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INTRODUCTION



What Is a Guilty Feminist?




I’m a feminist but when I was choosing a new headshot, I asked my husband, “Does this photo of me look a bit ‘Dove campaign for real beauty’?” And he said, “No, darling, you look lovely,” and I thought, “Well, that campaign’s failed.”




What is a guilty feminist? In 2015 I described myself as a “guilty feminist” for the first time, because I lived with the knowledge that my beliefs were firm but my feelings existed on a trampoline. My goals were noble but my concerns were trivial. I wanted desperately for women to be taken seriously in leadership roles all over the world, but I also wanted to look good sitting down naked. I knew that even thinking there was a “good” way to look in any posture didn’t chime with body-positive, twenty-first-century feminism where we were all meant to love our bodies as if they were our dying grandmothers, and that any criticism of them could be seen as disloyalty to the sisterhood.


I felt like a fraud for saying defiantly in an internet debate that, as a woman, my chief role was not to be decorative; and then later that day crying actual tears on finding that my favorite dress was tighter than usual because I’d put on weight. I could deliver a power seminar on charismatic leadership techniques for senior women in a law firm and the next day make an apologetic phone call to a comedy promoter in which I “hoped I was not bothering him,” speaking as fast as possible in my lady voice, as “I was sure he was very busy,” when it was obvious I’d just woken him from an afternoon nap.


This troubled me especially because so many more of my conversations with women were moving away from Sex and the City territory and toward gender equality. Something was in the air. Hillary was running for the White House. New York magazine pictured thirty-five of Bill Cosby’s accusers on its front cover. Gloria Steinem dedicated her book to the doctor who illegally performed her abortion in 1957, naming him as a hero. A tidal wave of change was coming and I wanted to be on the crest of it, but I worried I wasn’t good enough.


I confessed my feelings to fellow comedian and friend Sofie Hagen. She and I had a series of lunches that year that had started as jokes, shop talk and revelations about our love lives, but had drifted into feminism. I showed Sofie my hypocrisies on the grounds that she’d show me hers. Because we were both comedians, council zoning required that these insights be shared with the world, through the medium of podcasting, and The Guilty Feminist podcast was born.


For the uninitiated, a podcast is radio that no one stops you making because you put it on the internet yourself. Please let me reassure you that whether you live in a delightfully secluded cave not cursed with Wi-Fi and have never heard a minute of this podcast, or you binged the whole thing in a week and cross the days off on your calendar until the next episode comes out, I wrote this book with you in mind.


When Sofie and I committed to admitting our double standards out loud, a part of me feared we’d be shunned by the club, that the “proper” feminists we knew would roll their eyes at our embarrassing admissions. We weren’t just making these confessions to our BFFs four margaritas into a Friday night, we were recording them for distribution. We screwed up our courage and hoped that other women identified with our inadequacies and aspirations.


It turned out we weren’t the only ones living with contradictions. Women responded in droves. Many have written to tell us that they’d previously felt unable to call themselves feminists but now they knew they wanted to and could. Others said the show had acted as a valve for their guilt—a place they could laugh off things that didn’t matter or that they were working on. They realized they didn’t have to be perfect or even consistent to be a force for meaningful change. The emails I receive, which tell stories of women activated by The Guilty Feminist to apply for PhDs, lodge sexual harassment cases, start talking to their high school students about gender equality or even report sexual assaults, can always be boiled down to two statements: “Because I listened to the podcast, I have decided to say yes,” or “Because I listened to the podcast, I have started to say no.” I do not take credit for the boldness of these listeners. I think a big part of their conviction comes from hearing our live audience laughing and agreeing and commenting. It makes individual women feel like they have an army behind them when they speak up in a meeting, fill out a funding application, or tell a catcaller he’s just not cool.


We’ve had some luck with our timing. More people listen to podcasts now than go to the cinema on a weekly basis. Just when feminism was facing the onslaught of Trump, Weinstein, and the worst excesses of Twitter, people were turning to podcasts for information, inspiration, and entertainment.


I’m overwhelmed at the response from our audience, who turn out in droves for the show and queue, tweet, and email to tell us what the show means to them. I’m also convinced that if I’d attempted to pitch a broadcast comedy show with “feminist” in the title in December 2015, the industry would have responded with a polite refusal and an assurance that feminism isn’t a ratings winner. I am amazed and thrilled to say that The Guilty Feminist podcast has had 50 million downloads in just over two years. While internet neutrality exists, artists can find their audience and audiences can find their jam.


For readers who’ve not heard the podcast, it’s a comedy show in which we explore themes that feminists need to tackle head-on—from nudity to body capability and from power to democracy. Each episode features stand-up, discussions with guests, and also weekly challenges. Thanks to this last aspect of the podcast, I have thrown myself out of a plane, posed naked for a life-drawing class, led a feminist discussion group with a class of teenage boys at an inner-city school, and directed a short film like a boss.


The guests and I always start each episode with one-liners that begin, “I’m a feminist but…” These are true confessions about times when our actions and values have spent time apart. They’re usually playful, silly things that don’t really matter. It’s the equivalent of using a loofah in the shower to slough off anything you don’t need, but for your gender equality headspace. Here’s one of mine: I’m a feminist but when my four-year-old nephew insisted on me putting on my wedding dress and watching Beauty and the Beast with him, I also put on my tiara, which he had not requested.


In autumn 2016 Sofie Hagen left the podcast to go on to other exciting projects, but I’ll always be grateful we first sat down together at lunch and said, “I’m a feminist but…” I hope that, in continuing the show with other comedians and in writing this book now, I’m shooting (even if it’s in a scattershot way) for a life of “I’m a feminist and…”


For readers who know and love the Guilty Feminist podcast, I hope you find this book has plenty of new takes on much-loved themes that challenge us daily, with some requested favorites down on paper for the very first time.


For every reader, I hope this book will reflect this mix of comedy and more thoughtful discussion and challenge you to leave the house, take up the space and time you deserve, find your most unapologetic and persuasive voice, begin to truly trust yourself and communicate that self-belief to the room, create your own microclimates for success, shine a bold, strong light on other feminists, and strike out fearlessly for gender equality—exfoliating unnecessary guilt as you go.


This book also intends to include as much as possible. It looks at the intersections between gender, race, sexual orientation, disability, and gender identity and how those advantage and disadvantage groups and individuals in society. It includes trans women as women. A 2016 survey by the consumer insight agency J. Walter Thompson Innovation Group discovered that 48 percent of Generation Z (people born mid-1990s to mid-2000s) identify as “completely heterosexual,” compared to 65 percent of millennials. In addition, 56 percent of these same young people said they know someone who goes by nontraditional gender pronouns like “they/them/ze” and the same percentage shopped for themselves in both men’s and women’s clothing shops. Seventy percent of Gen Zs in the survey supported gender-neutral bathrooms as opposed to 57 percent of millennials. The future isn’t binary and this next generation won’t form two orderly camps. We need to build a world for these young people who are more comfortable with their own fluidity and don’t see gender or sexuality as fixed. The world they want to live in doesn’t conform to gender norms and that’s a good thing because it doesn’t demand that they “act like a lady” or “man up.” This book is unapologetically part of that trend. The right side of history is calling us in.


