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Introduction


It’s February 14, 2023, and the most surreal Valentine’s Day of my life. I am standing before a room full of self-styled hipsters and intellectuals in their twenties, the men sporting well-sculpted beards, arguing something that a decade ago, at least in Central London, would have been pretty unlikely to be an argument at all, and an unpopular one at that, for a crowd like this one. Yet here I am, in the dim lights of the UnHerd Club in Westminster, standing at a lectern and arguing passionately in favour of the ‘sexual revolution’ and its legacy: sexual freedom for women; their right to be promiscuous, and why the things so many women – and some men – fought tooth and nail for over the past century are essential victories, not to be dismissed.


Facing the charming and beautiful Louise Perry, a star of the new ‘feminist’ right wing, I am pleading not just the case of universal contraception and safe abortion but the clear progress entailed in levelling the consequences of casual (or non-casual) sex, so that women don’t risk illness, death or unwanted pregnancy (which has always led to some illness and death) for an impulsive, cheeky or even unwanted shag. Or a ‘serious’ one. I do this, I tell the crowd, as a former anti-hookup culture evangelist. In my early twenties, as a fledgling journalist, I wrote quite a few articles about how women compromised their souls and true desires by pretending to want nothing more than what men wanted. I still think that does happen, I admitted, and I am sure that some of hookup culture is facilitated by women’s eagerness to please men and experience sexual validation, rather than rejection. But this is the collateral consequences of a much bigger, seismic transformation for the good that has to be defended. And never more so than now, when that good is under threat – and so soon after being won!


I’m enjoying myself as the crowd is a friendly one and the material is rich. But the weirdness of the situation suffuses the air like incense and I think again of the meta-view: of me, a secular Jew on that February evening of love arguing before intellectual London millennials against an essentially religious worldview of sexuality and for a liberal attitude towards what people do with their private parts and the manner in which they deal with the consequences of that liberty. It felt a deeply strange thing to have to defend a quarter of the way through the twenty-first century in opposition to a bestselling ‘feminist’.


In the end, I lost the debate. The anti-promiscuity bunch – at least among a growing number of well-coiffed people who either don’t know what things used to be like, or who are drawn to the hottest of takes – is winning in new circles, including in the heartlands of progressivism. Perry’s book, The Case Against the Sexual Revolution, was positively reviewed in the Guardian and gave many old lefties, as well as new righties, a tempting reason to think about ‘the system’ as a damaging delivery mechanism for sexism and sexist capitalism.


Perhaps this isn’t surprising. Reactionaries have new youthful appeal, fired by the aesthetics and louche sexual coding of social media. In Britain and the US, edgy young women now styling themselves as conservative feminists are arguing for marriage, motherhood and monogamy through confident polemics full of cherry-picked evidence topped off with saucy or winsome photoshoots. Many are using the highly curated world of their perfect kitchens and cute kids to show how women could and should enjoy the rewards of family life and sexiness that their confused single or unmarried careerist sisters are deprived of. Trad wives are banking millions of followers and millions of bucks for their banal yet politically charged footage of domesticity.


The many, many millions swimming with this tide want things, with different degrees of intensity and awareness, to return to the way they were when religion determined what you could do with your body. It’s no coincidence that many of the new guard of anti-promiscuity warriors are discovering or rediscovering religion. While the right-wingers flock to Catholicism, and the left starts to re-pitch their idea of empowerment and liberty around the sartorial modesty of the headscarf and hijab (anything to spite the ‘capitalist’, allegedly pro-Israel West), I find myself thinking more often than I’d like: why has everyone gone mad?


The Aliens Test


Perhaps it’s me who is mad. After all, it has become a habit of mine to conjure two aliens landing in one of our planet’s socially liberal societies and imagine what they would conclude about the state of women today. But bear with me.


One alien is a time traveller from pretty much any era before about 1982. The other is an alien with no knowledge of history but decent language skills. It’s a pleasurably simple game: the first would be dazzled by the extent of women’s freedoms: physical, social, sartorial, professional, emotional, verbal. Our right to freedom from things too: open misogyny at work, unequal pay, sexual harassment, abuse, bad marriages. Our relative physical safety would be remarkable: safe childbirth, safe abortion, the erasure of the social norm of domestic violence and the illegality of rape in marriage.


The second visitor would rapidly conclude that things were awful for women, indeed have never been worse. They would read about unequal pay, especially after children are born. They would read the headlines about grooming gangs, the murder of innocent young women like Sarah Everard by a member of the UK’s finest police force, the dozens still killed every year by their intimate partners past or present, predation on girls and women by men ranging from the rich and famous to those who hang round the streets, the widely-reported vogue, derived from porn, for choking women during sex, and the internalised pressures that lead to women participating in such acts.


Their eyes would pop at the reams and reams of testimony about female physical hardships, ranging from endometriosis, adenomyosis to menstruation and menopause, and cruel and seemingly widespread blows like infertility. To be a woman, this alien would be forced to conclude, is to be everywhere in the chains of society and nature; undervalued, objectified, seen as prey, constantly in danger of being assaulted, harassed and frequently handicapped by poorly understood bodily pain and disease – not to mention mystified and traumatised by the pressure to become pregnant when the body won’t cooperate.


My reverie continues: which visitor’s impression is correct?


The first one!


