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INTRODUCTION



The backlash is at once sophisticated and banal, deceptively ‘progressive’ and proudly backward. It deploys both the ‘new’ findings of ‘scientific research’ and the sentimental moralizing of yesteryear; it turns into media sound bites both the glib pronouncements of pop-psych trend-watchers and the frenzied rhetoric of New Right preachers. The backlash has succeeded in framing virtually the whole issue of women’s rights in its own language.


Susan Faludi, Backlash


I’ll define as female any psychic operation in which the self is sacrificed to make room for the desires of another.


Andrea Long Chu, Females


This is a book about kindness, relationships and creating a society in which everyone’s needs are met. I thought I’d get that out of the way in case it looks like I’ve written a guide to being a total arsehole. The truth is, I’ve nothing against being kind to one’s fellow human beings. I just have some questions about how the newest, shiniest understanding of kindness operates. It seems that I’m not the only one.


In the autumn of 2023, Radio 4’s Woman’s Hour took to X, asking ‘What does kindness mean to you?’ Reader, it did not go well. Responses from women included the following:


Stop grooming women to ‘be kind’. All it does is serve the interests of others.


Telling women we should be more kind when we are conditioned to put others before ourselves and the demands of our lives often mean we have no choice, should actually make women angry.


Be kind be kind be kind . . . GROAN


One woman complained: ‘This is the adult version of all those little girls’ clothing ranges with sparkly pink “be kind” crap’:


Gender – the patriarchal tool you’re all so in thrall to – teaches us to be kind no matter what, that’s what facilitates us taking shit. How about asking women about FURY?


To which one man rather honourably added his agreement:


Nobody (and I mean *nobody*) expects blokes to be ‘kind’. We’re offensive knobs, and people just roll their eyes. Any man saying ‘be kind’ is being a massive hypocrite and/or wind-up merchant.


I bet Woman’s Hour – who had painstakingly lined up some nice, gentle kindness tips from Caitlin Moran, Maureen Lipman, Anita Rani and Nadiya Hussain from Bake Off – seriously regretted what they’d started.


Why should a question about kindness provoke such a hostile response? Particularly when we are, according to some, experiencing a kindness revolution. A 2022 Times article declares kindness ‘the new buzzword’: ‘Harry Styles lives by it. Lady Gaga swears by it. Elon Musk votes for it’ (yes, even Elon Musk!) The quotation ‘In a world where you can be anything, be kind’, posted on Instagram by the TV presenter Caroline Flack two months before her death in February 2020, has become ever-present on social media, in political discourse, on clothing and mugs, alongside the exhortation to #JustBeKind. March 2023 even saw the University of Sussex launch the world’s first Centre for Research on Kindness.


Flack was right: kindness really is more important than superficial distractions. In the face of economic instability, environmental collapse, online abuse and offline violence, what could be more restorative to the human spirit – more comforting, more essential – than empathy and compassion for one’s fellow human beings? Kindness activism has been associated with suicide prevention, encouraging us to recognise that we can never be sure what others are going through, and to treat them accordingly. Yet at the same time, the ‘just be kind’ trend can have a darker side.


The pressure to be kind is steeped in gendered expectations and associations, even when the kindness message is deployed to challenge supposedly traditional or conservative social norms. This causes problems in several ways. Unless accompanied by significant structural change and a meaningful redistribution of resources, nominally gender-neutral exhortations to be kind will not impose the same demands on men and boys as they do on women and girls. Moreover, the ‘just be kind’ requirement remains disproportionately directed at women and girls (even if it is claimed that this is not because they are female). Naturally, it is difficult to point this out without looking churlish or mean. Nevertheless, as a seasoned feminist hag, I am going to attempt it.


The belief that women and girls have a greater obligation to be kind to others – indeed, that it is our main role in life – has a long and painful history. Even if the question you are asking does not specify who should be kind to whom, millennia of social rules, expectations and conditioning affect how your question will be received. The designation of women as natural born givers is found in religious scripture which assigns us the position of helpmeet, and popular science books which claim to prove female people are more empathetic while male ones are more rational. Our supposedly greater capacity for kindness has been used to justify the disproportionate amount of care work and emotional labour we perform, and our corresponding exclusion from economic life. ‘Women,’ writes Katrine Marçal in Who Cooked Adam Smith’s Dinner?, ‘have never been allowed to be as selfish as men.’


It is not surprising, then, that many women do not read modern-day requests to ‘just be kind’ as neutral, and indeed, it is mostly women, not men, who are invited to drink from ‘Kindness Every Day’ coffee mugs; girls, not boys, to wear T-shirts which advertise their positivity, gratitude and generosity. Although she no longer uses X, for a time – when the site was still Twitter – the novelist Kate Long created popular threads showing photographs of T-shirts and sweaters sold in supermarkets and high street chains, highlighting the disparity between those that are marketed to girls versus those aimed at boys. Clothing for girls, she found, is festooned with the message ‘that they are support animals for everyone else, that their role is to placate, to smooth over, to make the world a happier, sunnier place and put their own needs second to that’. For boys, the message is ‘to go get some’. Francesca C. Mallen, founder of the campaign Let Clothes Be Clothes, describes seeing girls’ clothing with slogans such as Kind is the New Rich and Sprinkle Kindness Like Confetti. ‘Kindness,’ she says, ‘has taken the place of the sugar and spice thing.’ Slogans I’ve encountered myself include: It’s Cool To Be Kind, Kind is the New Cool, Goals: Be Happy & Be Kind, Kindness is My Favourite Colour, Always Choose Kindness (on a Barbie pyjama set) and Bee Kind (with images of bees). At the time of writing, I also note that it is possible to purchase on eBay a set of pants for girls adorned with hearts and the slogans Be Kind, Be Happy, Be Brave and Be Nice. In case this sounds like an unfortunate one-off, in The Keys to Kindness Claudia Hammond reports being sent ‘a picture of girls’ pants in a shop with “kind” written along the waistband’. The equivalent for boys, she notes, ‘had “Hogwarts” and “Xbox” on them’.


