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Today, it is often self-described feminists who publish transphobic articles in the world’s biggest publications. From Newsweek to the New York Times to the New York Post, they condemn the scourge of “gender ideology” in the name of women’s rights. The world’s richest author, J.K. Rowling, is an obsessive advocate for protecting cis women from trans ones by keeping spaces like bathrooms and sports lockers cissexual at all costs. The British-imported crusade to make gender-segregated spaces cissexual encompasses American prisons, reproductive health centers, sports, bathrooms, schools, beauty parlors, locker rooms, and dyke nights. We know these feminists as TERFs, trans-exclusionary radical feminists, though they reject the term, considering it a misogynistic slur. Rowling crows that “the attempt to silence women with the word ‘TERF’ may have pushed more young women towards radical feminism than the movement’s seen in decades.” This camp’s preferred term is “gender-critical feminism.”

An “anti-gender” alliance unites these feminists with the international far right, the Vatican, and conservative evangelicals. Leading gender-critical feminists have enjoyed fawning receptions from media personalities like Tucker Carlson, received funding from conservative organizations like the Alliance Defending Freedom and the Heritage Foundation, and even protested trans health care shoulder to shoulder with open white supremacists like the Proud Boys — all the while collaborating with MAGA nationalists in picketing trans-affirming institutions including spas and LGBTQ-friendly public libraries. While this coalition is strange, it’s not unprecedented — we can see its roots in the collaboration between white feminists and right-wing Christians in the 1970s and 1980s who tried to criminalize pornography and sex work. Lots of people on the left dismiss these women as fake feminists. Can they really be feminists in any meaningful sense if they organize against trans women? Can’t feminism just drum them out of its ranks?

I’d like to suggest that there are strands of thought that are both authentically feminist and irredeemable — even fascist. Anti-trans feminism first rose as the counter-insurgent retort to utopian feminism in the early 1970s, responding to a sex-radical, gender-abolitionist efflorescence that was generally welcoming to trans women. The retort came at a moment when women’s liberationism was still optimistic but beginning to confront the rising tide of conservatism in both the U.K. and the U.S. While anti-trans ideas sprouted at the margins of feminism as early as the 1960s, they gained greater traction around 1973, as many radical feminists became more defensive, resorting to calls for protection from the state (against pornography and sexual assault) and falling back on “scientific” proof of women’s vulnerable state, a gender essentialism of suffering that placed painful experiences like rape and childbirth at the heart of the female experience. 1973 was, in fact, the year — according to Alice Echols in her history of the U.S. feminist movement, published a decade later — when revolutionary feminism gave way to female cultural nationalism. As feminist scholar Emma Heaney theorizes today, “Cisness is feminism’s counterrevolution.” The radical feminists who became TERFs chose a restrictive pessimism about what it is to be female, excluding trans women with the argument that only a “natal” female could understand the pain that lay at the heart of being a woman — anyone else was an infiltrator.

The appearance of transphobic feminism in the U.S. in the 2020s offers us a valuable opportunity to understand, once and for all, that a woman’s cry for women’s power is sometimes part of a matrix of domination. Uncovering the history of trans-exclusionary radical feminism may make it harder to dismiss today’s “pro-female” transphobes as non-feminist grifters. At the same time, doing so can only strengthen our ability as feminists to fight them — without worrying about negotiating their feminist credentials first. Perhaps we should break up the house of feminism, that battered and beloved fortress where so many of us have not lived well, and name some feminisms our enemies. It is incumbent on feminist radicals today to learn from our forebears, how — in the wake of riotous mobilizations like 1968 and 2020 — the reactionary wing of feminism rears up its head in a bid to eat up and neutralize the revolutionary wing of gender liberation.

Follow me back now half a century. The year is 1973, and the right to quit being pregnant has just been (sort of) legally enshrined in the United States. But the utopian-radical left — including the women’s liberation movement — is slowly and painfully imploding. The capitalist counterrevolution that will become the Reagan era is lapping at everybody’s knees. Some feminists have already begun to disavow the movement’s most ambitious visions, like abolition of the family and dissolution of the sex distinction itself, in favor of a maternalist vision of non-violent sisterhood, universally bound together by the sexed capacity to give life. Feminists favoring this biological picture of sisterhood tend to exclude trans women from the feminist fold.

The growing differences broke open at the 1973 West Coast Lesbian Conference, a massive gathering in Los Angeles. Robin Morgan, the Florida-born New Yorker, poet, author, celebrity radical, and editor of the classic anthology Sisterhood Is Powerful was a keynote speaker despite being married to a man. Perhaps it was because of guilt about this less-than-lesbian marital situation that Morgan spent the whole weekend going to bizarre lengths to justify her own inclusion while seeking to get Beth Elliott — a trans woman who had organized the conference — thrown out by force. Again and again, Morgan demanded the exclusion of Elliott and all trans women at WCLC by any means necessary. A separatist group, the Gutter Dykes, tried to drag Elliott from the stage but were beaten back by a surge of pro-trans solidarity.

Morgan’s keynote included a long attack on Beth Elliott that shocked the 1,000-odd attendees. “He dares, he dares to think he understands our pain?” Robin bellowed, cruelly misgendering the musician in front of the angry, confused crowd. “I charge him as an opportunist, an infiltrator, and a destroyer — with the mentality of a rapist. And you women at this conference know who he is. Now. You can let him into your workshops — or you can deal with him.” But it was Morgan who got dealt with. The Gutter Dykes once again shoved the organizers from the mic in an attempt to make one-and-a-half thousand people re-hash the conference’s failures vis-à-vis transsexualism. Participants started “screaming that they don’t want to hear about that anymore.” And then, out of the blue, a trans woman stepped in. Conference attendee Nancy MacLean’s diary reports: 

There’s a blind woman who wants to come up on the stage.… I help her up.… She pounds on the podium, insists on speaking. I plead with the audience, with the Gutter Dykes.… Finally they let her speak. She’s a TRANSSEXUAL! So emotional, trembling so bad she can hardly stand up, clutching the mike she cries out that these women are crucifying Beth and all transsexuals: “How much pain must she bear? Why do you torment her? You are more oppressive than our oppressors.”

The Gutter Dykes relinquished the microphone. 

For the twenty-first-century feminist who has never heard of this schismatic moment and has perhaps swallowed the narrative that transphobia and biological essentialism were intrinsic to feminism’s Second Wave, reading the movement magazine the Lesbian Tide is an education. Morgan’s keynote was reprinted in the May-June 1973 issue but placed at the back in small type, sandwiched between contributions that all criticize Morgan and oppose her sabotage of the gathering. MacLean’s diary conveys participants reactions to the conflict on stage: “This can’t be happening. This woman is insisting that Beth Elliott not be permitted to perform because Beth is a transsexual.” “That’s bullshit! Anatomy is NOT destiny!” In her own contribution, “Of Infidels and Inquisitions,” Elliott testifies that the solidarity she experienced “kept alive my faith in womankind.” Concerning Morgan herself, however, she states with dignity that “I personally distrust those who hate men more than they love or do anything positive for women.”

For her part, in her memoir Going Too Far (1977), Morgan rewrote the events in Los Angeles to paint herself as a courageous star who merely said what everyone was thinking about “one smug male in granny glasses and an earth-mother gown.” Beth was “the only person there wearing a skirt,” Morgan spits, pointing out the femme’s departure from what she saw as the proper “androgynous” uniform in the lesbian scene. Beth’s “gate-crashing presence,” disgracefully pandered to by her fellow conference organizers, supposedly caused conference-goers to return “to their home states in disgust.” Going Too Far even contends that feminine attire, when donned by a “male,” is the direct analog of blackface minstrelsy — a mockery of “our mothers, and their mothers, who had no other choice, who wore hobbling dresses and torture stiletto heels to survive, to keep jobs, or to keep husbands because they themselves could get no jobs.” 

In her apocalyptic insistence that cis women’s suffering cannot be known or shared by others, Morgan takes a grim view of what constitutes female identity. Apparently, a real woman is in pain from birth to death, a pain that will define her identity as female. Sharing womanhood with people who choose to claim female identity instead of surviving it feels like a threat. “You are treating me just like men treat women,” Elliott wrote. “The idea that I might be the same as you threatens you, so you hold me down.” In her battle to ensure the sanctity of women’s oppression, Morgan thereby dismisses the possibility that trans and cis feminists might face the same enemy and unite in the same fight. Preserving her identity requires trampling theirs.

In her post-mortem, Elliott recalls a nightmare in which she speaks to Morgan: “You make a damned good fascist.”