I am using terms in current style guides as directed by the communities in question. I use “people of color” and “women of color” to describe nonwhite people because it is the term currently used by the social justice movement and recommended by the American Heritage Guide to Contemporary Usage and Style (Houghton Mifflin, 2005). Although it began in America, it has become universal and I use it because feminist leaders and influencers in nonwhite communities do. It is often abbreviated to POC or WOC on the internet.


I use “queer,” as is increasingly standard, to mean “nonnormative” and as an umbrella term for sexual and gender groups who are not heterosexual and/or not cisgendered.*


I use “nondisabled” not “able-bodied” because most often it is society’s attitudes and infrastructure that disadvantage those whose bodies function differently and because this is recommended by disability activists.


If you identify with any of these groups and prefer alternative terms, switch them out as you read and know that I’ve gone with the most current accepted terms, at the time of writing, to be as respectful as possible to the communities I’m writing about.


WHY GUILT AND FEMINISM SOMETIMES GO TOGETHER…


We’ve all been raised in a patriarchy, and our feelings have been shaped by this, starting in our childhood. While our adult minds might be far beyond thinking our worth lies in having Jennifer Aniston’s hair, Jennifer Lopez’s arse and being liked by everyone everywhere all of the time, deep down inside it’s easy to feel that things will be better if we can only live up to what the billboards want for us.


Just because we’ve been hardwired to be self-critical and distracted by meaningless, unattainable goals doesn’t mean we aren’t feminists. It’s one reason we need feminism! We’re allowed to acknowledge, to try to reverse and even laugh at our own cultural brainwashing while we tackle the big stuff. We need to create a space for ourselves to be and grow. I don’t wish to lower the bar for feminism by saying, “I’m a feminist but…” but I’ve realized over the last few years of engaging with this and talking to women that, for many of us, feminism has become another thing to feel guilty about.


Women are trained to feel guilty when their kids are in the after-school club because they are working back-to-back nursing shifts—and guilty that they’ve dropped out of the half-marathon they were running for their teentrepreneur charity because they’ve got severe period pain—and guilty for being late to their mother’s birthday dinner because they’ve been helping their friend through a messy break-up—and guilty for enjoying sexual submission because it feels like they shouldn’t be getting pleasure from some kind of Handmaid’s Tale–style scenario, as surely that’s what feminists are meant to be fighting against in the first place?


Not all individual women feel these things, but I know that many do, because when I talk about them on stage, the largely female audience laughs in recognition. (One advantage of doing stand-up comedy is that you can identify trends without surveys. If the audience doesn’t laugh, it might mean you’re on your own.) Also, women often approach me after shows in the bar to tell me they labor daily in a guilt soup and are tired of it. Are most men judging their best efforts as failures? Is it common practice for guys to attack each other savagely on Twitter for not being sufficiently nuanced in the language they use around the brotherhood? Are boys encouraged to look at their achievements and aspirations as wanting?


Proper, dedicated, lived-and-breathed fuck-the-patriarchy feminism is a wonderful thing for the empowerment and elevation of women everywhere. But what if we’re not there yet? What if we know the bits we know and are embarrassed by the bits we feel we should know and don’t? What if we fear we will die at ninety-five, still wanting desperately to have smooth legs and a flawless forehead and without having read The Bell Jar? What if we tell our best friend that she’s strong, powerful, clever, beautiful, and that she should never accept that loser guy who treats her like she’s disposable—and then immediately sext our sexist ex? What if we are at base camp, and the summit looks like it’s crowded with better feminists than us?


This book is about starting today and challenging ourselves to a series of small but meaningful changes. We don’t have to be perfect to dare ourselves to be better. Taking power and finding strength is a positive, potent thing to do. Learning to live with our contradictions and love ourselves anyway is a noble goal in itself. Laughing at the gap between where we want to be (Maya Angelou) and where we are (My God, I Can’t Believe I Just Said That) can be cathartic, joyful, bonding, and just as empowering as celebrating our achievements. If we can dare to put our bag of guilt down for an hour to play and laugh, we might find that, when we pick it up, we don’t need all of it any more.


Equally importantly, I want to explore in this book how guilt can be an invisible gatekeeper that stops us fully including ourselves in rooms of influence—and stops us including others. Stepping forward and making ourselves central in circles where we have any amount of influence is the first step in including other women in those places. To include ourselves we have to look at how welcome we feel inside our own bodies and how to use them to signal our power and confidence to the world. We will explore how to be confident and take up the space we deserve in classrooms, boardrooms, hospital rooms, living rooms, and even hotel rooms. We will look at our willingness to conform or to flaunt our differences, how potent a tool language can be, and our ability to create boundaries. We will examine the identity of the enemy in the feminist fight and ask how our protests can be more than sound and fury and truly lead to meaningful change. We will even ask how some of our guilty pleasures have hidden feminism packed inside of them.


Many people now define feminism as individual women being able to make individual choices. But feminism is not about whether you personally wear high heels or not. Wear them if you want. Don’t if you don’t. If you wear them regularly and want to check in to make sure it’s your actual conscious choice rather than what your brain has been persuaded to see as normal through lifelong submersion in the patriarchy, you can try giving heels up for a few months and then putting them on again, so you have room to make a comparison. That way, you can assess whether being taller is a sensation you enjoy, or if high heels are just painful and unfun, and proceed with the rest of your life accordingly. Either way, it’s not much to do with feminism. That’s just learning about what makes you happy.


You turning up to a party in sneakers or a kitten heel isn’t going to make the world a safer, better-represented, more liberated place for women to live in. You could argue that your choices about heels, make-up, romcoms, and career help to create an empowered headspace important for your feminist agenda. If so, start to assess your life step by step and work out who you are and how much more dangerous you could be if you got fearless and ferocious. But really and truly, it’s how different the world is because you are in it that’s the feminist part.


So, feminism and us. Guilt and all. Let’s begin.















PART 1



HOW WE GOT HERE













WHAT’S FEMINISM FOR?





I’m a feminist but some days even my life doesn’t pass the Bechdel Test.*




When I was a teenager, my family became Jehovah’s Witnesses. In that religion, as in many, feminism was not encouraged or even allowed. Men were “the head of the household” and women were “in subjection.” I always struggled with my place in this small-scale patriarchy.* I was a pious Bible student but had a great deal of trouble with the misogynistic, homophobic, and xenophobic texts in the Bible. Although known as a hardworking, faithful Jehovah’s Witness girl (I was devotedly dowdy), I was once told by a young “brother” in my congregation, “No man will take you on because you wouldn’t be a submissive wife.” Well spotted, Brother Darren. I would not. When I realized that I was an atheist and left the religion, I knew that equality for women was something I believed in and wanted to fight for. To be clear, this does not mean I don’t respect feminists with a faith, but my experiences in an extreme religion have led me to be alert to sexism within religion. I’m aware that some contemporary religions go to great lengths to eradicate their patriarchal heritage.


I applied to go to college (further education was also discouraged by the religion, so my ambitions had stalled while I was still a practicing Jehovah’s Witness), but it was 1997 and “feminist” was a word that came before “studies”—something to write essays about rather than a way of life. It wasn’t something we talked about much as young women in the Junior Common Room. It was a time of “Girl Power” and ladette culture in Britain, where I had taken residency. Girl Power meant the freedom to drink, swear, and watch porn like the boys, without ever asking if “like the boys” was something we all wanted to be.


