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Two specific incidents, years apart, turned me away from the idea of feminism.  But, to be authentic, it 

is important that I say, my mind-set was already weighted.  These incidents served, for what I 

believed at the time, as a confirmation of what I thought I knew about women.  The first happened in a 

supermarket, when my daughter was just over two and half years old.   We were standing in a queue 

at the check-out desk.  My daughter tugged at my coat and pointed to a little boy, no older than she 

was, just behind us.  She took a step towards him, which prompted him to kick her firmly in the shin.  

She looked up at me silently, her eyes filled with tears.  I turned to the boy’s mother waiting for a 

reprimand.  Instead, she smiled and said “aren’t boys little devils?”.  I bent down, picked up my 

daughter’s right leg and planted her foot in the little boy’s shin.  I looked at his mother and said “and 

little girls need to learn not to put up with it, don’t they?”  The boy’s cry was so loud I thought it might 

burst eardrums.  She picked him up and ran out of the shop, abandoning her shopping trolley.  The 

second, many years later, was at a conference, the then named ‘National Council for the Status of 

Women, Ireland’ (now known as the National Women’s Council Ireland).   The orator was superb, 

without question, but the content of her speech, I completely disagreed with.  I had no need to 

vocalise my disagreement.  The woman sitting beside me however, was insistent on extracting an 

opinion from me.  So, I told her.  She looked me up and down, and indignantly said “well, you’re 

obviously not a real feminist”.  I walked out of the Burlington Hotel, in despair of my gender.  A year 

later, I read Camile Paglia’s essay ‘Sex and Violence or Nature and Art’.  That was my introduction to 

critical thinking on the idea of feminism.  From there, Gloria Steinem   When Gloria Steinem likened 

Paglia’s feminism to ‘a Nazi saying they were not anti-semetic’ and Paglia saying Steinem was ‘the 

Stalin of feminism’.  I readily confess, I threw my hands up and said ‘women, don’t talk to me about 

women’. 

 

The problem was, I was one.  No, I love being woman.  The problem was there were no women made 

visible to me, to learn from, identify with, to be inspired by.  I had to seek them out, none, readily 

available in my culture or environment.  It would be three decades later before I understood the 

significance of that absence.  It took equally as long, to understand that my frustration with the 

painfully slow progress towards equality was in fact an ignorance on my part, but a view that was 

commonly held.  If I have to be ridiculously honest, I had this notion, (secretly do sometimes), that the 

women of the world would rise up in an army that couldn’t even be defeated by Alexander the Great. 

With this in mind, it can be understood why I felt a great relief, when the very talented black avant-

garde poet and intellect, Dawn Lundy Martin, in a recent interview said “human beings bring a lot of 

shit with them and that drag of history can obstruct progress”.  I was not alone, something I needed to 

know. 

 

We begin our journey to self-identification by seeking the familiar.  To learn from those who have had 

similar experience.  Those who have ideologies that resonate.   Written or verbal narratives for my 
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experiences, were few and far between.  So, I had extreme difficulty in understanding the male and 

the female, leading me to welcome Paglia’s severity of comment.  The place from which I viewed the 

world was altered, but it did not progress me.  The next book, one that still holds a place of honour on 

my bookshelf, is ‘The Well of Loneliness’ by Radclyffe Hall.  One of the first books to describe lesbian 

experience, her emotional landscape was immediately identifiable, but not her circumstance.  Her 

style of writing, ‘unfluffy’.  Her ability to read the human condition, impressive.  This book changed me 

on many levels, but, here, I am concerned with my idea of feminism.  My view of women altered and 

progressed me.  And in that alteration, I was open to hear the words “yes, I am a lesbian, but I am a 

black lesbian, my experience is not the same as the white woman”.  That was about the time I began 

a bit of a love affair with the words and attitude of the lesbian and political activist, Audra Lorde.  She 

brought to my attention, that the experience of woman is complex, wide ranging, with an inherent 

need to be visible.  An awakening occurred.  My expectation that all women would come to the table 

to discuss progress without their experiences being heard, acknowledged or even vaguely visible, 

was on my part, utterly unreasonable.  My search for similarity stopped, and my need to understand 

difference began.  These are the words that profoundly changed the direction in which I sought to 

understand the idea of feminism. 

 

“I was going to die, sooner or later, whether or not I had even spoken myself. My silences had not 

protected me. Your silences will not protect you.... What are the words you do not yet have? What are 

the tyrannies you swallow day by day and attempt to make your own, until you will sicken and die of 

them, still in silence? We have been socialized to respect fear more than our own need for language." 

