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Preface

And now that I have your attention, I’ll make an admission right off the bat. I’m not exactly an anti-feminist. Hear me out on this, OK? I’m not exactly an anti-feminist, because I do believe that men and women should have the same legal and moral rights. I’m not exactly an anti-feminist, because I want to live in a society where men and women have equal access to opportunity. And finally, I’m not exactly an anti-feminist because, at some point in its history, the word ‘feminism’ had something to do with equality. In fact, if you’d asked me ten years ago, I would have quite sincerely told you that I was a feminist.

But let’s be honest: feminism no longer means any of those things. In fact, the current incarnation of feminism has very little to do with any kind of equality at all. When Mary Wollstonecraft wrote A Vindication of the Rights of Woman back in 1792—over a hundred years before women could vote—she had every reason to be pissed off. But could she possibly have imagined the excesses to which her movement would go in the following centuries? Could she have predicted the toxic resentfulness of figures like Andrea Dworkin? The narcissistic exhibitionism of Femen and the SlutWalk? The facile hypocrisy of terms like mansplaining, manspreading, and manterrupting? Phenomena like these are the reason so many men, including myself, might consider themselves feminist apostates. That is, we are ex-feminists. At some point along the way, we lost the faith. Or, perhaps more accurately, the faith lost us. It is self-evident to many of us that a gender-equal society is desirable, but that is clearly no longer the goal of feminism. I daresay that for some feminists, it never was.

I have heard feminism compared to a trade union in that it seeks, above all, to advance the interests of its members. To me, though, modern feminism seems more like the mafia. Think about it. It uses intimidation, manipulation, and bullying techniques to enforce cooperation with its agenda. There is a system of hierarchy in which underlings must display absolute loyalty to gain favour with more powerful or experienced figures. Outsiders—i.e. men—are treated with suspicion. To be accepted, these outsiders must make an even more obsequious show of deference than their female counterparts, but even then, they will always be regarded as inferior.

Feminism also has a code of Omertà. This is the mafia-like code of silence observed amongst feminists in situations where gender equality exists, or where there is a gender imbalance in favour of women. This ensures that the inequalities negatively affecting women can be screamed from the rooftops by the very same people who remain tight-lipped about custody rights, homelessness, violent crime, and the prison population.

This enforced silence extends to speaking out against the organisation, for which a severe reputational penalty exists. Although those who don’t walk the line are unlikely to literally find themselves with cement shoes at the bottom of the nearest river, they are likely to be punished through societal exclusion and character assassination. If you dare to go against the family, you’ll be chased out of town. Just look at J.K. Rowling, Christina Hoff Summers, or Camille Paglia; all brilliant women who dared to express opinions outside of those approved by the modern feminist cabal and who have found themselves marked by the metaphorical kiss of death.

Yet feminism’s most striking similarity to the mob is that the movement is pathologically obsessed with the idea of achieving power. The paradoxical genius of modern feminism, however, is that rather than through overt displays of domination and control, it asserts its command by accusing men of wielding an ill-gotten and tyrannical authority of their own. In this paradoxical environment, ideological banditry abounds.

Indeed, as we shall see throughout this book, the topsy-turvy world of feminist theory is one where almost anything goes. Up can be down; left can be right; two plus two can equal whatever you want. Despite the feminist claim that biological gender cannot be an indicator of weakness, we will hear that men are inherently lazy, rude, greedy, and socially inept. Despite the feminist claim that moral turpitude cannot be determined by sex and that women ought to be able to determine their own sexual agency, we will hear that men are rapacious, sex-obsessed predators, and that women can only exist as innocent victims. Despite the feminist claim for equal pay, we will hear that women’s time is worth more than men’s. Despite the feminist claim for equality at work, we will hear the implicit endorsement of workplace bullying committed against men. We will see motherhood exalted and fatherhood trivialised. We will hear that feminists know what men are thinking and where their motivations lie. We will hear that men don’t think enough, and that when they do it’s about the wrong things. We will see men mythologised into base, unthinking creatures, and women into saints. We will hear that the faults of men are due to their sex, whereas women’s flaws are due to male oppression.

These can be seductive ideas to both men and women. For a woman unhappy with her station in life, feminism provides a ready-made scapegoat: ‘the patriarchy’. The culprit is so vague and all-encompassing as to offer almost limitless avoidance of personal responsibility. Conversely, for a woman who has achieved everything she wants in life, it provides an against-the-odds story, making her success appear even more admirable.

