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In her hips, there’s revolutions.


—BIKINI KILL

















INTRODUCTION



WE THE FAUXPOWERED


YOU MAY HAVE thought that we already had a sexual revolution. You may have heard that women are free to go wild now, that we can do what we want with our bodies. You may have even heard that we’re in charge now when it comes to sex, and that it’s men who have to cater to us.


But most women don’t quite feel it. Like Leigh Anne Arthur, a South Carolina high school teacher who sent her husband a nude photo of herself for Valentine’s Day. A few weeks later, a student snuck into Arthur’s desk while she was out of the room between classes. The student opened Arthur’s cell phone, found the naked selfie, and distributed it to all of his classmates. Arthur lost her job. In doing so, she joined a long line of female teachers fired for what they did with their private sex lives on their own time.


Getting fired for being sexual would have been preferable to what happened to Janese Talton-Jackson. In the wee hours of a Friday morning in 2016, Charles McKinney made a pass at her in a Pittsburgh bar. She declined his attentions. He followed her to her car and shot her dead.


If you’re a woman, you know this story in your body. You know what that flinch of fear feels like when a man turns his sexual attention on you. You know that churning feeling in your gut urging you to let him down easy. Or the bile you swallow when you decide it might be safer not to say no at all.


At conferences, colleges, and over friends’ coffee tables, I’m struck by a common agony in what women tell me about their sex lives. They want to know—and because I’m a national expert on women’s sexuality, they think I can answer—why don’t I feel free? They’re bombarded with messages telling them that every choice they make makes them more powerful, and yet they’re constantly looking over their shoulders, guarding against a laundry list of possible consequences, measuring their sex lives against what they know or imagine about others’, and using that comparison to find themselves wanting. That’s true whether they’re college freshmen or young graduates, stay-at-home moms or power professionals.


It’s not always a job at stake, or the fear of a man with a gun. Take, for instance, my friend Louise, a twentysomething media professional and outspoken feminist, who confessed to me that she has compulsively clicked on every celebrity sex tape and nude photo leak published in the last decade—even the skeezy, immoral, stolen stuff, like Jennifer Lawrence’s photos. She clicks not because this type of porn gets her off, but because she can’t get a handle on her “reptilian curiosity” about famous women’s sex lives. “I want to know how girls that gorgeous and fun do relationships,” she wrote to me, too sheepish to admit it out loud. (For what it’s worth, Louise, I barely managed to avoid clicking on Lawrence’s photos myself, for similar reasons.)


Other women have expressed more poignant distress. I remember one college student, in particular, who came to one of my talks years ago—let’s call her Claire. Claire lit up when I said that I didn’t identify with the “sex-positive” movement, despite dedicating my career to improving the way we fuck. It’s been too long for me to reliably quote her directly, but her meaning left a permanent mark. She said that she didn’t feel welcome at sex-positive events because sex hadn’t been positive for her. What she needed more than cheerleading about butt plugs and lube—that is, the standard fare of many college sex talks—was a place where she could be real about her sexual pain and struggles. When discussing sex, she felt just as much a freak among liberals as among conservatives.


Women like Louise and Claire strike me as like Neo at the beginning of The Matrix (just the first movie, before things got terrible). They’ve got this little splinter in their minds telling them something is wrong with their sex lives. Their doubts won’t go away and are driving them crazy. Most of the books on the shelf are telling them this is somehow their fault, that they’ll feel better if they gather more self-confidence, more techniques and tips, more experience. But even most of us who’ve read all the books and tried all (or at least most of) the tips are still plagued by insecurity.


Individual solutions don’t heal our sex lives because the biggest problems we’re facing aren’t individual. They’re systemic. We don’t need a pill to make us want sex more—we need a world where straight men aren’t almost 50 percent more likely to have an orgasm with a partner than straight women are.1 We need universal access to quality sex education. We need a media ecosystem shimmering with portrayals of three-dimensional women who get to be sexual on their own terms. We need rape to be rare and swiftly punished. We need a new cultural definition of masculinity. We need a government that recognizes our autonomy over our own bodies.


We’re living in a particular moment that I like to call the era of fauxpowerment, a time when shiny pictures of individual women wielding some symbol of sexual power are used to distract us from the still mostly retrograde and misogynist status quo. “Empowerment” is an unstable illusion requiring constant upkeep. We look externally for cues on how to behave sexually because we’re not yet free to trust our own instincts—or, sometimes, even to hear them.


Fauxpowerment is the Matrix. It’s all around us, whether we’re looking right, toward abstinence-only sex ed programs and anti-choice politicians, or left, to rah-rah sex cheerleading and raunchy pop culture. It’s Kenneth Branagh selling his Cinderella reboot as “modern” because Cinderella says the word courage a lot, even though she’s just as passive as the classic animated version. It’s Anastasia Steele in Fifty Shades of Grey, portrayed as “choosing her choice” while she’s stalked and abused by a controlling billionaire.


Fauxpowerment is Meghan Trainor’s hit song “Dear Future Husband.” A sample lyric: “After every fight / Just apologize / And maybe then I’ll let you try and rock my body right.” That’s fauxpowerment in a nutshell: sexism with bright colors and a funky beat. It’s like that mythical nail polish J-Law’s American Hustle character, Rosalyn, is on the hunt for—the one that smells like flowers, but with garbage. Our current sexual culture is built on the rotten foundations of a gutted, aging, unfinished sexual revolution, but it’s got a bright, candy-colored coat of paint slapped on top. From a distance, it looks like a cheery and fun place to hang out. Once we’re a little closer, we can see how treacherous it is, but most of us climb on board anyway, because we don’t see any other option.


Advertisements do some of fauxpowerment’s most enthusiastic cheerleading these days, especially when they feature “real women.” Don’t worry, these campaigns tell us: even if you don’t look like a model, you too can be ogled. More surprising are the respected, even wonky feminists contributing fauxpowered messages to the zeitgeist. Naomi Wolf recently wrote a whole book, Vagina: A New Biography, about how every straight woman needs deep, slow regular G-spot stimulation—ideally with a penis—to be truly self-actualized.


Fauxpowerment is why women are confused about sex. Fauxpowerment is why we’re unsatisfied. It’s the reason why we feel that disconnect between the sexuality we experience and the one pop culture tells us we’re experiencing, why few of us are as secure in our sex lives as we think we’re supposed to be. Every day, we’re being sold an idea of empowerment and pushed away from the actual power to support it. Telling us to value ourselves more is not the answer. We need to create a culture in which we have more actual value.


The question, of course, is how to go about doing that. Breaking free of fauxpowerment is not easy, even when it looks that way and even if we’re trying really, really hard. That Matrix analogy is no joke: it’s hard to see a system clearly when we’re trapped in it. But that’s just what I plan to do in the pages that follow—expose the way cultural forces like economics, government, technology, and the law are perpetuating the culture of women’s sexual fauxpowerment and explore how we can unscrew ourselves from this system one step at a time.


Along the way, you will meet a merry band of pioneers: sexual revolutionaries striking out in new directions, blazing imaginative trails in an effort to overthrow the misogynist messages that have shaped all of our pasts and to make it easier for each of us to figure out what we want from our sexual futures. None of these people are prophets, but each of them is asking crucial questions and providing part of the solution, too.


These stories are case studies of what’s in the way of possible. They show us that there’s no single strategy to get unscrewed, that a wild array of approaches is necessary for transforming such a complex web of systems. Most of all, they serve as invitation and example—we’re all caught in this mess together, and we’re all going to have to pitch in to free ourselves.


Some of these pioneers are leaders in their fields or visionary full-time activists. Some are ordinary citizens whose attempts to muddle through the morass of our sexual culture are instructive in how much they reveal about what we’re all up against.


Take Isabelle Cass (not her real name), for example. I met Cass years ago when she was a radical cheerleader, showing up at feminist events in saucy outfits with her squad. If she’s a little bit of a hippie—she’s currently building a career as a midwife, and her bedroom is adorned with a moon calendar and a magpie wing gifted to her by a lover—then she’s a hippie with a critical, feminist worldview who can do a perfect smoky eye while talking about her sex life.


The first time we met, I was instantly charmed by her cool-girl ease and her radical politics. I was more than a little jealous of the confidence with which she seemed to inhabit her body. But that was just me yielding to the siren call of fauxpowerment: the idea that if I could be a little more like some shiny ideal, I could be truly happy in my body and in my bed.


