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ABOUT THE COVER


Our beautiful cover, designed by Kayla Worley, depicts a web woven by feminist thinkers, in front of a portal to envision the ideal future.


Radical feminism is comprised of ideals and logical truths that encompass the female experience, and the way women have been caught up in the webs of expectations that are spun in patriarchal society and in our interpersonal relationships. Women can become encapsulated in these webs if we are not careful, and if we do not fight back. Conversely, if we utilize the tenacious nature of a web to our own advantage, as we advocate for women as whole and equal people, we allow for a new web to spin—to be woven. These webs we create, catching ideas from strong radical feminist women, help us to become a collective community of women who share the same vision, viewing our network of strong principles as a portal into a world free from patriarchy.
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“This book is about the journey of women becoming, that is, radical feminism. The voyage is described and roughly charted here. I say ‘roughly’ by way of understatement and pun. We do not know exactly what is on the Other Side until we arrive there—and the journey is rough. The charting done here is based on some knowledge from the past, upon present experience, and upon hopes for the future. These three sources are inseparable, intertwined. Radical feminist consciousness spirals in all directions, discovering the past, creating/ dis-closing the present/future. The radical be-ing of women is very much an Otherworld Journey. It is both discovery and creation of a world other than patriarchy.”


—Mary Daly (1928–2010), describing radical feminism in her book Gyn/Ecology: The Metaethics of Radical Feminism
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]>






Table of Contents












TABLE OF CONTENTS


Dedication


Acknowledgments


A Note on the Text


Introduction: Radical Feminism for the 21st Century and Beyond


by Elizabeth Miller, Contributing Editor




PART I:FOUNDATIONAL RADICAL FEMINIST THEORY FOR THE 21ST CENTURY





Chapter 1On Twenty-First Century Patriarchy, and the Place of Women’s Hearts in Women’s Movement


by Renée Gerlich


Chapter 2Radical Feminist Activism in the 21st Century


by Janice G. Raymond


Chapter 3Radical Feminism: The Survival of Women


by Tamarack Verrall


Chapter 4Radical Feminism and the Actualization of Woman


By Bríd


Chapter 5“Feminism Allowed You to Speak”: Reinforcing Intergenerational Feminist Solidarity Against Sophisticated Attacks


by Yagmur Uygarkizi


Chapter 6Therapeutic Ideology as a Way of Bringing Women Back Two Hundred Years


by Dana Vitálošová


Chapter 7Ecocide, Biocide, Femicide… Omnicide. The Final Stage of Patriarchy


by Agnes Wade


Chapter 8Female Separatism: The Feminist Solution


by Sekhmet She-Owl


Chapter 9To My Radical Feminist Sisters


by Dr. Jessica Taylor


Chapter 10Self & Sisterhood in a Narcissistic World


by Thistle Pettersen




PART II:INTERSECTIONAL FEMINISM





Chapter 11Women Aren’t Men: A Radical Feminist Analysis of Indigenous Gender Politics


by Cherry Smiley


Chapter 12Intersectionality Hijacked


by Raquel Rosario Sánchez


Chapter 13Oil and Water: Young Migrant Women and the Promises of Liberal Feminism


Interviewed by Bec Wonders


Chapter 14#SayHerName Speaks Out—Are You Listening? Intersectionality in the Era of Erasure


by Danielle Whitaker


Chapter 15Racy Sex, Sexy Racism: Porn from the Dark Side


by Gail Dines




PART III:PORNOGRAPHY AND PROSTITUTION AS OPPRESSION OF WOMEN





Chapter 16Harm and Its Denial: Sex Buyers, Pimps, and the Politics of Prostitution, with Particular Attention to German Legal Prostitution


by Melissa Farley and Inge Kleine


Chapter 17“But What About Feminist Porn?” Examining the Work of Tristan Taormino


by Rebecca Whisnant


Chapter 18Andrea Dworkin: Teller of Hard Truths


by Janice G. Raymond and H. Patricia Hynes


Chapter 19Genderberg Prostitution FAQ


by Samantha Berg


Chapter 20“The Handmaid’s Tale” Offers a Terrifying Warning, But the Hijacking of Feminism is Just as Dangerous


by Gail Dines




PART IV:LESBIAN RADICAL FEMINISM





Chapter 21From Bars to Parades to Michfest and Beyond: Lesbian Feminist Organizing and Women-Only Space


by Tamarack Verrall


Chapter 22Lesbians Are Under Attack


by BigBooButch, a.k.a. Parker Wolf


Chapter 23My Year on Planet Lesbian


by Giovanna Capone


Chapter 24Shaming the Butches


by Tristan Fox


Chapter 25The Last Tomboy


by Tristan Fox


Chapter 26We Were Once Amazons: Mourning and Rebuilding Our Lost Lesbian-Feminist Communities


by Ann E. Menasche




PART V:WOMEN’S SEXUALITY AS A RADICAL FEMINIST ISSUE





Chapter 27Understanding Heterosexuality: “Eroticising Subordination” and Colonisation, A Lesbian Feminist Perspective


by Angela C. Wild


Chapter 28My Sex-Positive Memoirs: How I Learned to Stop Drinking Kool-Aid and Start Judging


by Nina Paley




PART VI:ONLINE EXPLOITATION AND OPPRESSION OF WOMEN





Chapter 29Creative Control: Woman as Intellectual Property


by Genevieve Gluck


Chapter 30A Chatroom of Our Own: Building Online Spaces by and For Women in the Era of Big Tech Censorship


by M. K. Fain




PART VII:“TRANSGENDER” POLITICS AND THE MEN’S SEXUAL RIGHTS MOVEMENT





Chapter 31Against a Hierarchy of Oppressions


By Linda Bellos


Chapter 32Birth of a Radical Feminist


by Jamae Hawkins


Chapter 33Yes, Women Have Vaginas. But That Is Not the Sum Total of What We Are


by The Chicago Feminist Salon


Chapter 34Men’s Sexual Rights versus Women’s Sex-Based Rights


by Sheila Jeffreys


Chapter 35Symptoms as Symbols


by Lisa Marchiano, LCSW


Chapter 36Queer Politics


by Sheila Jeffreys


Chapter 37Gender Colonialism


by Nina Paley


Chapter 38A New Radical Feminist Approach to Challenging Gender Identity Ideology: The Feminist Amendments to the U.S. Equality Act


by Ann E. Menasche




PART VIII:RADICAL FEMINIST FICTION, POETRY, PLAYS, MEMOIR, AND LITERARY ANALYSIS





Chapter 39The Power of Sisterhood Voices


by Alyssa Ahrabare


Chapter 40Endangered = at risk


by Giovanna Capone


Chapter 41The Parents


by Nineveh Cehack


Chapter 42eternal until you are full


by Tristan Fox


Chapter 43Passionate Stone


by Tristan Fox


Chapter 44Who Wins the War of Love in Shakespearian England?


by Julia Miller


About the Contributing Editor


About the Authors








]>






Introduction: Radical Feminism for the 21st Century and Beyond












INTRODUCTION





Radical Feminism for the 21st Century and Beyond


by Elizabeth Miller, Contributing Editor


[image: ]


Why publish a collection of writings on contemporary radical feminist theory? Because women are under attack. Women are always under attack. The status of women since patriarchy began is attack by misogynist forces, mostly male, but also by female handmaidens of the patriarchy who center men and help them oppress women. Women as a class and all over the world have been oppressed by men as a class since men invented the patriarchal system: by slavery, forced marriage, forced breeding, compulsory heterosexuality, witch burning, female infanticide, foot binding, female genital mutilation, rape, murder, and the threat of those things to keep us in line. Men as the ruling class have treated us as their property and their resources, and have terrorized us into not objecting to any of it. Then there are the things they have taken from us, or prevented us from having: the right to own property, the right to vote, access to education, access to training for professions and well-paid work under good conditions, the legal right to work for money in work we choose, the right to serve in government and to participate in governing ourselves, in making the laws that govern us. Even basic literacy. Even our own bodily autonomy. All of these things men have kept from us. These days, radical feminists are perhaps most immediately worried about our oppression by the transgender movement. Transgender activists are engaged in a society-wide campaign to define women out of existence, to take away the few legal rights we have managed to wrest for ourselves by denying that women exist at all, except as an idea in men’s heads that men can appropriate for themselves. While the trans juggernaut is truly terrifying, it is only the newest flavor of male oppression of women.


Because men never tire of finding new ways to control, own, and torture women, radical feminism is necessary. Radical feminist political theory as a blueprint for helping women achieve our liberation from patriarchy is necessary. It has always been necessary, but only in the last two or three hundred years (when women finally wrested the right to literacy and education from men’s denying hands) have women had the means, tools, and opportunity to develop and to put in writing a formal political theory naming men’s oppression of us. We are naming our right to be liberated from that oppression, and beginning to write a plan for a path forward. We are naming the methods by which we will liberate ourselves, the worldwide class of the female sex, from that oppression.


Radical feminism is the political theory recognizing that males for the past several thousand years have forcibly structured society in a power hierarchy imposed by violence and the threat of violence. This hierarchy of dominance keeps males in power over females on the basis of our membership in the biological sex class of females.


Radical feminism is root feminism—“radical” is from the Latin rādix (“root”)—meaning that radical feminism recognizes that the root of women’s oppression is our sex and men’s construction of the patriarchal system to control and exploit us based on our sex. Radical feminism names the patriarchal system as the root of women’s oppression. Radical feminism identifies women’s liberation as what is needed to free ourselves from that patriarchal system.


Radical feminism has its roots in the political theory originated by Mary Wollstonecraft in the 18th century and developed in the 19th century by the female slavery abolitionists and suffragists. These abolitionists and suffragists fought for women’s rights to vote, own property, refuse marriage, and access education and paid work outside the home. In the first half of the 20th Century, world wars and the Great Depression pushed women’s fight for our rights to the back burner. The perceived need to repopulate Europe after the world wars pressured women to devote their lives to marriage and childrearing. In the United States, Europe, and much of the Western world, there was a Second Wave of radical feminism in the 1960s through the 1980s. This Second Wave was followed by another backlash of political conservatism and the reemergence of men’s sexual rights movements that again pushed women’s fight for our rights to the back burner.


So-called liberal feminism, or equality feminism, which focuses on getting equal rights to economic and political resources for women, while leaving the patriarchal structure intact, has been on the ascendancy since the 1980s. This “equality feminism” is not really feminism at all. Equality feminism is a mere sop to women, offering us perceived equality in name only while seemingly conceding that it is fine for women to be only a token numerical minority in positions of political and economic power. This feminism says that it’s fine for the “sexual revolution” to consist solely of women being “freer” to have heterosexual sex on men’s demand and to abort unwanted fetuses that result. Instead of patriarchy dressed in liberal feminist clothing, radical feminism seeks a sexual revolution where women have unquestioned control over our own bodies in all circumstances, and where it is not assumed that we will marry men, have their children, take on most of the responsibility of raising those children, and keep house for the man who fathers them. But society tells women that liberal feminism is the most we can hope for. And liberal feminism in turn redirects our attention to appreciating our “right” to have sex with all men who want to access us for sex, whether in dating, marriage, or “sex work.” We are told to find this focus liberating. We are redirected into forgetting about dismantling the rotten societal structures that limit our choices to those which men find it convenient for us to have.


