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PRAISE FOR BOYS WILL BE BOYS


‘A damning look at toxic masculinity. It’s the most important thing you’ll read this year.’ Elle Australia


‘Boys Will Be Boys is a timely contribution to feminist literature. Her central point is clear and confronting, and it represents something of a challenge… Ferocious, incisive, an effective treatise.’ Australian Book Review


‘A piercing gaze at contemporary patriarchy, gendered oppression and toxic masculinity.’ Sydney Morning Herald


‘A truly vital piece of social commentary from Australia’s fiercest feminist, Boys Will Be Boys should be shoved into the hands of every person you know. Clementine Ford has done her research—despite what her angry detractors would have you believe—and spits truths about toxic masculinity and the dangers of the patriarchy with passion and a wonderfully wry sense of humour. Read it, learn from it, and share it—this book is absolute GOLD!’ AU Review, 16 Best Books of 2018


‘Boys Will Be Boys is an impassioned call for societal change from a writer who has become a stand-out voice of her generation (and has the trolls to prove it) and an act of devotion from a mother to her son.’ Readings


‘With pithy jokes and witty commentary, this is an engrossing read, and Ford’s spirited tone evokes passion for change.’ Foreword Reviews


‘Clementine Ford reveals the fragility behind “toxic masculinity” in Boys Will Be Boys.’ The Conversation


‘Boys Will Be Boys highlights the need to refocus on how we’re raising our boys to be better men. The ingrained toxic masculinity within society does just as much damage to our boys as it does to our girls, and this book highlights how to change that.’ Fernwood Magazine




PRAISE FOR FIGHT LIKE A GIRL


‘Her brilliant book could light a fire with its fury. It gets my synapses crackling and popping; I find I can’t sit down while reading it, so instead I pace the sitting room.’ Sunday Times


‘There’s a wonderful book by Clementine Ford that I advise every woman, and especially young women, to read called Fight Like a Girl.’ Kate Beckinsale


‘It’s the wit and searing honesty of her own personal life laid bare where Fight Like a Girl truly shines.’ Irish Independent


‘Changed my life. I have never read a book like this.’ Pandora Sykes


‘Clementine Ford was put on this earth to give courage to the young girl inside all of us. This is an exciting, essential book from Australia’s most fearless feminist writer.’ Laurie Penny, author of Unspeakable Things


‘Yes, Fight Like A Girl will make you angry. It will make you feel uncomfortable. But, ultimately, it will inspire you to create change.’ Marie Claire


‘Required reading for every young man and woman, a brave manifesto for gender equality, harm minimisation and self-care.’ The Australian


‘Clementine is furious and scathing . . . yet compassionate and encouraging every moment she can be. This book is both a confirmation of sisterhood and a call to arms.’ Bri Lee, author of Eggshell Skull and co-founder of Hot Chicks with Big Brains


‘An intimate, though universal, call to arms . . . Ford’s book is a galvanizing tour de force, begging women to never give up on the most radical act of all: loving themselves wholly and completely in a world that doesn’t love them back.’ Booklist


‘A potent mix of memoir and manifesto, equal parts fierce and friendly; an intimate, witty self-portrait and a rousing call to arms for women everywhere to know their rage, own it, wear it and channel it into fighting for change.’ Sydney Morning Herald


‘Fight Like A Girl is fuelled by Ford’s clear-eyed defiance and refusal to compromise, and by her powerful combination of personal testimony and political polemic. In the vein of Caitlin Moran’s How to be a Woman or Roxane Gay’s Bad Feminist.’ Books + Publishing


‘It’s a call to action but, more importantly, it’s a call to reason. A must-read for all women.’ Fashion Journal


‘Brutally honest and unapologetic . . . Ford tackles society’s double standards and contradictions, tackling these head-on like a fearless heroine . . . Fight Like A Girl is a feisty call to arms for modern women . . . Keep on fighting the good fight, Clem, so that one day we may all enter the ring with you.’ The AU Review


‘Clementine Ford was one of my very first formative feminist influences, initiating me into the world of feminism. She is someone whose tenacity and fearlessness I admire greatly, and she helped me along the path to becoming the humourless, bitter, lesbian feminist I am today.’ Rebecca Shaw, writer, SBS and WomanAgainstFeminism@NoToFeminism


‘Though casual in tone, Fight Like A Girl is persuasive and confronting . . . you finish the book angry—and rightly so . . . It reminds readers to be angry, because there is a lot to be angry about. It is a launching pad into a world of intersectional reading, and more specific advice on how to rock the status quo.’ Lip Mag


‘Never did I realise I held so much rage against the devaluement of women until reading Fight Like A Girl . . . Confronting, immersive and influential.’ Diva Book Nerd
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Clementine Ford is a freelance writer, broadcaster and public speaker based in Naarm/Melbourne.
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For my boy





AUTHOR’S NOTE



Readers should be advised that this book contains detailed references to homophobia, transphobia, men’s violence against women, online abuse and misogynist harassment. There are detailed descriptions of rape and assault. Please go gently if you are likely to be triggered by these things.


There is a much larger discussion to be had about the impact of the gender binary in regard to our understanding of ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’. I encourage readers to seek out the work of trans and gender diverse writers with lived experience of this, and to continue to seek out the voices of trans and gender diverse people within feminism and social justice. Please note that this book is largely about the harm wielded by cissexist, heteronormative ideals of masculinity and, as such, much of the broader discussion of ‘men’ in this context is referring to cisgender men who are for the most part white and heterosexual.


A brief note for readers unfamiliar with some of the terms found within:


Transgender: The word applied to people whose assigned sex at birth differs from their gender identity. Please note that gender non-binary trans people may not identify as male or female at all, or as one or the other only some of the time.


Cisgender: The word applied to people whose assigned sex at birth accords with their gender identity. For example, I am a cisgender woman who was assigned female at birth and who identifies as a woman.


Cissexist/Cisnormative: The presumption that cisgender experiences are superior or standard, and the discrimination directed towards trans people and issues because of this.


Heteronormativity: The presumption that heterosexual experiences are superior or standard, and the discrimination directed towards queer people and issues because of this.


Cis-het: Shorthand for someone who is cisgender and heterosexual.


