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Introduction

One day more than ten years ago, I was on the London Eye – the big wheel that whirls above the capital – chatting to a few schoolgirls. An arts centre had organised a celebration for the International Day of the Girl Child, for which I and other women were meant to be mentoring the girls as we looped through the air. Our conversations were friendly enough, if brief and stilted. When I later read the thoughts of other guests, I found their faith in the event very striking. One of the girls’ teachers said, ‘I hope the day will inspire them . . . to believe they can do whatever they want to do.’ And one of the mentors, a lawyer and wife of a politician, said, ‘I want to show them they are capable of anything they aspire to.’

A couple of months before that Day of the Girl event, I found myself on the platform at a large girls’ state school in London, looking down at the faces of the students who had just completed their secondary education. The local paper reported that I had warned the girls ‘not to be swayed by others’ expectations’ and encouraged them ‘to be confident in their own ambitions’.1

I did my part, then, in contributing to a culture around feminism in the early twenty-first century that focused on the aspirations of young women. There were hundreds of gatherings in those years which centred on that theme. Over and over again, certain questions kept returning. Why are young women’s ambitions still not as great as men’s? How can we break down the barriers to women’s aspirations? What will provide the appropriate inspiration?

This interest in mentoring and role models, ambition and confidence, is part of building a world in which girls recognise their own self-worth and can speak up and stand up for themselves. I want to live in such a world, and since you’ve just opened a book with feminism in the title, I’d guess that you do too. But over recent years I have watched in dismay as parts of the women’s movement have narrowed the focus to the individual woman’s journey to success, as if this can take place independent of any political context. While feminists once spoke of taking down the hierarchies that raised some people above others, now those hierarchies seem to be envisaged as a kind of ladder that each woman must be primed to clamber, all the way to the very top – and all on her very own.

‘Today I want to focus on what we can do as individuals. What are the messages we can tell ourselves?’ asks a powerful woman in a tech company, speaking to a huge audience in a talk that has been watched more than twelve million times.2 Similar exhortations come at women from all sides, all the time. ‘Every woman has a fierce power to fulfil her dreams,’ states the director of an international women’s organisation.3 ‘Become the CEO of your life, and create the life you dream of,’ encourages an entrepreneur.4 ‘Be the heroine of your life,’ says a wealth adviser.5 ‘Believe that you are worthy of the life you really want,’ writes a food and wellness influencer.6 This is the language of Barbie, for whom ‘imagining she can be anything is just the beginning’.7 This is the language of award ceremonies and graduations. These days, no matter what the situation, this language of relentless self-improvement is constantly fed to women.

But up on the London Eye, I found myself suffering from a kind of vertigo, sickeningly conscious of the distance between this rose-tinted idea that all girls can reach for the sky and the rocky terrain that most women are actually living on. The girls I was talking to came from a deeply unequal part of London, where nearly half of families live in poverty. They would be finishing their education in a world in which too many people, especially women, are struggling to survive, let alone find the means to achieve their ambitions. The shiny dream of twentieth-century market economics, that endless growth would deliver freedom and prosperity for everyone, has instead delivered a harsh reality of deepening inequality, which is leaving too many women overworked and exhausted, whatever their aspirations.

At the time I got on the wheel, my day job involved working with refugee women. Every day, I was listening to women who had fled across borders for their own safety. Every day, I was listening to stories from war zones, prisons, camps and detention centres. But I could see that even in the most desperate situations women were being exhorted to rely on their own resilience.

In Afghanistan, women have been erased from public life. Yet they are still told that they need to work on their own effectiveness. ‘UN Women . . . tell us that we are doing good, then tell us how we can do things even better. They tell us how to be more impactful with our actions,’ one Afghan woman says.8 In Kakuma Refugee Camp in Kenya, thousands of women live on the margins of society, without any right to citizenship or security. But charities still tell them that they must look for that path of individual aspiration: ‘Women’s empowerment in the Kakuma Refugee Camp enables them to work toward educating themselves, learning new skills . . . to pave the path to a future of freedom.’9

This kind of language often expresses a faith that there is an inevitable line from women’s self-assertion to a changed world. ‘When women become leaders, they show other women what is possible.’10 ‘When women lead, transformative change follows,’ charities tell us.11 And this kind of upbeat rhetoric has locked into a wider optimism about the continued progress of all women across the world. ‘We can end child marriage in a generation,’ famous campaigners from the United States tell news outlets as they stride confidently into an east African country.12 ‘We can end the use of rape and sexual violence as a weapon of war once and for all,’ an American actress tells an international conference.13

Like so many women, I’ve wanted to believe these visions; to believe that there is a path towards not only my own success but also the success of other women that is visible and straightforward. But over recent years the spell of such relentlessly upbeat rhetoric has broken. Throughout the world, confidence in progress has shattered. The certainty – even the hope – that human rights and equality might be within everyone’s reach has disintegrated. The stories I keep hearing from women in Britain as well as from women across the globe have shown me a growing chasm between the airy rhetoric of mainstream feminism and the deep crises that so many women are experiencing.

