children and the generations to follow.

At the United Nations Conference on the Status of Women in Beijing, China, in 1995, I asked women from small countries around the world why they came all this way to participate in what was, in essence, a meeting. “I came because the World Bank is here,” explained Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, an Igarok woman from the Philippines whose village is targeted for a Word Bank–funded dam. “I believe that those people at the World Bank and the IMF, those who make the decisions which will transform my life, should see my face.” That sentiment applies whether you are an Igarok woman from the Philippines or Sherry Honkala from the Kensington Welfare Rights Union, challenging federal budget cuts to aid for dependent families or tending to the needs of homeless families. The message of self-determining women is the same for all people: We want control over our lives, and we will challenge those who impose laws on our bodies, our communities, and our future.

I believe that women move to activism out of sheer necessity. As a group, we are not of privilege—budget cuts devastated our household, the military wreaks havoc on our bodies and our homelands. The National Priorities Project reports that $152.6 billion spent on military aid in 2003 could have provided Head Start for an additional 20,211,205 children, health coverage for an additional 89,780,249 children, affordable housing vouchers for an additional
22,894,974 families, or salaries for 2,673,864 new elementary school teachers. Feminist activism, then, doesn’t begin or end with my uterus: this is about my whole body, my life, and the lives of my children. We are women who redefine “Women’s Issues,” and say all issues are women’s issues. I say: We are the mothers of our nations, and anything that concerns our nations is of concern to us as women. Those choices and necessities move us to speak out and to be active.

I happen to come from a line of these women who speak out, and I continue this work—our work. Women’s work. My grandmother Helen Peskin, a Jewish woman from the Ukraine, recently passed into the Spirit World. Her early years were formed by the reality of war, first the Cossacks who overran her village and then the Nazis. With her life came a sheer determination to not be a victim, to speak for peace, to make a better life, and to demand dignity. Of her ninety years on this earth a good forty were spent as a seamstress: a purse maker, a member of the Pocket Book Makers Union in the garment district in New York, a folk dancer, and a peace activist. A woman’s work is about economic justice, and about quality of life. My mother, Betty LaDuke, made her own path as a muralist and art professor, one of the first women on the faculty of her college, and like other women, she had to do it better than any man around because it took that much to get recognized. She has done this work in a way that celebrates life, and celebrates the work of other women. And she has done this work by linking with women in Eritrea, Nigeria, and Peru. A women’s work is about creating and celebrating life. Our parents’ struggles become our own, in our own time. We can’t escape from that history, nor can we escape from our time in it.

In the lives of women in my family, it was never about just our own selves, it was about the collective dignity and everyone’s health and rights. This is counter, in many ways, to
Americanism. Americanism teaches individualism. My family, and indeed movements for social transformation, are not about anything as limited as the better job or the better advantage for the individual woman. Even the tragic deaths of three of my closest friends, activists all, are lessons in the urgency of change on a broader scale. Marsha Gomez, a gifted artist, was killed by her own son, who lacked the psychiatric medical attention he so desperately needed; Nilak Butler passed from ovarian cancer because she did not have adequate health coverage; and Ingrid Washinawatok El-Issa was assassinated by the FARC, Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, with a gun and a bullet that came from my tax dollars in the second most highly financed recipient of U.S. military aid in the world.

The compelling reason behind activism is that our most personal lives—even the intimacy of death—are actually embroidered in the reality of public policy, foreign policy, military aid, and economics. Each day, then, I, like the women in my family before me, and like so many other woman in the world, recommit to continue this struggle for life, and to celebrate its beauty in the process. That struggle and that celebration are who we are as women, as we take responsibility for our destinies.

The book you hold in your hands, Grassroots, is a call to understand and undertake action. The authors, Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards, have their own flawed, chaotic, and activist lives, which they share with you in an attempt to prove, as I hope I have done, that you don’t have to be Superwoman to change the world. You just have to take responsibility for your life and your community—and realize that you have the power to do so, even from your own sticky kitchen table.

—White Earth Reservation, MN, August 18, 2004




Prologue:

Portrait of an Activist

Noam Chomsky looks like an activist. He wears practical, worn clothing and eyeglasses. He’s old and he clearly cares not about Prada’s or Gucci’s designs, just about how and under what conditions the clothing is made. A venerated professor of linguistics at MIT, he lectures around the world and has written seventy political books thus far (and at the rate he is going will write twenty more before he is through). Chomsky’s beat is demystifying world politics, global economies, and the media. His specific message is that average citizens like you have the power to hold those huge forces accountable. When activists want to know how to protest the war in Iraq or how to dismantle the World Trade Organization, they turn to Chomsky for analysis. He always knows where injustice lies, cutting through complex worlds with his laser IQ. “You’ve told us what was wrong, but what can we do about it?” is a frequent question in the Q and A after his talks. “You’ve got to organize,” is Chomsky’s perennial response.

But what does it mean to organize? What does organizing look like? According to a profile of Chomsky in The New
Yorker, even his wife describes his “You’ve got to organize” response as his “fake answer,” given to comfort people from his depressing predictions about the state of the world. We don’t see his answer as false, but simply as too broad. As feminist activists, we are confronted with this question, too, and we’ve concluded that an accurate and responsible answer is different for each individual. The details of organizing vary depending on who you are and what you seek to change.

For ourselves, that awareness came slowly, but eventually we grew to understand that being an activist didn’t mean adding an identity or tasks to our lives, but simply recognizing the opportunities for change that our lives (as responsible, passionate citizens) already included. We asked ourselves, “Do we have a few dollars to give, or a few friends who might help protest the execution of a young man on death row?” Our mode and expression as activists are based on what jobs we have, where our talents lie, what we care about, where we live, and other individual details. What Chomsky himself does to organize is write best-selling polemics such as 9-11, lecture, analyze a problem clearly for others, and reveal how the media and big business work to, as he puts it, manufacture consent. Not everyone has the power of Chomsky to draw crowds or the IQ (or time) to read hundreds of pages of wire-service reports each day, but everyone has the power to impact the world—indeed, that is Chomsky’s message. The problem, to which even Chomsky contributes, is getting to the next step: action. That, we realized, requires demystifying activism for those eager to be involved but confused and possibly intimidated by what that might entail.

When we sat down to write Grassroots, we were ambivalent about even using the word “activism.” We wondered if more people would relate to the terms “volunteerism” or “charity,”
or something more fuzzy—like “do-gooders united.” On the one hand, the word “activism” sounds so dramatic, as if this book was for people who chain themselves to trees or ruin dinner by lecturing to their families and friends about factory farming. On the other hand, we believed that social change was simple at its core and the book could be a call for people to find the activist within.

Since we ended up committing to activism as a term as well as a process, we want to make sure readers know what we personally mean by the word. The two of us define activism as consistently expressing one’s values with the goal of making the world more just. We use feminism as our philosophy for that value system; that is, we try to take off the cultural lens that sees mostly men and filters out women and replace it with one that sees all people. We ask: “Do our lifestyles reflect our politics?” “How can we make sure that we all receive the same breaks—and basic necessities—traditionally awarded to white males?” An activist is anyone who accesses the resources that he or she has as an individual for the benefit of the common good. With that definition, activism is available to anyone. By asserting that anyone can be an activist, we aren’t trying to weaken or water down its power. We believe that activism is by definition profound, a big deal, revolutionary. However, we are challenging the notion that there is one type of person who is an activist—someone serious, rebellious, privileged, and unrealistically heroic.

If we had to name one person who embodies our ideal activist, it’s eighty-something Lois Weisberg from Chicago, Illinois. We learned about her through an article by Malcolm Gladwell in The New Yorker, “Six Degrees of Lois Weisberg,” in which he characterized her as a “super-connector.” Lois looks at her friends, family, garbage collector, neighbors,
shoe-shop clerks, and co-workers as resources for her to solve problems and make the world better. As former commissioner of cultural affairs in Chicago, she created a ping-pong project (Ping-Pong tables set up all over town, inviting harried urbanites to play a game), a youth arts initiative called Gallery 37—where professional artists mentored low-income kids—and she was responsible for those life-sized painted cows (“Cows on Parade”) that invaded several cities in 1999, among many other things. Though her achievements are numerous, Lois Weisberg won’t go down in the history books with Malcolm X and Dolores Huerta, because she is an everyday activist. She approaches her daily life as a conduit for change, as a big game of Concentration wherein a random meeting or request can ultimately be matched with a parallel concern or solution—and in that way she is affecting the world.

Elle Woods does not immediately come to mind either when you think of a radical change-maker. She wears pink, is more perfect than Gwyneth, has more shoes than Carrie Bradshaw, and carries her chihuahua, Bruiser, in a Gucci bag. Elle was president of her sorority (Delta Nu), keeps a regular hair and nail appointment, and is unequivocally a super-activist. Oddly enough, she is the epitome of Chomsky’s call to organize.

For those of you who haven’t seen Legally Blonde I and II, we should say that Elle Woods is the charming hell-raiser portrayed by blond screwball comic actor Reese Witherspoon. In the first film, she leaves golden Bel-Air to compete with pale, Brooks Brothers grade-grubbers at Harvard Law School. Her initial motivation is to win back her WASP-y boyfriend, but she soon learns that she has an affinity for solving problems using her wits, her willingness to
ask the “dumb” question, and the law. In the sequel, Elle translates her stellar record at Harvard into a job on Capitol Hill, working for a congresswoman who was a fellow Harvard alum. Elle’s cause is saving Bruiser’s mother and other animals like her from being cruelly and unnecessarily used for the testing of makeup. Rather than engage in the stymied and age-old bureaucracy of The Hill—bartering for votes using backdoor deals, waiting for the day that someone would owe her enough favors to hear the bill, and compromising her ethics in the process—Elle uses her particular resources to find another way.