All of this shows us that radical feminist activism and radical feminist theory are as needed as ever to enable our work for liberation. New radical feminist theory must continue to develop in response to changes in societal conditions and changes in the guises (e.g. transgenderism, the rebranding of sex trafficking as “empowering sex work,” etc.) in which men oppress women. The camouflage in which men put our oppression changes (and sometimes men wear those disguises themselves, when they put on lipstick and call themselves “she”). But their underlying goals of controlling us and appropriating our bodies, reproductive capacity, labor, and experiences as resources for themselves stay the same from generation to generation. Because men find new ways to disguise the means of their oppressing us in different eras, radical feminists need to stay nimble. We need to write radical feminist theory that recognizes, names, and calls out that oppression, and that exhorts women to liberate themselves from patriarchy. We can give ourselves the vision and the words we need as tools to liberate ourselves.


Hence, this book.


As a radical feminist who is actively engaged with other radical feminists in real life but also online, I noticed some things: There has not been a broad-ranging anthology of radical feminist essays published in many years, and not because there is no radical feminist political theory being developed. To the contrary, every day I see women writing radical feminist brilliance online, in blogs, in articles on websites, in social media posts and social media comments on other people’s posts. Too much of this brilliance has been evanescent. Social media posts and comments in particular scroll away into obscurity within a day or a few days, simply because of the ever-renewing nature of social media. Even blog posts and website articles soon become buried when new material is written. I wanted the voices of the women I was reading and admiring to be raised up, to be amplified to more listeners, to be held so that it could last over time.


I decided to reach out to these women whose posts and articles inspired me, and ask them to share some of their radical feminist theory in a book, this book. I reached out to over 100 radical feminist women whom I know online or in real life, and some whom I don’t know, but whose work I’ve admired.


I reached out to radical feminist Black women and women of color, women in Europe, the Middle East, India, Pakistan, South Korea, Central and South America, Australia, New Zealand, the U.S., and Canada—those who write in English, and whose work I’m aware of. Not everyone answered me, and some of those who answered and intended to contribute to the book became too busy to do so—and these contributions were also being written during the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic! I know that there is vast radical feminist work being done all over the world, and I wish I had better ways to learn of the work of women in Africa, Asia, Central and South America. English-speaking social media has not been a very likely place to connect with these sisters, and I would be lost in non-English speaking social media. So this collection reflects a smaller swathe of the radical feminist thought currently being developed in the world. This is another project for radical feminists—we have to find ways to share our work with each other across language barriers. For example, South Korean feminists recently hosted Sheila Jeffreys at a conference on her work, and are translating some of her books into Korean. The Women’s Human Rights Campaign (founded in the U.K.) hosts a live Feminist Question Time webinar every week, platforming feminists from around the world. But there is so much more to be done to bring us together. How about a billionaire radical feminist to build us a United Nations-like radical feminist building where we can meet and have headphones with simultaneous translation in our ears as we speak to each other? J.K. Rowling, can you help us out? All of this to say that I wish the book reflected more voices of Black women, women of color, and women from more countries. I do feel good about the efforts I made as one woman bringing this book together.


Conservatives say that no progress for women is necessary. Liberal feminists believe that progress for women is linear; that women have the vote, the right to own property, and the right to enter professions—and that therefore we have triumphed over patriarchy. Alternatively, liberal feminists believe that there no longer is a need to fight for women’s liberation—that prostitution, pornography, and being choked by men IS women’s liberation. Liberal feminists will say that these things are “empowering” because men tell us they empower us, and liberal feminists believe them. Radical feminists are realists: we understand that the fight for women’s liberation from patriarchy is cyclical, not linear. Every time we make progress women become complacent and men stop paying attention, and we have to win the fights all over again. The threats to our autonomy and liberation come from both the Right and the Left. Trump appointed three conversative religious zealots to the Supreme Court and now the right to abortion is in more danger than it has been in decades. We won the right to same-sex marriage and the trans movement rode in on the LGB movement’s coattails. Transgender activists and allies spent the past 10 years telling women that men can be women, and that men who say they are women should get to be housed in women’s prisons and play on women’s sports teams and undress in women’s locker rooms and get elected to the New York legislature in a position set aside for women. The sexual liberation movement in the 1960s turned out mostly to “liberate” women to be ever more available as a resource for men. Prostitution is called liberation. Allowing gay men to use our bodies as surrogates to gestate babies for them is called liberation. Having pornography made of us is called liberation, including the pressure to perform the sexual acts common in violent pornography. Being pressured to shave our vulvas and cover ourselves in makeup and wear “slutty” clothes and have plastic surgery to appeal to men’s fetishes is called liberation. Everything that men want to take from us is rebranded as “liberatory” for women and sold back to us as something we are supposed to want.


And yet, despite—or perhaps because of—the intensification of the hellscape that men build for women every day, the 21st Century, and particularly the past 10 years, has seen a renaissance of radical feminism around the world. Women are forming new radical feminist and gender critical and lesbian feminist organizations, like Feminists in Struggle in the U.S., and the Women’s Human Rights Commission, Get the L Out, and the LGB Alliance around the world. Women are founding websites and podcasts and radio shows, and radical feminist journals and zines, and organizing radical feminist conferences and publishing books like this one. Women are meeting in radical feminist consciousness-raising groups and feminist salons across America. Polish women by the hundreds of thousands are protesting on the street for a month at a time to demand their reproductive rights. After mass street protests by millions of Argentinian women, a bill legalizing abortion was enacted by the Argentina’s Congress in December 2020, making Argentina the largest country in Latin America to legalize abortion. Mexican women seized Mexico City’s National Human Rights Commission building to protest femicide in Mexico. Women in South Korea have launched the Reject the Corset movement, in which they stop purchasing cosmetics, plastic surgery, and uncomfortable “feminine” clothing, cut their hair short, and in some cases, boycott romance, marriage, sex, and childbearing with men. Women around the world crusade for the abolition of Female Genital Mutilation. Thousands of women in Iran have defied Iran’s compulsory hijab laws, removing their hijab in public and in many cases posting videos of themselves doing so, even though hundreds of women have been arrested and imprisoned for breaking the modesty law. Young women in Sudan led a public protest movement against the 30-year-long dictatorship of Omar Hassan Ahmad al-Bashir. In India, female college students created the “Pinjra Tod” (break the cage) campaign at college campuses nationwide, to protest curfews for women students living in college hostels or dorms. Hundreds of thousands of women in Pakistan organized Aurat Marches (women’s marches), demanding a society without exploitative patriarchal structures, the right of women to make decisions about their own bodies, and ending harassment, forced religious conversions and the sexist portrayal of women in the media, among other things. Bangladeshi police launched an all-female unit to tackle a rise in online abuse and harassment targeting women. Grassroots women’s organizations across Nigeria, Uganda, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Lesotho, and Sudan are organizing around feminist issues including reproductive health, food security, and education. Women in Belarus are the driving force of a movement aimed at toppling President Alexander G. Lukashenko, a leader known as “Europe’s last dictator.” There are countless more examples of our sisters’ fierce commitment to making the world better for women and girls.


This book was inspired by Mary Daly’s metaphors of radical feminists spinning and weaving creation, and by interactions with my worldwide community of radical feminist sisters both in real life and in online communities, as we co-spin and co-weave our work of women’s liberation.




A woman whose occupation is to spin participates in the whirling movement of creation. She who has chosen her Self, who defines her Self, by choice, neither in relation to children nor to men, who is Self-identified, is a Spinster, a whirling dervish, spinning in a new time/space ....





Daly also gifted us the imagery of women weaving a feminist world:




Sparking means building the fires of gynergetic communication and confidence. As a result, each Sparking Hag not only begins to live in a lighted and warm room of her own; she prepares a place for a loom of her own. In this space she can begin to weave the tapestries of her own creation. With her increasing fire and force, she can begin to Spin. As she and her sisters Spin together, we create The Network of our time/space.


The force of Spinsters’ Spinning is the power of spirit spiraling, whirling. As we break into The Third Passage we whirl into our own world. Gyn/Ecology is weaving the way past the dead past and the dry places, weaving our world tapestry out of genesis and demise.


—Mary Daly, Gyn/Ecology: The Metaethics of Radical Feminism.





As Mary Daly visioned, may fierce radical feminists the world over continue to arise, to fight, to take to the streets, to take back our freedom and our power, to say “No!” to the patriarchal forces that assail us. May we continue to spin and weave ourselves into a liberatory future! Solidarity, my sisters!


Elizabeth Miller


January 2021
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CHAPTER 1





On Twenty-First Century Patriarchy, and the Place of Women’s Hearts in Women’s Movement


by Renée Gerlich
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I believe that each and every one of us has within our hearts a hidden feeling and that this feeling is moving us to find a channel of energy, light and hope.


Dona Enriqueta Contreras1


If what we need to dream, to move our spirits most deeply and directly toward and through promise, is discounted as a luxury, then we give up the core—the fountain—of our power, our womanness; we give up the future of our worlds.


Audre Lorde, Poetry is Not a Luxury2





Women’s heartbreak is the most potent force for freedom in this world. Women carry the pain of living under patriarchy, a system in which one in three women are raped during their lifetime, and over 130 women are murdered each day around the world, by men they know. A network of institutions including the military, prostitution, surrogacy and marriage sustain patriarchy and ensure women are overworked, un(der)paid and otherwise punished for being female. These institutions shape the gender norms of male dominance and female subordination according to which we are all conditioned, and this universal conditioning means that women’s heartbreak is not only a matter of individual trauma or “mental illness.” It is a pervasive reality and a constant cultural undercurrent.


This heartbreak is the fuel of the women’s movement. It represents a longing to know real love, real joy and real expression in this one wild and precious life,3 and it is a bullshit radar that cannot be placated with compromise or negotiation. What we call women’s liberation movement is the cumulative, ongoing work of individual women who transmute our heartbreak into something creative, something freedom making.4


Embarking on a path toward freedom involves some rewards and challenges that are similar for all of us, regardless of our specific circumstances. For example, choosing loyalty to ourselves over social norms lifts some of the weight of shame that was never ours to bear. As that happens however, we are punished for the changes we make. Our individual responses to these rewards and challenges, what we create from them, is our own contribution to the collective movement of women’s liberation. That movement is made up of women’s collective efforts to use our pain to free ourselves.