Everywhere in the world, from west to east, south to north, women are struggling to win and to protect their rights, and to live in safety. They keep coming up against misogynist violence that never disappears. Today’s conflicts both within and across borders are ever more chaotic and intractable, and civilians, women and children, are often deliberately targeted in order to destroy communities. Faith in the power of international institutions to protect basic human rights has been lost, as powerful nations break rules with impunity. Ideologies that see women as lesser beings are being enforced by theocratic and authoritarian regimes. And at the same time misogyny has found unforeseen ways to mutate and strengthen, as new technology is used by powerful men to fuel poisonous patterns of male entitlement.

In these dark times, faith in progress is being trampled underfoot. What’s more, the current way of envisaging progress – that everything and everyone must get bigger, faster and richer – is threatening to drive the planet towards disaster. Too often, one of the ways that women are encouraged to measure their fulfilment and success is through constant consumerism. That may be packaged as taste, or fashion, or even freedom, but it is so often all about the relentless burning up of resources through fast travel, new possessions, more clothes; through ensuring that everything around us is gleaming, bright and disposable.

This bright, gleaming path to freedom is leaving a long trail of destruction in its wake. It rests on the exploitation of fuels and resources in ways that are unprecedented in human history, and that are warming the climate and destabilising ecosystems. This is a time when so many fragile cradles of life, from grasslands to coral reefs, from forests to rivers, are being broken and despoiled.

And this destruction is in itself a threat to women’s freedoms. At times of crisis, from drought to flood, from storm to fire, women’s vulnerability to violence and exploitation increases. When heat rises, so does male violence. When droughts hit and crops fail, girls eat less than boys do. When conflicts arise over increasingly scarce resources, women suffer. The ecological crisis is amplifying every threat to women.14 Women’s bodies and the body of the earth are in danger at one and the same time.

In this chaotic world, the entrenchment of individualism is perhaps to be expected, but it is also dangerous. Because individualism pulls attention away from the changes that could still be made to the systems in which we live, the politics by which we are governed, the corporations which drive our economy, the online platforms where we gather. It drives us back into contemplating our own success or failure, our own resilience and courage, our own equilibrium and well-being, and leaves those wider systems intact. It constantly erodes the possibility of building any alternative to those systems.

I don’t think that anybody has all the answers for the times in which we live. But it seems clear to me that in order to meet current and impending crises with courage and humanity, we need narratives that focus less on how I win on my own, and more on how we thrive together. I know I am far from the only person looking for other ways forward, ways that rely on connection more than individualism, and solidarity more than division. Women are still working together, desperately trying to challenge male violence and misogyny all over the world, and this is no time to give up on working together for a safer world. Alongside defending their safety, many women are also trying to build bold alternatives to violent and unequal systems; they are imagining and putting into practice different ways of living with one another and with the planet.

This book, then, is in three parts: in the first part I will track what has been happening in women’s movements; where we rose and where we found ourselves blocked. In the second part I will look straight at the storms that are gathering for women everywhere. And in the third part I will consider those ideas and practices that could help us move through into a better future. If you have been involved in any of these struggles, you will know that I have had to summarise and simplify, but I hope that I have not misrepresented. If these stories are new to you, I hope that you realise that my voice is only one in a vast network of conversations, and that your voice can be part of these conversations too.

A note on the way that I write about women and feminism in this book: those very words have become contested in a way that I could not have imagined when I first started writing about these themes in the 1990s. I will consider further how that has affected our debates, but at the outset I’d suggest that you can interpret the word woman as you choose: as someone born in a female body, or as someone who lives in ways usually associated with women, or both. Whichever you choose, I invite you to consider both the challenges that women face and how women are organising to overcome them.

Because despite everything, I haven’t given up my faith in the power of women working together to disrupt systems of inequality and violence. My faith has been forged and tempered in many places where women gather, and I start this journey in the centre of that energy. I want to take you back to the 2010s, a decade in which feminism seemed to be rising everywhere. What drove women out onto the streets to call for justice in those years, and where did their courage lead?




1

When We Rose

On a warm June day in 2015, I’m standing in front of a barbed wire fence surrounding a long, low building in the English countryside. I’ve visited this building many times before, over many years. At this time it is the only immigration detention centre for women in the country, and inside are dozens of women who have come to Britain to seek safety. They are locked up without a time limit, for days, for months, or even years.