While the events described in the headlines are true, they aren’t the whole story, nor I would venture, the real story. They occlude the much bigger context in which women now have opportunity and autonomy, not just on a par with, but, thanks to reproductive possibilities, greater than those of men.


Our bodies, our pain – our oppression. But this is the best time in history to be a woman in the West. After all of human history, where the opposite was true, being a woman now comes with enormous choice, and we should relish the opportunities that are now available to us in a wide range of fields.


I cannot get over how fervently and often women, especially young ones, are encouraged to express our ‘truth’ about our physical misery just at the moment when medical care for women in our society is so greatly improved. The medical profession is finally seeing decent numbers of female consultants and bosses. Best practice, medical knowledge and technology within obstetrics, gynaecology and beyond are finally catching up to other areas of medicine, albeit with a lag.


Outside medicine, we are also at our most aggrieved, yet social evolution has seen formal sexist barriers fall away in all fields, even – inexcusably late – in armed combat. It’s not that everything is rosy for women, but relatively speaking, it’s pretty rosy nonetheless, and it shouldn’t feel like a crime of naivety to say so – especially at a time when study after study shows us how poorly men are doing.1


The crudest and most devastating measure of this is the suicide-rate gap, which is three to four times higher among men than among women. And a significant achievement gap is apparent in education.2 ‘Women are much more likely to go to university than men and have been for many years,’ according to the House of Commons library website.3 They are also more likely to complete their studies and gain a first or upper second-class degree. Hard to be more plain-spoken than that.


Women also generally seem to have more sense of purpose and ambition than men. In ‘All the Ladies’, her still-influential 2011 cover story for The Atlantic, the suave New York writer Kate Bolick made the following announcement: ‘As women have climbed ever higher, men have been falling behind. We’ve arrived at the top of the staircase, finally ready to start our lives, only to discover a cavernous room at the tail end of a party, most of the men gone already, some having never shown up – and those who remain are leering by the cheese table, or are, you know, the ones you don’t want to go out with.’4


She was writing in a moment: the same one that animated Hanna Rosin’s 2012 book The End of Men, which explored the implications for society when women, for the first time, outnumbered men in the US workforce.


That moment has passed, though it was seismic; a flashpoint for the flipping of many (though not all) long-established gendered patterns of success and self-definition. From the vantage of today, barely a decade later, this feels like it belongs to another universe.


Using our freedoms to highlight sex-based injustices, pain and danger is important, but when this becomes an addiction – the dominant impulse, occluding the good things – girls and women suffer.


For instance: we know from numerous studies that rumination – the response to stressful life events, which can include negative pieces of news or narrative – causes and intensifies anxiety and depression. Across the board, higher levels of rumination are reported among women.5 It’s a cycle: the more ruminating we do, the more susceptible we are to negative narratives, which in turn fuel more rumination and reduce our resilience.


Bombarding girls with well-meaning material about how vulnerable they are and how widespread their suffering, is both a sign of victory in the war against shame and an unintended way of making them feel weaker, sadder, angrier and more cursed than is necessary – by a long way. No wonder so many women make their ailments the foundation of their politics.6 Even women interested in leading the free world, like Lina Hidalgo, a rising star in the Democratic Party of the US, has turned her mental health condition into a political identity, according to the New York Times. There is plenty of evidence showing that the embrace between identity and pathology can be a toxic one: in her outstanding treatise on the ills of ubiquitous juvenile therapy culture, the LA-based journalist Abigail Shrier shows that the more children are therapeutised around the idea that there is something wrong with them, the more something ends up being wrong.7


There is no doubt that attitudes to, and understandings of, women’s health have improved (although they are still patchy) to an extent that would have made even our mothers in the 1970s drool. Definitely mine, who faced harsh discipline in a patriarchal home, a mother who discouraged her from pursuing science and who told her she was too stupid to go to university but also too bossy to attract a husband, and a grandmother who warned her that she was at risk of becoming an ‘old maid’ as a still unmarried at twenty-five-year-old, albeit one going out with my father. She also encountered teachers who hammered home the ‘science-is-not-for-girls’ message and reinforced the ‘you’re not good enough’ narrative, nastily and explicitly. At huge cost and against many odds, my mother was one of the lucky ones. She made it to Bristol University, studied microbiology, then went on to do a PhD at Oxford, followed by a job in a laboratory researching the herpes virus (you have to start somewhere). Later, she became a patent lawyer for a company that supplied Moderna with the stuff it needed for its Covid vaccine and was the breadwinner for our family.


Freedom Froms


It’s not just what we are free to do, it is what we are free from. Enshrined in the law, ‘freedom froms’ are all-important. Whenever I talk about something good, like rights, being ‘enshrined in the law’, I get a lot of scoffing and ridicule and accusations of naivete. But I persist, because the law sets limits that can be used to enforce justice and which give all women recourse – however flawed the system and difficult the path. This translates into the possibility of escape from shackles, abuse, violence, poverty, joblessness, lack of education. For the first time, by right even the poorest woman, of any religion or ethnicity, can carve out the future she wants and force it into existence. This process is cluttered by miscarriages of justice, complicated statutes and laws and a furious discourse driven by hyperbole and anger, generalisations and inaccuracies: but the fact remains. This is Western women’s birthright now.


