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INTRODUCTION



Equality Will Not Free Us


Equality is a lie. It is a myth perpetuated to coax women into complicity with their oppression.


Women are not equal to men. No two people are equal. We are not born equal or with equal advantages. We do not experience life equally. And while we all eventually die, we do not encounter death on equal terms. We each come from different backgrounds, possess different qualities and talents, cultivate different knowledges and expertise, accrue unique experiences, have distinct desires and needs, and have been systematically advantaged or disadvantaged based on the social identities we have either willingly chosen or had imposed upon us by others.


It is not simply that we are not equal because we are different. Rather, we are not equal because our differences have been manipulated by a society intent on justifying and preserving its traditions and norms. Our differences have been systematized and moralized over generations such that we have been conditioned to believe, for example, that men are superior to women and that white people are superior to all Black and brown and Indigenous people. In the United States, what we designate as inequalities—political, economic, or social—are nothing but the measured effects of the discrimination of difference in relation to the white supremacist cis-heteropatriarchy.1




US social movements fighting against racial, gender, and LGBTQ+ discrimination have found more success in redressing measurable inequalities in laws and policies than in eradicating the pervasive oppressions at the root of this nation and its values—oppressions that have inflicted incalculable pain and trauma on generations of people. The feminist movement is one such movement that has measured women’s progress in terms of equality. To be clear, the movement is not a monolith. Parallel and often intersecting versions of feminism have coexisted for decades, distinguished by their particular ideologies and players—from single-issue to multi-issue feminism, liberal to radical feminism, Black to white feminism.


Despite the plurality of feminisms, the unfortunate fact is that equality feminism has had a stranglehold on the movement’s values, political strategies, and agenda for more than a century. While not without some resistance, equality feminism has been embraced across sectors—government, industry, and the media—and commercialized to the point of cultural saturation. Equality signs, everywhere. On billboards and T-shirts and mugs and dog collars. The sign, in fact, says it all: Equality’s broad acceptance is due in part to its perceived logical simplicity, rendered as equal rights under the law, equal representation in government and industry, and equal participation in society. And American feminism has long held this idea as the solution to systemic misogyny.


But equality will not free us.


Women’s liberation cannot be achieved through assimilation into patriarchal institutions—plenty of radical, Black, and lesbian feminists have told us this for years. And the current political moment—the unyielding assault on civil rights and the criminalization and imprisonment of people seeking health care—proves the lie of equality. This moment reinforces to us that equality is contingent upon the whims of the people in power. It’s a cruel joke, because despite various rights, laws, and legal mechanisms—from voting rights to equal protection and due process—promised as correctives to societal oppression and systemic discrimination, equality remains elusive.


Even worse is how the language of equality is weaponized to protect the status quo, either to assert that equality really exists because it is written into the law or to stymie justice efforts intended to help society’s most marginalized and disadvantaged communities. Examples abound, from the “separate but equal” clause of Plessy v. Ferguson to the “equal right” to vote of the Fifteenth and Nineteenth Amendments, to the most recent efforts by conservatives arguing that “equality begins in the womb” as part of their oxymoronic argument about “fetal personhood”—which is like my referring to living persons as “undead corpses.” Equality as sameness is easily fabricated by collapsing difference, here the differences in stages of life constituted by time.


The lie of equality is everywhere, and it was brought into stark relief by the coronavirus pandemic, the compounded negative health and economic effects of which disproportionately affected racially marginalized and low-income communities. The wealthy and powerful had more resources and far greater access to care throughout the pandemic—from having the option to abscond to their private estate on Hawai’i (or a second or third home) to being able to afford childcare when schools closed during lockdowns and quality health care when people fell ill, to getting government bailouts and PPP loans with few to no strings attached. Meanwhile, the brunt of unpaid, underpaid, and invisible care work falls on those who need care—including government support—the most.


Rapid advancements in digital technology have transformed our society into an inescapable surveillance state and exposed the harmful and deeply racist realities of the police force empowered by the state. Viral circulation of videos, photos, and live streams of the murder of Black and racially marginalized people have magnified the lie of equality while also retraumatizing communities that have experienced state-inflicted racial violence for generations. We are not treated equally by the police. And we are not treated equally in courts of law. On top of it all, disasters ranging from global warming–induced extreme weather to viral pandemics are exacerbating the suffering of Black, Indigenous, and other racially marginalized communities. These harms—these injustices—have accrued generation upon generation.


Equality feminism, proposing that inclusion can lead to a reformation of our misogynistic and racist institutions, is nothing less than white feminism—which amounts to little more than the white supremacist cis-heteropatriarchy in a dress—because these institutions cannot bend. The capitalism undergirding them has proven inescapable because it is an economic system that incentivizes exploitation for profit.


Plenty of feminists have debated equality as our endgame. Black and radical feminists in particular have called out equality as a principle of sameness that relies on the erasure of our differences and a centering of whiteness and patriarchal values. And yet equality has persisted. Feminist scholars have reached a kind of ideological détente with a vague and uninspiring definition of equality as a “negotiation of differences,” which ultimately calls for a third entity to determine how to account for people’s differences while ensuring their equal value, equal rights, and equal opportunity to participate in society.


This commitment to equality demands too much complicity and affords too much grace to white supremacist cis-heteropatriarchal institutions to do the right thing. I mean, we only need to turn to the US Supreme Court to see who has historically set the conditions for the negotiation of our civil rights and, by extension, our humanity. Equality is both the wrong ideal and the wrong endgame if we truly desire to end systemic racism and misogyny.


Feminists cannot smash the patriarchy by fortifying its walls. Revolution and inclusion are at odds here. Seeking equality within our existing institutions means desiring to join the very institutions that have depended on women’s subjugation.


Feminists need a tool, a new guiding idea, that allows us to build a society on something other than patriarchal values and to cultivate lives not circumscribed by them. One that finds dignity in difference, and from that recognition helps us create a society that cherishes independence and interdependence; autonomy and belonging; accountability, care, and justice.


And that idea, I believe, is freedom.
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I am a capital-A, capital-F Angry Feminist. Feel free to stereotype me further: I am an angry lesbian feminist, although please attribute some of my anger to my warring Italian and German sides as well as to my fiery astrological Sun and Moon signs (a double Leo—to the surprise of no one).


I wasn’t always a feminist. As a teen and young adult, I couldn’t fathom associating myself with the word. What I despised about feminism was my perception that all feminists seemed to do was whine and revel in playing the victim. I had been a competitive athlete in my youth and had always prided myself on being strong, so the last thing I wanted to do was identify with weakness. But the projection of strength that I felt was essential to my core being was also a defensive barrier against seeing myself as a part of the world. You can’t get hurt if you don’t let other people in—this was my own island mentality.


I was a product of my culture, my misogynistic beliefs clearly informed by the cultural backlash against feminism in the 1980s and 1990s. My small South Jersey town—where mudder trucks bore Confederate flags on their way to the local rodeo at “Cow Town”—was Reagan Country. I grew up in a place so Anglo-homogeneous that white Catholics were treated as social outliers.


Regardless of countless childhood experiences in which I was told I couldn’t or wasn’t allowed to do something because of my gender, I never connected my anger to any broader sense of injustice. I wasn’t yet capable of seeing beyond myself. I just had an intuition, this deep gut feeling apparent to me around the time I was nine years old, that it was ridiculous that I had to wear a shirt outside because, I was told, “You’re a girl,” while all the neighborhood boys, including my two younger brothers, got to run around unencumbered by cheap synthetic tops. Or that I did not receive my high school’s inaugural student-athlete award, even though I had a higher GPA and more varsity letters than the boy who won it, because, as the school’s PTA president (a good friend’s dad) apologetically confided to me after the ceremony, “We had to give it to a boy first.”


Nevertheless, my passionate opposition to feminism continued into my twenties. Even after I completed my graduate degree in Women’s Studies, I thought feminism wasn’t integral to my life because, during my studies, I became a lesbian and believed that in doing so I had fully freed myself from every single vestige of the patriarchy. (Women’s Studies, my gateway to lesbianism.) I rejected the heterosexual game. I didn’t care what men thought of me. I didn’t dress for them or schedule my time around them. Men weren’t the referent of my life. In fact, I cannot remember a time, even before I became a lesbian, when I ever regarded men as authorities of what was right or good—whether that man was my biological father or a religious Father. I became an atheist when I was eight years old because my endless existential questions were met with “because the Bible says so,” which, even then, I knew was absurd. This vacuous answer is typically served up by people who have no justifiable reason for what they do, or what they demand you do, so they just uncritically parrot the words that were told to them.
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Ultimately, my feminism emerged from my lesbianism. Women were—and, frankly, always have been—the cardinal focus of my desires, platonic and otherwise. It was a mindset very much aligned with what Audre Lorde referred to as having a “lesbian consciousness.” Whereas equality feminism positions men as the authoritative referent of women’s lives, the types of feminism I have studied and integrated into my life and work are not concerned with fitting into men’s world, or acquiring men’s acceptance, or earning a seat at men’s table. Rather, these are feminisms that have endeavored to figure out ways that women can carve out their freedom by creating their own communities and their own values. The feminist visionaries I admire believed in the transformative power not of capitalism but of the imagination. Lorde, bell hooks, Simone de Beauvoir—these feminists examined how women could create lives not necessarily independent from men, because men are a part of the world we live in, but as free as possible from the oppressive strictures of the patriarchy.