Usually, I visit the centre on my own, or with a colleague from the charity where I work. When we visit, we are searched and fingerprinted before we go to sit in the grim visitors’ room to talk in subdued tones to one or two women. Always, their stories are full of pain. Saron, a journalist who was raped in prison in Ethiopia, once told me about drinking shampoo to try to kill herself before a threatened deportation from Britain. Margaret, from the Democratic Republic of the Congo, showed us the scars on her legs from where she was shackled in prison in her home country.1 They tell us about how the detention centre reopens their trauma and leaves them scared in this place where they thought they might find sanctuary.

I always leave the centre with a sense of deep sadness. I feel desperately aware of how conflicts across the world are fought on women’s bodies, and how my country refuses to support women who have to cross borders to seek safety. I keep working with these women to tell their stories and campaign for their release, because I want to believe that something else is possible. Connection. Hope. Solidarity.

On this summer day I feel closer to that other world which I want to believe is possible. Because today I am not alone at the centre, I’m not even with one or two colleagues. I’m here with hundreds and hundreds of other people. We’ve organised a demonstration to try to shine a light on this hidden scandal of how Britain treats women who come here for safety. Here is a well-known actor, who has visited the centre with me in the past. Here is a feminist writer. Here is the Member of Parliament for the local town, a man so moved by the stories we have brought to him that he is prepared to speak up against his party’s policies. Here is an eminent lawyer. Here are hundreds of campaigners, including many who were once locked up inside these very walls.

Here is a young woman I’ll call Ella.2 I met her seven years ago, when she was thirteen and was in the detention centre with her mother. She has not forgotten the journey she made in the back of a lorry, from a repressive regime thousands of miles away, and how shocked she was to find herself locked up here. ‘This is incredible,’ she says to me as we walk around the perimeter fence and hear the women inside now calling back to us. ‘I never thought there would be so many people here.’ Ella and her family were freed following the efforts of campaigners and lawyers, and she now has British citizenship and is studying law at university.

A few years later, the detention centre is closed to women. Our campaigning, the Chief Inspector of Prisons says, has made it a ‘place of national concern’.3 Now, when I think about Yarl’s Wood, I don’t just think about the darkness inside its walls. I think about the women and men who gathered that day to shout ‘Set Her Free’ and ‘Shut it Down’, and won.

Looking back on the first two decades of the twenty-first century, I can see that this protest was a little drop in an ocean of resistance. These years were characterised by wave after wave of demonstrations, by millions of people taking to the streets to try to change the course of politics. These protests took place in the name of democracy, of free speech, of the environment – and in the name of women’s rights.

Because women were key players in this rise of dissent, not just in that little corner of rural England but across the world. Women forged new connections, women wrote new songs, women mobilised, women stood together, women spoke up about their experiences of violence, and women won some extraordinary successes. However dark our times feel now, we should never forget this recent resurgence of energy, what women learned and what women achieved.

Perhaps the most powerful blast of women’s resistance, well beyond the borders of Britain, came right at the beginning of the century. By 2003, more than two hundred thousand people had died in the devastating civil war that was raging through Liberia. Leymah Gbowee, a young woman whose life had been devastated by the conflict, whose home had been destroyed and whose prospects had been flattened, decided to try something new. She brought women together to pray for peace.

She and others built those prayer meetings into organised protests, in which hundreds of women dressed in white sat, fasted and sang in rain and sun. In June 2003, the female activists followed the then president Charles Taylor and the rebel leaders to peace talks in Ghana. When the negotiations seemed to be breaking down, the women blocked the doors of the meeting hall until an agreement was reached. Gbowee was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2011 because of the way she had demonstrated the power of women’s non-violent resistance, or, in her words, ‘created strength in sisterhood’.4

While this resistance was born from the determination to end conflict, the impetus to action elsewhere came from women’s desire to claim rights which had long been denied them. In 2011, women in Saudi Arabia were calling publicly for their right to drive. Their previous attempts to campaign on this issue had ended in disarray and increased repression. I had visited the kingdom back in 2005, and was filled with horror at the impossible situation that women were facing in a country where they are treated as the dependants of their male relations. I was also struck by the intransigent courage of so many women, who kept organising in unimaginable conditions, constantly handing the baton on from one to another.