It was my impression that too much focus on gender inequality was perceived as an unwillingness to take personal responsibility for your place in society. It felt like we had to shut up and pretend we were on a level playing field, because we didn’t want to be accused of complaining. In this regard, the brave new world I’d stepped into was disappointingly reminiscent of the cult I’d just left. Back then, I wasn’t sure if “feminist” was a word that I could or should use as my own. I wasn’t alone.


Many women I knew then, and still others I know now, didn’t or don’t identify with the word, fearing that if they own it, it will make them appear militant or man-hating. Some feel guilty if they use the word, worrying that it excludes men. Some women feel marginalized from the feminist movement and find it’s just another place for them to feel “less than” because of the way they’ve been treated. Their experience of feminism is what is sometimes called “white feminism”—movements for “equality” within the feminist movement that effectively mean that when white, straight, cis, nondisabled women have as much power and privilege as their powerful male counterparts, the job is done. Some women feel ashamed if they don’t call themselves feminists, anxious that they’re betraying the sisterhood.


It’s important to know what the word means, whether we’re trying it on for size or we’ve worn it proudly for years, while perhaps forgetting to check in with its full history. So I’ve written a beginner’s guide to feminism in this chapter and tried to make it brief, amusing, and accessible. The history of feminism is none of those things, so wish me luck. If you feel like I’m teaching suffragettes to suck eggs, skip this section or read it to check I got it right.


Feminism is a combination of social and political movements with a common goal to define, develop, and demand political, social, and fiscal rights for women. I’m sorry to tell you that a man coined the term. Charles Fourier, Utopian French philosopher, came up with the word. Of course he did. It was 1837, when no one listened to women. I’m willing to bet his girlfriend coined it half an hour before, but no one took it seriously until he said it and then mansplained it to her. He didn’t have a wife because he thought that traditional marriage was damaging to women’s rights. He was also queer positive, socialist, and thought we could make our everyday work erotic. Where’s Charles Fourier on Tinder when you need him?


Feminism isn’t one thing. It’s been through lots of waves, existed in many guises and today is a collection of tribes, frequently in disagreement with each other.


Feminists are often categorized by their points of view on how best to gain equal ground, and I find it helpful to think of feminist tribes in terms of board games:


Mainstream feminists try to carve out legal rights and social breakthroughs for women within the existing sexist system. Today’s mainstream or liberal feminists often focus on individual choice to reject or conform to traditional gender roles, while arguing on behalf of women over issues such as reproductive rights, parental leave, sexual harassment, sexual assault, and domestic violence. They have a pragmatic approach favoring changes that can be made in the short to medium term, using existing legal procedures and power structures.


Basically: “If we all team up together we can get the top hat, the car, and the boot and buy Kentucky Avenue, Park Place, and some railroads and start chipping in for some houses. We can play Monopoly as well as the old boys’ club, and yes, we might be ten thousand years behind in the game, but with some luck from the Community Chest and the occasional Get Out of Jail Free card, we can catch up because we’re terribly clever and much more motivated. We might not win but we can bloody well stay on the board.”


Radical feminists tend toward a view that the patriarchal capitalist system will always oppress women and that power will never be shared and must be taken. Some radical feminists see a complete dismantling of the system and the constructing of a new one as the only viable solution to gender inequality.


In short: “Fuck this shit. We are not playing your stupid, unfair game so stop trying to give us the iron and telling us to Pass Go and accept $200 that you’re just going to take away when we hit your Boardwalk hotels. You want to play Monopoly? Well, we want to play Equality. We don’t care if we go to jail. We definitely don’t want to win Second Prize in your stupid Beauty Competition.”


Separatist feminists (a much rarer breed) subscribe to a sort of radical feminism that believes women must separate themselves from men entirely and start over. They believe that women need to remove themselves from heterosexual relationships, at least for periods of time, suggesting celibacy for straight women. This isolation denies the system valuable female resources and allows women to author our own structures.


To summarize: “We’ve tipped up the board and are playing Jenga in our fort. Don’t come in. You can’t play.”


Parasite feminists use the opposite approach, feeling that women need to feed upon the patriarchal system, bleeding dry its resources and using them for our own ends.*


Their approach is, “I see you have Boardwalk and Park Place. I’m taking them and putting four of my hotels on them, collecting rent and charging you for loitering. What do you mean, that it’s not fair? Nothing you’ve ever done has been fair. Fair’s not possible till we steal from you what you’ve stolen from us. Oh look, we’ve landed on Free Parking. Give us everything you’ve got, mofo. We’ve just changed the rules.”


There are many more schools of feminism that you can research and find board game metaphors for, but this gives you an idea. Most varieties of feminism want the same thing—equality of influence, power, and resources for women—but each faction thinks its methods for reaching those goals are best. Some feminists get frustrated that we seem to be letting the male-favoring status quo build more hotels on Boardwalk and Park Place while we argue about the best way to pass Go and the right way to mortgage our Water Works.


FEMINISM IS ALSO DEFINED IN “waves,” or generations, because every time we win or lose a point, the struggle changes.


First-wave feminism has its roots in the social revolutions of the 1700s. If you’re overthrowing a government, you start to think about your place in both the old and new order and now the subject of “fair” is on the table, you want a piece of it. Socialist ideals took an awfully long time to take. Society had been feudal and autocratic for a very long time. First-wave feminism includes the terrifyingly brave suffragettes, who chained themselves to railings, blew up buildings, set fire to landmarks, and were force-fed horribly in prison, all so we would have the right to vote for Donald Trump and Brexit. I’m glad they’re dead and don’t know this.*


Second-wave feminism came about after women had gained the right to vote in most Western countries and had been granted (or had snatched) some extra autonomy, overalls, and tractors during the world wars due to a lack of men on the ground. Then they were expected to get back in the kitchen and make the patriarchy a sandwich in the 1950s. The 1960s is a famous period for women’s liberation, synonymous with bra-burning, which some people say never happened, but actually did once. I’ve seen a picture.* Second-wave feminists—many of them women of color, Jewish women, and queer women, a fact that is often shamefully forgotten—made incredible strides in the perception of appropriate roles for women in society and gave women a loud voice and permission to ask for more rights, representation, and influence. They made massive headway in reproductive, parental, and employment rights. They even made everyone stop saying “When the judge enters everyone must stand for him…” because they pointed out that if we always default to a male pronoun, we always expect a male judge. Now we say “them,” but most of us still picture a bloke most of the time. Everything takes ages.


Third-wave feminism embraced intersectionality, a term coined in 1989 by civil rights activist Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw. Intersectionality examines the intersections of different systems of oppression such as race, sexual orientation, class, gender identity, and disability. In short, it’s harder to be a black, queer, broke, deaf woman than it is to be a rich, straight, nondisabled, middle-class white woman, and if feminism doesn’t address that, then it’s part of the patriarchy. Intersectionality is constantly asking us to check our privilege(s) and create more platforms for marginalized women and those who identify as neither male nor female. The language can feel like a minefield and the culture can be pretty lively, so while it’s good to take criticism on board it’s best not to take it too personally.* It’s a crucial next step for feminism. Without it, feminism will probably die, because it’s not supporting those who most need it.