What I didn’t know was that, at the same time Cass was cheekily shaking her pompons at political rallies, she was making a living having sex with strangers for money, and not because she liked that work. Escorting was not a good experience for Cass. Raised in a Pentecostal household, she already held profound shame about her body and her sexuality. Escorting only exacerbated that dynamic. “It can be hard to say no in general, in sexual situations,” she told me. “And a million times more so is [that] true at work, because it’s not just a fear of ‘will this person like me,’ it’s also like it’s your livelihood and it’s your paycheck. [Clients] can hold shit over your head. What you’re doing is illegal, and they know where your apartment is that you work out of, and they could report you in a second with no consequence to them ever.”


Nevertheless, Cass had run out of borrowing power a semester shy of her college degree and was drowning in debt, with no diploma to show for it. For a long time, escorting was the only way she could find to feed herself.


While I was blaming myself for failing to live up to the glossy surface she was projecting (Maybe if I could just lose twenty pounds? Maybe if I bought whatever eyeliner she’s using?), Cass was struggling hard to create some kind of feeling of control over her sexuality and wondering, like Louise and Claire and most every woman, why she couldn’t seem to get truly free. The details of her story might seem extreme when compared with most women’s lives, but the themes all rhyme. It’s just that fauxpowerment so often pits us against each other that we fail to notice.


Cass and I recently met up so I could help her prepare for a one-afternoon stint as an “alternative” art model, a day that turned into an object lesson in how little power is afforded to even the women held up as symbols of sexual empowerment. Founded in Brooklyn and now boasting chapters in over a hundred cities around the world, Dr. Sketchy’s Anti-Art School is an art event that replaces the classroom with bars and booze and life drawing of burlesque and other underground performers, almost all of whom are women. The idea behind the venue is cool: open life drawing to people who don’t have access to art school. Introduce visual artists to performance artists, fostering cross-arts collaboration. Celebrate the female form in all its widely varied glory. It sounds like the epitome of bohemian sex positivity. But it turned out there was little more respect here for the body and experience of the model than there is at your average seedy strip joint by the highway.


The gig started out okay. Turnout wasn’t near what Cass had been promised; maybe nine people showed up instead of the anticipated dozens, which matters when you’re getting paid in tips and a cut of the door. But the artists who were there were respectful and friendly. It was after her second costume change that things turned sour. She was looking into the middle distance, wearing next-to-nothing while leaning one hand on a stool and balancing in heels on the tiny wooden platform in the back of the room, when her face went hard.


“Eyes to the ground, gentlemen,” she said to a group of men who had just arrived, with the cool seriousness of someone who is used to being obeyed. “Drink or don’t, but don’t stare.”


Our host fluttered to her side, making soft noises of disapproval. Cass had none of it. “You don’t need to shush me,” she snapped without breaking her pose. We all fell silent while some aggro dude-rock rang raucously from the bar’s speakers.


Dr. Sketchy’s held its first session in 2005, the same year Brad left Jennifer for Angelina. Girls Gone Wild and Desperate Housewives were at their peak. It could easily have been called the Year of the Bad Girl. The culture howled that being sexually transgressive was the fast pass to power for women. Meanwhile, the federal government was spending over a hundred million dollars on abstinence-only education,2 while countless untested rape kits piled in cities across the country, abandoned for lack of funding and police departments’ mistrust of rape victims, among other reasons.3


Some of those kits have since been tested, mostly thanks to public pressure and private fund-raising. But a lot has gone downhill. In the last decade state legislatures imposed hundreds of obstacles to abortion access. Our federal government has been taken over by men who rape and beat the women in their lives, whose general attitudes toward women are essentially indistinguishable from those of men’s rights activists.4 The head of Health and Human Services openly supports the right of companies to fire women simply for using birth control. But somehow we’re supposed to be “empowered” by starlets competing to wear the least clothing possible on high-fashion red carpets. I’ve got nothing against people who show their underwear in public; I’ve done it myself more than once. But it’s a poor substitute for actual power.


Just ask Cass. The men who walked in weren’t there to draw her. They were just a few dudebros who wandered in for a drink and saw a hot chick onstage in her underwear. That changed everything for Cass, who had agreed to figure model for paying artists, not give a free show to some random guys off the street. Yet there were no modesty screens anywhere. No one was posted at the door to provide context and guidelines to people as they came in. Dr. Sketchy’s has been operating at this venue for eight years but didn’t bother to warn Cass that this might happen.


The hosts of Dr. Sketchy’s made a mistake so common it’s hard to even blame them for it: confusing a woman’s willingness to be publicly sexual with her invincibility. I could even believe it’s an honest mistake; after all, it really does take a powerful bravery to appear unapologetically sexual while female. Just ask any girl who’s shared a private naked selfie with a guy who goes on to distribute it widely. But confusing the courage to risk such outcomes with the possession of some bulletproof magic is, in practice, cruel. Strong women are not superheroes, nor should we be required to be. We still possess a complex humanity, complete with vulnerabilities, limits, and straight-up personal preferences. We’re also not always as powerful as we look.


The easy signifiers of sexual empowerment that pass for liberation these days—the kind of alt-pinup aesthetic that Dr. Sketchy’s trades in, the endless parade of female pop stars selling sexual transgression, the Act Like a Lady, Think Like a Man school of “how to trick a man into marrying you” relationship advice—are not cutting it. Shifting uncomfortably there on that stage, Cass needs what we all need: a better range of economic and creative options so she has more choices in how to pay off her student loans, an empathetic community, and a culture that recognizes her as a full human being with the right to do as she pleases with her body. Not just another venue for her to be ogled.


Fauxpowerment is a quintessentially American trap. It proposes to solve a structural societal problem—that women like Cass aren’t viewed as full human beings with as much inherent value and sexual autonomy as men have—with an individualistic solution: just claim your sexuality, ladies! The freakier you get, the freer you’ll be. But we can’t pretend our way to sexual liberation. A woman saying and doing what she wants is not free if she gets punished for it. And a woman who doesn’t feel free enough to know what she wants, a woman who is just saying and doing what she thinks she should want, isn’t free either.


I don’t mean to suggest that fauxpowerment is an actual conspiracy: the evil forces of patriarchy trying to hypnotize the masses with see-through dresses and power anthems. It’s more complicated than that. When Beyoncé famously sang “If you liked it then you should’ve put a ring on it,” I doubt she thought she was reinforcing the idea that women are property for whom the best outcome is to find someone to own them forever. E. L. James wrote Fifty Shades of Grey because it was the sexual fantasy she most wanted to read, not because she wanted to give real, actual men an excuse to non-consensually tie up their real, actual girlfriends or stalk and assault women. That’s still what happened. Intentions aren’t magic. But they are important to understand if we want to shift the frame from fauxpowerment to power.


Most fauxpowerment is perpetrated at the intersection of wish fulfillment and a failure of imagination. I have no doubt that the hosts at Dr. Sketchy’s imagine that they’re providing a “safe space” for women with “alternative” sexual identities to get the recognition and adoration they deserve. But the organizers have clearly failed to imagine what the experience might be like for the women they claim to be celebrating.


“I just feel really gross and slimy,” Cass told me the morning after she modeled there. “You know that moment in the morning when you don’t remember something, and then you do? I just feel so silly and small for putting myself in a position where I did something fairly harmful and didn’t even get paid hardly at all.”


Cass agreed to model at Dr. Sketchy’s for the same reason she got into sex work. She needed the money. That’s not to say that she didn’t expect it to be better than seeing a private client. Several times she mentioned to me that she had only ever been to this (actually very straight) venue once for an LGBT event, so she had mistaken it for a gay bar. She thought she was walking into a community she identified with, a context that she knew.


It’s not hard to imagine how that would have made a difference. One of the main differences between fauxpowerment and real sexual power is whether, when we make sexual decisions, we have the support of a broader community. There’s a big difference between playacting freedom and being actually free. All kinds of people and institutions, from media, government, and churches to our parents, friends, the host of an art happening, and even some random dudes walking into a bar on a Sunday afternoon, they all have a say-so in how sexually free we are, whether we admit it or not.


That’s why fauxpowerment sells so well. Few of us know where to start the glacial work of changing the culture. In the meantime, we’re desperate for something to make us feel better about the world and our position in it, something easy and soothing that can help us through the moment.


Why We Can’t Be Complacent


Living in a fauxpowered world is frustrating, to say the least. But the stakes are actually much higher than frustration. When women are encouraged to just “free ourselves” in a world that hasn’t caught up, it can get dangerous.