Disabled person (as opposed to person with a disability): I follow the lead of the disability activists I know who subscribe to the social model of disability. The social model dictates that people are disabled not by their bodies or conditions, but by the reluctance or outright refusal of a broader ableist society to adapt itself to their needs.
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This book is not meant to be a definitive guide to toxic masculinity or how feminism responds to it; it would be impossible to cover everything. Trust me, I have had numerous anxiety spirals about this! It’s better to consider this book as just one contribution to a larger conversation. I hope very much this is a conversation that you will keep having not just with me but with your friends, family and community.


In solidarity, Clementine Ford





INTRODUCTION



In 1996’s The Craft (an epic ride of a movie about four teenage witches who join together to form a coven—shit goes down, people get hurt, don’t mess with the gifts you’re given etc.), Manon is the spiritual deity who can be invoked to bestow power on his devotees. In describing Manon to newcomer Sarah, coven leader Nancy (played to gothic perfection by Fairuza Balk) says, ‘If God and the Devil were playing football, Manon would be the stadium that they played on; He would be the sun that shone down on them.’


The fabricated deity of Manon wasn’t intended to represent patriarchy (although you have to question why the spiritual being created as a figure of worship for teenage witches is written as a male figure—something something male scriptwriters, something something don’t understand women), but I’m going to steal the analogy to explore how a system that oppresses everybody by, in part, reinforcing regressive stereotypes of binary gender can be continuously unseen even by those oppressed by it.


Like Nancy’s explanation of Manon to Sarah, the concept of patriarchy is hard to explain. It is especially hard to explain to those people who have either never heard of it or whose only experience of it is in laughing sarcastically at feminists and all our LOL TRIGGERED paranoia. Patriarchy isn’t a visible building that we can walk in and out of. It isn’t a wardrobe of clothing we can run our hands through, whose fabric we can feel and count the fibres of. It’s in the air we breathe, the gravity that keeps us weighted to the earth. It is a language we learn to speak from the moment we’re born, but it has no pattern of speech, no formal sentence structure and no written alphabet.


It’s the stadium that the game of life as we know it is played in, the sun that shines down on it and the grass that carpets the ground.


I knew there was a reason I hated football.


Some people are resistant to discussing patriarchy or its impact, because they understand it, not as a form of structural power that is woven through every facet of our lives, but rather as something hysterical women whinge about in order to make men feel bad. But it isn’t feminism or the challenges it throws down to patriarchy that creates the cultural expectations placed on men that lead to their self-doubt, to their increased levels of poor mental health (and the subsequent refusal to talk about such things) or to the shame many of them feel for ‘failing’ to measure up to the so-called rules of manhood inflicted on them from birth. Although the system of patriarchy is designed to privilege masculinity (with an emphasis on cis-het masculinity), it also demands of men a conformity to rigid constraints that, depending on their ability to move freely within these constraints, carries a degree of harm and oppression.


In her no-holds-barred TED talk on patriarchy and how to dismantle it, Professor Ananya Roy, a scholar in urban planning and global development, says, ‘Patriarchy also defines the identity of men. It is as much the enforced script of proper masculinity—how to be a real man—as it is that of proper femininity.’


Roy’s thinking echoes that of the great feminist and civil rights scholar, bell hooks. In The Will to Change: Men, Masculinity and Love, hooks writes:




The first act of violence that patriarchy demands of males is not violence toward women. Instead patriarchy demands of all males that they engage in acts of psychic self-mutilation, that they kill off the emotional parts of themselves. If an individual is not successful in emotionally crippling himself, he can count on patriarchal men to enact rituals of power that will assault his self-esteem.





I think of this quote often when trying to wrap my head around the ways in which some boys and men are able not only to cause catastrophic harm to girls and women as individuals, but also to collude with each other to perpetrate pack attacks that range from the mildest forms of sexual harassment (if such a thing can ever really be dismissed as ‘mild’) to the kind of orchestrated, ritualistic gang rapes and assaults that have become more visible now (if not necessarily more common), because of the sickening trend of filming them and sharing them so that even those men who weren’t able to join in physically can at least vicariously consume the humiliation of a woman or women and thus deepen their connection to the Brotherhood of Man.


It needs to be understood that we are not talking about outliers here, or people who are inherently evil. Some of them perhaps are; most of them are just easily led. They may be drunk on the thrill of being part of a pack or too afraid to speak out and risk the pack turning on them. And if our sons and brothers and friends and partners and nephews and cousins and fathers and husbands are all susceptible to a bit of ‘follow the leader’, to ‘getting carried away’, to not speaking up, to laughing along, to putting themselves and their preservation first in a patriarchal system that rewards complicity among men—if they are all at risk of surrendering to weakness and supported to do so by a culture that refuses to understand the gravity of the problem, none of us can ever really be safe.
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Two weeks before I sat down to write the introduction to this book, a string of things happened that confirmed to me just how far we had travelled into the fog of toxic masculinity.


The first was the disappearance and presumed murder in early June of a twenty-eight-year-old woman named Qi Yu. Less than a week after she went missing, a nineteen-year-old man—her housemate—was arrested and charged with her murder. At the time of writing, her body had still not been recovered.


That same week, a twenty-two-year-old comedian named Eurydice Dixon was raped and murdered as she walked home after work. Her body was found in the early hours of the morning on the soccer pitch of a popular inner-city Melbourne park, less than 900 metres from her home. A nineteen-year-old man surrendered himself to police a day or so later, after CCTV images of his face had been released to the public. Between the discovery of Eurydice’s body and the arrest of the man charged with her murder, a detective from Victoria Police gave a press conference in which he advised people to practise ‘situational awareness’, as if being hyper aware of our surroundings isn’t something women especially have been practising since childhood.


A makeshift memorial site was established at the place where Eurydice was found, and an evening vigil was planned to remember her. That morning we woke to the news that in the dead of night, someone had desecrated the site with a twenty-five-metre-long cock and balls drawn in sticky white paint. Emergency service workers tried to remove it in time for the vigil, but it proved so resistant to their efforts that, in the end, they had to cover it with a tarpaulin.


Just let that sink in for a moment. A woman was raped, murdered and dumped on a sports field. And in response, someone chose to draw a giant dick pointing at the flowers that had been laid to honour her. The actions of a child, surely? Unfortunately not. The man ultimately arrested and charged was Andy Nolch, a thirty-one-year-old man from within the comedy community who had railed against what he saw as the media’s demonisation of men in the wake of Eurydice’s murder. He later told Fairfax he had done it as ‘an attack on feminism’.