So why do we insist on acting like the whole horizon for women is one nuclear cloud of radioactive misery? The gloomy cherry-picking of the legacy of the sexual revolution has enshrined the narrative of women being mis-sold, lied to, exploited, endangered, made miserable and used. With that idea of badness and danger firmly in place, the tendrils of negativity multiply daily. Why are we told that we are everywhere threatened, on the back foot, our power stolen or attacked, our prospects curtailed along with our bodily wellbeing? That because challenges and outrages remain, a hostile ‘system’ warps everything against us? That – even though we patently do not – we somehow still live in a world governed, delimited and lorded over by men and their evil ways?


Misogynistic shit happens. It happens a lot. It’s a pattern, and it’s not sad coincidence that it’s committed by men. Some of it is the raw terror of violence – physical and verbal. Among educated men, misogyny’s most brazen expressions are often replaced with more subtle but no less ardent regimes of condescension, manipulation and gaslighting, sometimes laced with coercive or controlling sexual behaviour.


But still. The reason the first alien visitor is right and not the second is that the fundamental point about today in the liberal democratic corners of the world is that although shit happens, often devastating shit that should be rooted out, it is not institutionally sanctioned shit. The conspiracy of old among everyone – from male law-makers to church leaders, to wife-beating men and their mates down the pub – to hold women in contempt, to treat them as chattel, if they so desired, has collapsed. There is no conspiracy now. Actual patriarchy does not exist in countries like Britain (of which more in Chapter Four). Which means, I repeat, that women from all walks of life, in all circumstances living in the West, at least have the chance, in law and supported by cultural and social norms, to be free (of abusive men), independent (through the right to education, vocational training and work) and even rich and powerful (through careerism and entrepreneurialism). Having children always makes all this harder, but women – all women – have control over when and if they have children and access to some support once they do.


The truth is we have more than the technical possibility of escaping hell and oppression, more than the improved options facing women in the lowest income brackets and most difficult life circumstances. There is something much more optimistic afoot, and, curiously, something way more controversial to say out loud: this is a great time to be a woman.


Of course, if you don’t like birth control; wealthy, successful women; sexual freedom for women; women dressing immodestly and whorishly at their whim, then you probably won’t think there’s been much progress. But what I – naive, old-school, dated old me – mean by progress still revolves around your basics of reproductive control, education, professional opportunity and the ability to make money, lots of it. To me, the degree to which women can lay claim to these is a marker of how good things are for us. And because these things are associated with personal advancement, greater autonomy, agency, intellectual development and the emotional freedoms that go with these, they are, in fact, not just good but great, life-giving things.


There is countless evidence that demonstrates that horizons are finally free and open for women across the board. Teen pregnancies are massively down. The old reality in which women laboured away under male-made structures is simply ceasing to apply as widely as it did. Apart from significantly outnumbering men in higher education, as they have for years, women dominate in careers from Whitehall and Westminster to life sciences and publishing, in which they were outliers just twenty years ago.8 All this hasn’t happened just by chance, of its own accord. And it has happened not tangentially to the sexual revolution but because of it.


But what is the ‘sexual revolution’, exactly? Like ‘neoliberalism’ and ‘patriarchy’ it’s a term that’s been chucked around so much it’s lost its meaning, especially for those who didn’t live through it.


The sexual revolution refers to the cultural upheaval that took place in the West in the 1960s and 1970s, around a raft of progressive (or, one might say, simply overdue) legislation that enshrined universal access to abortion (1967) and the pill (1968), decriminalised homosexuality (1967), introduced no-fault divorce (1969) and made sex discrimination at work illegal (1975). Hence the ‘swinging’ sexual revolution isn’t a fixed thing. It can be questioned, stretched and analysed. For instance, in the historian Hera Cook’s brilliant book, The Long Sexual Revolution, which charts the growing use of fertility control from the eighteenth century onwards. (Surprise! They used birth control methods in the 1700s).9 Or in Jeffrey Weeks’s work on sexuality and the history of homosexuality, where he claims that from the late 1960s to the 1990s, there was actually ‘little progress in achieving basic citizenship rights for LGBT people’.10


But generally, caveats notwithstanding, and even just boiled down to the pill and the divorce and abortion acts of the 1960s – with the feminism of the 1970s set aside – the sexual revolution unleashed a new world order of possibility for women. This was the taste of a new kind of freedom, bittersweet perhaps, but there all the same. It set us on the path to, well, everything.


So why doesn’t it feel like that? Why are you, why am I, why are we constantly being invited to feel afraid and angry, to see only the negatives in being a woman in the West today? Why does the discourse surrounding us suggest that the whole story is the continued presence of the old problems still facing women? That men are still as powerful and scary as they once were? That patriarchy still exists?


No wonder the alien number two, with no knowledge of our history, would conclude from its stop-off in Britain in 2026 that women are, by and large, predated, objectified, diminished, conspired against, endangered and relentlessly made to suffer the indignities of female embodiment.


But it doesn’t have to be like that. You don’t have to feel angry and scared in order to be an honest woman, a feminist woman, a realistic and empowered woman. You can be angry about certain moments, or things, or pockets of regressiveness, and you can be scared of men (as we all are) from time to time, even though we shouldn’t have to be.


You can also grab life by the ovaries. You can take advantage of the fact that you can do what you want, when you want, within the law, encouraged by countless schemes and charities and educational opportunities. You can make money however you like within the law, you can keep and invest it. You can own stuff. You can buy stuff and try stuff. You can travel far and wide, take one hundred or zero lovers. For most women, this sense of an open plain gets more complicated when you become a mother, but it is important to remember that the decision to take this leap is more optional now than ever before. And that, despite all the frenzied panic over fertility rates (of which more in Chapter Eleven), is a good thing.