From these feminisms, I have developed a feminism that, I see now, captures the spirit of the rebellious, “disrespectful” child I was and the person I am becoming. It is a feminism not seeking to be equal to men but one charting pathways to freedom, bodily autonomy, and creative self-determination as a collective endeavor. A freedom-centered feminism not based in the morality of right and wrong but in an ethics of how to live a joyous and meaningful life as a citizen of the world. A feminism that understands that power is not inherently evil but a force we can utilize to design our lives and strive toward justice. A feminism that believes freedom is not the province of the individual but a responsibility of the collective.


I found my feminism in the work of Black, lesbian, and radical feminists, as well as in the work of some unlikely sources, from Friedrich Nietzsche to Henri Bergson to James Baldwin. A few incredible mentors have guided me along the way and influenced my thinking (you will see them quoted variously throughout this book). Their ideas, writings, and mentorship have made me the person I am today and am in the process of becoming. One of the greatest lessons I have learned is that our encounters and relationships—like those I have had with these women and their writing—are the most dynamic, powerful forces forging not just our individual becoming but our collective survival. They fuel the creativity we need to break free of the strictures that bind us.


For more than two decades, I have trained, written, taught, and lectured about feminism, gender and sexuality, language and literature, and ethics. In my work, I arrived at the conclusion that one problem with equality is that there is no clear, universal definition of what it is, or what it consists of, in social relationships. This is because, as feminists like Ute Gerhard and Linda Zerilli have explained, equality is a relational concept that—taking shape within patriarchal institutions—requires the complexity of humanity to be reduced to variables of likeness, a quantifiable equation applicable to all people. Sure, equality makes sense abstractly, in terms of a mathematical equation, or perhaps, more accurately, in an enclosed system. But humans—sorry-not-sorry to billionaire CEOs and corporations—aren’t numbers, fixed objects, or profit-earning machines. The richness and intricacies of our lives cannot be compacted into an identity box on a census or job application. Relationships, too, aren’t mathematical problems that can be easily solved when disagreements arise. Equality gives lie to the notion that life is simple, that gender exists in a neat binary, and that society’s greatest problems can be solved if we had the right formula or code.


The correlation between the ubiquity of equality and its ambiguity is prevalent throughout our culture. In 2019, for example, I reported that a celebrated 2018 study based on forty years of social survey data concluding that people wanted more equality in both the home and workplace relied on one profound oversight: Not once in that forty-year period were respondents given a definition of equality prior to answering questions about gender equality. Both the scholar who authored the study and the research organization (NORC at the University of Chicago’s General Social Survey) that provided the data set to the scholar shockingly admitted to me that no definition of equality was included in their survey. Yet, without a set definition, how can any assessment be made about societal views on gender equality? If anything, the study’s results indicated that people’s perceptions of gender equality are subjective and gendered—the findings of such surveys always show that a higher percentage of men than women believe gender equality already exists. This isn’t surprising. First, increased visibility of women’s political power, professional advancement, and cultural representation conjure the perception of equality—suggestive of the psychological phenomenon of overestimating the size and/or power of an underrepresented population—even if it statistically does not exist. Second, if men believe they are innately smarter, faster, and stronger than women, then their understanding of gender equality is based on gender inequality. In short, how you understand gender determines how you understand gender equality.
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In my days as an adjunct professor, my students and I would often talk about gender equality. Early in a semester, I would pose the question: “How do you define feminism?” Invariably, no matter the college (like the typical adjunct, I taught at multiple colleges each semester), no matter the latest trend, everyone used the word equality in their answer. Feminism meant “equality for women,” or “equality for people of all genders,” or “equality in the workplace.”


The repetition of equality in the responses, to me, connoted the uncertainty of ambiguity. That is why, in an attempt to make the concept concrete, my students applied it to groups of people (“women,” “all genders”), settings (“the workplace,” “the law”), or things (“rights,” “pay”). But when I asked a follow-up question about what equality meant and what it actually looked and felt like outside all the rhetoric, they always fell silent.


This silence may simply have been unknowingness. Or it may have suggested a budding insight: That beyond its symbolism, equality is emptyof real meaning outside of its application, and that its application is imposed externally—enacted and enforced by institutions—rather than being a genuine feeling or experience.


To distill my students’ dawning realization: Equality means whatever those in power want it to mean. In the United States, the people in power have been, for centuries, white men—originally, land-owning white men, several of whom enslaved Black people. Indeed, the so-called Founding Fathers’ fear of the tyranny of the majority was born out of a desire to protect the power of wealthy white men such as themselves—who were, and continue to be, the statistical minority in America. Accordingly, what equality looks like in our nation is determined by how it is processed through white supremacist cis-heteropatriarchal systems and institutions.


A second classroom example proves my point. Continuing our discussion of what gender equality looks like, I would ask my students to raise their hand if they would walk around topless in New York City—not for any lascivious reason but because the city has had, since 1992, what I jokingly refer to as “topless equality.” That is, in the Big Apple, everyone, no matter their gender, can legally walk around topless in public.


And, shocker, not one woman raised her hand. And, double shocker, no one was ever surprised by this result.


Despite this equal right, my female students said they would not go topless because they didn’t want to risk harassment, assault, or any form of harm, including judgmental or lecherous stares, from men or women. They knew—as women and queer people and disabled people and racially marginalized people have known—that our bodies are constantly policed in ways that legal equality fails to account for and cannot prevent or remedy. Further, any protection promised by the law can only be sought after violence has occurred. The language of protection, moreover, is often supremacist code for reinforcing boundaries. Take the police motto of “serve and protect.” Whom, exactly, are they serving and protecting? Believe me, I didn’t feel protected by the cop who stalked me during my senior year of high school. Or, years later, by the cops who hissed “dyke” at me. Protection implies prevention. It implies care. Yet even their policy—that they cannot get involved until a physical altercation takes place—runs afoul of their motto.


The profound disparity between what the law says and how it is implemented and experienced confirms the lie of equality. “Since men are not equals in the white supremacist, capitalist, patriarchal class structure, which men do women want to be equal to?” hooks asked. “Do women share a common vision of what equality means?” We clearly don’t. A gap exists between equal rights and actual rights experienced by people and recognized by our legal institutions. Just take the “equal right” to vote. The racism that fuels voter suppression efforts—from making it difficult to register and stay on the rolls to blocking the counting of votes, gerrymandering districts, and allowing armed vigilantes to patrol polling sites across the nation—is the very racism constructing the mirage of the equal right to vote. And, as if these suppression efforts weren’t bad enough, the US Supreme Court has shown its willingness to reconsider this right. In its 2022 fall term alone, it heard two voting rights cases: Merrill v. Milligan (a case about the legality of racial gerrymandering in Alabama) and Moore v. Harper (out of North Carolina and also about gerrymandering and state legislatures’ power to pass voter restriction laws without judicial interference). The so-called equal right to vote has, for years, been under assault at every level of government.


If voting is a symbol of democracy, when we peel back the lie of equality, we may even begin to wonder how exactly the United States is a democracy, given that it was founded on the genocide of the land’s original inhabitants and enslaved and denied the humanity and citizenship of millions of Black people who built its wealth.


Equal rights have not guaranteed “liberty and justice for all.” Constitutional amendments and federal and state laws have not safeguarded Black people from being murdered for simply walking down the street with some Skittles and iced tea in hand, or sleeping in their bed, or riding public transit, or going for a run. As we have witnessed time and again, these rights and laws have been ineffective in a society with deeply ingrained prejudices, in a nation that interprets justice, suggestively, through the framework of a criminal justice system—which I prefer to call, borrowing from legal scholar Dean Spade, “the criminal punishment system.” Violence is legitimized—not prevented or redressed—when “justice” is exacted through criminalization and punishment.
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Equality cannot be our strategy or our endgame because it doesn’t allow us to imagine a life beyond the patriarchy and its institutions. The pursuit of equality leads to a kind of entrapment that will always confine us to the restraints of the patriarchal institutions in which we live and constrain us into making reactionary choices along a spectrum from complicity to resistance. Arguably worst of all, equality locks us all into a debilitating, bad-faith gender binary. The politics of this pursuit also circumscribes our language and logic about issues pertaining to bodily autonomy, from the right to have an abortion to the right to receive gender-affirming health care (which is life-affirming health care, or just health care, or just care). Within these patriarchal systems, women are relegated to defining themselves in relation to and in the reflection of men. Feminist efforts should not aspire to sameness or acquiescence through compromise within systems that depend on our oppression.