The same week of Qi and Eurydice’s murders, an eleven-year-old girl was abducted in Newcastle and sexually assaulted for several hours by a man in his late forties. When he was finished, he dumped her by a train line and she walked nearly one kilometre to get home. That little girl worked bravely with police to identify her attacker, and a man was arrested less than a week later and charged. When his name and photograph was released to the public, I watched as online comment sections overflowed with astonishment at how normal he looked—as if feminists haven’t been arguing for all of eternity that predators don’t carry badges that formally identify them as such. Five days after the rape and murder of Eurydice Dixon, a woman was dragged into a car on Lygon Street, a busy strip in Carlton, less than two kilometres from where Eurydice’s body had been found. She was raped and then dumped at her home. A few days later, two men handed themselves in to police. They were cricket teammates.


This was one week of high-profile cases in Australia, and I haven’t even raised the fact that every week approximately two women are murdered in this country by a current or former intimate partner. (Indeed, less than a month after this, three separate women were murdered on the same day. In a terrible case of syncronicity, the same week I made updated changes to this book for its international release, a young Palestinian woman living in Melbourne was also raped and murdered as she made her way home from seeing a comedy show one night. There was no desecration of her memorial, but it came at the same time as a global outrage towards Gillette for daring to use an advertising campaign to address the topic of toxic masculinity.) In the aftermath of all of these gendered homicides, men everywhere fall over themselves to insist that ‘not all men’ are responsible for crimes such as these; that, in fact, most men are good, decent, wonderful people who would never tolerate gendered violence and would always, always, always stand up to intervene when they saw it happen.


The truth is very different. Most men struggle to speak out against sexism and abuse, not necessarily because they’re bad people, but because patriarchy impacts us all and the pressure to conform to it is intense. That doesn’t mean they aren’t very good at pretending. Entire organisations are built on the appeal of rewarding men for just showing up, festooning them with white ribbons and bending over backwards to call them champions, ambassadors, heroes and any other celebratory title you can think of that effectively heralds men for being basically okay humans some of the time. Only a few days ago, I read an article in which a quite famous male parenting ‘expert’ crowed about how wonderful it was that men had now increased the time they spent with their children to up to forty minutes a day! Well, hell, let’s have a fucking parade.


This is a book about what lies beneath all of this. It’s a book about patriarchy, gendered oppression and toxic masculinity. It’s a book about how gender inequality and the specific kind of violence meted out to women is maintained because all three of these things work together to keep structures in place that are harmful to everyone, but more superficially beneficial than not to men.


It’s not a book about how men are shit. It’s a book about how the systems we live in allow men to get away with doing deeply shitty things.
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A month before I published my first book, Fight Like A Girl, I faced one of my toughest challenges yet as a feminist: I became the mother of a boy.


I often hear from parents that they’re frightened of having girls in this world. We know what violence can be done to our daughters, and people on the whole seem desperate to find a solution to this. (Practise situational awareness!) Curiously, this search for solutions has yet to include looking at ways to change the behaviour of boys. Instead, we see general pleas to recognise the humanity of girls and women by positioning them in relation to men: she’s somebody’s daughter/sister/mother/wife, so you must treat her with the reverence with which you treat your own daughters/sisters/mothers/wives.


But who is ‘he’, the Shadow Man thought to be responsible for all this harm? Is he a mythical creature who hides in the cracks of alley walls, emerging only to wreak havoc on the women who will later be considered naive and foolish for failing to take their own safety seriously? Is he a monster? A loner? A basement dweller getting his kicks out of harassing women on the internet because he’s never talked to one in his entire life? A sexual deviant, a criminal, a sadist?


In some cases, yes. (Okay, except for the bit about living in the wall.) But in the vast majority of cases, no. These Shadow Men live very much in the daylight. And just like the women they victimise, hurt, belittle, betray and wield power over, they also have familial connections. They are probably somebody’s brother/father/husband. They are more likely than not somebody’s colleague, teammate, friend.


In every single case, they are somebody’s son.


And yet, we never hear anyone say that they’re afraid of having a son in the way that they fear having a daughter. Why? Why are they not afraid of how the world conditions boys to ignore sexism? To dismiss emotions that are considered ‘too feminine’? To become macho, to express entitlement, to believe themselves worthy of privilege and praise just because they have grown up hearing how special they are? To hurt women, either alone but sometimes together, because it makes them feel powerful?


Our culture is geared towards privileging boys. They are supported to be our leaders, our bosses, our CEOs, heads of households and legislators. Indeed, the world we live in has been designed by men with the purpose of elevating them to (and keeping them in) power. The patriarchal system under which we all labour is designed to uphold this power while punishing those who challenge its existence in any way. Within this structure, boys are given the space to unfurl and grow, to creep further and further outwards, while girls are forced to retreat ever more inwards.


Every excuse is made for boys to allow them to continue on this path to greatness, even as it creates a rigid blueprint for what masculinity and its inscribed power is supposed to look like. Because everyone knows what boys are like. They’re rambunctious. They like to roughhouse and fool around. Boys are drawn to adventure. As children, they like dinosaurs and toy guns and clothes emblazoned with cars. They have no such thing as an inside voice, preferring instead to roar wherever they go. Boys are messy and boisterous, barrelling through the world with an admirable lack of restraint. Here comes trouble! Trouble is their middle name!


Boys are instructed from a very early age to pledge their allegiance to each other. They take care of each other. They have each other’s backs. They look after their mates. Mateship is very important to boys. Boys don’t cut each other’s lunches. You don’t go after your mate’s missus and you aren’t allowed to date their sister unless you get permission. Boys respect each other’s property, especially when they’re married to it or share the same DNA. Boys respect each other most of all, and close ranks against anyone else who threatens that. Don’t dog the boys.


Boys like girls too though. They tease and hit girls because they like them so much, pulling their hair and pushing them around in accordance with the strength of their crushes. Boys are red-blooded. They go after what they want. They can’t help themselves. Girls have to be on their guard around boys. If girls fail to take the proper precautions to keep themselves out of harm’s way, they only have themselves to blame. Boys don’t mean to hurt girls. They just lose control. They make mistakes. Hasn’t everyone made a mistake at some point in their life? They don’t deserve to have their lives ruined over it. Boys have promising futures. They shouldn’t be punished for a lapse in judgment, an action that was entirely out of character. Where was the girl in all this? Doesn’t it take two to tango? Shouldn’t she have been more careful? She should have known what she was getting into, dealing with a boy. It’s not as if we don’t know what boys are like.


