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For my sister Angela and her daughter Winifred






People ask me about my mentors, my feminist role models – well, a lot of the women I look up to are much younger than me.

The Hon. Justice Sally Brown, Family Court of Australia








Foreword to the 2019 Edition: Time Bends

What does a letter from the future look like?

In the sci-fi movie Interstellar, time bends to allow a frantic warning from many years away to be experienced in an oblivious present – a tumble of books from a shelf in a coded pattern yet to make sense. The falling books are seen, but the message is not yet understood.

It takes some time for messages from the future to become clear. When two female students at the University of Melbourne’s Ormond College went to the police in 1992 to lay indecent assault charges against the college’s then-Master, Dr Alan Gregory, their actions seemed to some utterly bewildering.

Why would they go to the cops? An alleged touch on the breast? A leering remark? A silly old duffer at a college function doing the stuff that men on the sauce often did. If any of this indeed happened – and many refused to believe that it did – wasn’t this the sort of thing that educated young women should be able to handle?

Books fell from the shelves. Down tumbled Helen Garner’s The First Stone: bewildered, angry and despairing about how women at the height of their erotic and social powers could be rendered helpless by a foolish fumble from the kind of men she’d been fending off for years. Garner’s bewilderment was tinged with sorrow. Is this what her feminism had become, she asked: destructive, priggish, pitiless?

Her bestselling book sparked a firestorm of debate that can now be seen clearly as one of the first great battles of Australia’s ‘culture wars’. Sides were chosen largely but not always along ideological lines: for the young women if you still believed in the feminist cause; against them if you didn’t. If that sounds simplistic now, it was even more tribal then. More distressing was the complex generational divide opened up by her book, and this was the most painful one of all, for everyone.

This divide didn’t mean that all younger and all older women were lined up against each other – there were some very high-profile exceptions to this on both sides. The substance of the debate came to be a struggle over exactly what freedom meant for a woman who wants to claim her place in the world: for those who could understand what the Ormond College women had done, that freedom was the hard-won right to have their claims tested in open court; for others, freedom should surely mean the capacity to tell a bloke to piss off and never let it get you down.

Garner and her many supporters said they did not understand why a woman could not rely on her innate power – her implied sexual strength – to bat away a hand and to refuse to let unwanted attention overwhelm her, and that was a criticism that was hard to take. I can’t overstate how much we admired Garner and her generation. We knew they took the blows for us. We knew that for some women – white, middle class, educated women like us – it was so much easier now than it had been for them to call out much of the garden-variety sexism and discrimination that was their 60s lot.

Her generation of brilliant thinkers and activists dominated the conversation back then. You can’t have an encounter with someone as ferocious as, say, Eva Cox, the founder of the Women’s Economic Think Tank, and not hope that she approved of you. But Garner’s cry in the last line of The First Stone – asking why they were all so afraid of life? – left me gasping. I found myself in endless conversations about it with women of my age, and it felt something like sisters coming together to comfort each other after being chewed-out by a disappointed mother.

The fault-line we all stumbled on was whether this was a failure of self-reliance by our generation, or a moment of appeasement by the one above – and the disappointment between generations was profoundly mutual.

This generational split was no fiction. I felt the grain of 60s activism in Garner’s question of why the young women went to the cops: I wondered if the word in earlier drafts might have been pigs. Right there was a central difference between the generations. The women I knew were working with police to reform law and change policing behaviour, trying (not always successfully) to build relationships, and they pragmatically saw a better-informed police force as central to achieving change for women. But those older than us had a profound mistrust of the law, understandably through bitter experience. The cops. The very last people you’d go to.

After The First Stone, articles, pamphlets, denunciations, speeches and critiques showered down – and none were without a fervent seizing of ground. The entire legal apparatus of sexual harassment laws seemed up for grabs; but institutional inertia also started to be exposed. Routine abuses of power in the workplace were discussed anew, this time with a strengthening backlash against what some saw as trivial complaints. The battle was exhausting. Garner described it as a year of horror.

It was now 1995, and I was winded by disappointment. It seemed that just when women should feel confident and able to use sexual harassment laws created for them by a previous generation of feminists, we were being denounced for daring to take matters further than a discreet, in-house complaint. Back then, evidence showed that many workplaces simply had no idea of how to deal with sexual harassment matters: women were being told that it was ‘your word against his’ and therefore there was no evidence to support a complaint. Women were not being believed and, worse, were being encouraged, even paid, to leave rather than take their legitimate grievances further.