Because this path involves so many common experiences, it is worth thinking about it as a path, about the social, emotional and spiritual demands it makes upon us—and also about how our responses are shaping the movement we name after ourselves as women. Then we can step back and ask ourselves questions, like: do we recognise the feminism of today as a movement toward freedom? I’m not talking about the pseudo-feminism of pop culture, but women’s liberation. In being part of this movement, do we feel, deep in our bones, and in every cell, excited and released? Is the work we do day to day in the name of feminism winning us more autonomy, or draining us? Does that matter? If there is a war on women, if sexual politics are a battleground in which only one side is armed, does it matter how feminism “feels,” and whether it is stressful or freeing? What do you think? Does the feminism you know and do really reflect your own chosen response to heartbreak?


Second Wave


During the second wave of women’s liberation in the 1970s and 80s, women gathered in consciousness-raising groups to do the work of liberation. They shared their life experiences and discovered something that changed the course of history. Women discovered that their heartbreak was not personal, because while it was indeed alienating, its causes were too formulaic, predictable, and tied up with culture, power, sex and gender to be purely “personal.” Women also realised they had more power than they had been led to believe, to heal their heartbreak and change the circumstances of their lives.


Through consciousness raising, women learned to name social patterns: of feminine conditioning, of male violence, of patriarchal power and control tactics in private and public. Women divorced abusive husbands, broke up with boyfriends, promoted lesbian visibility and some went separatist5 to dedicate their lives to women. They gave up feminine grooming rituals and the “corset,” and put the freed energy into themselves and each other, into art, music, theatre and political action just as radical as the changes they were making to their own lives. They started rape shelters, feminist presses and periodicals, women’s lands, Reclaim the Night marches, and strategised and organised to change law and institutional policy.


For all the political and institutional victories of the second wave, this was a time when a deep desire for freedom and autonomy, not just for “equality” and reform, shaped the women’s movement. The great works of that moment—the essays, books, novels, artworks, songs, speeches, badges, patches, posters, presses, poems, and periodicals; books like Sister Outsider and Gyn/Ecology; poems like The Dream of a Common Language and Monster—were created by passionate visionaries. To these women, individual freedom and collective liberation were not separate, polarised intellectual ideas—one liberal, fantasy based and irresponsible; the other radical, materially based and moral. In this women’s liberation movement, individual freedom indeed meant responsibility. It meant taking back responsibility for one’s own life, something that is stolen from women. Collective liberation was not only about a shared moral obligation to shift the material conditions of oppression on behalf of those worst affected, or for future generations. It was about sharing in the challenges, thrills, and new forms of expression that come with reclaiming ownership of one’s own mind and life. The second wave mantra, “the personal is political,” implies that liberation, too, is both.


When women start treating anger and heartbreak as important signals in our personal lives—as they did in the consciousness-raising groups of the 70s and 80s—we become more loyal to ourselves, and begin to move away from our feminine conditioning and out of our socially accepted roles. As Harriet Lerner wrote in her 1989 book The Dance of Anger, when we make changes like this, they are likely to be met with resistance in others as well as in ourselves. This resistance may extend to demands reaching “almost to absurd proportions, in a powerful effort to protect... from the strong anxiety that standing on one’s own can provoke in parties who are close to each other.”6 In the political sphere, that resistance is called “backlash.” In our personal lives, Lerner refers to it in the language of “countermoves” or “Change back!” reactions. What are some common countermoves, she asks? They often involve the attempt to evoke guilt: “We may be accused of coldness, disloyalty, selfishness, or disregard for others.”7


We can learn a lot about the current political and cultural climate by understanding that gaslighting and backlash work much the same in private as they do in public. Large scale backlash followed the women’s liberation movement of the 1970s and 80s just as inevitably as it followed the radical personal changes that women made. Naomi Wolf and Susan Faludi documented its media and beauty industry iterations in their books Backlash and The Beauty Myth. The books The Sexual Liberals and the Attack on Feminism and Somer Brodribb’s Nothing Ma(t)ters analyse the coup that took place in universities and other public institutions following the second wave, largely through the vehicle of postmodern ideology and the substitution of women’s studies with queer theory and gender studies.8


Though postmodernism is said to have arisen in response to the rise of “metanarratives” and totalitarian ideologies in the early twentieth century, feminists have another perspective on its timing. As Brodrib comments,




Strange timing. The explosion of consciousness and responsibility, the death of meaning, is being proclaimed by postmodernism. All this is occurring as feminist critiques of the economy of patriarchal ideological and material control of women emerge from women’s liberation movements.9





Feminism is distinct from ideology and “metanarrative,” because feminist theory does not begin with rigid, constructed ideas. It is constantly being shaped as feminists pose questions about the position of women and the facts of our lives in relation to existing structures and systems, and discover patterns. As Catharine MacKinnon writes in her magnificent essay Points Against Postmodernism, “Feminism’s development as theory is impelled by the realities of women’s situation.”10 The analysis is not rigid, predetermined, and detached, but ever developing on the simple premise of women’s humanity. It is ironic that postmodernism usurped women’s studies by replacing it with an academic paradigm that claims to be fundamentally democratic, but now supports the monolith of neoliberalism.


Literary theorist Terry Eagleton calls postmodernism a “cult of ambiguity and indeterminacy” that has bred “political illiteracy and historical oblivion.”11 In its cultivation of collective amnesia, postmodernism employs the gaslighting tricks of patriarchs. Judith Herman could have been talking about postmodernism in her book Trauma and Recovery, when she described gaslighting as follows,




In order to escape accountability for his crimes, the perpetrator does everything in his power to promote forgetting. Secrecy and silence are the perpetrator’s first line of defense. If secrecy fails, the perpetrator attacks the credibility of his victim. If he cannot silence her absolutely, he tries to make sure that no one listens. To this end, he marshals an impressive array of arguments, from the most blatant denial to the most sophisticated and elegant rationalization... The more powerful the perpetrator, the greater his prerogative to name and define reality, and the more completely his arguments prevail.12





By the 1980s, the literature and proponents of second wave feminism were being marginalised, and their ideas were slowly captured, appropriated, commercialised and domesticated. Gaslighting does not just involve denial, after all, but distortion. Postmodernism in turn did not simply disappear feminism, but appropriated and distorted its insights, employing the tactic that George Orwell called “doublespeak” and Mary Daly called “reversal.” In mind boggling displays of this doublespeak, ideas and practices that arose as part of the backlash to second wave feminism are now quite literally being sold to women as “feminism” itself. This is the primary context for women’s struggle for freedom today.


Feminism points out that all hierarchies require a supporting ideology, and that the ideology of patriarchy is dualistic. It divides the world into two categories: “superior” and “inferior.” Concepts like man, white, mind, and civilisation all become associated by virtue of their superior position, and defined in opposition to “inferior” concepts like woman, black, body, nature, and so forth.13 The system works as long as we ourselves continue to identify with all that is deemed superior at the expense of all that is not. Feminism challenges this system by pushing us to shift our loyalties to all that is repressed, rediscovering the life and wholeness in what we have been told has no value.


One of the most “sophisticated and elegant” strategies that postmodernism employs to “promote forgetting” is the practice of “queering.” As the feminist academic Susan Cox explains, this strategy takes the feminist revelation of dualistic hierarchies and turns it into an argument for deconstructing material reality:




...[Q]ueer theory views oppression as springing not from one class of people subordinating another, and exploiting them for labour and resources for their material benefit; but ... from the very act of labelling these groups in a binary fashion, which is seen as restrictive, and oppressive... People cannot express their authentic selves in this binary opposition.14





This sort of practice allows the feminist call to destigmatise female sexuality to become a justification for relabeling prostitution “sex work,” and celebrating it as a form of individual female empowerment. It takes the feminist analysis of the patriarchal family as constructed and oppressive, and twists it into a defense of the surrogacy industry.


Today, the postmodern, beauty industry and media backlash against women’s liberation have converged with transgenderism. Transgenderism takes the feminist critique of gender as a method of maintaining power relations between the sexes, and distorts it into an argument that biological sex in general, and females in particular, do not exist except as linguistic constructs and modes of social performance. This argument somehow gives men the right to claim this apparently non-existent, otherwise unreal femaleness, as their own identity or game to play. Ideologically, transgenderism is a prime example of a postmodern, patriarchal ideology that flourished as gender studies pillaged from women’s studies departments before moving into mainstream media, pop culture and law.


Contrary to popular belief, transgenderism does not represent good intentions to “include” the marginalised, gone wrong. Nor is it strictly an academic invention. It represents what Lerner calls a “countermove,” a set of old and fundamental patriarchal positions and gaslighting tactics elaborately and absurdly intensified. Patriarchal power structures have always relied on myths of male motherhood to justify themselves—God, the creator of the universe, is generally assumed to be male; Adam bore Eve miraculously from his rib; Zeus delivered Athena from his head; Jesus was more the son of God, his father, than of Mary, who is idealised not for mothering the boy, but for surrendering to his father’s will with the line, “do unto me according to thy word.”


The mantra “transwomen are women” encapsulates all the traditional myths and behaviours of patriarchy—the violation and myths of male motherhood that justify it; the game playing, gaslighting and magician’s tricks; the propaganda, dualistic privileging of mind over body, and the simultaneous sexualisation and stigmatisation of female and lesbian sexuality. It updates this package to suit the political economy and technology for our era—one that is secular and postmodern, while it reveres consumerism and Big Pharma. Transgender ideology borrows too much from religion to be considered original—it is patriarchal ideology in a concentrated, neoliberalised form.


Transgenderism is such an absurd and elaborate countermove against the idea of women’s autonomy that making sense of it necessitates a far-reaching assessment of politics and culture. Since transgenderism only makes sense as a contemporary manifestation of old and fundamental patriarchal myths and practices, feminism is the only way to answer the questions it prompts. So, as transgender ideology becomes more visible and public, and its lies more transparently nonsensical, many women reach “peak trans,” as the cognitive dissonance of accepting “transwomen are women” becomes too much—and they are rediscovering, or newly discovering, feminism. This process can also awaken us to the aggressiveness and absurdity at the core of patriarchal power structures, the same structures that dictated our own girlhood conditioning, the same structures that tell us how to dress, eat, sleep, work, vote and parent daily. Coming to terms with transgenderism and its widespread acceptance coaxes many women into a thorough reassessment of our lives, roles and priorities.


Many of us are responding to this situation by creating and volunteering for campaigns against new, fast-moving sex self-identification laws that enable men to access female-only spaces. These campaigns involve strategic public advocacy, branding, slogans, flyers and merchandise, volunteers, and a lot of disagreement about how “feminism” is best “represented” (nicely, or angrily? With apology and disclaimers, or without? Through direct action or negotiation? With compromise, or without? With men, or without?). These campaigns call for governments to protect the interests of all women (or “female people,” as we are now sometimes called, to avoid being confused with... male women).


As the work of women’s liberation becomes more and more for-malised, more and more civilised, it pays to remember that feminism is not just about campaigns. To wake up to all the lying and posturing is to embark on that path toward freedom, and to become open to the rewards and punishments that nonconformity, and pointing out the Emperor has no clothes, inevitably bring. This path is not just about the moral obligation to present truth to power. It is a path of the heart that wants more than to sleepwalk through life. And as we persist on the path, it is the heart that seeks sustenance.


