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To all the women who refuse to make themselves

small in a world determined to shrink us –

thank you.
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How to use this ebook

Look out for linked text (which is in blue or underlined) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.

On compatible devices, you can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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Introduction

Imagine a world where we were never taught to make ourselves small.

In that world, we get to hold onto the wonder and appreciation for our bodies that we had when we were born. There is no diet culture, no exclusionary beauty standards to convince us that our appearance is wrong. We would spend our days moving our bodies freely and unapologetically through public space, embracing our natural form.

We would be free of the male gaze, and all the ways it weighs us down. What if we were never convinced to look for validation in places outside of ourselves? Imagine if we really knew our worth, and didn’t stay in relationships or situations where it wasn’t recognised. We wouldn’t be waiting for romantic love to save us; we would be romancing ourselves. We could shake off the sexual shame that our patriarchal culture has burdened us with for so long. We would be free to explore safely, getting to know ourselves – deeply and intimately – in every way.

In another world, we respect that people are all different, and there would be no uniform life path. Everyone would be entitled to make their own choices without comparison or pressure, and we wouldn’t reduce people’s value to ‘output’ and how productive or wealthy they are. We would exist authentically and build unshakeable self-esteem. We wouldn’t abandon ourselves when someone doesn’t like us because we would like ourselves first. In fact, we would love ourselves fiercely, and treat ourselves as such.

That’s the world I want for us, one where we can be our biggest selves. Although I recognise that it’s a long way from where we are right now.

In this world, we have been making ourselves small for most of our lives: shrinking our bodies to chase impossible ideals, suppressing our needs to not burden other people, apologising too much and accepting less than we deserve. We’ve stayed where our value isn’t appreciated, felt shame for our natural desires, forced ourselves into expectations that don’t fit us, and allowed other people to define who we are. 

None of this has been our fault – we’ve adapted to survive in our surroundings. We’ve been navigating systems that weren’t designed with us in mind, and absorbing endless cultural messages that do more harm than we realise. Of course, we make ourselves small, it’s the only way we believe we’re allowed to be. How would we even begin to learn something different or change the way we feel? 

I’m not going to pretend that I have all the answers. This isn’t a step-by-step guide to help you miraculously become your boldest, most authentic self. But it is an invitation to come with me and explore some of the places where parts of us were lost, taken or given away. Maybe, we can take them back. Maybe we can give ourselves permission to be just a little bit bigger, a little less apologetic, a little more fully ourselves.

As I’m sure is the case for many of you reading this, the first part of myself that I was convinced to turn against was my body. It took twenty years of moving through various stages of shame and disorder before I would come anywhere close to reclaiming her. If you’ve read my first book, Body Positive Power, you’ll know everything I had to unlearn to get here. I’m starting with the body once again because I don’t think I’m alone in losing her first. I think that reclaiming the vessel we live in lays the groundwork for taking back so much more.

I’ve written about my personal experience of navigating womanhood within patriarchy, so a lot of the language is gendered. However, if your identity is different to mine and you still relate to what’s in these pages, you are of course welcome here. Our experience is expansive and there’s room for us all. 

Even though I want us to feel empowered to be our biggest selves, I recognise the limitations of focusing on the self. Unfortunately (for now) we still have to exist within the same systems that made us small, and that’s what truly needs to change. But I do believe there’s value in starting with us. We might not change the whole world, but we can change our worlds – and every change has to start somewhere. 

We deserve to reclaim everything that’s rightfully ours: our bodies, our hearts, our sexuality, our lives, our whole selves. We never should have been taught to make ourselves small. It’s time we come home to ourselves, and realise that we were always meant to be more.
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BODY

Once upon a time we worshipped the impossible…

Whatever ratio of waist to hip was ‘in’,

We spent lifetimes gazing at pinched and 

stretched pages,

And closed our legs mouths to stay free from sin.

We frankensteined a new dream with every season:

Those legs, their arms, this nose, that arse,

Thankfully the gurus promising to stitch us together accepted all major credit cards.

The memories of spinning in golden fields somehow were stripped from our minds,

We moved only for results, in windowless grey rooms, 

Before apologising for the sweat left behind.

We turned mirrors into microscopes and carved 
out flaws,

Prayed to win the morning weigh-in like a lottery being drawn.

We passed billboards that called us failures and went about our day,

Twisted and squeezed when they looked and learned to shrink under their gaze.

When headlines screamed “you can do it, too!”, 

We held now between our fingers and let it slip through.


And it wasn’t just our own flesh we held together 
with shame,

Everybody needs a scapegoat; another body to blame.

We turned our flowers into weeds where they 

naturally grew,

Swallowed wants, abandoned needs – don’t mean to bother // – didn’t mean to

Overlaid every image with cartoon eyes, unreal skin,

Compared ourselves to lies and forgeries and

Made enemies out of kin

At the end of it all when we were smaller than 
small with

Canyons between ourselves and the shells we live in

We looked up to realise: it was never enough

There was never a prize of perfect beauty to win.

Shall we begin the unlearning? We trembled to ask,

Clinging tight to how we’ve always been…

But something like hunger, raised from our depths

Has finally awoken to every lie we’ve seen.

So we unstitch with rage and say yes to flavour,

We laugh when they come to sell the next cure,

The numbers are banished, the competition called off,

We refuse to keep making ourselves small.

With tender regret we tend to our wounds:

The wasted years and flesh full of thorns,

We soothe, we feed, we move, we forgive,

We come home to ourselves, reborn.

Here is our shelter. Here is our guide. Here is 
our vehicle

For the rest of our lives these bodies are ours and 

We are theirs and there is no greater miracle

That could ever be asked for. 
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