Tethered to equality, feminists remain stuck endlessly recycling the same talking points about the same issues battled by our mothers and our mothers’ mothers. Talk about cruel optimism, or what cultural critic Lauren Berlant described as “when something you desire is actually an obstacle to your flourishing.”


Equality does not offer ways to articulate women’s desires, dreams, or self-determination as political imperatives outside of the patriarchal framework and standpoint of oppression. Consequently, the feminist politics of equality has struggled to conceive of women’s power and pleasure outside of men and distinct from patriarchal understandings of these terms.


Equality cannot change the institutions in which we live and work. Its mechanisms in no way function to emancipate us from the gender binary that legitimizes gender oppression, discrimination, and violence to keep white men in power. What equality does do is allow more people to join the team if they play by the rules of the game. And who has written and enforced the rules?


Expanding the system does not fundamentally change the system. The price for admission is assimilation. Inclusion requires complicity. Don’t you want to keep your job? Rent won’t pay for itself. Neither will that root canal, even if you have dental insurance.


Simply put, equality is not good enough. As feminist journalist and lawyer Jill Filipovic said, “Women deserve more than just equality.” But I also want women to realize, to quote an old feminist saying, “If you think equality is the goal, your standards are too low.”
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In this book, I unpack the lie of equality to show how this long-cherished ideal no longer serves the feminist movement. I take up Zerilli’s call to action—“What if instead of thinking about and practicing feminism under the banner of equality or difference (or both), we thought about and practiced feminism under the banner of freedom?”—to propose that freedom is the tool we need to revitalize feminism and cultivate more dignified, caring, and joyful lives. It can usher us beyond visibility, representation, false equivalences, and the harmful expansion and replication of systems of oppression.


I define freedom as an ongoing process of self-creation and world-building rooted in accountability and care. Freedom practices are those that foster our authenticity and honor the dignity of all people. They demand the recognition of our mutual coexistence. Freedom means, for example, reorienting our thinking about our health not as personal health but as public health, of health care not as a personal matter but as a public responsibility—and reconceptualizing our politics to recognize health care not as a personal benefit afforded by our employer but as a public good provided by our government.


In this sense, freedom is both a personal ethics and a collective politics. The practices of freedom are grounded in the development of a critical consciousness of how our mutual coexistence necessitates working toward our mutual freedom. The internal work and external practice continuously inform each other and evolve through our encounters and relationships over time. The political power of this freedom work is that it can build movements that intermingle, deconstruct, and redeem spaces that have been historically exclusionary and toxic, and that generate intersectional frameworks and policies that intend to make all of us safer and more cared for, and imbue us with a sense of belonging.


One freedom practice threaded throughout this book is the creation of our gender, both in our choice of an identity and in the stylistic expression of who we are and are becoming. Equality feminism, I argue, relies on the gender binary, which binds woman to man. But what if we freed ourselves of the mindset that has conditioned us to understand woman through men’s gaze and values? And what if we understood that this liberation did not erase women but removed the traditional strictures of womanhood? And that woman is not half of a whole, but rather can be a constellation, abundant in its variety? How might this mutual recognition and respect for all women transform our politics? How might it liberate us from a standpoint of oppression and a scarcity mindset that has us fighting each other about who gets to be a woman and instead allow us to imagine new ways to strengthen and enlarge our freedom to care for ourselves and each other?


Inherent in a freedom practice is holding oneself accountable for one’s choices and actions, no matter how limited the range of choices are. Accountability, I believe, is essential to feminists’ ability to generate a political standpoint rooted in strength and integrity rather than in shame and oppression. Accountability is liberating in this regard because, for example, when I declare that my sexuality is my choice—from the identity I choose to how I pursue my desires—no one can make me feel shame for who I am or how I live.


Because freedom is not a possession but a continuous practice, we can think of freedom-centered feminism not as an event but as a narrative, a movement. It extends over time, which means there is always an opportunity for change. “Freedom is a constant struggle,” as Angela Davis told us. Unlike the applied artifice of equality, freedom is not given—Beauvoir and Baldwin, among others, maintained—but is claimed and activated. You decide how you will live your freedom. The catch is that the capacity of this how depends on the collective.


Freedom is not new to feminism, or to US social movements. For more than a century, Black, Indigenous, lesbian, and queer feminists have championed freedom, only to be excluded by mainstream white feminists religiously dedicated to equality. These freedom feminists learned from and were inspired by those fighting for Black liberation—the freedom fighters of slavery abolition in the nineteenth century and those of civil rights in the twentieth. Distinct from their predecessors and rooted in more radical traditions, the freedom fighters of today do not want a seat at the proverbial table. They know their freedom is not won through inclusion in white supremacist institutions but through creativity and imagination. The feminist freedom presented in this book is indebted to these freedom fighters, today’s activists and forward-thinking minds—from the Nap Ministry’s Tricia Hersey to Decolonize Design’s Aida Mariam Davis—who know the table is just another trapping of the capitalism that is so deeply essential to the white supremacist cis-heteropatriarchy.


It is time that feminists heed the longstanding call for freedom, what Beauvoir believed gave meaning to life. Beauvoir dedicated herself and her work to the pursuit of freedom. In various writings, she explained that freedom is only possible when we understand it as a collective endeavor, not an individual enterprise. It is not experienced in isolation but only through dynamic engagement with the world. Beauvoir also recognized that we are fundamentally unequal—meaning we are not born with the same amount of freedom or equal resources to cultivate it. Rather, she contended, our lives are “situated” by our personal histories and socioeconomic conditions, and it is from this unique “situatedness” that our freedom work begins. That our situation marks the starting place of our freedom, however, is the opposite of fatalism. Beauvoir asserted that through our encounters and relationships we can surpass the limits of our freedom.


“Simone de Beauvoir’s words,” Lorde wrote in A Burst of Light, “echo in my head: ‘It is in the recognition of the genuine conditions of our lives that we gain the strength to act and our motivation for change.’” From this recognition, Lorde understood that “I am not free while any woman is unfree, even when her shackles are very different from my own.”


If equality anchors our dignity, our bodily autonomy, and our rights to the patriarchy, then freedom liberates them from it. Equality feminism has us seeing the ceiling as the limit. But if we stepped outside the house, we’d see the entire sky.
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In this book, I call upon feminists to realize equality’s utter inadequacy and instead center freedom as the primary value to shape our narratives and guide our activism and politics.


My intention is to encourage us to pivot our ideas, logic, narratives, and politics from an equality mindset to a freedom mindset. The question, ultimately, for feminists is not “What are we fighting against?” but “What are we fighting for?”


As a book of ideas, the following pages raise several questions. What would happen, for instance, if we substituted mutuality for equality? What if we recognized that each person has dignity, or what the Combahee River Collective described as a person’s “inherent value”? What if instead of whitewashing differences and disparities, we systemically and culturally incentivized behaviors, policies, laws, and institutions that worked to affirm and collectively account for each person’s dignity, distinct from identity politics? What if we defined this work as care work that attends to each person’s and community’s needs in accordance with their own situation, rather than offering them rights based on what wealthy white men wanted in the eighteenth century? What if we recognized that perhaps we don’t all want the same thing or need the same thing to live meaningful lives? What if, to respect the freedom and dignity of all people, we invested in communal forms of care and support, rather than in policing and criminalization, because we understood that incarceration destroys human dignity and forecloses accountability?


Some of you might be thinking that nothing, including freedom, escapes white supremacy and capitalism. And that when you hear the word freedom—bandied about in rhetoric about free speech to defend hate speech and in rabid assertions about the right to bear arms in public or to not wear a mask during a global pandemic—you understand it to be a tool of white supremacy.


Frankly, you’re not wrong. But this bastardized notion of freedom—what historian Tyler Stovall and writer Ta-Nehisi Coates have called “white freedom”—is a misuse of the word. It describes a kind of narcissism that demands the oppression of others. Through a nationalist lens, it is egoism touted as American individualism, a birthright enshrined by white supremacy. And a freedom defined by winners and losers—people who have freedom and those at whose expense that freedom comes—is not freedom at all.


