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To the young feminists that dare









Preface




‘Every time a woman stands up for herself, without knowing it possibly, without claiming it, she stands up for all women.’


Maya Angelou


‘Feminism is not a fashion or a fetish: it’s a liberation movement.’


Joan Scanlon





Right now, what passes for feminism is often anything but; it bends over backwards to accommodate the rights and feelings of men but leaves women out in the cold.


It would appear that feminism is the only social justice movement on the planet that is supposed to prioritise every other issue before pursuing its own objective: women’s liberation. But this is a movement that centres women and girls and that is – and has to be – at the core of any meaningful definition of feminism. In this book I take it upon myself to define the term and I see the act of doing so as taking a political stand against the dilution of the term and all it stands for.


I therefore make no apology for defining feminism as I understand and practise it, and as I have used it all my adult life. The term may well be used by others to mean other things, and I expect to be challenged: after all, feminism, like any vibrant political movement, has always thrived on debate.


To me, feminism is a quest for the liberation of women from patriarchy. This is not only my personal definition: it comes from a history of collective activism, from a movement that includes women involved in grassroots campaigning, poorly educated women and women who have never been in the public eye.


This book is not addressing a sectarian crew of ‘extremist’ feminists, nor does it deal with ‘niche’ issues. It does not, I hope, speak to an echo chamber. These issues affect half of the planet. It is uncompromising because we are, I firmly believe, on the cusp of losing so many rights and freedoms we have won during the women’s liberation movement.


Feminism is a quest for all women to be liberated from male supremacy, and an acknowledgement that women are a sex class oppressed by men as a sex class and not as individuals. Feminism resists and rejects the domination/subordination dynamic that inevitably emerges from hierarchy, in this case a sex hierarchy.


There is nothing natural or inevitable about our oppression as women, or men’s power over us. Therefore, feminism is a utopian movement which imagines a possible world in which patriarchy is overturned and women are not oppressed. To this end, feminism supports and promotes women-only spaces, activism and consciousness-raising as methods to achieve the goal of women’s liberation.


Feminism recognises that gender is distinct from sex. Gender is a social construct designed to impose rules of behaviour on women, also known as sex stereotypes. As the legal scholar and feminist Catharine Mackinnon says, ‘The feminist theory of power is that sexuality is gendered and gender is sexualised. In other words, feminism is a theory of how the eroticised nature of dominance and submission creates gender, creates woman and man in the social form in which we know them. Thus the sex difference and the dominance-submission dynamic define each other.’


Feminism prioritises exposing and ending male violence towards women and girls. It also acknowledges that male violence is central to the ways and means in which men maintain control over and continue to oppress women. This includes all commercial sexual exploitation such as prostitution and the production of pornography, almost exclusively consumed by men.


Feminism recognises that all women are oppressed and forges a commitment to ending this oppression, while also recognising that oppression of women under patriarchy takes many different forms. None of us individually has experience of the varied forms of oppression endured by all women in every context, but collectively we do, and only together can we resist and overcome.


Feminism is, therefore, a collective movement, not an individual viewpoint. Fighting for women’s ‘rights’ is not the same as fighting for women’s liberation.


I believe that the definition I have outlined here will continue to enable women to progress radically in the direction of liberation. Over the decades, I have witnessed attempts to undermine, dilute and discredit this definition – by men and women. These attempts have always been motivated by the desire to prop up the status quo, not rock the boat, keep men happy, and keep women in their place. That is why I have relied on the above definition throughout my forty years in the movement and continue to do so.


In this book I will seek to deconstruct many myths about feminism by offering insights from decades of direct experience within the women’s movement. I will report from a number of countries in both the Global North and the Global South, and from interviews with feminists, anti-feminists, young and older women, and even some men.


I would love for men to read this book and I do address them throughout, but perhaps not in the way that they are used to being addressed by feminists in recent years. Rather than making concessions in order that men feel more comfortable, I will be posing a direct challenge to those men to come up with ways in which they can support work we are doing to end male violence. Men can be feminist allies, and we could do with their help.