At doggie day care, for instance, she befriends the conservative chair of the Committee on Energy and Commerce that will hear her proposed bill. She aligns with a doorman/dog walker to find out which of the representatives own dogs and would, thus, have an emotional stake in this bill, if pushed. When she can’t get an appointment with a powerful Thatcher-style Texas congresswoman, Elle figures out which hair salon she goes to and talks to her in that setting. Wearing a beauty-salon robe and with her hair mid-color process, the Texas Iron Maiden is revealed to be a Delta Nu sister. Elle finds out who wears the makeup that the animals are being tested on, and makes the connection between one congressman’s moisturizing gloves and another congresswoman’s “raspberry macaroon” lip gloss and the abuses of animals via unregulated testing. Her bill gets a hearing, but when backdoor maneuvers threaten it, Elle needs to beat the bushes to demonstrate that there is public support. Elle turns to her sorority—an organized network of women fiercely loyal to each other—and accesses “Phone tree #255.” Within a day, thousands of young, hyper women show up to march in D.C. Elle wins and what is revealed is the potential power
and efficacy of the many invisible organizations an individual already has at one’s disposal—resources which can be leveraged for one to become a successful activist.

Elle Woods does not exist, but the conflict—and resolution—that she illustrates does. Acknowledging that someone like Elle is an activist brings us to one of the central theories of Grassroots: it’s not who you are but what you do. We came to this understanding through our years of traveling across the country in support of our first book, Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism, and the Future. One of the most popular questions we were asked points to this truth. The question almost always came from a young woman, someone who reports she has taken her first women’s studies class the year before and it changed her life. “I see the world through feminist-colored glasses now. Issues make so much more sense. I am electrified!” she’d gush. “I’m volunteering at a battered women’s shelter and I can’t wait to do more and … um, I wear a thong. Can I still be a feminist?”

At first we laughed, and answered that her underwear neither qualified nor disqualified her feminism. After getting this question at several schools, though, we realized that the woman wasn’t asking for clothing advice. She was saying, “Can I be myself and care about these issues?” And the questions in that vein kept coming. Am I good enough? Am I pure enough? If I don’t eat red meat, do I also have to forgo leather? Can I never shop at the Gap again? Do I have to give up my religion? I think I’m a feminist but … I diet. I listen to rap. I’m pro-life. We realized that one of the main barriers to seeing oneself as someone who could truly make change in the world is that we feel trapped in our own contradictions. As Amy says, “Can I wear Nike running shoes and still protest their labor practices in Indonesia?” There is a huge fear
that we’ll be revealed as hypocrites so, in search of moral perfection, we’re paralyzed from doing anything.

The two of us are not advising people to deck themselves out in Nike gear and get a bikini wax every week—or even to disavow careful reflection about the challenges of participating in a capitalist economy. We are advocating, quite simply, that if you wait until you are perfect and free of conflicts, you will never change anything in the world. In fact, all of our most-loved social justice superstars have lives that are riddled with contradictions. “Mother of Modern Feminism” Betty Friedan had a husband who used to give her black eyes, yet Friedan didn’t complain publicly, nor did she report him to the police or leave him flat. Inspiring civil rights activist Al Sharpton took Republican funding for his radical bid for the 2004 Democratic nomination for President. Beloved feminist author bell hooks advocates a Marxist critique of capitalist society but nonetheless has been known to love her red BMW and charge large speaking fees. The filmmaker Michael Moore advocates workers’ rights but we’ve met a few disillusioned former employees who note he doesn’t apply the same pro-labor standards to his own workplaces. The Center for Third World Organizing eviscerates major corporations like Levi’s in its magazine Colorlines and yet takes money from Levi’s foundation. We’re not telling people’s dirty secrets but demonstrating that these accomplished, effective, respected activists still have issues to work out—just like the rest of us. Each of us has to begin where we are to address the slew of inequities that present themselves in our lives.

Once you begin to address the problems you see in your own life, you discover how interconnected all issues are. One anecdote that bears this out: in the 2004 book The
Working Poor: Invisible in America, David Shipler documented the story of an eight-year-old asthmatic boy living in Boston public housing. The asthma (treated medically but not improving) caused the boy to miss school and his mother to have to stay home from her much-needed job. A nurse paid a visit to his home and discovered the likely sources of the boy’s intractable asthma: a leaky pipe causing mustiness as well as wall-to-wall carpet riddled with mites. The boy’s mother attempted to get the landlord to fix the pipe and remove the carpet, but to no avail. Finally, lawyers from Boston Medical Center (the employer of the nurse) sent a letter to the landlord, who—under legal threat—fixed the pipe and replaced the carpet. What was the result of this one direct action? The boy’s asthma cleared up almost immediately, he returned to school, and his mother was no longer in danger of losing her job. Helping people living in poverty isn’t always about convening a think tank, changing a law, or writing a letter to your representative. Sometimes it is ripping out mite-infested carpet. Many issues were contained in this story—welfare to work, Medicaid, the environment, education—and the act that resolved it is one that might be accessible to any of us.

The people you will meet in this book are each addressing an issue that directly impacts their community, and we profile their process in creating a solution from the grassroots up. The point of each chapter is not the issue they tackle but the steps for change they outline. In other words, a description of how Lauren Porsch—as a college student in New York—created an abortion fund isn’t just a guide to financing the termination of unwanted pregnancies; it’s a plan for creating a financial distribution network. A reader in Texas might use Lauren’s advice to put together a fund for the defense of murder defendants who are not
provided free legal services by the state. Your fund might award scholarships to smart but low-income African American students who want a college education and have no other means of affording it. Our chapters about what high-school students and artists can do isn’t meant to be limited to those demographics—the examples can apply to any skill set or any community, from carpenters and computer programmers to transgendered people and stay-at-home moms.

The real portrait of an activist, after all, is just a mirror.




chapter 1

Why the World Needs Another Advice Book

“How do we bring attention to [an] issue and make change, not just discuss it, not just march about it, but make change?”

—Ruby Dee, actor and activist

JENNIFER AND AMY

In 2002, New York City mayor Michael Bloomberg, a billionaire who believes in the bottom line, slashed recycling in America’s most densely populated city. The mayor’s office claimed it could save $40 million in crew and export costs. True or not, the city has 8 million citizens, many of whom buy several liters of coffee in paper cups and ask for it in a bag with seventeen napkins and four individual sugar packets—every day. Thus our city’s contribution to the world’s garbage problem is indisputably significant. Recycling was our one bit of moral credit, not to mention it kept
us from drowning in Starbucks frappuccino cups and Glacéau Vitamin Water bottles. In a mere month, a ten-year process of training New Yorkers in garbage-sorting behavior was demolished. Standing in our tiny New York City kitchenettes tossing pounds of recyclables into the trash made us realize how much we waste—and how necessary the recycling program really was.

Soon many people were angry with Bloomberg and so eager to have the service back that some were willing to pay for it, and most assumed that somebody else (Giuliani? Nader? Oprah?) would soon be informing us of the new strategy. The two of us also waited for someone else to have a plan. And waited, and waited. Then we realized that we weren’t practicing what we preached unless we took some action ourselves. We called a colleague whose family started the garbage removal company BFI (yes, it’s helpful as an activist to have a wide variety of friends) and attempted to tackle the recycling problem ourselves.

One solution immediately jumped into our heads: Since many of our friends said they were willing to pay for the service of recycling, why not research how much it would cost to have private contractors pick up recycling? We knew this was how other places, such as Marin County, California, dealt with their recyclables. On another track, we noticed that homeless people have always acted as de facto recyclers in the city, returning cans and bottles to grocery stores for the five-cent deposits. The fact that the garbage was no longer sorted impeded their efforts to gather cans and bottles for deposits. As a stopgap solution, perhaps we could amplify the work of the homeless who recycle to make an income. We envisioned placing giant bins outside grocery stores and on street corners as drop-off centers for
cans and bottles. Then homeless people or other can collectors could return them for the deposit.

We began gathering information. As so often happens, we started with strong assumptions about what was going on, which turned out to not be nourished by facts. We placed a call to the city’s Department of Sanitation and were connected with Kathy Dawkins, their PR person. That one call yielded this important fact: recycling wasn’t abolished, as we had thought, but merely scaled back. Plastics and glass were no longer considered recyclables, but aluminum cans, newspapers, and cardboard boxes were. Furthermore, businesses in New York were still mandated by law to recycle, a service they paid for out of pocket. Knowing that recycling was technically still in place made us even more depressed since that fact wasn’t being publicized. We became obnoxious, seething at our neighbors for throwing away their cat food cans, returnable bottles, and magazines.

Our approach was shaping up to be a full-time job, including private contractors, public education, and homeless outreach. This moonlighting couldn’t pay the bills, so we decided that if we could mobilize our own neighborhood, that would be a start. We reached out to our local city council representative, Margarita Lopez, who, as a vocal “out” lesbian council member, is known for being radically progressive. Our interns, Liz and Anna, called her office—many times—but never received a response to our request for a meeting. One day we just walked over to the office, knocked on the door, and were able to get an appointment to meet with the councilwoman for the next week. From this we learned that when at first you don’t succeed, make a house call.

At the meeting, we learned that we were right about her
being an ally: she was the only city councilperson (of fifty-one members) to vote against the reduction in recycling. She pointed out how lucrative recycling could be and, if done correctly, the city should have a vested interest in maintaining it. Further, the program in New York wasn’t actually in the red. “Even with losing money from glass and plastic,” Lopez told us, “the city was making money from recycling,” a point that had been kept from the council members until after they voted. We told Lopez of our desire to get our neighbors to subsidize curbside recycling, which she promptly shot down. “I represent a poor district,” she said. “And having your garbage and recycling picked up is a basic service that citizens deserve.” Lopez characterized the service as an equalizer—“whether you are rich or poor, your garbage is picked up.” Although, at the time, it was the lack of recycling we were sharing equally, her point was well taken.