Attachment


One of the important lessons of radicalism is about the nature of politics itself. Radical thinkers teach that people’s political views, as well as their defensive reactions, countermoves and backlash, are not primarily based on values, underlying ideas, misguided intentions, or diverse understandings of the world. Politics is about loyalty and identification with power, about big money and vested interests. Politics is how people express their loyalties and their relationship to power above all—ideas and values are secondary justifications. That’s why people in politics so often contradict themselves—why conservatives, for instance, preach self-responsibility as paramount but then consider men best placed to make laws about women’s bodies. It’s loyalty to the man of the house that matters, not moral, rhetorical or intellectual consistency.


Knowing that loyalties and power relations are based on investment rather than reason, has always driven radicals to prioritise resistance over tactics based on civil disagreement, debate, and “free speech.” It is the understanding that loyalty trumps reason that led Frederick Douglass to say that, “power concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will.” It is why Martin Luther King Junior echoed this with the words, “freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed.” It is why Malcolm X declared that “Any time you beg another man to set you free, you will never be free. Freedom is something you have to do for yourselves.” And why the inimitable Assata Shakur said: “Nobody in the world, nobody in history, has ever gotten their freedom by appealing to the moral sense of the people who were oppressing them.”


Radicals know that people also cannot be expected to change their political views or identifications with power through reasoning or dialogue. It is not that ideas and conversation never influence people deeply, just that we cannot place our hopes in negotiation as a primary strategy for social change. The filmmaker Nina Paley puts it this way: “It all comes down to this. Can people change? Yes. Can you change them? No.”


It is the same with individuals and our addictions and attachments. Attachment is to the individual what investment is to politics, and the two have the same source—the power structures and gender norms that define our society. The system of male dominance that we live within creates loyalty to men’s interests in politics, and attachment to gender norms in individuals, by conditioning people to conform to these norms. As a society, we teach boys to repress the aspects of their humanity that patriarchy has deemed womanly or “feminine,” and to become men who rely on power over women to fill the hole—power gained by using women for sexual gratification, and emotional and domestic labour. Girls and women are, in turn, taught to repress aspects of our own humanity, like the impulse to be seen and heard as we are, to have strong bodies, adventurous lives, a public voice. We are supposed to live these experiences vicariously, through relationships with the men and boys we care for, as they use us. As Janice Raymond writes in A Passion for Friends, “Women are assimilated by the hetero-relational ideology that men are a woman’s greatest adventure. Women learn not to expect a lively future with women.”15 The role that women are designated has been given many names, like the “helpmate,” or “handmaiden.”


Harriet Lerner describes the dynamic between the sexes in terms of “overfunctioning” and “underfunctioning.” Where one sex is expected to overfunction, as men are in, say, public life, women are expected to underfunction. Where women are expected to overfunction, as we are in the realm of emotionality, it is to enable men to underfunction, forego responsibility, and stay disconnected from their humanity in order to remain “masculine.” That is what emotional labour is, in the “helpmate” role—it has little to do with authentic emotional expression and empathy, and everything to do with getting stuck compensating for somebody else’s habit of using avoidance and repression to stay in control.


The reason why it is so difficult to break out of these conditioned roles, and the reason why these roles can lead people to believe absurdities like “biological sex does not exist,” is not because it is all so well-reasoned and convincing. This dualistic system of gender, of ensuring that all of us—boys, girls, men and women—are identified with men’s interests, this system of conditioning people from childhood to conform to norms of masculinity and femininity, does not operate through the power of persuasion, but through the power of pain. We are taught early on that we will be abandoned if we do not conform. It is taught from a time in our lives when the pain of repression really is preferable to the pain of abandonment, and when we are too young to be conscious of what is going on.


The impact and the prevalence of lifelong repression for the sake of acceptance is the subject of Gabor Maté’s book When the Body Says No.16 Maté is an expert on addiction, and for him, addictions develop as a way of coping with the emotional numbing and chronic stress that arise from repression of needs, boundaries, and emotional pain that stem from power-based social systems like capitalism, racism and gender. Maté explains how the needs, boundaries, and traits that women repress for the sake of acceptance do not simply disappear, and neither does the hurt, shame, or anger involved with having to hide ourselves behind a mask to be accepted. It all becomes unconscious, trapped in the body, even confusing the immune system. Maté shows how the inability to say “No,” is correlated with some autoimmune illness and cancers seen in women.


What happens when repression and hurt fester in the unconscious is that stress not only results, but it also becomes a kind of fuel that we depend on. Emotional numbing cuts us off from our most authentic sources of energy and motivation, and stress becomes a form of compensation, a way we know we’re switched “on.” We develop addictions that help us switch the stress off again and relax (like social media scrolling, television, alcohol) as well as to feel alive—thrilled and euphoric. Many of the world’s major industries are based on these addictions and coping mechanisms.


This pattern of repression, numbing, and compensating with stress and addiction becomes a system through which we cope, and find a semblance of balance. It becomes our comfort zone, even what we recognise as our self. To threaten any aspect of this system then, is to threaten the balance, to risk exposing what should be repressed, and to finally risk rejection and abandonment. It feels life threatening. Gender is basic to the way we learn to survive in the world. This is why nobody can just be talked out of gender. We were never convinced of it in the first place. As a condition of social acceptance, it was deep under our skin before we knew what was happening, and we were hooked.


Because our conditioning goes deep and affects many areas of our lives, when women first encounter feminism and start to recognise systemic misogyny, our equilibrium is thrown. And even though this time, the discomfort really is “for our own good,” finding a new way to live is no small task.


Shame


One of the most immediately powerful things about radical feminism is the way it interacts with our conditioning, specifically the habit of guilt and shame. Shame requires us to take things personally, and radical feminism depersonalises the experiences that create feelings of unworthiness in women, by identifying patriarchy as a common condition and destroying the illusion of isolation. As the second wave feminist militant Andrea Dworkin said,




Women were left to face battery alone. Why? Why were we alone? ... If it’s done to you because you’re a woman, it’s not done to you because you’re Andrea or Susan or Felicity. It’s done to you because you’re a woman. And somebody noticed that you are a woman and somebody decided to hurt you because they wanted to hurt a woman. Not you in particular—a woman, any woman. You also. And you’re not free of it. The question is, how are you ever going to be free of it?17





When women learn to see the misogyny that is in front of us, to call it what it is, we awaken to a morality that is based in reality and not ideology. Feminism flips the moralism of patriarchy on its head, simply by putting women’s experiences in a collective context and teaching us that morally, we are not accountable to any patriarch, male deity, policeman, Mr. Right, or even our fathers—either as they appear in the world or as they have been absorbed into our conscience. Feminism teaches that women are morally accountable to women, and most of all to those who are worst affected by male violence and poverty. As we see that women share a common condition with which we need not struggle alone, a layer of shame lifts.


When I began to read feminism, to feel this lifting of shame, and to realise I needed to forge a new path for myself, I was involved with the political left, particularly with protests against militarism and corporate free trade. I had become an activist in the first place because of my social conscience, because I was looking for answers about why the world is so unjust, and because I wanted to resist. In an essay from Our Blood, called Redefining Nonviolence, Dworkin talks about the role that the left delegates to women of conscience—the role of the “helpmate”:




Politically-committed women often ask the question, “How can we as women support the struggles of other people?” This question as a basis for political analysis and action replicates the very form of our oppression—it keeps us a gender class of helpmates. If we were male workers, or male blacks, or male anybodies—it would be enough for us to delineate the facts of our own oppression; that alone would give our struggle credibility in radical male eyes.


But we are women, and the first fact of our oppression is that we are invisible to our oppressors. The second fact of our oppression is that we have been trained—for centuries and from infancy on—to see through their eyes, and so we are invisible to ourselves.18





I wrote my first essays on prostitution and transgenderism in 2015, and the backlash or “countermoves” began the following year, including from my activist “comrades.” It hit hard. I remember sensing that many people on the left who were transactivists or supportive of prostitution seemed to froth at the mouth at finding a woman they could label a “SWERF” or a “TERF,” to get stuck into.


I had taken risks, and been arrested twice, among these people, in the name of a greater good. I realised I needed to make better distinctions between the political risks that make martyrs of women, or rely on conditioned self-sacrifice on our part—and the kind of political risks that we make on our own terms, in our own interests and based on our own understandings. Dworkin’s work helped me to see the difference. As I was shaken out of the political left, as so many women are today, Dworkin also helped me to continue peeling back the layers of shame rather than succumb to it. In Our Blood, she asserts: “The internal mechanism of female masochism must be rooted out from the inside before women will ever know what it is to be free.”19


Dworkin’s insistence that women stop behaving in overly accommodating and ultimately self-defeating (“masochistic”) ways, assisted me with two things. It encouraged me to continue shedding the inclination toward taking on a “helpmate” role in my own political life. Transgender ideology itself demonstrates how detrimental it really is when women accept the ideal of self-sacrifice as a basis for our political ideas and actions. In the name of casting our own concerns aside to “help others,” women on the political left are now participating in the rollback of centuries of feminist political gains. The endorsement of transgenderism by women on the political left demonstrates exactly why Dworkin really wanted women to stop  being “helpful,” instead of looking out for our own best interests. As it turns out, this willingness to take the shirt off our backs for the sake of anyone who asks for it isn’t even “helpful”—it is as intellectually blinding and politically reckless as it is personally draining.


Dworkin’s teaching also guided me to resist any urge to take the backlash I faced personally, as though it was directed at me as an individual. While I have often found the backlash I’ve dealt with to be stressful and hurtful, Dworkin stopped me from indulging in the response women are conditioned to have when we are criticised, bullied or rejected. We are supposed to respond by ruminating on “what’s wrong with me?” trying to locate some personal defect to fix so we can avoid causing upset again. This is the expected response of a “helpmate” who is supposed to cope with life by seeking the relative comfort that comes from pleasing others, and never offending by saying “No” or having ideas of our own.


So instead of asking what I did “wrong” to provoke another person to criticise my decisions, I allowed myself to assess their behaviour first. I formed a habit of asking myself “is this an okay way to treat a woman?” and responding in kind. The question brought me perspective. In situations when the answer to my question was “no,” I would follow it up with another—I would ask myself what sort of responses to misogyny I wanted there to be more space for women to make. I wasn’t interested in which responses made me look good, just which ones there needed to be more space for.


For instance, I wanted women to stop accommodating men’s bullying behaviour. I wanted to see us name abusive behaviour for what it is, rather than excusing it or treating it as innocent. I wanted us to seek accountability so that it’s not so easy for men to harass us. I wanted women to stop letting anger eat us up from inside while we ask what’s “wrong” with us, and why we feel bad, and how we can fix ourselves, and be nice for people. So, I made it my aim to name sexist behaviour for what it was, set boundaries around it, seek accountability, and express justified anger clearly. That was my new path.