I hope to put forward suggestions for tangible solutions that will help women move forward to achieve our goal. One thing I will never compromise on is my belief that feminism has to refocus so that women are at the centre of the movement. We cannot remain an afterthought in our own political project, and yet that is what we are right now.


The issues I will explore throughout apply to women everywhere. As feminists, we are sick of the differences between women being rammed down our throats and used to divide us. It is not as if we are unaware of these differences, or the significance of them. Misogyny in the form of male violence, and the threat of male violence, affects us all. This book is about what unites us: the experience of being a sex class under patriarchy. It is also a call to arms on the basis of this common experience – and the desire to realise a world in which women are free from the reality and fear of male violence.


That is why this book is entitled Feminism for Women.









Introduction – The State We’re In




‘Many women, I think, resist feminism because it is an agony to be fully conscious of the brutal misogyny which permeates culture, society, and all personal relationships.’


Andrea Dworkin





My introduction to feminism came in 1979. I was a seventeen-year-old barely educated working-class lesbian who had moved from the north-east to the relatively big city of Leeds.


It was through feminism I quickly understood that my lesbianism was not a result of a faulty gene, nor was it anything bad or worrying. Through talking to the older feminists I met, I got to grips with ‘compulsory heterosexuality’, or the fact that female sexuality is controlled by men as a method to keep us in our place. I learned that lesbianism was seen as the ultimate transgression, which is what made it very dangerous and unacceptable; using the parlance of today, lesbians are the most ‘gender non-conforming’ people on the planet.


I came to see myself and other lesbians as sexual outlaws and warriors. Thanks to speaking with other feminists and recognising that I had internalised self-hatred because of the demonisation of lesbianism I slowly but surely stopped thinking of heterosexuality as ‘natural’ and thus stopped seeing lesbianism as unnatural or freakish.


Feminism was the very first political movement to critique heterosexuality and women’s individual as well as collective relationship to men. As I came to further understand how the institution of marriage and the structure of the heterosexual family could be like a ball and chain for women, I also appreciated the benefits and pleasure of having escaped that future.


At the point I became active in the women’s movement, in the late ’70s and early ’80s, there was a significant presence of lesbian feminists in the anti-violence-against-women campaigns of the time, including campaigns against the sex trade.


We realised, then as now, that the twin pillars of patriarchy and heterosexuality were inseparable, and you couldn’t dismantle the former without challenging the latter. And that meant challenging the power and privilege of men, not just in the public sphere, but in their most intimate relationships and in their sexual attitudes towards women.


At that time the popularity of and easy access to pornographic films involved a rapid increase in the sexual exploitation of women and girls. Feminists began to make the connections between that exploitation – including the global sex trade – and the increased consumption by men of prostituted women filmed in pornography. We named it violence against women and rejected the liberal standpoint that women could be empowered by prostitution, and the myth that men and women are equal players in sex markets.


The vibrant and highly visible anti-porn movement in the UK throughout the 1980s included everyday campaigns against porn in the tabloid papers, which mobilised women who had never before been involved in any kind of feminist activism or protest.


This was the Thatcher decade, and an era of passionate protests against the new Conservatism, unemployment, individualism and renewed prejudice. It was also the period of the AIDS epidemic, and the ignorant and horrific stigmatisation of gay men. These political battles were fought on a number of different fronts – whether against nuclear weapons, pit closures, or new discriminatory legislation such as Clause 28 (which sought to prevent local authorities from providing any materials or education about ‘alternative families’), to name but a few.


Lesbian feminists were visible in each and every one of these protests, whether at Greenham Common, in the Welsh mining communities, abseiling into the House of Commons, or chained to the leg of Sue Lawley’s chair as she attempted to read the six o’clock news.


But our politics differed from those of gay men. They, for the most part, sought to be accepted by the establishment, assimilated into society and the institution of the family via marriage and adopting children. We wanted to confront and defy the establishment, and ultimately to bring about fundamental structural change and transform the lives of women.