We left the chaotic but productive meeting, jettisoning the idea of paying for pickup, but with a plan to move ahead with public education and getting returnables out of the trash and into the hands of can and bottle collectors. Lopez also encouraged us to call the council member in charge of sanitation.

Ideally, we wanted a homeless organization to work with us. So we pursued a meeting with the outreach coordinator for the National Coalition for the Homeless (NCH), only to learn that they could not help us with our project for two reasons. First, people who go to shelters (mainly families) don’t tend to be the same people who collect cans. Second, NCH prioritizes direct services for homeless families, from providing clothes and food to finding permanent housing. Recycling was not on the list.

The coordinator told us about WE CAN, a redemption
center in midtown that serves the poor and homeless who collect cans and bottles to support themselves. WE CAN has paid more than $30 million in rebates since it began in 1987. Some collectors even make a decent living. According to an article in The New York Times, one man who collects cans full-time made more than $35,000 a year in income. When Liz and Anna called the founder of the organization, Guy Polhemus, he said that “it wasn’t a good day to talk,” because they were getting evicted.1 It turned out that Christine Quinn, that district’s usually progressive councilwoman, didn’t want WE CAN there since it primarily served homeless people who, being homeless, don’t have access to bathrooms and often use the neighborhood as a rustic latrine.

With WE CAN too beleaguered to help, we moved on to phoning the councilman in charge of sanitation. We assumed his office would be hostile to our calls or he would put us off as our councilwoman’s office did initially, but we were wrong. Counsel to the NYC council committee on sanitation, Carmen Cognetta, called us back immediately and set up a meeting for the following Friday.

Cognetta was pro-recycling and seemed pretty shocked that there hadn’t been more outcry from New Yorkers when the service was reduced. We said there had been—even the volunteers in Margarita Lopez’s office were complaining about how dispiriting it was to throw away soda bottles. People just didn’t know they had to direct their dissatisfaction at the Department of Sanitation rather than at each other.

Amy asked how New York City could get away with not recycling given the state law requiring it. “The law states
that you only have to recycle if there is an economic market associated with it,” said Cognetta. From him, we learned that the scaling back of recycling had been a disaster, even economically. One of the justifications for cutting back recycling had been the assumption that it would reduce the number of truck shifts the city had to pay for. But with more waste being generated each day, they had to add just as many shifts to pick up the extra garbage.

We also discovered that paper is always profitable because you can mix all sorts of paper together, plastic is less profitable, and all of those glass beer, tea, and wine bottles are a nightmare. In New York, paper is particularly viable because it goes directly to a pulping company, Visy, which pays the city $20 or $30 a ton. The problem with plastic and glass was twofold. First, the city had to pay a middle man to have plastic and glass picked up, who then sold it to recyclers—so the city saw no profit, whereas the contractor profited twice. Second, both substances were hard to clean well enough to meet industry standards for reuse. “Glass especially is very difficult to recycle: it breaks, the colors mix, and that mixed-color glass is not reusable,” Cognetta told us. The main use for recycled glass is fiberglass landfill covers. (Ironically, the less we recycle, the more need we will create for recycled glass’s most popular product.)

Glass is also incredibly cheap to produce, he continued, given that it’s manufactured from sand, which is plentiful. It costs less to make bottles than to recycle what we have already used. While we mentally tallied all of the glass waste we had created in our lives, Cognetta told us about two forward-thinking plans to deal with the glass issue. Recycle America Alliance, a division of the garbage behemoth Waste Management, worked with the Gallo wine company to develop a glass that uses all three colors (green, clear, and brown).
Across the Atlantic, Germany has instituted a fifty-cent deposit on every bottle sold, so that it is not economically feasible to simply treat glass as disposable.

Since there was so much confusion about what could be recycled and whether there was economic incentive to do so, we determined that public education was the most pressing issue. Cognetta said that changing behavior required constant education (TV advertising, subway posters, and radio announcements, to name a few), but in New York, the media market is so outrageously expensive that only cheap PSA spots in the middle of the night are affordable. Meanwhile, you don’t want to make tons of posters and booklets for a recycling campaign—all of that trash defeats the purpose. Cognetta showed us the material the Department of Sanitation created for schools—we were impressed that they had them—but they were encased in three-ring plastic binders and the city had no idea how or if the materials were being used. The one staffer in charge of bringing the recycling message to the city’s public schools had been laid off.

Then, as we were formulating a public education campaign, plastic recycling was reinstated after the city received a financially viable offer from a recycler. A year and a half later, glass was phased back in. We didn’t come close to resolving the city’s recycling issues, but we did accomplish a few things.

1. We learned that many public servants were available to us as citizens, from our city council member to counsel for the committee on sanitation. (Don’t Be Afraid to Pick Up the Phone.)

2. We learned how much we didn’t understand about recycling, from the fact that recycling bottles doesn’t do
much for the environment to the fact that New York City technically hadn’t stopped recycling. (Challenge Assumptions. Don’t Believe Everything You Hear.)

3. We learned that we shouldn’t ask people to pay for recycling, because it’s a basic public service. (Don’t Provide to the Few What the Government Should Provide to the Many—You Only Siphon Off Those Who Are Most Likely to Pressure for Change.)

4. We learned about WE CAN and other social service agencies as well as homeless or low-income individuals who act as recyclers. (Align with Complementary Activists.)

5. Most important, we learned how to change our own personal stake in recycling. We both began returning beer bottles to the corner stores in order to get our five-cent deposits after we learned that millions of dollars in deposit nickels go uncollected by consumers and retail businesses get to keep this as pure profit. (Change Your Own Behavior Before Demanding Changes of Others.)


As we poked around our city’s garbage issue, we were able to speak with more authority to our friends and community, and move beyond just complaining that our feckless mayor dismantled the panacea of recycling. The moral: trying projects, even if they don’t work out, has more activist value than doing nothing.

 


 




I just finished reading Eve Ensler’s The Vagina
 Monologues and I have to say that I’ve been
 inspired. Ever since I can remember, I have always
 felt unique for being a woman and if I can feel that
 way so can ALL women. I want to help the women
 in my community in any way I can but since I’m

only 17 and don’t really have any money to
 donate, I was hoping you could give me advice on
 what I can do to help out.

—Sarah Rocha
 Bakersfield, California



The above e-mail is a typical request, in its urgency, sincerity—and in its vagueness. It happens to be from Ask Amy, Amy’s online activist advice column. But we hear questions just like this all the time. We hear it when we speak at colleges and students raise their hands and ask, “Do you have advice for getting involved?” We hear it when we are on radio shows and stay-at-home moms call in to ask how to connect with other feminist-minded mothers. We hear it when we are at dinner parties and investment banker friends say that they want to do something besides push paper for Citibank. We hear it from professors, retired CEOs, privileged high-school students on Manhattan’s Upper East Side, and crunchy college students in Chapel Hill, North Carolina. Like Sarah, everyone wants to know “What can I do?”

Traveling around the country, we learned how hungry people were for ways to change the injustice they found in their midst. They wanted to be heard and visible. It was a universal need, not just an interest of the marginalized people and do-gooders presumed to attend feminist events. Sometimes questions were more urgent in specific regions—such as people in Portland, Oregon, talking about transgenderism and students in Indiana, Pennsylvania, talking about women in the military. Regardless of the issue at hand, we were always brought back to passionate conversations about activism. People didn’t dwell on “What do you think?” for long; they were dying to know “What can I do?”


September 11 underscored that most people—not only self-identified “activists”—wanted to help when faced with injustice. Among the many poignant responses to that tragedy was the sheer number of people stepping forward to contribute. People lined up at blood banks and hospitals in droves. Hundreds of non-Arabs turned up at the Arab-American Center in Brooklyn to escort Muslim kids to school and women in hijabs to the grocery store. Schoolchildren painted murals. Thousands of people donated food and local chefs from Manhattan’s best restaurants set up kitchens on boats to feed the rescue workers. New Yorkers were shocked by the support and sympathy they received in their time of need. Sadly, though, much of the millions of dollars the American Red Cross collected at groceries and schools across the country ended up in the hands of wealthy New Yorkers. Even when would-be activists were activated, the institutions they turned to often let them down.

The frustration we were witnessing at our lectures could be heard by anyone who was willing to listen. When Julianne Malveaux criss-crossed the country promoting Unfinished Business: A Democrat and a Republican Take on the 10 Most Important Issues Women Face (with co-author, Republican Deborah Perry), she heard the rumble. “Regardless of whether our listeners [were] mostly Democratic or mostly Republican, mostly black or mostly white, one of the first questions [would] always come from a young woman who want[ed] to know how she [could] get involved in social change,” Malveaux stated. Barbara Ehrenreich had a similar experience as she promoted Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America, her best-selling book detailing the plight of the country’s working poor. As she told the Democratic Left, the newsletter of the Democratic Socialists of America, the top question she got after the publication of the book was “What
can I do about it?” Social justice organizations, too, were haunted by this question. At Planned Parenthood New York City alone, they field one hundred calls every week from citizens outraged enough by that week’s news to pick up the phone and become part of pro-choice forces.

Given the vast number of pleas to get involved, why don’t we have a totally activist, voting, engaged citizenry? Why do so many issues remain unsolved? Why do shelters have to turn homeless people away and why don’t more women hold political office? Where is the disconnect between these would-be revolutionaries and the pressing issues? We believe that the problem lies in how the question “What can I do?” is answered. Too often the response is what we’ve labeled The Generic Three: “call your politician,” “donate money,” and “volunteer.” Grassroots is our attempt to move beyond these knee-jerk, minimally effective answers. We believe that in order to maximize this passion, we must have better, more specific, and active answers to the question “What can I do?”