One who took up the baton was Manal al-Sharif, a single mother and employee of the oil company Aramco. She was inspired by the courage shown by ordinary people who joined the huge uprisings in Tunisia, Libya and Egypt in the Arab Spring. She used social media platforms to call for a day of action in which women would drive their cars and post videos of themselves doing so. Before that day arrived, however, she was put in prison. Without being charged, without a lawyer, separated from her beloved son, she was taken from her home and held in a crowded cockroach-ridden cell. Al-Sharif nevertheless kept her courage alive and inspired dozens of other women to stand up for their rights. ‘I was just a mother,’ she wrote, ‘inspired by the Arab Spring to start a movement to gain a basic right: the right of mobility for the women in my country.’5

Leymah Gbowee and Manal al-Sharif and their countrywomen stood up with courage against governments and armies. In other countries, women were drawn out onto the streets because of their rage against the male violence embedded in everyday life everywhere. In India in December 2012, thousands of women marched in Delhi, Kolkata, Bangalore and Mumbai. They were inspired to rise up following the rape and murder of a young woman, Jyoti Singh, who had been attacked on a bus in Delhi. Shalu Nigam, a feminist lawyer, wrote that these protests marked a ‘turning point in history’, a moment when rising fury against patriarchy took on new energy.6

A similar uprising took place in Kenya. In 2014, Rita Mutheu, who was not yet an activist, saw a video online of a woman who was stripped in the street in Nairobi as a punishment for wearing a miniskirt. ‘We knew that these crimes happened, but it was something else to see it,’ she told me when I talked to her some years later. Connecting with other women on Facebook, she realised that she was not the only one to be shocked, and the protest that she helped to organise brought hundreds of women together to march in Nairobi under the slogan ‘My Dress, My Choice’. ‘That was a very beautiful moment,’ Rita said. ‘It was emotional. To see that you are not alone and that most women are feeling the same way. The camaraderie is so important.’7

Alongside fighting male violence, other explosions of resistance focused on reproductive rights. In October 2012 a young woman, Savita Halappanavar, died of sepsis after being refused an abortion in Ireland. Sadly, such deaths had happened before, but this time the grief was transformed into shared action. Women across Ireland marched with placards stating ‘Never Again’ and ‘I Have a Heartbeat Too’. At the first demonstration in the name of Halappanavar, in November 2012, campaigner Sinead Ahern said: ‘Tonight is about solidarity . . . Today marks the day that there is no more stigma and no more shame.’8

This was not the only place where women were demanding – or defending – rights over their own bodies. In 2016, the government of Poland announced a proposal to ban abortion. The response was immediate and enormous. In the words of Polish feminist Ewa Majewska, ‘Massive demonstrations spread across the country, unifying women across class, political persuasion and rural-urban divides under one umbrella: that of women’s rights and dignity.’9 A hundred thousand women joined a new Polish social media group, Dziewuchy Dziewuchom (‘Gals for Gals’) ‘practically overnight’, and thousands of women massed in demonstrations in around fifty cities and towns.10 Women who were facing the strengthening of criminal penalties for abortion in South Korea the same year were also energised by the demonstrations they had seen in Poland. Having seen Polish women on marches wearing black and carrying coat hangers, South Korean women organised their own ‘Black Protest’, with some holding up coat hangers in a ‘gesture of solidarity with the women in Poland’.11

Perhaps the biggest wave of women’s protests in those years took place in Latin America, once again sparked by the murders of young women, particularly fourteen-year-old Chiara Paez, who was killed by her boyfriend in 2015. Women came out on to the streets in Argentina, saying ‘Ni Una Menos’ – ‘Not One Less’ – and connected their anger at male violence to wider economic and social injustices. The demonstrations built into enormous strikes in which women withdrew from both paid and unpaid labour. Half a million women participated in the marches for the 2017 women’s strike in Argentina, and eight hundred thousand in 2018 and 2019.12

These protests spread through Colombia, Mexico, Peru, Brazil, Uruguay, Guatemala, Bolivia, El Salvador and Chile, where in 2019 demonstrations culminated in thousands of women singing the feminist anthem ‘A Rapist in Your Path’ in front of the national stadium in Santiago.13 Over time, the protests particularly focused on the fight for reproductive rights, and were often called the Green Wave, characterised by the use of green banners and handkerchiefs by the protesters. ‘We were magnetised,’ the Argentinian feminist Veronica Gago wrote of these years of resistance, ‘by a strange shared feeling of rage and complicity, of potencia and urgency.’14

This shared feeling of complicity and urgency continued to spread across borders. Spain and Italy had their own feminist traditions, but women in those countries were galvanised by the growing resistance they could see in Latin America. Non Una di Meno, the Italian feminist network, was founded in 2015 ‘in response to the cry of the Argentine women of the Ni Una Menos movement’.15 In Spain, the movement also built to a huge strike on 8 March 2018. Over five million women and men in more than two hundred locations throughout Spain participated in what political theorist Isabell Lorey called ‘the biggest strike not only in the history of the country but also of all of Europe’.16

Protest movements, particularly women’s protest movements, are often trivialised and marginalised. The full histories of these protests – and so many others besides – are still to be written, but let’s remember that on many occasions they generated visible and undeniable change. The women’s protests in Liberia at the start of the twenty-first century brought an end to the country’s terrible civil war and resulted in the election of a female president, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf. Demonstrations in India resulted in a public inquiry, new laws and new courts for cases of sexual violence. The protests in Poland in 2016 meant that the threat of the total outlawing of abortion could not be carried through. In Saudi Arabia, women were given the right to drive in 2017. In South Korea, the criminalisation of abortion has been declared unconstitutional, and many new laws have been passed to try to combat gender-based violence.17 In Ireland, abortion was finally legalised in 2018. In 2019 Argentina passed a law that mandated training on gender equality for all government officials and in 2020 it also legalised abortion.