The ‘debate’ had devolved into a slanging match – a confusion of sex with sexism, of mutual affection with uninvited attention.

I was a reporter at the Age newspaper. I had my dream job writing long-form features for one of this country’s greatest newspapers. My editors were serious, accomplished journalists and they were almost all men. The culture was blokey, but progressive. Yes, women were assumed to be every bit as good as the men around them, but we also knew we had to navigate a system that still excused the excesses of some men with unfussed indulgence.

As a journalist, a storyteller, I’ve always been a bit like the man who found a button he liked on the footpath and had a suit made around it: my stories always start with one idea – a proposition, a character, hopefully one central truth – and proceed from there. Before I wrote anything else, I wrote this paragraph:


It is paranoid nonsense to suggest that relations between men and women are now bound and gagged by priggish feminism or overbearing laws. We all deal with desire, rejection and the occasional abuse of power every day – and mostly with success.



Mostly with success. How many times had I walked away from an offensive remark, a leering look, a foul suggestion? I can’t remember. How many cases did I know of women who decided they’d had enough and marched into HR to get the crap to stop? I didn’t know of one. Yes, you bet we copped it and moved on. All the time. In the case of the Ormond College women, their complaints were first made privately and discreetly; they repeatedly sought internal, confidential redress, inside the college process. And they were let down in every instance. (Indeed the series of decisions made by the college – the women found out the Master had been exonerated by reading a notice pinned to the dining room bulletin board – is a case-study of classic institutional failure.) So, why were so many people we admired getting into us when one of us finally did complain?



Before I started in journalism, my initial post-university job was the first thing I could find that had anything to do with ideas and writing. Broke and alarmed by Australia’s descent into recession I grabbed a job in the publicity department of a small Melbourne-based publishing house, Greenhouse Publications – a strange list of craft, gardening, alternative therapy and fiction. I was terrible at it. I hated the nagging and wheedling required to get our authors into the media, and I realised very early on that I was diffident in the role. Once I even stood an author up at her own event because I’d simply forgotten about it. It’s a wonder I wasn’t sacked. But I made a great friend there, fiction editor Belinda Byrne, and in the aftermath of the Ormond College Wars, whenever we caught up I bored her senseless with rants and speeches about how an entire generation of women, and a hard-won set of discrimination laws, had been misrepresented by the furore. In the end, she made the universal declaration of the fed-up friend: well, if you care so much about it – why don’t you write something?

I need to pause here to adequately describe the terror of deciding to take on, in print, an argument made by one of Australia’s most beloved authors. This was the author of Monkey Grip and The Last Days of Chez Nous. I loved Garner’s work and like any young woman living an inner-city Melbourne life, my experiences intersected with hers. At university one of my friends lived in the loft that, she was sure, was Javo’s heroin hangout. I knew that if I wrote this book I would make enemies and lose friends. Indeed, one of my closest friends was one of Helen Garner’s oldest: I was planning to head to this friend’s country property to sit quietly and write. The many tense discussions between us about the subject feature in the book. I remember the fear coming on me like a Bells Beach dumper, but to my surprise it pulled away just as quickly. This really mattered to me, and so I felt I had no choice. How else were generations of Australian women going to feel they could use laws created for them without fear of public attack unless we said something in support of them?

So I wrote a book – another tumbling book in the pattern.

I wrote Generation F: Sex, Power and the Young Feminist because the next-generation feminists I knew at that time were doing the most extraordinary work in fields that were important then, but seem even more crucial now. They were the early agitators in trying to get society to recognise systemic discrimination and harassment; they were the workplace advocates trying to free women from the ‘pink ghetto’ of dead-end, part-time work into which their so-called family-friendly workplace had corralled them; and they were the brilliant and brave social leaders holding up a mirror to an epidemic of domestic and family violence at which we were nowhere near willing to look.

Time makes sense of time. The two young women who launched their legal action against their college Master unwittingly wrote us a letter from the future in a code that was not yet clear to us, but in the passing decades since this flashpoint of dismay between generations of feminists, women and men, a diamond-hard truth has remained in place. That largely we all get on. We manage the conflicts, and fumbles and transgressions with good grace, or eye-rolls or a pointed word and move on. We forget more harassment than we remember. But sometimes – not all the time, but sometimes – because sexism is real and misogyny is alive, a woman needs the help of the law to navigate her workplace, even her home life. And even then, when you hear some of the stories today of those who have turned their face to the scrutiny of the law, you wonder why they bothered.