This book emerged out of a particular moment, in this case the counter-intuitive boom in negative discourse, and the resulting conclusions, increasingly influential, that the only way forward is to roll back, especially, sexual freedoms. And financial freedoms. And political ones.


Louise Perry’s book is one of the more lucid manifestations of a global reactionary movement from the left and the right that, keen to upend the idea that women enjoy wildly improved and overall worth-it freedoms emerging over the past half-century, contains worrying implications for perceptions of freedom, history and sexual morality. Perry’s recommendations, shaped by her commitment to ending rape, sexual abuse, misery and emotional numbness, especially where sex is concerned, make some sense, particularly if you accept her somewhat totalising view of men’s criminal urges and female sexual backfootedness. But they also, and I would say more importantly, describe a set-up with uncomfortable, unmistakable similarities to the situation in some parts of the world, or the crueller aspects of Victorian-era law, whereby young women should essentially be vigilant, withhold their sexual availability, and take responsibility for controlling the flow and play of vice.


Perry advises that women should not sleep with men before a commitment has been made and should not allow themselves to be alone with men, and certainly not when alcohol is present. Elsewhere, she has written that ‘the sexual revolution shackled my generation’.11 But as I hope this book will make clear, this is like reducing modern air travel – safe, fast, pleasant, cheap, opening up the world, for the world, like never before – to the risk of a plane crash.


The sexual revolution did not shackle us; it bequeathed us, and it is up to us how we use that bequest.


If this all sounds weirdly, naively positive, then let me say that I’ve been around the block. I’ve had nasty experiences, felt scared, diminished and been subjected to vomit-inducing unwanted attention. And yet. To me it is clear that the gap between discourse and reality – the discourse of doom versus the reality of opportunity, general fairness and even encouragement – is a problem. I am anxious about the missed opportunity for pleasure, growth, excitement and contentment as we instead stir the pot of discontent. Let’s step away from this particular spoon and this particular pot; see what else is cooking. Let’s see if we can’t work towards a new normal in which we can be tough and confident, no more hampered by fear and frowns than is strictly necessary.


To begin to see things differently, we need to get back to some untrendy basics and unpick some unhelpful, widespread assumptions about money, power and sex. It has become voguish to argue that these are masculinist entities, part of a patriarchal umbrella under which women still labour. I disagree. Sex, money, capitalism and hard power are not just for men. They are for women, and part of the structure that helps us realise our infinite human potential. That it is has become inflammatory, provocative and downright taboo to say this is why it should be said.


In my gender history research over the past decade I have come across something I called ‘emotional lag’. Women’s social status was transformed in the post-1960s period, and yet in the 1980s ‘liberated women’ and feminism still enraged many, who claimed they and it were ruining romance, society, sex, civility. A suite of gender norms and practices – occupational, educational, social, sexual – had long since changed but many men and women, especially men, clutched on to the old feelings associated with those norms. These feelings lagged about twenty years behind the reality.


I see emotional lag at play now, in the success of the reactionary movement in sexual politics, the endless wheel-spinning over the old terrain of whether women are really just labouring victims under patriarchy, and whether casual sex is a nerve-level insult to nature, and to women, that is destroying society. We know things have changed. We know things are way better; the hundreds of improvements in daily life are taken for granted right through our daily lives. We know we’d hate to return to any strictures controlling our bodies and our dress. And yet an emotional residue, a suite of feelings belonging to a former time, keeps rearing its head, keeps demanding the rolling back of good things to cure us of the bad.


In Man’s Search for Meaning, the psychologist Viktor Frankl’s totemic reflection on what he learned from surviving Auschwitz, he outlines the theory of ‘logotherapy’. Logotherapy is about finding meaning in life. Frankl identifies three main sources of meaning: creating and achieving (at its most basic, the completion of tasks); experience and encounter (loving or caring for someone else and appreciating beauty); and choosing how one responds to unavoidable suffering.


I keep Frankl’s nuggets of wisdom to hand as a useful guide to being a human being. With their existential reach, they apply here too. Boiled down, Frankl’s insight is: ‘you be you’, not through ever-more baroque forms of self-care and complaint, but through leapfrogging over the self into the world beyond – loved ones, tasks, accomplishments. Crucially, his own devastating experience taught him that while we can’t always control events, we can choose how we respond to them. We can also choose to see our cup as half full or half empty. For women, today, in the West, the cup is full to overflowing – we just have to allow ourselves to see it.









PART ONE


The Betrayal









Chapter One


Bonfire of the Actual Liberals


I grew up assuming that ‘liberal’ was where most normal people wanted to be, and where most normal people one came across were; these were the Bill Clinton and later the Tony Blair days. A mood board of the era would include fun, live-and-let-live within limits, and relatively new and confidently defended freedoms for women and minorities but also for markets and business and America. These were freedoms that my intuitive, admittedly partial, youthful perception clocked as key to that good-sounding word: ‘liberal’. Then, as now, I liked liberal helpings of dessert, and I liked a liberal attitude to doing and having the things I – and others – were keen on.