Good answers might come from revisiting John F. Kennedy’s famous inaugural quote: “Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country.” Many older folks say that the last time they felt hope was during the Kennedy era. Perhaps it was Kennedy’s message—citizens don’t need to wait for their country to save them; they have the power to save themselves and their country—that gave them such hope.

Don’t get us wrong: participation via contacting politicians, making donations, and doing volunteer work is all very crucial to the life of social justice organizations. These types of contributions give organizations the power to influence others. But it is also a one-sided relationship that encourages passivity in the would-be activists. The act is isolated
from the larger world of direct action and solutions, which makes the individual often doubt whether his or her check or letter was effective. You know you gave $20 to Stop Hunger Now, but there are still people who don’t have enough to eat.


MOVING BEYOND THE GENERIC THREE

The questions are basic and general, but the answers—the activism—can’t be. Two stellar organizations, Dress for Success and Women on Waves, each began with one person identifying a problem—women on welfare don’t have clothes to wear to job interviews and women in many countries don’t have access to abortion. The people asking those questions—Nancy Lublin and Rebecca Gomperts, respectively—were reasonably average citizens whose sphere of influence was no greater than yours or ours. Nancy created a way to get suits to women, and Rebecca, a doctor, bought a boat to perform abortions in international waters.

Although the two of us are both longtime organizers and supporters of progressive nonprofits, we didn’t really notice this lack of good answers until around 2000. We had just published our first book, Manifesta, to acknowledge the feminism and the activism that we saw among our peers every day. Manifesta was a response to the assumption that our generation was slack and had a dangerous sense of entitlement when it came to feminism—that we were too self-involved to care. We presented numerous real-life examples of young people acting on behalf of themselves and their community. We were surprised and heartened that the most popular sections were “What Is Activism?” and the resource guide that made up the last eighty pages, including
contact information for every organization mentioned in the book. Even the feminists and academics who criticized us for our lack of Marxist analysis or relative naivete about transgenderism had to keep our book around because their students wanted the resources. It was our goal that people use Manifesta, to encourage the reader to make feminism his or her own, rather than simply complain that feminism didn’t sufficiently address sweatshop laborers, for example. Usefulness is not the usual mode of political writing, but we took this extra step because we noticed that even a very accurate book with activist theories could drop the ball on providing solutions—to the detriment of social justice. For instance, Naomi Klein’s insightful and well-reported book No Logo takes readers through a cornucopia of obscene corporate misdeeds. At the end of the book the reader is left outraged but still thinking “Now what can I do?” with no direction in sight. (Klein does have a resource-rich Web site at nologo.org.)

Although Manifesta was a call to action, we were nonetheless surprised at the number of people who turned to us for guidance in that endeavor. “What can I do?” became the big question of the years we spent touring with Manifesta. Sometimes the question was born of privilege: “How can I use my college education or my trust fund, or the fact that I’ve never gone hungry to help others who are?” Just as often, it was an urgent personal need: “I work at Sammy’s Clam Shack and I’m five months pregnant. My boss says he’ll fire me if I try to take maternity leave. What can I do?” At first we tried to arm ourselves with possible suggestions. Before arriving in a new town, we made sure to contact the local Planned Parenthood or independent bookstore to learn what they had going on so we would have something to offer when the question inevitably arose. Soon, however, it became apparent
that the groups we referred people to didn’t really have an answer. They still relied on The Generic Three. What people needed were tangible and specific steps, not boilerplate platitudes to “do something.” Clearly, the organizations needed better answers, too.

Initially, Amy started toying with the idea of forming an activist idea bank housed at the Third Wave Foundation: a “place” where people could deposit their good ideas for others to borrow. Then, as we began to offer more detailed solutions to people’s problems, Jennifer realized that some of our presumed-brilliant activist ideas hadn’t exactly been tested. We didn’t know where the snags might lie or what to do about them when they arose. For instance, is it legal to do voter registration in an abortion clinic in Iowa (one of our suggestions for using clinics as organizing spaces)? What happens if you call Loews Theater and ask them to donate twenty tickets a month to a local battered women’s shelter? (Whom do you even call at Loews?) We decided to work one-on-one with the people we met in our travels. We found out what issues they cared about—for some it was getting studio art classes in their high school, for others it was getting dioxins out of the rivers, and for others it was protesting a sexist ad. We helped them figure out what resources they already had—a full Rolodex, or money, or an office with a new photocopying machine, or a big conference room. If they were seasoned organizers, we asked what worked for them in the past. We listened to their organizing problems and brainstormed different approaches. Grassroots was born. Persistence paid off: these activists stuck with their idea, and now each has contributed to changing the lives of many others.

Looking at the people who have contacted us, it is clear
that individuals, just like Lublin and Gomperts, are spurred to action because they have confronted injustice in their own lives. It begins by taking seriously what otherwise could be passed off as a personal frustration: the teenager, for instance, who is outraged when she hears that one can enter a secret code on Play Station’s Tomb Raider and watch Lara Croft get gang-raped and doesn’t know how to find out if it’s true and what to do if it is. Or the woman in Texas who gets married and changes her name for $31 (the cost of a marriage license) but must pay $450 to petition the court and hire legal counsel to undertake her case when she decides to change her name back. Or the historian from Southern Oregon University who, while doing research using census data, learns that the census doesn’t allow women to be traced by their maiden names, thus preventing him from documenting women over the course of their lives.

There is probably no more impassioned an activist than a victim who has healed from a trauma such as rape or incest and now, several years after the incident, has the perspective and insight to act on the issue. The actress Anne Heche, for instance, was sexually abused as a child, but it wasn’t until she was already a well-known actress that she dealt with her past, raised her consciousness about the prevalence of incest, and committed to join the movement to end childhood sexual abuse. (As a public figure, one of the most influential things she can do is to speak out about her own experience.)

Sometimes a step toward activism is, in fact, to reveal what makes us insecure. It could be your transgendered father, your alcoholism, the fact that you have acne, or that you are or were once poor. A woman we met at a Planned Parenthood conference in Philadelphia admitted that she
didn’t have any sense of urgency for the rights of disabled people before she had her legs cut off in a car accident several years ago. Until recently, she had the privilege of being ignorant about accessibility. She is now a fierce activist for the rights of people with disabilities and a great bridge between the disabled and able-bodied communities. Acknowledging vulnerability not only gives you a reason to be an activist; it releases you to join a community of people who may have issues to resolve as well. You can fight together.

Taking action can be a brief moment in your day: Jennifer Locke wrote to us from Milwaukee, Wisconsin, wanting to raise public awareness about the two rock radio stations in her city that were marketed entirely to a male demographic. “I love rock music,” she wrote. “Radio should not be so degrading for a woman that she has to only listen to CDs.” She e-mailed both station managers and asked if there was any way she could convince them that their female listeners are just as important as their male listeners.

Or it can be a years-long endeavor: Brenda Gillming, from Owasso, Oklahoma, used to be a poultry factory worker. She had the lowest position in her department—“floor person”—which consisted of picking up chickens that have fallen off the conveyor, washing them, and placing them back on the belt for packaging. Brenda brought a sexual harassment suit against Simmons Industries in the early 1990s after years of being called “floor dog” and pelted with meat by her male co-workers. She sought two things with her suit: for a sexual harassment policy to be formed and for it to be enforced. “It took so much from me and lasted about three years till all [was] said and done,” Brenda wrote, “but I’m glad I stood up for my rights and also for all women in the future.”


Often “What can I do?” means taking a good look at what resources you already have and committing to using them. After September 11, Julia Pershan noticed a sign on one of the businesses on her block in TriBeCa, a neighborhood just north of Ground Zero. Directed at local business owners, the sign simply stated: “Should we get together?” Though Julia was not a business owner, but a recent business school graduate, she attended the meeting. At Julia’s suggestion, they decided to form a coalition—the Tribeca Organization—with the express purpose of preserving area business during this catastrophic time. They raised money to take out an ad in The New York Times that made the connection between patronizing TriBeCa and rebuilding New York. They offered incentives, such as a weekend where everything was 10 percent off in the neighborhood, and agreed to defy typical capitalist rules of competition and cooperate. What made the difference between Julia and others in TriBeCa who felt helpless and worried is that she turned the question on herself and asked, “What can I do?” What she could do was use her business degree, use the fact that she had just graduated and didn’t yet have a full-time job, and use her neighborhood connections to strengthen the economic foundation shaken by the terrorist attacks.


WHAT’S SO SPECIAL ABOUT FEMINIST ACTIVISM?

We didn’t always think that we were qualified to help those who wanted to get more involved. With Manifesta, though, we came into our own—and got the confidence to answer questions about feminism. Our qualification was that we
took the initiative. We were as entitled as the next person to do our homework and present a perspective. And a necessary part of that perspective involves an understanding of women’s struggle for equality. Now, we lecture frequently on the topics of feminism and activism. We begin our talks with a thumbnail sketch of the last 160 years of feminism in America. Knowing that this activist history exists and that others have turned their idea or thought into a piece of legislation, an organization, or a changed attitude had proved to be inspiring, thus we’ve included that history lesson here.

To begin with, a definition: feminism is the movement toward full political, economic, and social equality for men and women. We add to that simple definition that feminism implies having enough access to information to make informed choices about one’s life. Therefore, it’s not so much the choice you make that reflects feminism, but your power to make a choice. For example, you can be pro-life and a feminist, but you couldn’t actively undermine another woman’s ability to have an abortion and call yourself a feminist.

The first formal women’s rights conference occurred in 1848 at Seneca Falls, New York. Many of the 240 attendees were part of the flourishing antislavery movement of the time and also were inspired by the example of equality by local Iroquois. Within those native communities, each woman controlled her own personal property, violence against women rarely occurred and was treated seriously when it did, and women could vote. The abolitionists applied their raised consciousness to their own lives and realized that they didn’t have the rights they were fighting for others to have. So they called for women to be able to own and inherit property, to divorce, to be educated, and, most controversially,
to vote. In the seventy-two years it took to get the vote, those other rights were earned. In 1923, suffragist Alice Paul realized that the right to cast a vote was meaningless if society itself remained unequal. That year Paul wrote the Equal Rights Amendment to the Constitution.