The ‘gender-flipped’ feminist social media account Man Who Has It All has responded to the problem by producing a range of T-shirts for women with slogans such as Not Kind and I’m Kind Enough Already Thanks (men, by contrast, are offered a bundle of man-sized shirts with Always Be Kind, Super Caring and Be a Kind Human). In an article for Spiked, Julie Burchill issues a ‘note to clothing manufacturers – it’s not girls who need reminding to be kind, judging from the violent crime statistics’. Of course, some will argue that the gendering of kindness is a hangover from less enlightened times, hence one shouldn’t get too paranoid. ‘Be Kind’ knickers might be unfortunate, but the slogan itself is perfectly fine. The kindness activism of the 2020s is more apt to align itself with social justice movements than with the patriarchal mindset that wishes to naturalise male aggression while pushing girls towards ‘nurturing’ roles. In this context, ‘just being kind’ can be viewed as perfectly compatible with ‘smashing the gender binary’ and being one’s ‘true self’. The problem with this is that gender, as a social hierarchy, relies on both double standards and the invisibilisation of female labour – that is, the idea that traditional ‘woman’s work’ (particularly in the realm of caring) is a natural resource, supplied without effort due to women’s ‘loving’ nature, hence unworthy of formal recognition. Even if you cease to differentiate between the sexes when asking for more kindness, more compassion, more inclusivity, this does not necessarily mean that your reading of what counts as kindness – or as cruelty – is the same for each. As I’ll demonstrate in the coming chapters, a modern-day, superficially pro-equality version of kindness continues to interact with traditional beliefs about women and girls. The fact that much of the messaging purports to be gender neutral does not alleviate the problem so much as mask it. Nevertheless, more and more women are noticing.


In a 2023 blog post in response to the slogans on clothing marketed at her daughters, the writer Rachel Hewitt denounces ‘the tyranny of nice and kind’, which she argues ‘has only intensified since the 1990s’. Noting that when she occasionally tells her feuding daughters to ‘be nice’ what she really wants is for them to be quiet, Hewitt suggests that this may be the broader cultural subtext of ‘#BeNice and #BeKind’: ‘Aren’t girls and women really being told to “just shut up”?’ A new way of selling old beliefs about who owes kindness to whom can start to feel like a more systematic dismantling of feminist gains, policing female speech, visibility and emotional expression. ‘Until recently,’ argues Burchill, ‘[enforced kindness] was quite rightly rejected by any fun-loving woman with a soupçon of self-respect. But it has now become a shaming mechanism to be used against adult human females who refuse to toe the line.’ Burchill’s use of ‘adult human female’ points to the way in which this has gained particular traction in debates about sex and gender. Old entitlements are subtly reinscribed, not, we are told, because male people have the right to take whatever they want (the conservative position), but because everyone has the right to everything and ‘rights aren’t pie’ (the ‘progressive’ one). As the feminist campaigner Helen Saxby has observed, ‘the demand that women be “nice” and “kind” goes further than just being a matter of tone policing [. . .] Women are not just expected to be nice whilst fighting for our rights, we’re expected to be nice instead of fighting for our rights.’


It’s what I’ve come to think of as a ‘soft’ backlash, running alongside and sometimes intersecting with more obvious, hardline misogyny. So many of the things for which women and girls have fought are recast as entitlements and privileges which we should now give up. This time, it’s in the name of creating a more caring, sharing world – if not for us, then for everyone else, all over again.


Introducing JustBeKindism


I’ve used JustBeKindism to capture the phenomenon this book explores. It is not the most elegant of terms, but I want to be clear that this is not an attack on kindness per se, and that it is distinct from (if connected to) earlier beliefs about femininity, femaleness and being kind. With JustBeKindism, I am describing a means of extracting female-coded goods that is reliant on a very particular set of cultural scripts, ones which entrench sexist expectations while purporting to do the opposite. These scripts emerge from a mixture of gendered marketing campaigns, social justice activism, pornography and, crucially, some strands of feminism itself.


JustBeKindism is a modern, socially approved method of rehabilitating traditional, supposedly outdated ideas about the natural role, social status and inner lives of women and girls. It presents these ideas – which touch on topics such as free speech, sexual consent, reproductive justice, trauma and resource provision – as though they are a refinement of earlier feminist beliefs, ones which are now being rendered more nuanced and inclusive. At the heart of JustBeKindism is the demand that women once again embrace passivity, emotional suppression, intense self-monitoring, the erosion of boundaries, self-doubt and the transfer of female-created resources to male people. When women object to this, they are told not that they are unfeminine – an old-fashioned way of enforcing compliance – but that they are unkind.