Hop forward with me now to 2013. It’s 40 years after the West Coast Lesbian Conference, and the same controversy, more or less, is unfolding within Deep Green Resistance (DGR), another self-described radical feminist group on the West Coast. The anti-trans ideas that would emerge from this tiny group would become influential among British feminists casting about nostalgically for contrarian “certainties” amid a lull in radical organizing in the West.

Self-described ecofeminists Lierre Keith and Derrick Jensen started organizing DGR in California around 2011 and published their jointly authored movement manual of the same name in 2011, which spends many pages on the life-destroying force that is “male sexual sadism on a mass scale,” as manifest in everything from porn and rape to deforestation. The group operated “aboveground” — i.e., they professed to be nonviolent and law-abiding — and as such, it is hard to say which bioterrorism plans, if any, DGR was actually responsible for. They advocated, however, for others to adopt an underground strategy of “decisive ecological warfare,” wherein small direct-action cells target fossil energy infrastructures or even assassinate ecocide perpetrators. Tailed by the FBI from the jump, DGR was also hotly criticized by other feminists and environmentalists over what many called their “ecofascist” tendencies (a characterization the group denies). Over the period 2011–14, the group imploded as Keith and Jensen promoted virulent transphobia, targeting trans women in their midst. The duo’s behavior was chronicled gruesomely on the internet for years, fascinating and appalling ecologists around the world. “Genderists,” as the deep-greeners called trans feminists and their allies, were nature-defiling sickos, hulking glitter-covered bullies, woman-hating eugenicists, and body mutilators, chemically sterilizing “the unfit” just like the Nazis did. I followed the events of DGR’s disgrace myself from within the climate justice milieu in the U.K. 

DGR was influenced, in part, by one of Robin Morgan’s preferred writers: the Schenectady-born ex-Catholic radical lesbian feminist theologian Mary Daly, who taught philosophy at Boston College for 33 years, beginning in 1966. Daly is not well-known today but often of interest to ecclesiastical scholars due to her pioneering ecofeminist critiques of religious patriarchy as “gynocidal” and “necrophilic,” especially The Church and the Second Sex (1968) and Beyond God the Father (1973). In the 1970s, she became obsessed with the notion of trans women — who related to ecology by virtue of being affronts to Mother Nature — “invading our private spaces” and “playing upon the sympathies of women” by using the “more oppressed than thou mentality.” In a 1979 interview, she proclaimed, “These men have no penises, but their whole body, their whole mind is still a penis. Their eyes are penises, their hands are penises.” Similarly, in Daly’s book of feminist “meta-ethics,” Gyn/Ecology (1978), feminine women appear as lobotomized, moronized “puppets of Papa.” She fantasizes about a lesbian assembly presided over by a magnificent “Chaircrone” but interrupted by “infernal infiltrators” and “demons.”  Trans women described as “eunuchs” appear, and “one is carrying a placard which reads: ‘I am a lesbian-feminist male-to-female transsexual. Take me in.’” The “Hags begin hooting.” Daly punningly riffs for over 400 pages about “malfunctions (Male-Functions),” footbinding, “mindbinding,” “gynocide,” “male sirens,” and the omnipresent repugnance of “phallo-technic society,” of which trans women are a key part. 

I had already noticed, circa 2013, the gradual rise of a “völkisch environmentalism,” in which care for nature is tied to nativism, sexual traditionalism, and the muscular defense of territory. Even David Foreman, the founder of the anti-capitalist direct action network Earth First!, was cozying up with anti-immigrant groups like Californians for Population Stabilization. Op-eds were cropping up everywhere, pushing a romantic, anti-industrial vision of natural living and a tacitly xenophobic aesthetic of sustainable localism in which foreign and genderqueer lifestyles alike are cast outside the country’s desired state of reproductive harmony. On the margins of the reactionary right, vegans explicitly nostalgic for Nazi conservationism were invoking ecological crises to justify actions of extreme violence, such as racial cleansing or forced sterilization. By 2017, the talking points of the English self-identified “green nationalist” Paul Kingsnorth, who founded the Dark Mountain Project, were in wide circulation, lamenting the “breaking down [of] everything from gender identities to national borders” in the pages of The Guardian. 

These nostalgic politics facilitated the startling rise of one former Deep Green Resistance activist in North America: the hardline anti-pornography ecofeminist and antisemitic conspiracist Jennifer Bilek. Her origins are in anarcho-primitivist forest defense, and her ecofeminist, anti-industrial origins remain visible. “Women have become occupied territory,” she blogged in 2021, “like the Americas in the 1500s. Women are fighting to hold on to their sex-segregated spaces, just as the indigenous sought to hold on to their land.” But the website Bilek runs nowadays — apocalyptically entitled “The 11th Hour” — is largely devoted to exposing a putative Jewish cabal of billionaires funding global “transgenderism.” 

According to the scholar Naomi Alizah Cohen, modern antisemitism and transmisogyny overlap in profound ways. It is no coincidence, Cohen suggests, that TERFs are so frequently to be found in the vicinity of podcasts touting Jewish “transhumanism” conspiracies. For National Socialists, she writes, the figure of the trans woman represented “the Jew’s most abhorrent creation.” Superficially, of course, all things Semitic were aligned within Nazism with Weimar-era Berlin’s demimonde of mollies, dolls, feminine faggotry, transsexuality, and transvestism. 

But transfeminine people, specifically, were the figures that German fascism regarded as Jew-like because they are formed against nature — unholy mutants, like Frankenstein’s monster — and Cohen argues that the foundations of transmisogyny and antisemitism were constructed together in this era: On the one hand, there is the “natural” body of the organic, autochthonous Aryan (good), and on the other, there is the “artificial” specter of the wandering, dissimulating “alien” (bad). Trans women and Jews alike, here, belong to the domain of trickery, usury, dysgenics, placelessness, amorphousness, degeneracy, and the demonic. Aryans and cissexuals, conversely, belong to the domain of truth, earth, primal purpose, clean outlines, and palpable borders. 

Why should we care about one more peddler of rank antisemitism, though? It’s easy to object that Bilek and her DGR comrades are the definition of marginal. But Jennifer Bilek’s voice permeates mainstream “gender-critical” feminism. An unbelievably long list of established TERF and “LGB” charities and personalities have promoted Bilek’s theories about the “bio-phobic” “genderist” plots advanced by “transhumanist” transgender Jewish moguls Martine Rothblatt and Jennifer Pritzker. Mary Harrington, author of the 2023 manifesto against gender ideology, Feminism Against Progress, and darling of the right-wing Heritage Foundation, is one of them. Bilek’s articles were tweeted out by a former editor at The Economist, Helen Joyce, though Joyce has since disavowed her. A report by the watchdog Health Liberation Now! notes that Bilek has boosters in anti-trans groups like Women’s Liberation Front (WoLF) that receives funding from the Alliance Defending Freedom and has collaborated with the Heritage Foundation. 

As one might have predicted, Bilek’s brand has thus far thrived best in England, or as some call it these days, “TERF Island.” Back in the 1980s and 1990s, the general decline of left-revolutionary feminism and corresponding growth of “female cultural nationalism” accompanied a gradual rise, by certain former radicals, to echelons of institutional and media privilege with seemingly endless column inches to spare for these women’s newfound anti-utopian cynicism and bitterness. The ex-radical British Australian feminist Germaine Greer set the tone for much of the nasty anti-trans realpolitik that would come to earn England its TERFish reputation via books like Sex and Destiny (1984) and The Whole Woman (1999). Beginning in the early 2000s, feminist Guardian columnists such as Julie Burchill, Julie Bindel, and Suzanne Moore joined Greer in snarling their best jokes about trans women in a steady rotation, referencing lopped cocks, postmodern PhDs, and suppurating holes. During this time, anti-trans feminists captured an astonishingly broad swath of the United Kingdom’s media ecosystem. 

Today, self-styled U.K. “sex-based rights” activists such as Harrington, J.K. Rowling, the YouTuber “Posie Parker” (Kellie-Jay Keen-Minshull), and renegade academics like Kathleen Stock lead the charge against “transgenderism” in publications such as UnHerd, Quillette, Compact, the Daily Mail, The Telegraph, The Times, The Critic, The Spectator, and Tablet, but also The Guardian and the New Statesman. A national culture of no-nonsense anti-utopianism enables this: As writer Asa Seresin has put it, “the commitment to misery, to being a ‘bloody difficult woman’” (notably by mocking and blocking others’ attempts at self-actualization) supports stubborn anti-trans prejudice. To reinvent one’s gender identity is, for TERFs, a form of greedy individualism that holds so-called ordinary women in contempt. 