That was my starting point. As a boys-and-horses-focused teenager growing up in coastal New England I knew little of the distinctions between classical liberalism, progressivism and the ‘neoliberalism’ that was, as people insist, already underway. But still, I knew that that subtle mixture of lenient and firm, morally robust but not authoritarian, encouraging of most appetites but not without curbs, messy but forward-moving was what made America the end of the rainbow for the whole world and was what ‘liberal’ basically meant.


And I was into that. So I found that while I was not a bleeding-heart liberal (I had managed to pick up what that meant, too, from certain Boomer friends of my parents), I was a liberal: no hypocrisy required. And then I didn’t think much more of it for quite a few years.


That kind of trajectory is no longer possible. We live in too-weird times. ‘Polarised’ and ‘fragmented’ are the usual words commentators use to describe them. But ‘weird’ is just as effective. When Kamala Harris’s would-be Veep, Tim Walz, called the Trumpers ‘weird’ in September 2024 he hit a nerve, perhaps the only one of the doomed Democratic campaign – not just because the new right in America are weird, but because the whole caboodle, including the left, has gone weird, everywhere. Campaign spats about animal-eating in Springfield, Ohio, or Elon Musk threatening not to send someone to Mars if Kamala became president (phew, eh?), marked a new departure in weirdness – a weirdness that has gone so deep so fast that Donald Trump’s second presidency feels almost . . . normal.


Meanwhile, in the UK, as the US gallops off into its new big-weird era, weirdness rules too. Keir Starmer’s government, which may well have fallen by the time this book is published, is disconcertingly odd, sporting a daily dissonance and incompetence that plays like it’s part of a bigger plan, except that it isn’t. Nobody would want me to spend time here on the excessively well chronicled U-turns and the droning, stunningly boring tones of Starmer (again, one always wondered: a joke? But no). But I do think the insane fiddling with trivia while sinister collusion, conscious or not, fuels the greatest return of murderous anti-Semitism in Britain since Jewish expulsion in 1290 deserves a mention. It’s the nature of things these days, which are riven with contradictions that are not interesting, just off. Under the influence of catchy bad ideas, we keep trying to reverse all the most valuable improvements in our culture.


As for popular politics, these lurch ever further from party lines, and both left and right, born of the disruptive, anti-globalist dynamics that produced both Trump and his fanboys and the burnished, thrusting pro-Palestine movement on the left, sees the sexual revolution and its legacies as a ‘liberal lie’.


The focus of this chapter is the right. And, unlike their forbears in the late twentieth century, AIDS is no longer the compelling evidence for the bad things that happen when people have too much sex. No – this is about a deeper, wider confusion, whose harms are hard to pinpoint, but exist in a hazy space of confusion and untethering. Party lines are not irrelevant: even in the sexually liberal UK, a cadre of ambitious politicians are defining themselves around the push to encourage a rose-tinted view of the traditional family: incentives to marry and breed, parents who stay together forever and, above all, mothers who give up careers to look after children full-time in their early years, which often means irreparable damage to their professional ambitions.


Miriam Cates, who lost her parliamentary seat and is now a broadcaster for GB News, is horrified at what she sees as ‘the idea that the role of a parent, the role of a mother is to get back to work and contribute to GDP, and that you can somehow outsource that unbreakable bond to institutional childcare’, adding: ‘As brilliant as those care workers may be, no one can replace Mum.’1 Cates, along with Danny Kruger, the thoughtful MP for East Wiltshire run a project called the New Social Covenant Unit (the biblical ring to ‘covenant’ is not a coincidence) whose goal is to ‘strengthen families, communities and the nation’. As Kruger remarked dolefully to me, the surging Reform Party has now taken up the New Social Covenant Unit’s slogan: Family, Community, Nation (only substituting Country for Nation). Not long after this conversation, in September 2025, Kruger left the Tories to join Reform.


This is a heavy load for families half a century after Betty Friedan showed that it is just such a vision that, when successfully embedded, ends up breaking people, marriages and, specifically, women because, in practice, this model is not joyous and nurturing, but rather – unless borne of real desire – oppressive, often abusive, limiting and boring. What child, at least some of the time, doesn’t ache to break free of the iron-clad, mystifying, often upsetting and frightening dynamics of the family home and into the world?


A swatch of other international groups are also advancing these ideas. Louise Perry is now director of a new think tank called the Other Half, dedicated to advancing arguments for more full-time motherhood. ‘Our government’s single-minded push to maximise the working hours of mothers has left today’s mums with no choice, no “balance” and no village: just work,’ the Other Half claims upfront, saying that ‘polling’ mums in the course of twenty-three interviews showed that mums regard more childcare provision negatively.2 Other areas of research include the evils of egg freezing (depicted as a form of pressure on young women to delay having babies) and of porn.