Just ask Shaunna Lane, a twenty-three-year-old from Essex, England, who was struggling with hating her body when a model friend suggested she do a private nude shoot to boost her confidence. It worked in the short term: she felt so good about how she looked in the photos that she even shared them with her boyfriend. It’s when her boyfriend became her ex that things turned. She got flooded with Facebook messages from men she’d never met, some containing bold propositions, others threatening to rape her. It turned out that those “empowering” photos had been posted to a “revenge porn” site, complete with her name and social media accounts. Even after she paid a $400 extortion to have the photos removed from that site—a common practice on these sites, which make their money off such fees—they continued to circulate, popping up on the Facebook accounts of acquaintances and showing up when you searched her name on Google. Lane was terrified and too humiliated to even leave her apartment.5


Fauxpowerment doesn’t protect women from the very real consequences of sexual oppression. I’m far from the first person to point this out. In 2015, feminist thinker Leora Tanenbaum published I Am Not a Slut, an entire book detailing the ways women and girls are punished for being perceived as “sluts,” even as they try to claim the identity positively for themselves. Although her research is on point and her intentions are pure, she ultimately concludes that claiming slut as an identity is too dangerous and should be abandoned as a practice. She falls prey to the same individual-based solutions that hobble the fauxpowerment advocates and the handwringing concern-trolls of the Internet.


Tanenbaum is right that identifying as a slut is a dangerous proposition for many women, even when they choose it for themselves. I may have control over what I mean when I call myself a slut, but I can’t control how others will use that identity against me. I don’t just mean the extreme examples like Lane’s (who certainly didn’t claim the moniker, but still had it publicly attached to her name) or the constant deployment of slut in blaming women when someone else rapes them. Tanenbaum rightly identifies that the everyday shaming power of the word is enough to discourage young women from taking important steps like getting birth control and managing sexually transmitted infection prevention. But responding to that danger by limiting what girls and women can call ourselves is playing the same game as all the people who would tell women just to never take naked pictures if we don’t want to be shamed on the Internet. Telling us to narrow our sexual lives to avoid misogynist violence and shame means accepting that misogynist violence and shame are inevitable. They aren’t.


Advising us to color inside the lines of sexual oppression also paints a dangerous line between the “smart” girls who don’t make choices about their sexuality likely to draw negative attention and the “foolish” ones who heedlessly do. It’s an understandable impulse. If there are rules we can follow, we feel in control of whether or not we’ll be targeted. But it’s a trap for two reasons. First, any framework that splits women into a “smart about sex” camp and a “foolish” one is a virgin/whore dichotomy in sheep’s clothing. Monitoring some arbitrary line between the good girls and the bad ones gives quarter to those who will use those categories to blame and target women, no matter how pure our intentions. Policing women’s sexual choices also expends critical energy we could be using to make a better world for everyone. (Just because it’s corny doesn’t mean it isn’t true.)


Still, warning girls to be “smart” might be worth the risk if it actually kept anyone safe. But “good” girls who aren’t doing anything sexual in public are harmed by fauxpowerment all the time. In a case currently wending through the courts, one fifteen-year-old girl on Long Island is suing her school district after her Spanish teacher raped her. The district has successfully petitioned the court for access to her entire private Facebook history because it alleges her postings disprove her claims of emotional damage. The evidence? Pictures of her drinking with friends and happily embracing her boyfriend.


Let me spell that out for you: the argument is that individual moments in which a teen girl appeared happy prove that she suffered no emotional damage after her Spanish teacher raped her. Meanwhile, men on street corners everywhere holler at women to “smile,” and Katy Perry exhorts those who feel like they’re “already buried deep” to just “own the night like the Fourth of July.” But if you try to live up to that fauxpowerful anthem while female, pictures of you owning the night can be used to argue your rape wasn’t that big of a deal.


It’s time to stop accepting the rules and start changing them. It’s time to make a world where women feel free to say no to anal or yes to a threesome and, most importantly, to discover and explore what they genuinely want, free of threats, shame, and violence. But that’s going to take some doing.


Among other things, it’s going to take getting comfortable with what it means for women to have actual power. And it’s not necessarily going to be so sexy, especially not at first. Over burgers and drinks after Dr. Sketchy’s, Cass told me that the one thing she really loved about the experience was seeing the art it produced. “You can kind of see the progression [in the artists’ sketches],” she mused, “of me feeling kind of awkward at first and then getting a little comfortable and then getting pissed. I really like the blue one that makes me look super harsh. That’s how I felt.”


I get it, at least a little. Seeing my anger and pain validated by the culture around me has been at least as empowering an experience as seeing some aspect of my sexuality celebrated. In the darkest days after I was sexually assaulted in college, one of the few things that made me feel powerful was a song, “Me and a Gun,” a haunting first-person account of being raped in a parking lot, performed by Tori Amos. I played it over and over and over. It was all at once a repudiation of shame, an affirmation that I wasn’t alone, and a suggestion of how I might proceed from here. Real female sexual power means there’s room in the culture for all of our sexual experiences—not just the pretty ones.


“Me and a Gun” was inspired by the rape scene in Thelma and Louise, a film that rejects both fauxpowerment and acquiescence to the status quo. In it, the titular pair set off on a weekend road trip but soon become fugitive outlaws when Louise shoots a man she finds raping Thelma in the parking lot of a roadside bar. There are no you-go-girl messages here, just a clear-eyed look at the costs and benefits of seizing your power from a system that doesn’t want you to have it. Thelma and Louise know that real sexual power for women requires real personal cost and real social upheaval. But they also know that the price they’ve been paying for staying screwed is even higher than that.


The pioneers I profile in this book know it, too, which is why they’re not settling for fauxpowerment. They’re devoting (and sometimes risking) their lives to challenge the Hollywood bosses, free our government from the grip of the Religious Right, and dismantle and rebuild modern masculinity—whatever it takes to build a world where women don’t have to drive off a cliff to be truly free.


I can’t wait to introduce you to them.















CHAPTER ONE



THIS IS NOT MY BEAUTIFUL HOUSE


SETTING OUT TO write this book, I knew I had to do one thing first: drive out to Mount Holyoke College, where longtime activist Loretta Ross was at the time in residence as a writing fellow. I’m tempted to call Ross the Forrest Gump of the modern women’s movement, except that she didn’t just happen to be there for so many key events—she made them happen. And she started right around the time when women were supposedly freed by the sexual revolution.


Loretta Ross had no choice but to join the counterculture. Born Black and poor, the sixth child of eight, to a conservative mother and Army staff sergeant father, Ross was raped by a stranger at age eleven, then sexually abused by an older cousin when she was fourteen years old. (“That kind of made a feminist out of me,” she told the women’s documentary project Makers, in the understatement of the century.) The second violation resulted in a pregnancy in 1969, and when the San Antonio school district tried to bar her from reenrolling after she decided to keep the baby, she and her family successfully sued to insist on her right to finish her education.


After terminating an unintended pregnancy in her early twenties, she decided to get the Dalkon Shield inserted, because it was said to be safer than taking the Pill and didn’t require her to adhere to a rigid daily routine. The Dalkon Shield, an early intrauterine device, had a string hanging from it to help the doctor remove it when the time came. But that string also turned out to act like a wick, drawing bacteria from the vagina up through the cervix and into the uterus. Ross started getting fevers and went to a doctor, who misdiagnosed her with a rare venereal disease. By the time the cause of her illness was correctly diagnosed, her fallopian tubes had ruptured and she required a hysterectomy. Ross became one of the first women to sue the makers of the Dalkon Shield, opening the door to a massive class action lawsuit that forced the IUD off the market and spurred the Food and Drug Administration to require testing and approval of all medical devices (a standard that, unbelievably, had not previously been mandated).


A few years later, a friend she’d met through housing rights activism convinced her to visit the DC Rape Crisis Center, the first such project in the country. Ross was skeptical going in, but once she got there, she was hooked. “All of a sudden, I was able to put it all into context. That I wasn’t alone. I wasn’t the only young girl who experienced this. Who couldn’t get an abortion. Who ended up raising the child of her rapist. These were things that were very important to find out.” She started volunteering at the center in 1978 and by 1979 was its executive director. And from there, her feminist career really took off.