One of the challenges of criticising JustBeKindism is that many of its proponents would declare themselves very much against the idea that women ought to be kinder than men. There is a stubborn insistence, particularly among some liberal feminists and ‘progressive’ male allies, that only right-wing traditionalists and those ‘stuck in the past’ remain attached to such an obvious double standard. In 2017’s Down Girl, the philosopher Kate Manne powerfully critiques women’s positioning as ‘human givers’ in relation to those she calls ‘human takers’, providing an analysis which had broad and extremely valuable applications. However, her preference is to focus on the misogyny of those she deems ‘dominant’ – that of ‘the most powerful white men’ – which maps, rather conveniently, onto those whom it is safe for women who move in ‘progressive’ circles to attack. Such an approach, justified on the basis that these men ‘are the least subject to moral and legal sanctions and, indeed, may inflict harm with impunity’, necessarily pays less attention to how deeply embedded misogynist beliefs about women and girls remain in all social strata and across the political spectrum, or the way in which different social groups use different narratives to justify these beliefs and maintain their own forms of impunity. JustBeKindism provides a particular set of justifications for those who don’t want to see sexism in those on ‘the right side of history’. Such people just want to be nice, inclusive and empathetic, and can’t bear it when others, who just so happen to be female, apparently are not.


Does it really have to be this hard?


It would be wonderful if kindness were the answer to everything. According to some, it is. Founded in 2019, the US-based Love and Kindness Project Foundation is a registered charity that ‘focuses not on raising funds, like many public charities, but on “raising kindness”’. It does so by giving out love and kindness badges and providing materials and support for those who want to facilitate ‘Kindness Activities’. According to their website, ‘we believe that kindness is a human characteristic available to all and that it is not associated with any particular religion or set of beliefs. And we know that the antidote for unkindness is kindness.’


Who would want to disagree with any of this? Existing as pure sentiment, cleansed of the grubbiness of political bias, the kindness solution appears neat and elegant. If everyone were kind, no one would want for anything! Issues of competing rights, limited resources, physical differences and limitations – none of these things are so complex that a little kindness cannot overcome them. At a time when creating a fairer world seems difficult – when we may be told that the experiences of people from other groups are unknowable to us, and that extensive Diversity, Equity and Inclusion training is required merely to get to grips with our own ignorance – kindness feels very straightforward. Indeed, it can be an area where not thinking too hard is not only permitted but encouraged. As the banners at the end of Juno Dawson’s pro-inclusion picture book You Need to Chill instruct the reader, ‘Don’t be silly! Calm down! Chill out! No need to get worked up!’ The easier it appears to ‘just’ be kind, the less of an excuse one has not to be. All you really have to do is listen to some Harry Styles, and maybe buy a nice mug, and ideally keep your mouth shut.


There are, alas, some problems with this. Isn’t someone, somewhere, still deciding who needs to be kinder to whom, and who is receiving quite enough kindness already? Aren’t political biases, tricky balancing acts and necessary harms still lurking in the background? For instance, the Love and Kindness Project declares – three sentences before insisting that kindness is not associated with religion or other beliefs – ‘we believe in a pregnant person’s right to choose’. As it happens, I do, too, but I know many people who would not associate such a position with kindness (in some cases due to religion, in some cases not). Not every dilemma can be solved with a love and kindness badge, and kindness advocacy can be a way of demanding one’s own views are prioritised by mischaracterising any other position as motivated by a lack of empathy.


The denial that there are costs to kindness is especially risky for women and girls. This is both because feminine-coded labour – seen as coming from the goodness of our hearts – has been treated as cost-free to start with and because modern-day ‘progressive’ politics has begun to associate any recognition of sex difference with conservatism, limitation and even bigotry. If traditional patriarchy has treated kindness as an unlimited resource supplied by women because it is ‘in our nature’, JustBeKindism promotes the unregulated redistribution of kindness on the basis that dependency on female givers will vanish if we stop noticing female people exist as a distinct sex class at all. There is a giver/taker hierarchy underpinning JustBeKindism – it’s just not one that is acknowledged very clearly, not least because the very act of acknowledging has become inextricably linked with being unkind.


In writing this, I know I am hardly the first feminist to point out the injustice of expecting women to be kinder than men. It is not even the case that any criticism of kindness as a gender norm has become unfashionable due to the rise of JustBeKindism. Right now, we see feminist books with titles such as Rage Becomes Her: The Power of Women’s Anger, Women Don’t Owe You Pretty, Good and Mad: The Revolutionary Power of Women’s Anger, On Our Best Behaviour: The Price Women Pay to Be Good and, as mentioned earlier, Down Girl. We see plentiful analyses of the way in which female socialisation functions to limit female entitlement to resources, and of the way in which certain behaviours – crying, complaining, the expression of anger, the withholding of care – are understood differently in women. These sit alongside nominally gender-neutral injunctions that everyone become more compassionate, empathetic and inclusive. Of course, defending a woman’s right to express rage in the face of injustice is not necessarily at odds with expecting her to show basic human kindness. However, there is a tension in ‘progressive’ politics and it is one that seems to me insufficiently acknowledged. JustBeKindist feminism encourages a woman to express her feelings, set boundaries and say no to some people, in some situations, but as soon as her needs – for attention, for sex, for babies, for language, for spaces – run up against those of other members of the ‘progressive’ group she may be shoved straight back into the ‘be kind’ box. At the same time, the earlier encouragement provides an alibi for those doing the shoving. ‘Look,’ they might tell her, ‘you are allowed to be angry, bold and self-interested – here are all the books we have written saying so! All the T-shirts and tote bags affirming our belief that well-behaved women seldom make history! Just don’t be angry about this, just not towards them, just not right now.’