Reactionary hearth-and-home-promoting think tanks are mushrooming. One big hitter is the Alliance for Responsible Citizenship (ARC), of which Jordan Peterson is one of the founders, which is overseen by a board of advisors including the Christian hedge-fund mogul and budding publishing tycoon Paul Marshall; Louise Perry; and a glossy stable of other heavy hitters in the free-speech, breedery, pro-family world, from Baroness Philippa Stroud, leader of several conservative think tanks, to public academics like Niall Fergusson and more explicitly Christian figures, such as royal courtier and faith-leader Nims Obunge. Its ‘research’ publications include essays such as: ‘Migration, Stagnation, or Procreation’ and the dubious-sounding ‘Them Before Us: Putting Children First’. The thesis here is that ‘stable nuclear families are the pillar of society’, bolstered by studies ‘showing’ that children whose parents aren’t married, even if they cohabit, suffer terrifying psychological problems. Then there is: ‘Playing Alone? Why the Best Gift You Could Give Your Child is a Brother or Sister’; ‘Who Cares? The Real Cost of Childcare’ (again, by Louise Perry); ‘Being There: Raising Resilient Children’; and, reminding us of the Christian spokes holding up this intellectual umbrella, ‘Identity: Individual and the State versus the Subsidiary Hierarchy of Heaven’ (as you can guess, the latter is favoured).3


The ARC’s annual conference has been held in London. Another organisation dedicated to promoting conservative values, the US-based National Conservatism Conference (NCC) run by the Edmund Burke Foundation, had its inaugural shindig in 2023. The foundation is headed by Yoram Hazony, a Princeton-educated Israeli who now lives in Jerusalem with his wife and nine children; he is credited with getting the ‘national conservatism’ ball rolling. The NCC would make the subtle Burke cringe: conference agendas tend to be crudely regressive, sometimes conspiratorial, glorifying mater-run hearth and home, and demoting women’s capabilities, interests and wishes for opportunities in paid work as so much liberal warfare on nature, to say nothing of the widespread belief among NCCers that Covid vaccines and lockdowns in the West were primarily a nefarious plan to rob people of liberty and shore up deep-state super-control – rather than to control the pandemic’s burden on the health service or save lives.


It’s fair enough to suggest that societies work best when individuals feel connected to a larger entity, like a nation, or a community or family. But in practice, national conservatism ends up sounding like the totalising armchair hypothesis of a few about what’s best for everyone else, lending it an authoritarian strain that undermines its free-speech tilt. But it’s a big moving feast with a large haul of speakers, attendees and media attention. If the pro-family/women-can’t-be-mothers-and-careerists blob were an onion, it would be growing layers so fast that soon it would be one of those freakish state fair onions. The conferences, think tanks, movements, covenants, associations and lobbies: they just keep on a-coming.


The Wolf Comes in Influencer’s Clothing


The think tanks in the US have a not-so-secret weapon: the magical world of Instagram and TikTok stars, where food is all luscious and home-made, children are healthy and well-behaved, mums tired but happy and beautiful. We have those in the UK, to be sure, but like most things, our trad wife scene is child’s play compared to the US. In her first book Consuming the Romantic Utopia, the Israeli sociologist of intimacy Eva Illouz offered a history of desire influenced by advertising.4 Marketing and the consumerist motifs in films and glossy magazine spreads have entrenched the symbiosis between romance and the things you have to buy to really feel it: dinners, candles, mini-breaks, wine.


In a similar vein, we are now at a point where young women who could have it all are mesmerised by a carefully-filmed, curated, orchestrated mirage of chucking ‘it’ all away to focus on the Betty Friedan nightmare dressed up in high-spec shots of fruit-studded muffins, table-settings and flowing white linen. Then they try to make everyone else do it too. In other words: women are consuming, even binging, on the regressive, illiberal domesticity utopia. I know because I watch that stuff, too, especially the cooking stuff. If the kitchen, the food and the complexion looks like that, then sure, it is tempting to ‘return’ to the basics of hearth and home. A fair few of my female friends with children, facing a professional impasse, have chosen to be full-time mothers, supported by their husband’s work, and they’re some of the more progressive.


I don’t watch the explicitly Trumpy content, but thanks to my addiction to ironic New York-based magazines about the phenomenon, I know that a new brigade of beautiful young Trump-supporting influencers who intermix shrewd political hot takes with Taliban-style bon mots is growing more powerful, the fizzy allure of influencers solidifying into actual influence. To quote seductive blonde American Isabella Maria DeLuca, who often posts pictures of herself in scrappy tops eating large pieces of red meat and who was one of those pardoned by Donald Trump for her involvement in the Capitol riots of January 6, 2021: ‘I’m not a marriage counsellor but have you tried being quiet and cooking your husband a steak?’ To which Elon Musk responded: ‘That would work pretty much every time fwiw [for what it’s worth]’.5


I find this utterly gross, but hard to look away from. After all, the DeLucas of the world are a quintessentially American tribe that has fine-tuned its formula for virality in tandem with the roaring success of ‘trad wife’ (read: sex doll) material.6 These ladies are at the brisker end of normal, but in Trump’s America, they hover closer to the flame of presidential power than they do elsewhere, embraced by the regime whose sterner stars include the horrifically assassinated Turning Point USA Charlie Kirk’s wife Erika Kirk, Maga wellness influencer Alex Clark, and former spokesperson for the National Rifle Association Dana Loesch. In the UK these women are not yet the norm in policy and intellectual discussions or milieu. But that doesn’t necessarily mean their ideas are peripheral.


The feminist Marilyn French, author of The Women’s Room, one of the most wrenching, beautiful novels of the late twentieth century, was a shrewd analyst of gender. She reminds us in another of her books, The War Against Women, published in 1992, that what tends to happen in spheres like politics and think-tankery, where sexism isn’t meant to happen overtly, is that women’s interests begin to be eroded through the use of code words like ‘protection of the family’.7 We see that in the UK, in a movement that dresses up its agenda in terms like ‘responsible citizenship’, ‘what mums want’, ‘human flourishing’. The same dynamic, of course, is also true of influencers and trad wives: the cutesy look and stars ’n’ stripes cheerleader vibes are furiously peddling the same decidedly un-cute ideas, though on social media, where sexism is most certainly allowed to happen, they need hardly speak in code, and plenty don’t.