There’s no bad reason to talk with Loretta Ross. Somehow both regal and profane, she’s always sharp, good company. But I’m starting with her here because she’s spent her lifetime trying to make real the false promises of the sexual revolution. After all, none of Ross’s rebellions would have been required if the sixties sexual revolution had really freed women. And the myth that it has is one of the basic premises of fauxpowerment. We’ve already had a revolution, the thinking goes, so if we don’t feel liberated, there must be something wrong with us personally, individually, something only the fauxpowerment peddler can help us with. If we’re to defeat the myth of fauxpowerment once and for all, it helps to know how it was constructed and what’s worked so far to leverage it into real power for women.


For sure, some things are better for women on the sex front now than they were before the 1960s. It’s now legal for queer women to dance with (and even marry!) each other. Having access to the Pill is certainly much better than not having it, and birth control technology has improved significantly in the intervening decades. But we still find ourselves careening like pinballs between the expectations that our virtue lies in keeping our legs closed and that our value lies in our willingness to open them. The last sexual revolution may have changed some of the rules about which kinds of behavior were permissible for which kinds of women, but it didn’t change the fact that there are still rules that treat women’s sexuality as a volatile but precious resource that needs to be properly managed. It’s a pernicious enough attitude that Canadian scientists were compelled to do a longitudinal study to prove that vaccinating middle school girls against human papillomavirus doesn’t cause them to become more promiscuous because so many parents were reluctant to allow the cancer-preventing shots for fear they would turn their daughters slutty. That is, they would rather their daughters have cancer than sex.1 So, where did the last revolution go so wrong? Understanding where it got lost, and what’s happened since, is the only way to find our way to real sexual freedom.


Like most revolutions, the sexual revolution simmered for a long time before it boiled over in the 1960s. And, like most revolutions, it wasn’t caused by just one thing. Ask any historian, and you’ll get multiple explanations for its genesis: trends toward urbanization in the first half of the twentieth century, women entering the workforce in greater and greater numbers, the exposure of World War II soldiers to European sexual mores, and so on.


Here’s what most of them agree on: premarital sex was on the rise decades before the birth control pill was introduced and that number would have been even higher if people weren’t getting married so young, at an average age of twenty for women and twenty-two for men. As cultural historian Stephanie Coontz put it, “When it came to sexual intercourse, young people were not taught how to ‘say no,’ they were simply handed wedding rings.”2


What really changed in the 1960s was that more people started admitting that this was happening, and that it might in fact be okay. That’s in part thanks to the legalization of the Pill in 1960, which by nature required a mass conversation about the fact that women like to have sex for pleasure. It certainly was a hit. By the mid-1960s, the Pill had become the most popular form of birth control in the entire country, with 6.5 million users.


But it wasn’t just the Pill shaking things up. The civil rights movement, gay and lesbian liberation fights, the Kennedy assassination, the rise of hippie culture, even the British Invasion all contributed to a chaotic cultural moment in which the future felt profoundly uncertain, young people reigned, and challenging authority was the thing to do. Hedonism became conflated with liberation, planting the seeds of fauxpowerment for decades to come.


Still, there’s no denying it: the late sixties were great for sex in many ways. Masters and Johnson published their landmark study, demolishing then-dominant ideas about women’s limited sexual capacity. Syphilis was finally under control, HPV hadn’t been discovered yet, and HIV didn’t exist. Many men’s colleges were going coed. More women entering the workforce meant fewer women dependent on marriage for financial security.


But as the saying goes, freedom isn’t free. And neither, as it turned out, was “free love.” At least not for everyone. The Pill was only really available to middle-class (mostly white) married women; shame and a range of state laws kept it controlled by private-practice doctors, who could prescribe or deny it to their patients according to their own biases. That meant poorer single women, often women of color, were the most likely to suffer the gruesome consequences of botched illegal abortions or to be saddled with unwanted motherhood.


Even for women with access to contraception, the sixties revolution promised more than it delivered. When the taboo started to lift from women having sex outside of marriage, women still didn’t have enough cultural power and individual know-how to demand a sex life that would be good for them. “With every man knowing you were armed with the pill,” remembers British journalist Virginia Ironside in a 2011 essay, “pregnancy was no longer a reason to say ‘no’ to sex. And men exploited this mercilessly. Now, for them, ‘no’ always meant ‘yes.’… Often it seemed easier and, believe it or not, more polite, to sleep with a man than to chuck him out of your flat.… [Men] continued to satisfy their own needs and never for a moment considered whether the women they were having sex with found it pleasurable or satisfying. Most of us girls, at least those on the London rock scene as I was, didn’t have a clue as to what sex could be like when it was good.”3


It’s no accident, then, that at the same time the sexual revolution was brewing, the women’s movement was taking new shape as well. The year 1966 saw the founding of the National Organization for Women (NOW), and 1969, appropriately enough, brought us NARAL (then the National Association for the Repeal of Abortion Laws, now the National Abortion Rights Action League). The next year, the very first edition of Our Bodies, Ourselves rolled off the presses and onto the streets.


This new wave of feminists echoed Ironside’s critique. Writer, activist, and cultural critic Ellen Willis called out how “male [sexual] libertarians intensified women’s sexual anxieties by equating repression with the desire for love and commitment, and exalting sex without emotion or attachment as the ideal” while simultaneously “women who took too literally their supposed right to sexual freedom and pleasure were regularly put down as ‘easy,’ ‘aggressive,’ or ‘promiscuous.’”4 Alix Kates Shulman put it more bluntly: “Women are discovering,” she wrote in her classic essay “Organs and Orgasms,” “that it is not they who have individual sex problems; it is society that has one great big political problem.”5


But feminism had political problems, too. An early issue of Ms. magazine treated homosexuality like a disease, echoing the sentiments of NOW founder Betty Friedan, who was so concerned that having lesbians in the movement would discredit the whole operation that she famously called them “the Lavender Menace” and blocked the Daughters of Bilitis, an early lesbian rights advocacy organization, from sponsoring the First Congress to Unite Women in 1969. Friedan’s stance so angered lesbian feminist Rita Mae Brown (future author of the landmark coming-out novel Rubyfruit Jungle as well as two dozen delightful mysteries she “coauthored” with her cat) that she resigned her staff position at NOW and got to work becoming the Lavender Menace Friedan feared. By the Second Congress to Unite Women, held in New York City in May 1970, Brown and her compatriots pulled off what the gay liberation movement of the time called a “zap,” a highly coordinated and fully disruptive piece of political theater.


Karla Jay, one of the participants, remembers it this way:




Just as the first speaker came to the microphone, Jesse Falstein, a GLF [Gay Liberation Front] member, and Michela [Griffo] switched off the lights and pulled the plug on the mike.… I was planted in the middle of the audience, and I could hear my coconspirators running down both aisles. Some were laughing, while others were emitting rebel yells. When Michela and Jesse flipped the lights back on, both aisles were lined with seventeen lesbians wearing their Lavender Menace T-shirts and holding the placards we had made. Some invited the audience to join them. I stood up and yelled, “Yes, yes, sisters! I’m tired of being in the closet because of the women’s movement.” Much to the horror of the audience, I unbuttoned the long-sleeved red blouse I was wearing and ripped it off. Underneath, I was wearing a Lavender Menace T-shirt. There were hoots of laughter as I joined the others in the aisles. Then Rita [Mae Brown] yelled to members of the audience, “Who wants to join us?”6





The stunt made room for discussion of homophobia and lesbian rights at the congress and beyond. It was a turning point for the acceptance of lesbians in the feminist movement.


While Friedan and co. were focused on the “threat” of lesbians, a real threat to feminist sexual liberation slipped in, bearing checks and wearing a smoking jacket. In the early seventies, Hugh Hefner, the captain of the thriving Playboy empire, saw an opportunity for increased respectability in the women’s movement. Already years into writing monthly essays he said would constitute “the Emancipation Proclamation of the sexual revolution,” he started pouring significant money and resources into the fight for abortion rights and full birth control legalization. He hired lawyers to write amicus briefs in support of the two abortion rights cases that would essentially combine to become Roe v. Wade. He hosted a fund-raiser for the Equal Rights Amendment at the Playboy Mansion. And as he wrapped himself in feminism, he also managed to wrap himself around it, coopting and branding the movement to liberate women’s bodies and selling it back to men at a markup.