The few feminist texts that emerged at that time were seized upon, devoured and debated hotly amongst us, and the ideas they generated were the oxygen of the women’s movement. Andrea Dworkin’s Pornography, Susan Brownmiller’s Against our Will, Kate Millet’s Sexual Politics, bell hooks’ Ain’t I a Woman, Kathleen Barry’s Female Sexual Slavery, Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch. Whether or not you agreed with everything these writers said, their ideas were intimately interconnected with the thinking that inspired feminist activism, and vice versa.


Central to our understanding of feminism was the relationship between gender and sexuality: we argued then, as now, that femininity was socially constructed to keep women subordinate to men, and that included everything from marriage to prostitution, from the beauty industry to the sex industry, from motherhood to monogamy. It was all up for discussion.


This was a time when there was a real connection between feminist theory and activism: even where there were heated arguments these only served to sharpen our thinking and our practice. It was also a time when women’s lived experience was at the heart of the movement, and fundamental to our goal of liberation, not some abstract and contested theory of gender.


I had been aware of men’s violence towards women and girls from a very young age having witnessed domestic violence within my extended family. Like so many other women, I had also experienced more than one incidence of sexual abuse and violence myself. The home is the most dangerous place for women and their children; it is where most male violence takes place. When I was growing up domestic violence was seen as a private affair, and rape in marriage didn’t exist as a crime. The sexual abuse of girls by male relatives was simply pushed under the carpet, and also generally thought to be no one else’s business, let alone a matter for intervention by the state.


Feminists were nonetheless raising awareness of these issues, not just domestic and sexual abuse, but also all forms of male violence, including that which was enacted through porn and prostitution. Because the threat and reality of male violence affects all women and girls, by focusing on this we convinced huge numbers of those normally hostile to feminists (or what they called ‘women’s libbers’) to join us – or at least support our efforts.


Most men, however, didn’t like us drawing attention to what they considered to be perfectly normal and reasonable behaviour: ‘If you can’t give your missus a slap when she’s out of order, or tell a girl in the street she’s got nice tits, what’s the world coming to?’


The growing strength of women’s voices on this subject – and the attack on what men saw as their rights – led to an inevitable backlash. And needless to say, ‘man-hating’ ugly lesbians were seen as the root cause of all the trouble.


Feminists are to blame for everything


Men with the ear of policymakers and government officials began to organise against the success of feminists in putting domestic and sexual violence on the agenda of the criminal justice system (CJS). Several men’s rights organisations, such as Families need Fathers, were formed purely to protest against our demands that violent and sexually abusive men should not have access to their children. Hot on their heels came Fathers for Justice, and Mankind, followed closely by the False Memory Syndrome Society (FMSS). FMSS was, in many ways the most pernicious of the anti-feminist men’s rights groups. Made up of wealthy, professional men, many of them psychiatrists, the FMSS existed to convince courts, policymakers and wider society that adults who disclosed sexual abuse as children were suffering from ‘false memory syndrome’ which had been put there by feminist therapists and counsellors hell-bent on falsely accusing men of heinous crimes.


These men, motivated by a desire to keep women in our place, made some progress in convincing senior figures within the CJS that feminists had exaggerated the scale and prevalence of male violence. Further, they were, to an extent, effective in persuading a number of naïve and ignorant officials that women were as likely to be the perpetrators of domestic violence and child abuse as were men. But with hard evidence and compelling survivor testimony, the feminists fought back, and we have continued to fight back against a sea of misinformation and false statistics, to persuade the CJS to prosecute perpetrators and protect victims, and to recognise the need for accurate information, knowledge and expertise in considering these cases.


Equality is not the goal


Alongside the vibrant decade of activism during the ’80s, a sea change was taking place which led to the ‘femocracy’ of the ’90s, as certain forms of feminist activism became institutionalised or corporatised.


The goal of women’s liberation suddenly seemed to be replaced by the goal of equality, measured by how many women at the top had smashed the glass ceiling, and neglected those women for whom no door had ever been opened. At the same time, many grassroots women’s organisations that had gained funding during the ’80s became fearful of offending their stakeholders, and the form of feminism they espoused became tamer and less threatening to the establishment.