As well as making concrete change within countries, these waves of protest were connecting women across borders. There were many international women’s gatherings in these years where women shared experiences of oppression and discussed new strategies of resistance, and where unexpected allies picked up on the rising energy of feminism. For instance, one day in 2014 I went with a woman I’ll call Eve to a huge hangar-like building in London’s East End with many women from all over the world. We were here together, in this big bland conference centre, for the first day of an international conference led by Angelina Jolie and William Hague, then Britain’s foreign secretary. The gathering aimed to – as the name of the conference put it – End Sexual Violence in Conflict.

I had worked with Eve to write an account of her recent experiences in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and in the UK. Eve had lived a quiet life as a businesswoman with a popular restaurant in the eastern city of Goma, until one night soldiers had come to her house and insisted that she went with them. They had taken her to a prison room where a number of women were tied up in the dark, and they chained her to a window frame with her legs apart. Day after day she was raped. Eventually, a man who came to clean the room offered to help her escape, because he knew she had money. She ended up being taken by smugglers to Europe, and hoped she would end up in Belgium, a country she had visited previously, but instead she was left at Heathrow airport with nothing but a small handbag. She went to the UK Home Office for help, and was put in a detention centre. That was where we had met Eve, desperate for freedom and safety.

The conference felt like an extraordinary gathering for Eve, and for so many other women. The issue of sexual violence in conflict was one that feminists had been talking about for more than forty years. It had first been brought into the light with the publication of Susan Brownmiller’s book Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape in 1975, which exposed the reality of how sexual violence had so often been used as a weapon of war throughout history. The widespread sexual violence carried out in the former Yugoslavia and in the Rwandan genocide in the 1990s brought home to our generation that this had never ended. Thanks to the work of feminist lawyers, the legal framework around these crimes was shifting. The treaty of the International Criminal Court, finalised in 1998, explicitly recognised that some forms of sexual violence could be crimes against humanity, and the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda held that rape and sexual violence could constitute acts of genocide.18

Angelina Jolie had not just breezed in; she had prepared for this conference over many years. She had made a film about sexual violence in Bosnia and had recently visited Goma, the very place where Eve had been brutalised, and had talked to many survivors of rape. The resources being put into the conference were unprecedented. Some reports stated that it cost more than £5 million, with delegates from more than a hundred nations, including powerful politicians.19

I didn’t walk into the venue feeling cynical. On the contrary, I was excited to see that a feminist theme which women had been campaigning on for so long with limited success was now the subject of such a vast and well-resourced international gathering. And, for me, it was essential to be there with Eve, as well as other women who had crossed borders after experiencing such violence. I believed that the tide might be turning and that women who had experienced violence might finally be supported, whoever they were and wherever they came from.

Eve and I and our colleagues were there with a symbolic knitted quilt. Dozens of squares had been knitted and sewn together by refugee women and members of our community, and messages of support were being written on fabric squares and stitched into it. And so it symbolised the connections and solidarity between us, refugee women and citizens, white and Black, European and African. Instead of standing at a table, like the other charities in the venue, we sat on the floor and knitted more and more squares, the wool spooling around us, the quilt growing with its bright colours and its softness.

When Angelina Jolie walked through the conference hall she stopped and talked to the women working on the quilt. Agreeing that women who fled sexual violence should not be locked up in detention centres if they came to the UK, she wrote a message to be stitched onto the quilt. When she swept away, we found that she had brought CNN and ITN and other journalists to our table, and the women’s voices were suddenly being amplified to a growing audience. Later in the conference Eve’s story was read to a huge crowd of delegates. We felt, as the actors spoke her words, that the audience were empathising deeply with Eve’s experience. Eve herself sat anonymously in the audience, protected but recognised. It was a moment of hope, that women who had so often been silenced and invisible might be heard and seen at last.

That moment was not unique. For decades, energy had been stirring in global conferences and initiatives to tackle not only sexual violence in conflict but other issues previously seen as marginal because they primarily affected women, such as girls’ education, maternal mortality, female genital mutilation, women’s land rights and trafficking into sexual exploitation. At least twenty years of such international discussion and action had forced themes into the light that were once almost unspoken.