I began to ask each time: "What's the worst that could happen to me if I tell this truth?" Unlike women 

in other countries, our breaking silence is unlikely to have us jailed, "disappeared" or run off the road 

at night. Our speaking out will irritate some people, get us called bitchy or hypersensitive and disrupt 

some dinner parties. And then our speaking out will permit other women to speak, until laws are 

changed and lives are saved and the world is altered forever. 

 

Next time, ask: What's the worst that will happen? Then push yourself a little further than you dare. 

Once you start to speak, people will yell at you. They will interrupt you, put you down and suggest it's 

personal. And the world won't end. 

 

And the speaking will get easier and easier. And you will find you have fallen in love with your own 

vision, which you may never have realized you had. And you will lose some friends and lovers, and 

realize you don't miss them. And new ones will find you and cherish you. And you will still flirt and 

paint your nails, dress up and party, because, as I think Emma Goldman said, "If I can't dance, I don't 

want to be part of your revolution." And at last you'll know with surpassing certainty that only one thing 

is more frightening than speaking your truth. And that is not speaking.” 
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I became a silent revolutionary.  I was not ready to speak my truth out loud.  As the years tumbled, I 

understood with greater conviction, there is a point of readiness in each woman’s life.  Sometimes, in 

the midst of chaos, violence and hurt, we need others to speak first.  And when they did, I asked why? 

Why do women remain so cautious and silent? Why are they comfortable with labels like ‘special 

interest group?  I wanted to understand the courage of other women.  To identify what made them 

courageous, so that I too could become brave.  I asked why I didn’t feel brave.  They were not in front 

of me to ask.  I looked around, to what surrounded them.  Men.  Religion and men.  Culture and men.  

Marriage and men.  Violence and men.  Where was woman’s place?  Luce Irigaray said “she is 

assigned to a place without occupying a place”. Who were the benefactors? Men.  Camile Paglia said 

“Men, bonding together, created culture as a defence against female nature.  And woman is bound to 

nature’s calendar”.  Do men fear women?  Is that the internal driver, causal factor of the need to 

suppress and oppress?  American Anthropologist Amelia Rector Bell, in ‘Speaking of Separate: Creek 

men and women’ (1990), stated that Creek women “freely assent to withhold their speech in these 

public contexts as a sign that they are not dangerous”.  It would seem that it is not a far-fetched idea.   

 

Where does this fear birth from?  That woman is self-contained.  That she possesses the natural 

equipment to grow, nurture and feed her young?  Male and female.  That her menses is in tune with 

the cycles of the moon, of earth?   Does she possess nature’s power?  Rebirth and destruction?  Is 

the fear innate? Is it from observation?  Is war, the male attempting to emulate the female’s body? Did 

Freud develop his penis envy theory to counteract that fear?  Was it his subliminal comfort blanket?  

Is violence the male’s rebelling against the womb?  “the womb is the first and unique place” (Luce 

Irigary). Was woman’s submission to this fear a natural political act to appease? To demonstrate that 

she was not dangerous.  Did the silence of submission, of withdrawing, create hostility? 

 

“Against the faith men had in the institutions they, not women, had shaped, women upheld some 

other principle of selfhood in which ‘being’ surpassed ‘doing’.  Long ago men had noted something 

unruly in this.  Women simply enclosed the space men longed to penetrate.  The men’s hostility was 

aroused”.  (Ian McEwan, The Child in Time). 

 

While women remained silent in being, did men begin to construct an idea of woman, to understand 

her?  In failing to confine her in constructed parameters, did oppression begin because of fear or the 

overwhelming sense of inadequacy in trying to understand her?  The parameters becoming smaller 

and smaller, finally determining that absolute control lies in her reproductiveness?  Her sex? 
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In January 1917, Margaret Sanger, the American Birth Control Activist, stood in court before her trial 

judge, who said to her “women do not have the right to copulate with a feeling of security that there 

will be no conception”, is a demonstrable mark of reproductive dominance. 

 

But, women began to emerge from a chrysalis, when the oppression began to suffocate, when the 

space to be no longer existed.  When someone spoke first, the need to reclaim began.  And in the 

reclamation, I started to see how entrenched the dominance and sense of privilege was.  So, the 

freeing from the shackles was not a simple process of re-entry into a natural equality.  That was my 

ignorance.  Woman needed to visualise freedom.  She needed to acclimatise to the possibility of 

having a place that was hers and hers alone.  She needed to fight, emotionally, politically, physically, 

economically, sexually and socially to somehow prove her worthiness of occupation.  And in fighting, 

she needed to find her Nida.  In finding her Nida, was positioned to forcibly shatter the illusionary 

construct of who she was. 