Boys will be boys, after all.


The kind of boyhood that’s codified by mainstream cis-normative western society is not an innate state of being. Boys can and will be many things, but what the boys in our world are currently conditioned to be as a rule is entitled, domineering, sexist, privileged and, in all too many cases, violent.


We have the power to change that.


In Fight Like A Girl, I took a phrase that’s commonly used to denigrate girls and repurposed it as something more powerful. My intention with this book is to do the same but in reverse—to take hold of a common sentiment that’s bandied about without thought and expose just how damaging it is for everyone, boys included.


Boys Will Be Boys takes aim at toxic male spaces and behaviours that are used to codify male power and dominance, but that also secure protection from the consequences of them. I’ve looked at how gender inequality is first learned in the home and then filtered down through pop culture, and how this provides the perfect launching pad into even more damaging practices later on—the embrace of online abuse, rape culture, men’s rights baloney and even the freezing out of women from governance and leadership.


Of course, there are people who are reluctant to unpack this reality. There’s a prevailing belief that toxic masculinity is little more than laddishness. That it’s part and parcel of what it means to be a man. But I think we should all be deeply concerned about allowing masculinity to be constructed in such a dangerous and, above all, lazy way.


As the mother of a boy, I don’t believe that he’s incapable of controlling his impulses or distinguishing between right and wrong. And as a citizen of the world, I don’t accept that this is the best we can offer to boys and men. Why is the perceived freedom of boys to exert their power over space, bodies and society considered so much more important than the dignity and humanity of those harmed in this process, including the boys and men unable or unwilling to collude in this power?


One of the many benefits that will come from dismantling patriarchy is the liberation of boys and men from its grip. Boys are not born with a disdain for girls or for the parts of themselves that are coded as feminine. The unapologetic, unselfconscious desire for affection and tenderness that pours out of little boys is not a gift given to them by nature to be enjoyed briefly before receding against the grain of their growing limbs. Society forces this tenderness out of boys in the same way it punishes forthrightness in girls, rebranding them as ‘sissy’ and ‘bossy’ respectively. As hooks says, patriarchy and its insidious messaging teaches boys to kill off the emotional parts of themselves, but if we as their protectors do nothing to stop this then we might as well be handing them the knives.


Very few people seem to worry about boyhood, because it’s far easier to frame the real concern as lying with their counterparts (who are always seen as the reflection of boys, rather than individuals in their own right). Fathers of girls joke about erecting force fields around them, sitting on porches with shotguns to scare off any boys who come sniffing around. ‘She can date when she’s thirty-five!’ they holler, because of course they know ‘what boys are like’. When stories of sexual harassment or assault hit the news or even arise in conversation, the same men who once upon a time turned away as they saw it happening or perhaps even participated in it themselves now respond with declaration: ‘As the father of daughters . . .’—because of course his ownership of a young girl has enabled him to see her as a human being instead of a conquest.


Everyone’s afraid that their daughters might be hurt. No one seems to be scared that their sons might be the ones to do it.


This book took me a year to write, but it is the culmination of many years of writing about power, abuse, privilege, male entitlement and rape culture. After all that, here’s what I’ve learned: we shouldn’t just be scared. We should be fucking terrified.
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IT’S A BOY


Roughly halfway through my pregnancy, I turned up to a clinic in Melbourne for my second trimester morphology ultrasound. It’s a fairly standard procedure, the purpose of which is to determine that the foetus is growing and developing as expected. Among other things, your sonographer will examine the foetus’s head and brain, heart, kidneys, bladder, stomach, spine and limbs, including their hands and feet.


Oh yeah, and whether they have a ding or a dong.


As I very quickly discovered once my pregnancy became obvious, one of the first questions asked of expectant parents is whether or not they know the sex of their baby. While there’s nothing consciously nefarious about this enquiry, the subtle motivations for it are worthy of critique. Forming an idea of something or someone may well be a natural part of connection, but one of the first ways we’re socially conditioned to imagine the outline of a person is by assigning them a gender.


As such, ‘gender reveal parties’ have been growing steadily more popular alongside the rise of social media. Expectant parents can now use Pinterest to source inspiration, Instagram and Snapchat to upload photographs, Facebook to share the results with friends and YouTube to try to land themselves some sweet advertising coin and a spot on Ellen. Why do they do it? Well, it seems that no matter how many conversations are being had around the complexities of identity (not least of which is that no test can determine gender, only biological sex characteristics—and even that has some wiggle room), the rush to assign babies to a rigid category of blue or pink persists. On arrival, guests may be asked to cast a vote for either of those colours, because nothing says welcome to the world like having a roomful of Saturday-drunk strangers take a punt on your junk. After the bets have been cast, typical reveals include things like cutting into a cake to discover a pink or blue interior, smashing piñatas to be showered in pink or blue bonbons or opening a box to release a bunch of balloons in—you guessed it!—either pink or blue.


If the idea of gathering your closest friends and family to celebrate your child’s genitalia isn’t disconcerting enough, the dominant themes of such parties should flip your nausea switch. A cursory search on Pinterest (the go-to site for DIY party planning, interior decorating and basically anything else that is guaranteed to look worse when mere mortals try to copy it) highlights such grotesque hits as ‘Wheels or Heels’, ‘Touchdowns or Tutus’, ‘’Staches or Lashes’ and, sickeningly, ‘Rifles or Ruffles’ (with ‘Guns or Glitter’ being a variation on that theme). Personally, I cannot fathom what kind of strange vortex you’d need to live in to think it was appropriate to enthusiastically connect an innocent little baby with a fucking gun, but I’m wacky that way.


Let’s just get something out of the way, because I’m aware that critiquing cultural practices like this can sometimes feel like a criticism of an individual and their worth. Some of you reading this may have hosted your own version of these parties or may be planning one for when the times comes. You might feel a little defensive about the fact I’m deriding something you consider to be just a bit of light-hearted fun. It’s okay. I’m not calling you a terrible person or questioning your taste (I listen exclusively to musical theatre and used the opportunity of turning thirty-five to freely embrace wearing socks with sandals, so I am in no position to judge). What I’m suggesting is that your impulse to assign meaning to something as arbitrary and functional as genitalia is born out of a cultural imperative to affix labels where none are necessary, and that individual participation in these rituals enforces a larger pattern of collective gender stereotyping that ultimately proves harmful for everyone. You are not a bad person (probably), but you are doing a bad thing.