It still shocks me how comfortably the openly reactionary feminist newcomers to the anti-trans bandwagon sit alongside a left-feminist old guard in that tiny media ecosystem. The liberal-feminist creator of Hogwarts acted as the bridge that made this possible when, in 2020, she started saying things like “I refuse to bow down to a movement that I believe is doing demonstrable harm in seeking to erode ‘woman’ as a political and biological class.” On April Fool’s Day 2024, Rowling mockingly tweeted out a list of trans women’s names and photographs (some of them U.N. Women delegates, others convicted sex offenders) before calling them all men, dangerous to women, and daring the U.K. authorities to arrest her for a hate crime. She now even engages in a form of Holocaust denial when it comes to the well-documented facts that the Third Reich targeted trans women and burned trans sexological research. Long-time women’s liberationist Julie Bindel got an anti-trans book deal in this atmosphere (Feminism for Women) as did Victoria Smith (Hags), and everyone seems to blurb everyone else quite happily; certainly, The Guardian obligingly bestows the same warm review on all. Without irony, the whole crew uses some of the most prestigious media in existence, year after year, to complain of being silenced.

When it comes to America, well: Five years ago, TERFism was sufficiently fringe to warrant an “explainer” in the New York Times (“How British Feminism Became Anti-Trans”). Now, in contrast, no one bats an eye when someone like the feminist Helen Lewis, famous for her convoluted politics around trans rights (yes, trans women are women, she’s said, but no they shouldn’t be allowed in women’s locker rooms), offers a long review to reactionary feminist works and their “heretical ideas” in The Atlantic, worrying that American feminists are afraid to “engage with any reactionary feminist arguments” lest they be “tarred as fascists and bigots.” But really, she need not worry. The American legal scholar Erika Bachiochi promotes “sex-realist feminism,” which argues that there is an essential biological femaleness that cannot be adopted by trans women, and she gathered anti-abortion women’s rights advocates together to help strike down Roe v. Wade. Meanwhile, at the New Yorker, journalist Michelle Goldberg covered fringe anti-trans feminist ideas at length, like the “autogynephilia” theory of trans womanhood (a pathologizing framework according to which many trans women are simply men aroused by the idea of themselves as women). The former Wall Street Journal columnist Abigail Shrier made a splash in 2020 with Irreversible Damage, a sensationalist, self-styled exposé on gender clinics that help trans teenagers, whose cover shows a white child with a hole where her uterus should be. American feminists are definitely engaging with gender-critical discourse.

And why not? While America doesn’t boast the same breadth and depth of TERF culture, there are plenty of transphobic feminists working in a related tradition. Over 20 longstanding American radical feminists, many at work since the 1970s or 1980s, are included in a recent anthology, Female Erasure (2016), among them the attorney Elizabeth Hungerford, the veteran lesbian separatist Alix Dobkin, blogger Cathy Brennan, and myriad Wiccan witches and priestesses (alongside Bilek, Keith, and many of the British usual suspects too). The editor is Los Angeles-born self-identified “elder Dianic priestess” Ruth Barrett. The tome in question contains several incoherent trans-exterminationist contributions. While plenty of transfeminist and trans-affirming Wiccans no doubt exist, I am reminded of the comment — in Daring to Be Bad (1984), Echols’ aforementioned history of the collapse of radical feminism into “cultural feminism” — that one can see the shift reflected in the changing titles of zines: “Whereas early women’s liberation papers had titles such as off our backs, Ain’t I a Woman, No More Fun and Games, It Ain’t Me, Babe, Tooth ‘n’ Nail, ’70s periodicals carried names like Amazon Quarterly, The Full Moon, 13th Moon, Womanspirit, and Chrysalis.”

America’s most influential transphobic radical feminist is arguably Janice Raymond, once a grad student of Mary Daly and author of the TERF classic The Transexual Empire: The Making of the She-Male (1979), as well as the more recent, barely cited, Doublethink: A Feminist Challenge to Transgenderism (2021). The former makes the case that (male-to-female) transsexuality is a nefarious, organized misogynist plot perpetrated by the medical establishment and was blurbed by Andrea Dworkin and Robin Morgan, as well as Morgan’s friend Gloria Steinem, who also supported the book with positive coverage in Ms. magazine. Raymond played an important role in getting trans medical care excluded from American public insurance policies by providing research and language for a National Center for Health Care Technology report in 1981 that allowed the Office of Health Technology Assessment to assert that trans medical care was ethically “controversial.” Doublethink adds nothing to the conspiratorial theories of Transsexual Empire except for a creative attempt to account for the small matter of trans men (the book has been duly accorded a rave review at UnHerd). For Raymond, it’s always been quite simple: “Transsexuals are not women. They are deviant males.” 

Raymond’s intellectual work leans shambolic, lurid, and conspiracist: She frames transness as “the beginning of a world where men not only dominate women but become women” — she also calls this patriarchy’s “final solution” — and falsely asserts that trans surgery comes to us from medical experimentation in the Nazi death camps. The rather American fantasia of conspiratorial figures evokes Daly’s gothic stylings and should be familiar to anyone watching politics degenerate into conspiracy today. Raymond has carried the ideas of her transphobic faction of the Second Wave into our new era of crisis. TERF ideas now have a special appeal for a group with more power than second-wave feminists: social conservatives on both sides of the Atlantic.

In April 2023, the former Fox host Megyn Kelly, hailed in the New Yorker as an “unlikely feminist warrior,” posted a photo of herself on social media in a baseball hat emblazoned with the slogan “Make Women Female Again.” The merch was from Adult Human Female, a British web store. Starting in 2018, the YouTuber Kellie-Jay Keen-Minshull plastered these bills all over Britain. They’re plain black and simply say “woman / wʊmən / noun / adult human female.” The first one was erected in Liverpool, where the 2018 Labour Party’s annual conference was taking place. It was removed following complaints, but not before  Keen-Minshull, already camera-ready in a T-shirt that matched the handbills, got the publicity she wanted. As the BBC reported, Keen-Minshull stated that the idea that trans women were women was “preposterous.” Her message “was in response to the city’s mayor…who recently voiced his support for the trans community.” 

 Keen-Minshull has long since moved on from billboards. Nowadays, she calls for “men with guns” to start using ladies’ bathrooms — to deter trans women who might otherwise disturb the “dignity” of the cis denizens of those public sanctuaries. The aforementioned Mary Harrington, who is a huge fan, called her the “Nigel Farage of TERFs, and I mean that as a compliment” in 2023 before going on to fantasize, in 2024, about going “back to the Victorian era” and to “the greatest empire the world had ever seen.” Isn’t this wistfulness for an imperial Golden Era, reigned over by a mother-empress — when women were women and men were men — precisely what gives TERFism its appeal to the MAGA sensibility?

Keen-Minshull’s position has flowered into a full-fledged fascistic feminism. To be sure, she no longer considers herself a feminist — preferring “sex-based rights activist” — but that’s only because, she says, “most women are not feminists,” and therefore, “to protect women’s rights, we must abandon feminism.” Nonetheless, Keen-Minshull’s followers have overwhelmingly been self-described twenty-first-century feminists. 

People like Megyn Kelly are now tagging her in social media posts, and her traveling open-mic “Let Women Speak” rally has darkened the doorstep of cities all over the globe. In Melbourne, Let Women Speak was attended and supported by white supremacist groups who marched the streets repeatedly performing the Nazi salute. The author of Harry Potter, by the way, responded to these headlines by focusing her ire on the anti-fascist counterprotesters, one of whom had poured tomato juice on Keen-Minshull at a stop in Auckland. Many have disavowed Keen-Minshull for her associations with outright white nationalists such as the Sieg-Heiling goons blockading Drag Queen Story Hours all over the world. Yet it was on the radical feminist podcast Feminist Current that Keen-Minshull first praised the former leader of the white-nationalist English Defense League, Tommy Robinson, in 2019. Conservative prime minister Rishi Sunak used Keen-Minshull’s core phrases, “adult human female” and “sex matters,” in the lead-up to a parliamentary debate on changes to the U.K.’s equality law, which would make it easier to exclude trans people from single-sex spaces. In 2024, the anti-feminist right prefers to at least claim to have women’s equality at heart. By allying with transphobic feminists, they can have their cake and eat it too: avow support for women and still police them.

A mere five years after Keen-Minshull’s first billboard, the franchise had gone viral. Keen-Minshull announced that money was flooding in. The Australian leg of her tour, so popular with fascists, was funded by the U.S.-based Conservative Political Action Coalition. Keen-Minshull’s slogan, “Let women speak,” has, astonishingly, become synonymous with the right of a billionaire famous for a fictional wizard school to publicly attack the sexed identity of the Algerian boxer and Olympic champion Imane Khelif. J.K. Rowling’s contributions to women’s rights this year also include support for a Scotland-based Let Women Speak rally, where the butt of feminists’ ire was a more expansive hate crime law that they feared might force them to face consequences for…something or other.