As for the card-carrying male feminist, I have to confess I find his motivations rather more suspect for other reasons, especially if he is single. Still, there’s an element of responsibility-avoidance here, too. If he can blame the hardships suffered by the women in his life on all the men that came before him, it not only puts him on a pedestal but also absolves him of his responsibility towards their wellbeing. “It’s not my fault!” cries the sycophant, “Other men did it! I’m on your side!” If this man is unmotivated and unsuccessful in his own life, he can say he doesn’t want to be a part of the exploitative patriarchal system. On the other hand, if he benefits from the social structures of the West in order to become a successful person, he does so with a wry shrug; after all, what can he do about it? He’s espousing all the correct opinions and using all the right hashtags, but the system is so historically corrupt that his hands are tied.

Even amongst those who aren’t necessarily staunch supporters of feminism, there is often a lack of appetite for challenging modern feminist ideas. In many sections of the population, when somebody throws out superficially progressive opinions about women, they are all but guaranteed a sympathetic audience. When somebody blames the patriarchy for women’s woes, there often seems to be an unexamined agreement that things are bad for women, and they may even be getting worse. There’ll be a couple of smug chuckles and a rolling of the eyes at how sexist the system is, but rarely is there anything like an instructive debate. I don’t think people even stop to consider what they’re agreeing with. Whether out of apathy or fear of being outed as a non-feminist, people tend to let these ideas float around in a bubble of unchallenged thought.

It’s time to pop that bubble. And that’s because many of these views aren’t just radical; they are extremist. The idea that a group of patriarchal oppressors deliberately maintain the subjugation of women and that this stops women from achieving their primary aim in life—achieving power—isn’t just a quaintly eccentric belief; it’s a type of fundamentalist ideology, and is highly deranging to those who have adopted it. This ideology is more intuition than argument. It is devotional rather than logical. Its adherents believe it as they would a divine truth. As with any other kind of zealotry, this belief becomes self-reinforcing over time, and can eventually come to have very little to do with any factual basis it originally had, however meagre. In this kind of spiritual movement—whose principles are governed not by fact but by faith—insisting on objective reality as a basis for truth (as opposed to lived experience) is a type of sacrilege. Disagreement amounts to heresy not merely because it contradicts the ‘facts’ as established by feminism, but because it questions the power of feminism to establish the very nature of truth itself.

In its current incarnation, feminism is an irresponsible and hypnotically destructive mindset. It decimates intelligent debate and has evolved into something far removed from any considerations of fairness or equality. It makes women angry and afraid, and it makes men confused and weak.

This book is ammunition for those men. It is for those who would like to speak out. It is for those who are sick of being demonised, marginalised, and thrown aside on account of their gender in the name of a movement that, paradoxically, states equality between the sexes as its primary goal. In each chapter, I will examine one of feminism’s most prominent claims. I will consider the evidence for the claim, how it has been presented, and what it really means. I will follow this with a reasoned and informed argument as to why the claim ought to be re-examined and what an individual might say when confronted with it. My aim is to provide a structured riposte to one of the key ideological aberrations of our time, one which, if left unchecked, will leave untold destruction in its wake.


House Style

In this book, I mainly consider the case of modern feminism in the global West. I will use British spelling conventions in my writing, but I won’t localise American spellings when quoting someone else. I assume it won’t present excessive difficulty for the reader to switch between the two.

While remaining largely faithful to the conventions of good grammar and punctuation, I’ll indulge in certain inconsistencies in the name of rhetorical efficacy. The style may be a touch conversational; sentences may begin with ‘and’ or ‘but’; the odd curse word may creep in. I will avoid contractions where it is appropriate to do so, but I’ll use them freely when it’s stylistically useful.

Although we will be dealing with the adverse effects of a deleterious school of thought, I would ultimately like the tone to be one of defiant optimism. You don’t need to be ‘taught’. You don’t need to be sorry. You don’t require rehabilitation. You don’t need to feel guilty for ‘the patriarchy’, because guess what? We don’t live in a patriarchy. In the face of modern feminism, you don’t have to remain silent. You can and should speak out. This book is all about how.


Chapter 1: “We live in a patriarchy”

There’s a reason this one’s first. For feminists, this is the Big Bang. It’s Genesis 1, Adam from clay, the infallible word of God. This is the fundamental feminist creation myth underlying all others. What is commonly referred to as ‘the patriarchy’ is the idea that history can most usefully be characterised as a protracted assault on female liberty, carried out by a power-hungry syndicate of autocratic men. The theory goes that through the establishment of a ‘patriarchal’ system, men have created a world in which they may flourish, and in which women are destined to servitude.[1]

Unfortunately, this is where many conversations with feminists hit a dead end; the existence of patriarchy is such an incontrovertible cornerstone of feminist dogma that even some of the most intelligent women you know will be blind to all contrary evidence. Before you discuss this with anyone, you should be aware of the daunting task ahead of you. To question the existence of patriarchy with a feminist is like telling a Christian there’s no God. Legions of young women have been indoctrinated into the idea of patriarchal domination since before they can remember. Many older women have come to the notion of patriarchy later in life, when the inevitable disappointments they have encountered can be relieved through external rationalisation; if they haven’t had the life they wanted, patriarchy is an excellent scapegoat. Whether part of their foundational personal mythology or a crutch they have come to later on, patriarchy is such a profoundly comforting notion that many feminists will simply refuse to ever question its veracity, and they may be pretty pissed off at you for doing so.