But why are gender reveal parties bad? you might be wondering. Isn’t this just a case of feminism going too far (again!) and ruining everything for everyone in the entire world?


First, let’s talk about the concept itself. Gender is neither fixed nor tangible. It cannot be seen and categorised as easily as genitalia, though the two are so often assumed to be one and the same. The characteristics we associate with biological sex—a chromosomic make up of XX or XY, for example—might be indicators of certain hormonal probabilities within the body, but they no more define gender than wearing pink skirts or blue ties do. Assigning gender based on what we assume to be the visible indicators of chromosomal sex characteristics (vaginas with XX chromosomes = girl; penises with XY chromosomes = boy) is therefore not just a guess at best, it also perpetuates the trauma experienced by trans and gender non-conforming people born into a cis-normative world.


Then there are the multitude of biological possibilities that contradict the idea of biological sex itself being the ultimate arbiter of whether or not your child will be declared a ‘touchdown’ or a ‘tutu’ and gifted either guns or glitter. An intersex child may present with biological and anatomical sex characteristics traditionally considered both male and female, but still identify as a single gender. Is their chosen gender any less authentic because their biology is more colourful than it is straightforward?


That’s before we take into account the fact that even when sex characteristics and genitalia present in a way considered biologically common, there’s still little we can determine about gender identity from either. If we can understand that biological discrepancies may create circumstances that complicate how society might traditionally assign sex, why is it so difficult to understand that gender may equally be felt and understood as something separate to the way our down-theres look?


So back to the concept of the gender reveal party. Aside from being a manifestation of capitalist ideals and the showcasing of a certain kind of individual affluence (seriously, how many parties are people entitled to throw to celebrate something that basically only impacts their own life?), the whole premise of a ‘gender reveal’ is flawed, cis-normative and, if you consider how dodgy it would be to sit around with our friends and discuss the junk of born children, also kind of unethical. Parties like this should really be called ‘genitalia reveals’, because they invite a community to assign an entire identity to an unborn child on the extremely basic and arguably deceptive premise of what those children are still in the process of growing between their legs!


Personally, I like my friend Dev’s idea. Invite your friends around for a big bash and have them place bets on the following themes: ‘books or books’, ‘balloons or balloons’, ‘ice cream or ice cream’, ‘shoes or socks’, ‘yellow or green’, ‘Angel or Spike’. Bake a cake and dye the inside of it neon green. Make a piñata in the shape of the renowned philosopher and gender theorist Judith Butler and fill it with birdseed. Open a box to release a flock of parrots all trained to squawk, ‘GENDER IS A SOCIAL CONSTRUCT!’


You might be laughing, but I’m 100 percent serious. Especially about the Judith Butler piñata.


These kinds of ceremonies might seem harmless to you, and maybe on a superficial level they are. After all, the baby chilling out in the human hot tub doesn’t know or care about the effort being put into deciding what kind of clothes they’re going to be gifted for the next three years. But that’s not really the point. The unborn baby doesn’t have an opinion about these things because they aren’t yet aware of social conditioning, nor have they been exposed to it. It’s all the people around them who’ll be responsible for policing that in their formative years, and gender reveal parties are an open invitation to let them begin straight away. It might seem like a cute joke to compare hair bows (a girl!) to bows and arrows (a boy!), but line all those choices up against each other and you’ll see just what kind of picture it paints about how we collectively view girlhood and boyhood. Girls are heels and lashes and bows and tutus. Boys are cars and touchdowns and arrows and rifles and guns. Girls are expected to be pretty and delicate, boys are supposed to dominate and destroy shit. This isn’t just a totally fucked-up way to define humans—it’s also deeply unimaginative.


An unexamined view of gender that perpetuates stereotypes such as these isn’t harmless, nor is it passive. Rather, it underpins the very structure of gender inequality. It’s impossible to examine the conditioning that leads boys and men to exhibit some of the more harmful aspects of the ‘boys will be boys’ mentality later on in life without critiquing the mindset and practice from which this evolves. If we weren’t so invested collectively in policing a binary vision of gender and the limited ways those who sit on either side are encouraged (and in some cases forced) to express themselves, we wouldn’t need to ostentatiously announce to anyone—let alone an entire backyard full of people—what category of child we were preparing to welcome into our lives.


If genitals and chromosomes and gender identity are essentially non-reliant on each other (even if they still often work in tandem), how in the heck can they be used as a blithe explanation when boys behave badly? It isn’t the state of being a boy that prompts aggressive or sometimes criminal behaviour, because there’s no such thing as a universal boy. When people chuckle and dismiss bullying or aggression as a simple case of ‘boys being boys’, they’re not only maintaining a particularly one-dimensional idea of laddish masculinity, they’re also diminishing the authenticity of boys who cannot or will not perform this version of boyhood.


After all, what happens to the boy who prefers glitter to guns?


[image: image]


Somewhere around the thirtieth week of my pregnancy, I found myself sitting in a throng of people at the Royal Melbourne Hospital, all of us waiting to be seen by a midwife for a routine check-up. My phone’s battery was about to die (a common theme in my life, as anyone who knows me will confirm), so I sat on the floor against one of the walls and plugged it in to charge. In front of me, a heavily pregnant woman perched on one of the hard chairs and chatted with her mother while a young toddler played at her feet. As people in waiting rooms sometimes tend to do, we started making small talk. The pregnant woman told me when her baby was due, her daughter’s name and age—the usual kind of pleasant chitchat. The child’s hair had evidently only established any kind of presence recently, but her mother had grabbed what she could of it and fashioned it into a spout at the top of her head, secured in place with a glittery band. I made a polite comment about how her follicles seemed to be doing well and her mother winced.


‘I hate it!’ she moaned. ‘I can’t wait for it to grow longer!’


‘Why?’ I asked, genuinely bemused.


‘Because everyone always calls her a boy!’


‘Oh, well that’s alright. Who cares what everyone else thinks?’ I replied.