All of this paints a disturbing picture insofar as it tells us that feminist radicals have to fight other feminists and capitalism at the same time. But the recognition of what I propose we call “enemy feminism” is also liberating, because it means we can skip the stage of “calling in” people who are plainly more interested in upholding a version of patriarchy that includes them in its upper ranks than destroying it. To use Emma Heaney’s term, only a “feminism against cisness” — based on anti-capitalist, anti-fascist, and anti-colonial solidarity — can defeat this oppressive femopessimism. Time and again, when feminists react to experiences of radical defeat by shrinking their utopian visions and colluding with power, they only entrench that defeat further. By joining the fascists that Beth Elliott knew they had the potential to become, they ensured feminism would be playing defense for a long time to come.

It is perhaps appropriate that some of the people whipping up trans panic today lay claim to the suffragette colors of white, violet, and green. Look — they are flying the white for their biological purity, green for their ecofascism, and purple for the imperial nostalgia that leads so many of them to mourn that Anglo-Saxon mother-empress and girlboss par excellence of yesteryear, Queen Victoria. We do not need to say that all of this is “not feminism” in order to fight it. Contra the aggrieved cries from certain quarters that patriarchy benefits when feminists fight, I propose we draw lines of affinity, not identity. Let us get better at describing feminist enmity when necessary: The feminism of cisness, for sure, is the enemy of my feminism. 

Some feminisms are obstacles to gender freedom, and asking, “Which side are you on?” is the most elemental level of political physics. “The side of women” doesn’t exist. It never existed. But feminized people exist, of all sexes, who insist on the possibility that gender can be pleasurable for all, even as it is abolished from below.
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People began writing obituaries for the girlboss when she was just six years old. The Atlantic declared her demise a couple of months into the first US coronavirus lockdown in 2020, and Wired, CNN, Business Insider, Elle, and The Cut soon followed suit. The British magazine i-D called the girlboss “retrospectively cheugy” (uncool and dated), and the meme “gaslight, gatekeep, girlboss,” a parody of the bossbabely wellness gospel “eat, pray, love,” reigned supreme on the internet.

The subcultural enjoyment of anti-girlboss memes (for example, “no more girlbossing, only girlsleeping!”) stays consistently popular. It is a truth universally acknowledged, certainly on TikTok, that the girlboss “girlbossed too close to the sun.”

Yet the funeral for “trickle-down feminism,” eerily, keeps repeating itself, suggesting that, every time we report that the girlboss is dead, we’re being wishful. We seem to have a case of the girlboss is dead, long live the girlboss on our hands. Or, as Forbes put it, “girlboss may be over, but the woman founder is here to stay.” As is, for now, the celebration of people like the “Iron Lady of Israel,” genocidal prime minister Golda Meir (in a biopic starring Helen Mirren), and Ruth Handler, the inventor of a highly salable doll (in the hit movie Barbie).

After all, how could it be otherwise? How could the aspiration to own the means of production instead of alienating your labor possibly “die” in the absence of a mass movement against capitalism? Even the tradwife, despite her avowed commitment to wagelessness, is typically a self-optimizing influencer, firmly still in the formal economy.

The girlboss was born in a conversion-redemption story. “I entered adulthood believing that capitalism was a scam,” the term’s key popularizer Sophia Amoruso wrote in her memoir #Girlboss (2014), “but I’ve instead found that it’s a kind of alchemy. You combine hard work, creativity, and self-determination, and things start to happen.” Funnily enough, Marx also called capitalism a kind of alchemy, albeit his take was that—to be a capitalist—you combine other people’s work with something you own.

The funeral for “trickle-down feminism,” eerily, keeps repeating itself, suggesting that, every time we report that the girlboss is dead, we’re being wishful. 

Still, as Amoruso herself implicitly recognized, the girlboss was no more an innovation than was the girldebtor, girljob, girldictator, girlsergeant, girlspy, or indeed, girlsploitation. She actually isn’t six years old at all—more like four hundred, if we remember Margaret Hardenbroeck. Or, if you like, fifty. In 1973, clerical workers in Boston set up a labor group, 9to5, which soon boasted thirteen chapters nationwide with ten thousand members (subsequently, they created a union: District 925 of the Service Employees International Union).

While the founders of 9to5 were New Left radicals, the group soon split into two strands—managerial versus mass activism—when the leadership allowed a gulf to form internally between its rank and file and subgroups like Women in Publishing. While the former prioritized “pulling together,” the latter’s priority was shattering glass ceilings.

It was here that the betrayal of pink-collar workers by their aspirational white-collar “sisters” began, or so the professor of business Allison Elias argues in The Rise of Corporate Feminism (2022). Within 9to5, blurring the lines between employees and managerial wannabe bosses, for example, by letting managers join unions, meant that, slowly but surely, to quote Jess Bergman, “bosses ate feminism” in the pink-collar sector.

The counterinsurgent how-to guide Games Mother Never Taught You: Corporate Gamesmanship for Women, by Betty Lehan Harragan of NOW, was published in 1977 and sold over a million copies. People like Harragan “were disdainful,” as Bergman attests, “of working women who set their sights any lower than CEO.”

Worse, Harragan’s guide to female upward mobility—which foreshadowed Sheryl Sandberg’s Lean In manual of 2013—was only the most successful of a glut of professional similar self-help titles—for example, The Right Moves: Succeeding in a Man’s World Without a Harvard MBA (by Charlene Mitchell, 1985) and Feminine Leadership: Or How to Succeed in Business Without Being One of the Boys (Marilyn Loden, also 1985).

In the late socialist Barbara Ehrenreich’s opinion, it was books like these that transformed the “bra-less” 1970s image of the liberated woman into “a tidy executive who carries an attaché case and is skilled in discussing market shares and leveraged buy-outs.”

The whole post-2013 girlboss cultural trend, in short, is Games Mother Never Taught You rebooted—yassified. It is merely the cult of the entrepreneur, cynically using the latest signifiers of un-privilege (intersectional, and girl, in place of the working woman of yesteryear) to self-arrogate strategic innocence while anointing profit seeking with the elixir of progressivism.

To state the obvious: a wannabe boss, of any gender, espouses the hope of one day being an owner and a dominator instead of a hustler, let alone a comrade. Deep down, we know this; we know the matter is not actually remotely complicated, and that, as journalist Nicole Froio sums it up, “all girlbosses are bastards.”

Most of us will remain girlproles until we either overthrow class society or, individually, escape into the bossing class. Could it be me? Alongside Cinderella (marriage) plots, tales of professional ascent, entrepreneurial gratification, and upward class mobility such as Working Girl, Joy, I Care A Lot, Legally Blonde, The Devil Wears Prada, Self-Made, Shrill, Survival of the Thickest, and The Intern increasingly saturate our culture.

It is for this reason, pure and simple, that #Girlboss made such a splash. Our collective ears pricked up when we were told how, once upon a time, a pantsuited bossbabe was a vegan freegan, into “petty thievery,” psilocybin, and Earth First meets. Amoruso spilled the tea in retrospective disbelief:

I refused to buy new wood; too angry with capitalism’s disregard for sustainability, I furnished my places with a mix of sidewalk freebies and lifted merch instead. I dumpster-dived at Krispy Kreme, dated a guy who lived in a tree-house, and had hair upon my legs.

Thank God, the “fashion empire” builder’s road-to-Damascus moment came just sixteen pages later:

I got sick of listening to my friends whine about living in poverty while refusing to get a job. Compromise is just part of life. We all, at some point, find ourselves either directly or indirectly supporting something we disagree with. There are ways to avoid this, but it generally includes eating roadkill and making tampons out of socks.

Amoruso used to have principles. But then she realized: this is no way to live. Cut to the image of a new and reformed Sophia. She has renounced shoplifting and hitchhiking and is crying “tears of joy” because she now pays help to clean her house: “Yesterday’s underwear is clean and folded.”

Who folded it? No doubt the ghosts of the well-heeled Harriet Beecher Stowe, May French Sheldon, and Emmeline Pankhurst would all, in their own way, reproach me for asking such an undermining question. (I suspect even Alma White, the big business bishop, and Frances Willard, the “do-everything” temperance mogul, might give this clean-panties-wearing go-getter a hallelujah. Doing everything was always about foisting unromantic aspects of daily social reproduction onto the working classes anyway.)

Does an ambitious woman not deserve to exploit the wage relation, procuring herself a housekeeper, thereby freeing herself up for public feminist accomplishments? Why should the onus not to do so fall particularly on women, who are already at a disadvantage?