But there were still feminists who resisted this kind of assimilation, and feminist organisations who continued to fight for women’s liberation. The ‘sensible agenda’, the feminist fight for childcare, equal pay, and all the self-evidently reasonable requests of the early women’s movement faltered, but the radical agenda continued to forge ahead.


Justice for Women and other feminist organisations, such as Southall Black Sisters etc, which were set up to challenge male violence, remained resilient during these decades, and continued to be ever more inventive about ways of publicising their work and garnering support. By working with the media to publicise the cases of women who were killed as a response to male violence, and the numbers of rapes and sexual assaults against women, public awareness was continually being raised.


The new anti-feminism


By the beginning of the decade now described as the ‘noughties’, the effect of the internet on feminism was beginning to be felt in significant ways. I became preoccupied with the loss of face-to-face feminism, the lack of political meetings and protests, and the lack of any feminism driven by a sense of women’s collective struggle.


I started to scour the internet for evidence that there was at least some kind of forum for feminist analysis and debate. What I found instead was what I call clicktivism, the presence of young women on message boards and zines, and the increasingly dominant presence of young men and trans women in these various forums. Moreover, we were told that this was to be welcomed, because, after all, feminism could only achieve its goals if they were in everyone’s interests, primarily those of men, who would otherwise not give up their privileges willingly.


Frustrated with the lack of analysis and activism and dismayed by the rise of a new kind of identity politics informed by queer theory, I sought to publish a piece which challenged some of the new orthodoxies and reasserted the need for a theoretical framework based on the material reality of women’s oppression as a sex class. In this article published in the Telegraph in 2003, I questioned the scientific basis for the latest diagnosis of transsexuality.


That is when I started to be targeted for particular attention, and it became clear how much anti-lesbian as well as anti-feminist and misogynist sentiment fuels that most vociferous section of the pro-trans lobby which has since had such a strong influence on the cultural debate about gender at large, and which has sought to undermine the theoretical underpinning of feminism.


The internet, and the effects of globalisation, did produce some good outcomes for feminist activism in the early years of this century, not least by joining the dots of the global sex trade: feminists from the Global North were able to travel to India, the Philippines, the Balkans, and work with women from countries where those who were being trafficked into the UK were coming from. We started to make stronger connections and to work together more effectively, and we stopped using phrases like ‘harmful cultural practices’ and reaffirmed our common goal to challenge male supremacy and patriarchy in all its myriad forms.


But with the rise and rise of the queer movement outside of academic institutions, and the cementing of the new identity politics within (with men now becoming heads of feminist societies, and the bullying and no-platforming of any activist feminists) the last decade has seen feminism under attack once again. And it is no surprise that – once again – lesbian feminists are the main target of those who seek to undermine feminism.


This is a war which has been waged on many fronts, not least on the question of language. In the early days of the women’s movement, feminists employed the term gender as a theoretical tool to describe the social construction of femininity and masculinity, the fabricated identities and sex stereotypes we wanted to dismantle and reject. We are now being told to forfeit that term, or to concede that it means the opposite – a biological phenomenon which determines our assumed identity. We are told that anyone who challenges this new orthodoxy is a TERF (trans exclusionary radical feminist) and a fascist. We are told we are on the wrong side of history, that the rights of trans women trump all other rights and we should be silent as natal women’s rights are eroded.


The enemies of feminism have changed their tactics over time, and feminists have had to remain vigilant and become ever more inventive and resourceful to combat new obstacles in our fight for women’s liberation. Sometimes anti-feminism is simply the old enemy in a new guise, and sometimes new enemies enter the battleground.


The Women’s Liberation Movement, also known as Second Wave Feminism, emerged from the political left. There are countless examples from the UK and USA of women’s resistance to male-left sexism. For example, at a leftist demonstration in Washington in 1969 to coincide with President Nixon’s swearing-in ceremony, feminists demanded that they be given a voice to protest the sexism within the leftist movement. But when the women began to address the crowd, all hell broke loose from the men who shouted, laughed, heckled and booed. One bellowed: ‘Take her off the stage and fuck her!’ And another yelled: ‘Fuck her down a dark alley!’ The organisers, all men, simply led the women off the stage.