Fourth-wave feminism is like the third wave but with added Twitter and podcasts. That’s right, patriarchy—the feminists have taken control of the means of production.


Fifth-wave feminism is forming itself now. All we know so far is that it is about action. It will promote the ideas of the intersectional movement from the third wave, which will allow us more of a mainstream, influential platform. It will take the social-networking capability of the fourth wave and use it to organize and galvanize and turn hashtags into consequences. Women who have never marched before are joining those who have marched hard for a long time. Women are responding to Trump and Brexit and the environment those major political surprises have created, with angry get-up-and-go. Movements like Me Too and Time’s Up are gaining ground in a way that is having real-life, financial consequences for high-profile men who have abused their power to sexually harass and assault women. The intention is now to forge systemic change across many industries and institutions that have accepted abuse and protected perpetrators. The fifth wave is a global army that crowdfunds and realizes proper, permanent changes can be made with the right strategies.


INCLUSION—WHO FEELS SHE CAN SAY “ME TOO” AND WHO FEELS IT’S NOT FOR HER?


Feminism has meant different things to various women in a multitude of times, countries, and communities. Women are not a monolithic group, and individuals often radically disagree even within their own collectives about the best methods or the real purpose of feminism.


The way I see it, there is one thing that every brand of feminism has in common. Feminism has always been a request, or demand, for inclusion. Inclusion is a watchword of the second decade of the twenty-first century and in recent waves of feminism, but it’s nothing new. Inclusion is the foundation of society. Inclusion is the reason human beings are the top of the food chain. One person cannot beat a lion in a fight, but twelve people can outsmart a lion. Including each other is the basis of our survival. The cost of complete exclusion is our mental health. If you’re Tom Hanks on a desert island you have to make a volleyball-head to talk to, so you don’t start to hallucinate. Inclusion is vital to humanity. So, the question can only ever be: who is included and why? Women have been routinely excluded in places of power and influence. Socially, they’ve been included tentatively and conditionally. You only have to look at the comments section under any article about feminism online (and I seriously recommend you don’t do that) to see that many people now feel that women are far more included than they should be. Some people see female judges, CEOs, and even heads of state and think that if there ever was a struggle for women to be included, there isn’t one now, and it turns out that there are many and various ways to say that in well under 280 characters.


These people argue that women today are sufficiently included and have enough influence and opportunity, so that any observable inequality is down to individuals and not structures. “Surely if more women were funny, we’d see them on television comedy panel shows.” “If a woman works hard enough in the Western world she can be anything she wants to be, and it would be unfair for her to be given any further advantage.”


Why should we have women’s networks in politics, scholarships for teenage girls wanting to get into film school, or gender targets in Silicon Valley? First, it seems highly unlikely that after around ten thousand years of exclusive male domination, women could possibly have caught up in the last hundred years. There isn’t enough positive discrimination in the world to make up for slavery, colonization, and the slaughter of indigenous peoples to somehow equalize the racial advantage gifted to white people, and it is important for Caucasian people to get that and live as if that’s true. I am not putting race and gender on a par, but in a parallel way, it’s hard to know how anyone can watch Mad Men, featuring the historically accurate, misogynistic business practices of the incredibly recent 1960s and come to the conclusion that we’ve somehow leveled out the playing field in a few decades.


Most industries include many more men than women in their decision-making processes. One way to make up for a huge historical handicap and include more women is to create quotas. It seems like an easy solution to create mandatory requirements to include women and men equally within industries or sectors—and even bring these into law when it comes to politics or positions of real influence. Sometimes this does happen. For example, in 2016 Germany enforced quotas requiring that corporations based there make their boards at least 30 percent female. Previously most companies averaged 20 percent.


There was a horrified outcry about this quota, as there always is when the topic arises. Even many feminists worry that it makes the women promoted feel token and creates a counterproductive resentment among men. Sometimes women feel guilty accepting a seat at the table where a quota exists, as if they’re taking something they haven’t earned. Other women become understandably defensive and explain why this apparent unfairness to others is really correcting structural bigotry. Some men and women get angry about quotas and speak of them as if undeserving women are taking away men’s hard-earned jobs at gunpoint.


It is the very existence of, and terms used in, the debate about quotas that I think really highlights society’s blindness to the exclusion of women and overinclusion of men, and the need to examine history and society closely to identify our unconscious bias.*


To be clear, I don’t have a particular agenda here, and I am not recommending quotas in all industries. I think targets are valuable everywhere and quotas are appropriate sometimes, but my views on this aren’t especially relevant. What I am examining here is how the fear and fury about quotas highlights the landscape of gender inequality when it comes to men, as a group, being fast-tracked to the VIP suite and women being left out in the cold.


What is never mentioned in these hysterical debates is that historically quotas have been the norm. The gender quota for voters in general elections was 100 percent male and 0 percent female in the United Kingdom until 1918. In Switzerland, the quota for voters in general elections was 100 percent male and 0 percent female until 1971. Even more implausibly, in one canton of Switzerland women were not able to vote on local issues until 1991!


The quota for practicing medicine in the United Kingdom was 100 percent male and 0 percent female until 1862, when Elizabeth Garrett Anderson did an extraordinary amount of agonizing work and overcame an insufferable amount of rejection to find a loophole in the system and qualify as a doctor.* She found a college that had forgotten to specify “men only” in their charter as it appeared too obvious to mention, like saying “no zebras need apply.” Therefore, they couldn’t refuse her. She passed with the highest marks in her class, but even so the loophole was closed so that no further women could qualify until 1876. Despite her outstanding grades achieved in difficult circumstances, no hospital would hire her, so she had to set up her own private practice, which eventually thrived after a cholera epidemic meant that patients were willing to put aside their gender-based prejudices. To get a full medical degree in addition to her license to practice medicine, she had to go to Paris, where they were open to female students, and learn French well enough to study there first. In 1873 she became an exception to the British Medical Association’s 100 percent male quota system, which excluded all other women for the following nineteen years.


In 1909, the same Elizabeth Garrett Anderson ran for mayor in the otherwise undistinguished British town of Aldeburgh in Suffolk—and she won. Guess what the gender quota was for mayors in 1908? You’re correct. It was 100 percent male, 0 percent female. Amazingly, she won an election without being allowed to vote for herself.


The gender quota for lawyers was 100 percent male and 0 percent female in the United Kingdom until 1922 when Ivy Williams was admitted to the bar. She had completed her law degree at Oxford University in 1903. Why the huge gap between finishing her degree and becoming a lawyer? Well, the gender quota for students able to graduate with a degree was 100 percent male and 0 percent female. Women could study at Oxford and pass the exams with flying colors, but they weren’t included in the graduation ceremony and were denied their degree. When Ivy was finally granted her first-class Oxford degree in December 1919, she joined the Inner Temple one month later and was subsequently called to the bar two terms early.


The gender quota for actors in England was 100 percent male and 0 percent female until the seventeenth century when Charles II worried that acting like girls would turn young men gay and decreed that women should play female parts. It wasn’t only homophobia, it was also practicality. Charles had been inconvenienced when a play he was watching was brought to an unscheduled halt because an actor playing a female part needed a shave, so he changed the law. The first woman allowed on stage in England was Margaret Hughes, who played Desdemona in Othello in 1662.


