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When| wasin Grade 12, | overheard afellow student telling her friend that she
couldn’twait until shewas25. Sheexplainedthat it wasthe perfect age, “ Becauseyou're
still young, but you’ re old enough to get somerespect inthisworld.”

| recently sat down for an interview with a 25-year-old activist and feminist. Her
nameis Michelle Dagnino and sheiswell-respected. Although you may be surprised by
all that she’ saccomplished at 25, peoplelike me consider her arole model and respect
her, not for her age, but for her genuinekindness, el oquent nature, and passionfor what
she does.

Dagninorealized early on that shewanted to make her mark intheworld by
affecting change. When shewasin Grade 10, she created amentorship program called
Aspire. Thisprogram featured weekly talksby womenwho served asrolemodels. It
showcased | eadership andthepotential of women, whileencouraging theyoungwomen
inthe program to build strong self-esteem. Many people can agreethat thisisquite an
accomplishment.

For Dagnino, thisexperiencelaid thefoundation for her futurework.

“ Aspiresignalledthemoment that vol unteerismwent beyond hel ping others,” she
says. “It wasthe moment | began to define myself asaleader.”

Dagnino began to wrap her mind around bigger issues.

“Weoftentimesdon’t ask, ‘Why doweneed ahomelessshelter?,” ‘Why dowe

need afood bank?,” *Why are peoplegoing hungry?,’” shesays. “ That’ swhat mademe



realizeit wasn't enough for meto volunteer for acampaign if | was going to affect
change.”

Dagnino wanted to make adifferencein away that was meaningful to her. She
believesthat different peoplehavedifferent visionsof theworldthat they want to create.
“For methevision isabout helping people seetheir potential, hel ping people see that
they can do morewith themselves, that they can be better, and that we can create abetter
world for us.”

Itisthisdetermination that |ed Dagnino to becomean advocatefor social justice.
Her work focuses on empowering youth and women.

Whilemost university studentsprepareto enter the professional work-world,
Dagnino’ sfight for justiceand equality would put her onabroader platform, more
specifically, onaninternational scale. She spent ayear abroad asthe Child Labour
Campaign Coordinator for thel nternational Confederationof Free TradeUnions, which
wasbasedin Brussals, Belgium. Shetravelledto different countries, working withlocal
community leaders, and peoplefromlocal businessesand organizations, in an effort to
tackle this problem at its roots.

After oneyear, Dagnino returned hometo Toronto. Part of thereason why she
cameback fromworkinginternationally isthat shewanted to beableto say that she's
done everything she can to make her own community a better place.

“I really believeinactinglocally,” shesays. “| felt that | wasn’t being trueto my
own beliefsasan activist to go asthisWesterner to poor devel oping countriesand say,
‘Hereismy expertisethat I’ m bringing into your local community.” That’ sjust not a

sincereform of affecting changeand oftentimes| think that’ swhat happensonan



international scale. | want to devotemy timeand my effort to hel pingwherel’ mmost
needed and that’ sright in my own backyard.”

Dagnino remainstrueto her word, but devoting her timeand effort may bean
understatement. Sheisso committed to the social justice causesthat her work permeates
many facetsof her life. While many peoplewould cringe at the thought of work
overlapping with personal time, Dagnino willingly putsin the extraeffort. Asshe
explains, “Itiswork, and 1’ m constantly busy, but | loveitand | don’t feel burdened by
it.”

Working hardisnothing new to Dagnino. In 1998, her leadership skillsand
dedication to the community were recognized by the Canadian Merit Scholarship
Foundation, which granted her thenational Garfield Weston Scholarship. It paid $10,000
annually for four years.

Dagninorecently completed her third degree, alaw degree, from OsgoodeHall
Law School. Shealsoreceived her BA (Specialized Honours) inpolitical sciencefrom
Y ork University in 2002 and her MA in 2003.

Sheis now completing aten-month internship at alaw firmin Toronto where she
worksfull-timeasajunior lawyer, practicing human rightsand labour law. In addition to
this, Dagnino commitsher timeto several other organi zationsand events.

Inthetwo and ahalf weeks prior to thisinterview, she attended conferencesin
New Zealand, Halifax, and Montreal . Upcoming eventsthat were schedul ed around her
work hoursincluded awine and cheesefundraiser, which sheco-chaired for the Canadian
Merit Scholarship Foundation, aboard meeting for the Law Society of Upper Canada,

and thetwo daysthat she devotesweekly tothe Y outh Action Network, where sheisthe



executivedirector, whichisavolunteer positionontheboard of directors, overseeingthe
entireorganization.

Onthetopic of the 'Y outh Action Network, anational organization dedicated to
youth activism and empowerment, | asked Dagnino why shefeelsitisimportant for
youth to become active in their communities.

“1 think we haveto carewhat happensin theworld around us, and young people
are in apositioninwhichthey can bemuch moreradical and morecritical of what's
taking placeintheworld,” she says.

“I oftenthink if young peopledon’t think big, if they don’ t think that they can
changetheworld, then who el sewill? We need to encourage young people to think big
and not just to focuson figuring out your career path whenyou’ re sixteen. Figureout
how you want to make your impact intheworld, and that should be grandiose.”

Dagnino givesexamplesof thinking big by wanting to end poverty or finding the
curefor aids.