We don’t yet have the ERA, but many strides have been made. Beginning in the sixties and continuing into the seventies, laws were passed guaranteeing equal access to education (Title IX), outlawing gender discrimination (Title VII of the Civil Rights Act), and coining phrases for date rape, domestic violence, and sexism—serious problems that used to just be called life. In hindsight, these two movements for women’s rights have been organized into waves—the First Wave dedicated to the rights of citizenship and the Second Wave dedicated to equality under the law and in opportunity. We are still working on those goals, but younger people have begun acknowledging a Third Wave of feminism, that continues to work with and toward the same goals as the Second Wave, but as a generation raised with the privileges of feminism.2 If the waves can be reduced to their central goals, the First Wave was about women’s rights to citizenship, the Second Wave concerned women’s equality, and the Third Wave stresses the power and the responsibility of the individual.

The concepts of “giving back,” public service, and activism are not feminist preserves. However, we believe that feminists are positioned particularly well to become power-ful
change-makers. After all, the whole politics of feminism is based on going to the root of the problem, providing prevention rather than a cure. Meanwhile, like punk rock, feminism is also based on the idea that you, an average schmo, have the right and the power to take matters into your own hands. You don’t have to rely on someone like Ralph Nader, Oprah Winfrey, or Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton to save you. Sometimes using Dr. King or Gloria Steinem as a role model has a paralyzing effect, like “Oh, someone legit is taking care of it” or “I could never do that.” In fact, that is why Grassroots will mostly focus on what nonfamous activists did.

Making tangible change is often the way women and men come to feminism and it is always the way the movement transforms the world. Activism was behind abortion rights, girls’ sports teams, the right to vote, and fighting sterilization abuse. Because both of us are feminists, we see our activism through that lens. When people express confusion about feminism or discomfort with the label, it is because feminism is presented as a concept or a theory (what books we have read or classes we have taken) and not action or experience (what we have done that affects the status of women or changed our own lives). Activism and feminism-in-action aren’t different concepts.

While activism shouldn’t just be about sacrifice, manifesting our values in the world can be hard work. It’s like building a new house rather than just living in the old dilapidated one you inherited. It requires faith, because you are imagining something that doesn’t exist and you have to believe not only that it should exist but that it could exist. We might all use different words to describe ourselves as activists—volunteer, environmentalist, good friend—but
what unites people is that we have a commitment to translate our politics into action, getting from the point of asking “What can I do?” to establishing a group, a petition, a line of organic tampons, or anything. We hope that Grassroots, our activist advice book, unveils the process of becoming active.





chapter 2

Of Minor Importance

“I mean to resist the hatred of these times any way that I can.”

—June Jordan, great American poet who died of breast cancer in 2002

AMY

Until age thirteen, I attended public school in a small, predominantly working-class town in central Pennsylvania. By the next year, my mother had relocated to Marblehead, Massachusetts, a super-preppy suburb of Boston. After only two years in Marblehead’s public schools, I went to a boarding school in Marion, Massachusetts, which somehow managed to be less ritzy. My school, Tabor, had begun admitting girls just four years prior to my arrival. The ratio of boys to girls was 4:1 and I therefore got to be a pioneer in a lot of my endeavors, such as being part of the first girls’ soccer
team that the campus had ever had. Having absorbed Title IX’s “equal access to education” message without knowing it, girls wearing the boys’ old uniforms and supplying their own soccer balls when the boys got new equipment donated every year simply seemed wrong to me. I bristled at the fact that my team always had to play on the cruddy practice field several blocks from campus. During away games, we were expected to watch the boys play whereas the boys showered and got lunch while the girls sweated it out on the field. I complained to the athletic director and the coach, requesting that the guys occasionally watch the girls’ games, that we should have equal access to the nice field, and suggested that both teams get new uniforms and balls every other year.

In response, our team was encouraged to fund-raise to buy new uniforms. This is a typical response to feminist demands, and we caved and did just that. Taking on the responsibility of providing our own new uniforms and balls only reinforced our marginal status. At first the idea of being a minority amidst all of the boys was appealing (more dating opportunities and personal attention). But through my soccer experience, I quickly learned that being a minority meant being marginalized.

In my junior year, after I was done fighting my battles on the soccer field, I ran for head of school, the first time a girl had done so. I competed against four boys and I still cringe when I think of my campaign slogan: “It’s Time for a Change.” I learned what to me is the essential feminist lesson: you don’t promote women because they are women; feminism is acknowledging people’s individual gifts and talents regardless of gender. The only change I promised as a reason to vote for me was my gender. I provided no other vision or plan, and not undeservedly, I lost. Still, I like to think that I broke new ground simply by running. Several
years later, while I was visiting the campus, I noted with some satisfaction that the 1996 Tabor head of school was named Kara Burbank. No woman has won since then, though, so equality is yet to come.


JENNIFER

I attended high school at super-average Fargo South High, where I often wished I were at a preppy New England boarding school. My favorite activity was theater, where everyone, both male and female, is marginalized.

Along with being a drama geek, I was an intense abortion rights supporter, especially engrossed in the politics of my town, the site of the state’s only clinic. My mother had made a point of leaving the Lutheran church we’d attended for years based on the antichoice sentiments of the head pastor and I was always the one (and usually the only one) to take the pro-choice side during the “persuasive speeches” module in English class.

In my senior year of high school, I went head to head against the Lambs of Christ, a radical antiabortion group that invaded my town. Their mission was to disrupt the business of the clinic by barring patients from getting to their appointments and to clog up the city jails with antichoice protesters. The local news was swarming with stories about these radical activists who liked to bike-lock their heads to the clinic’s medical equipment, and the besieged clinic director who put out a call for pro-choice volunteers to come protect the clinic’s patients. It didn’t seem odd to be escorting patients or confronting angry activists publicly—I saw other (usually adult) Fargoans doing it and it appealed to my theatrical side (there were occasionally TV cameras) as
well as my radical side. The one summer that the Lambs were particularly active, I learned how to escort, was trained in nonviolent resistance in case there was a fight, and began writing letters to the editor of my local paper, one of which was published. Looking back, that was my first experience of protests and the heady power of mass resistance. I still choke up when I first get a glimpse of the crowd at a rally or a march. I love coming together with so many other people, who under other circumstances I might not get along with, and being transformed into a community with a common goal.

 


 




Hi! I am an eighteen-year-old feminist in
 Birmingham, Alabama. As you can imagine, my
 environment in the heart of the Bible Belt doesn‘t
 lend me a lot of space as a feminist. But I digress … .
 I am a senior at a quirky little private school called
 Indian Springs School. A group of guys at my
 school started the “Man Club.” To counteract this
 group, my friend Kate and I have started a Women’s
 Alliance. So far we’ve done various activities, like
 volunteering at a local women’s shelter. For
 Women’s History Month, we have planned a silent
 auction. We are trying to collect donated products
 to auction off. The proceeds would all go to the
 National Organization for Women (NOW). I would
 very much appreciate it if you would drop me a
 line (can you say that with e-mails? Just kidding).

Thank you so much,
 Lauren Brannon
 Birmingham Alabama




Lauren is one of dozens of high-school students who have written to Ask Amy over the years wanting support and information in order to start (or sustain) a feminist group. Ask Amy is a fairly small venture, so we have to assume that many more feminist groups are cropping up among adolescents in burgs throughout the country beyond the 150 that have reached out to Amy. For Grassroots, we decided to follow up with many of these girls. We even set out to meet a few of these young women and see what they had accomplished, including Lauren who is now a student at Hampshire College. In general, about half of the girls were successful in achieving their goals; even those who weren’t successful helped to shed light on what’s needed besides an interest in feminism or the observation of sexism to effectively start a group.

As for Lauren, her Women’s Alliance auction was held in the spring of 2001 and was a huge success. (We did what we could to help: we sent signed copies of Manifesta, Third Wave’s I SPY SEXISM T-shirts, CDs from Daemon Records, and autographed copies of Gloria Steinem’s books.) Her success speaks to the fact that there is a need to direct resources to those high-school activists who, like Lauren, have energy and chutzpah, but need a little confirmation that starting a group is a worthwhile venture. And that it’s quite doable by almost anyone.

Affirmation is necessary when you consider that any kid who wants to form such a group will be asked “Why?” by teachers, parents, and peers. Why start a feminist group in high school in this day and age? Why? Because while girls are learning math right along with the boys, they are less likely to continue on to higher math. Because while girls play sports, the girls’ sports teams still receive less money
and aren’t given the same concerted effort to bring audiences to their games, which affects how women’s sports are valued in high school, college, and ultimately in the professional arena. Because dress codes are directed almost solely at girls—the number-one banned item is the tank top—and they are cautioned against wearing clothes that may “distract the boys.” (Why not lecture boys about maintaining control of themselves, regardless of whether the girl next to him has exposed shoulders or even a bra strap revealed?) Because the “slut” label is still being used to keep girls in their place. Because in our informal polling, many high schools celebrate—or at least acknowledge—Black History Month and Martin Luther King Day, but it’s rare for Women’s History Month to be noted. In fact, most students still leave high school with only the most superficial understanding of what women have contributed to culture, and usually nothing of the struggles women have gone through to get closer to equality.