In 1776, when the American Revolution gave birth to a democracy, nearly every state created a voting gender quota that was 100 percent male and 0 percent female, with John Adams warning against “the despotism of the petticoat.” New Jersey, however, permitted all persons to vote who had fifty pounds and had resided in the state for one year. This meant that free black men, free single black women and single white women* had the right to vote and did so in large numbers. However, in 1808 a quota was introduced that meant voters had to be “free white men.” That all-white quota lasted till 1870 when African American men were able to vote, and the all-male quota remained until 1920 when both black and white women could vote. (In reality, in many parts of the country African Americans were unable to exercise their right to vote until the 1960s, and in some states considerable efforts are made to exclude people of color even now. It is not an official quota system but practical exclusion, and amounts to the same thing.)


In the late 1950s, the gender quota for American astronaut candidates was 100 percent male and 0 percent female. After some men had gone into space, Jerrie Cobb broke the all-male quota in the early 1960s with twenty-four other female pilots when NASA allowed them to go through the physical and psychological evaluation as part of the First Lady Astronaut Trainees program. Jerrie ranked in the top 2 percent of all the astronaut candidates (regardless of gender), which is no surprise as she had been teaching men to fly planes at nineteen years of age and had gone on to set world records for speed, altitude, and distance. She was told by NASA that she’d be the first woman in space and was celebrated on television.


However, America wasn’t ready to let its all-male quota go. NASA canceled the women’s program in 1963. A congressional hearing upheld this decision, during which astronaut John Glenn testified that “Men go off and fight the wars and fly the airplanes,” and added, “The fact that women are not in this field is a fact of our social order.” (You might remember John Glenn as “one of the good guys” in the 2017 movie Hidden Figures.) Jerrie left NASA and returned to flying and was named Pilot of the Year by her colleagues. She also went on to do extraordinary humanitarian work. America did not allow a woman into space for a further twenty-one years.


In 1998, John Glenn got back in a rocket at the age of seventy-seven and was lauded as the “oldest man in space.” When sixty-seven-year-old Jerrie petitioned to go too, arguing that the opportunity had been denied her originally in part due to Glenn’s sexism, her request was refused. She begged and said that she would seriously accept a one-way ticket to space. John Glenn got to go without her. Jerrie Cobb turned eighty-six this year. I wouldn’t mind betting she still gets there.


When people get angry about gender quotas setting a target for 30 percent women on boards, or one woman on a panel show of five to seven men, we need to remind them that positive discrimination was alive and well and 100 percent in men’s favor for thousands of years. Current quotas aren’t even beginning to redress the balance.


You may notice two things about the women who break all-male gender quotas. First, they are usually exceptional in their field and breathtaking in their determination because they have to be in order to break the almost impenetrable patriarchal strongholds. Second, they are almost always white. This is because the patriarchy favors white women the way it favors men.


If you don’t believe me, look at Trump’s cabinet. Look at pretty much any room of influence in the West. Predominantly male. Predominantly white. Colonialism is too vast and horrendous for the scope of this book, but it is important to note that even in populations that are made up entirely of people of color, white Westerners have usually dominated the resources of the land or people at some point, and white tourists are treated as special almost everywhere we go.


Women of color who do things before white women are often “hidden figures” in history. For example, the first woman admitted to the District of Columbia Bar, and the first woman admitted to practice before the Supreme Court of the District of Columbia, was an African American woman called Charlotte E. Ray. Charlotte, who left law school in 1872, was held up as a precedent for women in other states who wanted to take the bar exam. Charlotte didn’t last long as a lawyer, because a combination of racism and sexism meant she couldn’t get a job and her own practice was boycotted. She had to go into teaching even though she was said to be “one of the best lawyers on corporations in the country.” She was also a suffragist and helped to get white American women the vote.


It is important for us as feminists—whether radical, liberal, guilty, or otherwise—to recognize that women, as a group, aren’t on a level playing field any more than men and women are.


The history of American patents is a great place to get some insight on the interplay between race and gender because innovators are leaders in their fields and patent offices keep excellent records.


On 31 July 1790, Samuel Hopkins was the first person to be issued a US patent. It was for a process of making potash, an ingredient used in fertilizer, and the patent was signed by President George Washington.


Nineteen years later, Mary Kies became the first woman to receive a patent for her method of weaving straw with silk in 1809.


Twelve years later, the first African American to receive a patent was Thomas L. Jennings, for innovative dry-cleaning equipment in 1821.


Sixty-three years later, the first African American woman claimed a patent: Judy W. Reed, for an improved dough-kneader in 1884.


When I first wrote this list, I did not notice that I had described these individuals as “the first person,” “the first woman,” “the first African American,” and “the first African American woman” because that is how they are listed in the history books. The further away you are from being a white man, the less you are seen by society as being a neutral “person.”* That’s pretty devastating, isn’t it?


In fact, this is a list of the first Caucasian man, the first Caucasian woman, the first African American man, and the first African American woman to be granted a patent and everything about our environment makes it easy to forget that. It is significant that while Samuel Hopkins is to be found on sites about patents, Mary Kies is usually referenced in lists of historical women, Thomas L. Jennings can only be found in resources about African Americans, and I read about Judy W. Reed in an article entitled “Uncovering History’s Black Women Inventors” (because, depressingly, “uncovering” is almost always required to find the achievements of women of color). Innovators, and leaders who are not white men, live in the margins of history and the specialist sections of the library.


You will also notice that the first white woman was included in the inventor’s process a full seventy-five years before the first woman of color. This is an anecdotal example, but one that’s part of a pattern. White women are often included before and instead of men of color, but men of color are usually included before and instead of women of color. Feminism is a fight for equality, so we’ve got to notice when the power gap benefits us (if we are white, straight, cis, or nondisabled or a combination of any of these) as well as when it fails us.


THE PATRIARCHY—AND WHY YOU MIGHT BE PART OF IT


Just like we can’t fully embrace feminism (even guilty feminism) unless we know its origins and history, we can’t understand why we’re stuck with the patriarchy unless we know how it came to be. It’s a common misconception that men have always had the upper hand, but it is widely accepted by academics that hunter-gatherer societies in Africa, where the human race began, were mostly egalitarian.1


We know this because many hunter-gatherer societies have survived uninterrupted to this day. Twentieth-century anthropologists studied tribes in various remote locations in Asia, South America, and Africa. Almost always in these tribes, women and men share influence and resources and neither gender is seen to be superior. The hallmark of these societies is decision-making, which is egalitarian and consensual. The reason the patriarchy doesn’t feel right to many of us is that it is not how our brains evolved to survive and thrive. Women didn’t evolve to be oppressed by men and men didn’t evolve to dominate and mansplain. One of humanity’s closest relatives, the chimpanzee, operates in a dictatorship run by the alpha male. Paleoanthropologists often theorize that the reason human beings developed language, community, and even human consciousness was to resist alpha male dominance.2 It’s possible that what separates us from the animals is actually feminism. That’s a T-shirt waiting to be made if ever there was one.