The woman murmured something non-committal and turned her attention back to her mother. At her feet, her daughter spun in circles and stuck a finger up her nose. Clearly the conversation was over.


Since becoming a parent myself, the paranoia some people feel about how others perceive their child’s gender has become even more obvious—and perplexing—to me. The old hair-spout trick seems a fairly common one, and although there are bound to be some children rocking the geyser because it’s the most convenient way to keep hair out of their eyes, there are surely others wrestled into it because it seems less humiliating than wearing a t-shirt that screams, I’M A GIRL, DAMN IT.


I’ve never understood the need to make sure the world approves of how your children are dressed or what gender they appear to be ‘correctly’ inhabiting. As a child, I was inexorably drawn to what people would consider stereotypical expressions of femininity (pink is still my favourite colour), but as a stocky, gap-toothed, freckle-faced nerd, I also felt deeply isolated from the kind of girlhood I aspired to. Did ‘correctly’ dressing as a girl make childhood any easier for me? I wouldn’t say so.


As an adult, my sensibilities are ever changing. Although I’m a cis woman, my self-expression isn’t dictated by any arbitrary rules related to what that’s ‘supposed’ to look like or be. Some days I feel like dressing androgynously. Other days I feel more explicitly masculine. I delight in femininity. Being able to freely explore my identity through aesthetic and expressive play is a joy. Why on earth would we seek to deny that to children, the very people for whom play was not only invented but who are its most ingenious architects?


More particularly, as our awareness of trans and gender non-conforming identities grows, it seems less plausible or forgivable to adhere to such doctrinal faith about what girls and boys (and everyone in between and on the outsides of those basic definitions) ‘should’ and ‘shouldn’t’ look like. If exploring different aesthetic expressions and behaviours is difficult for cis people, imagine how much more of a challenge it is for trans and gender-diverse people whose lives and safety are quite often on the line?


Until such time as I discover otherwise, I have a son. I have always tried to be conscious of not restricting him to the accepted uniform of boyhood, which is to say his wardrobe features lots of different clothes and colours as well as sparkles and glitter and other things that capture the attention of babies with a fondness for shiny things. And yet I’ve found that even when he’s wearing clothes considered traditionally masculine, people are still liable to act confused over ‘what’ he is. Often they apologise if they hear me refer to him as a he, but a woman once became mildly cross with me over it. ‘But he’s wearing pink!’ she exclaimed. ‘So he is,’ I replied.


Shortly after my son turned one, I asked a man on the street to take a photo of us together. FJ was swathed in a yellow parka and tucked into his stroller underneath a yellow blanket. Our street photographer fretted that he couldn’t see the baby’s face properly, and came closer to check if it was a ‘he or a she’.


‘Ah!’ he announced. ‘It’s a she!’


I didn’t try to correct him, because what does it matter? In some ways, I think I’m even trying to make the negative gender stereotyping that might come from being read as a girl work in his and my favour. By being coded this way, I hope that he’ll be exposed to a kind of soft and gentle nurturing that might otherwise be withheld from him by people eager to bounce him on their knee or tell him to stop crying and act like a big boy. Still, I found this incident especially curious because the only thing visible was my son’s face amid a literal sea of functional yellow fabric. I can only surmise the assumption was made because he has long eyelashes and quite soft features, and our general stereotypes of femininity are so deeply ingrained that these things automatically denote ‘female’ in our minds.


I guess this is why some people become so irate about the need to put children in clothes that make it easy to identify their gender. But this anxiety about dressing our kids ‘appropriately’ to reflect their respective genitals isn’t just totally bonkers, it’s also extremely recent in terms of historical practice. From about midway through the sixteenth century to the early 1900s, children pretty much all wore the same thing: dresses. The long gowns of infancy gave way to smocks for both sexes, with the boys only transitioning to breeches or trousers at the age of six or seven. Remarkably, the world wasn’t knocked off its axis by the sight of a boy child in a dress, because it turns out the integrity of the earth’s gravitational pull isn’t as fragile as twenty-first-century masculinity.


Even more fascinating is the discovery that the colour themes modern society traditionally associates with masculinity and femininity are completely sideways. That is to say, when children’s fashion ditched generic white for pink and blue, it wasn’t to establish girls as the former and boys as the latter—it was the other way around. Pink, being a lighter shade of red, was associated with Mars, the god of war, so it was thought to be an appropriate colour for boys. (Guns!) Blue was more commonly associated with Venus and the Madonna (you’ll notice historic works of art always depict Our Lady’s veil as being a light blue), so it was assigned to girls. (Glitter!) The trade publication Infants’ and Children’s Wear Review even reiterated in 1916, ‘The generally accepted rule is pink for the boy and blue for the girl.’ In 1918, the Women’s Journal confirmed, ‘That pink being a more decided and stronger color, is more suitable for the boy, while blue, which is more delicate and dainty, is prettier for the girl.’


The delegation of pink for boys and blue for girls began to change gradually around the mid-twentieth century. A popular (if unproven) theory holds that the reversal solidified in Nazi Germany when Adolph Hitler ordered that gay prisoners sent to concentration camps be forced to wear a pink triangle. Whether or not this caused the gender associations we have today or merely hurtled them along is unclear. Regardless, by the 1950s the new order was understood: pink for girls and blue for boys. In 1959, the New York Times reported one department store buyer for the infant wear section as saying, ‘A mother will allow her girl to wear blue, but daddy will never permit his son to wear pink.’ Because LOL #nohomo!


We’ve moved on a lot from the post-war period of petticoats and undershirts, but mass cultural anxiety about the clothes we dress our children in seems to persist. It’s hard to say which one makes parents more fearful—their son being confused for a girl, or their daughter being confused for a boy. Society might have its own insecurity and inherent misogyny, femmephobia and queerphobia to answer to for that, but it’s definitely an insecurity that has been happily seized on by capitalist forces.


One of the most common observations made by parents who choose not to find out or divulge what their unborn child’s genitalia looks like is that some of their friends and family get frustrated—even angry—because it makes it difficult to know what to buy for gifts. Leaving aside for a moment the absurdity of how society’s devotion to gendering children is defended as a means of knowing how to appropriately spend money, the idea that our options become limited without proper signposting is just silly.