Because this was the time when silences were being broken everywhere. Over and over again, it became clear that feminist ideas were moving from the margins into the centre of society – in social media, in films, in music, in schools, everywhere. These discussions rippled from the street protests and back towards them, making the demonstrations possible and then channelling their energy in new directions.

When Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie recorded her talk in 2012 on why we should all be feminists, she was uncompromising in her advocacy for the central idea of liberal feminism, that women must be seen as fully human and not just as the adjunct or support of men. ‘If it is true that the full humanity of women is not our culture, we must make it our culture,’ she said trenchantly.20 Nobody would have predicted that her words would go so far, so fast – sampled by Beyoncé, reproduced on T-shirts by Dior, and the resulting book given to every school child in Sweden. We saw ideas that were once taken up only by a few women suddenly supported by celebrities and musicians and artists, made into front-page news and successful feature films and television series.

A rising fashion for women’s history was part of that shift. Robin Morgan is often credited with coining the term ‘herstory’ back in 1970,21 but unearthing women’s stories and experiences now became an inescapable publishing trend. There was an explosion of books about bossy women and rebel girls, a book about ‘gutsy women’ from Hillary Clinton, a book about ‘warrior queens and quiet revolutionaries’ by a bestselling British novelist, a book about ‘bloody brilliant women’ from a newsreader, a ‘great book of badass women’, a book of ‘100 nasty women of history’, a book of ‘badly behaved women’, of ‘bygone, badass broads’ . . . If you once saw women in historical films confined to wives and sex workers, now there were films about working-class suffrage campaigners, about African American mathematicians, about tennis players, about groundbreaking lawyers, about African queens.

And at the same time, social media seemed to be providing a megaphone for feminism. When stories and examples of abuse and harassment began to pour across the internet under the #MeToo hashtag in 2017, it felt as if a dam was breached and a huge river of anger was being unleashed.

Given all this change, it became not only acceptable but even in some places expected for women to call themselves feminist. In one survey of women and girls in the UK in 2017, the researchers found that fully 69% of girls aged thirteen to eighteen said yes when they were asked ‘Would you personally define as a feminist?’, compared to 36% of those aged over fifty-five.22 In a global survey carried out in the same year, over 80% of women in India and over 70% of women in China agreed very much or somewhat that they would define themselves as feminist.23

Young women recognised that they were living through a time of immense change. Marie Albalous, a young woman from a mixed Syrian and Irish background, was born in London at the start of the century. She had grown up hearing about women’s struggles of the past, and now she thought that feminism might become relevant to her own life. She went on the Women’s March in London in 2017 and told me, ‘That was a real shift. That was when everyone heard about feminism. And when all the actresses wore black to the Golden Globes – it was a strong statement, it meant something.’ This visual statement of solidarity with survivors of violence did mean something, and not just for young women coming to feminism for the first time. This was a time when connections were made across generations and movements, and conversations were happening everywhere. In 2017 the Merriam-Webster dictionary made feminism its word of the year, stating that it was the most looked-up word in its online dictionary, generating 70% more searches than in previous years.24

I’ve only sketched its outlines here, but this renewed global movement for women’s rights and safety was never distant for me, and never theoretical. These were years when knowledge that some women had carried heavily, about the inequalities and violence experienced by women, seemed to lighten, because it was being carried by so many women, from so many nationalities and backgrounds. These were the years when there was a hope that women could stand together, find connections and build community. These were the years when the possibility of victory – of creating a world where all women can expect equality and safety – seemed to come closer.

And then, what happened?

One of the most visible of all the protests led by women during the second decade of the twenty-first century took place in January 2017 to protest the first inauguration of Donald Trump. In the face of the election of an authoritarian leader who had boasted of sexually assaulting women and stated his intention to roll back women’s right to abortion, women rallied across the world. Researchers later stated that these women’s marches were the largest ever protest to take place in the United States on a single day; and these protests also took place on every continent in the world, and altogether more than four million people took to the streets.25

Despite the reason that they were taking place, in many cities the marches felt surprisingly joyful. When I joined the march in London, with its waves of women in their pink hats and purple scarves, I met women campaigning for every feminist cause, from equality in Parliament to domestic violence. I met girls who were taking their first steps into public protest, and I met veterans of campaigning. I was there with a diverse group of refugee women, and when we stepped on to the platform in Trafalgar Square to speak to the crowd, we heard thousands of women roaring their support for migrant women. The moment seemed to hold hope within its anger. I was far from alone in feeling galvanised by this rush of energy.

Ann Bandolik, a student at the London School of Economics who went to the London Women’s March, posted on a blog: ‘I couldn’t contain my joy . . . the atmosphere was electrifying.’26 Jessica Valenti, the American feminist, marched in Washington, and said, ‘When you look at the pictures of the protests that took place in hundreds of cities across the world today, putting millions of women on the street, you see something amazing: you see joy.’27

Many of the women who took part in the Women’s March also went on to join other protests in the subsequent years, including demonstrations for racial justice and for climate action. Many went on to stand for political office or support female candidates, leading to a record number of women running for Congress in the 2018 elections.28

But this sense of cumulative action did not last.