Hunter-gatherer tribes were less hierarchical than our society. There’s evidence that labor was divided among our woke ancestors and that leadership was fluid, depending on the nature of the task and the skills of the tribal member. Resources were shared and childcare was a gig for the whole family. Hunters and gatherers traditionally work about forty hours a week, with parenting equally shared. It is not always the case that men do the hunting, either, in case your unconscious bias was kicking in. While women typically gather, Aeta women (from the Philippines), for example, hunt in groups and have a 31 percent success rate as opposed to 17 percent for men. When Aeta men and women join forces, they come back from 41 hunts out of 100 with food for the tribe. Our hunter-gatherer ancestors were, and their contemporary counterparts are, kicking our capitalist arses for gender equality. There are diversity and inclusion directors in investment banks weeping at the targets that nomads are hitting.


What went wrong? Well, the plough really screwed women over. The gather was traditionally more reliable than the hunt, though the hunt was celebrated because it was more dangerous and protein gave the tribe a boost. This meant that female gatherers (as was the norm) offered the tribe more economic stability. We were the more reliable breadwinners. When humans started growing food, women couldn’t plough, because we lacked the upper-body strength necessary for pushing early models, especially when pregnant. This made us dependents rather than valuable contributors. Also, staying in one place meant people could build permanent structures to live in—and so the kitchen was invented. At this point it made sense for childcare to be managed by the person staying indoors so the children wouldn’t distract the one growing and farming the food.


The biggest driver in the construction of the patriarchy was the ability to acquire property. If you are nomadic, possessions are a nuisance. It’s easy to want more coffee tables and standard lamps in your house, but as soon as you have to cart them around an airport you want to be shot of them. Ever bought a Persian rug while travelling through the Middle East? That’s how our nomadic forebears felt about luxury goods. They couldn’t preserve food, so they caught and gathered what they needed and walked on unencumbered, letting the area replenish like the environmentally friendly human beings that they were.


Once we put down roots, we started to want stuff. And once we had stuff, we started comparing it with our neighbors’ stuff, like a very early 3D Facebook. Anything a wealth creator kept in his house became property to be shown off and bragged about, including his wife and children. If you weren’t contributing to the bank account, you were in the bank account, which is why it’s traditional for fathers to give their daughters away at weddings.* That’s when men started to make the decisions, take the best resources for themselves, and use their physical strength like our chimpanzee cousins, to oppress and abuse. In other words, capitalism has rarely been a friend to feminism.


Thousands of years of pastoral life gave way to the Industrial Revolution, which meant social status was determined by even more readily available material things. This reinforced a woman’s place as sexually objectified property. She was to be kept inside the home, where she could be controlled and where she looked after the rest of her husband’s possessions and cared full-time for his offspring. A woman working outside the home for money was a sign of poverty and need. A man of means could and should keep his wife as a cherished possession, and having her do anything except needlework and make babies was a sign of his failure to provide and control.


This meant the power structures and economic models were created entirely in the absence of women, and they were purposefully created, in part, to exclude women. White men (in their own countries and globally through empire building) created a tribe of ownership and influence and they got used to deciding how much pie there was and dividing it as they saw fit. There was nothing motivating that homogenized group to offer women and other marginalized groups more opportunity, say, and representation. Even when individual white men acted as allies, the structures didn’t support those actions.


Let me tell you a story that starkly highlights the staying power of the patriarchy. In the 1930s, Andriy Stynhach, a research scientist, established that high doses of progesterone can inhibit ovulation. Sorry, gang, it was again a man who discovered this, but please bear in mind that the plough had put us into the kitchen and we weren’t yet readily welcomed into labs. Why have you never heard of this man—the father of the pill? Well, because governments and pharmaceutical companies had no interest in funding or developing his discovery.


In 1939, Russell Marker, a professor at Penn State University, worked out how to synthesize progesterone out of Mexican yams. This meant an oral contraceptive pill was possible. Great news. Why isn’t the pill called the Marker? Because no one—not Penn State University, not one pharmaceutical company, not one government—was interested in developing such a pill.


The patriarchy had no interest in allowing women to determine if and when they conceived, even when it was clearly a huge money-making opportunity—which is usually the patriarchy’s favorite thing. The social cost was too high. The turkeys weren’t going to vote for Christmas, especially if it came with an advent calendar in which each window contained a sweet that could magically give women choice and the freedom to walk out the door.


In 1951, a reproductive physiologist called Gregory Pincus, who had founded the Worcester Foundation for Experimental Biology, went to a fancy Manhattan dinner party held by the vice president of Planned Parenthood. He sat next to a woman called Margaret Sanger, whose name might ring a bell. She was the founder of the American Birth Control Movement. She helped Pincus get a small grant to start research. He and his lab partner, Min Chueh Chang, resurrected the experiments done in the 1930s (which had been shelved) and found that all that stood between women and the pill was funding. That funding was denied, because the patriarchy is no fool.


Margaret Sanger wrote to Katharine Dexter McCormick, a wealthy philanthropist and feminist. Katharine Dexter McCormick gave Pincus fifty times his previous budget for research and together they employed John Rock, head of gynecology at the Free Hospital for Women in Boston.* He’d been using similar methods in reverse, to encourage fertility. They combined forces and after various trials, invented the contraceptive pill, which appeared on the cover of Time magazine in 1967.


Without feminism, we would never have had the pill. It was driven and funded by women because the patriarchy knows what’s good for it: women in the kitchen making no choices and having little influence outside the domestic sphere. If that had not been better for male power structures, we would have had the pill in the 1940s. Imagine the ways history might be different if we’d had freely available contraceptives during World War II.


To be clear, individual women choosing to be full-time caregiver of children is in no way supporting patriarchal structures. Raising children is vital, fulfilling, difficult, and very real work that is not to be minimized. Women and men creating warm family home environments, caring for elderly relatives and disabled loved ones is necessary, underappreciated, and usually unpaid work. Some people can’t or don’t need to work for money, and there is no reason why everyone should. But a system that restricts the contributions of women as a group, making female influence exceptional, drives a self-serving, male-dominated system.


The availability of the pill was the first death knell of the patriarchy. My definition is conveniently alliterative: the patriarchy is the blip in history known as the pastoral life—the time between the plough and the pill.


IN THE LAST FEW YEARS, feminism has become a word synonymous with any choice that a woman makes. Occasionally, if I tell someone about the concept of “I’m a feminist but…” they respond, “But the whole point of feminism is that you can do whatever you want and you’re not restricted by anyone else’s idea of how to be a woman.” If that were true, feminism wouldn’t be worth having. Just do anything, any time, any how, any way, without questioning, growing, learning from others or building strength or endurance? Where’s the value in that?


Some choices women make are not feminist. Feminism is about creating change and emboldening women as a group. If you choose to take an afternoon off to go to a protest for some kind of fight you really believe in, then yes, you’re supporting a feminist cause. But what if you’re a white woman and the march happens to be made up of 90 percent white women and you’re looking for your friends in the crowd and you thoughtlessly barge in front of a South Asian woman who, unbeknown to you, is feeling a little ignored or alienated in the crowd?


Now imagine the way you might feel at a different march where the gender split was 90–10 male to female. Imagine if a really loud, tall man pushed in front of you and didn’t see you there. Imagine if he cut across your path to get to his friends and you got pushed to the curb while he and his friends all laughed together. That was the way some women of color reported they felt at the January 2017 Women’s March.


