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FOREWORD



by Gabrielle Reece


I was fortunate enough to begin my young adult professional life as an athlete, a role in which I had the opportunity to embrace my physical and competitive side. It was sometimes a struggle, but from a pretty young age I did learn how to be assertive and even powerful at times. It still took me until my thirties to stop apologizing and trying to be less-than to make others feel good. Spending time with female athletes and coaches who encouraged me to be aggressive—a trait that’s typically considered “masculine”—trained me to accept this part of my own nature, my unique expression of femininity. I realized that being strong and aggressive did not take away from or diminish my femininity.


Since my days of being a jock, I have become an entrepreneur, a wife (I am married to what one would call an “alpha male”), and the mother of three daughters. In each of these roles, I find myself connecting with my female identity. In every aspect of my life, as a woman and a human, I ask myself, How do I want to express myself? What do I want to stand for? What parts of my identity do I want to foster, even if others expect something different from me?


At a certain point I began to enjoy and cherish all aspects of my femininity, whether others value them or not. This is the dazzling message of The Feminine Revolution. In these pages, Amy Stanton and Catherine Connors call on women everywhere to defy the definition of feminine traits as “weak” or “frivolous” (and, likewise, to stop defining “strong” and “powerful” traits as primarily masculine). They encourage us all to rethink the way our culture has decided that feminine traits are unimportant, or superficial, or fragile, and to see them as powerful gifts. I already know this is true and have seen it manifest in my own life: My intuition guides me like a North Star. My respect for beauty honors the visual wonders of our bountiful world. My gentle kindness to others begets more kindness and makes our world a better place.


As I raise three daughters, my hope for them—and what The Feminine Revolution offers—is a larger more nuanced understanding of our authentic identities. It inspires us to question the clichés and expectations of femininity and open minds and hearts to respecting the value of all aspects of womanhood, and humanity. We all must create the space for ourselves to honor our inclinations and distance ourselves from the external noise that labels anything that feels natural to us as “less than” or “unimportant.”


The Feminine Revolution has arrived at the perfect time. It is time, separately and together, for women to tap into the so-called feminine trait of love, the most powerful of them all. We will call on our culture to appreciate the multifaceted nature of femininity: whether we are nurturing, multitasking, displaying emotional intelligence, insisting on authority, or otherwise doing some real ass kicking, we are women and we claim these capabilities as strengths. We all have the opportunity to explore and celebrate the infinite sides of ourselves, and we will not apologize for who we are or what we offer the world.


I want my daughters and yours to make their voices fluid without fear of dismissal. I want them to foster their gifts and find beauty in what makes us all the same. Core values like love, hard work, and honesty will always be essential to the foundation of our lives, and from there, how we want to color our lives with individuality is the greatest discovery of all.


I thank Amy and Catherine for writing The Feminine Revolution and for encouraging us all to embark on that discovery. Here’s to you—all of you—in good health and adventure.
















Remember what it was to be me: that is always the point.


—JOAN DIDION,
AMERICAN WRITER AND JOURNALIST

















INTRODUCTION



We’ve been talking about femininity from the very first moment that we met. We were introduced by a mutual friend who knew that we shared an interest—a passion—for women’s issues and for questions concerning femininity in particular. When we sat down for the first time, we fell immediately into a conversation that went on for hours.


Amy was grappling with the question of why we’re so hard on our feminine selves. She had always struggled with her own personal journey of balancing her professional demeanor—strong, confident, in control—with her softer and more vulnerable personal side. She wondered if this was getting in the way of her finding a great guy and starting a family, which she wants so much. And she had seen a similar and consistent trend among her woman friends and colleagues. “Why do we tend to be so critical of femininity?” she asked. Why don’t we more openly celebrate that part of ourselves? Catherine had some theories—as an executive at the Walt Disney Company responsible for women’s digital content, she’d been struggling to reconcile the femininity of princesses with the fierceness of girl power. And she’d struggled with this question as an academic and as the mom of a daughter (and a son) who loved princesses. The “femininity” of princesses, like femininity in general, she suggested, was freighted with too many cultural assumptions. We can’t see how powerful Cinderella’s compassion is, she said, because we’re conditioned to look at that feminine quality, or actions associated with it, as weak. Amy jumped on this: But why do we think of them as weak? And is it possible to reframe them as strong?


I don’t have a gut reaction to the concept of femininity. It would be like asking what my initial reaction is to the concept of height. And to assign it a positive or negative connotation is to mark it as either an asset or an affliction—neither of which I believe it should be. It’s part of who people are.


