Image Carl Jorgensen, Unsplash

9

|LEAF JOURNAL} _

‘\DN ‘WRITING FOR YOUNG PEO

Clarke, Sophie, ‘How to Build a Patriarchy: Conceptualising Themes and Creating
Normalised Belief Systems in Young Adult Feminist Dystopias’

Leaf Journal, Issue 1, Volume 1, April 2023

DOI: http://doi.org/10.58091/5t5j-xd11

URL: https://ojs.library.lancs.ac.uk/lj/index

How to Build a Patriarchy: Conceptualising Themes and Creating
Normalised Belief Systems in Young Adult Feminist Dystopias

Sophie Clarke

Abstract

In recent years, Young Adult (YA) fiction has - following its speculative adult
counterparts - seen an influx of feminist dystopias. With this increase, comes a vast
assortment of patriarchal systems created to coerce and control young female
protagonists. What are the steps for YA writers wishing to create such high-concept
patriarchies? Prior to writing is understanding that real-world patriarchies are social
systems with interconnected power discourses. Social ideals are created and upheld by
institutions such as education, science and religion, to create common norms - or
‘Group Think’ - ensuring women are ruled by men, whether it be actively or passively.
Thus, when planning, writers must first form the feminist message their novel revolves
around, before turning this idea directly on its head: the world in their novel should
present the direct opposite of their message. Now, with the foundations of a patriarchy
conceptualised, writers must focus on developing and maintaining the social norms
which are to keep their protagonist oppressed and unhappy. Finally, to deliver the
desired message, writers must plot to send their oppressed and unhappy protagonist

on ajourney through the patriarchy; it is up to the writer whether they come out the
other side.
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Introduction

| still remember the day | became a feminist. It was break time, | was in Year 4 and
Abigail kicked me. My response was to call her an unsavoury name which no
nine-year-old should rightfully know (not my proudest moment). However, when
tell-tale Abigail went back inside after break and told our teacher, Mrs. Nolan, about
the incident, this older woman’s response - still imprinted in my memory to this very
day - was, “Well, I'd expect such bad language from a boy, but not from a little girl.” She
also gave me detention. This was when my struggle for gender equality began. It is a
struggle that has followed me into my own teaching career and, ultimately, into my
writing.

This same struggle has been the fuel for many female novelists. If | were to ask
you to name a fictional setting which portrays a governmental system organised to
favour the interests of men, where women'’s reproductive rights are controlled, where
coercion and social conditioning have silenced the voices of dissent, the first book
which comes to mind might be Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale!™. If that is the
case, you are not wrong. Yet, if you thought of the dystopian realities of Alderman’s The
Power?, Zumas’ Red Clocks™®, or Dalcher’s Vox/¥, you are still correct. You could even
have thought of authors as different from one another as Jane Austen'® or Sophie
Kinsella!®, and still earned a nod. Rightfully so, because what | described is, of course,
not the plot of any one book, but rather a few generalised aspects of a patriarchy.

In fact, with women accounting for only 5% of CEO positions globally!”), with
only 15 women presidents operating in the world as of May 2022, and with men
globally owning 50% more wealth than women'?}, if the setting you thought of was our
present-day world, you wouldn’t be far wrong. The only exception being that our world
is not a book. Our world is merely - and perhaps more frighteningly - food for the
imagination.

Yet it is not only ‘women’s fiction’ which is eating such imagination-nourishing
food to create richly dark patriarchal systems. Feeding from the same trough and,
more often than not, branching into the realm of fantasy, is one of the most widely read
markets in literature: Young Adult (YA) fiction.

A few such novels, which create their own patriarchal systems showing female
power being regularly coerced and controlled, are: Namina Forna’s The Gilded Ones
with its impending ‘Ritual of Purity’??, Kim Liggett’s The Grace Year with its yearly
purging of girls’ ‘magic*¥, and Kirsten Simmons’ The Glass Arrow, which sees girls
primped in ‘the Garden’ ready for auction!*?. The patriarchy in my own novel, Bring Me
Fire, respectfully bows to Atwood’s!*®, nods to Alderman’s!**!, and sits alongside
Forna’s!* and Liggett’s!*®.
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However, before all this, as a nine-year-old stood outside the headteacher’s
office on my detention, | didn't know the meaning of ‘feminism’ or ‘patriarchy’, | only
knew the boiling rage of injustice and the feeling of needing to change something. In his
series of essays, Why | Write, George Orwell said one motivation to write is from the
‘desire to push the world in a certain direction, to alter other people’s idea of the kind
of society that they should strive after’*”). Twenty years later, the idealist in me who sat
down to mould young minds by writing a YA feminist fantasy agreed with Orwell;
however, after five drafts of the aforementioned feminist fantasy, | can now
understand that my desire is also to interrogate my own understanding of feminism,
womanhood and gender bias. How do you do this? To build a patriarchy, from first
concept to final draft, one word at a time.