It is a choice to be a man who talks over women, mansplains, manspreads, and denies male privilege. Men who refuse to acknowledge their advantages could take the time to listen, look around them, have a think, do a cursory Google, and start to notice some of their own patterns and the power structures they benefit from. If they continue to tell us that they worked hard to get what they’ve got in life and no one gave them a free ride, and claim that women don’t want the kind of responsibilities that go with being in power roles, then we see those men as choosing to put on blinkers and benefiting from their privilege while living in denial.


The world doesn’t have to hand every man a million dollars in cash for most of its structures to put men as a group front and center. But here’s the thing: the men it mostly favors happen to be white, straight, cis, and nondisabled. On the great Venn diagram of privilege, if you share any of those identities with the guys in charge, congratulations, you’ve won one or more of life’s lotteries. If you’ve already mounted an argument in your head about why that doesn’t apply to you, despite your sharing one of those qualities with the chaps who’ve made the decisions, laws, and handouts, then the most likely explanation is that—just like the men who don’t see their advantages—you don’t want to look. It’s not that the patriarchy is creating advantages with you in mind, it’s that it’s in their interests to service white, straight, cis, nondisabled people first and best, because that’s the queue they’re in for access, rights, and opportunity.


Those who’ve been in power for generations have created a system that favors themselves because human beings with access to the chocolate box have a habit of taking out the salted caramels and leaving the orange ones nobody likes. Remember—the patriarchy won’t sponsor a pill that doesn’t celebrate the baby-making status quo. In addition, it’s easy for human beings to think that everyone else has the same needs as they do. If you’ve never needed a wheelchair ramp, you have to have the empathy to imagine or notice someone else struggling to have their needs met in a building designed to meet yours.


Individual powerful people who are female, queer, disabled, not white, or a combination of these things have to fit into existing patriarchal structures and are usually required to homogenize in a way that makes changing things for others in their tribe difficult. Women have to act like one of the boys to be accepted on a building site or on the trading floor. Gay people have often closeted themselves to be able to advance in business and in some industries and nations still have to, to survive. The more of these identities you share, the more likely you are to be marginalized, demoralized, and/or criminalized by the power base.*


Money also plays a huge factor. A person who is upper middle class, rich, and has extra smarts or talent will pretty much be guaranteed to find many doors open to them. Success is almost a certainty. A person who is rich and has an average IQ and no special sporting or singing prowess will probably do very well in life. Someone who is rich and not very clever, talented, or charming will do just fine. They’ll be supported by their family, their family’s connections, and the world’s assumption that people who look wealthy are usually good at things.


Someone who is poor but academically gifted, or a genius at football, or very good at acting, might break through if they work extremely hard, knock on many doors and get the attention of some influential allies. If a person is poor and of average IQ and has no special gifts, they will end up where they began in life. They will die earlier and in worse health than their middle-class counterpart. If a person does not have an aptitude for school, sport, or music and has no money at all, they will end up in a worse place than where they started out. They have a better than average chance of going to jail or becoming homeless.


Feminism must recognize that class and cash, for example, matter because they advantage some of us and disadvantage others of us the same way that gender does. I am a woman, so if I were to get into a physical fight with a man I would probably lose, whether that man were black or white. However, I am a white woman, so if I were to take a black man to court, he would probably lose, because being white gives you extra plausibility in the eyes of the law. If you dispute this, imagine right now that I am passing a black man on the street and a police officer walks by and I shout, “That man stole my phone!” You know that the police would spring into action. Now imagine that situation is reversed and the black man accuses me of theft. The police would probably hesitate because their unconscious bias would tell them that white people are usually wealthier than black people and white women do not steal phones from black men. They’d likely question that man and his motives before they approached me. If they did question me, they’d likely do it in an apologetic or polite manner.


This effect is neutralized if you add fame to the mix. Bill Cosby, for example, has the extra credibility of celebrity, which trumps the usual pattern of race privilege. The word of fifty-eight women in the public domain and Cosby’s own testimony that he gave a woman Quaaludes and had sex with her when she was unconscious was not enough to get a jury to agree that he was guilty. Assumed credibility in the eyes of the law and public opinion is a tent pole of privilege that is often overlooked. Sometimes it is a direct result of other random elements like whiteness, maleness, or age, but it almost always comes free with titles and fame. The Very Right Reverend and Professor Emeritus gigs come with keys to the executive washroom and the presumption of innocence.


Privilege and oppression are complicated. This is why Kimberlé Crenshaw developed a language for talking about the intersections between them. I am white. I am effectively a straight woman (with some pansexual tendencies but not enough to call myself queer in any way that would bring me oppression). I am cisgendered. I am not disabled. When I was growing up, my family wasn’t rich, but nor were we poor. We always had lots of books in the house and were encouraged to read and study. I experienced being broke after I joined a cult where I was limited in the hours that I could do paid, secular work. I had my electricity cut off and, at times, didn’t have enough money for food. However, I am aware that broke and poor are not the same thing. Having no money and having no hope and no way out of poverty are very different things. I have always lived in peaceful countries and have never had to run from war, occupation, or climate change.


Overall, on the Venn diagram of life’s opportunities, I am very privileged, so I need to redress the balance. “Guilty” feminism is a great place to blow off steam about things that don’t really matter, but this is important. We can’t say, “I’m a feminist but I don’t recognize where inequality favors me,” because then we’re really saying, “I’m not a feminist at all.” For this reason, I’ve asked respected colleagues who are black, of South Asian origin, queer, trans, and disabled to speak about their experiences to educate all of us, no matter how many intersections of oppression or privilege we cross. I say this only because it is important that society starts to make this a norm: I’ve paid them to do it.* It is essential for everyone to understand that education is a valuable commodity and that if we ask women of color, queer women, or disabled women to share their experiences and insights, we should pay whatever we can, whenever we can, especially if our venture is profitable. It is not a privilege for them to appear in a book or to have “exposure.” It is a privilege for readers to learn about their experiences if we have not lived them ourselves and necessary representation if we have.


I interviewed Jessamyn Stanley, Zoe Coombs Marr, Susan Wokoma, Phoebe Waller-Bridge, Bisha K. Ali, Reubs Walsh, Becca Bunce, Amika George, Mo Mansfield, Leyla Hussein, and Hannah Gadsby. These conversations will be woven into various chapters of this book to make the read representative of more life experiences. In doing so I hope to bring the perspectives of black, Asian, queer, trans, and disabled women so that we can all understand better the challenges feminism presents to others. It’s important to understand that doors that might be routinely open to you, are padlocked to someone else.


MAKING CHANGE


Men in all cultures (and especially white men in white-dominated cultures) have benefited from exclusive inclusion for thousands of years. The quota system worked in their favor until really very recently. We could also call this the patriarchy. The patriarchy, for those who hear this word bandied around and aren’t quite clear what it is (and are not reading the footnotes carefully) is a combination of intersecting systems run by men that grant them privilege, authority, social capital, and power and often exclude or exploit women.


The patriarchy is also the male-authored, male-dominated fabric of society that advertises male views, skills, and quality as superior and frames history and delivers social commentary through a male lens. The patriarchy oppresses all marginalized people regardless of gender, so it’s not great for poor or working-class men and it even makes rich, straight, white guys conform to macho ideals of how men should behave, asking them to suppress their emotions and toying with their mental health. The patriarchy gifts power to those who misuse it and obscene amounts of money to those who don’t need it. The patriarchy sucks. In the following chapters, I’ll explain how it sucks in more detail.