My definition of freedom directly challenges this predominant understanding of American freedom based in a history of white supremacy and rugged male individualism. By recuperating and centering the long tradition of feminists who have fought for freedom, my objective is to reclaim freedom from the ideological right. And this challenge is essential: If we are to change our culture, we need to change the narrative. Foundational to my definition of freedom is that individual freedom is both realized and expanded by the freedom of others. This is a critical distinction between white freedom and feminist freedom.
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My sincere hope is that you will critically engage with the ideas in this book to further our collective feminist politics. Ideas are catalysts for change. They are not perfect or unassailable, nor do they have to be to make new ones possible. I offer mine here as a starting point by way of asking questions to shift our mindset, values, and objectives. By asking, What else? What else other than equality? The provocative Nietzschean in me wants to crack open settled ways of how we think, live, and interact with each other. At stake is the power of words to shape not only action but also how we think and, in turn, reshape the political narratives that have dominated the feminist movement.


So, what happens if we free ourselves of equality?


Let’s find out.






Footnote




1 Invoking the words of bell hooks, I refer to the total ideological system as the “white supremacist cis-heteropatriarchy.” Admittedly, it should be the “white supremacist capitalist cis-heteropatriarchy.” Yet the magnitude of this word salad is at times too much even for my big mouth. So, occasionally, I may simply refer to the “patriarchy” or the “white supremacist patriarchy.”
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THE EQUALITY MINDSET


Why have women settled on—or, more importantly, settled for—equality?


The desire for equality, the unrelenting commitment to it, is like a willful entrapment. A bad romance we just can’t quit. We cling to the fantasy despite its endless disappointment. It’s kind of funny, to be honest: The patriarchy presented women this ideal, conditioned us to believe in it, and simultaneously made it impossible to achieve.


The COVID-19 pandemic only magnified this disappointment, born from the reasonable presumption that, certainly, in the twenty-first century, men would pick up the slack at home, share the load of house chores, and help the kids with their homework. In heterosexual partnerships, women statistically handle a majority of the domestic and childcare workload, a statistic that increased in 2020, the first year of the pandemic. Consequently, in that year alone, women left the workforce at twice the rate of men, largely because of the gendered expectation that they are the primary if not the sole caregivers of the family. The 2022 Women in the Workplace report—the largest annual study of women’s standing in corporate America—found that for every woman in leadership who got a promotion, two women quit. And work-from-home job flexibility—promised as an antidote to having to choose between family and career—has only increased the amount of work women do at home. The consequence, cultural critic Anne Helen Petersen reported at Bloomberg, is that they have turned into “one-woman safety-nets,” available 24/7 to everyone.


The cruel optimism of equality has wrought this gap between women’s expectations and our reality.


The tension generated by this antagonism was depicted by Rachel Cusk in Aftermath, a memoir about her divorce. In processing the breakdown of her marriage, Cusk realizes that swapping gender roles with her husband—she was the breadwinner, while he was the stay-at-home parent—not only failed to effect the desired equal distribution of domestic and childcare responsibilities but also disillusioned her of her belief in gender equality. “I earned the money in our household, did my share of the cooking and cleaning, paid someone to look after the children while I worked, picked them up from school once they were older,” she wrote. “And my husband helped. It was his phrase and still is: he helped me. I was the compartmentalized modern woman, the woman having it all, and he helped me to be it, to have it. But I didn’t want help: I wanted equality.”


“He helped me” is a symptom of the sexist belief that women are solely responsible for taking care of the home, such that a husband like Cusk’s articulates his participation in this labor in terms of a supporting role rather than a primary one. Faith in equality has misled women like Cusk to believe in the promise of having it all. At most, this class-based fantasy has produced an unquantifiable shit ton of burnout. Because having it all really means doing it all.


What goes unspoken in mainstream conversations about having it all is the fact that the inclusion of women in the capitalist workforce has no direct impact on the domestic labor they have been historically expected to perform at home. Cusk’s story exemplifies findings from a 2022 study on gendered housework in US families revealing that hetero-married mothers who earn more than their husbands also do more housework. “The gender housework gap actually gets bigger for mothers who earned more than their spouses,” the study’s author, University of Bath economist Joanna Syrda, wrote. “The more they earned over their partner, the more housework they did.”


Study after study shows a gender disparity in perceptions of gender equality: A higher percentage of men believe women and men are more equal than ever before and that, in fact, gender equality has already been won and, therefore, the need for equality efforts is done. This discrepancy is not surprising given how the idea of equality takes shape in a patriarchal society where it is both “natural” and “expected” that women will do more, if not all, of the childcare and household labor—unpaid care work has historically been coded female and, by a nearly two-to-one ratio, has been women’s work for decades. As a result, Petersen observed, job flexibility intended as a perk can instead “default into a far more regressive division of labor,” since men, preferring to work in the office, accept less flexibility than women. The consequence, she explained, is that “no matter how theoretically equitable the marriage is, you can see who would naturally pick up more of the domestic and caregiving responsibilities: the partner who is often in the home, with greater proximity to the kids, and whose career is already consciously or subconsciously deprioritized because, well, it pays less.”


Cusk’s story also demonstrates the fallacy of social equality. Relationships are dynamic, not static. And equality, in the sense of a permanent equilibrium or balance, is impossible to achieve or sustain in relationships, personal or professional, sexual or platonic. How do you create, let alone prove, an equal relationship? Between a manager and their employee? A parent and their child? Or children? A husband and wife? Or any two spouses, for that matter?


It’s strange, too, that equality is a barometer of a good relationship. When it comes to a sexual relationship, what does equality even mean or look like? What if you top from the bottom? What if having an orgasm is not your endgame? Or fucking isn’t a teleological narrative ending in someone coming? Pleasure is qualitative, not quantitative. A feeling, not a number.


No one is immune to or too privileged to experience the frustration produced by the lie of equality. In her book Becoming, for example, former US First Lady Michelle Obama described the different experiences and responsibilities she and her husband, former US president Barack Obama, had while attempting to get pregnant via IVF: “He was gone and I was here, carrying the responsibility. I sensed already that the sacrifices would be more mine than his,” she said. “None of this was his fault, but it wasn’t equal, either, and for any woman who lives by the mantra that equality is important, this can be a little confusing. It was me who’d alter everything, putting my passions and career dreams on hold, to fulfill this piece of our dream.”


WHAT (WO)MEN WANT


Women have settled on and settled for equality because we’ve been conditioned to want it.


Social conditioning molds mindsets, or structured ways of thinking that over time become automatic and unconscious—“natural.” Our mindset shapes our ideas and beliefs and is the lens through which we perceive the world. I define the equality mindset as that which has engendered the unyielding, even uncritical, fidelity to equality as the cure-all to the mechanisms of gender oppression and discrimination we interpret in terms of gender inequality. This mindset, as I wrote for NBC, has hemmed the expanse of our imaginations to the patriarchy. It has shaped women’s self and social perceptions, and it has established an identitarian, rights-based agenda as the predominant feminist agenda. Its history, however, reveals more sinister consequences: The equality mindset supports and strengthens the very white supremacist cis-heteropatriarchy that feminists claim we want to dismantle.


I use mindsets as the framework to analyze feminism because this method allows for a cross-historical, sociological, and political assessment of the dominant ideology that has monopolized US feminism. Only by understanding equality feminism as an intergenerational product of the equality mindset can we break free of this mindset and change the vision and politics of the movement. I refrain from using the traditional wave framework because it is reductive and inaccurate to think of feminism in waves, as if the diverse and divergent seas of activism were completely calm and nonexistent in between some great white wave of middle- and upper-class white women fighting for their next desired equal right. Feminists like Benita Roth, in Separate Roads to Feminism, and Koa Beck, in White Feminism, have disabused us of this overly simplistic narrative.


The equality mindset devises a politics that is both reformist and reactionary because men are the frame of reference for inclusion within patriarchal institutions, and it is a politics that strives to attain the same rights, privileges, and power as white men. The aspiration of parity has resulted in a lot of unfortunate mimicry. “In order to succeed in a patriarchal world,” writer and cultural critic Jessa Crispin asserted in Why I Am Not a Feminist, “we took on the role of patriarchs ourselves. In order to win in this world, we had to exhibit the characteristics the patriarchal world values and discard what it does not.”


The payoff in both the compromise and the complicity is (white) women winning the rights that have granted them greater access to society and its institutions. And with this access comes power and wealth. The agenda is thus justified by these successes—voting rights, educational opportunity, the ability to own property—that are in no small part a product of the power, predictability, and inflexibility of our capitalist systems and institutions.