Flush, Flourishing and Fabulous:
Feminism and the Free Market


Meanwhile, the bit of the right that wants less state interference in the lawful business of moneymaking is hardly making a name for itself as an evangelist for the protection of women’s rightful freedom to be careerist (and literal) sluts. Some of this cohort call themselves Thatcherites but they’re not doing a very good job of honouring her legacy. Thatcher, of course, isn’t known for her promotion of promiscuity. On the contrary, consider her many anti-feminist remarks or the famous speech delivered by her cabinet minister Keith Joseph on how the rash of single motherhood was symptomatic of a sexually and morally decaying society bolstered by excessively indulgent welfare provision. But apart from (rightly) riling feminists, this speech went nowhere.


By contrast, today, conservatives in Britain (powerless, for now), Europe and the US have joined with the left in placing the domains of sexuality and sexual values – and the corrupting force of the greedy, marketised economy – in the foreground. Ironically, swathes of the sexually illiberal right have coalesced around what began as a fight for free speech. But, in reality, freedom, as imagined by the likes of John Stuart Mill, doesn’t figure. What began as a free-speech movement has become a campaign run by people who, exploiting the fight against cancellation, have dug in as sexual reactionaries.


To me, the properly Thatcherite view includes a liberal way of looking at female promiscuity: namely that the freedoms that extend across markets and into personal life tend to make for richer and happier people and nations. If your policy is to allow people to make money and, indeed, encourage them to do so, a goodly number of those will be women, who will thereby be buying themselves a very real form of power, independence, freedom and safety. Sometimes this includes selling sex, however unpleasant this may seem to the well-insulated outsider. Mostly, it doesn’t. Regardless – and at the risk of sounding like a GCSE politics student enumerating what they’ve learned for a mock exam – I find that like Thatcher and the economists who informed her thinking, Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman, I too prefer freer markets. The possibility of getting stinking rich through hard work or the lottery or whatever – and then being able to hang on to most of that money for whatever legal purpose is desired, palatable or not – is not some right-wing stitch-up. At the risk of sounding grandiose it is the very cornerstone of individual liberty.


When women finally have individual liberty in its entirety, they may accrue money, power, freedom, all good things. They will prioritise comfort or sex appeal or both, and either way they will probably be immodest.


It’s not just that freedom to make money might apply to sexual appetites in ways that concern the new Perryite chastity belters: it goes the other way too. Women who feel free to shag their way around the place are likely to export that sense of freedom to other areas, like careerism, moneymaking and other domains of ambition. Unboundedness is catching. Perhaps this is why women who have become extremely rich through their own creativity and artistry – like pop star Lily Allen and singer Kate Nash – both have OnlyFans accounts. Allen sells access to pictures of her feet, while Nash sports her bottom to fund her music.


‘I think it’s bit of a punk protest as a woman to take control of my body and sell it to be able to fund my passion project, which is actually my 18-year career,’ Nash explained. How felicitous she can do this, as punk protest, savvy business plan or just because she feels like it. Allen, a lefty by posture, should by rights find OnlyFans exploitative and anti-feminist, but oops! She too finds it empowering, amusing and lucrative. Her handle is LilyAllenFTSE500, and she regularly announces ‘drops’ of feet pics, including of her feet playing the guitar. Like Nash, this side hustle earns her more than her music career, and she is a very, very successful pop star.


Of course, doctrines of individual freedom have long been in tension with what is thought of as a more ‘social democratic’ – virtuous – interest in curbing the potential and winnings of some for the sake of ‘all’. The rich often like these views as much as union leaders: the motto of Bedales, the independent school I attended (albeit one founded and sustained by good-hearted idealists), is ‘the work of each for the weal of all’. This is on school merch, some of which – especially the mugs – washes up in common rooms provided as part of a school experience that costs tens of thousands a year.


But virtue is invariably sidetracked when it focuses on the evils of ‘individualism’. Complaints about ‘individualism’ are always accusations of ‘selfishness’. By imposing rules and caps and heavy taxes and restrictions on those who have done well, we try to curb ‘selfishness’. Which, as Thatcher knew, is just a fast track to reducing the whole pie so that there is less overall to give to ‘all’ as well as for ‘each’ to have and enjoy, and an incentive for even more bad, dishonest and dishonourable behaviour.8


And it is the same with women and their alleged selfishness in choosing careers over early motherhood, or to have abortions, or in becoming hapless single mothers, or in getting pregnant in the first place, or appearing to pursue hedonism over family. The past fifty years have shown that when women are allowed to be autonomous and to suit themselves, there will be costs. But also, and more important: in being allowed to act on their desires, needs and curiosity – ‘individualistic’ or not, ‘selfish’ or not, ‘healthy’ or not, ‘natural’ or not, culturally produced by capitalistic greed and so-called vested interests or not – women have real space in which to be full human beings; they are motivated, capable, ambitious and independent. This results in their having more to give – materially and emotionally – than a system of compulsory motherhood, or modesty, would allow.