The Ormond College matter was a moment of j’accuse that has made more and more sense as the years have gone on: as other, high-profile cases of sexual harassment came to prominence; as corporations large and small slowly awoke to the legal, economic and social costs of harassment in their workplace; and as our toxic legacy of sexual violence became a poison we could no longer ignore.

And as women, and men, around the world have started to speak up to say yes, me too – I’ve been harassed and paid the price – the hopeless attempts of these college women at getting due process from a recalcitrant Melbourne institution seem dismayingly familiar.

For me, these Ormond College women were, and are, the first voices of the revolution that is #MeToo in Australia.



In a way, the book that follows is a letter in a bottle from a time that will be surprisingly familiar, even while some of the characters have changed, or gone to another place. There are references to ‘last year’ and hopes for the next, both of which have long passed now. When it was published, and the post-First Stone debate was in full rage, my intention was to get to a deeper understanding about what the feminist mission looked like in the hands of a much-maligned younger generation. I’m thrilled to say that these women fulfilled their promise. Among those in the book some have founded their own companies, one dedicated to diversity; they’ve written lasting law reform; one has almost single-handedly kept the issue of family violence in the public eye; a couple of them are now judges. One is a Deputy High Commissioner at the UN. One has been appointed to the Supreme Court of Victoria. Some of them are not that much younger than me but I feel something akin to a big sister’s pride in what they’ve gone on to do.

Publication was a bit of a big deal. Australia’s feminist godmother, Anne Summers, was then editor of Fairfax’s Good Weekend magazine and she put me and my old friend from university days, Kathy Bail, on the cover, in a now faintly embarassing sepia-toned double-portrait, part Gen X rock-chick, part Ingmar Bergman’s Persona. Kathy had just published a book entitled DIY Feminism. The headline was ‘Writing about their Generation: girls of the Femme Gen strike back’ and the debate was off and running again. Was feminism dead, or alive and well in the hands of a new generation? Were these women worthy of their valuable inheritance from women like Germaine Greer, Eva Cox and Anne Summers herself?

So many women – young and old – wrote to me, sharing their moments of harassment and discrimination, and while they spoke about their faith and trust in a well-meaning system, it was clear that the clumsy use of laws and regulations had bruised more than just them.

Time reveals, however, that this book is alarmingly white and pretty middle class. I remember a reviewer from the Green Left Weekly scolding me because I did not identify the roots of women’s oppression in the interests of the capitalist ruling class, so there’s that too. The field of feminist activism now, much more than then, is defined by difference and intersectionality and I’m happy to acknowledge that, but I regret not seeking out the socially, sexually and racially diverse voices that were nonetheless raised back then for inclusion in my argument.

It’s a shock to realise that this all happened before the advent of social media: the stories and experiences and confessions – and hatred – I received after publication were by mail, or email, and the broadsheet pages of the major newspapers were really the only places where the arguments raged, which seems almost quaint today. The commentariat is still there of course, some on those same pages still, but now not so many read them. Their power, if they have any, resides on ever-changing social media platforms. Some of the names in this book will be unfamiliar (amusingly, some will be dismayingly familiar) so just substitute your favourite conservative/progressive in their place. In this book there is the beginning of a game of Blowhard Bingo you could play, too.

So, in this era of backlash and accountability, it seemed time to revisit some of the issues I looked at in a book born of a moment that seems not to have ended: indeed, a disappointing amount has stayed the same. The women in the Ormond matter wanted three things: an acknowledgement of the harassment, an apology for it, and a promise it would not happen again – and that’s all. It’s a three-part plea that has remained stunningly consistent in the majority of sexual harassment cases that go well and that go badly; disappointingly, those working in the field say it remains elusive.

Almost 25 years after the Ormond College case and the furore around The First Stone, it’s quite incredible to realise how little has changed. Women and men who make complaints about harassment are still far too easily tagged as troublemakers and they know it: it’s why, contrary to the spin, the vast majority of those harassed say nothing. Many workplaces still take what they see as the easiest and cheapest route through the thorny path of accusation and denial, and that’s just to pay someone out.

Sometimes the problem is that the system itself obstructs a peaceful path to reconciliation, being overly legalistic, framed by liability. Other times it’s because, as one veteran says, ‘we are fallible and we are flawed – we panic and we lie’. There’s little we’ll ever be able to do about that universal frailty – so why isn’t a system built to take account of that? Perhaps a legal system can’t ever be: but maybe we can be better?