 

Nida is a Muslim name, mentioned twice in the Quran.  Its meaning can be ‘a calling’ or ‘a voice’.  I 

use it interchangeably.  It is a word used by Zainab Salbi, Women’s Rights Activist, Founder and CEO 

of the organisation Women For Women, which to date has helped nearly half a million women, 

recovering from war, the violence of rape used as a weapon of war and domestic abuse.  Zainab 

recently began her own TV show called Nida’a – meaning the Calling of Women.  A platform for the 

voices of Arabic women.  Voices that will speak first. 

 

Voices that have spoken, have begun to shatter the illusions created for safety and control.  Not all 

women have an innate desire to fill their womb, for a thousand reasons, their own reasons.  The 

illusion that all women are in some way nurturers, is a nonsense.  They are not.  The illusion that all 

women are emotive and incapable of true rational thought is, another constructed myth.  That women 

are the weaker sex, is balderdash.  The ideas ejaculated onto them, that they shouldn’t be too bossy, 

they shouldn’t wear certain clothes, they should be thin are the faces of evolved oppression.  An 

oppression that is subliminally corrosive, one that there appears to be a de-sensitisation to.   Such an 

example would be, Garnier’s advertisement for a woman’s shampoo for several months.  It ended 

with “you’ll have strong hair, even if your will is weak”.  Every time I viewed it, I thought I wonder how 

long a Gillette ad would run that ended “a strong shave, even if you are a wimp” 

 

Even with my awareness that judgment interrupts open dialogue, that there are women who are 

indifferent to the establishment of their gender’s equal access to social, economic and political 

opportunity – my idea of feminism remained unclear.  Feminism is not simply about equal rights.  It is 

something far more profound.  I return to the idea of Nida. A calling.  Is feminism perhaps, the 



Nida 
©Gormla Hughes 

December 2015 
5 

 
freedom to pursue that Nida?  If it is, then there are criterions that need to be in place for that freedom 

to occur.  Criterions must include anything that hinders the pursuit of the Nida.  The law, any violence 

or abuse against the woman, restricted access to education, the removal of choice.  But, that is the 

implementation of human rights.  Is feminism just about human rights?  Even those researching 

women’s lives have found difficulty in the utilisation of traditional methodologies.  “the world around us 

can be produced in a culture which systematically silences and devalues the voices of women” 

(Feminism & Methodology, Sandra Harding 1987).  

 

Is feminism just about women?  I think about Camille Claudel, the French sculptor and graphic artist.  

(d. 1943).  Her father supported her financially and emotional in pursuing her Nida, until his death.  

When he died, her mother and brother committed her to a mental institution.  Despite doctors saying 

after a relative short period that it was unnecessary for her to remain, they refused to sign her release 

papers.  She remained there for thirty years until her death.  Her mother did not once visit her. Henrik 

Ibsen’s play ‘When we dead awaken’ is based on her relationship with fellow sculptor, Rodin. 

 

When I think of Nobel Peace Prize recipient, Malala Yousafzai I see a young, powerfully courageous 

woman, whose Nida is encouraged and supported by her father.  I think of Margaret Sanger, whose 

father was a free thinker, whose husband was a free thinker, both actively supporting her Nida to 

speak first about women being self-determined about their reproductive rights.  I think of Emmeline 

Pankhurst, leader of the British suffrage movement, whose husband, Richard actively supported her 

Nida, to speak first for women’s right to vote. 

 

Then on 12th November 2015, in the Abbey Theatre, in Dublin, a woman stood up, waiting for the 

microphone to be handed to her.  She was the fearless and gifted Irish film maker and playwright, 

Carmel Winters.  She held up the microphone and said “I am a woman lover”.  The hair on the back of 

my neck lifted, my eyes welled up and I whispered “that is what a feminist is – a woman lover”. 

 

A woman lover implies freedom and space to pursue her Nida.  A woman lover implies voice and 

visibility.  A woman lover implies the encouragement of diversity.  A woman lover implies the 

encouragement of self-care.  A woman lover implies safety.  A woman lover implies gender 

collaboration.  A woman lover is a feminist. 

 

Feminism is Nida’a.  The Calling of Women.  Of all women. As-salamu alaykum 

 