In a 2007 interview, Hefner told Esquire, “I was a feminist before there was such a thing as feminism” and claimed “women were the major beneficiary of the sexual revolution. It permitted them to be natural sexual beings, as men are.” Of course, the construction of “natural” female sexuality has changed considerably throughout the centuries. Hefner didn’t mean, for example, that women should be feared and revered for our insatiable sexual appetites and profound fecundity, as was considered natural in medieval times. (The myth of the violently unquenchable “vagina dentata” was particularly popular in this era.) In the Playboy universe, men decide what’s “natural” for a woman when it comes to sex.


Hef explained his ideal to an Italian journalist in 1967: “She is a young, healthy, simple girl—the girl next door… we are not interested in the mysterious, difficult woman, the femme fatale, who wears elegant underwear, with lace, and she is sad, and somehow mentally filthy.” That is, women who had full lives and their own thoughts and needs and boundaries, women who were not ashamed to pursue their own sexual gratification—women who behaved much like the men Playboy sought as its customers—were mentally filthy and therefore “unnatural.” Only naive and pliant “simple” girls—girls who could be easily controlled by the Playboy man—need apply. And it’s no wonder why. When a then-unknown writer named Gloria Steinem went undercover at the New York Playboy Club, she found widespread wage theft and sexual harassment, even dictates of whom a “bunny” could date and whom she couldn’t. Would a “mysterious, difficult woman” accept those terms of employment? Moreover, would such a woman put up with men who assume she’s sexually available to them at all times but who care precious little about her satisfaction?


But pay no attention to the actual human women behind the curtain. Even as Playboy’s standard for docility got more draconian (in the 1950s, the average Playboy centerfold weighed about 9 percent less than the average US woman; by 1978, she was 16 percent smaller), it came to dominate our cultural ideas of what was sexy in a woman and what was smart for a man. Wrapping Playboy up in feminist rhetoric made it respectable enough for the likes of Truman Capote, Lenny Bruce, John Updike, and even Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas to publish in it. Hefner raised fauxpowerment to an art form. He sold an idea of sexual revolution that visually centered on women but in fact left men squarely in control. And we’re still paying for it. In 2015, when the magazine announced it would no longer run fully nude pictorials (a move it reversed less than two years later), the UK’s Telegraph declared, “Playboy has always been boldly progressive.”7 The proof? A link to a slideshow of magazine covers. Some of the women weren’t even white!


Of course, most people at the time didn’t have a key to a Playboy Club, and most of them weren’t feminist activists either. Still, these ideas trickled down. My parents were twenty-three and twenty-six during the Summer of Love. They had no time for revolution: they were working-class newlyweds just trying to make ends meet. They had me in 1971, only weeks before the Supreme Court began hearing arguments in Roe v. Wade. But it was Hefner’s worldview that won out in our household. I was given my exceedingly rare (for the time) name after my father saw it was the name of a woman modeling a bikini in a local newspaper. A few years later, Jaclyn Smith hit the big time as one of Charlie’s Angels.


The Angels are a perfect representation of the way the sexual revolution was commodified, stripped of its transformative power, and sold back to us as entertainment. The Angels felt modern but posed no actual threat to the status quo. They were smart, sure. They could fight and fire a gun. But they were sex bombs, too. They could bring down the bad guy and give him a boner. In case the purpose of the show was too subtle, one episode even features a barely disguised Playboy Club (this one features women dressed as cats, not bunnies), in which the “Feline Girls” are being picked off by a serial killer, a plot device plainly devised to get Farrah Fawcett’s “Jill” to don the costume and play kitty.


Self-assured, capable women who weren’t available for men to sexually consume would have been too much like those “man-hating” feminists Betty Friedan wanted to avoid being mistaken for. And sexy ladies without the gloss of power would have, at the time, seemed retrograde. But put the two together, and you got “modern” women who weren’t threatening to men. And if feminists complained (and they did, calling Charlie’s Angels “Jiggle TV”), they could be dismissed as uptight and anti-sex.


The trouble is, some of them were exactly that. As the seventies wore on, and the only parts of the sexual revolution that seemed to stick were the ones that served men’s interests, feminists fractured over what it all meant and how to respond. The extreme was occupied by separatists, who believed that the only way to be free of patriarchy was to cut off all contact with men. But while separatism remained a fringe pursuit, more of the feminist movement coalesced around an anti-pornography agenda.


So-called radical feminists like Andrea Dworkin, Catharine MacKinnon, and Susan Brownmiller argued that pornography was inherently harmful to women and should be prohibited. They also opposed the practices of BDSM (bondage and discipline, dominance and submission, and sadism and masochism) and viewed sex work as inherently victimizing and degrading to anyone who does it.


It was an appealing proposition in its simplicity. The mainstreaming of pornography was, after all, primarily by and for men. It featured women as consumable, passive objects of desire at best, and as humiliated objects of sexualized violence at worst. At a time when Loretta Ross and her colleagues were building up the anti-rape movement and scoring some early wins in criminalizing marital rape, the radical feminist arguments about sex felt bold and strong.


But their blanket opposition to porn also stigmatized and alienated women who were themselves turned on by it as well as women who worked in it. The across-the-board anti-porn stance also erased the fact that, though some porn, like some novels, some movies, some of any kind of media, is misogynist, some porn is made by and for women, centering women’s desire. By making all frank depictions of sex the enemy, instead of focusing on addressing the misogyny in porn, the radical feminists came to symbolize an anti-sex stance that was popular with few. And their belief that censorship of porn would be good for women proved naive, because the power to censor always belongs to the most powerful. (In fact, when MacKinnon and Dworkin finally prevailed in getting the 1992 Canadian legislation banning all “degrading or dehumanizing” erotic materials passed, the law was primarily used to crack down on depictions of feminist and LGBT sex, including books by Oscar Wilde, Audre Lorde, Langston Hughes, and Dworkin herself.)


In response, a “pro-sex” wing of feminism began to coalesce, and Ellen Willis was the one to give it its name. In her 1982 essay “Toward a Feminist Sexual Revolution,” Willis chastised mainstream feminists for arguing that “sexual coercion [was] a more important problem for women than sexual repression” and making the “uncritical assumption that men find predatory, solipsistic sexual relations satisfying and inherently preferable to sex with affection and mutuality.” That’s not to say, of course, that sexual coercion wasn’t a significant problem or that toxic ideas about masculinity weren’t poisoning sexuality for most women. (Both dynamics are sadly still a problem today.) But Willis and others argued convincingly that positioning women as universal sexual victims and men as sexual predators was a wild oversimplification that stripped women of agency, men of humanity, and all of us of a chance to articulate the kind of sex lives we want to create.


The increasing radicalism of the anti-porn feminists galvanized pro-sex feminists like Willis, Joan Nestle, Dorothy Allison, Amber Hollibaugh, and Cherrie Moraga, and the two groups clashed more publicly in print and in person, most especially at a now-infamous 1982 conference on feminism and sexuality held at Barnard College. These skirmishes came to be known as the Feminist Sex Wars, a legendary rift largely considered to have helped crash the Second Wave surge.


But that’s the easy answer: women, they’re so catty, they undermined their own revolution. In reality, much larger forces were at play. After two decades of massive social upheaval, Reagan rode to power on a surge of counter-countercultural backlash, a nostalgia for the way things never really were. His victory, reliant as it was on the nascent Moral Majority, legitimized evangelical Christians as a political force. Then AIDS arrived, and as it spread it carried with it a terror of homosexuality, promiscuity, and all unconstrained sexual desire. Welcome to the age of abstinence-only education.


The path to “just say no” sex ed (which, let me be plain, is scientifically proven8 not to delay sexual activity and only puts young people at greater risk for STI [sexually transmitted infection] transmission and pregnancy) started auspiciously enough, with a push to make contraception available to teen girls. It may seem hard to believe now, but for most of US history, the federal government believed birth control to be a private matter, far outside its purview. That started to change in the 1960s, when as part of his War on Poverty President Johnson quietly routed funds to community-based programs to help them provide family planning services to more low-income women. Congress did him one better in 1970, implementing Title X of the Public Health Services Act, which made voluntary family planning services readily available to “all persons desiring such services.”


Just as Congress was getting into the birth control business, a new specter was rising from the mist of the public imagination: the pregnant teen. The past decade had generated four related trends: an increase in birth control usage among adults, a spike in teen sexual activity, handwringing among older citizens about the sexual revolution, and a growing (and often racist) concern about global population growth, especially what lawmakers and pundits saw as the “excess fertility” of young Black women here at home. By the mid-1970s, those strands intertwined to create a monster mirage: the teen pregnancy “epidemic.”