To be fair, the JustBeKindists have a point. It could all be straightforward. Were it not for the inconvenient realities of female personhood, female emotions and female embodied experiences, certain ‘rights’ could indeed not be ‘pie’. And what if kindness could be construed as women teaching themselves not to care about such realities at all? What if they could do so for the greater good, a good which includes – somehow, if you squint a bit – bringing down the patriarchy?


At some distant point, if we need to. That is, if anyone still cares.


The commandments of JustBeKindism


This book is structured around certain ‘commandments’ which JustBeKindism imposes on women. These all begin with ‘just’ because each is presented as a small, simple, trivial thing. Put together, however, they can add up to a very clear re-inscription of female duties and roles, ones which impose a high physical, economic and psychological cost on women and girls.


Just be pure


The first three chapters of this book explore the relationship between ‘progressive’ politics, feminism and the history of kindness as a female-coded good. Chapter One looks at kindness within feminist discourse and activism, while Chapter Two shows how kindness messaging gets distorted in male-dominated leftist spheres. Chapter Three delves into gendered socialisation and the way in which old-style expectations can be endlessly repackaged as ‘new’ understandings of roles and relationships.


There is no single narrative regarding the feminist position on kindness, nor is it my intention to make any sweeping (and ultimately unprovable) assertions as to whether one sex is innately kinder than the other. While most feminists have sought to unsettle assumptions about what is ‘natural’ in terms of female behaviour, emotions and social status, some have consciously exploited the idea of women as more nurturing and caring in order to make their case for women’s rights. As today’s feminism seeks to embed itself within popular social justice narratives, there are new ways in which feminists can seek to advertise their ‘kindness’ in order to show themselves deserving of consideration come the next round of promised social change. I will suggest this leads to a contradiction, whereby in order to reject gender norms women must first show themselves willing to embrace them, albeit using coded terminology (inclusion and allyship, for instance, rather than care and nurture).


In Chapter Two I explore the overlap between kindness as a gendered good (and bargaining tool) and as a defining feature of one’s ‘progressive’ politics. As the psychologist Paul Bloom argues, people on the left often perceive themselves to be ‘the caring ones, while conservatives are vindictive, cruel, punitive, and unfeeling’. What this means for the man on the left can be very different to what it means for his female counterpart. Rather than be emasculated by his own politics, today’s Progressive Man has the option of deploying a macho, slogan-driven version of ‘kindness’ with which to keep others in line. His lack of interest in feminist legacies or the roots of feminist beliefs allows him to reduce complex arguments, many of which remain unresolved amongst feminists themselves, to simplistic, often deliberately misunderstood statements: biology is not destiny, rights aren’t pie, her body, her choice. These then operate as a shield against charges of misogyny, in a process I have dubbed ‘kindsplaining’.


The overlap between nominally ‘progressive’ characteristics and traditionally ‘feminine’ characteristics also enables a blurring of the distinction between the bigoted, exclusionary woman and the merely unfeminine or gender non-conforming woman. In the context of ‘progressive’ politics, ‘just be kind’ can function as a stand-in for the more obviously regressive ‘just be more feminine’. This is particularly useful when many are keen to reject gender norms without actually relinquishing any of the goods and services that women are traditionally expected to supply. In Chapter Three, I suggest that supposedly ‘new’ understandings of sex and gender not only continue to rely on an old-style female giver/male taker binary but make the very questioning of the hierarchy an ‘unkind’ act. As Tabitha Kenlon puts it in Conduct Books and the History of the Ideal Woman, ‘the female ideal shifts very little. What changes is the justification for or the method used to achieve that ideal.’


Just be giving


One of the big sells of liberal, third-wave feminism has been that it won’t cost men anything. They have nothing to lose but their inability to cry in public! This is not in fact true, for two reasons: men are not idiots, and women are not useless. Social and economic structures which disadvantage women would not have arisen were they not providing men with something which might otherwise be withheld, or at least not supplied consistently. As some (more realistic) feminists have pointed out, the construction of women’s supposedly kinder, more self-sacrificing nature functions to make resources and labour which men appropriate from women – resources and labour which they could not acquire independently – appear to be freely given. One of the problems with JustBeKindism is that while it does not specify that women should continue to be more self-sacrificing than men, it still expects enough of the same resources and labour to be floating around. As Adrienne Rich noticed in 1976, there are ‘“profeminist” men’ who ‘secretly hope that “liberation” will give them the right to shed tears while exercising their old prerogatives’.


In Chapters Four to Six, I look at three of the key forms of labour men have coercively extracted from women under patriarchy – sexual, emotional, reproductive – and how the same expectations of female service are reconfigured under the ‘progressive’ rubric of ‘being kind’. That women should mop brows, provide men with babies and prioritise male sexual pleasure because they are nicer, softer, more passive and more giving is hardly a novel proposal; it has been the standard message of many a religious tract or conduct guide, and is still expressed, more or less explicitly, by right-wing populists. A feminism that challenges this understanding of women’s ‘true’ nature implicitly challenges men’s assurance of receiving the same goods as before. ‘Just be kind’ culture has found a way around this by embracing the liberalisation of laws relating to the sex trade and commercial surrogacy – industries that are not known for their kindness to women themselves – and treating the centring of male emotional lives as a way of countering tough-man gender norms.