The social conditioning instantiating this mindset is one that, Beauvoir asserted, concretizes women’s “second sex” status. She examined, in The Second Sex, how this conditioning is ubiquitous, prevailing in all institutions, all discourses—from history to religion, literature, the law, science, news media, and psychoanalysis. A palimpsest of patriarchal reinforcement, she observed, has trained women into “a deep complicity with the world of men,” such that they “can only submit to the laws, the gods, the customs, and the truths created by males.” And they are threatened with moral indictments—the male god or authority figure always watching—and violence if they fail to submit.


Complicity is appealing, even desirable, because in exchange for submission, women are gifted male protection, proximity to patriarchal power, and social acceptance as feminine—as “real” women who “act like ladies.” Such tokens of complicity are why, Beauvoir said, as if alluding to white feminism without giving it a name, “white women are in solidarity with white men and not with Black women.” Women’s alliance with and allegiance to men, furthermore, points to how heterosexuality functions as a patriarchal and political institution, as a handbook on social cues about “correct” and “natural” gender relations.


The nineteenth-century women’s movement for suffrage established the culture of gender equality, and once white women were given a taste of power by white men, the validation of this political strategy inculcated it more deeply into women’s minds. Yet, the equality mindset has fixed us into a permanent state of wish fulfillment, a dream deferred that demands a suspension of disbelief (or masochism—take your pick). We are locked into this mindset because the illusion of equality is sustained by our being fed breadcrumbs—look, one Black, South Asian female vice president of the United States! One Black woman and one Latina on the Supreme Court at the same time? Success! So we keep persisting, as our T-shirts tell us to do, harboring the belief that gender equality is “possible within our lifetime.” And these breadcrumbs, these “small wins,” as some say, give us false comfort that equality is achievable. But the assumption that “nearness to this thing will help [us] or the world to become different in just the right way,” as Berlant said, is the relation of cruel optimism we have been stuck in for more than a century.


A significant reason why equality is so challenging to achieve inheres in the process of turning an idea into reality. Filtering the idea of equality through the sieve of the white supremacist cis-heteropatriarchy means that how it is interpreted and applied has historically rested in the hands of the white men who designed and continue to control our institutions, laws, and policies. Think of it like Play-Doh. Pushing an amorphous concept like equality through a man-made mold means it will come out the other side looking like the shape of that mold.


No wonder equality has not been the great panacea to women’s liberation. What might have started as an inspired endeavor quickly morphed into a movement that replicated and reinforced the “glass” barriers (ceilings, floors, cliffs) of the very systems we were convinced we were shattering.


A critical limitation of this mindset is rooted in its architecture. The equality mindset is built upon the gender binary. What I mean by this is that feminists have adopted the hierarchical opposition of man above woman as the ideological structure of the movement. The gender binary is the foundation upon which women have leveraged their “second sex” status as a political imperative. It is the ultimate logic of equality feminism. And it is the reason why some self-identified feminists remain so passionately wedded to the gender binary. They believe that without it, not only would feminism have no political standing but also that the category of woman would cease to exist—a paranoid belief that has been legitimized by both traditional and social media in recent years. Frankly, this idea is simply ridiculous—I mean, if you’ve been erased, then who the hell is tweeting from your account?


This kind of binary thinking, of course, isn’t really thinking at all. The equality mindset operates as a zero-sum game. And feminism has been in lockstep with this oppositional, reductive thinking. Both the mindset and the gender binary subscribe to what literary theorist Barbara Johnson described as the patriarchal, heteronormative logic of 1 + 1 = 1. The sum of “1” is the perfect union of man and woman, which, because woman is conceived as man’s complement, is really about making man whole. A perfect union, traditionally, is symbolized by a woman taking her husband’s surname upon marriage. It is still, in the twenty-first century, considered radical, and maybe even a bit queer, for each person to keep their respective surname, arguably even queerer for a man to take his wife’s surname.


Yet, as Beyoncé told us in “1+1,” “One plus one equals two.”


If we break free of the gender binary, however, we can break free of the equality mindset.


And the moment we realize the fallacy of equality, we’ll begin to ask how it happened and why we even wanted it in the first place.


HOW EQUALITY HAPPENED


How did the equality mindset take hold of us? And how did equality feminism emerge as the dominant model of US feminism?


The history of US feminism cannot be summarized in a neat, linear narrative, a progressive arc of the rise and slow decline of white feminism. Among the many types of feminism, there has been a defining tension between a single-issue feminism focused exclusively on gender and multi-issue feminisms that acknowledge that all forms of oppression—misogyny, racism, xenophobia, classism, ableism, homophobia, and transphobia—are linked and cannot be separated and resolved individually. These latter feminisms encompass the work of Black women writers and lecturers of the nineteenth century like Anna Julia Cooper and Mary Church Terrell, who argued that Black women experience a unique set of racist and sexist oppressions, and that of more anarchist and Marxist-leaning feminists like Emma Goldman and, later, Silvia Federici, who advocated for workers’ rights and expressly pointed out that domestic labor is largely unpaid because it is gendered as women’s work.


Equality has played a role in both single-issue and multi-issue feminisms. And many feminists have pointed out the challenge—what historian Joan Scott called the “paradox”—of equality for feminist politics: It has forced us either to argue for sameness between men and women to win equal rights or to claim that biological differences exist between men and women to justify the need for extra supports and protections (often in the name of equity) to pave the road for equality. The paradox has produced a kind of agnostic compromise, whereby faith in equality has been secured by loosely conceiving of it as a space in which differences between women can be negotiated so that common ground can be located from which to advocate for equal rights and opportunity.


This definition, however, does not address the fundamental problem of equality’s architecture: the gender binary. Additionally, to conceptualize equality as a negotiation of differences requires a system of measurement established on the gold standard of white men and rendered largely in terms of capitalism and identity. This system has materialized in the feminist politics of “equal pay” and “equal rights”—equal, of course, in relation to white men. The zero-sum thinking driving the equality mindset means, at its worst, the negotiation of our differences manifests as a kind of bad-faith Oppression Olympics to see who has suffered the most. From a political strategy standpoint, the equality mindset configures women’s power from a place of oppression, where, for example, our empowerment is determined by how much money we earn in relation to a white man’s dollar.


That equality is easy to grasp, at least in theory, is part of equality feminism’s ascendance. Simplicity is great for branding. But equality feminism also works in service of the patriarchy. It justifies patriarchal institutions because it exists in them. Equality feminism was never about dismantling patriarchal systems and institutions but about including women in them, fortifying them in the process.


We can trace the origins of the equality mindset to the dawn of the US feminist movement, in the mid-nineteenth century. Distinct from other Christian sects, the Quaker faith believed in egalitarianism—that all people are equal in God’s eyes. This belief spurred Quakers’ presence at the frontlines of the abolition movement to end slavery. The Quaker-led abolitionist argument rooted in egalitarianism was so effective in persuading (white) public opinion that women appropriated it for their own case. Quaker women—including Susan B. Anthony, Alice Paul, and Lucretia Mott—became some of the leading proponents of women’s rights.


Mott was one of several women who attended—but were prevented from participating in—the World Anti-Slavery Convention in London in 1840. There, Mott met Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who was raised in the Scottish Presbyterian Church, which was doctrinally Calvinist (with strong beliefs in predestination and men’s moral superiority over women). In 1848, the two had a meeting with Mott’s sister and two other Quaker women to plan a convention concerning the status of women, for women. From this meeting, Stanton drafted the Declaration of Sentiments, considered a foundational political document of US feminism.


Sentiments was modeled on the Declaration of Independence, with one notable addition: “We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and women are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” (emphasis mine).


The Declaration of Sentiments was presented and signed at the 1848 Seneca Falls Convention, regarded by many as the origin-event of US feminism. Stanton, tellingly, declared the convention to be “the most momentous reform that has yet launched in the world”—emphasis on reform, indicating a desire to amend yet ultimately maintain an established system. Stanton and other suffragists argued that including women in society, and especially in the voting booth, would improve and strengthen the moral righteousness of the nation.


Both declarations invoked the Quaker belief in God- or creator-given egalitarianism. Stanton even asserted that “the equal station to which [women] are entitled” is that which “God entitle[s] them,” and, later, “that woman is man’s equal—was intended so by the Creator.”


This same belief of God-given equality threads through the Letters on the Equality of the Sexes by Sarah Grimké, published in 1837. (For readers unfamiliar with her: Grimké is considered a canonical feminist foremother. I think she’s mostly known today through the late Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg’s quote “I ask no favor for my sex. All I ask of our brethren is that they take their feet off our necks,” which was paraphrased from Grimké’s original: “I ask no favors of my sex. I surrender not our claim to equality. All I ask of our brethren is, that they will take their feet from off our necks, and permit us to stand upright on that ground which God designed us to occupy.”)