At least, it should be considered silly. But to wander through the children’s clothes aisles in any high street shop or department store is to learn a swift lesson in both gender stereotyping and anger management. The most noticeable thing is the distinction of gender according to colour. The ‘girl’ section bursts with pinks, yellows, purples and glitter (tutus! ruffles! heels!), while the ‘boy’ section wades through a more muted palette of dark blues, black, red, khaki and beige beige beige. What the boys’ section lacks in vibrancy, though, it more than makes up for in affirmations and positive reinforcement. T-shirts and jumpers scream words and slogans like AWESOME, COOL, FUTURE SUPERHERO AND LITTLE BUT LOUD. Conversely, girls’ clothes are emblazoned with descriptions like CUTE, STAY HAPPY and GORGEOUS. Because never forget that boys are defined by how impressive they are while girls are defined by how impressive they look. That’s before we even get into the weirdness of onesies and rompers declaring I’M A BOOB MAN AND DADDY’S LITTLE PRINCESS.


One of the (many) reasons my partner and I chose not to reveal whether our unborn baby had an innie or an outie was because I couldn’t stand the thought of being gifted the very rompers and t-shirts and toys from which I recoil whenever I head to the children’s department of any store. I figured it was going to be tricky enough to raise a boy in an environment that prized masculinity and whiteness above all else—it was my job to disrupt that dynamic, not facilitate it.


It seems like such a small form of protest to make, but it’s incredible how irate it makes people. In 2017, I posted a photograph to Instagram to capture an ongoing small act of resistance in my local Kmart. Ever since my son was born, I’ve been making it my mission to swap the t-shirts that yell BRAVE & STRONG from the boys’ aisle into the girls’ one, and doing the reverse with shirts emblazoned with HAPPY and PEACE. When I shared an image of one of these disruptions on my Facebook page, some people grew angry. These things are just clothes, they yelled. They don’t mean anything! The kids don’t even know they’re wearing them, so what’s the bloody big deal?


That’s true. Babies and children can’t read the slogans on the clothes we dress them in. But the people meeting, playing with or handling those babies can. And clothes that reinforce stereotypes of brilliance in boys and aesthetics in girls contribute insidiously to the general conditioning to which we’ve all been subjected that not only teaches us certain traits are innate to gender, but instructs us to treat people differently based on how we code them.


Most people probably believe they don’t modify their behaviour when it comes to the specifically gendered treatment of children. (We can only guess whether they believe they modify their behaviour when it comes to the specifically gendered treatment of adults, but I’d wager they consider themselves fault-free in that area too. The wage gap would like to register its disagreement.) Despite what we may all believe about our unique perspectives and approach to child rearing, most people respond without question to the social conditioning that codifies gender as a binary expression of distinct traits. One of the first experiments to assess the treatment of gender was conducted in 1975, when three neuro-scientists, Carol A. Seavey, Phyllis A. Katz and Sue Rosenberg Zalk, tested the responses of forty-two men and women (all of them non-parents) when presented with a three-month-old baby. The paper was titled ‘Baby X: The effect of gender labels on adult responses to infants’, and it’s widely recognised as being the precursor to a series of similar studies exploring gender and socialisation.


In Seavey et al.’s study, Baby X was dressed in yellow and accompanied by three toys: a football, a doll and a teething ring. Participants were split into three groups and were observed interacting with the baby and the toys. Those who were told the baby was a boy were more likely to offer it the football or teething ring. Those who were told it was a girl overwhelmingly interacted using the doll. Where there was no gender descriptor alongside a now-neutral baby, men favoured the teething ring while women favoured the doll.


The responses to Girl Baby and Boy Baby are fairly expected and yield few insights that would astonish us today. But those presented with Neutral Baby (or ‘Baby X’) proved to be the most interesting. When presented with no gender label at all, the majority of participants decided the baby was a boy. Curiously, women were even more likely than men to make this judgment, which perhaps speaks to how successfully patriarchy has conditioned women to assume a narrative backseat (but is vaguely reassuring at the same time, given that they mostly reached for the doll). It’s easy for us to imagine that something important (like a science experiment) would involve a boy, because (as I look at later in ‘Girls on film’) the most important stories always involve boys. At least, that’s what we learn from a very young age. If the default version of ‘human’ is ‘white male’, a prodigal sun with peripheral planets of Other orbiting around it from now until eternity, of course we assume the default identity of characters or heroes or small humans dressed in anything other than pink would be ‘boy’.


Not all the adults assessing Baby X identified the child as a boy, but regardless of how they assessed the baby’s gender, the participants all said they ‘could tell by the strength of the grip, by the lack of hair, or by how round and soft [the baby] was, whether it was a boy or a girl’.


Fascinating, isn’t it? That we are so attuned to the lessons of social and gender conditioning that we could (and frequently do) assign sex based on arbitrary indicators. A fuller head of hair, a pretty smile, strong limbs, a penchant for rough and tumble playtime—all these things and more are unconsciously absorbed as messages that enable us to code gender in children, and in turn teach them to code it in themselves. Less fascinating and more worrying is how infants respond. As Jo B. Paoletti wrote in Pink and Blue: Telling the Boys from the Girls in America, ‘Multiple studies between 1975 and the mid-80s established that children understand and can apply gender stereotypes well before they reach their third birthday.’


As it turned out, there was only one baby used in the Baby X experiment. She had a hell of a grip, though.


Yeah, but those are forty-year-old studies! I hear you shout. Find something recent!


OKAY, I WILL.


In mid-2017, the BBC Stories program replicated elements of the Baby X experiment when it invited participants to spend some time in a toy room with two babies—a girl and a boy—who had been secretly dressed in clothes typically associated with each other’s gender. Adults were invited to spend some time playing with one baby then the other while a camera recorded their responses. Overwhelmingly, subjects not only took a gender cue from the colour of the baby’s clothes, they also adapted their playing style to match. When the baby was perceived to be a girl, participants were more likely to explore gentle activities focused on nurture and care. They selected dolls and soft animals and minimised their physical movements with the baby. Where they coded the baby as a boy, they were more rambunctious and jocular. They selected ‘active’ toys that would stimulate the child’s motor functions and coordination. Afterwards, many of the participants expressed dismay and disappointment that they had conformed so willingly, with at least one participant talking about how they pride themselves on taking a consciously non-gendered approach to children.