The hostility and bullying I faced as a young feminist came from deeply sexist men, women who found feminism threatening, and the far right.


The hostility and bullying that younger feminists have to deal with now comes primarily from the so-called progressives of their generation. They have all seen how prostitution (or rather ‘sex-work’ as it is rebranded), transgender ideology, and religious fundamentalism have been presented as part of a feminist philosophy, and have wondered: ‘Why is this supposed to be feminist? ‘They have seen how porn is used as a form of sexual harassment and how it has been used to justify sexual assault. They wanted to be liberated from this culture of misogyny and believed feminism would help them achieve this, so they have gone back to the key feminist texts from an earlier era to find that clarity of analysis, and to inform their current politics. And they are reverting to methods of campaigning pioneered by first- and second-wave feminists, recognising the need to engage with real women and each other, to be physically present and to become more vocal, campaigning outside of online forums, many of which have become toxic spaces.


Alongside this, we have a global movement of sex-trade survivors and their allies, who are saying ‘fuck off’ to the sex-work narrative promulgated by those who benefit directly from the trade or profit indirectly as researchers, journalists, academics and publishers by promoting the libertarian view of prostitution. And yet here, to the astonishment of feminists in the Global South, we continue to have slut walks, and all those other queer-based protests, including women getting their tits out for men.


We have #feminism and #he4she initiatives which have made a big noise in the media and had lots of men cheering along but have achieved nothing concrete for women’s liberation. And, thankfully, we still have active, materialist feminism, such as the creation of the Centre for Women’s Justice, which is still fighting – with huge success – for the rights of women who have experienced male violence and been ill treated by the state.


As we enter a new decade, overshadowed by a health pandemic and another looming economic crisis, the effects of policies past and present are making themselves felt disproportionately in the lives of women, who always suffer most because they do the lion’s share of the caring for children and the elderly, and because they are still clustered in the lowest-paid, most insecure jobs.


Challenging male violence


For those of us who still passionately believe that feminist activism is essential to achieve women’s liberation, there is urgency about focusing once more on the material reality of women’s lives. Repeated lockdowns have brought into sharp focus the escalating scale of domestic violence, and the deaths of women at the hands of male partners during Covid have increased exponentially. We cannot stand by and pretend that contemporary feminism is about how many women are on the board of the FTSE 100 companies, or about whether a girl of seven who wants to be a boy should be sent to the Tavistock.


All women, whether we are active feminists or not, need to understand exactly what is at stake for us if we lose our sex-based rights and remember that progress for women has never happened just through either the pressure of time, or men’s enlightenment. It has happened through feminist activism.


We still have a long way to go before we achieve our aim of liberation, and therefore must continue to campaign for it even in this hostile environment and inhospitable climate, where women are routinely blamed for the sexual violence that we encounter, murdered by men that profess to love us, and advised to ‘choke on a dick’ if we dare share an opinion that sexist men object to on social media.


Some of this opposition comes from other women, which it always has, and we need to understand why that is but not be deterred by it.


Many women may not like feminism, or believe it is not relevant to them because they have built their lives primarily around having children and building a home and accepting an unfulfilling job. But what about maternity leave? Not every woman is eligible for it, but many are, and companies can be sued for not allowing women time off to have children, or not hiring a pregnant woman despite her suitability for the job. Those rights were won by feminists.


Many women don’t feel comfortable around lesbians and think that feminism means having a go at heterosexual married women for making the choices they have. But heterosexual women are at least able to report their husbands to the police if they are violent, and could if necessary, escape to a women-only refuge. Whether or not they like or are involved in feminism, these rights affect them and their lives. So does the potential loss of these rights.