Grimké and her sister Angelina were from an enslaver family in South Carolina. In 1821, Sarah converted to Quakerism, which stoked an internal moral conflict between her new religion and her personal history with slavery that subsequently incited her to action. Later that decade, she began speaking on the antislavery lecture circuit, and, not long after, she began applying her egalitarian ideas to women and incorporated women’s plight as an oppressed caste into her speeches and writings.


Grimké’s fifteen letters meticulously sourced the Christian Bible as evidence that women’s equality is ordained by God. “I shall touch upon a few points in the Scriptures,” she wrote, “which demonstrate that no supremacy was granted to man.” From Letter I, “The Original Equality of Woman,” to Letter 15, “Man Equally Guilty with Woman in the Fall,” Grimké’s objective was to prove that women’s equality is God’s word and therefore the undeniable truth. “They both fell from innocence, and consequently from happiness,” she said of Adam and Eve, “but not from equality.”


Equality feminism’s foundation in Christianity made it a compatriot to white Christian nationalism. Crucially, the “equality” of American feminism did not inhere in the egalitarianism of the people who first inhabited the land—the matrilineal society of the Cherokee—but the patriarchal Christian colonizers whose goal was to establish their supremacy.


WHITE FEMINISM BY DESIGN


Many if not all women traditionally heralded as the foremothers of US feminism in school textbooks and during Women’s History Month promoted the interests of middle- and upper-class white Christian women. These women homed their efforts on gender to the exclusion of issues concerning women whose experiences of gender discrimination were compounded by racism and labor exploitation. While the phrase “white feminism” feels like a contemporary invention, its ideology lies at the origins of the mainstream US feminist movement. Historian Kyla Schuller even regards Stanton as the inventor of white feminism because, as she wrote in The Trouble with White Women, Stanton “framed white civilization as imperiled until it made room for white women’s leadership, which she figured as more moral, just, and ultimately profitable than men’s leadership.”


The inception of the US feminist movement coincided with the rise of a white nationalist mandate that codified gender and race as categorical, biological truths and then pointed to those so-called truths as justifiable cause for medicalizing and criminalizing groups of people. The ship of colonization was steered by racism and capitalism and delivered both to these shores—where they served as constitutive instruments of the nation. The United States was founded upon the genocide of Indigenous and tribal peoples, who were the original stewards of the land, and then amassed its wealth from the labor of enslaved African people, who built its agricultural and industrial economies. White feminists vowed that their equal rights, therefore, would serve white men’s interests. They wanted to join white men, not tear them down—to reform the system, as Stanton commented, not revolutionize it.


Racism and power are entwined at the core of white feminists’ strategy. Racism has been white women’s ticket to power—specifically, in the early decades of the movement, to the power of the vote. And those white feminists clearly understood the supremacist assignment, because they reversed their position on Black enfranchisement as soon as the Fifteenth Amendment was on the table. Stanton, in fact, led women’s charge against it. In countless speeches, she vociferously argued that giving the vote to “Sambo” and “the ignorant African”—her words—would imperil the nation, whereas the moral purity of white women, miraculously transfused into their votes, would sanctify the nation. In setting women’s suffrage in opposition to Black suffrage—completely, to note, discounting Black women—we see how the binary works as a supremacist logic to reinforce white supremacy.


To accrue power—whether in terms of suffrage or access to traditionally male spaces like schools—white women formed alliances with white men, particularly Democrats, whose favor they courted to gain national support for their cause. These alliances began as early as 1866, when Anthony and Stanton founded the American Equal Rights Association (AERA) and launched state-level suffrage campaigns across the nation. In Kansas, for example, they accepted the financing and endorsement of the wealthy—and racist—railroad financier George Francis Train. Historian Laura E. Free noted in Suffrage Reconstructed that they even shared the same platform with him as he unabashedly rehearsed “racist arguments to support white women’s enfranchisement.” Among these arguments was one in which he asserted that Republicans wanted to “vote for negro suffrage and against woman suffrage,” telling audiences that this would “place your family political still lower in scale of citizenship and humanity” than Black men. Train did not mince words in the epigram he delivered in a speech in Johnson County, Kansas: “White women work to free the blacks from slavery / Black men to enslave the whites with political knavery, / Woman votes the black to save, / The black he votes, to make the woman slave.” Therefore, he argued, only by voting Democrat—and, implicitly, supporting women’s suffrage—would society remain intact.


White suffragists were not reluctant to adopt this argument. As Carrie Chapman Catt, who twice served as president of the National American Woman Suffrage Association, once reportedly reassured her audience: “White supremacy will be strengthened, not weakened, by woman suffrage.” White women’s logic was simple: Only people in power can give you power. And the people in power were white men. They were the gatekeepers, the politicians, the judges, the bankers, the property owners and landowners. They were the protectors—as well as the predators. To interpret power as a thing that can be possessed, is of limited quantity, and is a force wielded for domination is to conceive of it from a supremacist mindset. The political strategy of white suffragists was undeniably born from this thinking.


Rather than form coalitions with women of color and working-class women, these suffrage leaders chose to align themselves with the most powerful, just like the white women who followed in their footsteps chose for decades to exclude racially marginalized, working-class, and queer women from their feminist efforts. They institutionalized this strategy in their suffrage organizations, beginning with Stanton and Anthony’s AERA. As Schuller wrote, “for nearly two centuries, white feminists have set lifting white women into the nation’s structures of power as the ultimate goal, and they’ve framed that rise up the hierarchy as the very meaning of equality—even when it requires, by definition, lifting up some through pushing down many others.”


This history has served as the template for white feminism as we know it today, as an ideology that reinforces white supremacy and the gender binary that consigns women to their “second sex” status. Within a patriarchal society, therefore, to be equal to men is to always be second to them. The equality mindset that has taken hold of mainstream feminism and its politics explains its shortcomings and compromises, as well as its racism, lesbophobia, and transphobia. The white feminist politics that Beck so rightly identified as “replicating patterns of white supremacy, capitalistic greed, corporate ascension, inhumane labor practices, and exploitation, and deeming it empowering for women to practice these tenets as men always have” operate from the equality mindset.


We can see this mindset evident at every turn, at every flashpoint of feminist history, from white women telling Black and Indigenous women to march at the back of the 1913 Woman Suffrage Procession in Washington, DC, so as to not offend white southerners, to the Lean In feminism of the 2010s. The equality mindset even rears its head in nonsense statements like the notion that Wall Street would be much more ethical if the “Lehman Sisters” were in charge rather than Lehman Brothers—the global investment bank whose 2008 bankruptcy was the largest ever in US history. This mindset takes no issue with the trappings of capitalism. In fact, those who live by it believe that capitalism is the most promising pathway to and realization of equality.


THE LOGIC AND LANGUAGE OF EQUALITY


The critical difference between Stanton’s time and ours, and even Beauvoir’s time and ours, is that which time has wrought: The ideas, writings, and activism of antiracist and radical feminists have provided us the tools and templates to break free from the equality mindset—that is, if we choose to use them. We have the resources to break free of this complicity. The price for women, Beauvoir wrote in The Second Sex, is “renouncing all the advantages an alliance with the superior caste confers on them.”


What this means more specifically is that both white women and white feminists—two overlapping but distinct groups—who have possessed the crux of societal and institutional power and resources under the banner of feminism must make a choice about their values and about feminism’s purpose. Will they cling to “white supremacy under the guise of ‘equality,’” as journalist Ruby Hamad asked in White Tears/Brown Scars, “or will they stand with women of color as we edge ever closer to liberation?”


If we seek to break free of this mindset, becoming aware of its apparatus is the first step. But the work does not end there. We must go further, exposing its roots and examining its logic and language so we can dissect its mechanics to comprehend how the mindset works within ourselves and in our politics and culture. This work helps us to develop a critical consciousness from which we can begin to imagine new strategies in the fight for our dignity and bodily autonomy.


I have already referenced some synonyms for equality, including parity, sameness, egalitarianism, and even equity, despite the latter’s methodical difference—additional structural supports based on need—in how to achieve systemic equality. Here I want to focus on the cultural buzzwords used to invoke equality as a smokescreen to disguise systemic discrimination. This language and the logic that informs it weave a mosaic of equality in support of the patriarchal status quo.


The Logic of the Gender Binary


The gender binary is the organizational principle of gender equality. Equality, as I noted earlier, is a relational concept. It only has meaning within a closed system and specifically within the context of the other fixed values within that system. For example, take the number 3. We only know what 3 means because it exists in relation to other numbers. It is, for instance, less than 7 but more than 1. In our patriarchal society, the value of all people, and the rights accorded to them, are determined by and set in relation to white men. All gender equality efforts, therefore, position white men as the ultimate referent—the baseline and gold standard.