The true lesson from 1992 is still one of bravery – the need for candour not only from those who dare to step up to power, but also from those who may have caused the offence, and most crucially from the workplace or institution being confronted by the claim.

My book begins with what I realise now was one of my (many) Me Too moments, and it may seem now somewhat quaint: but it is the resolution of this moment that still fills me with immense pride, for me and for the man. The story represents the qualities that mean the most to me in people: candour, honesty, owning your mistakes and apologising for them. Back then I wrote:


The rules governing how we thread our way through the world, and around each other, are as simple and as demanding as they have ever been. The addition of laws against sexual harassment, discrimination and abuse make this no more complicated.



Bravery. That’s it.






Introduction

I work in the newsroom of a city newspaper. It’s a place caught between eras. We deal in the key social and political issues of the day in a manner both concerned and sceptical. We appear, in print, so very enlightened. But our environment is still in many respects one of the most blokey and traditional around: like the law, it is a place of inherent male conservatism around which is wrapped the appearance of an emancipated, even morally superior, public mission.

One evening at work, a male colleague I knew, but not well, came up to me to show me a piece of work for the paper. Clapping eyes on me, his body loosened, his face widened in a grin, and he moved quickly towards me. It was one of those moments, you realise with a sinking heart, that you can do little to avoid. Even then, he greeted me with an enthusiasm I hadn’t expected. With a great how-ya-going he pulled me into a crushing embrace, jamming my body up against his.

You know that big bar-room hug? The headlock hold you can’t get out of, that has you bent in at the waist, riding out the moment and waiting to be released?

I was dumbstruck. I barely knew the guy. I pulled away with a muttered greeting back. This didn’t go over well. He protested my rejection, and grabbed me back for another go, this time all but knuckling the top of my head, Three Stooges style.

As is always the case, it all happened so quickly. When I released myself with another push his embarrassment turned to annoyance. He pulled me back for a third go, mashing me against himself harder than ever, me open mouthed, gasping.

This time I shoved him away with all my strength, with a half cry of ‘Would you let go of me!’ Around me, all our colleagues had fallen silent, staring.

He protested. ‘Aw, come on, you don’t have to be like that. I was just trying to show you something.’ I tried to think – quickly, smartly – but all I managed to get out was a stutter. ‘You don’t have to put your arm around me to do that.’ I could hear my voice as I said this. It sounded pinched and shrill, the pigeon-toed wail of a gutless girl.

I remember walking off to absolute silence, my heart thumping, my face scarlet. When I returned to my desk nobody looked at me and nobody mentioned the incident. I spent the rest of the evening trying to avoid him, and made off home as quickly as possible.

Damn, damn, damn. The scene replayed itself all night. I went over and over my response and found it mortifyingly useless. Then I went over what he did and wondered if I had overreacted. I hated my weakness, I hated his insensitivity. I wanted to smack him for ruining a calm and good-humoured work night with his boorish, blokey act. All night I rehearsed the cutting little speeches I somehow failed to magic up at the right time.

It was all too hard. I love working in this bumptious, aggressive environment, it provides a tension I can’t help but enjoy. But like many other women, my days are often spent trying to get a lot of these guys, these forty-something, fifty-something newsmen to take me seriously, look me in the eye when they speak to me, treat my opinions with the same gravity they accord each other’s. I try not to leap at every provocative – and predictable – joke that is made. I wrap a thick layer of gutsy humour around me to keep myself nice. And then this guy has to unravel it all.

By Saturday night, my dinner table of close friends had been told the story – at least once. The responses ranged from mild outrage, to weary amusement to firm advice about what to say on Monday morning. I should not let this pass, they said.

The phone rang. One of my friends answered and began frantically waving at us to shut up. He mouthed at me, ‘It’s him’. Everybody stopped dead, staring.

I could hear him breathing before I said a word. His voice was strangled. He sounded terrified. He started talking and everything tumbled out without a pause.

‘I won’t keep you, I can hear you’re busy. I just wanted to apologise for what I did on Friday night. It was totally unprofessional and inappropriate. I sometimes get a bit too exuberant – it’s what I would do to a man or a woman – but I am so sorry that what I did made you uncomfortable and it will never happen again.’

This was amazing. I was stunned. ‘It’s forgotten,’ I said, and thanked him for calling, wishing him a good weekend. I don’t know why I have a strong memory of him then bursting into tears of relief. Maybe it was me. In reality I think he wished me the same and hung up.