When Donald Trump was inaugurated for the second time in January 2025, the world had changed. The urgency of defending women’s rights in the United States had not lessened; indeed, with the decision of the Supreme Court in 2022 to overturn the constitutional right to abortion, many women were experiencing the denial of their reproductive rights. Trump now had a much stronger grip on power, with a bigger majority in the Senate, more loyalists around him and conservatives now dominating the Supreme Court.

And yet renewed protests did not materialise. Women did not march. As one woman, Caroline Waterman, told Reuters: ‘I’m just feeling hopeless at the moment and I’m not sure a march is going to fix it.’ There was a sense of exhaustion and fragmentation, and even a sense of betrayal. One Black woman leader spoke bitterly about how white women had voted in such numbers for a president whose politics would lead to growing racial as well as gender divides in the country. ‘They do need to interrogate why they tend to align with the patriarchy,’ said Amara Enyia.29

Whenever women’s rights move forwards, there is backlash. Any student of feminist history knows that the waves of progress constantly flow in and out again. But right now, there is not just a ripple of uncertainty, and not just in one country. A rip tide seems to be rising all over the world, pulling us out to sea, and storms are gathering on the horizon. It often feels hard, if not impossible, to set a direction through this fierce weather.

Everywhere, women are struggling to defend their freedoms; everywhere, women’s rights are under attack. And at the same time, just when it’s so important to hold on to the possibility that women can organise to build a better future, our movements are often foundering in uncertainty and division.

Why is this?




PART 1

HEAVY WEATHER
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How Liberation Was Consumed

In autumn 2014 a simulacrum of a street appeared in Paris, life size and hyper-real, like a set on an old Hollywood lot. It was peopled by all the chic individuals you would normally see on the front row of a fashion show, sitting on benches lining the pavements. Suddenly, a change in the atmosphere. Out came protesters, marching with loudhailers and placards, ‘Free Freedom,’ their placards said, ‘History is Her Story’, ‘He for She’.

When the spectators saw the faces of Cara Delevingne and Gisele Bündchen among the marching women and the designer Karl Lagerfeld leading them, they realised what a cute take the whole show was. Women’s protests restaged by Chanel! How funny! How charming! Some shared the spectacle with enthusiasm. One tweeted, ‘THIS IS EVERYTHING’. Another that it showed that feminism has had a ‘very, very good year’.

One commentator in the Guardian noted that while Beyoncé, Taylor Swift and Emma Watson had recently given their support to feminist causes, nevertheless it changed things for the better to have Lagerfeld on board: ‘if it makes one young girl feel comfortable using the term [feminist], that’s something’.1 Another prominent feminist writer said, ‘We live in a culture where young girls are scared of being identified as feminists, so anything that shows feminism isn’t this scary horrible thing run by man-hating women has to be a positive thing.’2

At the time, I couldn’t quite see why this rich old man who was known for his narrow conception of beauty was being so praised for using a pastiche of feminism to sell his overpriced clothes. But I, too, didn’t want to take it too seriously. I rather liked the fact that feminism was so accepted that it could be viewed in this way, as something so bright and airy and aspirational.

Looking back now, I take it more seriously than I did then. Or at least, I see it as part of something more serious – that even as the new wave of women’s resistance was starting to gather, it was being smartly mimicked and sold back to us.

At first that really didn’t seem to matter too much. After all, aren’t ideas of equality big enough and strong enough to win through, however they are channelled? When Maria Grazia Chiuri of Dior designed a T-shirt stating ‘We Should All be Feminists’ in 2016, which retailed for over $700, she did so with the agreement of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, whose words they were. ‘Feminism is still very contested and very controversial,’ Adichie said, ‘and still very much loaded with negative stereotypes . . . A T-shirt is not going to change the world, right? But, I think change happens when we spread ideas.’3

This confidence felt admirable. Women would get the ideas out by any means possible, and those ideas would change the world. But gradually, for many of us, this confidence has turned into deep frustration. Rather than feminism being bolstered by fashion and marketing, it has been eaten by it. Our vigour, our vitality, our anger have been mined for images and slogans and pushed back to us as not as solidarity, but as consumerism.