—SELA WARD, ACTRESS


We talked for hours. And then we talked some more. We moved from theories and hypotheses to personal experience and realized that we had even more to draw from. We were both successful women in the prime of our lives—high achievers who had fought to realize our dreams—and yet we struggled to reconcile our femininity with the moves that we needed to make to maintain that success. We were princesses in our own fairy tales, successfully chasing our own happily ever afters—but we couldn’t help feeling that we weren’t quite getting it right. What if we wanted to just enjoy our ball gowns and glass slippers? Was that okay? Shouldn’t we be donning armor and fighting dragons or something? Was it possible to fight our battles while not giving up our ball gowns?


We resolved to figure it out.


It hasn’t always been straightforward. As is probably clear from our opening stories, the two of us have had very different experiences of femininity, and we came to our understanding of feminine power via very different paths. But we share this core conviction: regardless of what femininity means to you, and regardless of whether you consider it to be driven by nature or by nurture, it contains the seeds of what we believe are our greatest powers.


We also share this belief: exploring or exercising the power of femininity does not presuppose or require adopting any particular political position. Femininity is not the domain of conservative or religious women; nor is it—in its empowered form—the exclusive domain of liberals or progressives. Any conversation about power can very quickly become a political one—and to the extent that we believe that the exercise of feminine power can be transformative for women broadly, there’s a politics to this conversation, too—but we don’t think this discussion is restricted to any side of the political aisle. Nor should it be, if we believe that tapping into feminine power is a good thing that should be available to every girl, woman, and female-identifying person of any culture or creed. And we do believe that. Fervently.


I cast women to be on my TV shows, in which instance they’re trying to be very feminine, because they’re always cast as the love interest of somebody else. They’re never cast as just a female lead. It’s almost always a male lead that they are the wife to, the ex-wife to, the mother of, the daughter of. So, usually if you’re casting—if that’s how you’re looking at other women—you’re hiring the woman to be feminine.


—AMY POWELL, PRESIDENT, PARAMOUNT TELEVISION


Unquestionably, our upbringing—our parents, our environment, our role models, our family dynamics—has a huge impact on how we understand femininity. The women we have talked to have brought home consistently and clearly that our first feminine role models may have had the biggest impact:




[It’s important to look at] how women are raised, how family dynamics play into women’s expectations and acting out of scenarios they have experienced, how fathers fit into the picture of shaping women’s self-image, expectations, etc. And how mothers fit in. I see so many women who have self-image issues (weight issues, issues of desirability) because they have grown up not only in a culture but in families that struggle with this issue.


—ELLEN TAYLOR, PHD







How you grew up has everything to do with how you lean into your femininity and how well you appreciate it and respect it. So for me, as a black woman, femininity is always associated with being weak. You hear it all the time: strong black woman, black girl magic. There is an implied acceptance of strength without vulnerability.


—CARI CHAMPION, SPORTSCENTER ANCHOR, ESPN







My experience with my own femininity as an Indigenous woman is all about waking up every day with confidence. All that I do is done with confidence, from school to speaking engagements to modeling. Sometimes I reflect on the things I go through as a young Indigenous woman because it reminds me that not everyone’s story is the same. We all have our own unique story even if we all came from similar backgrounds.


—DAUNNETTE REYOME, MODEL







I grew up during the wave of feminism in the 1970s. It was very empowering in most ways, but a kind of flawed strain of feminism took hold as well. In looking back, we ourselves failed to see the power in certain feminine attributes, subconsciously buying into the notion that feminine power is weak. We ended up suppressing the feminine in the name of feminism. And this then led to a terrible split; we sort of felt we could be smart and taken seriously, or loving and loveable but not taken seriously. It didn’t feel like we could be both. Women walked around in these stupid power suits, for God’s sakes—mimicking men in the name of female power! That split did not seem to occur as much in European women. European women didn’t seem to think they had to choose between being powerful and being feminine and sexy. But a lot of American women felt we needed to make a choice; it was one or the other.


—MARIANNE WILLIAMSON, SPIRITUAL TEACHER, AUTHOR, AND LECTURER





I say that femininity is a social construct, and we [women] are redefining what femininity is. We are no longer the damsels in distress. We are leading Fortune 500 companies, running for president, and we are in the infantry, on the front lines of battlefields marching, fighting, and bleeding like the men standing beside us. We are no longer asking for permission. We are stepping into our promise and fulfilling our potential.