Lucretia Mott, Alice Paul, and Sojourner Truth were orators and philosophers responsible for getting women the vote, but we rarely learn about them in high school. Students graduate with the impression that Betsy Ross is one of the most pivotal women in history. In truth, scholars of the Revolutionary War agree that Ross didn’t sew or even design the first American flag, the action that guaranteed her place in history. Instead, this role was most likely played by a popular patriot and congressman from New Jersey, Francis Hopkinson, who was the Donna Karan of the Stars and Stripes. And, while this might be the one moment in history where a woman is given credit for something a man actually did, students can’t enjoy that irony because so few schools have any women’s history curriculum. If they did,
high-school students could learn about the vision of egalitarian society that white feminists saw in the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) people of upstate New York during the early 1800s, a story that has the benefit of being not only positive but, in contrast to Betsy Ross and the flag, also true.

Adding women’s history to high-school curricula is one of the primary reasons girls are motivated to found groups. But many girls want to start groups for the same reason Lauren did: to protest an incident of regressiveness and sexism—in her case, the jokey sexism of The Man Show (Comedy Central’s ode to beavers and testosterone) and her male peers’ interest in perpetuating it.

Others aren’t protesting so much, but want to celebrate feminism, girl power, and female accomplishment. That was the case with Shauna Shames, who started the Tam High Equality NOW! Club after her principal suggested that someone start a feminist group. Shauna’s group created skits and poems about sexual harassment, a carnival booth where you could play Pin the Tail on the Newt (as in Newt Gingrich, who previously had issued a “Contract with America”), and later organized a “young feminist sleepover” before the huge 1996 NOW March to Fight the Radical Right in San Francisco. Still others are motivated to affect political change, from revamping dress codes to lobbying for tax increases in order to get teachers better pay. In 2003, for instance, a budget crisis in the Oregon public schools prompted students to hold a mock bake sale-protest to address the fact that school was ending a record seventeen days early and teachers were losing nearly a month’s salary. (They priced the brownies at $1 million apiece, since they needed to raise millions to make up for funding gaps.) Their work succeeded in pushing through a temporary income
tax increase that made up for the budget shortfall. (You know young people are passionate when they lobby for more school days.)


PUBERTY POWER: WHAT HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS HAVE TO OFFER

Superficially, high-school students are often seen as powerless. As minors, they can’t vote and thus don’t have the presumed value that comes with being a constituent. They don’t have the right to organize their life the way they’d like: they often have curfews, mandatory attendance in school until at least age sixteen, and what they learn at school is dictated to them by conservative national norms and requirements, such as abstinence-only sex education or science classes that teach creationism along with evolution.

A more positive and accurate assessment of high-school students is that they are unique as social change-makers. Their power is under the radar and those restrictions can also be interpreted as freedom from mundane responsibility. High-school students have time to spare and are not yet jaded. They typically aren’t Democrat or Republican yet: they are unlabeled and free to create their political identity. Meanwhile, they have to convene with hundreds or more of their peers 250 days a year for four years, which is ideal for organizing and building networks. High-school students often believe they have no influence, but if a student like Lauren was able to do something to alter the general curriculum—such as getting a book by Haitian writer Edwidge Danticat added to her state’s standard reading lists—she has affected her peers’ education in a revolutionary way.

Sometimes the most vulnerable position holds the most
power, because change is needed so desperately and there is little left to lose. Fargo native Wendy Brovold, for instance, was driven to start a support group for gay students when the harassment at South High (Jennifer’s alma mater) reached such a fever pitch that jocks “literally tried to run over the queer kids” in the parking lot. “Not only was the harassment ignored when we reported it,” says Wendy, “but there wasn’t anything accurate in the library about homosexuality, just a couple of books—and one was about the ‘cure.’ Being gay wasn’t even talked about in health class, which I found really disturbing.”

So in 1992, when Wendy was a freshman, she founded South High’s first Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgendered support group. There was plenty of resistance, even from presumed allies such as guidance counselors who didn’t take the harassment seriously enough to think it justified starting a group. But Wendy had weapons of her own: her mother worked in the school system as a secretary, and through Mrs. Brovold, Wendy was able to build faculty support. While Wendy was at South, the group met every week and created a gay community. Ironically, Wendy discovered years after graduation that some of the biggest harassers turned out to be gay. “I’ll run into them with their boyfriend or girlfriend,” says Wendy, laughing. It’s much more common today than it was in 1992 for schools around the country to have gay-straight alliances (GLSEN, the Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network, notes sixty-five chapters), but if your school doesn’t have a group and needs one, perhaps Wendy’s story can provide a template. (See the Resource Guide for step-by-step details.)

Like Wendy Brovold, Allison Sparkuhl wanted to fight stereotypes and increase visibility for a maligned group, but her cause was feminism and women rather than the
rights of queer people. Allison attends the Cate School, a boarding school near Santa Barbara, California. Six months after she wrote to Amy seeking tips on starting her feminist club, she had already organized a group, which they named Keep on Living, after a song about homophobia and child sexual abuse by the band Le Tigre. The impetus for the club arose from a discussion in her history class that covered women in America. When the teacher introduced the “We Can Do It” poster from World War II featuring Rosie the Riveter, it sparked a debate about women’s rights. According to Allison, some of the guys believed that feminism was all about women “who hate men and want to cut [their] penises off.” (Note: given that dismemberment has only happened once to public knowledge—and Lorena Bobbitt was no feminist revolutionary—it’s remarkable how this myth persists.) Allison concluded there was a lot of misunderstanding about the term and thought it would be a good idea to found a club devoted to exploring its many meanings.

Whether Allison knew it or not, her approach mirrored that used by the consciousness-raising groups of the Second Wave of feminism. She decided to shed some light on what she regarded as a very positive word and movement. When she returned to school for her sophomore year, she met with her guidance counselor to discuss starting a group. The first thing her counselor suggested she do was locate a space in which to meet. Allison called the librarian and secured a room in the library. She called a few friends to tell them about the meeting, e-mailed the whole school, and made an announcement at a general assembly. Twenty people (around 10 percent of her school) came to the initial gathering, including some faculty.

Allison and her feminist group read The Women’s Room, the early-seventies consciousness-raising novel by Marilyn
French, thus making a connection between Second and Third Wave experiences. (Both of our mothers read The Women’s Room as one of their first feminist acts in their women’s groups many years after high school. As Gloria Steinem always says, each succeeding generation has better “shit detectors” and is ready for feminism at a much younger age.) Keep on Living then lobbied the school to change the signs stenciled on all of the girls’ bathrooms from LADIES’ ROOM to WOMEN’S ROOM, as is depicted on the cover of French’s book. They wanted to make the girls’ bathrooms equivalent to the boys’ bathrooms, which, after all, weren’t stenciled with GENTLEMEN’S ROOM, or LORDS’ ROOM. To change the bathroom signs, Allison approached the headmaster. “He seemed cool with it,” she reports, “but that may be because our request doesn’t affect that many bathrooms.”

Keep on Living has kept on trucking. For her junior year, Allison planned a fund-raiser to coincide with parents’ weekend at the Cate School. The cause? To raise money for the Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan and for women in India who didn’t have access to birth control. Keep on Living also brought in a representative from Men Against Rape and, in response to how “outraged” they were about “Bush’s recent discrimination against abortion,” organized Cate students to attend the April 2004 National March for Women’s Lives in Washington, D.C. “There are a few guys who come to the group and some of the sweetest girls who have the strongest opinions in the school,” she wrote to us. “I think that through the group we have shown the community that feminists (1) can be men, and (2) aren’t always lesbians, and (3) aren’t always scary people.”

We asked Allison if her classmates now use the word
“feminism,” given that clarifying the term had been one of her goals. “Definitely not,” she replied. It’s disconcerting that Allison and her peers feel the need to justify themselves. The question of whether or not you call yourself a feminist is often unfairly directed at young women, yet the few public opinion polls that have addressed this reveal that younger women are consistently more likely than older women to embrace the label. If you want to check, see the summer 2003 issue of Ms. and the 1994 September/October issue of Marie Claire. From Ms.’s Harris Poll findings: “Among women in the 18 to 24 age group, a sky-high 92 percent rate the women’s movement favorably,” a higher percentage than any other age group. We asked why—after all, she had been so successful. “We probably don’t use the term because of guys’ reactions. But also because we want to be humble,” she said, commenting that she felt she wanted to do good things without the grandiosity of being called “a feminist.” This was actually a new and different answer to a complaint that we hear often: Why do girls eschew the feminist label? The traditional feminist take is that the media has brainwashed them to fear the label or, worse, that girls today simply don’t have enough consciousness or self-respect to identify with feminism. Allison and her friends believe that they embody feminism without feeling that what they call themselves is more important than what they do.


CAN YOU SPELL S-U-C-C-E-S-S?

Some factors in Allison’s success have to do with her own copious initiative, enthusiasm, and smarts. Others have to do with the kind of fantastic private school she goes to,
which tends to have hands-on teachers, a low level of bureaucracy, and parents paying significant tuition. That last point means that the students are seen as economically intrinsic to the school—customers, of sorts—just as college students are, thus they may have more power to influence campus life and the curriculum. Not only that, but students at elite schools are often given messages that suggest they have rights and importance in the world. This sense of entitlement can be parlayed into the cause of social change. Kids at boarding schools or private schools usually have another resource that comes in handy: access to wealth. Even if their parents are poor and they are at the school on scholarship, they have entered a milieu of money. Amy went to boarding school for her final three years of high school. When she graduated from college and found herself fund-raising for a voter registration drive, she recalled friends from boarding school who had second homes or went to Africa on safari for spring break. From this, she realized for the first time that she—a middle-class kid from small-town Pennsylvania—had access to an actual funding circle.