One of the key visual themes of the 2017 women’s marches was the use of the bright pink pussy hat, which flooded the marches with colour. The knitted hats were created by two women, Jayna Zweiman and Krista Suh, as a way of building community and solidarity – the idea was that women, particularly those who were unable to march themselves, would make them for free, to support those who could march. Designers lost little time in putting the hats on to the catwalk. Gigi Hadid sashayed along wearing one at the Missoni fashion show to the strains of ‘The Revolution Will Not Be Televised’ in autumn 2017. Those pink hats retailed in Missoni stores for £140. Jayna Zweiman said pointedly that Missoni’s gesture ‘sidestepped the anti-capitalist . . . ethos of the project’.4

It certainly did. But how can fashion ever approach the anti-capitalist ethos, without turning it into just another slogan? In 2023 Maria Grazia Chiuri opened Paris fashion week with a Dior show that was called ‘a rejection of the fashion industrial system’, with a backdrop flashing up messages such as ‘Take your hands off when she says no’ and ‘Capitalism won’t take her where she really wants to go’.5 Messages that once seemed to promise change are now being churned out more and more frequently as decoration for existing hierarchies of wealth and beauty. In 2022 the Italian influencer Chiara Ferragni posted on Instagram a photograph of herself wearing a black leather miniskirt, blonde hair in high bunches, a Dior bag, high heels and the Dior ‘We Should All be Feminists’ T-shirt, and gained about a quarter of a million likes. Model Karlie Kloss was pictured in a ‘Girl Empower’ T-shirt by Bella Freud, actress Vanessa Hudgens in a crop top and belly ring with the slogan ‘Feminist’, model Emily Ratajkowski in a T-shirt stating ‘Feminist AF’, and each potentially liberating slogan became just one of many in the deluge of repetitive photoshoots of conventionally pretty women selling conventionally sexy clothes.6

It is hard to capture the disconcerting reality of a world in which rebellion is just an accessory and liberation is just a T-shirt. Sometimes fiction writers do it most effectively. Jo Hamya’s 2021 novel Three Rooms explores the slippery feel of living in a culture that casts every potential rebellion as another marketable pose. The narrator is working as a sub-editor on a society magazine, a role that does not pay her enough to live on. One day a photoshoot comes across the desk which centres a young, pretty, thin, rich woman who has been photographed in a leather bralette and pencil skirt, and heavy lipstick. ‘She had been shot twisting a white banner around her body onto which someone had scrawled in deliberately jagged text YES TO THE REVOLUTION . . . I could not stymie my incredulity.’ The magazine’s editor is unapologetic: ‘She looks very sexy . . . Empowerment and all that.’7 The irony of their exchange is obvious, but rather than leading to anger or action, it leads only into resignation on the part of the narrator and a nod of recognition from the reader.

A similar bitter resignation is seen in Taffy Brodesser-Akner’s first novel, Fleishman Is in Trouble, when a wealthy middle-aged woman ruminates on the disjunction between the keen marketing of feminism and the reality of most women’s lives of unchanged drudgery. She thinks about ‘those T-shirts all my daughter’s friends were wearing to school now, the ones that said THE FUTURE IS FEMALE in big block letters’ and realises ‘the only reason it’s tolerated is that everyone knows it’s just a lie we tell to girls to make their marginalization bearable. They know that eventually the girls will be punished for their futures, so let them wear their dumb message shirts now.’8

The marketing of the feminist cause is not a new phenomenon. Indeed, our liberation has been sold back to us for years. Suffrage movements embraced this with some enthusiasm. British suffragettes sold all sorts of purple, green and white merch, from cards and brooches to ribbons and badges. Brands that were big in their day quickly got in on the act. A British suffragette could pick up a ‘Suffrage Dorothy bag in soft kid’ with a green and purple leather cord handle from Selfridges,9 or shop for the perfect millinery for suffrage marches at department store Derry & Toms, who advertised ‘Charming hats for the June 17 Demonstration . . . made in the colours of the various organisations in connection with the Woman Suffrage movement.’10

It might look similar, but actually the past is not the same as today. One thing that was truly different in the early twentieth century was this: brands had to work through suffrage networks to reach suffragette consumers. The suffrage movement in Britain – like political parties and the labour movement of the time – had its own communication channels, which included printing presses, libraries, clubs and newspapers. In 1910 there were three main papers – Votes for Women, Common Cause and The Vote; by 1913 there were also The Suffragette and The Women’s Dreadnought as well as dozens of other more niche offerings.

These newspapers ran extensive classified advertising from individuals and small traders from the start, but as the movement grew, display advertising from bigger brands mushroomed, including household names such as Selfridge’s, Jaeger and Harrods, which sold chic knitted sports coats to suffragettes. Even when suffragettes started to smash the windows of department stores in their militant actions, the shops didn’t turn away. They continued to advertise in suffragette newspapers and put hats and dresses with the suffrage movement’s distinctive colours in their displays. The shops had to pay the suffrage organisations for the privilege of advertising to their network, and they could not stop their advertisements being run alongside exhortations to law-breaking and celebrations of women who
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