First, Get to Know Your Patriarchy

One thing is important to know before sitting at a writing desk to devise a patriarchy:
that an understanding of the construction of our own patriarchy is inherent in the
application of creating one. | learnt this the hard way; | was mid-way through writing
the first draft of Bring Me Fire, when the story stopped making sense. | was stumped. I'd
read the ‘How To’ writing books: my protagonist, ‘Clayr’, had a surface ‘story problem’
(there’s anillegal sleeping ‘Prince’ in her house and it’s her fault he’s there) and an
overarching ‘internal conflict’!*®! (she’s on the brink of ‘womanhood’ which means giving
up her power), she had an ‘objective’ (wake up said Prince/hatch powerful dragon from
egg) and ‘motivation™? (don’t get thrown in prison/marry well) - so what was wrong?
The problem was eclipsed when my mentor, Elen, asked me, “What will actually happen
to her if she doesn’t get married?”?” - and | didn’t have an answer. The best | could
come up with was it would be ‘frowned upon’; which frankly isn’t good enough for
high-stakes YA. | found that what | needed was for Clayr - and all the other women in
the novel - to feel powerless, as though they do not have a choice. To achieve this, |
conceded, | would have to delve into our own patriarchal system and understand how
it makes women feel the same.

While the dictionary defines a patriarchy as ‘a society, system or country that is
ruled or controlled by men?Y., | see this definition to be somewhat lacking. After all, at
the time of writing, there are fifteen countries in the world ‘ruled’ by women prime
ministers which still uphold patriarchal ideals. This is due to the fact that patriarchies
run much deeper and have existed for much longer than one single leader. It must
instead be viewed as a social structure. A social structure where institutions such as
religion, politics and, above all, science have used ‘knowledge’ to create normalised
belief systems working to control the female body - whether she is aware of them or
not. This knowledge dictates what is expected and unexpected, acceptable and
unacceptable, normal and abnormal. As Lois McNay writes, ‘The production of
knowledge is always bound up with historically specific regimes of power and,
therefore, every society produces its own truths which have a normalising and
regulatory function'??, For example, a religion which dictates two girls marrying one
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man'?®, a political system which births girls to pit themselves against one another in a
desperate beauty pageant to win the honour of being a ‘companion’?*, an economy
which puts all of the money and power of attorney in the hands of a woman’s
husband?®.,

To put these terminologies into perspective, take Louise O’Neill’'s Only Ever Yours
where a girl’s education and pedigree revolves purely around pleasing men.
Additionally, as referenced earlier, they are in fierce competition with each other -
often to the point of brutality. This novel takes the idea of normalised beauty ideals to
the extreme, ultimately critiquing, as Naomi Wolf describes it, the
‘ever-more-unattainable, ever-thinner, ever-more-surgically-enhanced’ ideal of female
beauty ‘that bombarded women’s sensibilities in every direction’. All but one of the
characters in O’'Neill’s dystopia buy into the ‘truth’ of the society; the rest have been
indoctrinated by the fear of punishment (getting a low ranking and then, potentially,
not being chosen to be a ‘companion’) and prospect of reward (becoming a ‘companion’
to one of the most appealing suitors). The competition between women, too, serves as
a form of surveillance; if they are to deviate from the norm or exhibit unpalatable
opinions or behaviours, they may be reported or ridiculed by their sisters. Often, there
is no need for brutality; fear and hope for the future are enough to keep girls in line?”.

O’Neill’s dystopia hyperbolises a huge range of problems perpetuated by our
very own patriarchal systems: from body image and eating disorders, to the
sexualisation of children and rape. In an interview with Den of Geek, O’Neill said
everything she included in the book, like Atwood and Liggett, ‘was inspired by a
real-life event?®, These writers draw from their understanding of real world
inequalities, hold a torch up to them; they interrogate them in order to critique themin
fiction. And it is only with criticism can we create messages of resistance; doing your
homework has never been so important.