Where women have been included, they’ve had to fight so hard for it, it brings tears to your eyes. Change is painfully slow, but it’s happening. In 2015, the leadership of the US Patent and Trademark Office was taken by a woman for the first time. Michelle K. Lee is also the first person of color to take the role. Michelle was thought to be a truly outstanding candidate, who had built her own television as a child. Her recent achievement inspires hope.


Today 51 percent of GPs in the United Kingdom are female, something Elizabeth Garrett Anderson, the first British female doctor, may never have imagined possible. It is now normal for society to include women as doctors and for women to include themselves in medical training. The male-dominated system did not make way for Elizabeth and those who came after her. Feminism is responsible for that. Feminism is the best tool we have for making sure women are included in positions of influence and innovation. It’s not perfect and it’s not cohesive, but it’s responsible for all the changes we have made to date.


The women who requested, demanded, and shed blood for inclusion have enabled women today to feel that the medical profession is somewhere they belong and something that girls are entitled to work toward. This does not mean that women equals feminism. Florence Nightingale was, by all accounts, a terrific nurse but she wasn’t keen on women becoming doctors and preferred them to train as nurses. In fact, she fell out with her close friend Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell, the first female American doctor, over this issue.


Elizabeth Garrett Anderson did not just achieve her goal to become the first British female doctor and enjoy being the exception to the rule and use it to make herself feel more important than other women. She set up a teaching school to train as many women as possible in medicine. That school still exists today and is part of University College London. She did not just make her own space; she changed the whole environment of medicine and made wonderful things possible.*


Those who challenge and change the male-dominated power structures are responsible for feminism.


Feminism does its job for each generation, and each decade society declares that the job is done. But the statistics demonstrate that the patriarchy still exists and that feminism is still a necessary force. In 2016 the percentage of female CEOs of Fortune 500 companies dropped from 5.5 percent to 4 percent. Dropped.


In 1995, 11.3 percent of national parliamentarians were female, globally. In June 2016 that percentage had risen to 22.8 percent. At this rate, it’ll be 2045 before we get to 50 percent. That seems like a great year to set a science fiction film, not a reasonable goal for equal representation for equal taxation.


The gender balance is so poor for positions of control and influence that we have to accept either that straight, white men are better at everything or that things are unfair. They are the only options. If we do not believe that straight, white men should almost exclusively decide on the future of our economy, environment, and social structures and create the habitat in which the small number of women who break through work, then we need feminism.


Many people disagree. What about asking those same people if women should be considered for positions of influence and if roles should be granted on the basis of merit rather than gender? Some of them would admit that women have valuable insights from their diverse life experiences and that including those views would improve the quality of decisions made in government, stories told in films, and moves made by large corporations. It’s possible many would concede that white men left to their own devices have tanked the economy any number of times, caused almighty death tolls in their quest for conflict, and are driving our precious environment off a cliff.


If enough people can see that the world could be better and fairer, and certainly couldn’t be any worse if women were given a fair crack of the leadership whip, what stands in our way? Why do we make gains in gender representation at such a glacial pace?


The answer is that the patriarchy has nothing to gain and everything to lose if all genders are given a say.* And since at least some privileged women can choose (thanks to the pill) if, when, and how we have and care for children, the patriarchy has had to come up with other excuses not to include us. We are not suited to leadership. We are too emotional. We are the wrong kind of emotional. We may want to leave occasionally to give birth and breastfeed. We are too focused on our children and don’t give our careers 100 percent. We are not confident enough. If we were good enough, we’d have got there on merit. But what is ignored is that the institutions to which we need to gain access, in order to have power and influence in the current system, are created by and for men. This means women are often looked at with suspicion when we walk through the door, and the working environment is concrete rather than plastic, so it is fundamentally unable to cater for diversity.


Men generally have bigger feet than women, but bigger shoes are not objectively better. The structure and fabric of most industries mean that women have to work in clown shoes, and sometimes that means we trip over our feet. It’s okay to ask parliaments, banks, law firms, charities, and comedy clubs to make changes to accommodate the half of the population that deserves a place there. They had to build ladies’ restrooms in the House of Commons when women first became MPs in 1919. Why does that have to be where the changes stop? We feel guilty asking for change because we’ve been trained to fit in and be accommodating and not make a fuss. Guess who trained us to do that? The patriarchy.


The political landscape of 2019 is a pretty scary place for women. Many parts of the globe are violent, punitive, oppressive places for women to exist. The relatively progressive United States of America currently has a president who was caught boasting on tape about sexually assaulting women and laughed it off as “locker-room talk” while on the campaign trail. Lots of (mostly white) women voted for him. (White men voted for him too, but women are the only ones expected to have known better. White men get a free pass for “furthering their own interests.”) He is constantly photographed making momentous decisions that affect the political, environmental, fiscal, and reproductive climate for women, while surrounded overwhelmingly by old white men.


Brexit means the United Kingdom is going to lose a great deal of legislation created to protect gender equality and women’s rights. We will have to request, and in some cases demand, those rights back. It feels as if this is a time when feminists need to get on the same page, or at least agree to work in tandem on a series of complementary pages. This is a great time for women who haven’t yet come to feminism to learn about it, embrace it, and use it to influence, debate, fight, and win rights and representation for our generation and the next.


We need feminism right now, and we don’t just need it from the most self-assured, academic, gung-ho, self-sacrificing, full-time, right-on feminists. We need them and we need them badly. But we also need an army of feminists in every office, hospital, school, and shopping mall. We need an army of uncertain, amateur feminists who don’t let the fact that their favorite song is by R. Kelly and they’re addicted to The Bachelor put them off making a difference. It’s going to take a lot of us to show up and include ourselves in the existing patriarchal structures and have the courage to change them. It’s going to take a tribe of mainstream feminists, radical feminists, and guilty feminists to make the brave moves required. Many more of us will have to take up space, ask for time, and assume and—if necessary—demand inclusion for ourselves and, crucially, for others.


Just as individual women choosing full-time parenting don’t feed the patriarchy, individual women in boardrooms don’t feed feminism. Women have to amplify and endorse other women they believe in, the way men have endorsed other men for thousands of years, which is why they own the Monopoly board and a man is almost always the banker. The patriarchy is not a bunch of individual men, each one serving himself. It’s structural advantage. It’s a system fighting for the status quo. Feminism is a system fighting for change.


In 2016 I heard legendary second-wave feminist Gloria Steinem speak, and she said of feminism: “A movement needs to be moving somewhere. Where are we going?” It feels to me like feminism stopped moving for a while because it was underpowered and underfunded. Recently it has been dramatically jump-started. Let’s be honest, most feminists feel guilty, because most feminists are women and women have been trained to feel guilty because it maintains the status quo. Guilt makes us feel ashamed and when we are ashamed we feel less entitled to take action. We could spend our whole life trying to remove the guilt, or we could accept it as the distraction it is and crack on with the fight. Guilty feminists unite—we’re moving. Let’s ride this incoming fifth wave like we stole it from the patriarchy and they’re not getting it back.
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