And if I sound like a selfish, greedy capitalist, I hope that I am not just that, and that this argument for women’s freedom – understood and imagined within the systems we already have in place, not within utopian visions that have never gone anywhere for leftists or feminists – has communal benefits. Again, a thought for John Stuart Mill, who, right as usual, argued that individuality, like truth, was as essential to the collective whole as to individual persons: nothing short of ‘one of the principal ingredients of human happiness, and quite the chief ingredient of individual and social progress’.9 Sadly, politicians and journalists make little effort to build the bridge between the concepts of self-interest and individual freedom, and the collective good (enlightened self-interest, as it used to be called).


The Circularity of Women’s Problems


Certainly, there is no escaping what Marilyn French, called ‘the circularity of women’s problems’. With their ‘collective solution’ to men’s allegedly out-of-control sexual liberties and women’s attempts to fit in with them, the new feminist reactionaries are also echoing a post-1970s ‘feminist’ conservative backlash about how things have gone too far and it might be good if there were more social constraints after all. Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, an American historian of women who was raised by secular intellectuals only to find Roman Catholicism in middle-age, provides a template for what we are seeing now: ‘Although the sexual revolution has ‘liberated’ young women from many of the older constraints of propriety, it has also deprived them of the attendant protections,’ she wrote. ‘[They] have cause to worry that when they choose not to have sexual relations with a particular man, their “no” may not be respected.’10 Likewise, the feminism of journalist Robin Warshaw led her to write in I Never Called it Rape: The Ms. Report on Recognizing, Fighting, and Surviving Date and Acquaintance Rape (1988) almost admiringly of the days when universities had ‘curfews (often more strict for females than males), liquor bans, and stringent disciplinary punishments’.11 Warshaw seems to praise measures that entail restrictions on general freedoms. ‘In that era,’ she writes nostalgically, ‘students were punished for violating the three-feet-on-the-floor rules during co-ed visiting hours in dormitories or being caught with alcohol on school property. Although those restrictions did not prevent acquaintance rape,’ she admits, ‘they undoubtedly kept down the numbers of incidents by making women’s dorms havens of no-men-allowed safety.’12


My frustration with the way in which concepts of women’s choice and freedom are being chipped away at on the basis that they are failures of hope, naivety and neoliberal hubris after just a few decades of progress echoes similar frustrations expressed in the nineteenth century. Harriet Taylor Mill, philosopher, essayist and wife of John Stewart Mill, writing in 1851, expressed the same irritation at arguments against women’s rights to an equal share of the economic pie as men. ‘We deny the right of any portion of the species to decide for another portion,’ she wrote in Enfranchisement of Women, ‘what is and what is not their “proper sphere”. The proper sphere for all human beings is the largest and highest which they are able to attain to. What this is, cannot be ascertained, without complete liberty of choice.’13 Well, we have only had near-‘complete liberty of choice’ for a few decades and already women are deciding it’s either not liberty at all, but capitalist patriarchy, or that we’ve had too much and all that freedom is bad for us.


Taylor Mill would have been surprised by the similarities between her time and ours. She saw around her a society steeped in unscientific, sentimental and misogynist ideas about what were properly male and properly female spheres – ideas that today, cloaked in revealing gym wear and enabled by smart phones, still underpin the ‘new’ reactionary feminism. Then, as now, those craving a universal essence of the ‘natural’, which will strip away all the badness and allow us to be reborn as we should be, are in fact the most ardent followers of trends.


Take the modern history of ideas about gender and work. In the nineteenth century, the notion of working middle-class women became abhorrent and improper; new evangelical ideas connected religious and domestic virtue and confined women’s ideal status to ‘angel in the house’.14 There was nothing to be denigrated about women’s role: it was as important as men’s, just ‘different’. Women got a ‘key role in the moral regeneration of the nation through their centrality to the private sphere but absence from the public’ though, as Deborah Valenze has asked, ‘Why were female workers praised for their industriousness in the eighteenth century, but a century later, damned or pitied?’15 And then there was the anti-capitalist sexism masquerading as humanitarianism, as women were lumped together with children in requiring protection from merciless and exploitative market forces. The 1842 Mines and Collieries Act, the UK’s first gender-specific piece of legislation, expressed the fear that mine work was bad for women, not for the same reasons it was bad for anyone, especially children, but because it would ‘destroy that purity and delicacy of character which ought ever to invest her with a hallowed atmosphere; and to lay the foundation for a life of sensual indulgence, domestic thriftlessness, dirt, dissipation and quarrels.’16


Those who seek to limit women’s sphere of acceptable behaviour out of concern for the ‘natural’ and the seemly, whether in terms of what work they are fit for, or their sexual habits or choices, tend to lump together all facets of female life, shrinking it all down to something smaller, pokier, meaner and more dangerous. It’s not that women’s lives would be fabulous if they had the right to perform immensely dangerous, backbreaking, underpaid work in the mines; it’s that the ideas of what constituted women’s sphere were persistently misshapen, and therefore, on a totalising level, persistently working against women’s right to self-sufficiency and independence, even if the odd dangerous workplace was banned. And so, the project of utterly reconceiving gender over the past century achieved its apotheosis in the late twentieth century. The shift was momentous. Finally, for the first time, those old ideas were unpicked – and they were just ideas, received from culture – about women’s essence and proper scope. Now those ideas are being pulled back into circulation, hugged close, as if they are a brand-new proscription for a different kind of life, rather than one that, in fact, we have only recently and laboriously escaped.
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