—JENNIFER CARROLL FOY, DELEGATE, VIRGINIA


Others think that for some of us, femininity is part of our nature:




My daughter is so girly. In her preschool class she’s by far the most girly. She’s always in a tutu, she’s only ever in pink. I didn’t impose this on her. She picks her own clothes. Always has a hair accessory in, always has sparkly shoes. The extreme of any extreme feminine thing you could ever choose, she chooses. And, it’s funny, because you observe when you drop them off at preschool, how every girl is so different. But I’m rarely wearing pink, I’m rarely wearing a skirt, ever, really. And yet, she chose to dress that way, whereas other [mothers] who are either in more feminine jobs, or don’t work, maybe, seem much more feminine and their daughters might be a tomboy. So, you realize how much of it is nature versus nurture. I’m also from a family of all girls. My whole life was femininity. That’s all I ever knew.


—AMY POWELL, PRESIDENT, PARAMOUNT TELEVISION





As I was doing my research for my TED talk and exploring the definitions of “femininity” and “feminine,” I found that even in music, a musical note that’s described as feminine is by definition a weaker note. It’s literally ingrained in our culture, in our history, in our Google searches, and it’s how we’ve been socialized. So while it’s going to take a long time to rid ourselves of this thinking, we have to. Many of the “feminine” attributes by definition are actually qualities I find in myself that I consider the strongest.


—JUSTIN BALDONI, ACTOR


Our various conversations with diverse women had one common thread, however: many of us have been conditioned to believe that femininity is a weakness. We live in a world that privileges masculine stereotypes of power—a world that demands women adopt masculine behaviors to attain power and reject feminine “weakness” to keep it. And we’ve been trained—through our upbringing, through societal pressures, through cultural norms and values—to accept (and even embrace) this, to the extent that many of us become fully complicit in it: we adopt masculine behaviors; we convince ourselves that real power only comes through doing what men do; we encourage our daughters (and our sons!) to reject pink and tear down their dollhouses. Femininity, many of us tell ourselves, gets in the way of achieving real power. But is this really true?


We don’t think so. And we think that most women would agree with us. We suspect that many women want to agree with us—we’re all looking for ways to feel like our best selves, powerful and authentic. As author and medical practitioner Dr. Habib Sadeghi told us,




I see many of my female clients re-evaluating themselves in all the roles they play in their lives, from wife, mother, daughter and sister, to their professional relationships, as well. It’s a significant shift in focus from being preoccupied with external influences like politics and the media that tend to dictate what femininity and a modern woman should be, to a more intuitive awakening to the kind of woman they want to be. For many, femininity as defined by their Baby Boomer mothers doesn’t fit with who they are or how they want to embody their feminine energy for their greatest good and the good of all those around them. The shift has placed a greater focus on how women embodying more of their feminine energy on their own terms doesn’t just help women as a movement, but everyone overall. So for my clients, the new feminine awaking is less confrontational than decades ago and a more collaborative, holistic movement that knows it’s an essential part (but not the only part) of a more cohesive society.





That’s what femininity is, being okay with who you are and not letting someone else’s opinion, judgment, criticism mean anything for you. And that is not easy, but it is freedom.


—JODI GUBER BRUFSKY, FOUNDER, BEYOND YOGA


We want to own our power and to put it to meaningful work—in our lives and in the broader world. We want it to serve our personal happiness and the greater stock of happiness in the world around us.


So, why haven’t we yet realized this?


In the last century, women have gained unprecedented (if insufficient!) power in politics and in the workplace, more independence and autonomy at home and in relationships, and, in general, more opportunities to excel and achieve. But this hasn’t always resulted in increased happiness and satisfaction in their lives. In fact, some research suggests that women’s happiness has been declining for decades. “The paradox of declining female happiness,” as some have called it, points to the tension between the real gains that women have made over the last forty-five-plus years and, for some, a downturn in happiness.


One important reason for this is the persistent tension between women’s dreams and aspirations and the real obstacles to their success. Despite all the advances we’ve made, we haven’t even gotten close to overcoming gender disparities across all sectors: the wage gap persists; the leadership gap persists; we still have to fight for our reproductive freedom; we still face abuse and assault and worry about the same for our daughters. We haven’t really broken the glass ceiling; we can’t really have it all. When Beyoncé asks, “Who runs the world?” the real answer, unfortunately, is “Not us.” Not yet.


But if real happiness—meaningful happiness—will only come when we close the gap between our dreams and what’s possible, how do we accomplish that? More importantly, how do we manage it without losing ourselves in the process? We’ve been trying to close the gap for decades, but we haven’t come as close as we need to—and we think that part of the problem has been that we’ve been trying to close the gap using someone else’s playbook. We’ve been using the masculine playbook—the playbook that says be tough, be aggressive, take no prisoners, wear suits like armor. The playbook that says power only looks like brute strength and dominance. The playbook that asserts that femininity is incompatible with power—personal, political, or otherwise.