Anger


I began to see the expression of anger as being part of what it means to stand for women’s humanity. Maté addresses the physiological importance of anger when he writes,




Why do we have anger? In the animal world, anger is not a “negative emotion.” An animal experiences anger when some essential need is either threatened or frustrated.


...A cornered animal turns to face his pursuer with a fierce display of rage. Anger may save his life, either by intimidating the hunter or by enabling the prey to resist successfully.


…For anger to be deployed appropriately, the organism has to distinguish between threat and non-threat. The fundamental differentiation to be made is between self and non-self. If I don’t know where my own boundaries begin and end, I cannot know when something potentially dangerous is intruding on them. The necessary distinctions between what is familiar or foreign, and what is benign or potentially harmful, require an accurate appraisal of self and nonself. Anger represents both a recognition of the foreign and dangerous and a response to it.20





I came to see anger not as a toxic emotion, but as my body’s way of alerting me to my own boundaries, inviting me to restore them. Lerner’s book The Dance of Anger had an especially profound influence on me, and this process of learning about myself, about misogyny, resistance, “countermoves” and backlash was central to my politicisation and radicalisation as a feminist.


The initial backlash I faced in New Zealand involved a bullying pact composed by the “community liaison” from our government funded sex trade lobby, the New Zealand Prostitutes Collective. My workplace was targeted, I was banned from community events, routinely censored (articles I had published on a prominent left wing website simply “disappeared”; my interview with the state broadcaster was mysteriously “lost in the system”), and I was harassed with threats, defamation and parody social media accounts. I found organisations designed to support people with online harassment, discrimination and media complaints to be unhelpful at best, and complicit.


I quit my job due to workplace bullying, moved out of the city, and lost my savings while I threw myself into more research, writing, and activism. Through this work, I met more people who shared my concerns, and began bringing them together in a group I started online on Christmas day in 2016. I am forever glad, too, that I went to WoLF Fest that year, to meet other feminists. Before that, I knew all of about four people in the country who were sympathetic, and none outside. Now, when New Zealand women wake up to the dangers of transgenderism and prostitution, they make an instantaneous connection to a large, real and online feminist community. The situation has changed a lot—as recently as 2016, those connections and support did not reach New Zealand.


Meeting women was energising, and so was discovering that friends of mine were sympathetic. Feminism gives women a connection that allows certain masks to come off, and that adds strength, richness, and new levels of honesty to friendships. So finding women and bringing them together was exciting, and it made me feel like I could see a future, however far off, in which we would at some point start shifting the culture together, and making room for ourselves to speak and relate openly without having to confront the punishment with too little support.


For me, the real threat that transgenderism represents does not lie in the passing of specific pieces of legislation, but in the way the ideology isolates, alienates and dehumanises women while shoring up old and fundamental patriarchal positions in the culture at large. For years, I felt this tactic of gaslighting, shaming and alienating women who dissent was the most crucial thing for feminists to resist—and that resisting it with grassroots solidarity was much more important than, for instance, starting campaigns designed to have popular appeal. It comes down to recognising transgenderism as a backlash, a “countermove.” As Lerner writes, “Our job is to keep clear about our own position in the face of a countermove—not to prevent it from happening or to tell the other person that he or she should not be reacting that way.”21 She says,




It is our job to state our thoughts and feelings clearly and to make responsible decisions that are congruent with our values and beliefs. It is not our job to make another person think and feel the way we do or the way we want them to. If we try, we can end up in a relationship in which a lot of personal pain and emotional intensity are being expended and nothing is changing.22





This was the way I was thinking, working and believing when, by mid-2018, the group I started had grown to include about fifty people. I had enjoyed the group, but I left at that point, because I was still working pretty much independently and I wanted to have smaller and more focused conversations. After I left, the group formed a public lobby in which women pool their own money and resources to put toward campaigns against sex self-identification that are designed to influence media, politicians, and public opinion. From the outset, this lobby minimised, hid, or denied its relationship to me and my work, claiming the decisions were tactical and based on a “pragmatic” approach. Because I had already been marked as a “TERF” and tainted in the process, the group believed it would not be prudent to associate with me politically and/or publicly.


Heartbreak, on my part, followed. The lobby invited a liberal politician who had tried to make women she called “TERFs” unwelcome at Pride Parades, to speak at one of their first public events. They gained a venue and publicity for another event with the help of the leader of New Zealand’s libertarian political party. But they still would not name or associate with me for any reason, for fear it would have a negative impact on their public image. While I believe that women and feminist groups should be able to speak with whomever they like in politics, this group made the decision to work with, offer platforms to, and accept disagreement with, high-powered people who are overt misogynists whilst sweeping me under the rug. To me, this could only be seen as a double standard and an expression of loyalties, not tactics.


I found this situation tough. I think that for many women who come this far in feminism, the idea of losing the solidarity you’ve found is a nightmare. A group of feminists seems like the last social support network you’ll ever be able to find. For me this was a nightmare with a silver lining.


Aloneness


There is a feeling that many writers, healers and spiritual teachers identify as sitting right in the middle of that pseudo “balance” we create, where we repress authentic aspects of ourselves, as well as hurt and anger, and then live by the energy of stress, survival and trying to please. The feeling in the middle is the feeling of aloneness. These days it is popularly called “disconnection.” Marx called it “alienation.” In Trauma and Recovery, Judith Herman calls it “helplessness.” In Daring Greatly, Brené Brown calls it “vulnerability.” Many feminists refer to it with the language of silence and invisibility.


In Diving Deep and Surfacing, Carol Christ calls this feeling “the experience of nothingness.” Her book explores the way that violation, self-negation, and social and cultural invisibilisation compound with this human experience, for women—and how this is expressed in women’s fiction writing. She says that among female protagonists in women’s fiction,




The experience of nothingness often precedes an awakening, similar to a conversion experience, in which the powers of being are revealed. A woman’s awakening to great powers grounds her in a new sense of self and a new orientation in the world. Through awakening to new powers, women overcome self-negation and self-hatred and refuse to be victims.23





I read Christ’s book while I was trying to accept the reality of dedicating myself to creating a community, only to find myself left effectively abandoned by it. During this period, I began to spend more time with a very dear, wise friend of mine who was active in second wave feminism, and is also a healer and Aikido practitioner. I talked with her about how, since becoming a feminist and speaking about it, it was hard to find like-minded people, and how the threat and pressure from these millennial ideologies and their assimilative power seemed to make it near impossible for me to build lasting solidarity and trust, in anything resembling a group or community, and apparently even among people who don’t buy the ideas. My friend told me what to do when you are faced with a threat, according to Aikido: you hold your centre, and you “go underneath,” allowing the force and mass of the perpetrator to spend itself.


This advice reminded me of a prophetic talk given by Mary Daly in 1980, called The Fire of Female Fury. Daly encourages women away from “reactivity” and toward “creativity”—since creativity demands that we assess things more deeply. Daly says that “we are living on a planet in which patriarchy… is raping the earth to death,” so she asks,




How do you fight necrophilia with love of life? I suggest it is most urgent that we do not waste our energies re-acting. They will always have something for us to re-act against. Probably one of the most astonishing things in the 80s is going to be the constant erection of pseudo-feminism, so that they’ll have us, hopefully (from their point of view) at each other’s throats… the capturing of women’s studies, the confusion of women who identify as “feminist”…


The priority, then, the way of warfare, is creativity. I suggest how we fight is by not reacting, by refusing, powerfully, to react—and instead choosing to create.24





The conclusion I drew about what happened with this lobby group is that the conditioned inclination to act as a “helpmate” and identify with the powerful gets so deeply embedded in women, it so much becomes our “comfort zone,” that we can even fall into this role when we take up causes in which we have a chance at self-definition, and men have no inside influence. This system of repression, validation and stress that we create in our lives has such a powerful hold that we may continue to abandon ourselves and each other in preference of the familiarity of an ethic of charity work, “selflessness,” and a bitter negotiation with men as leaders, even when nobody is demanding that we do it. As Lerner explains, when the need for change becomes clear, the temptation to stay in old roles and fight familiar battles is powerful. She writes, “Fighting and blaming is sometimes a way both to protest and to protect the status quo when we are not quite ready to make a move in one direction or another.”25 This line makes me think about those feminist reformists who work with the powerful but whose concession making undermines their central premise, their loyalty to women and themselves.


I realised I had abandoned myself, too. I started to see something I had not seen clearly while my thinking had been so deeply and consistently collective. The forced dependency that patriarchy cultivates in women requires us to become overinvested in relationships with men partly to avoid our aloneness. This aloneness contains all the treasures of our uniqueness as people, our truest desires, creative spirit, and individual responses to the world, but we collude in repressing these aspects of ourselves to stay connected. It becomes hard to face being alone, because when we do, we find feelings of pain, disappointment and regret that come from self-neglect and lost potential.


Feminism does not free women of these habits, avoidance patterns and coping mechanisms immediately and automatically. So, as we begin to question and reduce our conditioned dependency on men, we are likely to initially transfer it onto women. Consciously or unconsciously, we may expect feminists to look after our best interests and shield us from the prospect of aloneness. It is not a crazy or illogical expectation, but it does make for a movement full of projected insecurity and high stakes conflict.


There is an aloneness that is distinct from alienation, an aloneness that is painful but necessary to face if we wish to improve our lives, relationships, and social movements. Elizabeth Cady Stanton wrote about it in her 1892 speech The Solitude of Self: “We come into the world alone, unlike all who have gone before us, we leave it alone, under circumstances peculiar to ourselves.” Our power as individuals is hidden in this solitude: our power to know, to name, to decide, to envisage, to create, to become physically strong. A desire to know that power as fully as possible, and with it, to cultivate our own unique, creative response to the world, exists within us. Both Lerner and Maté write about this when they distinguish between responsibility, that weight of moral obligation many women carry, and response-ability, the reality that none of us can “fix” the world, nor is it our duty—but we are each gifted with the ability to respond. Having only one life, this ability is sacred. It is not to be flitted away on virtuous “helping” and homework. What sort of feminist movement would we have if we each reckoned with this?


Negotiation


Imagine a movement of women who have learned to find riches in solitude, who are committed to knowing their own creative power, and who come together on that basis to move the obstacles that stand in our way as a sex. That is the movement I want to be part of. Only, there is nowhere to sign up—this movement has no name, no website, no spokespeople, no membership subscription and no e-mail address. It will grow like fruit from a tree as women discover each other in the process of rediscovering ourselves.