Remember that Anglo-feminism, in its earliest days, promised middle-class women economic freedom in the form of emigration to a land where servants were “cheap.” In this way, it was imperial feminists claiming racial exceptionalism that paved the way for capitalist feminists claiming moral exceptionalism.

Another extensive employer of domestic help—and boss of recent note—is Ivanka Trump. In contrast to Amoruso, this particular businesswoman is very much to the manor born and never hated capitalism. Wouldn’t you know, though, that the feminism she preaches is the same?

It’s actually very difficult, as Catherine Rottenberg, the author of The Rise of Neoliberal Feminism, points out, to distinguish between all the New York Times bestsellers in the feminist self-help genre, even though their authors are on different sides of the party/political aisle. Whether it’s Amoruso’s #Girlboss or Trump’s “how-to-succeed guide” Women Who Work, or Fox News anchor Megyn Kelly’s Settle for More, or even the extended liberal think piece Unfinished Business by former Princeton dean Anne-Marie Slaughter, the advice is always mainly that women should work—yes, just work, more—on all facets of their life.

It’s actually very difficult to distinguish between all the New York Times bestsellers in the feminist self-help genre, even though their authors are on different sides of the party/political aisle. 

The emphases change from text to text, but the bottom line is mostly, to quote financial coach Glinda Bridgforth, “girl, get your money straight.”

The gospel of feminist capitalism is hard to resist. None other than bell hooks, the black feminist philosopher, refers to Bridgforth’s book Girl, Get Your Money Straight: A Sister’s Guide to Healing Your Bank Account and Funding Your Dreams in seven Simple Steps as a “manifesto” she “believes in.”

Ironically, hooks herself is one of the most-quoted critics of the “lean in feminism” of Sheryl Sandberg, the now billionaire, hailed by Gloria Steinem as “feminism’s new boss,” who was chief operating officer at Facebook between 2008 and 2022. While Forbes in 2013 proclaimed Sandberg the fifth-most influential woman in the world, and Time ranked her as one of the world’s one hundred “leaders,” hooks decried Sandberg’s brand as “faux feminism” and a “whites-only proposition.”

Surveying Sandberg’s 2010 TED Talk (“Why We Have Too Few Women Leaders”) and her mega-bestseller Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead, hooks saw not feminism, but a “corporate infusion of gender equality.” Sandberg’s inability to name white supremacy, or even racial difference, rightly struck hooks as racist. Quoting Sandberg’s 2011 commencement speech at Barnard—”I hope that you have the ambition to lean in to your career and run the world, because the world needs you to change it”—hooks heard “a call to support and perpetuate first world imperialism.”

The iconic author of All About Love and Feminism Is for Everybody was absolutely right to mock Sandberg’s claim, in Lean In, that “conditions for all women will improve when there are more women in leadership roles giving strong and powerful voice to their needs and concerns.” This is the kind of fantasy of cross-class solidarity that doomed the 1970s clerical workers’ movement.

Ironically, however, not long after she published her broadside against the white feminist corporate executive’s bestseller, bell hooks boasted at an event at the New School in New York about being a landlord for feminist reasons. Criticism of this, at the time, stayed in the back channels.

But as political scientist Sophie Smith insists, “Honoring hooks doesn’t require deifying her.” Implicit in hooks’s “get your money” speeches, disappointingly, is the idea that the power garnered by extracting rents from commodified housing is good when the deed owners are black women.

Still, it was thanks in large part to hooks’s widely referenced 2013 critique of Lean In that when a bevy of reviewers later lambasted the shallowness of both #Girlboss and—to a far greater extent—Women Who Work, they were shooting fish in a barrel. In addition to hooks, a small army of comedians and leftists had clamored loudly against boss feminism.

At CNN, Sandberg allies bewailed the trashing of a successful woman. Undeterred, Ali Wong said she didn’t want to lean in, she wanted to lie down. Two authors published books called Lean Out, and three leading socialists penned a counter-manifesto, Feminism for the 99%.

It worked—somewhat. Lean In received flack for being elitist in the Times, the Washington Post, and on NPR. By 2018, amid brewing criminal investigations into Facebook over data misuse, even celebrities knew to avoid uncritical Sandbergism. No less than “Mom-in-Chief” Michelle Obama threw shade: “It’s not enough to lean in because that shit don’t work all the time.”

The cover of Time pleaded with us not to “hate her because she’s successful.” Few and far between were those cultural pundits who hadn’t heard by 2018, that you basically had to be rich to “have it all” in the manner recommended by Sandberg.

The antifeminist “trashers,” as well as comradely feminist killjoys and comedians, did undoubtedly do damage to the credibility of lean-in-ism. At the same time, the self-styled “feminist companies” dulled the ideology’s sheen all by themselves.

In 2015, Amoruso got sued for firing three workers from Nasty Gal™, her start-up, just before they were scheduled to go on maternity leave. Netflix accordingly canceled Girlboss, a show based on her life, and the ex-freegan “She-E-O” had to file for bankruptcy.

Meanwhile, the technology behind biomedical girlboss Elizabeth Holmes’s start-up Theranos™ was exposed as a complete sham. Miki Agrawal, the founder of Thinx™, a “vag-tastic,” wellness-oriented, period-underwear brand, was revealed to preside over a culture of fear, sexual harassment, and ageism, in which members of the mostly female, twentysomething staff were routinely referred to as “children,” while the few employees in their thirties were “nannies.”

Accusations of sinister labor practices among “female-founded” firms became common. The public heard of the “jarring mismatch between feminist mission and lived reality” at, for example, Babeland™, the woman and queer-owned sex toy store where workers unionized in 2016.

Former Babeland employee Lena Solow testified:

Customers experience Babeland as a welcoming and fun place to learn about their bodies and celebrate pleasure. But for workers, the experience was far from a feminist ideal. It wasn’t until we bargained our first contract that we secured basic safety protections from workplace harassment, job security, and higher wages for the mostly queer and trans workplace.

In short order, Steph Korey (of the luggage brand Away™), Audrey Gelman (of the women-only coworking space The Wing™), Leandra Cohen (Man Repeller™), Jen Gotch (Ban.do™), Christene Barberich (Refinery29), Anna Wintour (Vogue™), and Emily Weiss (Glossier™) were all forced to step down and/or apologize for their racist management styles. And as they fell from grace, girlboss companies were disproportionately shamed in the press for their unremarkable corporate nefariousness.

Sexism was prevalent in the public commentary on the hardly surprising news that an industry self-defined as liberatory for “women” (as though an industry could ever be collectively liberatory) had failed to make good. For journalist Moira Donegan, it was clear that girlbossery “attracted contempt far out of proportion to its actual numbers or influence.”

“Anti-girlboss memes are an invitation to imagine a world that is not structured by capital, wealth accumulation and exploitation.” 

Yet, too, it was the capitalist women who made the claim to moral exceptionalism (by virtue of their “female founded”-ness) in the first place. When they turned out to be the same as the old bosses, and we held them to a higher standard, it is fair to say that that standard was of their own making in the first place.

But ultimately, bosses have more to fear than unduly harsh, even sexist, popular judgment. In 2009, all across France, militant factory workers revived the common 1968-era tactic of “bossnapping,” that is, taking bosses hostage. On the plus side for them, in some cases the hostages were served moules-frites.  Were a group of Nasty Gal employees to bossnap Ms. Amoruso, they could serve vegan lentils and dumpstered donuts.

A steady trickle of girlboss disgraces colored the 2010s and early 2020s, accompanied by a constant loop of pro-girlboss, anti-girlboss, and anti-anti-girlboss opinionating on the part of the commentariat. Some leftist “anti-work” critique, as I have suggested, penetrated the zeitgeist, including in the form of “girlresting, girlnapping” memes.

“Anti-girlboss memes are an invitation,” Froio writes, “to imagine a world that is not structured by capital, wealth accumulation and exploitation—an invitation to imagine a world where our time really belongs to us rather than to our employers and our patriarchs.” The crimes of manbosses still outnumbered the girlboss scandal sheet, but a certain “a plague on both your houses” sentiment gained ground among Generation Z.

Unfortunately, when it comes to middle-class millennial Americans, those who are aware that there is an “opposite” feminist view to Lean In are likely to think that it consists of Anne-Marie Slaughter’s one. Slaughter’s Unfinished Business, in reality, is nearly identical, and simply spends a little more time “revaluing” the time a woman spends at home. “If family comes first, work does not come second.”

Thus, Michelle Obama’s line about leaning in— “that shit don’t work”—was widely read to be “Team Slaughter.” (Perhaps relevantly, Slaughter directed policy planning under President Barack Obama.) Slaughter made noises about universal childcare provision, and stressed that “workplaces, not women, need to change.”