The phone call didn’t kill him – and I didn’t want it to. I saw him at work on Monday, and after our initial, mutual, awkwardness (how both of us clearly wished it had not happened at all) we got over it and moved on. We have worked together since.

What had brought him to this sober, direct action? Was there a furious wife or girlfriend at home, smacking her forehead in exasperation? You stupid, stupid man, she would tell him. Aren’t you reading the news? This woman will do your career, she’ll have you sacked in a week. Get on the phone and apologise. Now. Or was it his own regret, his own embarrassment, or his rising fear about facing Monday morning that startled him into action?

It hardly mattered which. Professionals working in sexual harassment speak about needing to shift attitudes in a workplace at the same time as dealing with harassing behaviour: only that way does real and lasting change occur, they say. But many women who work in profoundly sexist environments tell you they couldn’t care less about the real attitudes – they just want the behaviour to stop. What was so reassuring about this man’s phone call was that it was his behaviour that was described as out of line. And it was his behaviour that I was assured would not happen again.

The incident sounds so trivial written down. It is one that I flatter myself would never keep me awake now, would never again throw me off balance. But when I recount it to other women who have dealt with similar situations at work – some less significant, many much, much worse – they are all taken aback by the man’s direct and apparently sincere approach. The response is almost always identical. ‘Well, that’s really all you want them to do, isn’t it?’ Indeed it was.

But let’s change the scenario just a little. Let us say that no phone call was made – the incident was, of course, minor in its nature, and really only a private drama for the two involved. After a weekend of fretting and self-recrimination, I return to work on Monday morning. Blushing and shaking, I confront my colleague over the matter and ask him to apologise. And let us say he refuses. He stares me down. The mocking amusement that any working woman knows so well slides over his face. ‘What are you talking about?’ he asks. What if, in the world-weary manner of the cynical newsroom – the manner I often adopt myself – he tells me to lighten up?

What would I have done then? Let it drop? Talk to his superior? Put it around at work that he had molested me in the office? Hope that a whispering campaign would shame him in a way that my impotent outrage had not? Or would I have gone to the editor and formalised the complaint? And what hell, for both of us, would have been unleashed then?

The question is as loaded now as it seemed then. This bizarre little incident took place in early 1995, just as the novelist, Helen Garner, published her explosive book about sexual harassment, The First Stone. The book examined allegations of sexual harassment at a prestigious Melbourne co-educational college. When the book was released, the Establishment had still not recovered from the fact that the then Master of Ormond College, Dr Alan Gregory, had been charged with sexual assault after complaints were laid by two female students in 1992. The fact that the prosecutions ultimately failed did nothing to appease the horror. The anonymity of the two students was regarded by some as cowardice; the fate of the Master, who resigned in 1993, tragic. Nobody – not an interested party, not an apparently disinterested or even uninformed one – had let this just slip past.

Garner’s book attacked what she saw as a puritanical new feminism on Australian campuses – one that would send women rushing to the law over a moment of minor unpleasantness. When The First Stone was released, the debate around the Ormond College affair, sexual harassment and sexual assault laws in this country became something like a bushfire. It roared all around. The Sydney broadcaster, John Laws, was on the radio railing against ‘those feminist bitches’ who ruined a man’s career. A perplexed Helen Garner was photographed, head in hand, wondering why younger women used the law, rather than their own personal power – their youth, their beauty – to deal with what she saw as the odd, nerdish pass.

Newspaper columnist Terry Lane likened the Ormond case to the Salem witch-hunts. We were in the grip of a collective hysteria, he wrote, fuelled by misandry – the hatred of men. Dr Anne Summers, the political mother of a generation of Australian feminists, was asking to be told just what this younger generation of women were really on about, aghast at their apparent prissiness and their reluctance to speak out about their feminist inheritance.

And a rising chorus of younger feminists was bewildered and furious that their right to use sexual assault laws was being condemned. They were nonplussed by questions such as ‘Why did the college women go to the police?’ They believed it was an action, supported in law, that no longer had to be justified. Their cry echoed through the newspapers: why did you bother to create such laws for us in the first place?

It was a crazy couple of weeks that became an even crazier few months, and if you stood around listening and waiting too long you were left wandering without purpose while everyone else had taken sides. And into this dance-to-the-death blunders my oafish workmate.