I no longer believe that anything less than a dedication to tending the fire inside that cannot be put out is worthy of women, as individuals or as a sex. Nor do I believe that anything less than this can be called politically practical. I agree with Maté when he says, in a talk titled The Power of Addiction and the Addiction of Power:




the addiction to power is always about the emptiness that you try to fill from the outside… and so as we look at this difficult world with a loss of the environment and global warming and the depredations in the oceans, let’s not look to the people in power to change things. Because the people in power, I’m afraid to say, are very often, some of the emptiest people in the world and they are not going to change things for us. We have to find that light within ourselves, we have to find the light within communities and within our own wisdom and our own creativity. We can’t wait for the people in power to make things better for us, because they are never going to, not unless we make them.26





People have called me naïve for not being “pragmatic” enough to accommodate the so-called “political realities” of compromise and concession making in my work. But like Douglass, Luther King, Shakur, and Malcolm X taught—institutions do not respond to negotiation, they respond to pressure. Their positions are not based on best practice theory or innocent misunderstandings, but on investment and attachment to power. So, in my view, it is the tactic of polite political negotiation that is based on assumptions that I would call naïve, because political negotiation assumes that politicians and institutions respond to reason and negotiation at all—that they are interested in things like common ground, goodwill, good ideas and coherent thinking. They are not.


When we build a movement based on negotiation, it hurts us in two main ways: firstly, because it ignores the way that institutions truly operate. Transgenderism and its denial of biological sex and female existence has turned the statement “women are female” into a political one. What this statement (which used to be a mere fact) now represents, is not an argument or a piece of information, but the reassertion of a boundary that is being violated in the interests of power. When feminists make the now-political assertion that “women are female,” but make concessions in the process of negotiating with the powerful (for instance by referring to “transwomen,” or “trans rights,” in campaigns against sex self-identification laws, by calling men who wear feminine clothing “she” out of “respect,” or by shunning women who don’t comply with these compromises), these concessions undermine the very boundary that their political truth telling was intended to assert in the first place. We will not get very far, for very long, like that.27


Feminists who engage with political lobbying based on compromise, palatability, and negotiation also often deny that women want very much. The feminist negotiator insists that women do not want much, because they think it would be political suicide to tell the truth: that we want autonomy and adventure, that we want to live full lives, and that this means we want to recreate the culture we live in from scratch. The negotiator has a lot to say about what we “just want.” We just want safehouses. We just want our prison cells to be sex-segregated, because we just want to be safe from rape in jail. We just want our changing rooms and bathrooms and sports teams to be for us and not for strange men. We just want a turn to speak, after we have finished listening. (As Brodribb wrote in 1992, “I have to make arguments which sound extravagant to my ears, that women exist. That women are sensible.”28)


In her book Women, Sex and Addiction, Charlotte Kasl terms the feminine or “helpmate” role codependency, and says that “codependency is women’s basic training.”29 She explains the cost to us when she says,




Codependency is difficult to describe because it is often about what a person does not do, which is basically to live her life. She doesn’t follow the path of her own interests or let her passions flow through her. She is afraid of strong feelings and power. If the addict overindulges in sensory pleasures, the codependent starves herself of them. Or if she does indulge, she immediately feels guilty and can’t enjoy them because at her core she feels undeserving.





How sad this is, when, as Untamed author Glennon Doyle says, “the blueprints of heaven are etched inside the deep desires of women.”30


Think about it: if choosing the path of politeness, palatability, and compromise really worked as a political strategy, even though it mirrors our conditioning, it would have succeeded already. Because if it were possible to condense the sound of women’s voices over five thousand years of patriarchy, into a single sound recording—on playing it, you would hear this very sound of negotiation. As Gerda Lerner writes in The Creation of Feminist Consciousness—




This ultimate consequence of men’s power to define—the power to define what is a political issue and what is not—has had a profound effect on women’s struggle for their own emancipation. Essentially, it has forced thinking women to waste much time and energy on defensive arguments; it has channeled their thinking into narrow fields; it has retarded their coming into consciousness as a collective entity and has literally aborted and distorted the intellectual talents of women for thousands of years.31





This leads to the second reason why a reformist approach, based on negotiation and debate, is not as sensible as its advocates like to think: it necessitates that we ignore the way that oppression really works. Oppression does not leverage the power of persuasion, but the power of pain. If we become loyal to power through pain, attachment, and addiction, and not through persuasion, then the challenge of politicising is not just the challenge of becoming persuasive either, nor only of coming to terms with material reality and moral obligation. It is the challenge of confronting pain—mostly, our own. It is the challenge of confronting our own addictions, habits and attachments, and our own inner resistance to living for our own selves.


When we ignore this work, or minimise its importance, we risk doing something truly tragic: building a movement that reproduces the dynamics of self-sacrifice, obligation, stress and burnout, in which we martyr ourselves all over again, instead of transforming pain into something that can help us to relearn what it means to feel alive, and allow us to experience, in our own lifetimes, what it is like to be part of a culture created by countless women doing the same. A movement loved by women is the only kind that will ever create lasting and meaningful change.


Love


Today feminists are generally offered two alternative conceptions of freedom. In one, freedom will come after you release your body from that restrictive clothing you’re wearing by signing up to these pole dancing classes; in the other, because women are oppressed as a class, no woman can be free until all women are free. To me, both of these narratives contain a fantastical element. Surely, an individual woman who is in denial about collective oppression cannot liberate herself as an individual, and certainly not by swinging around a pole in a g-string; but just as surely, a group of people who do not believe that they can liberate themselves, cannot liberate an entire sex class. As the Buddha taught,




It is not possible... that someone stuck in the mud could pull out another who is stuck in the mud. But it is possible that someone not stuck in the mud could pull out another who is stuck in the mud.32





And in the words of the Tsultrim Allione, whose work explores the relationship between women and Buddhism,




In order for women to find viable paths to liberation, we need the inspiration of other women who have succeeded in remaining true to their own energies.33





The women’s liberationists of the seventies acted neither on the assumption that freedom is purely personal, nor that it is something we cannot experience ourselves, but only work for out of a moral obligation to future generations. Of course, freedom is not compatible with denial about our circumstances, but neither is it some hypothetical social order that people may or may not be able to agree on or bring about in a vaguely imagined, distant future.


Freedom lives in a woman’s body. Our bodies know freedom, and point the way. They tell us when aspects of our lives, habits, beliefs, relationships or circumstances are antithetical to a state of ease, a state of growth, a state of expansion, and a state of freedom. Liberation is the work of learning how to listen to these signals and act for ourselves, whatever resistance we may face. Repression is the work of ignoring these signals, trying to stop the body from insisting that we seek conditions more conducive to the natural state of freedom. As Doyle puts it, “it takes a lot of effort for a live human being to stay half dead.”34


The feminists who started women’s lands during the second wave also teach us something about this energy and the way that women’s freedom exists already, locked inside our bodies, so long as we insist that negotiation with power is the only path to change. In Australia, Chris Sitka helped to establish women’s lands and says that she is committed to the cause of women’s liberation, “Not because I intellectually prefer it, but because I have emotionally experienced it.” As difficult as it might be to conceive of building new women’s lands now, Sitka’s writing captures the way that freedom is real for her, and not just a political concept. She explains,




The land Herself embraced me and nurtured me. She gave me confidence and strength. Both my body and mind muscles grew. I walked and ran and swam and rode on horses and loved my own body deeply and unconditionally. Not least because no-one, including the women I lived amongst, ever judged me for how I dressed, or didn’t dress at all; or how wild and unkempt my hair was as I tangled with vines and got dirty churning up clay.





She recalls,




We sang day and night. We sang our joy and our hope for women. We sang to the land and to each other. It was a primal kind of love. An expanding love that circled the Earth and boomeranged back to us.35





Margot Oliver writes how, on the same women’s lands,




I learnt about the absence of fear. In a contemplative moment I calculated that with the three local Women’s Lands and the surrounding Crown Lands, there were about five square miles to roam where we would only be accosted by other women—or by no-one else at all. We might meet a snake or three—a shy red-belly black or a diamond python highly likely, on occasion a brilliant green and yellow tree snake, or even a deceptively harmless looking brown snake—but no male violence.


It was extraordinary to decompress from this fear that all women carry, and also to be with other women realising the same liberation of body and psyche; experiencing that, in this fundamental way, we were safe.36





Of course, the foremothers of the second wave were the freedom fighters and suffragists of the first. And in her book Sisters in Spirit: Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) Influence on Early American Feminists, Sally Roesh Wagner asks the question, “How did the radical suffragists come to their vision, a vision not of Band-Aid reform but of a reconstituted world completely transformed?” She concludes, “They believed women’s liberation was possible because they knew liberated women, women who possessed rights beyond their wildest imagination: Haudenosaunee women.”37 Haudenosaunee women (commonly known as Iroquois) were not bought and sold in marriage, not ashamed of their bodies, not subordinate, not afraid of the men of their own clans or of the “dark.” Barbara Mann, of Seneca heritage, writes that,




The notion of such formalized woman-power may startle Europeans and their descendants, but it is an old and mature idea among Native Americans, especially those east of the Mississippi River. All eastern Nations recognised the political, economic, spiritual and social roles of clan mothers.38





Feminist mothers and advocates for home birth and women’s rights in childbirth, like MaryLou Singleton and Michelle Peixinho in the United States and author Janet Fraser in Australia, also know about reclaiming this female sovereignty. As Fraser says in her book Born Still, “What women really lack is autonomy in our lives, and thus in our birthing as well.”39 In Wisdom Rising, Tsultrim Allione recalls giving birth to her daughter in a way that captures so much about the shift from negotiation and “niceness,” to tuning into the body and acting for the self, despite the discomfort of others:




By evening, I had been in hard labor for eight hours when the doctor arrived from Seattle. My labor wasn’t progressing, and he thought the baby’s head was in the wrong position. Suddenly I thought: I have to get this baby out! It’s up to me, no one else can do this. What do I need to do?


I tuned in to my body, got off the bed and onto the floor on my hands and knees, and told the doctor to leave me. I began weaving and shaking back and forth, up and down. My husband tried to approach me to tell me to be calm and breathe quietly, but I told everyone to get out of the way. I wasn’t nice and calm; I was fierce and clear… And before long, I held my newborn daughter in my arms.40





Doesn’t this also amount to an argument that yes, it is not only right, but imperative that women, as individuals, not only commit ourselves to the “cause” of feminism but honour our own bodies, lives, sexuality, desires and potential as we get ourselves free? Incidentally, many liberal women echo this message poignantly. In Doyle’s words,




Selfless women make for an efficient society but not a beautiful, true, or just one... What we need are women who are full of themselves.41





In her TED talk 12 truths I learned from life and writing, Anne Lamott says,




Our help is usually not very helpful. Our help is often toxic. And help is the sunny side of control. Stop helping so much. Don’t get your help and goodness all over everybody.42





In Big Magic, Elizabeth Gilbert pleads,




Whenever anybody tells me they want to write a book in order to help other people I always think “Oh, please don’t.”


Please don’t try to help me.


I mean it’s very kind of you to help people, but please don’t make it your sole creative motive because we will feel the weight of your heavy intention, and it will put a strain upon our souls.