Violence against women is the main mechanism by which men control women the world over. Even a woman who has no experience of violence from her immediate partner is controlled by the fear of male violence from others and relies on the protection of men. Compulsory heterosexuality is not just about women being physically coerced into sexual relationships with men – such as forced marriage or corrective rape. It is about the mechanisms by which women themselves come to desire those relationships in order to be valued by men, deemed attractive by men, protected by men, and ultimately accepted by other women in society. Compulsory heterosexuality is a condition of patriarchy. Without patriarchy, heterosexuality would be a state women could freely choose. But you can be damn sure that in post-patriarchy there would be a significantly higher number of women who choose to be lesbians. Some of us are lucky enough to have figured that out some time ago – and I have never looked back.


Feminism is flourishing, as is the backlash to it. But whether or not you are a feminist, it is essential to understand that the misogyny so prevalent across the globe affects all women, whoever and wherever you are. In recounting an abridged version of my life as a feminist it is my intention not to individualise the issues I faced and campaigned around but to universalise them.


For instance, rape and sexual assault is a fact of life for women and girls everywhere. The NGO Equality Now found ten countries that currently allow spousal rape: Ghana, India, Indonesia, Jordan, Lesotho, Nigeria, Oman, Singapore, Sri Lanka and Tanzania. In four of these countries sex with a child is permitted, at any age, if she is married to the perpetrator.


But, if you are reading this whilst living in the UK and are tempted to feel reassured at the situation because rape in marriage was made a crime, thanks to feminists, in 1991, think again.


Of the tiny minority of rapes that are actually reported to police only 1.4 per cent are charged by the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS). How many of those convictions are of men married to their victims?


A survey commissioned by the End Violence against Women Coalition in December 2018 found that more than a third of over-sixty-fives do not consider forced marital sex rape, along with 16 per cent of people aged sixteen to twenty-four. That’s a quarter of Britons who believe that non-consensual sex within marriage does not constitute rape.


A woman reporting rape five years ago had a much better chance of seeing justice done. How can it be that we have moved so far backwards in a crime that is so serious and does so much harm? Of course the situation in countries that permit child marriage, or flog a rape victim to death because she is seen to have ‘dishonoured’ her family, is worse than in those where such practices are not normalised or legalised. But how is it that child sexual abuse in the UK is often normalised? When the BBC presenter and serial sex offender Jimmy Savile had sex with thirteen-year-old girls they were subsequently described not as victims of rape, but ‘groupies’. And look at the Rotherham grooming scandal. An independent inquiry found that a minimum of 1,400 children had been sexually abused by adult men, and pimped out all over the country, but a number of police officers and social workers simply wrote the abuse off as the girls having made ‘poor lifestyle choices’.


The odds are really stacked against women quite significantly. The appalling lack of convictions for rape could not happen in a climate where women were respected. Women are seen as worthless and judged for ‘getting themselves raped’ because the men that actually commit these crimes are hardly ever held accountable for their actions. Indeed, more effort appears to be put into excusing rape than condemning the rapists.


It’s too easy for people to dismiss those of us who centre the battle to end male violence as strident man-haters and irrelevant second-wavers, especially when so many young women are told that second-wave feminism was just a load of privileged white women being essentialist and bigoted, and that it made no difference to the majority of women outside of the movement. The current hostility is more brutal than any I have encountered over the past forty years.


Men have always told women to ‘chill out’ about issues such as pornography and sexual violence, but what is new – and particularly shocking – is that now many women who label themselves feminist are saying the same.


Under this rebranded feminism it is acceptable, if not obligatory, for young, ‘progressive’ men to refer to older feminists as ‘Nazis’, and ‘fascists’ even though the women they are insulting are the ones who have spent their whole lives fighting to end male violence and to support women. We are told we are irrelevant, cancelled and the opposite of what passes as feminist in today’s confused world.


Reasserting feminism


A dialogue about what feminism means has always been part of the women’s movement. With the number of misleading and inaccurate definitions creeping into popular use, it is more vital than ever that we define feminism as a political movement, a political movement to change the distribution of power.


Without a clear definition, we don’t have the basis for our campaigning and demands. If feminism is how any individual defines it, then we have already lost the battle. Can you imagine socialists saying, ‘Socialism is whatever one who opposes capitalism feels like identifying as socialism’?