But Sandberg and Slaughter fundamentally agreed that the elusive key to “work-family balance” is mostly attitudinal. While the media insisted on pitting Slaughter and Sandberg against one another, “both women’s fundamental assumptions— that achieving a balance constitutes liberation and progress for women—are virtually indistinguishable” trickle-down ideologies, as Rottenberg notes:

Sandberg focuses on changing women’s attitudes about work and self, exhorting them to “lean in” to their careers. Slaughter focuses on legitimating women’s “natural” commitment toward families, while urging social institutions to make room for these attitudes. In both cases there is a deeply held conviction that if high-potential women undertake the task of revaluing their ambition (Sandberg) or the normative expectation that work comes first (Slaughter), then all women will be empowered and will be able to carve out their own felicitous work-family balance.

The First Lady may have dissed the girlboss, in other words, but she did not state the obvious—that both shattering glass ceilings at Fortune 500 firms (à la Sandberg) and letting family come first (à la Slaughter) does less than nothing for people scrubbing the floors at both Facebook HQ and the homes of ruling-class politicians.

The terms lean in and girlboss have come to seem like low-hanging fruit, unworthy of inclusion in, say, a discussion of fascisant dynamics within feminism. It is lurching along, undead. But as the journalist Rafia Zakaria sees it, girlbosses haven’t so much lost ground as changed their costumes: “All of them are still there, wearing intersectional masks that fall off whenever they see a brown feminist stepping out of line.”

Secretly, perhaps, even these wounded egos sense the truth: that the girlboss mirage—the desire that “a visionary woman can be single-handedly responsible for creating an empire and fatally wounding sexism in the process,” as scholar Sarah Arkebauer puts it—cannot but drag itself down in the end. “When these empires falter, the retreat from the top hits similar notes as the rise; the girlboss can’t be culpable—women are judged too harshly, she was trying her best, how could she have known.”

The boss form lives, as does the violently weaponizable innocence its feminine avatars afford.

Lipstick on the Pigs​ | Kamala Harris and the Lineage of the Female Cop | thedriftmag.com [4,600 words]

The meming into existence of candidate Harris that took place online this summer featured a fantasy of the vice president as a steely feminine version of Marvel vigilante Captain America, un-fuck-with-able in the iconic spangled blue superhero uniform. In one image, an A.I.-generated Captain Kamala faces off against a certain orange-hued — now orange jumpsuited — prisoner. Her own sleek bodysuit sparkles with sheriff’s stars at the belt buckle and breastplate; her shoulder pads are trimmed with silver and red. Here, unmistakably, is light versus darkness, “Momala” versus the rapist-in-chief, civilizational order versus unbridled lawlessness. This framing of the 2024 U.S. presidential election was mirrored in the mainstream media. The Guardian cast the race as “prosecutor Kamala Harris” against “felon Donald Trump”; a New York magazine headline described it as “The Cop Against the Criminal.” The Manichaean showdown between putative opposites doubles as an old-fashioned battle of the sexes: the Democrat is not just a cop, but a woman cop.

When Kamala ran last time around, her identity as California’s “top cop” — the term she was using to introduce herself as recently as 2016 — was not an asset. After years of Black Lives Matter organizing that drew national attention to the disproportionate police killing of black men and women, anti-cop sentiment was high throughout the 2020 primary. Critics hammered Harris’s history of enforcing laws against truancy and marijuana possession — while inadequately addressing police brutality — during her time as a Bay Area prosecutor and, later, as California’s attorney general. In a January 2019 New York Times op-ed, San Francisco law professor Lara Bazelon called on Harris to “apologize to the wrongfully convicted people she has fought to keep in prison.” At one primary debate, then-Representative Tulsi Gabbard assailed Harris for advocating to “keep a cash bail system in place that impacts poor people in the worst kind of way.” Harris dropped out of the race before the end of 2019, and she likely made the right call, because a revived pandemic-era BLM insurgency hit the streets in May 2020 after a white police officer murdered black Minnesota resident George Floyd.

As Minneapolis’s third precinct burned, liberals grasping for easy solutions to the crisis of American carceralism turned to the figure of the female cop. A slew of pieces in venues from Ms. magazine to the Los Angeles Times called for police departments to hire more women. “Law enforcement agencies do not recruit, retain or promote women at the same rate they do men — even though research suggests that if they did, the nation would see far fewer tragedies like the killings of Floyd, Laquan McDonald, or Eric Garner,” a 2020 CNN piece bemoaned. In 2021, a self-described “coalition of police leaders, researchers, and professional organizations” launched the 30×30 Initiative, which aimed to persuade police departments to ensure women comprised thirty percent of new recruits by the year 2030. Police Chief magazine wrote that law enforcement should cultivate cops with people skills, deftness at “community partnerships,” and care for their neighborhoods. “Recruiting more women into policing is a critical step in achieving these three ideals,” they claimed. 

Pleas for more women cops served as a counterinsurgent alternative to the “defund the police” slogan, which was itself a watered-down version of the call to abolish the police. Now, four years after Harris’s ill-fated primary campaign, what was once a liability has become central to her appeal. “Those ‘Kamala the Cop’ memes certainly hurt Harris the last time she ran,” Elie Honig wrote in New York magazine in October. “But now she wears the label like a badge.” At an August rally in Philadelphia, the day after the party officially offered her the nomination, Harris trotted out familiar boasts about her prosecutorial victories — “I took on perpetrators of all kinds: predators who abused women, fraudsters who scammed consumers, cheaters who broke the rules for their own gain” — before delivering the punchline that has become a sort of calling card: “So, hear me when I say, ‘I know Donald Trump’s type.’” At that, the crowd erupted in applause and chants of “lock him up,” an echo of the line that shocked liberals when Trump fans aimed it at Hillary Clinton.

While the GOP has generally been the more pro-police party, the right is not all that hot on the woman cop. Commentators like Joe Rogan suggest that women are too physically weak to be cops — “it’s not sexist to think that it’s a scary thing to have a 130 pound woman out there on her own, driving around in a cop car with a gun trying to pull over six-foot-four” men, he said in 2017 — and in the aftermath of the assassination attempt on Trump in July, his supporters complained about “female Secret Service agents,” especially those present that morning. Certainly, when a self-described female “top cop” confronts an avowed pussy-grabber on the world stage, the revival of cop feminism — by which I mean the school of representational politics that champions a woman’s touch in policing — comes to seem like a distinctly liberal project. Historically, though, cop feminism has roots tangled with European fascism, and fascism’s traces remain present in the ideology’s modern-day incarnation — even as it’s used to bolster Harris’s campaign to “save democracy.”

In the English-speaking world, the ideal of the woman cop originated with a group of felons. The British feminist Mary Sophia Allen was repeatedly jailed as a soldier in the guerrilla “Votes for Women” army led by Emmeline Pankhurst, the militant feminist known for her early twentieth-century Women’s Social and Political Union. Allen had been one of the WSPU’s core terrorism coordinators at a time when the group was pouring acid into mailboxes and planting nitroglycerine bombs in public places. A lesbian, Allen delighted in breaking not only laws, but gender norms as well. She adopted a man’s hairstyle, called herself “Robert” among intimates, and required subordinates to address her as “sir.” By the 1930s, she had become a self-professed fascist who admired Adolf Hitler — and a “Pioneer Policewoman,” per the title of her first autobiography. (I am using she/her pronouns here in conformance with the anxious self-location within womanhood that Allen performed in her memoirs, which bear the pointedly gendered names Woman at the Cross Roads and Lady in Blue.) 

According to her biographer, Nina Boyd, Allen’s early political activity was motivated in part by an “obsession” with “white slavery.” In the Victorian era, newspapers breathlessly reported that young girls were being waylaid and debauched by foreign pimps and traffickers operating in railway stations, or being abducted and locked in padded cells by aristocratic pedophiles. Today, the scholarly consensus is that the phenomenon was more or less bullshit. English prostitutes generally did not recognize themselves as “white slaves,” but the difference between the sex industry and white slavery, in the minds of Allen and others, was nonexistent, or, rather, rightfully located in the eye of the uniformed beholder. Allen adored moral crusades in general and, per Boyd, cared not so much about fighting injustice as about fighting, for its own sake. For her, the suffrage cause was about securing authority for the “right” women: “working women were as far from her own sphere of experience as the elephants at the zoo.”