What this man did by phoning me was exactly what the women of Ormond College wanted Dr Alan Gregory to do. They wanted an acknowledgement that the alleged events had taken place; they wanted an apology; and they wanted an assurance that it would not happen again. Even though this was a much less significant matter, my colleague, had no difficulty in realising that this is what I wanted him to do – and he did. Whether out of self-protection, a cynical summing up of the times, or real embarrassment at his behaviour I’m not sure. I never asked. I don’t think I even care. Is it only a generational difference that explains why my colleague knew to do this, but the council of Ormond College never did?

This book was born out of the heated debate of that time. If there was indeed a shift taking place – a significant and painful realigning of the feminist debate as it moved from one generation to another – then such a shift must have meaning beyond one person’s idiosyncratic take on who is beautiful and young enough to handle an assault on her own, and who is justified in going to the police. Surely the issues, as polarised and as splintered as they were becoming, must be more searching than a discussion of the responsibilities of wearing sexy clothes?

The easy way out of the argument is to mine the rhetorical riches of the supposed generational divide: the knowing, mature, libertarian feminists on one side; the cringing, punishing, young things on the other. It makes for good copy. But the division is shallow, as many older feminists rejected the attack on younger feminists and their activism. Besides, the epochal change that is taking place in Australia is, I believe, a far more complex struggle.

There is no young feminist any more. There is no one movement. There are young women in Australia who call themselves feminists but who have almost nothing in common – politically, ideologically – with each other. Contemporary feminism has become a philosophical and political ethos so accepted by a younger generation of Australian women that they don’t even bother to explain it. Feminism now incorporates so wide a spectrum of thinking and action that some older feminists clearly cannot get a grip on it.

Those who continue to mount feminism’s challenges are those who could be called the accused. They are ethnically and economically diverse. They are ambitious and politically sophisticated young women in their twenties and thirties working in the law, education, health, finance, the arts, the private sector and unions. In the tradition of Australia’s very applied, very bureaucratic feminism, much of their work takes them into the courts, the police stations, the boardrooms, the supermarkets and the homes of contemporary Australia where they are applying the principles of their feminisms.

Many of them are informed by the theoretical feminism that so bewilders some of their political mothers: the divisions between applied and academic feminism almost match the generation divide. They have profited from two decades of feminist scholarship, academia and public profile, and they refuse to commence the big back-off just because their actions and burgeoning influence are becoming forces to be seriously reckoned with. Others are committed to the kind of grass-roots activism that alarms so many of feminism’s critics, but which is still the engine-room of progress for the movement. And like the women above them whom they admire, they are making extraordinary changes.

But where are they, goes the cry – they infrequently march in the streets, they have no single figurehead and not much of a public profile. They are redrafting sexual assault legislation; educating Australia’s judiciary in gender awareness; representing women in the courts; negotiating with the police to encourage them to take women’s charges of physical assault more seriously; reforming the way hospitals provide health services to women; agitating for women’s working rights in a deregulated workplace.

They are putting their feminism under new scrutiny, questioning the usefulness of laws they have inherited and wondering how much has actually changed for women over the last few decades. They see women gaining positions of power and prominence – in politics, finance, the law – but they also witness the fury stirred up as women enter the last bastions of male power. Many of them are becoming increasingly irritated at what appears to be resentment, sometimes outright anger, at young feminists’ attempts to inherit the rights and legal remedies they feel are their birthright. When this resentment arrives in the form of accusations of ‘political correctness’, and when such epithets are flung by older feminists, the anger of these young women is knuckle-white.

Generation F attempts to account for this shifting of the feminist debate by looking at the highly practical breed of feminism that is the practice of many young women’s lives. Placed in the context of the debate stirred up by Helen Garner’s The First Stone, this book argues in defence of a generation of women who are now prepared to speak out about the culture of harassment and assault that still persists in many areas of Australian life. The book analyses the confusing and insidious messages being imparted to younger women about their future and feminism, revealing not so much a backlash as a backslide away from political commitment. And in a discussion of the use of sexual harassment, equal opportunity and affirmative action laws, the idea of a rampant feminist agenda dominating public and private life is exposed for the myth it is. Because while some terrified commentators would have you think otherwise, it is paranoid nonsense to suggest that relations between men and women are now bound and gagged by priggish feminism or overbearing laws. We all deal with desire, rejection, and the occasional abuse of power every day, and mostly with success.

The rules governing how we thread our way through the world, and around each other, are as simple and as demanding as they have ever been. The addition of laws against sexual harassment, discrimination and abuse make this no more complicated. The protocols of our existence are still clear: drive on the left-hand side of the road, pay your taxes, don’t hurt anybody. Negotiating the rest of life’s stickiness, and attractiveness, is up to you.
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