Not all women express femininity the same way and quite frankly, I think all women have a different level of feminine energy within them. There are some women who I would say are a nine out of ten on the scale and then there are some women that are a two on the scale and I think that’s equally beautiful and as long as they’re able to express that facet to the degree that feels the most honest. It is about people having the courage to speak their truth and in whatever form that comes.


—ALEXIS JONES, COFOUNDER, I AM THAT GIRL


We say, let’s ditch that playbook. Let’s write our own.


Recognizing the real challenges women face in the quest for equal opportunity and self-determination, we think we need an approach that offers solutions that make it more possible for us to be our best, most secure and confident, and most authentic selves. Solutions that take root in femininity rather than reject it. We’ve been told for centuries—millennia—that our femininity holds us back, but we believe that it is actually a source of power. We believe that tackling the paradox of declining female happiness—and tackling the broader obstacles facing women and girls—requires starting a new conversation about the real force of women’s feminine power and about what it would look like—in our own lives and in the world around us—if we fully understood, accepted, and unleashed that power.


But this is only secondarily a conversation about feminism and women’s equality (although we, of course, believe that these are very closely related). We’re feminists, loud and proud, and believe firmly that this is part of a crucial, broader conversation. But we don’t want to start this conversation by talking about politics, policy, or ideology—other brilliant women are already covering that ground well (see our reading list for some examples). We want to begin a new conversation about femininity that starts with our unique gifts and the very real, very actionable power that resides within each one of us—in the practices, postures, and characteristics that we associate with femininity and that too often have been framed as the opposite of powerful. We want to talk about what it means and what it looks like for a woman—for anyone who identifies as a woman—to be powerful in her own feminine ways. We want to talk about why and how femininity is powerful and to make the case that leaning into one’s authentic femininity is truly the key to success in our personal, professional, and creative lives.


And we want to be clear that we aren’t talking about an external power—we’re talking about the power we all hold within ourselves. This isn’t the power that aims exclusively to “win” or to dominate others. This is the strength and confidence that come from connecting with our own special powers. It’s about finding our feminine flow state, or what psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi has defined as “the optimal state of consciousness where we feel our best and perform our best.” A state of ease and freedom, where there’s no need to hold back. A state of living fully as our authentic feminine selves. Unapologetically.


Femininity means being able to be emotionally open so I can experience all the levels and textures of my emotions, and then to be able to express that… whether it’s verbally, creatively or through movement. It’s also my capacity to discover beauty in others.


—PAULA ABDUL, POP STAR AND CHOREOGRAPHER


The great thing about definitions is that they are ever changing, and feminism is in the process of reconstruction.


—JENNIFER CARROLL FOY, DELEGATE, VIRGINIA


Here’s what we want to do: reframe the cultural assumptions surrounding femininity so that we can reclaim it as powerful. We want to evaluate and interrogate the social norms that have culturally defined what we think of as femininity and show how to reposition them as powerful. We want to rethink and reinvent femininity for girls and women and give them the tools to use it to their—our!—advantage. And, most importantly, we want for these revelations and this new way of thinking (and feeling) to inspire a new, healthier and happier, more feminine way of living.


And that’s exactly what we’re going to do.


We used to call girls like Catherine’s daughter, Emilia, “tomboys.” But that word is, arguably, problematic, because it implies that a girl (or woman, for that matter) who does not conform to girl-coded cultural stereotypes is not only not really a girl but somehow a kind of a boy. It tells girls (and boys, and women, and men) that there is a right way of being a girl and a wrong way of being a girl, and if you’re the “wrong” kind of girl, then actually you’re more of a boy. It also suggests to girls and women that certain kinds of power and strength are the exclusive domain of boys and men. Physicality, leadership, assertiveness, curiosity, inventiveness—these are culturally coded as masculine, and we reinforce that cultural coding when we characterize assertive, adventurous, strong girls as “tomboys.”


There’s no specific way to define femininity, it’s however you find that makes you feel most at peace where you are.


—SARAH BROKAW, THERAPIST AND COACH


And it goes far beyond the word “tomboy.” We’ve arguably come a long way in terms of the cultural messages that we send to girls and women—advertising no longer targets women (solely) as housewives and mothers, for example, and girls see their strength celebrated in beauty-product commercials and underwear ads—but in some respects we’ve overshot our mark. The “strong” girl or woman is often characterized as tough or gritty in the masculine sense, or she’s lauded for competing in a male field, or she’s urged to disdain “girly” things like princesses or pink. The metric of success for girls and women, in other words, is how well they adapt to the standards established by and for men—to masculine standards rather than feminine ones.