Black Lives Matter makes the excellent point that it is not enough for white people to be ‘non-racist’ but that they should commit to being ‘anti-racist’. The same could be said for feminism – it’s not enough to be non-sexist, you have to commit to being anti-sexist.


In this book I want to argue for a clear definition of feminism as liberation for women, and invite anyone who thinks that is misguided to challenge me. Feminism is not a lifestyle choice but a movement with specific goals. It is not about who has the authority to define feminism, but about understanding the urgency with which we need that definition.


The reinvention of the terms ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ means that people are at best confused and at worst led to believe that all sexual minorities and a multiplicity of genders should be subsumed under the banner of feminism, and that it’s a human rights violation to challenge this. ‘Gender’ – which feminists have always sought to abolish because it is the imposition of sex stereotypes on girls and women – is now dressed up and handed back to us as an immutable individual identity. At the same time, women are under pressure to deny the biological reality of our bodies and to use terms such as ‘chest feeding’ for  breastfeeding and ‘front hole’ for vagina. Even the term ‘woman’ is in danger of becoming obliterated in favour of ‘menstruater’, ‘womb-haver’, and ‘non-man’.


How can we identify sexism if we can’t even agree what sex is? What does ‘women’s liberation’ mean if we can’t agree what a woman is?


If the term ‘woman’ is up for grabs and means ‘any human who identifies as such’, then what’s the point of fighting for our liberation? If men can simply say that they are women based on a mere ‘feeling’, then what exactly does it feel like to be a woman? I’m a woman but I have no idea. I only know what it feels like to be treated as a woman under patriarchy.


Young women in universities and other settings are being silenced and bullied into accepting a form of feminism that benefits men and is harmful to women. Of the many women under the age of thirty who I interviewed for this book, every single one of them had a similar story of being told that they are racist/transphobic/bigoted/anti-sex/whorephobic and homo-phobic for simply stating the basics of feminism. These basics include the facts that women have the right to organise autonomously; that prostitution is dangerous; and that gender is a harmful social construct that promotes sex stereotypes and maintains women’s subordination to men.


Feminists have never denied the biological differences between men and women but have always resisted those differences being used as a reason to abuse and demean us.


Feminists don’t care if men want to dress and identify as women: what we care about is protecting our sex-based rights and services, particularly in women’s refuges and prisons.


The political consequences for women in losing our single-sex spaces are severe, and recognising biological sex (as distinct from gender identity) is important when we look at crime statistics, especially sex crime. In 2019, Freedom of Information requests uncovered the fact that, in more than ten police forces across the UK, if a man is arrested for or convicted of rape, the official record will state ‘the gender they chose to identify themselves as’ before putting ‘male’ or ‘female’, regardless of whether or not that person has intact male genitalia.


The campaign by Stonewall UK and other trans rights organisations to amend the Equality Act 1975 to remove the right to single-sex services has failed. This reversal has come about because of feminist campaigning, not bigotry, and is a perfect example of how feminists can never rest on our laurels: women are always in danger of losing our rights. As Taina Bien-Aimé, executive director of the Coalition against Trafficking in Women (CATW) says, in a world where it is seen as perfectly acceptable and legal to buy and sell women’s bodies, ‘we can’t possibly know what it means to have indivisible rights, universal rights and inalienable rights’.


The 57 varieties of feminism


In the past three years especially, feminism has been spinning off  into a dizzying number of subsidiaries: Power feminism. Victim feminism. Equality feminism. Difference feminism. Post-feminism. Third Wave feminism. Post-patriarchal feminism.


Our anti-porn stance has led to us being accused of being aligned with Christian fundamentalists and the right wing, something that has only increased more recently in relation to trans activism. And yet our analysis of wanting structural change and fighting for the rights of oppressed groups makes us much more politically aligned with the left (although the reality of actual campaigning is that men on the left will not support an agenda that is about liberating women because it is not in their interests.)