“Weneedto think really big when we' re young because when el searewe going
todoit?

Oneof thethingsthat had Dagnino thinking big when she stepped into thistype
of work iswomen’sequality.

“| want the notion of feminism to bereintroduced to young women who think that
feminismispassé or that they don’t need it anymore.

“Wereally need to acknowledgethat theglassceilingisstill there; it hasn’t been
shattered. Women are still marginalized in theworkplace and in the family, and we need

totalk about feminism assomething that isincredibly relevant to today’ syoungwomen.



Women’ sequality isstill not something that hasbeenaccomplished. Itisstill afight that
needs to be taken up.”

Dagnino credits her mother and her grandmother asbeing strong feministswho
taught her that she could do whatever shewanted to do. Other peoplethat inspireher are
June Callwood and Michelle Landsberg.

“| think June Callwood isafantastic rolemodel for any young activist. She has
alwaysdonewhat shethought isright andwhat isjust. Andtolivealifelikethat is
incredibly difficult, but to know that she’ sactually respected for being an advocateisal so
inspiring for me because sometimesyou get abit depressed about always having to fight
and always having to struggle.

“Michelle Landsbergisanother womanwho I’ vealwayslooked up to. The
writtenword isvery powerful and she used that to advance the cause of women. And not
enough people who have that forum useit to do something good, to do something
positive.”

Another forumthat isnot alwaysused to send out positive messagesiship hop
music. Thisareaal so concernsDagnino. Sheisreleasing abook inearly 2007 called Hip
Hop from A to Z: A Fresh Look at the Music, the Culture, And the Message.

Oneof thethingsthat Dagnino doesisgivetaksacrossthe country about pop
culture. She aso produced Where is the Love? The Commodification of Gender in Hip
Hop, an 80-page educational manual designed to encourage classroom discussions about
how women, especially black women, aretreated asaccessoriesin hip hop videosand

music.



| asked Dagnino how shefeelsabout hip hop artistswho usetheir power to send
out anegative message. Shereplied, “It’ sterrifying because they have the ear of millions
and how many people get that opportunity intheir lives?’

With her backgroundinthisarea, Dagnino says, “It’ sfunny. | talk about hip hop
both as something that I’ m afan of, and something that I’ m sad to seewhereit’ sheaded.”
Sheisreferring to the consumerist based, bling hip hop.

“I think that it’ s[hip hopis] misguided in the sensethat it placestheindividual
abovethecollective, whichisnever what hip hop was supposedto beabout,” shesays.
“Hip hop was about the community and joining peopletogether in solidarity. Now it's
about buying stuff.”

Dagnino believesthat intermsof sending out apositive message, “Part of itisjust
about being good people. Artistscan createsocially consciouship hop.” Dagnino points
out hip hop artist Nas as an example.

“Hedoeshismainstream videos and then hedoeshissocial justice oriented ones.
They don’t sell asmany records, but who cares? He' smade enough money with the other
onesthat he can do that, and they should all be doing that. I’ m not saying that you have to
give up the game, but be responsible about it.”

Dagnino knows first-hand about the responsibilitiesthat come with working
toward the betterment of society. Her effortsmade her therecipient of the2004 YWCA

Y oung Woman of Distinction Award.



“TheYWCA Awardissignificant for mebecauseit wascel ebrating specifically
theaccomplishmentsof women, anditwasintergenerational,” shesays. “ [t wassaying
that the accomplishments of all women are significant and women need to be celebrated.”

Thisisjust oneof many achievementsthat Dagnino hasreceived. Although she
hastravelled theworld, won several prestigiousawards, and met peoplefromall walksof
life, she continuesto work on making her impact.

When asked where she seesherself infiveyears, shelaughsand says, “ Hopefully
onvacation.”

Then she sits back and thinks for awhile.

“| seemyself still wanting to make animpact, but moving beyond theyouth focus
andinto abroader community focus. | think thethemerunning through my work is
accessibility, somoving into thefocus of who hasaccessto what and why don’t they?’

Dagnino planson using thelaw asatool for change. “I want to turn the spotlight
into processesand governance,” shesays. “Now | can comeinto my work asalawyer. |
can start working fromtheinside. I’ ve often been an activist from the outside-in and now
that I’ m aware how governmentsand processestake place, | cantry and start affecting
change from that way.”

Dagnino talked about using thelaw asavehiclefor change, so | asked her what
shewould say to thosewho believe that she hasbeen avehiclefor changein our city.
She had never thought about that until now.

“I think weall canbe,” she says. Dagnino didn’t comefromaprivileged

background that set her apart from anyone el se.



“I haven't been given anything. | don’t have any sort of special last name. | didn’t
know any lawyers, | didn’t know any doctors, | didn’t know professionals,” shesays. “I
think the hardest part about | eadershipisbeing told that you have to have some sort of
special skill or that you have to be born into being aleader. Y ou don’t. You just haveto
careand you haveto want to work hard and you haveto have some sort of vision.”

Dagnino isworking toward hers one step at atime.

“Whatever your visionis, doit, do something about it,” shesays. “Most of the
times we do jobswhere other peopletell uswhat to do, how to doit, what to think, and
when to think,” she says.

“I’ve been ableto choosejobsor fieldsinwhich | get to defineissuesthat are

important to me, and then get to work on them. It’ svery self-empowering work.”