Allison, Lauren, and Wendy were able to achieve concrete goals. What made their achievements possible was their specific visions replete with tasks—such as reading The Women’s Room or having an auction. Allison, Lauren, and Wendy made it up as they went along, but at other high schools, there is an existing infrastructure that helps students start a club or initiate social change. While this is more bureaucratic for the activist, it also forces her to imagine in a detailed way what she will be responsible for and what she believes her community needs. For instance, Rochelle Terman decided to start a women’s rights group as a sophomore at her Ohio public high school. She talked to her co-curricular adviser, who gave her a list of several steps
required to start a registered club. She didn’t have to be registered—Rochelle could have started her group informally and met off campus. But being a registered club had advantages. Rochelle could have access to school facilities and potential funds. So with three friends, Rochelle tackled the steps. They were required to write a constitution clearly stating the purpose of the group, appoint officers, and figure out how membership would be determined. Most challenging, they had to get at least twenty-five people who were willing to sign a petition saying that they wanted the group to be recognized and those same people had to agree to attend their first meeting in order for it to be official. (This is a moment when a petition served a valid and specific purpose. Petitions that are to show general support or opposition are only as effective as their final resting place. E-mail petitions in particular often don’t get to their intended recipient and can create chaos—overwhelming servers and making all of that e-mail forwarding for naught. Because of how rapidly e-mail petitions disseminate, they are notorious for spreading inaccurate information. Some online forums for gathering signatures are effective—such as those created by MoveOn.org—but they usually must have people maintaining the site, making sure to gather addresses along with virtual signatures, since politicians are only required to listen to their own constituents.)

Although the steps were time-consuming, completing them proved to the adviser (and to Rochelle) that she was serious. It also gave Rochelle experience that could be translated into starting a club at college or even a foundation later in life. In particular, gathering constituents is perhaps the most critical facet of starting a group. It requires that you know you have an audience and that you are able to articulate your purpose to others. If only one person shows up at
the first meeting, it might not be the right moment to start your group—or it might just mean that you need to change your message or your outreach strategy. For example, “Feminist Meeting at 4 p.m.” might not have as much allure as “Is Ani DiFranco Your Hero? If so, meet in room 432 at 4 p.m.”

As it turns out, Rochelle’s idea for a women’s issues organization had legs. She and her three friends surpassed the twenty-five-member quota through a creative campaign, reaching out to the local alternative high school, making posters that quoted the male president of the school saying “Feminism is not just for girls,” and publicizing their meetings in every venue they could, from e-mailing friends to having it announced on the school public-address system.

At the first meeting, Rochelle and other members laid out the group’s proposed structure. They decided it would be a discussion forum, initially, but would potentially grow into sponsoring events. Soon they programmed events to prompt debate about feminism in the community, such as screening a film about women in the media and hosting a talk by a local feminist art history professor. Rochelle reached out to two other area high schools suggesting that they pool resources and have one larger feminist group rather than two (or more) small ones. The next year her Women’s Rights Coalition took the lead in organizing her high school’s participation in the Race for the Cure, using that event to connect to national women’s organizations.

Right from the beginning, Rochelle was aware of how important fund-raising was and asked the principal for ideas about how to get money for her group. He recommended that they talk to the parent-teacher organization. In the meantime, the principal authorized the school to pay for the speakers that her feminist group solicited. In
general, Rochelle tackled the bureaucracy with aplomb and earned the respect and support of her administration in the process. Since Rochelle told us that she wants this group be a permanent part of her school, her next task is to recruit younger students who will take over the reins when she graduates. (Sustaining a group often requires that you nurture new leaders, making sure that your idea lives on long after you have moved on. This is especially crucial for high-school and college groups, which recycle students every four years.)

Casey Yannella also started a “women’s issues” group after reaching out to Ask Amy. When we checked in with her, though, she was disheartened. “I didn’t have so much luck,” she reported. “Feminism didn’t go over too well with my school.” It turns out that Casey ran up against a brick wall when it came to finding an adviser and gaining support from her principal, who thought the endeavor was too controversial. “Strangely enough,” she said, “I attend an all-girls school.” But all-women settings often don’t have a designated feminist component, since it’s generally (and falsely) assumed that places like these are less burdened by gender politics. The absence of boys, though, doesn’t guarantee that feminism is present, as evidenced by the male principal’s reaction to Casey’s idea. In the end, Casey felt she gave in to the lack of administrative support too quickly. “A single-sex school with no gender studies curriculum could have benefited greatly from a women’s issues group,” Casey told us. “I somehow lost the courage of my convictions, but I didn’t lose interest in feminism!”

Casey shouldn’t be too dismayed with herself. She raised the idea of having a gender studies curriculum at her school, which is a critical first step, and perhaps she has inspired another student to take it further next year. Most
valuable, she revealed that all-girl settings aren’t devoid of sexism—a radical thought.

 Another student, Melody Woodward, reported to us that she was able to start an official feminist club at her high school in San Diego, with ten or fifteen people attending pretty regularly. The issue that she felt her peers would connect with was linking animal rights to women’s rights. To that end, the group hosted a one-time vegan buffet (donating the proceeds to a local women’s center) and they created a feminist-vegan zine. While her group had staying power and was still in existence a year later, Melody didn’t feel like it was particularly successful. Why? “We were really stumped on ideas of educating people about feminism. We couldn’t think of interesting new ways to tell a high school community how sexism in the world [affects] their lives—or ways we can change it.”

Perhaps Melody could have taken the one-time vegan buffet and turned it into a way of connecting to the larger community—holding it one month at the battered women’s shelter, the next month at a homeless shelter, and so on until they got to know the many social services in their town. Or perhaps they could convince their school to have the cafeteria go vegan once a month and they could do table tents that talked about the resources saved when animals aren’t used for food and quote Frances Moore Lappe’s Diet for a Small Planet, a pioneering book that encouraged people to eat in balance with the environment. Melody and her gang could also align themselves with national groups such as Feminists for Animal Rights (whose mission is dedicated to ending all forms of abuse against women, animals, and the earth) and in doing so gain access to their newsletters and resources. They could use the work of Antonia Demas, an activist in Ithaca, New York, who has piloted a vegan
curriculum called Food Is Elementary in more than fifteen states. Demas challenges the myth that kids’ palates aren’t sophisticated enough to be satisfied with anything beyond fast food. She teaches students about nutrition and has them prepare the food. “If they are actually educated about nutrition and presented with a choice,” she told us in an interview, “many young people will choose vegan or vegetarian diets.” Changing school lunch programs can have enormous ramifications. “Think of the significance,” says Demas, “of 53 million kids essentially captive in the schools, and our government is feeding them food that isn’t nutritious—food that will actually harm them.”

Though we think Melody was off to a good start with her club, her sense that there was no momentum points to the importance of creating a group that matches the profile of one’s student body. For instance, if your school hosts a “freestyle Friday” every week, featuring student rappers, perhaps your group could be about hip-hop and activism and focus on the revolutionary roots and potential of that style of music. Melody wanted the group to offer a more consistent series of events, but the one-time event and one-off zine are valuable in and of themselves. Sometimes it is best to organize informally—like a once-a-week lunch chat about women’s issues or producing a large-scale one-time event like bringing in a speaker for Women’s History Month or Earth Day. There is no point in forming a whole organization when all you really need is a lunch date.


WHAT ARE THE ISSUES?

People mobilize around issues that directly impact their lives. So what is relevant to a high-school student? As we
mentioned earlier, dress codes directly affect many girls and have an obvious feminist component. In fact, when we addressed a class of forty high-school junior girls who had gathered at Barnard College for a leadership institute, 90 percent of them had dress code sexism horror stories. As Mary Varner, one of the girls, told us, “Last spring, my [all female] gym class was lectured on appropriate clothing. I sat there, pulling on the hem of my skirt, as a teacher commented that while our clothing was fine for going out, it was inappropriate for school as it would distract the boys. Several of us were infuriated. Why should our clothing decisions be based on what others may find distracting?” You’d be hard-pressed to find a teenage girl who hasn’t dealt with eating disorders, either personally or with a close friend. Title IX certainly affects high-school students. Sex and sexually transmitted diseases are central to teenagers’ lives, though they are not always subjects they want to discuss in public or a group setting.

The above list may sound negative—and some of the resistance to women’s groups is, of course, due to their perceived focus on doom and gloom. (“A woman is raped every five seconds!” “Title IX is being eviscerated!”). But while you don’t need to sugarcoat reality, you may need to ease people into the issues. Don’t be afraid to convene your group around good news. In other words, gather around a vision of what you want rather than the problems you want to change. For instance, one of the most useful acts one can do if worried about Title IX is not to forward a scary, vague, probably out-of-date e-mail petition but to organize twenty people to attend women’s sporting events or create a roving cheering squad. Think up a funny or powerful name for your booster group and change the conventional wisdom about the audience-garnering potential of women’s athletics
while you have a great time. If you go the route of cheer-leading, you could take a page from the Radical Cheerleaders and expand your revolutionary school spirit beyond sports. With at least fourteen “squads” across the country (and one in Poland), the Radical Cheerleaders have queer-positive cheers, girl-power cheers, environmental cheers—you name it. They show up at protests, state capitols, activist events, or on random street corners to cheer, undermining the negative girlie-airhead stereotype that commonly surrounds cheerleaders.

Rather than creating something outside of school, perhaps you could convince your school to add to its curriculum. That is what two industrious teenagers in suburban Ohio did. Jackie Arcy and Jessica Hatem, both sixteen when we met them, are longtime best friends. (They met at age ten.) Superficially, they are opposites—Jackie is blond and tall, Jessica is shorter with dark curly hair streaked with purplish dye—but when it comes to their interest in feminism, they could be twins. Like many girls their age, they were raised being told that they could be whatever they want. “My mother expects me to be President,” notes Jackie.