I guess you could consider this nature versus nurture as well. As an animal species, we are naturally very good at doing what we’re told; it takes a lot of work to overcome a conditioning that began before we even left the uterus. But we should never grow so comfortable with our conscious brains that we start to assume our unconscious ones have ceased to exist.


As to the consequences of the British experiment, I’m sure it comes as no surprise to learn that neither baby seemed particularly perturbed by the things they were being given to explore, primarily because babies are essentially advanced computer programs sent here from outer space to download everything they can about Earth and its people, and they haven’t yet learned to be extremely fragile and pathetic about whether or not wearing skinny jeans makes them gay.


I’m not saying that inflicting gender stereotypes on babies is bad. I’m saying that inflicting gender stereotypes on babies is one of the worst things we can do to inhibit their natural development; it carries potentially devastating consequences that are wholly avoidable; and it is, above all, extremely fucking lazy and gross.


But why are you being so mean and parent-shamey, you ugly feminazi? I’ll tell you why. Because a recent study showed that, from the age of six onwards, children were more likely to assume natural intelligence and superiority in men rather than in women. Meanwhile, separate studies confirm that more pre-pubescent girls than ever are developing insecurities about their bodies and the way they look. A 2009 study from the University of Central Florida found that half of American girls aged between three and six think they’re fat—and trust me, these girls haven’t yet discovered the body positivity movement. A BBC Two documentary staged an experiment with a primary school on the Isle of Wight in which a class of twenty-three seven-year-olds and their teachers were challenged to go ‘gender neutral’ for a term. Testing at the start of the experiment revealed worrying results, according to an article written by Antonia Hoyle for the Telegraph (‘What happened when a primary school went gender-neutral’, 15 August 2017):




The boys are less able to express their emotions but more confident in their abilities, while the girls have lower self-esteem and a lesser ability to process numbers and shapes. All but one girl believe boys are ‘better’ than them and their self-perception is largely limited to their appearance. One pupil, Kara, says ‘girls are better at being pretty’ while another, Tiffany, declares ‘men are better at being in charge.’ The boys are similarly old-fashioned: little Louis says ‘girls look after the child and boys do lots of cool stuff,’ while Bradley declares, ‘men are more successful because they could have harder jobs.’





But as detrimental as the effect of gender stereotyping is on cis kids, it’s even more damaging on trans and gender-diverse children. A 2017 survey conducted by the Telethon Kids Institute and the University of Western Australia found that transgender youths are roughly ten times more likely than other young Australians to experience severe depression and anxiety. The Trans Pathways’ anonymous online survey had 859 trans and gender-diverse respondents between the ages of fourteen and twenty-five as well as nearly 200 parents and guardians of trans and gender-diverse youths. One-fifth of trans kids reported having an eating disorder, four-fifths reported self-harming behaviour and three out of four had been professionally diagnosed with depression or anxiety. But the worst statistic of all was this: almost half had attempted suicide, which is a rate six times higher than that of the general population.


These are our children, for fuck’s sake.


I’ll tell you another reason why I have a dogmatic approach to this: because even when we think we are Super Right On about these issues, the chances are that we’re much weaker than we perceive ourselves to be. In her ground-breaking (and hysterically funny) work, Delusions of Gender: The Real Science Behind Sex Differences, the cognitive neuroscientist Cordelia Fine discusses the implicit associations of the mind, which, as she puts it, is an otherwise ‘tangled but highly organized network of connections [containing] representations of objects, people, concepts, feelings, your own self, goals, motives and behaviours with one another’. Dr Fine points to Anthony Greenwald, Mahzarin Banaji and Brian Nosek’s Implicit Association Test (IAT), in which participants are asked to rapidly pair categories of words or pictures. Participants worked more quickly when asked to pair names commonly recognised as female with communal words (‘like connected and supported’) and names commonly recognised as male with more agentic words (‘like individualistic and competitive’) than when female names were paired with agentic words and male with communal. Fine writes, ‘The small but significant difference in reaction time this creates is taken as a measure of the stronger automatic and unintended associations between women and communality, and men and agency.’


It’s easy to dismiss the impact of gender stereotyping as ‘meaningless’ or even ‘harmless’ (it’s not), but it’s worth reminding ourselves that humans are intensely impressionable. We are subject to a wide range of influences across every aspect of our lives and it’s foolish for us to think that childhood is immune to that. I mean, if we didn’t respond so enthusiastically to marketing then we wouldn’t be living in a destructive capitalist nightmare.


Resisting social conditioning for children—even for people who count themselves as progressive—has so far only seemed to focus on how we can protect little girls from the evils of loving princesses, fairies and pink. Girls gravitating towards trucks and ‘gender-neutral clothing’ (which usually just means clothes that are coded as masculine) is often seen as cause for subtle boasting, because most people are still conditioned to think girls liking ‘boy’ stuff represents some kind of promotion. It’s not as common for people to celebrate the opposite—sons loving pink, tutus, fairies and anything more typically associated with ‘girliness’. This is partly because of sexism (because things girls like are inherently rubbish, of course) and partly out of a combination of homophobia, transphobia and fear of the feminine (yikes, our son likes girl stuff, WHAT ARE WE GOING TO DO?!). Both motivations are utterly shit.


But the tragedy of gender stereotyping existing at all (let alone starting so early) is that it doesn’t just limit our collective understanding and acceptance of what it means to be a girl (and the wonderful leadership, ferocity and strength that can be embodied by girls in a decidedly determined way). It also reduces our idea of boyhood to one in which softness and tenderness are considered ‘unmanly’. Why do people think baby boys shouldn’t be allowed to enjoy flowers, sparkles and butterflies while baby girls are required to have those same things glued onto their heads to offset their ‘unfeminine’ baldness?


In 2017, a face painter named Sandra wrote a micro essay on Twitter that quickly went viral. In it, she outlined what she saw as a contributing cause of male violence in America. A four-year-old boy had asked for a butterfly to be painted on his face. His mother denied his request, insisting instead that he get something ‘for boys’. She then turned to his father, ‘a big guy in a jersey’, and had him confirm that he didn’t want his son having a big, ole GAY butterfly on his face [my emphasis].


This boy’s parents taught him that day to associate shame with anything considered feminine and to apply that shame to himself for wanting it. And what did he walk away with? A skull and crossbones on his cheek. ‘Sorry,’ the face painter said to him as his mother walked him away.
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