JustBeKindism tells men that they can be feminists, or at least feminist allies, without missing out on anything their fathers took for granted. There will be enough female emotional attention, female reproductive labour and female sexual services to go round, only this time there will be no need for coercion. It is not the sovereignty of female bodies and inner lives – the possibility not enough women will want to give – that could get in the way of this utopia, but ‘unkind’, exclusionary thinking. Women, meanwhile, will be told that progressive politics grants them total emotional, reproductive and sexual freedom, and that no one is forcing them to do anything they do not wish to do. The trouble is, many of the old-style patriarchs – who are just as keen to use moral shaming as physical force – would say that, too.


Just be inclusive


In Chapters Seven and Eight I explore the way in which being kind is associated with inclusion, in line with the use of ‘exclusionary’ as a term to dismiss the ‘wrong’ forms of feminism. Much recent social justice rhetoric treats inclusion as an unmitigated good. I’ll argue that there is good inclusion and good exclusion, and that feminism has always called for a mixture of the two. Men’s rights activists have often insisted that demanding both is hypocritical, as though wanting to be included in male-dominated spheres alongside asking for women-only spaces is ‘trying to have it both ways’. That these are different sorts of requests should not be difficult to understand, yet it has become increasingly common for people who claim to be pro-feminist to use terms such as ‘inclusion’ and ‘inclusive’ without specifying who is being included in what. Forgotten is the fact that sometimes feminism must ask that others stop expecting to be included in everything women are and do. Sometimes it is about insisting, as Marina Strinkovsky writes, ‘I am not permeable, penetrable, all-containing. I have a border, a definition, a limit to my physical and psychic self which you are not allowed to enter.’


Chapter Seven considers how the double standard of kindness – whereby female acts are invisibilised while male ones are exaggerated – is accompanied by a double standard of inclusion. JustBeKindism enables male people to claim more space than before, with female people encouraged to make do with less, yet both are able to define themselves as ‘being inclusive’. Either women include so that men don’t have to, or men’s ‘including’ takes the form of outsourcing and project managing the inclusion work done by women (and punishing those who are insufficiently inclusive). The ultimate impact of this is not to make everyone more kind and inclusive, but to reinforce already excessive boundaries for men while further eroding insufficient boundaries for women.


One of the ways in which this process can be marketed as pro-feminist is via the conflation of the boundaries patriarchal beliefs impose on women with the boundaries women might assert to defend their own bodies and spaces. In 2024’s Who’s Afraid of Gender?, Judith Butler argues that ‘feminism has always insisted that what a woman is is an open-ended question, a premise that has allowed women to pursue possibilities that were traditionally denied to their sex’. While it is true that feminism has challenged the idea that a woman cannot, for instance, be a person in possession of an education, financial independence or political power, one could add that this has not been reliant on feigning confusion over the sex that is being denied such privileges. Moreover, while it can be superficially appealing to embrace an utterly unbounded concept of ‘womanhood’, this runs into particular problems when addressing issues of male sexual violence. In Chapter Eight I look at the impact ‘anti-exclusion’ narratives have had on feminist analyses of rape, with special attention paid to those which align victim responses with bigotry, with some even going so far as to compare the desire for female-only spaces with the right-wing policing of geographical borders. The rape survivor is, as ever, subject to pressure to be nice – to not cause social and political disruption by making her complaint – only now this has been absorbed into lectures on how to be a good progressive subject. Feminist anti-rape activism has long argued that women’s bodies are not unlocked properties or unconquered territories. Now, however, unkind lessons in ‘inclusion’, which refuse to distinguish between different types of border protection, veer towards telling victims of sexual violence to see themselves as just that.


Just be perfect


Chapter Nine focuses on the psychological impact of JustBeKindism on younger women in particular. Those who promote ‘just be kind’ messaging tend to be extremely mental health literate, yet this does not necessarily translate into more compassion for those who find the pressure to be ever more quiet, giving and open unbearable. The monitoring and suppression of ‘bad’ emotional responses is a key part of ‘progressive’ teachings on kindness. I trace a line back from this to earlier guidance for girls on controlling their feelings in order to become socially acceptable as adult women, exploring how female objectification encompasses politics and morality as well as physical and sexual attractiveness.


Looking good on social media means not just having the ‘right’ face and body but demonstrating one’s commitment to having the ‘right’ values. In doing so, young women are often forced to suppress significant parts of themselves, while also policing and potentially withholding their empathy for and identification with other women. For some, this disproportionate degree of suppression can have serious emotional consequences, pushing them to seek other, more acceptable ways of accessing status and sympathy, given that ‘weaponising’ their actual traumas or demanding redress for their actual pain is deemed unkind to others. These trauma responses can take the form of punishment or rejection of the body, as modern-day porn-based definitions of femaleness merge with traditional conflations of female biology with nurture, leaving no space for independence, self-interest or autonomy.


Female personhood cannot be made less real than it actually is; female need persists, even when gets in the way of the smooth manoeuvres of the invisible hand of kindness. By denying this, we risk inflicting genuine long-term harm.


Just be yourself


In the final chapter, I ask what a genuine model of kindness and care might look like. Defining kindness in terms of allowing everyone to ‘be their true self’ – a definition that has positive roots in feminism and gay rights activism – is insufficient. Being kind also requires us to adapt ourselves, to suppress some characteristics at some times, to emphasise others at others. It involves an understanding of selfhood which doesn’t see it as pre-formed, requiring only external validation from kind, inclusive others. The JustBeKindist model reinforces the giver/taker hierarchy by reinventing it as oppressor/oppressed, or privileged/marginalised, without allowing for shifts, reversals and overlaps. It views one set of identities as sacrosanct and untouchable, with other people – who, far from being ‘the privileged’, all too often turn out to be the same givers as before – ordered to make space for them. Instead of seeing us all as porous to a degree, JustBeKindism sees one group as impenetrable, another as passive, vacant, existing only to be occupied and used.