The gender binary is a modern invention. White colonizers brought it to the North American continent to dehumanize and discriminate against Indigenous and tribal peoples by imposing Christian morality and stripping them of their bodily autonomy. More than one hundred tribes on the continent held cultural beliefs espousing the multiplicity, rather than the duality, of gender.


White settler colonialism not only wrested stewardship of the land from Indigenous people but alienated them from their own cultures and traditions, especially through the enforcement of colonizers’ heterosexist notions of gender and sexuality. Indigenous feminist Jihan Gearon, who is Diné (Navajo) and Nahiłií (Black), has written about how the colonizers’ gender binary enacted a kind of cultural genocide. Within her own community, for example, “Diné people traditionally have four genders based on the role a person plays in the larger community. The roles of naadheeh (feminine man) and dilbaa’ (masculine woman) have a unique ability and responsibility to act as translators between asdzáá (feminine woman) and hastiin (masculine male), and they have a unique ability to bring about balance between the masculine and feminine.” The gender binary, she observed, was part of the colonizers’ ideological agenda to establish their dominance and superiority through Christianity. Compulsory assimilation or elimination expunged defining matriarchal elements from Indigenous communities.


As a relational concept, the gender binary has defined the meaning and value of woman in relation to man. The relation is cast in the negative—what feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray articulated as “A / not-A” or, more clearly, “man / not-man.” The gender binary has meant that women end up representing everything that men are not or do not want to be. Emotional vulnerability, for instance, is considered a weakness in men: a sign that they are effete, effeminate, and maybe even—gasp—homosexual. Women must be depicted as weak, needy, dumb, and dependent so men feel strong, competent, smart, and independent.


The gender binary plays out in an array of oppositions—including good versus evil and active versus passive—to affirm and reinforce men’s superiority over women. This is the social conditioning that has led us to believe that men are innately superior to women and are, by birth, entitled to this superiority. (Not all men, of course, are entitled in the same way—racism, homophobia, xenophobia, ableism, and classism all affect a person’s social privilege and their own sense of entitlement.) This entitlement manifests in the dynamics of traditional gender roles and stereotypes, such as taker and giver, breadwinner and homemaker, and virile and virgin. In other words, men are always and in all ways on top, and women are on the bottom. (And this thinking underlies the question all lesbians are eventually asked—“Who’s the man?”—to which we universally respond with an eyeroll.)


White supremacist society needs binaries. They comprise America’s architectural bones. These binaries—white/Black, heterosexual/homosexual, cisgender/transgender, able-bodied/disabled, et cetera—function to segregate and exclude people in accordance with society’s hierarchical structure of identity categories. Within a white supremacist cis-heteropatriarchy, white is superior. White is man. White is masculine. America’s white supremacist society remains intact through not only physical violence but also linguistic violence that employs these binaries. This language work is seen in the racist emasculation of Black men through the patronizing language of “boy,” as well as in the deliberate aging of Black children by referring to them as adults, which construes them as dangerous societal threats to warrant their criminalization—a justification for putting terrified, sobbing Black schoolchildren in handcuffs.


You can see how difference plays out in our society in accordance with the power structure of the patriarchy. Our differences have been reductively rendered into artificial identities that are then slotted into a hierarchal system designed to preserve the status quo and especially to safeguard white Christian nationalism. The white supremacist cis-heteropatriarchy is the original pyramid scheme.


If we stopped relying on binaries, how might we upend this power structure and society as we know it?


Fairness


The language of fairness is weaponized to police, ostracize, and expel people from participating in society under the guise that their inclusion discriminates against the people for whom society’s very institutions were built. The targets are usually racially marginalized, disabled, gender-nonconforming, and trans people. It is as if their very existence threatens the fabric of the white supremacist cis-heteropatriarchy. Cries of “Fairness!”—or, more specifically, “Unfair!”—are nothing less than dog whistles for the discrimination that is systematically levied against our most marginalized communities.


Demanding fairness is a response to a measured or perceived discrimination that, from an equality mindset, is construed as an inequality. And these days, fairness seems to appear everywhere. In the media, for instance, we have seen fairness evoked in the name of objectivity, which has recently given way to bothsidesism. The modern fairness argument emerged in opposition to affirmative action law and policy, specifically pertaining to college admissions—since education is a critical lever of societal change and key indicator of social and economic mobility, our white supremacist society has felt it imperative to erect as many barriers to education as possible.


Modern affirmative action policies linked to advancing racial equity were enacted and took effect in the late 1960s, and claims of “reverse discrimination” and “reverse racism” followed almost immediately, with the first suit, challenging the University of Washington Law School’s affirmative action policy, filed in 1971. The Supreme Court’s 1978 ruling in Regents of the University of California v. Bakke forced higher education institutions to change their affirmative action policies, declaring quotas to be unconstitutional according to the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. In its fall 2022 term, the US Supreme Court heard two cases challenging the legality of race-conscious admissions at Harvard University and the University of North Carolina brought forth by the nonprofit Students for Fair Admissions. The nonprofit, according to its website, “believe[s] that racial classifications and preferences in college admissions are unfair, unnecessary, and unconstitutional.” It was founded by conservative legal strategist Edward Blum—the man who has brought forth dozens of anti–affirmative action cases and led the legal challenge that resulted in the Supreme Court gutting the Voting Rights Act in 2013.


In their Supreme Court brief, lawyers representing Students for Fair Admissions cited the Fourteenth Amendment’s Equal Protection Clause and Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 to contend that “because Brown is our law, Grutter cannot be.” (Harvard, as a private institution, is only subject to the charge of violating Title VI, which states that “no person in the United States shall, on the ground of race, color, or national origin, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any program or activity receiving federal financial assistance.”) The nonprofit deployed the Brown ruling—which overturned Plessy v. Ferguson’s “separate but equal” clause by claiming the Equal Protection Clause prohibits racial segregation in schools—against the Grutter v. Bollinger verdict in 2003 permitting race to be a factor considered in school admissions. This is a clear-cut example of how equality is weaponized against system-wide antidiscrimination and racial justice efforts.


In this context, fairness is usually coupled with another red-flag word: meritocracy.


The myth of American individualism has perpetuated the belief that a person’s individual merit is the sole reason they are admitted to a prestigious college or land a six-figure job. Meritocracy is grounded in the fallacy of equality that disguises individual privilege and systemic discrimination.


For people who believe in meritocracy, affirmative action is nothing less than special privilege, or even, egregiously, “reverse racism.” Having attended K-12 public schools, completed four degrees (without much debt, thanks to scholarships and part-time teaching jobs in graduate school), taught at high schools and colleges, and tutored wealthy children (because being an adjunct professor doesn’t pay the rent), I have plenty of insight into the accumulated and compounding effects of classism and racism within the education system. Children from wealthy families are sent to astoundingly expensive private and independent schools, where they receive individual care, instruction, and attention; where classroom sizes are limited in number; and where the quality of education and resources are unquestionably superior to those available to increasingly underfunded public-school students.


Students from wealthy families can afford to hire multiple private tutors, who may or may not have a heavy hand in completing their school assignments and writing their college application essays. (The stories tutors could tell. Once I even had a high schooler order me to do his history assignment while he took a bath.) They not only have high school tutors but also SAT tutors and college admissions consultants—entire entourages that, behind the scenes, guarantee their success. These advantages are supplemented by parents’ donations to colleges prior to their children applying for admission, to grease the path through the gates, so to speak. And if prospective students have parents who are alumni (or “legacies,” as my undergraduate alma mater Harvard calls them), their applications are marked as such to denote their special status. And this is only to speak of the preadmissions and admissions processes. The advantages continue into college, whether through preexisting networks of friends, connections with professors, or access to invite-only clubs reserved for the privileged classes. (At Harvard, these are called “finals clubs.”)


According to a 2019 National Bureau of Economic Research study, 43 percent of white admits to Harvard were either recruited athletes (myself included), legacies (another word for nepotism—the opposite of so-called meritocracy), children of faculty and staff, or children whose relatives had recently donated to Harvard. The same study revealed that 75 percent of these white admits would have been rejected (myself included) had they not fallen into any of these categories.


As depressing as it sounds, one of the greatest lessons I have learned, not only from my undergraduate experience but from the diverse experiences I’ve had across various types of institutions, both public and private, is that there is no such thing as meritocracy. Moneytocracy, perhaps, but certainly not meritocracy. Working hard does not guarantee your success. Nor is it the determining factor of your success. Networks have a greater impact. Knowing people, having connections to people in high places who can open doors, does wonders for a person’s career. And, studies show, these social networks are by and large homogenous, race based, and class based.