Your own reasons to make are reason enough. Merely by pursuing what you love, you may inadvertently end up helping us plenty. (“There is no love which does not become help,” taught the theologian Paul Tillich.) Do whatever brings you to life, then. Follow your own fascinations, obsessions, and compulsions. Trust them. Create whatever causes a revolution in your heart.43





At its essence, women’s movement is created not only out of women’s intellectual efforts or political commitment but out of women’s pain and our desire to be free of it. This pain represents our longing to feel alive, not used, not exploited, not bored, not stressed to the bone, not tired, not foggy, not half asleep. When we use pain as a signal that we need to free ourselves from oppressive roles, habits, and circumstances, we inevitably face resistance inside ourselves, in our private lives, and in the public sphere.


Still, transmuting pain to freedom is the only way. In a world made up of institutions that will budge under nothing but pressure, the only collective strategy that can actually be considered pragmatic for women is the creation of movements that are not only “helpful” and righteous, but that we love deeply, in our bones. The movement we love is the one that is for us, and that we will commit to. Of course, such a movement can involve committee meetings and seats at negotiation tables—but without question, it cannot begin in those places. Women’s liberation movement really does begin with us—with each impulse felt, each word spoken, each action taken, each thing made from the love of freedom that lives in a woman’s heart—refusing, ever and always, to go silent.
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When I was asked to speak at the 2014 radical feminism conference in London, the organizers asked me to talk about the future of radical feminism. The only way I could address the future was to evoke the past and the present, highlighting some of the milestones of radical feminist activism in my own life and work, with the hope that the history of radical feminist ideas and activism can generate some wisdom about the future.


I became a radical feminist in the late 1960s. But I was probably a budding radical feminist before that, since I grew up in an extended family of six boys. Luckily, I was the oldest. The period spanning the late 1960s and the 1970s was a vibrant time for feminism, not without its differences, however, between the so-called brands of feminism.


During part of that period, I was in graduate school. For many U.S. students at this time, it was impossible to be engaged in academic work without being involved in the major political issues of the day—civil rights, the anti-war movement as the United States was attempting to crush Vietnam, the environmental movement and of course, feminism. I was fortunate to study with Mary Daly and to be part of a radical feminist group of graduate students from many different universities in the Boston area who became activists.


At the time, I was working on a Ph.D. with a concentration in medical ethics. Legal abortion was one of the controversial debates of the day in the United States. Prior to the U.S. Supreme Court decision in 1973, which legalized abortion until fetal viability, I had begun to speak publicly in various states and public forums about a woman’s right to abortion. Many of these invitations came to me because at the time, I was technically a member of a progressive religious community of Catholic nuns. Of course, a Roman Catholic nun speaking out in favor of women’s right to abortion generated publicity and hastened my formal exit from the community.


In the mid-1970s, I was hired at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst, one of the largest public universities in the United States, where for 28 years, I was a professor. At the time, Women’s Studies was a new academic field on U.S. university campuses. Many faculty in the Women’s Studies programs of this era were socialist feminists, and radical feminists were definitely in the minority. This was before the advent of post-modernist theory, when many of the socialist feminists became post-modernists and when this brand of theory came to dominate a large number of Women’s Studies programs.


At the same time, the feminist women’s health movement was evolving, initially to challenge many medical practices that impacted women. The feminist women’s health movement also generated women’s health centers in which women’s health problems were addressed and treated—injuries from women being battered, vaginal infections, menstruation, menopause, contraception, abortion, sterilization abuse of African American women in the United States and internationally, and self-help learning.1


Much of my teaching, writing and activism at the time focused on the use of technologies that were destructive to women’s bodies and minds—for example, behavior control and modification technologies such as psychosurgery (formerly called lobotomies) and electroshock therapies. In the United States, these technologies were used much more frequently on women than on men. As I began to write about these so-called therapies, I encountered women who had been subjected to them. One was a lesbian feminist activist whose parents, when she was a young woman, had her involuntarily confined in a mental institution, and subjected to lobotomy because a psychiatrist claimed it would cure her lesbianism. Instead, the surgery inflicted severe memory loss, periodic catatonia and chronic headaches lasting into adulthood.


Reproductive Technologies


At a conference in Groningen in the Netherlands in 1984, I met a group of radical feminist activists and academics, and we founded an international women’s rights group called FINRRAGE that would monitor government policies and programs on reproduction, reproductive technologies, genetic engineering and the rapid development of new techniques such as surrogacy and reproductive drugs that were being targeted for use on women worldwide. The women in our founding group came from Australia, Argentina, Bangladesh, Switzerland, the UK and the US. We spoke at many conferences on the new reproductive and genetic technologies, testified before state and national bodies, and edited a journal called Reproductive and Genetic Engineering.2 Some of us also wrote books on these issues. Mine was entitled, Women as Wombs: Reproductive Technologies and the Battle over Women’s Freedom.3


Although most discussions of technological reproduction are focused on western technologies such as in vitro fertilization and freezing embryos, the reproductive use of women is being played out on an international medical stage where women’s bodies are being trafficked for reproduction and/or utilized in reproductive tourism. Surrogate brokers, for example, quite candidly admit that they seek new and more inexpensive markets for women who will breed children for other people since the going rate is cheaper and the so-called labor supply more unquestioning. India has become the center of this reproductive tourism with a proliferation of surrogacy centers that advertise women for hire, and babies for westerners, through the use of poor Indian women as surrogates.


Lesbian Feminism


Also during the 1980s, the so-called “sexuality wars” surfaced within the feminist movement in the United States and elsewhere, primarily raised by the issue of pornography. Lesbians were particularly involved in these sexuality debates. In the 1970s, lesbianism had not been separated from feminism because many lesbians identified especially as radical feminists. Lesbian feminism was a politics of commitment to women and women’s rights, not a biological destiny, and not simply a lifestyle. During the 1980s, lesbianism became a sexual identity without a feminist politics. Nothing contributed as much to this divide—between those who viewed lesbianism as only a sexual identity and those who identified as lesbian feminists—as the emergence of a sexual libertarian culture that staked its claim to a liberated lesbian sexuality grounded in the male-demand modes of sexual behavior—pornography, prostitution, and lesbian S&M.4


The debates about lesbian sexuality dominated Britain’s first lesbian summer school, held in July of 1989. At this gathering I gave a talk, which became a published article called “Putting the Politics Back Into Lesbianism.” Basically, I argued that there was little difference between a conservative worldview that locates women in this world primarily as sexual objects of men’s fantasies and desires, and a lesbian libertarian lifestyle that is increasingly preoccupied with fucking as the be-all and end-all of lesbian existence. It is difficult to see what is progressive or rebellious about a position that locates female desire and that imprisons female sexual dynamism, vitality and vigor in the male-demand practices of sexual objectification, subordination and violence, this time engaged in by women. It was predictable that the lesbian feminist view would be categorized as anti-sex, and as puritanical radical feminism; and that those of us who made certain forms of lesbian sexual behavior problematic would be accused of being dogmatic and having no fun!5


Radical feminism historically has called for the de-sexualization of women in the media, the marketplace and the world in general. What the sexual libertarians and liberals achieved was the re-sexualization of women using feminist and lesbian liberation rhetoric to assert that sexuality is a radical impulse. But sexuality is no more radical than much else. There are certain expressions of it that may be radical and there are other expressions of it that are not. It is ironic that the sexual libertarians want to reinvigorate the male-demand forms of sexuality on which they base their claims to sexual liberation.


I don’t want to leave you with the impression that lesbians did not resist this view of sexuality. Certainly many lesbians did resist, and are still in the forefront of, for example, the anti-pornography movement. Lesbians are fighting internationally against global systems of prostitution and sexual slavery. But whereas formerly, you could count on a political movement of lesbian feminism, that political effort now seems diminished. Lesbian feminism was a movement based on the power of a “we”—not on an individual woman’s sexual fantasy or self-expression—a shared politics, which maintained that prostitution, pornography and sexual violence could not be rationalized in the name of free choice, and that sex trafficking is globalized prostitution.


Sex Trafficking and Prostitution


In the 1990s, I became co-executive director with Dorchen Leidholdt of the international Coalition against Trafficking in Women (CATW).6 For many years, I have worked with women in many different parts of the world to combat the prostitution and sex trafficking of women and children. As a feminist abolitionist activist visiting over 50 countries, I have met hundreds of women who have been in systems of prostitution and whose lives have been ravaged by it. I have met women who thought they were migrating out of their countries for work and ended up in the sex industry. I have met runaway girls in my country, who ran away because a male relative had sexually abused them at home, only to find themselves smoothtalked and pimped into the sex industry. I have been in brothels where I have seen young children servicing male buyers. And I have talked with men who are habitual prostitution users who feel entitled to use women’s and girls’ bodies to meet their alleged sexual needs.


As an activist, I have learned that working against the sex industry is like working against nothing else. The industry has friends in high places and has become a major lobbyist on behalf of national and international legislation that would favor its expansion. One wonders where all the anti-globalization activists are when it comes to confronting the globalized sex industry. Instead, the debate over prostitution has focused mainly on women’s choice and consent. From the critics of international capitalism, we hear very little about the role of the sex industry and its economic and sexual exploitation of women. There is a dominant academic perception that prostitution is just sex, not sexual exploitation; just sex, not a sex industry; and that we must preserve whatever calls itself “sex.” We are urged to swear loyalty oaths to any practice that gets represented as sex. The very language of “sex work” and “sex worker” helps to launder the system of prostitution throughout the world.


In pro-prostitution discourse, prostitution is sex work, not sexual exploitation. Pimps are third party business agents who women choose to protect themselves and manage their economic interests, not first-class exploiters. In Victoria Australia, pimps who are legal brothel owners are designated as sex work service licensees. Prostitution users are customers or clients who provide women with incomes, not abusers. Brothels are safe spaces for women to ply their trade, not quarters where women are controlled and kept in check. Women in prostitution are sex workers, not victims of sexual exploitation. And victims of trafficking are migrant sex workers whose passage from one country to another is facilitated migration by helpful people movers. Even the words escort and escort agencies make the system of prostitution sound more chic and safe. This rhetorical strategy lends support to a global sex industry by supporting its goals to normalize prostitution as work and sanction its perpetrators as simply entrepreneurs and cordial capitalists.


The global system of prostitution is based on gender. Most of the studies that have interviewed prostitution users—those men who exploit women for the sex of prostitution—have documented that gendered views of women feature largely in why men buy women for sexual activities. From the British guy who admits “I want my prostitute … to be a pretend girlfriend…to be genuinely attracted to me,” to the outright misogynist who responds proudly, “At just the right moment I leaned forward and shot my load on her face! She was surprised and shocked, this got me more excited than the act”—men’s views and actions as prostitution users are based on ideas about women that conform to their gendered views of who women are, and how women are expected to act.7


Transgender


There is gender and there is transgender. When I first published The Transsexual Empire in 1979,8 the word gender was understood to be separate from the word sex. Sex was what defined a person biologically, and gender was understood to mean the sex-appropriate behavior that was socially constructed. In her new and brilliant book, Gender Hurts, Sheila Jeffreys looks at the history of the word gender and emphasizes the fact that radical feminists used the term to talk about gender roles, the “gender order,” or the gender hierarchy, but in each of these usages, it was clear that it meant a social and political construction of male and female behavior. Now, as Jeffreys points out, gender has replaced the word sex, “as if gender itself is biological.”9 The conflation of sex and gender is achieved in the construction of the category transgender. The term transgender, replacing transsexual, has expanded to include not only those who undergo surgery but also those who avoid the surgery, use only opposite-sex hormones, or simply self-identify as member of the opposite sex.


