Doing battle against daily life
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Reality checks are hard to take. They often stare you in the face when you least expect it and the news usually isn’t good.

For the past couple of months I’ve been hit with some reality checks. I’ve learned or relearned that every day off in the fight for equality is a day we lose ground. I know it doesn’t come as a great shock, but women are behind the eight-ball from day one. The only question is how close they will come to gaining equality, not whether they will ever surpass the 50-50 mark.

It has been a subtle lesson. There has been no grand epiphany, no mo-ments of clear thinking where the puzzle pieces slide into place and everything makes sense. Nope, it’s been subtle moments. Moments of joy for my daughter. Moments of clarity only 3-year-olds can bring to 33-year-olds. Moments of national politics. Quiet moments watch-ing television. Loud moments at the lunch table. Reminders that women are at a disadvantage. They really are. I know it’s true. 

There have been times when I’ve thought this power of the media/culture was overblown. Kids are smarter than that. Parents more influential than that. Not anymore. Not after Halloween. Not after recent birthday parties. Not after watching the effect cultural pressures can have on so many around me. 

Despite all the progress during the past 30 years, there is a still a long country road to go to equality. Girls still are drawn toward pretty things and boys to aggression. There must be something in the wiring that makes us that way. I do believe this, but innate differences t shouldn’t be that much. It shouldn’t be that my 3-year-old niece thinks that girls can only be cheerleaders and not players. It shouldn’t be the constant struggle to remind my daughter that girls can do anything boys can do.   

The problem is that it’s not only that girls are more into “beauty.” That is understandable and appreciated because if they weren’t, it could be an ugly world out there. It’s the definition of the beauty that is worrying me. After a few cycles through the whirlwind of children’s books, television and movies, children learn that not everything or everyone is beautiful. There is a definite hierarchy to beauty. 

The visual images ingrained by society make my 3-year-old daughter want unequivocally to be a Disney princess. Not any princess mind you,  there is a definite pecking order — Snow White and Cinderella on top — Mulan and Pocahontas on the bottom. And when my 3-year-old calmly describes someone as fat with a “isn’t that a seriously funny/bad thing” tone, I stare at her for a moment and wonder where that came from. 

It’s also about gender roles.

This past Halloween, it seemed every boy under the age of 10 in our neighborhood masqueraded as ninjas, swords flying, testosterone flowing. The girls were princesses and other Disney characters. The boys’ aggression dominated the Halloween party while the girls tried to stay out of the way. 

Am I overreacting to the actions of those under the age of 10? I don’t know. I wish I did because it’s a nagging question inside my head that doesn’t go away. It’s there every time we buy a “princess” thing because that is what my daughter wants. It’s there every time I look at the photo of my 3-year-old Snow White on my shelf. 

It’s there in every conversation that has to take place, trying to explain the message you want conveyed versus what she might have been exposed to. It’s there in every conversation that doesn’t take place, because there is only so much you can explain and sometimes you’re just tired.

So how did this happen? Where was I? I thought I was present and accounted for. And now I’m still left explaining why the images my children see on a daily basis are not the correct thoughts, and why it’s better for everybody to look different. Why it’s OK for her to run and jump and wrestle and pretend she’s Pocahontas as well as Snow White. I’m left wondering who will win in the end, the parents or the culture. I’m not sure Vegas would give me good odds.

It’s also these moments that I realize I live a sheltered life. Sheltered from many of the ideas, thoughts and common perceptions of society. What is normal for society is what my co-workers strive to change.

Where I work we have daily discussion on the negative effects of society’s objectification of women.  It’s only in this environment that the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Edition can be labeled soft-porn. Where I work, women run the show and they lift their own boxes. (Except for the really, really heavy ones) It’s in this environment where the thought of lunch at Hooters makes my co-workers recoil while in the rest of the world my sister, sister-in-law and mother-in-law will all dine there and tell me about it later with nary a hint of embarrassment.

Those are the depressing moments. The times where I wonder, can we win? 

Well of course we can. It’s going to take a long time, but equality is attainable. We have to be willing to make the stand as many times a week as possible. It’s slow going. I’m sure there are many who thought 30 years ago that we would be further than we are, but any progress, no matter how small, is progress. That is what I must think about when my daughters and I have another conversation about what girls can do and what guys can do and how there isn’t a box girls have to fit in. There is only a box to break out of. That must be our reality.
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