Then, Know What You Want to Say... Roughly
While popular writing self-help books such as Writing Your Story’s Theme!?”! argue that
writers often shy away from the topic of theme, preferring to focus on the more
tangible topics of plot and character, | would argue that speculative fiction writers with
a point to prove do the opposite. For such writers, theme - whether it be the theme of
power, surveillance or, of course, feminism - comes first in our conception and
subsequent plotting of a story. It's from a central theme that the idea first starts to take
shape, helping characters and conflict emerge organically.

| wrote the first iteration of what has become Bring Me Fire to provide my
excitable Year 7 students with a short fantasy story for their unit on genre. | began
writing knowing two things: it would have dragons (because | like them), and its theme
would be feminist (because | am). Teaching in a Middle Eastern country with strong,
creative, intelligent female students - and a society which so often subjugates such
personality traits in these women - | knew | wanted my story to essentially have a
character who has power but has been brought up to believe her power’s only worth is
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in relation to the men in her society. She believes she has no choice and, upon
discovering she, in fact, does have a choice, she chooses differently. To me, what | had
to say was clear: there are many ways for a woman to live her life; you have power, the
power to choose differently.

Kirsten Simmons took the same first step when she began to write The Glass
Arrow, focusing first on what she wanted to say, and letting the story grow from there,
saying, ‘| wanted to write a story where worth is determined by so much more than the
value other people place on your body*®. What evolved from this initial message was a
world presenting the direct opposite: a world where girls are taken to ‘the Garden),
trained and rated for their looks and thus sold at an auction into domestic slavery.
Endorsing the slavery of women is, of course, not the message behind the novel (or any,
| would hope); it’s how characters navigate these worlds which decide it. Rather, the
dystopian world she created along with the path her character takes through it, as ever,
resulted in the message she first envisioned. So decide what your message is, stick it to
your desk, put it on your fridge. Keep it in sight; you'll need it.

Next, Conceptualise Your Theme

So, having devised a feminist message, where do you go from there? Just as Simmons
and countless before and after her have done, you must take your message and create
aworld which depicts the direct opposite. Want to show how inhumanely women have
been treated for centuries? Create a world of reversed gender roles where the rights
of men are lesser to those of women!®Y. Want to show that traditional gender roles
have no place in human survival? Create a post-apocalyptic world which still clings to
them!®2,

As | said, with Bring Me Fire, one message | wanted to send was that there is more
than one way for a woman to live her life. Turning this on its head seemed simple: | sought
to create a world where there is only one way for awoman to live her life. Not
dissimilar from gender expectations of ‘not so long ago’ or ‘not so far away’, girls in
Aneth are expected to give everything they have - time, money, power - in the pursuit
and attainment of a ‘Match’/husband. This concept is purely based on social
expectation and, as | mentioned earlier, sprouted a whole series of questions which
needed answering to create a fully functioning patriarchy - more on that later.

Itis this idea of ‘power’ which houses the second and more nuanced message
that effectively drives the entirety of the story: you have power, the power to choose
differently. Therefore, in Bring Me Fire, ‘power’ would not be Michel Foucault’s pervasive
and often immeasurable theoretical concept®®, but rather a literal, magical power (it is
a fantasy, after all). Every girl would have this power, and every girl would have to give
itup.

But what will they give it up to? It needed to be, | decided, something which the
patriarchy appropriates to make its own. Something which science and religion and
politics have imbued with ‘knowledge’, something which is taught to everybody in every
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corner of the land and, above all, something which the patriarchy would be
hard-pressed to give up. This is where the dragons came in.

Now, Decide on How Norms are Developed and Maintained

If you are a budding feminist novelist, if you have your message on your mind and your
concept at hand, | say well done; the easy part is over. Now the hard part begins -
creating reasons why your characters would go along with such oppressive regimes in
the first place.

In that long-ago first draft, | presumptuously thought that the pressure of social
expectation would be enough to drive Clayr to make rash decisions. To me, it made
sense: are not thousands of girls pressured by their family into forced marriages every
year?®¥ Are not billions of women spending $20 billion each year on cosmetics in an
effort to appear attractive to the male gaze?* If women abide by norms without really
understanding the reasons in our own world, why could Clayr not do the same in hers?
Originally, Clayr was prepared to pour all of her essence into a dragon’s egg and use it
to secure a marriage of high social standing - to become a man’s property - purely
because she didn’t know any better. Pressure was enough to propel her, and this
reasoning was enough to propel me.