At the time, adolescent pregnancies were at a twenty-year low. But widespread adoption of birth control had caused adult pregnancies to fall off even more precipitously than teen rates so that the gap between the rate of teen pregnancies and the rate among the general population had widened. And though the epidemic was imaginary, the impact of it was not: in 1977, the Supreme Court ruled against a New York state law that prohibited people younger than sixteen years old from accessing contraception. In the ruling, the Court explicitly afforded teens “the right of privacy in connections with decisions affecting procreation.” In other words, teens’ sex lives were legally their own business. The sexual revolution had reached the highest court in the land.


But it didn’t last long. Reagan and his newly activated evangelical base seized on federal family planning programs, claiming that they promoted promiscuity (they don’t and never did). Instead, the administration asserted, young women had to be taught that it wasn’t unplanned pregnancy that threatened their future but the premarital sex that made pregnancy possible in the first place. Abstinence activists claimed that birth control could leave young women sterile (by the early eighties, this was flat-out false), that girls who had sex before marriage would fail to bond properly with their husbands (also a lie), and that girls were far more likely than the boys they might get frisky with to be plagued with guilt afterward (perhaps true, but culturally constructed by these very arguments). The one thing they did agree about with family planning advocates was that the federal government had a role to play in the sex lives of young women. In 1981, Senators Hatch and Denton successfully passed AFLA, the Adolescent Family Life Act, which granted funds to states for demonstration and research projects promoting abstinence.


Reagan and his allies rolled back the imperfect revolutions of the 1960s in every way that the government could control. Gay rights were off the table—the president said the movement was “asking for recognition and acceptance of an alternative lifestyle which I do not believe society can condone, nor can I.” He didn’t speak of AIDS in public for the first five years of his administration, and in private he and his top aides actively refused to take any action to address the crisis, allowing tens of thousands to suffer and die on his watch. Abortion was protected by the Court, but Reagan still tried to amend the Constitution to make all abortion illegal except when necessary to save the life of the mother. Sex was something for heterosexual married people to do quietly at home, and that was that.


But even Reagan’s political charisma wasn’t strong enough to put the genie back in the bottle altogether. While he and his pals were trying to take the country backward, Sheena Easton was imploring you to come inside her Sugar Walls, Cyndi Lauper rubbed one out in “She Bop,” Salt-N-Pepa ordered you to Push It, Dirty Dancing humanized abortion and framed teen girls’ sexual exploration as an act of political rebellion, and Madonna humped a veil on the stage of the MTV Awards while belting about her lack of virginity. It’s no accident that each of these ladypower juggernauts drew from Black or gay culture (or their intersection). As more and more straight white folks shed their hippie aspirations to join the Reagan revolution in exchange for cultural respectability, those not invited to the party created their own countercultural celebrations of outsiderness.


Not that feminism was dead, no matter what the headlines said. But between the sex wars, the rise of the Reagan era, and major setbacks like the passage of the Hyde Amendment (which prohibits federal dollars from being spent on abortion care) and the defeat of the Equal Rights Amendment, it was in a more fractured state than ever. Some (mostly white) feminist leaders sought to find common ground with the new political majority. In an attempt to placate right-leaning voters, NARAL started arguing for abortion rights on the grounds that the government had no business telling people what to do—as opposed to insisting that the state has an affirmative right to ensure that all women can access abortion—an argument that abandoned the poor women, mostly women of color, who had been effectively shut out of abortion rights by the Hyde Amendment.9 That shift didn’t go unnoticed by Loretta Ross, who spent much of the eighties at NOW simultaneously fighting to make the organization a more welcoming place for women of color and working to get women of color to focus some of their political energy on reproductive rights. As part of her work on the latter, she attended and helped organize delegations of US women of color to attend a series of United Nations meetings on women, health, and related issues.


As global population control became the narrow focus of these meetings, Ross and her colleagues pushed back, demanding instead genuine support for developing nations. “What studies have revealed over and over and over again, is that when a woman is convinced that the children she has will grow beyond five years of age, she will have fewer of them,” Ross explains. “If she’s offered an opportunity for education, she will have fewer children. If she’s offered employment opportunities, she will have fewer children.… When you try to talk about family planning or contraception or abortion outside of the context of what’s happening to that country as a whole, to those communities as a whole, then you’re really erring on the side of supporting population control. You’re not talking about women’s true empowerment.”10


Frustrated with the international conversation and alarmed at the increasing likelihood that the Clinton administration’s proposal for universal health care wouldn’t cover abortion or other key parts of reproductive care, Ross and some members of the delegation joined other Black feminist activists at a conference sponsored by the Illinois Pro-Choice Alliance and the Ms. Foundation for Women, with the intention of crafting a public statement. In the process, they started a movement and coined a name for it: “reproductive justice.” It locates a woman’s reproductive freedoms and everything that influences them—from access to a full range of health care options to the economic means to raise children if they choose, safety from violence, freedom from forced or coerced sterilization, and more—not just as a matter of privacy but as a human right, and the defense of that right as an issue of justice.11


But I’m getting ahead of myself. Three years before Ross and her colleagues defined reproductive justice, the first President Bush nominated Clarence Thomas to the Supreme Court to fill the seat vacated by retiring civil rights legend Thurgood Marshall. Thomas was a canny pick for Bush, enabling the president to nominate a Black man to fill Marshall’s seat while also shifting the court to the right. Thomas’s confirmation was opposed by NOW and the NAACP thanks to his conservative stances on issues like abortion and affirmative action, but it was a woman from his past who would throw the real wrench in his coronation.


Anita Hill had worked for—and been sexually harassed by—Thomas years earlier, when both were at the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. So, when she saw that the green-for-the-bench Thomas’s nomination hinged on his character, she privately reached out to the FBI to share what she knew. When the FBI’s investigation into her statement was leaked to the press, all hell broke loose.


Has there ever been a more naked evaluation of the value of female sexual agency than the Hill hearings? The image itself galvanized the nation: a lone Black woman facing a phalanx of white male senators and insisting that a man’s refusal to respect a woman’s sexual boundaries be considered as part of his character. Instead, they maligned hers, painting her as delusional, scheming, spurned, whatever it took to ignore her testimony. Thomas was confirmed by a 52–48 vote.


But the world changed anyhow. Sexual harassment reports to the EEOC doubled in the years following Hill’s testimony. For some of us, the revelation that sexual harassment had a name and did not have to be borne came too late for legal action, but we still found ourselves liberated by Hill’s clarity and bravery. I had been targeted by the owner of a small auction company I worked for one summer, just a couple of years before the Thomas hearings, but never heard the words “sexual harassment” until Hill uttered them on television. Until then, I had just assumed I had sent him the wrong signals and that that miserable summer was by my own design. I followed the Thomas-Hill story obsessively, astonished to discover not only that I was just one of countless women who had been the recipient of a boss’s lecherous and terrorizing advances but also that there was at least one woman who was willing to stand up in front of Congress and the world and declare those working conditions unacceptable.


I was far from the only one listening. “It did result in what was a huge spate of organizing by African American women,” recalls Loretta Ross. “There was this huge signature ad campaign,… ‘African American Women in Defense of Ourselves,’ where we raised thousands of dollars, like overnight, to get this ad in the New York Times… in defense of Anita Hill. And it raised the consciousness in the African American community about sexual harassment, something we’d been talking about for close to twenty years, but it took a celebrated case like this to really generate a discussion about boundaries and sexual harassment at the workplace.”12


Hill’s impact extended even beyond the workplace. It galvanized women back into a collective mind-set, reinvigorating and reinventing the feminist project. It inspired Rebecca Walker, daughter of Alice, to join with her friend Shannon Liss to found the Third Wave Direct Action Corporation, one of the earliest efforts to organize a new generation of feminist activism.


Out west, a loose group of female punk musicians, already fed up with misogyny in the punk scene, were inspired to broaden their political ambitions by Hill’s testimony and treatment. Riot Grrrl was born. With lyrics like “In her hips, there’s revolutions,” Riot Grrrl confrontationally equated sexual agency with political freedom. Bikini Kill, widely considered the band at the heart of Riot Grrrl, produced a fanzine called Girl Power, which expanded on their lyrics, telling raw, angry, first-person stories about rape and abuse, rejecting male objectification and dominance, and generally encouraging girls and women to take up all the space and make all the trouble they want in the music scene and in their lives in general, to hell with anyone who didn’t like it.