To challenge neoliberal capitalism’s devaluation of care, argues Kathleen Lynch in Care and Capitalism, ‘one of the first tasks is to put the relational self at the centre of meaning-making, to move beyond the idea of the separated, bounded and self-contained self’. This is relevant to the hands-on, everyday work of caring for the bodies of others (and recognising that one’s own body is dependent, too), but also to an understanding of identity as constantly, repeatedly co-created, as opposed to independently experienced then witnessed and validated by an external other. The two are interrelated, not least because while proponents of JustBeKindism might pay lip service to the injustices of the unpaid carer economy, they tend to see solutions in identitarian terms (such as by shaming spoilt ladies who outsource their duties to others) rather than recognising the dependency denialism that extends right across the political spectrum.


Several themes run through all of these commandments: self-monitoring and self-objectification; emotional suppression, shaming and self-doubt; the idea of the ‘true self’ versus the ‘relational self’; purity policing; the invisibilisation of giver/taker dynamics, and of gender as a hierarchy as opposed to a flat system of differentiation. Over the course of the book, I’ll examine several recent ‘feminist’ texts which instruct women – particularly younger women – to ignore feelings of fear, disgust, resentment, anger and desire if such feelings are deemed an obstacle to other people’s self-realisation. Instead of being told their feelings are sinful or unfeminine, they might now be told they are evidence of fragility, privilege, bigotry or even latent far-right tendencies. With regard to topics such as commercial surrogacy and prostitution, they may even be told that any empathy and compassion they feel for more marginalised women is proof of a less evolved moral outlook. Whenever kindness is politically inconvenient, it is recast as unkindness. (This is one of the curious features of JustBeKindism: kindness is on the one hand positioned as straightforward, natural and easy – there is often a wide-eyed ‘But why would anyone . . .?’ in response to the behaviour of one’s political opponents – but on the other hand, kindness must sometimes be taught by expert voices, with any inappropriate interest in others recast as ‘being judgemental’, ‘concern trolling’ or ‘denying other women agency’.)


There is a rampant individualism underpinning JustBeKindism. Essential elements of human experience – that we are always in the act of giving parts of ourselves away, forming and reforming ourselves in response to other people, trying to make ourselves feel what others feel – are dismissed as conservative and oppressive in calls to ‘just be kind’. That the patriarchal construction of male selfhood as self-contained and self-sufficient depends on the denial of dependency on women, and the erasure of female reproductive and emotional labour, has long been noted by feminists. Over time, this dependency denialism has forced female people to contort themselves, denying their own complex relationships and needs so that the solid, true selves of male people might be endlessly reaffirmed. (That we now speak of gender itself being ‘affirmed’ on behalf of individuals is not so much a challenge to this process as an extension of it.)


It is possible to reject the most obvious, visible gender stereotypes while protecting those that do the most harm. Many people quite rightly reject restrictive (and clearly arbitrary) expectations placed on what they should wear, what job they should do, what their interests should be etc. simply because of the sex they are. At the same time, what they may accept, without realising it are the less visible but far more intractable moral and behavioural expectations placed on women and girls – expectations which may not be inevitable, but are in no way arbitrary, either. ‘The myth of care as an inexhaustible natural resource that we can reap from feminine nature is unshakeable,’ writes Marçal. ‘Because we need it to be.’ All too often, we only see the gender we want to see.


The cost of JustBeKindism


One way of controlling others is to embed such a deep sense of guilt and shame that it becomes part of their identity. Domestic abusers encourage their victims not to trust themselves, to always feel there are rules they haven’t quite grasped, to be fearful of ‘getting it wrong’ and to constantly berate themselves for not ‘being better’. When pleasing others is difficult, and the consequences of failing to do so are extreme, we become desperate to ‘crack the code’. ‘Just be kind’ presents itself as one such code. Just do this one thing – how hard can it be? – and no one will have to discipline you.


In this way, JustBeKindism is a continuation of the female socialisation which leads women and girls to internalise ideas of inferiority and participate in their own marginalisation. In 1990’s The Beauty Myth, Naomi Wolf suggested that making women feel fat and ugly was a way of countering second-wave feminism’s assault on ‘the feminine mystique of domesticity’. The anti-feminist backlash, argued Wolf, was ‘so violent because the ideology of beauty is the last one remaining of the old feminine ideologies that still has the power to control those women whom second wave feminism would have otherwise made relatively uncontrollable’. One can debate whether or not this was true for most women; for my part, I think one can rationally reject beauty standards as absurd while still experiencing a perpetual sense of discomfort at inhabiting an ‘imperfect’ body. Such a sense of discomfort can be profoundly limiting, creating a constant, low-level feeling of inadequacy which prompts us to give more to others and take less for ourselves. No one else hears this background noise; all they see is someone who is ‘naturally’ restrained. The difference between beauty standards and those relating to kindness, empathy and inclusion is that beauty and thinness can be dismissed as trivial in a way that kindness can’t and indeed shouldn’t be. It is much harder to get to the stage of critiquing one’s own feelings of inadequacy when they have been tied to something that even those who denounce ‘traditional’ values would deem to be a universal good.