This thinking, | realised, would be doing a disservice to my message. While in
various ways across the globe power is held by men, it is not always easy to define how
and why this power is held. We are so close to the picture, it seems, that it is
sometimes difficult to see the canvas as a whole. Readers, however, should be able to
see, to some degree, these power discourses within a fictionalised patriarchy; even if
the protagonist and the other assembling cast of characters cannot. To do this, | found
- after much hair-tearing - the two questions | had to ask myself: first, why is the
system like this in the first place? Then, how is this rationale maintained?

To further understand the why, | returned to feminist interpretations of
Foucault’s power/knowledge complexes and how they ‘operate at a micro-social level
in order to produce regimes of truth™. Finding that the two key producers of
‘knowledge’ or ‘cultural truths’ are religious and scientific institutions, | toyed with
which institution to focus on in my world building. On the one hand, one theme | had
focused on early in the writing process was the idea of stories and how they
perpetuate social norms. Inspired by the brutal twists to patriarchal fairy tales in
Angela Carter’s The Bloody Chamber®”!, and pointed in the direction of the frame
narratives of Sophie Anderson’s The Girl Who Speaks Bear'®® and Patrick Ness’ A
Monster Calls®”, | wanted to imbue my story with tales ‘entrench[ing] bigotry’ and
upholding the patriarchy*. Therefore, it seemed natural to branch from fairy tales to
the stories of myth and legend, stories which inexorably lean heavily on religious
discourse. While scientific ‘truths’ have their place in my novel, too - the giving up of
innate ‘essence’ is taught by religion and ‘legitimised by reference to biology*! - |
came to see it as a means of justifying religious doctrine, rather than standing on its
own. Furthermore, organised religion is a writer’s tool to create the laws and the
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‘Group Think’* of the land. As Pamela Jaye Smith puts it, ‘Order is kept by religious
prescriptions: it is much more efficient to implant a little policeman (morals) inside
everyone than to patrol the streets 24/7*l. Religion produces disciplined bodies who
police themselves and each other and thus, as Foucault would put it, ‘assures the
automatic functioning of power’™4. Never mind ‘Big Brother is Watching You'!, God is
watching you, too.

Writing religion into the novel, however, was (and still is) a continuous bone of
contention. To start, | debated between whether the religion of the continent in my
novel would be polytheistic or monotheistic. Having multiple gods suited that first
concept of myth and fairy tale, but as the story shifted, so too did the need for a
religion which spans a continent, which decides the behaviour and the laws of multiple
countries, one which has one god calling the shots. Influenced by my time in the Middle
East and being taught in a Church of England school, | saw that a monotheistic belief
system creates a sense of unity amongst people despite differing nationalities;
everyone visits the same place to worship, learns from the same religious text, and has
the same single omniscient god.

Deciding to link ‘the Arising’ - the three-month long ritual which starts with a
coming-of-age girl being gifted a dragon’s egg to pouring her essence into it on her
sixteenth birthday - to the religion, only came about when | introduced the Pedestal
into the story. Somewhat of a reverse-panopticon, the Pedestal would rise straight
from the centre of the place of worship, would tower over the city as a visual reminder
of where all girls in the city were bound to go and where all the women have come
from, and, most of all, gave me a physical symbol of what | needed Clayr to feel:
obligated, coerced and ultimately choiceless. If she is to question the Arising, she is to
qguestion God, and there is no greater wickedness than that.

Having established the organised religion of your patriarchy, ask yourself what |
next asked myself: how is this rationale maintained? What is the punishment for
non-believers or non-conformists? Are they hung as in The Handmaid’s Tale, stoned as in
The Grace Year, put to death hundreds of times as in The Gilded Ones, or pitted in a
televised fight to the death as in The Hunger Games¢”? Or might punishment be more
subtle than these: a lower ranking'®’!, perhaps. An ominous exile, maybe!*®!.