Allen’s pivot from militant feminist to militant Blackshirt coincided with the outbreak of war. Pankhurst, ailing after a series of hunger strikes — and stirred by the patriotism of the moment — called on the suffragettes to cease their fire against the British government. “The views I have always held I still hold. Nothing is more horrible than wars of aggression,” the formerly socialist WSPU leader said in a November 1914 speech. “But I believe that, whatever faults we have had in the past, now we are engaged in a righteous war.” The sudden stoppage of WSPU’s operations gave many of Pankhurst’s loyal feminist paramilitaries whiplash. Allen felt lost and abandoned. “I won’t pretend we liked it,” she wrote later of Pankhurst’s decision. “We were heart and soul in our fight to gain recognition for women.” Allen was desperate for a substitute vehicle for her fanaticism, and, Boyd writes, she found it with the volunteer police squads “being set up by women who saw an opportunity opening up for them with the deployment of men to the Front.” As a 1915 issue of the suffragist newspaper The Vote put it, “We want women police, women gaolers, women inspectors, and women in more and more departments of police life.” 

Allen soon became second in command of the Women Police Volunteers (WPV), a militia founded in 1914 and later renamed the Women Police Service (WPS). Under the wartime Defence of the Realm Act — a measure imposing martial law on all British subjects — the state commissioned organizations like the WPV to surveil homes, taverns, and munitions factories. The WPV’s raison d’être was to prevent sexual abuse and provide moral assistance to women in need. In Allen’s view, this kind of policing was consistent with the feminist cause, not only because the suffragettes had experienced brutality at the hands of male police, but also because women police could protect women from their own immoral instincts, which otherwise might reflect badly on the gender as a whole. According to Allen, the WPV uniform was so powerful it could combat “subversive forces” with its appearance alone. “It was evident,” she reminisced in 1925, “to all those closely concerned with the maintenance of order, that the uniform was in itself a deterrent, an actual weapon of defense, and that it had also a prompt moral effect.” She donned her cop regalia in 1914 and, by all accounts, was never seen in public without it again — an absurd affectation.

That year, Allen was deployed to Grantham, a town whose population had doubled with the stationing of twenty thousand soldiers. His Majesty’s troops were officially deemed at risk of venereal disease on account of all the loose women swarming around, and the WPV was enlisted to help. Eager to wield her truncheon, Allen exercised her right to enter any house, building, or land within a six mile radius of the Army Post Office, and helped impose the 6 p.m. curfew for single women. In a 1917 service report, the (now renamed) WPS declared that it had “cautioned” 100 “wayward girls”; helped local picturehouses “blacklist” 10 “frivolous” filmgoers; “assisted” 18 “respectable girls”; proceeded against another hundred “prostitutes and disorderly houses”; arrested 16 “drunks, women”; intervened in 24 “illegitimate baby cases”; and reported 10 “dirty houses” to the authorities. The feminist police, by its own admission, spent a lot of time “inspecting lodging-houses” and driving men out of them, separating women “from the company of soldiers,” and reprimanding couples for reclining in “suggestive attitudes” in parks. Allen personally compiled dossiers on women she suspected of performing illegal abortions, and regarded extramarital sexuality — not, of course, her own, but that of the unwashed masses — with abhorrence. 

The British establishment was mostly amenable to Allen’s approach. Members of Parliament were hardly thrilled, of course, by her homosexuality, or the fact that she had such a lurid criminal record. But she had powerful supporters, including the Prince of Wales. She was knighted at the end of the war, and the Cabinet, having been convinced of the moral benefits of “feminine” policing, created an official unit of the Metropolitan Police modeled on Allen’s organization. It was a choice made in an all-too-brief moment of feminist triumphalism: by collaborating with the government, the WSPU had ostensibly won the right to vote in 1918, at least for women over thirty who met property requirements or were married. (It would take another decade for the Equal Franchise Act to pass, removing these restrictions.) Yet even as the police commissioner formed a women’s division, he decided that he didn’t like Allen’s autonomy or suffragette past. She was forced to disband her London units or risk being prosecuted for police impersonation. 

Even though she had no squadrons in London, the name Mary Allen OBE swelled in domestic and international repute. Despite holding “no official standing,” Allen’s militia, now called the Women’s Auxiliary Service, remained active in multiple cities, including British-occupied Dublin. Allen, meanwhile, set out on a world tour, visiting Germany, the U.S., Czechoslovakia, Egypt, Uruguay, Scandinavia, and Palestine. To her delight, she was received almost everywhere as an emissary of the British crown. In 1929, Boyd writes, the Cairo-based magazine L’Égyptienne hailed Allen’s “star-like quality,” calling her “one of the most popular figures of contemporary feminism,” the “Chief of Women Police in England.” And no wonder: the Met’s new women’s division had even adopted the WPV’s uniform design in 1919, and in 1923, the British government hired Allen to consult on methods of policing the occupied Rhineland. If, in the end, the state did not officially absorb her force, it proved willing to partner with and emulate her.

Allen’s most ecstatic hour arrived when the British Trades Union Congress organized a general strike in May 1926 — a Bolshevik display of criminal treason she helped quell. Allen, who dreamed of purging the country of communists, foreigners, and communist foreigners, raised an emergency corps to break the strike. While she herself had, of course, participated in mass anti-government action before the war, she seems to have increasingly regarded that kind of lawbreaking as fundamentally patriotic, pro-British, and even protofascist. She was not the only suffragette who succumbed to the allure of fascism; following Mussolini’s rise, “fascisti” fan clubs popped up throughout the Anglophone world. The historian Martin Pugh writes that some disaffected, adventure-hungry suffragettes recaptured the thrill of “the semi-military style of the WSPU” by joining the British Union of Fascists (BUF), which “couched much of its propaganda in distinctly feminist terms.” When the Equal Franchise Act finally passed in 1928, giving women the vote on the same terms as men, it was seen as too little, too late by many right-radicalized feminists. The WSPU’s former general secretary came to believe, by the ’30s, that “fascism alone will complete the work” started “by the militant women from 1906 to 1914.” 

True to form, Allen took feminism’s flirtation with fascism to its extreme, hobnobbing in the late ’20s and throughout the ’30s with BUF founder Sir Oswald Mosley, Hermann Göring, and Adolf Hitler. She visited Spain, lectured at a pro-Franco meeting in England, and attended the Nazi Olympic Games in Berlin. After the burning of the Reichstag, she recounts in Lady in Blue, “for two and a half hours I sat absolutely entranced beside the Chancellor’s charming sister, listening to the great Dictator.” Hitler’s “hypnotic gestures, his passionate, forceful voice and his visionary eyes held me spellbound.” By turns secretive and open about her affinity for Nazism, she nevertheless often lauded the Führer in print and admitted to a journalist in 1940 that she had joined the BUF. But, she made sure to clarify, her enthusiasm for Nazi Germany was not mutually exclusive with a passion for female policing. “I would work for my country tomorrow — training women for the Services — if I was asked,” she said. 

In 2023, Allen’s picture appeared in a collage that graced the jacket of a new feminist tribute to the NYPD, written by Mari Eder, a U.S. Army veteran. The retired major general’s snappy title? The Girls Who Fought Crime: The Untold True Story of the Country’s First Female Investigator and Her Crime-Fighting Squad. The cover designer doesn’t seem to have cared about Allen’s British nationality, let alone her Nazism: the feminist credentials of a breaker of glass ceilings in the crime-fighting sector, not to mention a first wave suffrage pioneer, were all that was required to qualify for inclusion. A similar logic undergirds the lionization of Kamala Harris by virtue of her veritable litany of “firsts.” She is, as her Wikipedia page recites, the first woman, the first African American, and the first Asian American to be San Francisco district attorney or U.S. vice president, as well as the first South Asian American to be a U.S. senator or California attorney general, and even the “first resident of the Western United States to appear on the Democratic Party’s national ticket.”

Like Allen, Harris had radical beginnings. She portrays her parents as activists who, according to her 2019 memoir The Truths We Hold, “met and fell in love at Berkeley while participating in the civil rights movement.” Harris reports that once, as a fussy toddler, her mother asked her “What do you want?” and she called back, “Fweedom!” with an implied fist in the air. When she told them she planned to become a prosecutor, Shyamala and Donald Harris “at best, found my decision a bit curious.” At times, the frustration sounds like it was mutual. “I like to joke,” tweeted Kamala in 2017, “my sister and I grew up surrounded by adults who spent their full time marching and shouting for this thing called justice.” (It’s not clear what the joke is here, but it’s probably on us.) During a 2012 speech at the Chicago Ideas Week, Harris mocked anticarceral activists, pantomiming holding a placard and chanting “build more schools, less jails!” Though she claimed to agree with the slogan conceptually, the “fundamental problem with that approach,” she said, is that such protesters “have not addressed the reason I have three padlocks on my front door.” For Harris, the solution “is not not having jails, because there are people who do bad things who need to go to jail.” 