Just as it is impossible to achieve the perfect body, it is impossible to ‘do kindness’ perfectly. More than that: just as a woman’s work is never done, women’s acts of kindness are instantly coded as ‘natural’ and hence not really kindness at all. There is always more to be done, always more space to cede, always too much ugly, unsightly female selfhood remaining. Until the double standard of kindness is acknowledged and dismantled – which it cannot be until we face up to how and why kindness is gendered to begin with – women and girls will be made to feel terrible about themselves in the name of ‘doing good’. I find this intolerable. I refuse to accept that constantly feeling ashamed and inadequate demonstrates a more refined feminist sensibility. It is not helping women at all.


Kindness, feminism and the ‘war on woke’


I am conscious that, to some, everything I have written thus far may sound like an excuse. Perhaps I don’t really have an issue with the pressure to be kind as it is currently manifested in contemporary social justice movements. Perhaps I just don’t like social justice.


This book is not a criticism of kindness, empathy, compassion etc. as ‘woke’ concepts, but a critique of how a particular interpretation of kindness functions to condition, exploit, shame and/or silence women and girls. It is not written from a left or right perspective, but a feminist one. My own view is that, all things being equal (which of course they rarely are), feminism, as a project that opposes hierarchy and favours resource redistribution, has a more natural home in left-wing politics than on the right. However, like many women who hold this view, I do not always find the politics of those who call themselves left wing particularly feminist. The misogyny shown by many self-styled ‘progressive’ men, and by many mainstream left-wing parties, can be dismaying, even when set against the right’s more rampant refusal to accommodate the social change that feminism demands. I do not want to fall into the trap of denouncing ‘snowflakes’ and viewing all demands for care and inclusion as potential manipulation. Indeed, one of the reasons for writing this is my own fear of hardening towards that to which we should remain soft and open. When the phrase ‘just be kind’, or even the word ‘kindness’, starts to trigger an angry or even fearful response – when women respond to questions such as that asked by Woman’s Hour with such open mistrust – there is a problem.


Some of the positions with which I take issue have already been challenged from a non-feminist perspective. For instance, in works such as Andrew Doyle’s The New Puritans and Jonathan Haidt and Greg Lukianoff’s The Coddling of the American Mind it has been suggested that demands for more kindness and inclusivity become a means for pampered left-wing elites to play the victim, encouraging young people to react to imaginary threats while bullying others via charges of bigotry. These analyses tend to position feminism in general as implicated in progressive overreach, whereas I would argue that in JustBeKindism we see a convergence of left and right expectations of women (the same goods and services are being sought, albeit via different routes). One thing I wish to do is tease out the gendered coding of mainstream politics, and the way in which it interacts with gendered positions and attitudes. The right, which tends to code itself as masculine, responds to the feminine coding of kindness by using it as a means to attack a supposedly ‘feminised’ left, perhaps even blaming this ‘feminisation’ on feminists themselves. When feminists point out that ‘kind’ authoritarianism has come for them, too, potential right-wing allies often suggest we should have been careful what we wished for. If left-wing politics is not actually kind to women, well, then, feminists shouldn’t have been so hasty to throw our lot in with it. To this I would counter that even if the ‘feminised’, ‘soft’ qualities of kindness and inclusion have been claimed by the mainstream left, this does not make its embrace of JustBeKindism feminist. On the contrary, by sharing with the right the belief that kindness is female-coded (even if this is more implicit than explicit), much of the left shares a horror of kindness being directed towards the ‘wrong’ group, the designated givers as opposed to the takers.


The belief that women are simply meant to be kinder – that it costs us less to give and that, therefore, what we do give doesn’t have to be appreciated – has never relied on just one script in order to justify itself. Sometimes it uses religion; sometimes it is science; sometimes it is nature. Multiple scripts can co-exist and be deployed by different groups, in different ways, at the same time. For many people today, the belief that women should be kinder than men remains rooted in the kind of social conservatism that the self-styled ‘woke’ would actively reject. The latter, however, have their own scripts. Much of the ‘new’ positioning of woman-as-giver draws on scripts provided by queer theory and pornography, repackaging the old idea of female people as passive, hollowed-out masochists as one of the edgier insights of twenty-first-century gender and sexual liberation. Because both groups consider their beliefs to be polar opposites, it is difficult to critique one without being accused of supporting the other, in what I have come to think of as feminism’s jealous boyfriend problem: if you’re not with me, it’s because you’re with him. If women are not accepting all that comes with being at one end of a highly polarised political spectrum, it’s assumed it’s because we’re accepting all that comes with being on the other. Since both sides wish to position us as subordinate, one could say there is a startling lack of imagination on the part of those who cannot conceive of there being any other explanation.


There are analyses of contemporary political polarisation and leftist authoritarianism which take a more nuanced approach (one example would be Yascha Mounk’s The Identity Trap). Still, while these defend some feminist positions which are under attack from the left (such as the right for women to organise politically on the basis of sex), these are not feminist texts per se. Relatively little attention is paid to the way in which leftist authoritarianism intersects with left-wing anti-feminism, or to arguments against identitarianism which have their roots in feminist theory (one honourable exception is Umut Özkirimli’s Cancelled). To claim, for instance, that we are witnessing an unhealthy fracturing of identities due to an identitarian approach which aligns with or has some roots in feminism is to overlook the stress many feminists have placed on the importance of identity formation through relationships. There are strands of feminism – especially maternal feminism, and feminism which focuses on the ethics of care – which have long warned of the problem of prioritising a ‘true’ self at the expense of a relational, dependent one. Not just left and right, but also many ‘voices of reason’ in between ignore feminist thought which stresses the importance of mutuality and dependency, and the way in which patriarchy’s division of the world into the givers and the takers (or, more recently, the allies and the deserving marginalised) denies this.