While all of these disciplinary systems are effective in controlling their subjects,
| was always wary of having a 1984-style fascist regime. | tried at it, layering in a violent
authoritarian regime who would put non-believers on ‘the Pyre’ if they were to so
much as forget to say ‘Haiathin blesses you’ after sneezing, but it didn’t stick - although
it took me a while to work out why. Looking at Offred and Katniss, Tierney and Deka,
these protagonists are all bitterly aware of the injustice in their circumstances and it’s
no wonder; with violence inflicted on women at every turn, it’s plain to see. They’re ‘in
the know’, as it were, and are already looking for an avenue in which to escape the
tyranny which governs them. With Clayr, however, | wanted to paint a more naive
figure, one with a quiet discontent which sometimes bubbles into unexamined rage.
Therefore, | eventually decided the consequences of non-conformity would be
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ingrained in the system: if girls don’t focus on the Arising, they will Match poorly; if girls
don’t succeed in the Arising at all, they are Outcast. That’s if they survive. In my
experience, it's worth choosing your disciplinary system based off your character first.
They won'’t lead you wrong.

If, by now, you have created a religious or scientific system teaching cultural
‘truths’ and enforced a disciplinary system to ensure they are obeyed, you should have,
as Sandra Bartky says, turned ‘women into the docile and compliant companions of
men just as surely as the army aims to turn its raw recruits into soldiers’’.. You might
even call it a patriarchy. Congratulations; now go knock it down.

Extra Advice: Pair Your Patriarchy with your ‘Path’

In 2020 after showing my Year 7 students my little feminist fantasy story (which
received mixed reviews), | gave them a project: to write the first chapter of a fantasy
novel. While in hindsight this was slightly ambitious, regardless, the students got to it
with varying degrees of tenacity. Part and parcel of this project, naturally, was to invent
afantasy world. After three weeks of arduous project-ing and a lot of anxious emails,
my dear students handed in chapters ranging from anywhere between three-quarters
of a page to thirteen pages. Despite the fact that | was marking them on style of
language, punctuation and grammar, some students apologised and advised me not to
read a word of their stories. Others asked if they could get them published®®. Many,
however, had fallen into a trap that |, too, had fallen into before: they had gone
wandering into ‘the wood..

‘The wood’, of course, is not Mirkwood®" or The Forbidden Forest®®? - and nor is
the allegory of ‘the wood’ my own - rather, ‘the wood’, as Philip Pullman puts it, ‘is the
world in which the characters live and have their being; it’s the realm of all the things
that could possibly happen to them; it’s the notional space where their histories exist,
and where their future lives are going to continue after the story reaches the last
page’®. Having spent so much time growing my patriarchal layering of trees which
stand there and deciding which leaves fall and which roots stick out, it seemed
counterintuitive to not take my reader on a tour of them. A word of warning: don't.

After devising the intricacies of my own patriarchy, my ‘wood’, my initial
intention was to take the brilliant Anne Lamott’s advice: ‘Plot grows out of
character™, Whilst it may be true that characters can show up midway through and
steal the show (like ‘Helise’, Clayr’s antihero, teacher and, ultimately, love interest, for
example), | found that leaving Clayr to her own devices did nothing for my story. She
stumbled around the wood, heard a story or two from a comatose patient, tripped over
a pesky tree root and never got up again. To rescue Clayr, | had to put aside Lamott’s
wise words, and focus on her path.

Focusing on the path, however, seemed illogical to writing intentionally towards
what | was trying to say. By this point, my world was roughly sketched out and | knew
that | would have a protagonist who naively lived in a patriarchal society until a
stranger showed up to tell her stories and, story by story, her eyes would gradually
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open, thus giving her a new - and unsettling - perspective on her world. Somewhat
inspired by the structure of Andrew Davidson'’s The Gargoyle!>, aside from Clayr
listening to the patient’s stories and going off on errands around town to show off my
sparkly patriarchy, nothing much happened. It was defying, | can now admit, the
primary definition of a story: ‘Stories are about stuff happening. Without that, you have
at best a vignette>®! Even though literary fiction might be able to get away with a
plotless series of vignettes, YA cannot.

Due to its readership and how ‘voraciously’™” they read, YA requires a
high-stakes plot which keeps the pages turning. YA writers, therefore, have no business
fannying about in the wood. We, as Pullman puts it, have other priorities: ‘The business
of the storyteller is with the storyline, with the path. You can make your story-wood,
your invented world, as rich and full as you like, but be very, very careful not to be
tempted off the path. [...] The reason for this is very simple: if you leave the path, the
readers put down the book™™®. And no message ever got sent to someone who quits
halfway through a book - not the right one, at least.