People sometimes ask me, “What’s the big deal about transgender,” and why is it such a significant issue, especially in the schema of pressing issues that feminists concern ourselves with. As I saw it then and see it now, transsexualism and transgender raise questions of what gender is and how to challenge it. Advocates of transgender argue that it is a radical challenge to gender—transgressing gender expectations and rigid boundaries of socially appropriate sex-role behavior—if a person undergoes surgery or hormone treatment to configure one’s body to the opposite sex, or simply claims membership in the opposite sex by self-identification. If we have to change our bodies in order to challenge gender norms, we are not transcending gender, i.e., we are not free from gender. We are exchanging one gendered identity for the other. What good is a gender outlaw who is still abiding by the rules of gender?


The “transsexual empire” is the conglomerate of medical specialties that join together to make transsexual treatment and surgery possible. As with prostitution and sex trafficking, people ignore the medical industry that has colonized gender dissatisfaction. As a wide swath of conduct and personal struggles are labeled as psychological problems or as syndromes requiring medical solutions, all sorts of behaviors are treated with drugs, surgery, and other technical means. More and more personal, ethical, and social conflicts are defined as medical problems when they are actually human problems in living that conflict with social and political norms.


Carrying the medical model to the extremities of enforcing gender conformity, the Indian state of Madhya Pradesh is investigating claims that up to 300 girls were surgically turned into boys for parents who wanted sons. Women’s rights campaigners have denounced the practice stating that transsexual surgery makes a “mockery of women in India.”10


Since the Islamic revolution in 1979, Iran has become the second country after Thailand to perform more transsexual surgeries than any other, where many male homosexuals and some lesbians experience pressure to transition surgically as a means of normalizing their homosexuality. In a country where homosexual acts are criminalized and punishable by execution, persons who undergo sex reassignment surgery can exist without fear. The law serves to encourage, if not compel, homosexuals to undergo surgery to escape harassment and punishment. Authorities have proposed transsexual surgery as a way of “hetero-normalizing” persons with same-sex desires or who engage in same-sex relations. Although Iran has some of the most repressive laws against women and same-sex relations, it has a liberal and lucrative medical sex change industry in which much of the cost of the surgery is covered by the government.11


Especially troubling in the west is the institutionalization of hospital-based gender identity clinics that treat children who act out opposite-sex behavior. A primary effect of defining gender identity as a medical problem to be solved by hormonal treatments and surgery is to encourage parents to view their children as in need of transgender treatment. Children then undergo psychiatric evaluation and hormone treatment, often followed by surgery. These clinics are multiplying in countries such as the United States, Britain, and Australia.12


Any woman who has experienced the agony of not fitting into a society where gender is defined by rigid roles is hardly insensitive to the suffering that transsexuals and those who identify as transgender experience. Like persons who want to change gender, many women have felt dissatisfied with their bodies and found themselves in a psychically disjointed state because they could not accept their role. However, through a process of consciousness-raising, many feminists have learned that there is a whole male power structure that defines who and what we are allowed to be.


Today, there are more women who identify as trans men than when I published my book in 1979. Nevertheless, it is still mostly a one-way traffic of men moving down the transgender highway.13 And it is certainly a one-way flow of men who identify as trans women moving down the online highway, demanding the recognition of their “womanhood” and attacking mainly radical feminists who refuse this acknowledgment, trying to silence our public speech and even threatening us with violence and death.


The debate about transgender has succeeded in dividing many feminists. However, if we can’t agree on what is a woman, how can we agree on much else? How can we claim to defend women’s rights if we cede our womanhood to men? Do hormones, surgery and or self-identification make a woman? The tragedy is that many women no longer acknowledge that being born female conveys a common history and a life of biological, social and political significance. When abortion rights organizations are being pressured to stop using the word women about those who become pregnant and seek abortions, and to include in their literature that men can become pregnant (i.e., persons who identify as trans men), where have all the feminists gone?


Men who claim they are women, and their advocates, have devoted enormous energy to ensure that a man, whether he has gone through transsexual surgery or whether he simply self-identifies as a woman, is allowed into women’s bodies, events, meetings, music festivals and the like. It appears that the bedrooms of lesbians are now the topic du jour of the transgender press and blogosphere. Certain transgender forums have been organized specifically to discuss and strategize how lesbians could be pressured to date and have sex with those who identify as trans lesbians. As one transgender activist put it, “Trans women’s bodies are female bodies, whether or not we have penises.” Perhaps the epitome of this incongruity is that men who claim to be lesbians are now claiming that they have a lesbian penis or, as one transgender activist worded it, a “lady stick.” Yet lesbians who reject that men can be lesbians are slurred as transphobic.14


This is the world of Alice in Wonderland—where Alice is the radical feminist and Humpty Dumpty is the transgender advocate—as exemplified in the following conversation between the two. First, Humpty Dumpty states with a full dose of male certitude: “When I use a word, it means what I choose it to mean. Neither more nor less!” To which Alice responds, “The question is whether you CAN make words mean so many different things.” To which Humpty Dumpty admitted: “The question is who is to be master, that’s all.”


Radical feminism and the future


Indeed, the question of who is to be master is the question of political power. And this brings me to the question of the future of radical feminism. I have no special wisdom in predicting the future. However, I do know that a radical feminist future must take the question of power very seriously, and women must be prepared to act in a larger context of worldliness than just the radical feminist community. Throughout history, women in most parts of the globe have lacked influence in and control over the political world in which we live because of women’s victimized and derivative status in patriarchy, or because in some radical feminist contexts women have chosen to dissociate from the political world. In conclusion, I want to focus on a radical feminist vision of worldliness for the future.


Working in the world means a confrontation with power and an ability to challenge patriarchal power, especially powerful institutions and industries that subject women to violence and exploitation. It is to realize that women’s oppression—whether through technologies that manipulate and mutilate the female body, or through systems of trafficking and prostitution that sexually exploit the female body, or through medical treatment that allegedly constructs a female body from one that is male—has become industrialized, and that what we are challenging are powerful industries.


I have always believed that radical feminism is not and cannot be separated from the world in which we exist. Even radical and voluntary dissociation from the world, originally undertaken as a radical separatist stance, can produce a worm’s-eye view of the world that removes us from a share of what should be a common world and a radical feminist influence on that world, a world that increasingly is becoming more and more globalized by the industries that manage and control large populations of women—for example, the medical industry and the sex industry, which have joined in promoting both sexual and reproductive access to women’s bodies as they internationalize both prostitution and surrogacy to promote sexual and reproductive trafficking.


The radical feminist activism in which I participated during the 1970s and that has continued through most of my activist life involves a lot of talks and testimonies in non-feminist forums, citizens’ groups, and governmental commissions and legislatures in various parts of the world. It involves new ways of translating feminist ideas into public policy and legislative forums, crafting an ability to translate feminist politics into public forums. It entails sometimes working with people that we may never have thought we would work with, such as the police or conservative legislators who are ready to pass legislation, for example, which gives protection and assistance to victims of trafficking. And it has involved working with women whom I would never have typed as radical feminists but who in their work for women are radical in the most fundamental sense of that word.


Groups who strive to make political change have to search for ways to act across differences in ideology and tactics. Sometimes, this effort results in organizations acting in loose association. Sometimes, it results in coalitions of those with whom we would never be able to link with on other issues such as anti-war or reproductive rights. African American activist, Fannie Lou Hamer, reminds us that a coalition is not a home. As U.S. civil rights leader, Bayard Rustin, stated, “The issue is which coalition to join and how to make it responsive to your program…the difference between expediency and morality in politics is the difference between selling out a principle and making smaller concessions to win larger ones.”


The radical feminist activists of the future will find themselves challenging those who should be our natural allies, e.g., so-called human rights organizations, such as Amnesty International, who draft policies that aim to decriminalize pimping, brothels and prostitution users. Certainly, radical feminists face a difficult road in that we are often fighting both the right and the left, including the left’s version of women’s sexual and reproductive liberation and the right’s version of women’s sexual and reproductive morality. Even within feminism, radical feminism has taken on issues that other feminists either avoid or choose to be on the opposing side of, such as in the battles over reproductive technologies, pornography, prostitution and transgender.


What is important for the future of radical feminism is that those of us who are radical feminists engage with the world. We have got to take back this world for ourselves and for other women.


For over 35 years, I have been privileged to work in an international context with some very worldly radical feminists. Over the decades I have been a radical feminist, radical feminism has become more global. I think the radical feminism of the future will continue that global community. I could not have engaged in much of the work that I have done without a community of global feminists. The group of women who founded the Coalition Against Trafficking in Women, Asia Pacific were mainly political prisoners who were detained and some tortured during the Marcos dictatorship in the Philippines. They were victims of a brutal regime who used their victimization not only to confront a political dictatorship but also later to oppose the globalized sex industry. Rachel Moran in her book Paid For has used her personal experience of sexual exploitation to turn experience into reflection on public policy on prostitution, and worked to create national legislation that targets the men who buy women for the sex of prostitution.15 The organizers of this conference have worked to do just that—create a conference—and against great odds secure a venue over the protests of transgender advocates who would limit radical feminist speech—and in the process of doing so, I’m sure, they have learned a lot of lessons about radical feminist organizing and what it takes to create a public forum.


No one says that this is an easy task. But radical feminism has made great gains. When Kathleen Barry gave new life to feminist abolitionism of prostitution in the 1970s,16 it was almost impossible to challenge the accepted political ideology that legalization of prostitution protects women and is the progressive system of prostitution legislation. The male buyer was invisible, and few wanted to talk about the male demand for the sex of prostitution. It wasn’t until the 1990s that feminist abolitionists were taken seriously by legislators that legalization is not the answer, and that the alternative was to penalize the prostitution users—the men. Feminist abolitionists started with one country, and over a decade of activism, fought to change Sweden’s legal system of prostitution to criminalizing the male buyers and decriminalizing the prostituted women. Today, most of the Nordic countries have legislation criminalizing the purchase of sexual activities. The Republic of South Korea and the Philippines have similar laws as does Northern Ireland and Canada. France and the Republic of Ireland are considering anti-demand legislation.


As radical feminists, we may find ourselves in positions where our political activism carries the hazards of being ostracized from our families or peer groups, or being fired from our jobs, but we seldom have to die for our beliefs and politics.


The most important task of activism is to act. Find your own location of activism, whether it’s anti-militarism or environmental activism, and imbue that location with radical feminist direction. The task of radical feminist activism is to develop strategies that improve women’s lives and thus the human condition. This kind of activism requires critical thinking, participation in the world, and it requires making judgments and acting on them. Find some way to revitalize radical feminist activism in the world.
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