We met Jackie and Jessica when they wrote to Ask Amy requesting a reading list for the feminist theory class they were in the process of devising at their public high school, Linworth Alternative (they called it “Chick Lit”—no relation to the Bridget Jones fiction genre). A few weeks after that virtual meeting, we were speaking at Ohio Wesleyan, a college near them, and Jackie and Jessica asked us if we’d visit the class they had created. We did and were inspired by the high-intensity feminist course they designed and team taught. It’s easy to imagine that the students at this small alternative high school would have been the outcasts at a larger mainstream school. Many were punkish or hippies;
they wore lots of black and dyed their hair crazy colors, and many of them were openly gay. But to go to this school you had to demonstrate not weirdness but maturity and the ability to think independently. So much so that when Linworth students are seniors, they are expected to spend at least one term on a walkabout, named after the Aboriginal Australian rite of passage. (Jackie and Jessica decided to spend their walkabouts with us in New York for two months.) At Linworth outsiders were respected rather than maligned. The mutual trust between teachers and students was striking. In fact, when Jackie and Jessica started reading whatever feminist books they could get their hands on, their English teacher, Chris (no Mr., Ms., or Mrs. at Linworth), suggested that they were expert enough to teach their peers.

To prepare for their class, they looked at a variety of feminist works and asked people from Amy to Jackie’s mother for suggestions on important readings. They ultimately decided to focus on Third Wave feminism because they wanted to demonstrate that feminism is relevant now, not just as part of the past. “We wanted to use younger writers,” Jackie told us, “because they’d be easier to relate to.”

When the course came to fruition, Jackie and Jessica taught twenty students (half of whom were boys) in an eighty-minute class every other day for a full semester. The major books were Yell-Oh Girls, by Vicki Nam; Cunt, by Inga Muscio; Slut!, by Leora Tanenbaum (they needed permission slips for the last two because of the racy titles); Transforming a Rape Culture, edited by Emilie Buchwald, Pamela R. Fletcher, and Martha Roth; and Manifesta. Jackie even found an old booklet of her mother’s that talked about raising children in a nonsexist way. “We gave extra credit for going out into the community and seeing feminist things,
such as V-Day at Ohio State University, or participating in national feminist campaigns such as the I Spy Sexism campaign,” says Jessica. They analyzed media, looking at TV programs such as The Man Show and Fifth Wheel. “We talked a lot about how plain old music by women differs from feminist music—like Britney versus Ani, or Sleater Kinney and Hole,” says Jackie. Mainly, the class facilitated discussion, and they were continually surprised by how enthusiastic the guys were. “We had a class where we discussed our periods,” recalls Jackie, thinking that there wasn’t going to be a lot of participation from the male half of the class. “But then the guys talked about their first experience seeing pads under the sink and we realized that they had a [relationship] with periods, too.”

The two friends also had to figure out how to grade their classmates. Each of them independently provided a grade for an assignment and then they averaged the two. They felt like they had to be stern in evaluating their peers. Being the same age as their students made them feel as if they were being harsh. One of the hardest things was when their friends wouldn’t do their assignments and they had to discipline them.

“I found out that I don’t want to be a teacher,” says Jackie, despite all of the valuable lessons she learned. For her, the biggest challenge was the responsibility of being an expert. “It seemed like I had to know everything about feminism in order to teach it. Students would ask questions and if we didn’t know the answers we’d have to go home and research them. Basically I matured. We were taking hard classes at the time and then had to teach.”

“I really enjoyed it, despite some of the problems,” says Jessica. “I think we had a big influence on the school and the way the kids think. Even kids who weren’t taking the
class would borrow the books from other kids and people’s parents would come to some of the events.”


EXTRACURRICULAR ACTIVISM

You don’t have to be in a formal school setting to rock the teenage status quo. In the informal realm, writing zines and magazines is a platform for political change that doesn’t require meeting space—and if you can get the photocopying donated, you don’t even have to include your school’s administration in your plans. Plus, you can be a publishing house of one and still make a splash. Christine Doza, now a writer, dancer, and musician in New York City, wrote the zine Upslut when she was sixteen and miserably alienated at her suburban high school. She didn’t realize that there might be similarly disaffected kids who would appreciate her talent and what she had to say—that is, until she created her zine and distributed it in her school. She sounded off about her angry stepfather, her alienation at school, and her cresting understanding of feminism. “I expected to get punched, but instead I got kissed,” she wrote of the reaction from peers the first time she published her zine.

Kenya Jordana James, a home-schooled thirteen-year-old who lives in Atlanta, took self-publishing one step further. In 2002, she decided to address the lack of healthy images for black female teens by creating Blackgirl Magazine. The first issue featured an interview with Atlanta recording artists Outkast, and it sold out—all two thousand copies. The magazine is now bimonthly and runs between twenty and thirty pages, with ads, and has a print run of nearly four times the size of the first.

When Christi Steiffer was fourteen, she wrote to us after
being harassed on a routine walk to the library. Her response was not to start another group—by her own count, Christi was already a part of the ACLU, GLSEN, Human Rights Campaign, and NOW—but to write a response to the harassment and circulate it on the Internet. It begins: “I have heard some people say that the ‘feminist movement’ is over. That it’s all just a joke; a way for lesbians to ‘hook up.’ So now I ask myself … why are we feminists?” She continues, “Walking down the street in some of my badass gear (i.e., flannel zip capris, Doc Martens, Bob Marley shirt, and black bandana) I just assumed that when people looked at me, they would be scared off like they usually are.” After three guys honked and ogled her, she realized that dressing the part didn’t ensure freedom from unwanted male attention. “Why do I ask for so much?” She answers her own question: “I don’t think that I should be scared walking down my own neighborhood streets in the middle of the day. I don’t think that I should have to put up with the stereotype that I am just a piece of meat just because I have tits. And I don’t think that at fourteen years old that I should have forty-year-old men hitting on me from strange vans. Is that really too much for a feminist like me to ask for?”

Christi’s writing was activist on at least two levels: she was able to deflect the bad feelings of being harassed by talking back to the harassers—and she even had the last word. By circulating her statements, she both raised awareness of the issue and let other girls harassed by random guys in trucks know they weren’t alone.

In other informal arenas, area high-school students in Waukesha, Wisconsin, created a zine based on interviews they conducted with the elderly members of a local gay organization called SAGE (Senior Action in a Gay Environment).
They did another zine, called Pam I Am, that dissected body image and sex education. It was distributed to middle-school girls. Another project consisted of posters they designed with statistics—such as the percentage of women who are raped and that 10 percent of students are gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgendered—that they hung up on International Women’s Day all over the school. “We upset a lot of kids and the administration,” says Carissa Trenholm, who was seventeen when she initiated the Waukesha art project, “but we did it.” The posters provoked conversations in the classrooms and “made a difference just by disrupting the flow of a regular day.”

One of the potentially limiting characteristics of zine publishing is that it’s disposable. Lisa Holt, age eighteen in 2002 and a self-described feminist dyke rabble-rouser from Excelsior, Minnesota, used a $3,000 writing prize she had won to collaborate on an anthology of youth writing called Litkids. Lisa’s distribution system is out of the trunk of her car, like Ani DiFranco’s record distribution in the early days. Fearless, she shows up at indie bookstores around the country and asks them to carry the book. Often she’ll set up a milk crate and a pile of books to make her own little store. “This is only workable in good weather and white-collar cities,” she adds. Some people might think that Lisa’s ambition to self-publish a book demonstrates how extraordinary she is. True, but it also demonstrates how accessible writing and publishing a book can be.

The two of us are genuinely amazed at the level of activism and engagement we have witnessed in presumably slacker teenagers. We have had five high-school-aged interns in the last few years, each of whom sought out feminist activist work. All of the energy and initiative we see flies in the face of the cultural anxiety about this age group. Authority
figures from Democratic Senator Joe Lieberman to conservative pundit Bill O’Reilly are horrified by the music that young people like, the video games they play, and their abject consumerism. If adults—politicians, parents, preachers, and teachers—spent the same amount of time talking to teenagers as they do talking about them, they’d learn that every town has at least one Jackie and Jessica, Rochelle, Lauren, Wendy, or Lisa. And they’d also learn that the pop culture that the kids are consuming isn’t always as threatening as they believe. The messages that teens are taking out of music, magazines, and games are often translated into action, not just consumption.

To wit, Jackie and Jessica’s entry to feminism, like that of many young people, came out of music. When Courtney Love said in an interview that she read Backlash, Jessica decided to read it, too—and what Jessica did, Jackie also did. “I was fourteen,” said Jessica, “and I had to read it with a dictionary.” (So did we and we were in our senior year of college when we got hold of the book.) Jessica was also mentored by a fellow teen—her older cousin Angela, who broke Jessica of the high-school parlance “That’s so gay” (meaning “that’s uncool”), by saying: “I know you don’t actually dislike gay people but you sound so ignorant when you say that.”

Starting a group, a zine, or a class, or simply calling someone on their witless homophobic language are just a few of the ways people are entering activism while in high school. Teenagers are acutely aware of what is wrong with the system and they have no investment in reinforcing empty authority figures, because they are rarely granted respect or authority themselves. More than that, high school is a period in life during which even the most perfect rock-band guy or most athletic girl can still feel like an outsider whom
no one understands. This sense of alienation can often help promote empathy for others and can inspire high-school students to be interested in social justice because they are developing a political and moral spine, one that isn’t bowed yet by compromise.

If you are looking to make change at any stage of life, high-school students are important allies—and they are often overlooked, for the same reasons that they overlook themselves. They don’t have conventional power, but they are the future and will soon be a voting bloc. Not only that, but they have time and idealism to spare. A word of caution, though: this isn’t a call to get high-school students to do political “chores,” such as picking up trash on the side of the highway or enforcing volunteerism. Including young people is important because they bring a different perspective and life experience that only they are capable of, one that is born of their own unique experiences and politics. We’re arguing that teenagers have something to offer morally and politically—and we don’t get far by ignoring them or their perspective.

High-school activism means that you learn when you are young that you have the ability to make a difference. The world doesn’t have to remain the way you found it. Activism funnels the angst and rebellion of that time into something bigger—and whatever change you create is something that no one can take from you.
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