Pairing your patriarchy with your path might seem simple, but what it requires
is a detective’s pinboard and the discipline of an athlete to make every scene and every
object significant. Where Anton Chekhov famously said, ‘If in the first act you have
hung a pistol on the wall, then in the following one it should be fired.””, adapting this to
a dystopian, patriarchal fantasy might sound something like this: if in the first chapter
you have a dragon melding her own chains closed, by the last chapter she should have broken
them. Perhaps that’s a little too on the nose. In short, every element introduced in your
patriarchy must influence the main character’s path and, therefore, the final climax.
Even if, as Will Wiles explains in relation to reading Michael Crichton’s Congo’?, the
purpose for what you have included might seem obvious to start, everything must tie
together at the end: ‘A good twist is like a hot-air balloon: all the components are right
there in plain sight, but the reader doesn’t know what they are looking at until the
crucial moment,

Take Louis Sachar’s Holes, for instance - a masterclass in plotting if ever there
was onel®?. The reader does not understand the significance of Stanley’s
no-good-dirty-rotten-pig-stealing-great-great-grandfather carrying a pigup a
mountain, other than it got him cursed by a one-legged gypsy. The reader also does not
understand the significance of the doomed romance between Katherine Barlow and
Sam, nor the onions, nor the peaches, nor Stanley Yelnats I's robbery. Even as
revelations are drip-fed in - Zero's real name, the reason the boys are digging, the
location of their camp - the plot twist at the climax still creates an inevitable and
resounding ahhh of catharsis as all the elements are drawn together every single time.
And believe me, I've read it about fifteen times with around three hundred students;
the ahhh is always there.

| say all of this, of course, because in my complete ‘shitty first draft’®! of Bring
Me Fire, there were parts of my world which | had laid down at the beginning (because
I'd taken so long thinking about them), which had no place in the ending. In fact, in the

)[57
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surging race towards writing the last chapters, many plot points completely fizzled out.
The dragons were completely forgotten about, the antagonist didn't show up for the
show down, the secondary characters ceased to exist. Talk about guns not being fired,
there was a whole armoury left fully loaded.

Most importantly, was the overall message sent? Not quite. The story was all
setup, with little payoff. | couldn’t see the path for the trees. By my most recent draft,
this has changed. The setup and subplots all tie into the ending in a dramatic - and epic,
if | do say so myself - reflection of the beginning: the dragon who's melding her own
chains closed breaks them, the friend concerned only with Matching almost dies
because of it, the Prince is not a prince but a cruel businessman Promised to Helise,
Helise is the runaway manservant who's been sending men to sleep across the city.
Clayr finds a purpose for her essence; to save her Relapsing friend. No trees are passed
without reason, no roots are tripped on without consequence.

So, to echo Pullman’s advice: you've created your patriarchy, your wood, now
only include the trees beside your character’s path. Preferably, put a few in her way,
too. You didn’t make those trees for no reason, after all.

A Few Last Words...

Now, having researched and written a novel with a patriarchal system, how do you
build a patriarchy? Before anything, know what makes a patriarchy, then you can write
your message (stick it to your fridge, desk, forehead). Next look in the mirror; create a
concept which shows the direct opposite. After this, get into the nitty gritty: devise a
norm-making, ‘truth’ teaching religion or scientific institution, as well as a disciplinary
system which upholds these norms. Finally, think up a path through your patriarchy, a
path where your protagonist picks up little trinkets - a match here, a scrap of paper
there - until by the end they can put all the pieces together and use them to escape the
wood. That, or burn it to the ground.

In his essay “Between Mum and the Wild Garden”, Adam Thorpe says, ‘To write a
novel is to don a different pair of spectacles, to test a different way of looking at
things'®¥. In terms of writing dystopian novels, | would rather liken the process to
looking in a mirror; everything is the same, but also the complete opposite, the inverse.

The magic of looking in this mirror is that the longer you look, the more you
notice. As you delve deeper into plotting, characterization and worldbuilding,
messages begin to emerge almost organically. Around a year into writing this novel, |
was given some golden advice by my mentor: if you ever get stuck in your world
building, use your theme to inform it¢®. What this did was give me the opportunity to
truly interrogate my own understanding of feminism and gender inequality. Did | know
when | first started writing that my novel would explore self-worth and its connection
to the ‘power’ of beauty and sexuality? No. Did | realise that the story would say that
genders are innately different due to their biology (innate female essence), but in the
same breath explore the idea of gender as performance (Helise’s disguise as a man)¢?
Of course not. In fact, it came as a shock to myself to not know which branch of feminist
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theory | believe in, and an even bigger shock to be able to say to myself, “It’s okay to not
know.” To find out, maybe I'll just have to keep on writing.
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