These days, practically every politically engaged left-leaning woman, along with a significant number of men, describes herself as feminist, to the point that the feminist community and the progressive community have become essentially the same thing. There is no longer any expectation that being a feminist requires you to do anything feminist whatsoever; feminism has been rebranded and repackaged as a ‘just be kind and nice to everyone’ cause.


But promoting the sex trade and men’s use of pornography and prostituted women is not feminist. Defending sadism and masochism just because somebody has an orgasm is not feminist. Claiming that a lesbian is transphobic for rejecting a penis, ‘despite’ it being attached to a trans woman, is definitely not feminist.


The gender madness has even seeped into the animal rights movement. Feminist writer Mary Kate Fain joined an animal rights group in Washington DC and was reprimanded by a non-binary member who told her it was ‘hurtful’ to hear Fain describe the abuse of female cows in the dairy trade. The non-binary member said: ‘You’re not allowed to say dairy comes from female cows or eggs come from female chickens because we don’t know their gender identity.’


Feminism is for all women, but not all women are feminist. That does not mean, however, that they should not benefit from women’s liberation in the same way as the women fighting to end male supremacy will. As the activist and writer Andrea Dworkin wrote: ‘Feminism is a political practice of fighting male supremacy on behalf of women as a class, including all the women you don’t like, including all the women you don’t want to be around … they all have the same vulnerability to rape, to battery, as children to incest.’


We’re not done yet


The irrefutable figures from governments to rape crisis and domestic violence helplines and shelters about the extent of male violence and abuse seem to cut no sway with those who insist that feminists moan in order to put the fear of god in other women, which in turn hinders them from living fulfilled lives. But then, throughout history, feminists have always been told to ‘shut up and go home’.


After the vote was won on equal terms in 1928, suffragists and suffragettes were informed that there was nothing left to do and any further feminist activism was sneered at – despite the fact that the suffrage campaign was never just about the vote and included the fight for equal pay, access into certain professions closed to women, the right to be legal guardians of their own children and exposing the extent of male violence.


After World War Two, having briefly been recruited into work and public life to support the war efforts while the men were away, women were told to get back in the house and remember their real place: the home.


Just as the suffrage movement (which was itself a loose coalition of uneasy bedfellows) did not achieve women’s equality, so the achievements of the Women’s Liberation Movement do not yet constitute the achievement of women’s liberation.


The gains that we have made are not the end of the road. They are merely small steps along the way to the ultimate goal and although feminism has achieved huge amounts, we still can’t see the finishing post.


Male violence towards women and girls is still a global reality. Conviction rates for rape are at an all-time low. Trafficking of women across borders for the purposes of prostitution is a thriving trade. The porn industry finds newer and more insidious methods in which to make money from the abuse of women for male sexual gratification.


With the younger generation of women facing forms of sexual coercion via technological advances in the promotion of pornography that we could not have imagined in our worst nightmares, the need for feminism has never been more urgent.


Done properly, feminism can be a dangerous business and women are often punished severely for speaking out. In June 2020, the world-famous novelist and philanthropist JK Rowling was denounced by extreme trans activists and their allies for simply objecting to the term ‘menstruator’ and for stating that biological sex is a reality.


In December 2018, the tennis legend and lesbian Martina Navratilova took a stand against the inclusion of male-bodied trans athletes competing against women in sports. ‘There must be some standards and having a penis and competing as a woman would not fit that standard,’ Navratilova tweeted. ‘What are you afraid of, getting a backlash on Twitter? Those of us that can speak out need to do so. There are plenty of women who can’t.’


Neither Rowling nor Navratilova appear to have any intention of being cowed by the bullies for exposing misogyny and defending the meaning of the term ‘woman’. Both have wealth and power and they have chosen to align themselves with women everywhere to fight for the rights that are so precarious.


In the 1980s, feminism was rebranded as toxic, man-hating and totally mad. Today it is in vogue. Everyone claims the label and yet much of what passes for feminism continues to be nothing but pandering to men and their needs.


Yet the authentic meaning and goal of feminism is the liberation of women from male supremacy. Patriarchy is real and tangible – and no woman, whatever her privilege or lack of, can avoid or easily deny it.
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