For me new feminine, in one word, is about choice. New feminine equals choice. If you want to wear lipstick and high heels, you can. If you want to wear sweats and sneakers, you can. If you want to be a stay-at-home mom, go for it. If you want to be a CEO of a company, do it. It’s your choice.


—NICOLE EHRLICH, MUSIC INDUSTRY EXECUTIVE AND CEO, CAT CORA, INC.


Of course, we want girls and women to be able to move freely and equally in the spaces defined by men. But if that’s the standard for our “empowerment,” what does that really say about (what does it do to) femininity—the condition, characteristics, and posture of the feminine? When we tell girls and women—even in the most implicit ways—that power is masculine, aren’t we also telling them that femininity is weak? What about the girls (and the boys!) who don’t want to adopt masculine behaviors?


When we say that the future is female, do we really mean female? Or do we mean female bodies in masculine roles, behaving in masculine ways and asserting masculine models of power? Is that future only female in the most superficial sense?


Wouldn’t a truly female future be a feminine one? If we’re going to light the world with our ideas and our innovations and our leadership, shouldn’t that power—that incredible, infinite, electric power—be feminine?


If you’re looking at femininity versus masculinity or if you were to think what is it about femininity that I aspire to have, that I want more of, [it’s] a sense of equanimity.… [W]hen I meet women who have a sense of equanimity, they’re incredibly feminine. No matter how they look or what they look like or what position they have in the world, if they have equanimity they’re feminine.


—SARAH BROKAW, THERAPIST AND COACH


Of course it should be. Of course it is.


So, how do we do that? To start, we need to unpack all the baggage attached to our understanding of femininity. That takes some doing—it is, after all, a few thousand years’ worth of baggage. As part of this, we must consider how that history has informed our understanding of where femininity fits with the biological experience of being a woman.


LOOKING BACK


As we’ll see throughout the book, traits that are considered feminine—in the sense of being closely associated with women—have historically been treated as weaker or less valuable than those that are considered masculine. But as we’ll also show, most, if not all, of those qualities have masculine analogs that are actually valued and considered powerful.


A closer look at the historical maligning of feminine characteristics and qualities shows us something interesting: nothing inherent to them makes them weak. It’s their association with the condition of girlhood or womanhood that makes them problematic. If a man adopts those traits, they become powers.


We can see this most clearly when we look at feminine archetypes as portrayed throughout history in religion, literature, art, philosophy, and popular culture. Many of those stories cast women as weak, unpredictable, or unstable, but it doesn’t take much of a twist of the lens for them to come into focus as stories of feminine strength. Consider Eve in the Garden of Eden: she’s famously characterized as weak-willed and disobedient. She takes the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil and shares it with Adam: woman gives in to temptation and then tempts man. But it’s easy to read this somewhat differently: she takes the fruit, we’re told, because it looks good—but also because she wants the wisdom it will give her. Eve understands the value of wisdom and wants it for herself. She is, in other words, curious, independent, and self-determining. Taken this way, we can go so far as to characterize her as the original disruptor—she literally (or figuratively, depending on your view of biblical lore) disrupted God’s plans and became the catalyst for human development. A closer look at history, then, shows that femininity has always been powerful—it has just been repressed or misrepresented for most of social, cultural, and political history.


People have defined strong as not feminine, people have defined powerful as not emotional. Society has defined things that way. But that’s not necessarily the definition of strength, right?


—CHRISTINE SIMMONS, PRESIDENT AND COO, LA SPARKS


History also shows that cultural ideas about femininity don’t really derive from biological sex assignment. Again, some (most) of the traits that we associate with femininity because they attach to traditional female roles become redefined as masculine (and powerful) when men adopt them. The power of the feminine, in this view, is relevant not only to anyone who identifies as female in body or spirit (biology or social history notwithstanding) but to human beings in general.


When you talk to 100 women you get 100 different definitions of femininity but I bet they all connect to being able to show themselves. To having a voice and being heard.


—CINDY CRAWFORD, MODEL


But if our powers are human and accessible and adaptable across sex and gender, why has the feminine been so derogated? This is a crucial question because that cultural and social history of maligning femininity has arguably informed our experience and understanding of femininity right up to present day. And it’s our current experience and understanding of femininity that needs to change if we’re going to reclaim femininity as the source of power that it really is.


The fast answer is that, for most of human history, women really have lived in a different sphere than men. Whether we’re looking at the Bible or evolutionary history, men and women have led divided lives, with women in the domestic space, the space of home, hearth, and family, and men in the public space, the space of politics, leadership, and war. The ancient Romans even codified those distinctions and wove them into the very fabric of their understanding of morality. Public virtue was for men (hence the word “virtue” derives from the root vir, or “man,” such that virtu, in Latin, means “manly”); the honor of women, on the other hand, was modesty (pudicitia), defined almost entirely by their ability and willingness to respect the bars of their gilded cage, the domain of the family, the private sphere.