In Harris’s case, as in Allen’s, the pivot from radical to cop involved sex crimes. Finding out that her best friend in high school, Wanda, had been sexually abused by her stepfather was, Harris said in a 2020 campaign video, “a big part of the reason I wanted to be a prosecutor,” adding that “the vast majority of my career as a prosecutor was about protecting women and children, including a significant period of time where I specialized in child sexual assault cases.” She told the same story in a speech at this year’s Democratic National Convention, reiterating that she had been motivated by a desire to “protect people like Wanda, because I believe everyone has a right to safety, to dignity, and to justice.” 

As a prosecutor, and subsequently as district attorney of San Francisco, Harris did pay special attention to sex crimes, especially those against children. Even while she sought crackdowns on child sex trafficking in California, she cautioned against the standard approach that entails charging minors with prostitution rather than treating them as victims. This fall, Mackenzie Mays pointed out in the L.A. Times that Harris’s focus on sex trafficking “proved to be a smart political strategy, allowing her record to appear more moderate as she got tough on a crime that her progressive peers calling for less incarceration could not argue with: child abuse.” 

Even as Harris advocated for a more progressive approach to crimes involving minors, she took a hardline stance on sex work. In 2008, according to The Nation, she equated decriminalizing sex work with putting out “a welcome mat out for pimps and prostitutes.” The following year, in Smart on Crime: A Career Prosecutor’s Plan to Make Us Safer, she wrote, “we must arrest the prostitutes as well as the pimps and johns.” At a press conference, she accused sex workers of “terrorizing their neighborhood.” When she was attorney general of California, Harris brought criminal charges against the founders of Backpage.com, the host of a digital marketplace for classified adverts, not unlike Craigslist, that allowed sex workers to more effectively screen clients. (According to Harris, it amounted to “the world’s top online brothel.”) In 2016, her office resisted calls to investigate allegations that dozens of Bay Area cops had sexually exploited a teenage sex worker. As a senator, Harris supported the Stop Enabling Sex Traffickers Act and Fight Online Sex Trafficking Act (SESTA-FOSTA). When asked on a podcast in 2018 for her response to arguments that SESTA-FOSTA and the shutdown of Backpage made sex work “more difficult and more dangerous,” Harris rolled out a masterful non-reply. “Well first of all, I’ve spent a large part of my career — in fact, the majority of my career — working on issues that are crimes against women and children,” she said. “So that’s been part of my life’s work and I’m very, very familiar with the issues.” 

But around that same time, Harris seemed to sense that the political winds were changing. In a 2019 interview with The Root, she answered “I think so, I do” to the question of whether sex work should be decriminalized. Many publications ran with the narrative that she supported decriminalization, but it didn’t stick. This fall, Politico noted that although the Democrats’ 2020 platform included the promise to “work with states and localities to protect the lives of sex workers,” under Harris, the party has made no similar commitment. 

While Harris has flip-flopped on Medicare for All and the border wall, she has held firm in her vision of law enforcement as “a voice for the vulnerable,” especially women and children. This rubric has proven flexible enough to stretch and shrink to fit her sometimes contradictory record. Harris “pushed for programs that helped people find jobs instead of putting them in prison, but also fought to keep people in prison even after they were proved innocent,” German Lopez wrote in Vox in 2019. She declined to seek the death penalty for a man who killed a cop, but also fought a district court ruling that advocates said would have overturned the death penalty altogether. If it sounds inconsistent that Harris sometimes paints sex workers as neighborhood terrorizers deserving of arrest, and sometimes as victims — or that she would crusade against those taking advantage of sex workers while ignoring such a case in her own jurisdiction — that’s because the domain of commodified sex is the field where feminist carceralism’s hypocrisies are laid most bare. 

Harris’s vilification of women in the oldest labor sector is part of a tradition that is threaded through the history of feminism’s right wing. Nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century suffragism was always wracked by internal tensions between some of its activists’ devotion to temperance, purity, and protection, and others’ desire for solidarity and liberation. That same division surfaced at the tail end of the second wave in America, in the form of a new female cultural nationalism propounded by femopessimists like Robin Morgan and Andrea Dworkin, and buttressed by that anti-prostitution, anti-pornography faction’s willingness to envision the armed wing of the state as a feminist weapon. This tendency’s ascendance ushered in a form of Women’s Lib very far afield from the “family abolition” dreams of the movement’s apogee. The new vanguard sought, instead, to use the power of the security state to protect “women and children” against male violence. In a 1975 lecture, for instance, Dworkin called for the creation of “squads of women police formed to handle all rape cases,” and for there to be “women prosecutors on rape cases.” Anti-trans, sex-worker-exclusionary groups of the era, like Women Against Pornography, morally exceptionalized the entire sex industry as a form of “slavery,” demanded mandatory arrests in rape and domestic violence cases, and cheered for female police.

Those demands jumped to the mainstream after 1991, when L.A. police officers almost lynched Rodney King, and for the first time, the proposal to add women and stir was heard around the world. Forget fewer cops, let’s try more and different cops, liberals said — and maybe even lady cops. In 1992, Time published an article called “Are Women Better Cops?”; in 1994, the Los Angeles City Council set a goal of increasing the proportion of women police officers in the LAPD from 14 percent to 43 percent. The possibility that those same lady cops might be especially well-suited to jailing sex workers — compassionately, and for their own good — was a plus. One law professor argued in a 1992 Yale Journal of Law and Feminism article that jail, as a gender segregated space, “is the closest thing many women in prostitution have to a battered women’s shelter.” As late as 2011, the renowned feminist legal theorist Catharine MacKinnon reprised this chorus. While granting that “not being arrested” is “in general a real improvement” for sex workers, she suggested that detention might offer “a respite from the pimps and the street.” It was an idea Harris echoed in Smart on Crime, where she celebrated “making the women agree to follow a court-directed and monitored program of substance-abuse treatment, education, and counseling.”

The theory that women cops can help those they incarcerate thrives thanks to a pop-culture machine that buzzes with kind but firm figures; weary, gun-toting avatars of state-issued gender progress; glamorous shield-maidens of law and order. The first American female cop show was Decoy, which featured the undercover cop Officer Casey Jones and ran from 1957 to 1958. Sixteen years later — not long before Dworkin called for more women police — Police Woman premiered, with its central character, the coiffed blonde Sergeant “Pepper” Anderson, also undercover. Female law enforcement started to more fully come into the light when the NYPD duo Cagney and Lacey took their place on television in 1982. The trope flourished in ’90s entries such as Prime Suspect, in which Helen Mirren plays a glass-ceiling-shattering London detective, and The Silence of the Lambs, in which Jodie Foster plays an FBI agent uniquely suited to understanding the anthropophagous serial killer Dr. Hannibal Lecter, as well as to sniffing out a transfeminine butcher of women. The past three decades have seen Law and Order: SVU, Wonder Woman, Mare of Easttown, Top of the Lake, and Killing Eve, among countless more dramas and procedurals. It’s not hard to understand the appeal of this politics, which envisions a world of law enforcement that is armed yet sensitive.

In real life, women cops aren’t doing the warm fuzzy work that our media imagines. While their own frequent abuse at their male colleagues’ hands is a matter of record, their abuse, in turn, of civilians is equally well-documented. Girl cops, too, strip search and racially profile. Contra the expectation that policewomen are emotionally attuned, sociologists have found that they employ emotionally flat, macho, dehumanizing speech patterns in their dealings with civilians. Perhaps they feel pressure to perform toughness, or embrace violence — a curse that seems to have befallen Harris. In 2016, David Axelrod, Obama’s former senior adviser, speculated that “the image of toughness that comes from being in law enforcement may help candidates repel the biases against electing women to higher office.” In 2024, Harris is clearly leaning on that image. Take her lighthearted confession to Oprah Winfrey that she is a proud gun owner: “If somebody breaks into my house, they’re getting shot.” Or her team’s declarations of “ironclad” support for Israel and her hawkish enmity vis-à-vis Iran. 

Cop feminism dresses up the armed wing of the state in new clothes; it quite literally puts lipstick on the pigs. This feminine filter neutralizes critique, and even when Harris telegraphs herself as tough on crime, tough on immigration, tough on foreign policy — ride-or-die with Israel through its genocide of Palestinians — liberals today are apparently unable to hear anything that comes out of the mouth of a black female Democrat as even a little bit fascist. Meanwhile, from the point of view of those trigger-happy “boys” of ours in whom the public’s trust has been so bitterly eroded since the uprising for George Floyd, the presence of a lady cop-in-chief promises a welcome vibe makeover. Women, so long as they are of good character, show us that policing can be fundamentally moral work: a thin pink line.