But if that slogan sounds familiar, it’s likely for another reason. In 1994, as Riot Grrrl was gaining cultural power as the soundtrack to the Third Wave of feminism, another musical revolution was brewing in a UK lab. They were called the Spice Girls. They were safe; the most they ever demanded of men was probably “If you want to be my lover, you gotta get with my friends.” They were conventionally pretty and nearly all white, but for Scary Spice (of course). Their glitter-pink slogan, emblazoned on everything from the ubiquitous nineties baby tees they helped to popularize to ersatz Barbies of the band members: Girl Power. Only this version didn’t signify a call to upset patriarchy. Instead, the Spice Girls brand of Girl Power was about looking cool, feeling confident, and being loyal to your friends. Individual “empowerment,” not cultural power.


In some ways, this was the same maneuver Hugh Hefner pulled all those decades ago, latching on to a political movement on the rise, stripping it of any power to change the culture, and selling it to a mainstream audience for a profit. But the Spice Girls were innovators in at least one respect: they (or their management team, headed by future American Idol creator Simon Fuller) recognized that fauxpowered women weren’t just a fantasy to sell to men. They could sell fauxpowerment directly to women.


And sell they did. By the late nineties, they had licensing deals with hundreds of brands and products, from Polaroid to Pepsi to PlayStation. Bikini Kill broke up for good in 1997. The next year, the Spice Girls earned $49 million, setting a record for the highest-ever annual earnings by an all-female group.


The Girl Power market was open for business and was soon flooded with media content vying for a slice of that lucrative pie. But what “girl power” meant varied wildly. On Sex and the City, it meant fierce female friendships were more important than men, and women’s sexual pleasure and adventure were paramount. It also meant a very specific kind of white, heterosexual consumerism and romanticized an emotionally withholding asshole as Carrie’s One True Love. Buffy the Vampire Slayer countered with an ass-kicking heroine who subverted the trope of the sexy blonde teenager and let men into her Scooby Gang but found that having sex with them was mostly dangerous and destructive. Destiny’s Child modeled what it could look like to call the shots in your sexual relationships with your posse by your side, while the Pussycat Dolls saw no reason to promote friendship at all, instead promoting female competition over men, with lyrics like “Don’t cha wish your girlfriend was hot like me? / Don’t cha wish your girlfriend was a freak like me?”


Men wielded power over each of these projects in one way or another. Though the book that inspired Sex and the City was written by Candace Bushnell, it was Darren Star who created the show for HBO. Buffy, of course, was the breakout passion project of Joss Whedon. No one would accuse Beyoncé Knowles of being controlled by anybody these days, but it was her father, Matthew, who first pushed her into show business and managed her career until after Destiny’s Child had split. And when Robin Antin wanted to turn the LA burlesque show she’d created into a global brand, she signed with Jimmy Iovine and Ron Fair at Interscope Records, who made the Pussycat Dolls a household name.


There’s nothing inherently disqualifying about a man having a controlling stake in media that promotes ideas about women’s sexual empowerment. But when there’s a man making money off of nearly every prominent Girl Power message, something’s wrong.


It’s not just in entertainment that men promote women’s sexual freedom only when it’s in their own interest. Bill Clinton was a master of this maneuver, promoting sexual freedom only when it wouldn’t cost him power. He was the first president to appoint gay men and lesbians to high posts in the federal government, and he expanded the definition of hate crimes to include crimes based on gender or sexual orientation, but he also enacted Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell after catching heat over his campaign promise to lift the military’s gay ban. Later, facing a reelection fight, he signed the Defense of Marriage Act. He made abortions and contraception more accessible, but he refused to stand by his surgeon general, Dr. Joycelyn Elders, when she came under fire for saying that masturbation is a healthy way to practice safe sex. When he caved to pressure and signed a law reallocating direct assistance to poor families into block grants that the states had broad leeway to distribute how they saw fit, he paved the way for a massive new abstinence-only curriculum initiative as well as programs that pressured poor women to get married whether they wanted to or not. And that’s to say nothing of the way he treated women in his personal life.


But the turn of the millennium would quickly make us nostalgic for Clinton. Even as Destiny’s Child was demanding we say their names, George W. Bush and his pals were making abortions harder to access and pay for, both here and abroad, and pouring millions and millions more dollars into abstinence-only “education.” On September 13, 2001, Rev. Jerry Falwell blamed the unimaginable violence of 9/11 on “the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians who are actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle” for having “caused God to lift the veil of protection which has allowed no one to attack America on our soil since 1812.”13 Most Americans never went that far, but in the months and years following 9/11, the attacks were invoked endlessly as conservatives urged the country to turn away from the queer and feminist attitudes that, they said, had left us vulnerable to Al Qaeda and to return to a world of “manly men” who could protect the nation and the docile, feminine women who love them.14


And it was in those years that Ariel Levy, then a contributing editor at New York Magazine, strode into the fray. Her 2005 book Female Chauvinist Pigs was a blockbuster fingerwag, rocketing up best-seller lists and dressing up the new reactionary zeitgeist in seventies-feminist talking points about women, sex, and power. The book starts from a correct premise, and a crucial one: that women were mistaking access to commercial signifiers of sexuality for actual sexual freedom. It’s in the details that Levy veers wildly off the rails. She constantly conflates anecdote with data. She thinks the young women flashing their breasts in Girls Gone Wild videos are too dumb to tell the difference between real power and fauxpowerment. Levy never seems to consider that they might recognize the enormous disparities of power between them and the men they’re trying to impress, or that maybe they’re grasping at one of the only ways they know to feel some kind of sexual power at all. She equates a queer burlesque show with a Maxim Hot 100 party, as if one isn’t a direct subversion of the other, as if context doesn’t matter and all performances of sexuality are inherently degrading.


It was an argument that went down easy with a lot of people because it made the pearl-clutching cultural mood feel righteously feminist and because judging other women requires us to do no work or introspection of our own. Writing for the New York Times, novelist Jennifer Egan called it a “lively polemic” that gave her “an epiphany.” But for many younger women, it made them feel more livid than lively. “Intentional or not, Levy contributes to that mean finger, pointed only at girls,” charged Jennifer Baumgardner in a review at Alternet, “that says, ‘You think you are being sexy, you think you’re cool and powerful, but you’re not. You’re a slut and people are making fun of you.’”15 Writing for Feministing, Jessica Valenti added, “There’s a big difference between a younger feminist who is trying to understand the complexities of sex work and how it informs her politics, and a young woman flashing for Girls Gone Wild ’cause boys will like her. And this is not even to say that one pro-raunch action is ‘better’ than the other—I’m not going to fucking lecture some 19-year-old about who she wants to show her tits to.”16


It was the old sex wars argument in new clothes: Were women always victimized by the public performance of sexuality, or could sexuality be a path to women’s power? But it played out differently this time. Because while the dominant culture was falling in love with burly firemen and women wearing sweater sets, a new generation of feminists, raised on both Anita Hill and Riot Grrrl (and the more commercial Girl Power efforts), had also become early adopters of the burgeoning social Internet. They pioneered the use of each new innovation, first listservs and LiveJournal and then blogs, where, by 2005, a young woman like Valenti, with nothing more than an Internet connection, a women’s studies degree, and a lot of opinions, could not only talk back to Levy but also outmatch her audience. (Valenti guesses that Feministing was pulling in “a couple hundred thousand” visitors a month that year, though reliable numbers are hard to find.17 Still, that’s a lot more readers than buy your average nonfiction best seller.) That meant that, although Levy’s arguments appealed to many, they couldn’t be mistaken for the views of a majority of women, or even a majority of feminists, to anyone who was paying attention.


In its mid- to late-aughts heyday, the feminist blogosphere was a sprawling, messy, multidirectional conversation. Bloggers conversed with, challenged, and amplified each other across platforms, and the commentariat, sometimes hundreds strong on any given post, hashed out the issues in minute detail with the passion of young intellectuals drunk on wine and good debate. Lifelong friendships (and animosities) were formed—I once met a guy in the comments section of a blog I ran and had a two-year love affair with him.


The deeply interlocking nature of these conversations created new channels for people whose voices were often marginalized in mainstream feminist debate—women of color, sex workers, people with disabilities, trans people, and others—to insist on being not just heard but also centered. It was on one feminist blog or another (I wish I could remember) that I first encountered the phrase “reproductive justice,” though obviously Loretta Ross and her compatriots by then had been developing that framework for a decade. But it was in the early aughts that the idea really took off, and the feminist Internet played a big role.