These distinctions have stayed with us a long, long time. And we have imbued them with a power differential. We have associated the public sphere with more (hard) power, and so we correspondingly deem the activity of men in that space more powerful than the activity of women in the quieter, more reserved private sphere. Masculine activity, in other words, gets de facto treated as more powerful—and, conversely, feminine activity or traits get considered weak. Not because the activity or traits themselves are more or less powerful, but because we have assigned the gendered spaces in which they are practiced different values.


When you’re one of the very few women that are in a world that’s surrounded by men, you almost have to take on a very masculine role that’s hardcore at times. Instead of just being able to be a strong woman, you almost have to be a strong male-woman in a sense. You have to be able to talk the language. You have to be able to roll with a lot of bullshit, and harassment.


—CAT CORA, WORLD-RENOWNED CHEF, AUTHOR, AND RESTAURATEUR


Why, then, do women not get treated the same as men when they move into masculine spaces, if the activities and traits in practice are the same? Well, because they’re not men, and millennia of cultural conditioning have told us that the activities of the public sphere are masculine and so rightfully practiced by men. The same goes for men moving into feminine spaces, to some extent—stay-at-home dads still struggle against the idea that their presence in the home is outside the norm, if not outright transgressive. (If you know a stay-at-home dad, you know that he almost certainly has heard someone express surprise at his role—and that he has also almost certainly heard it characterized as “babysitting.”)


And so women have struggled to adapt to masculine spaces by adopting more “masculine” behaviors. We’ve put on pantsuits and leaned in and proven that we can act in these spaces as effectively as men do. Of course, we’re operating in more masculine ways: as all of our leadership role models for so many years were men, it makes sense that we learned to operate like them, thinking this would accelerate our rise to the top.


But it’s worth asking: As “competing in a man’s world” has moved women into behaving in more masculine ways, have we ended up devaluing our feminine ways? And if so, what impact has this had on our lives—and on our emotional well-being?


To me, femininity is owning your personal power in a way that feels true to you. And embodying it in a way that embraces the parts of the ancestral women before you with the parts of your own female heart that need to be heard and experienced for moments ahead. All that and nightly bubble baths.


—SARA BORDO, CEO, WOMENRISING


To put this another way, have we adopted “masculine” behaviors and character traits in a way that has moved us too far into the masculine? Once we start unraveling that question, a million others begin to emerge. How and why have we characterized certain traits as masculine and others as feminine—and valued the former or devalued the latter? Have we lost touch with unique qualities, feelings, and behaviors that connect us to our feminine selves? For example, when we devalue sensitivity—especially in environments like the workplace—do we disconnect from our emotional intelligence and powers of intuition? If we disconnect from the qualities that we identify as feminine because we believe them to be weak, are we disconnecting from one of our greatest power sources? As Dr. Habib Sadeghi asks, “Would anyone really suggest that the power of gravity is less important than the power of electricity?” Of course not. Which is why, he says, “the new feminine understands that feminine energy is just as powerful as masculine energy but in an entirely different way.… [T]he new feminine understands that you can be for women without being against men.” And that is the work of this book: to make the case for being for women’s power in a practicable way and to show how that power can be reclaimed.


To us Femininity means living in our own Truth as Women and embracing our beautiful uniqueness that our Divine created us to be.


—CHLOE AND HALLE BAILEY, RECORDING ARTISTS


But it’s important to be clear: this book is not about being empowered (someone else providing us with or giving us permission to claim power)—it’s about actually claiming our power and tapping into its sources. This is a conversation about the unique gifts, practices, and qualities that allow us to be powerful in our own authentically feminine way. This is about reconnecting with ourselves so we can connect in a more intimate and meaningful way with others.


Because here’s the thing: femininity is powerful. It’s really powerful. And being in that power doesn’t only feel good and lead to better relationships and a more fulfilling life—it can change the world.


To me femininity is the confidence in our walk, the flip of our hair and the softly plucked eyebrows. Our independence and diverse styles. The drive for success and empowering words; our beautiful smiles that sometimes hide a lot of pain.


—DAUNNETTE REYOME, MODEL


Femininity is simply an expression of what happens when a woman claims her unique power.


—SHELIA DARCEY, ARTIST


I’m over trying to find the “adorable” way to state my opinion and still be likable!