Social justice is not simply about sex and gender, nor even the way in which sex and gender intersect with other experiences, positionings and/or identities. However, there is something specifically gender normative, anti-woman and anti-feminist about the current approach taken by many ‘progressives’. It is not the case that one side (the kind, woke side) ‘does’ feminism because it ‘does’ all social justice issues, while the other (the mean, right-wing side) ignores them. There’s also the question of how these issues are done, and here I will argue that a good deal of feminist thought and female experience have been left outside the binaries that characterise the so-called culture wars of the 2020s. There’s a crude narrative that suggests second-wave radical feminists were too extreme and unrealistic to have lasting mainstream influence, whereas more recent liberal feminists have gone all out to embrace sex difference denialism and the porn industry, and can hardly complain now if women’s rights are in jeopardy. What this excludes is feminist thinking which pre-emptively offered a diagnosis – and the beginnings of a solution – for the problems we are facing now. For instance, in 1982’s In a Different Voice Carol Gilligan interrogates what empathy, kindness and justice mean for different people, not least in relation to a person’s sex and the socialisation they have experienced. Current one-sided demands for kindness lack this nuance; they cleave to a masculinist understanding of how people are constructed (independently, with relationships only coming later) and how need operates (in one direction only).


In a 1987 speech Andrea Dworkin complained that both ‘the right and the left appear not to understand what it is that feminists are trying to do’. This was, she said, ‘to destroy a sex hierarchy, a race hierarchy, an economic hierarchy, in which women are hurt, are disempowered, and in which society celebrates cruelty over us’. Right now it can feel as though the sex and gender component of the culture wars is not a battle between the forces of feminism and those of anti-feminism, but a disagreement over how best to exploit female bodies and labour. It is not so much a matter of whether to do so, but how, and women and girls are pressured to pick a side – either that of the ‘woke’ feminists, cobbling together moral justifications for the sex trade and commercial surrogacy, or that of ‘reactionary’ feminists, calling for a return to ‘traditional’ values as though this was the best we could ever have hoped for. Yet we can do better. The enormous gains women have already made show that we can do better. Vital in this is that we do not allow ourselves to be told we are cruel, or selfish, or have allied ourselves with the wrong people. It is not unkind to say women should get to define our politics for ourselves.


A note on language


Yes, I know – why would you want a note on language from someone who’s trying to make JustBeKindism and kindsplaining happen? I’m going to provide one all the same.


Over the course of this book, when I refer to women and girls I am referring to the female sex class. I should probably give a long explanation as to why this is the case, peppered with over-laboured qualifications and apologies. I’m also conscious that were I to do this, it would suggest there was something slightly questionable – unkind, even – in me choosing to allocate these words to this particular group as opposed to anyone else who might want them.


I don’t think it’s entitled or greedy for me to do this. On the contrary, it speaks to the nature of the problem I am describing that anyone might think this (and I know some will). To reject what some might consider a kinder, more inclusive definition of women and girls is not an arbitrary act of cruelty; it is to declare myself unwilling to pay the cost of giving up clarity, boundaries, coherent analysis – all things that have been considered unfeminine and which women have been considered selfish for wanting to claim for themselves. Discussions about femaleness and kindness continually return to the question of socialisation: who is doing what to whom, who expects what from whom, and why. They necessitate the identification of connections. I could, for instance, have disconnected Chapter Six from the rest of this book by referring to surrogate mothers as ‘gestators’ rather than women – Sophie Lewis boasts of having ‘felt no need to use the phrase “women and girls” at any point’ in her 2019 book Full Surrogacy Now – but I do feel this need, very deeply.


I don’t suggest there is no cost to my approach, but this does not make it unjust. That some might feel pained by this is not due to female people claiming something which isn’t theirs to take. There is, I find, something slightly torturous in reading feminist arguments where the author means ‘biologically female people’ but also demands that you bear in mind that they might not mean it – that really, to be on the safe side, they could mean anything at all. It feels as though you are being handed something with the proviso that anyone can chip away at it. As though the act of holding is, for women, much too close to withholding. Don’t take your selfhood too seriously! Don’t be getting any ideas!


Please: do be getting ideas. We owe it to ourselves.










JUST BE PURE
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WHAT IS YOUR FEMINISM EVEN FOR?


Some people ask, ‘Why the word feminist? Why not just say you are a believer in human rights, or something like that?’ Because that would be dishonest.


Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie,
We Should All Be Feminists


I believe it is negligent for feminists to focus only on those who are female-bodied.


Julia Serano, Whipping Girl


When I was growing up, there was a phrase I’d sometimes hear when it was felt another person was taking advantage of your goodwill: Shall I just stick a broom up my arse and sweep as I go along? It’s the kind of thing you’d say if you’d been asked to do one thing, then another thing got added, and ooh, just one more, since you’re already doing the other two. These days it’s a phrase I often find myself thinking of in relation to feminism. Feminism: the movement for women, and children, and hey, why not men as well? You know, just while we’re at it? We could even rebrand it ‘liberation for all genders’! Of all branches of social justice activism, feminism seems to be the one that’s not permitted to focus on the original job in hand, the liberation of all women (god knows, there’s enough of us, with enough variation between us). Feminism must stick a broom up its arse and sweep as it goes along.
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