In 1997, with an eye toward creating a collaboration, a program officer at the Ford Foundation named Rena Marcelo convened a meeting of reproductive rights organizations led by women of color. In fits and starts (and with major backing from Ford for the first three years), that coalition took shape and became SisterSong, the Women of Color Reproductive Justice Collective, with the mission of building capacity in all sixteen member organizations. Unsurprisingly, among those institutions was one Loretta Ross had founded and was running: the National Center for Human Rights Education, which was brought into the fold explicitly to ensure that the other orgs integrated a human rights–based approach into their work so that they could together embody and enact the reproductive justice framework.


After five years of meeting and collaboration, the SisterSong collective decided it was ready for its public debut, a national conference scheduled for 2003. But things had changed at Ford by then, and it was no longer funding SisterSong. So SisterSong turned to the Internet. “I mean, we couldn’t even drop a mailing. We had no money to print up anything,” remembers Ross. “So we did a call for papers that was distributed over the Internet. We allowed six months for it to get circulated and set, like—first we had a March deadline and then people got back to us and said they couldn’t get it back to us in March so we extended the deadline till May, then we extended to June.… We were making it up as we go.”18


It worked beyond the group’s wildest imaginings. “We planned for 200, [and] 600 people showed up,” Ross told me.


Just as Ross herself was transformed at that first rape crisis center where her experience of sexual violence was named and contextualized, so too was naming reproductive justice transformative for the people who flocked to that conference. “Reproductive justice allows you to talk about the prison-industrial complex, gentrification, sterilization, immigration, all in one conversation. Which you couldn’t do under the pro-choice framework. And so… people latched onto it like they were in a desert thirsty for water. Reproductive justice is a framework that organizes our existing knowledge into words.… Nothing [we were] saying was that new or that original. It doesn’t have to be. Because naming itself is a huge power. I mean my favorite quip is that, Newton didn’t invent gravity, but, damn, didn’t it make a difference when he named it!”19


It was also on the feminist Internet—in the comments of the blog Feministe, if I recall correctly—that I first learned the name for a whole different world of things I felt and experienced but couldn’t articulate: “enthusiastic consent.” It clarified that the “no means no” standard was incomplete and left loopholes in the public imagination that rapists regularly exploited. That it’s actually not that hard to make sure you’re not hurting someone you’re having sex with. That we all have the right to expect partners who will prioritize our pleasure and safety and the responsibility to be that kind of partner as well.


So it’s no accident that the blogosphere also enabled me to produce my first book, Yes Means Yes, an anthology arguing for a shift to the enthusiastic consent standard and exploring its possibilities. I edited it in collaboration with Valenti, one of the founders of Feministing. We circulated the call for submissions throughout the feminist blogosphere and reached out to some of our favorite bloggers to contribute. It’s hard to imagine it finding the widespread audience it did without the trickle-up idea chain that started with coverage in feminist blogs.


Two years later, the feminist Internet struck another blow for sexual freedom. SlutWalk was never intended to be an international movement. It was a local response to a 2011 safety forum at York University in Toronto, where a police officer told those assembled that if women don’t want to be raped, they should “avoid dressing like sluts.” When Toronto activists Heather Jarvis and Sonya Barnett got wind of the remarks, they decided enough was enough and organized the original SlutWalk, a thousands-strong march to the Toronto Police Headquarters protesting the persistent myth that what women wear has anything to do with whether we’re raped. Though organizers encouraged participants to wear ordinary street clothes to underscore the message that rapists choose victims with no regard for what they’re wearing, some protesters showed up in sexy outfits to make the point that no matter what we wear, we deserve to be safe from rape.


The idea spread like wildfire through the feminist digital world and quickly crossed over into the mainstream. SlutWalk had a lot of things going for it: a short, confrontational name, a clear message, a certain spirit of playfulness in the opportunity to dress up in any number of ways, media-friendly photos of scantily clad women holding protest signs both cheeky and angry. That first year alone there were over two hundred SlutWalks in forty countries. And though there were outbreaks of handwringing about the protests, overall media coverage was smart and positive, with even the most mainstream of outlets seeming to understand the point of the protests.


In a lacy bra and corset, my hair brushed out wild and enormous, I spoke at the rally following the first Boston SlutWalk, declaiming, “If you use the word slut as a weapon against one of us, you’re using it against all of us. If you shame one of us, you will receive shame from all of us. If you rape one of us, you will have to answer to all of us.” I implored those assembled to claim the word slut as an act of solidarity, a kind of slutty I Am Spartacus moment intended to render the word useless and powerless.


But not everyone was inspired. Although plenty of women of color participated in or organized SlutWalks, some women of color criticized the SlutWalk’s political use of the word slut and association of the word with a mode of dressing, pointing out that Black women, sexualized and sexually abused by white people since the days of slavery, are targeted with words like slut no matter what they wear, that because they can’t opt out of the idea, they can’t opt in to it either. In an open letter to SlutWalk organizers written by the Black Women’s Blueprint and endorsed by more than fifty organizations and individuals, they called for SlutWalk organizers to rebrand and deepen their organizing: “As Black women, we do not have the privilege or the space to call ourselves ‘slut’ without validating the already historically entrenched ideology and recurring messages about what and who the Black woman is.”


Because SlutWalk wasn’t an organization as much as it was an idea that anyone could use to execute a march, the response to these critiques varied. Some SlutWalks renamed themselves and did the hard work of deepening their racial justice analysis. Some marches remained the same. Some fractured over the issue and fizzled out. Most recently, the format has been reinvigorated by Amber Rose, a multiracial model and actress whose two LA-based SlutWalks have centered on women of color.


Loretta Ross, for one, is a fan. “A lot of people offer critiques of the SlutWalk, [but] I love reclaiming the word slut. I love it because that was hurled at me, so many times starting with my own mother. So I have some deep wounds around the word slut. When I saw the SlutWalk and the reclaiming of that, I could not have been more proud. Even though I understand the critiques.”20


As we head into an era of backlash against women’s sexual freedoms, Ross is also here to remind us of how far we’ve come, even in just her adult lifetime.




I think the normalization of sexual pleasure for women has really made progress. That a woman who admits to being a sexual being is very important.… The first rape crisis center was only founded in 1972. And we haven’t stopped violence against women but we damn sure made it not acceptable… not only in terms of defining the crime and identifying the perpetrators, but the real impact on changing how women thought about their bodies, their lives, and their autonomy.… And it is probably the most successful global human rights movement there is. Because there is not a country in the world where women are not fighting to end violence against women. Much more so than fighting neoliberalism, much more so than fighting underdevelopment, much more than they’re fighting for reproductive politics, much more so than they’re fighting for anything else. They’re fighting to not be violated.21





Not that all progress is linear. Reproductive justice, for example, has become a much more popular idea, but not everyone who invokes the phrase understands the framework. “It’s a victim of its own success,” says Ross. “We’ve got mainstream organizations trying to co-opt it and de-radicalize it, we have academics claiming to be able to write about it, and they take kind of like the, ‘add women of color and stir’ approach. But they only want to talk about abortion! And then I’m hearing from so many people who’ve encountered the framework who don’t know about its origin in Black Feminist politics. When people detach it from the human rights framework, they de-radicalize it.”


On the other hand, the rise of Trump—or at least the responses his rise has so far inspired—has only energized her. “I’m actually feeling more optimistic than ever,” Ross told me when I followed up in early 2017. “The daily acts of resistance, the Women’s March, more people being woke. Ain’t nothing like a common enemy.” Requests for her to speak about reproductive justice have gone through the roof.


Ultimately, the path to women’s sexual power in an age of backlash is the same as it would be in an age of Girl Power: not cowering or compromise, but articulating an irresistibly bold vision of pleasure and freedom that’s truly for everyone. If we fight only to defend ourselves against losses, every compromise or defeat will take us backward from the starting point of the fauxpowerful status quo we already live in. When we keep dreaming big and working hard toward our real vision, the compromises and defeats are blunted by that forward motion.


We won’t all agree on the details—Ross and I disagree, for example, on whether there can ever be real power for women in wearing skimpy clothes and high-heeled shoes. But the basic idea is undeniable. I’ll let her tell it. “You can’t talk about keeping people safe if you can’t talk about sex.… If we were defined as the pro-sex movement there wouldn’t be anybody left for them to organize except people who are going to be proud of being anti-sex.”22
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