In the same context, fairness has been used in arguments against student loan debt cancellation. The logic is that debt cancellation would be unfair to people who have paid off their loans. We don’t have to dig deep to point out the basic fact that the price of college tuition has skyrocketed in recent decades—between 2006 and 2016, college tuition and fees increased by a whopping 63 percent, according to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics—and student loan debt has soared in kind, thanks to predatory loan companies that capitalize upon people’s dreams. It’s such a strange, vengeful, and inhumane argument to say, I suffered, so you should suffer too! Perhaps this is what America’s version of equality really means.


More recently, the language of fairness has been weaponized against trans people’s participation in sports. Both national and international fairness policies are being deliberated by legislative bodies to decide which women have the right to compete as women. In the name of fairness, for example, in 2020 the Swiss Federal Tribunal upheld World Athletics’ decision to bar South African runner Caster Semenya from defending her Olympic gold. This is despite her undergoing years of inhumane body examinations and tests to prove her gender, including her agreement, in 2011, to take medication to reduce her testosterone levels to become eligible to compete. This medication, she told HBO in a 2022 interview, had several harmful effects, including illness, weight gain, and panic attacks. She has since refused to undergo such medicalized violence to artificially lower her testosterone levels.


The measure of fairness is so arbitrary, in fact, that Semenya is allowed to compete in some women’s events (the 100m, 200m, and distances greater than 1,600m) but not others (anything between 400m and 1,600m), based on the acceptable testosterone range for those events. “According to World Athletics and its members,” she tweeted in March 2022, “I’m a male when it comes to the 400m, 800m, 1,500m and 1,600m! Then [I’m] a female in 100m, 200m, and long-distance events.” Equality is not only at work here in the language of fairness—in the rhetoric of creating an equal or level playing field—but also in how the gender binary is enforced to both exclude and violate people whose bodies are perceived as subversive or threatening to the supposed veracity of it.


“These binaries that we have in sport don’t match up to the world,” historian Amira Rose Davis said in an interview with NPR. “Sports must maintain this really, really violent binary at all costs, no matter who it hurts,” she added. “And right now, that burden, that pain, that harm is most keenly felt by women of the Global South,” she said, noting that these standards are based on white patriarchal notions of womanhood, and as such have disproportionately impacted people of color.


The same notion of fairness is found throughout arguments in favor of legislation to ban trans and nonbinary youth from participating in school sports. Advocates claim these laws are necessary to protect girls’ and women’s sports by mandating a fair and equal competitive playing field—this is all, obviously, code for reifying the gender binary, the architectural bastion of the white supremacist cis-heteropatriarchy.


As of September 2022, eighteen states have passed legislation banning trans youth from participating in sports, with dozens more similar pieces of legislation under consideration in state legislatures across the nation. These anti-trans sports bans represent just one portion of the more than three hundred anti-LGBTQ+ bills presented in state legislatures nationwide in 2022. (Nearly four hundred have been put forth in the first quarter of 2023, with a majority directed at dehumanizing trans people by restricting their health care and inclusion in society, which includes participating in school sports.) And the language of fairness echoes throughout most if not all of these bills and in the arguments for them. “I want to make sure that all the opportunities are provided for our young females1 and we protect the fair competition for them so they have all those possibilities,” Republican Indiana state representative Michelle Davis, who authored her state’s anti-trans bill, said in an Indiana House Education Committee meeting on the proposed legislation in early 2022. Davis repeated the language of fairness (“fair competition”) multiple times in her testimony. States like Florida and Kansas even call their respective laws the Fairness in Women’s Sports Act.




Title IX, which prohibits sex discrimination in any educational institution that receives federal funding, is invoked by both sides. It protects transgender and gender-nonconforming students from discrimination, but it is also being used by gender essentialists who contend that the inclusion of trans girls puts cisgender girls at a competitive disadvantage to win trophies and break records. This was precisely the argument of the plaintiffs in the 2022 federal appellate court case Soule et al v. Connecticut Association of Schools et al, who asserted that Title IX protections—providing “equal athletic opportunity for members of both sexes”—for cisgender girls are weakened by allowing trans girls to compete against them. Those fighting to exclude trans and gender-nonconforming athletes, in short, are basing their interpretation of Title IX on the gender binary.


Fairness is code for discrimination. At the collegiate level, the cry of fairness was the lynchpin of the effort to ban UPenn swimmer Lia Thomas from collegiate competition in the 2021–2022 season. Thomas followed NCAA protocol to be eligible for competition after her transition. Yet she encountered relentless attacks intended to both intimidate and prevent her from competing.


In June 2022, World Aquatics—swimming’s world governing body, which at the time was known as FINA, the Fédération Internationale de Natation—voted that only trans women who “have not experienced any part of male puberty” are eligible for women’s competitions, effectively banning trans women like Thomas who did not transition before going through male puberty. World Aquatics’ president Husain Al-Musallam justified the ruling using the language of equality and fairness: “Equality is also a key principle for us,” he said of the eligibility change. “It is a policy that we need to introduce to protect the competitive fairness of our event.”


Such arguments about fairness in women’s sports are based on the medical classification of the gender binary, which has strangely rendered puberty as the absolute determinant of gender and, therefore, in this context, of fairness. An athlete’s eligibility is determined by an arbitrary hormone level range and classification system set by the medical establishment, whereby women and girls undergo body examinations, hormone testing, and menstrual-cycle reporting. Yes, that’s right. In most states, high school athletes are asked questions about their menstrual history on medical evaluation forms they must compete prior to participating in school sports. Anti-trans fanatics are terribly small-minded if they think gender policing ends with trans kids.


The thing is, no two women are the same. It is the fallacy of equality that any two women have the same bodies, or same-sized muscles or body parts, or the same exact hormone levels. Individual hormone levels, in fact, fluctuate daily, weekly, and monthly—there is no set level of estrogen that biologically confirms woman. Without the gender binary codified by patriarchal laws and medical institutions, there is no standard definition of woman to substantiate such hateful pieces of legislation.


In May 2022, the New York Times ran one of its many anti-trans sports articles. This particular article had a section on “science,” with writer Michael Powell quoting Mayo Clinic physician Michael J. Joyner, who said “testosterone is the 800-pound gorilla” to emphasize that testosterone, and testosterone alone, is the ultimate factor in athletic success. Powell asserted that the “biological advantage” of testosterone must be true, because men’s swimming record times are about 10 to 12 percent faster than women’s. But there are a lot of logical leaps operating in this assertion, including the assumptions that muscle mass equals athleticism, athleticism is the same across sports, and all sports require the same athletic skills.


“Sports encompass an enormous array of activities requiring vastly differing combinations of skills and physical capacities,” sociomedical scientist Rebecca M. Jordan-Young and cultural anthropologist Katrina Karkazis observed in Testosterone: An Unauthorized Biography. “When is power more important? When is finesse? How crucial is endurance? What about flexibility, hand-eye coordination, communication with teammates, strategy?” Testosterone is an anabolic steroid hormone that builds complex muscle mass, but it certainly doesn’t equate to the ability to land a quadruple axel in figure skating. You need the technique, you need the endurance, and you need the mental acumen to do that. Muscle power is just one factor in athletic ability. Jordan-Young and Karkazis are right: “The idea that there is one core ingredient in the magic sauce for every conceivable sport is frankly absurd.” Yet this is precisely the magical thinking underlying the argument against trans kids participating in sports, whereby debates about fairness are categorically reduced to testosterone as a signifier of manhood.


I am curious, too, why this—the historically racist and eugenicist testing of blood to enforce a supremacist pseudoscientific classification system—is the only vector of fairness of public concern. What about the economic advantage of families who can afford to pay for their kids to train with private coaches, join elite teams, and participate in costly competitions and tournaments? In tennis, for example, your ranking is determined by the points you accrue from the number of matches you win in tournaments. Growing up, I could afford maybe one or two tournaments a year, but the girls I beat on the court were always ranked higher than me because they could afford to play in tournaments year-round—and rankings matter in college recruitment. Should I have cried, “Unfair!”? Or what about racism? What about the racist bullying experienced by Black and brown kids that ostracizes them and pushes them out of sports? Funny how these types of unfairness are swept under the rug.


Again, the issue isn’t fairness. It’s about excluding trans people from living fulfilling and joyous lives and from participating and finding ways to belong in society. Black excellence, too, is unacceptable in a society that demands Black suffering. That gender is a racial construct means the racism experienced by Black female athletes is often tethered to misogyny. Endless misogynistic, racist, and dehumanizing assaults—too disgusting to warrant repeating here—have been hurled at tennis champions Serena and Venus Williams throughout their careers. These assaults all employ the binaries of the white supremacist cis-heteropatriarchy when they accuse the Williams sisters of not being real women because they are too strong, too aggressive, or win too much.
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