—JENNIFER LAWRENCE, ACTRESS


LOOKING AHEAD


So, how are we going to show how powerful femininity is—and how are we going to show you how to use it?


The first piece is easy, mostly because we think that you probably already know—or suspect—that femininity really is powerful. Regardless of how you define femininity—as a particular set of traits and characteristics unique to women and girls, as culturally imposed expectations specific to women and girls, or as natural behavioral markers of the condition of being female (or all or none of these)—we think that it’s pretty easy to spot the undercurrents (sometimes overcurrents) of power that run through it, especially once you’re looking for them. Consider a trait like vulnerability, for example, historically considered feminine. We’re all familiar with the trope of the vulnerable woman and with masculine insults about emotionality and vulnerability that derogate those as feminine (“stop being such a girl”). But we also know that embracing our vulnerability allows us to tap into a kind of superpowered self-awareness. As Brené Brown has so brilliantly shown, our vulnerability makes us human. So, we take a close look at the language and stereotypes historically used to define the feminine and then examine how those interpretations and uses of feminine language and feminine stereotypes have created barriers or held us back—all toward the end of showing how we can reclaim them as powerful.


Showing how feminine traits and behaviors are powerful is also our path to showing you how to use that power, because understanding your power is the first step to claiming it.


This, then, is the real work: digging into the language and tools that make this power possible. Words like “sensitive,” “seductive,” “emotional”—words historically used to describe women—have historically had their power turned against them. These traditionally feminine words and attributes have been perceived variously as weak, manipulative, and shameful—as generally undesirable or even bad. With a closer look and a slight twist of the lens, however, these words become powerful. And they point to powerful practices.


The more successful I’ve gotten, and the more responsibility I have, the less feminine I feel.


—MELISSA PALMER, FOUNDER, OSEA SKINCARE


The idea of our value and our worth is so easily frittered away by looking to other people to tell you, are you powerful? You know, when you’re in Los Angeles and you’re over thirty and you’re an actress, the next girl’s coming up. So unless you get a new algorithm for value and sustainability, what kind of feminine energy can last you your lifetime? The kind that is constantly shifting and adapting to the new chapters.


—JENNIFER GREY, ACTRESS


The following chapters outline twenty-one practices of authentic feminine power (with a few bonus suggestions thrown in for fun!). Each chapter starts with a story about our own experiences in confronting a feminine quality or trait traditionally perceived as weak and then digs into the history, the contemporary assumptions, and—most importantly—the potential reframing of the quality or trait in question. So, in each chapter,




• we take a closer look at the history of this quality, examining how it’s feminine and why it has been associated with weakness;


• we make the case for a fresh look at and a new approach to that feminine quality, reclaiming it as powerful; and


• we provide tools and ideas for how to implement the practice of integrating the feminine quality in your life.




Throughout the chapters, you’ll read words of wisdom from a wide variety of amazing women, some famous, some not (yet!). Their voices bring unique and personal perspectives to each of the practices and an intimate look at the role femininity plays in their lives.


Not every practice may spark for you—some concepts will resonate more than others; some may not resonate at all—but, as we’ve already suggested, femininity is a unique and deeply personal experience. Your femininity probably looks very different from your best friend’s femininity, or your mom’s, or your neighbor’s—and that’s a good thing. Femininity isn’t some predetermined, universal condition; nor is it a set of one-size-fits-all rules about “what it means to be a woman.” Femininity is an experience that flexes and moves and evolves according to the terms of the person who is living and defining it. We hope that you will find the practices of femininity that suit you and, through this exploration, define your own experience of femininity and live it powerfully.


I’m not sure why feminine and feminism and all these fem words have this bizarre connotation to them. It’s like we haven’t really outright owned them, and planted the flag for how powerful it can be. Obviously, that’s hundreds of years of culture behind us, but I do think that there are so many different ways to express femininity.


—MALIA MILLS, FASHION DESIGNER


And that is what this book is really all about: igniting our authentic feminine power and directing it to the betterment of ourselves, our lives, our relationships, and our world.


In trans women’s eyes, I see a wisdom that can only come from having to fight for your right to be recognized as female, a raw strength that only comes from unabashedly asserting your right to be feminine in an inhospitable world.


—JULIA SERANO, WRITER




AMY’S STORY


When I did my TEDx talk four years ago, I was nervous. Really, really nervous. I had been thinking about femininity and observing a real struggle in myself and others. I knew there was a conversation to be had. But putting together that speech was brutal. It felt like a scratch on the surface. And it was. Both because I knew there was so much more to say and mostly because I hadn’t “figured it all out yet”—I’ll come back to this point because it’s an important one.


Through my own experiences and struggles over the years, and through conversations with hundreds of women, including friends, family, clients, employees, and anyone who would talk about it, I learned there was a deeper pain, a deeper issue, around authenticity and the freedom to be ourselves.


I could see my own through challenges at work—for example, instead of responding to challenges in a gentle and compassionate way, I would react. I would feel my adrenaline rush when I felt hurt or overlooked. Instead of using my gifts—like my sensitivity and communication skills—I would seem angry or frustrated. In relationships, I had similar issues. I would be hurt easily, critical, overly sensitive. I would beat myself up for being too emotional or too sensitive. I thought I was “too much.” I had a desire to feel less, be less, and tone it all down.


Not possible, I later realized. And, in fact, definitely not the right approach.


For me, this journey around femininity has been and is about leaning into our true selves. Looking at our feminine (and sometimes overly emotional, moody, crying) selves in a new way. Giving ourselves a break, yes. And even celebrating these unique parts of ourselves that make us who we are.


While, yes, I have the capacity to be strong, tough, confident, assertive, I’ve learned to think about those qualities as supportive of the feminine me. Not instead of the feminine me.


And back to the figuring it all out part… I’m still figuring it all out! This is a journey. As my friend Sarah Brokaw says, “Research is me-search.” Catherine and I invite you to be part of this new conversation to open channels and unleash a feminine power that the world needs more than ever.





I am an example of what is possible when girls from the very beginning of their lives are loved and nurtured by people around them. I was surrounded by extraordinary women in my life who taught me about quiet strength and dignity.


—MICHELLE OBAMA, FLOTUS




CATHERINE’S STORY


When she was nine years old, my daughter told me that she was a tomboy.


“What makes you say that?” I asked her.


“Because,” she said, “I like a lot of things that boys like. I like basketball and motorcycles. I like surfing.” She thought about that for a minute. “I mean, girls like surfing too and lots of sports. And I like other things that girls like, like dolls. But mostly I like things that boys like. And Story [her best friend] is a boy. So, I think I’m a tomboy.”


“I wouldn’t call you a tomboy, sweetie. I think that you’re you. And you like a lot of different things, and they’re not just ‘boy things’ or ‘girl things,’ they’re things that you like.”


“But you could call me a tomboy.”


“But I wouldn’t.”


“But if you did—”


“I wouldn’t. And I won’t. I’ll just keep calling you Emilia.”


And that, I thought, was that. Conversation closed, no more talk of tomboys.


But then she asked me about it again, a few weeks later, after a friend (a girl) described her as a tomboy. And then a few weeks after that, she asked me what a “bad-ass” was. She had seen the word, underneath an Instagram photo of herself in dirt bike gear, on my phone. And then just a few days later still, she asked me whether Hillary Clinton was a tomboy. It wasn’t until we were well into a months-long conversation about all of these things that I realized we weren’t really talking about tomboys.


We were talking about femininity. We were talking about the complexity of femininity.


By most conventional standards, Emilia is absolutely what is often called a tomboy. She does like things that are culturally coded as “boy things.” She likes sports; she likes adventure and action; she’s all skinned knees and torn pants and messy hair. She surfs; she skateboards; she rides a dirt bike. There are some quote-unquote girl things that she likes—interfere with her American Girl dolls and she’ll cut you—but she enjoys those “girl things” in a context that is, for lack of a proper term, “gender-complicated.” Her favorite American Doll sits in a doll-sized wheelchair because “she hurt herself on her motorcycle.” She wears her princess costumes with skate shoes and Buzz Lightyear wings. Taylor Swift concert stickers decorate the bottom of her skateboard. But she’s no less a girl for being complicated. She’s no less feminine for having varied interests and skills.


In fact, her femininity is a big part of what makes her complexity powerful. There’s nothing “boy” about her power at all.


Her energy is powered by girl.





Femininity has been falsely masked with being weak. And with submissiveness. And submissiveness is often related to giving into masculinity and letting masculinity dominate. And there’s something around that dance that can be really beautiful in the right environment. But what gets lost is equality. Being feminine doesn’t mean you need to be unequal. Power and femininity can go together. We can be incredibly powerful and still step into our femininity.


—LIZ BENTLEY, EXECUTIVE COACH


I think all the traits of femininity can be powerful when they are expressed in a way that unites and lifts rather than competes or criticizes. I couldn’t lead a team or a film set unless I was able to be all of the things simultaneously. Expressing emotion that activates: powerful. Respecting others with politeness that unites: powerful. Leading with the intuition of an innovator with the heart of a caretaker: I’ve found that’s where my power beats its loudest drum.


—SARA BORDO, CEO, WOMENRISING
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