But let’s be clear. At best, the idea of patriarchy is a gross oversimplification. At worst, it’s a dangerously extremist idea that has no place whatsoever in reasonable debate. Whatever your take, there’s no doubt as to the crassly naïve and ungrateful nature of the view. The idea that all the centuries of human history, culture and scientific progress can be reduced to a schoolyard cry of “That’s not fair!” is pitiful. The fact that most of us in the Western world do not doubt where our next meal will come from, or whether we’ll have access to running water or wi-fi tomorrow, is testament to the ingenuity and resilience of those who came before us. To view their actions and achievements solely through the myopic lens of gender relations is hopelessly unsophisticated.

Besides that, the notion that all or most men are in positions of power and influence is logically impossible. This argument follows the cack-handedly syllogistic reasoning that most powerful people are men; therefore, most men are powerful. But we can’t all be in charge. Although a tiny percentage of men may occupy or have occupied more positions of concentrated power than women (e.g. in political or directorial positions), the defining characteristic of those individuals is not gender; it’s wealth. The term ‘patriarchy’ is a desperately blunt instrument in that it fails to accurately describe the lives of the majority of the male population, who could hardly be said to be powerful at all.

Here it might also be worth reflecting upon what exactly the word ‘power’ means. It doesn't mean being a savage or a girlboss. It doesn’t mean kicking ass. It doesn’t mean telling people what to do or not taking shit from people. It doesn’t mean wearing a power suit and strutting in slow motion through a crowd of wowed onlookers, flicking your hair as your driver opens the door to your Bentley. It means working evenings and sleepless nights. It means taking phone calls during your kid’s school play. It means waking up at 3 am and checking your emails. It means public speaking. It means anxiety. It means constantly being doubted and criticised by people less competent than you. Power means the constant heavy grind of responsibility. And above all, power is about serving other people. Power may have its glamourous moments, but these are few and far between.

This might make it slightly personal, but when discussing the idea of patriarchy with a staunch believer, you might ask them how the concept of patriarchy relates to their own life goals. If she is female, why isn’t she in a position of power? Obviously, a person without a network can’t just walk into 10 Downing Street or the Whitehouse. Still, for most educated women in the Western world, there is no reason why they shouldn’t run their own company, take on a community leadership post, or occupy some position of significant professional responsibility. The fact is that for a multitude of reasons, many women choose not to. Often it’s because they want a family instead, but that choice is a luxury in itself. If your experience is like mine, you may find that whilst many women will clamour for more females to be in positions of power, they aren’t necessarily talking about themselves. And that’s because even though it has become a rallying cry for feminists in recent years, occupying a position of power and responsibility is mostly pretty unpleasant.

It may be, however, that you are talking to a relatively powerful woman. Even many high-earning, high-status women have developed the habit of throwing around terms like ‘male privilege’ and ‘patriarchy’. It may be that having fought their way to an eminent position in an organisation, they are only too well aware of how hard that can be. In the current media environment, they likely interpret this difficulty as a symptom of their gender. Of course, they may have encountered some discrimination along the way, but to assume that men in similar high-status positions have simply waltzed their way to the top is wilfully ignorant. Getting to that kind of station in life requires enormous sacrifice, and there’s no reason it should be handed to you simply because you’re female. You might also ask women in this position why, if they dislike the patriarchal system so much, they are happy to enjoy such a privileged position within it. They could resign tomorrow. They could cut back their hours and volunteer with the homeless. They could become a teacher in an underprivileged community or redress the balance by taking on a typically male job, like labouring, waste disposal, or construction. The response here will typically be something like: “Well what difference would that make? It’s the system that’s corrupt.” This is incredibly convenient, of course, but it’s a bad-faith argument. There’s no way a woman smart enough to get to that kind of position doesn’t know deep down that it’s bullshit. She’s having her cake and eating it too. She either wants to be part of the system, or she doesn’t.

Depending on whether or not you’ve been spat at by this point, you may also want to address the issue of patriarchy by asking in what ways life is harder for men than it is for women. This is something of a test of credibility, and won’t always be received well. You may be met with a blank expression. You may want to ask about things like rates of incarceration, suicide, or homelessness. You may ask them to reflect upon the last time they saw a woman collecting garbage. You may want to remind your interlocutor that if you’re a man, you’re statistically far more likely to be a victim of violent crime than any woman, more likely to be homeless or go to prison, and less likely to receive a university education. In light of all that, can anyone honestly say we live in a system that systematically privileges men?

Here you may encounter a common deflection. Your interlocutor may point to some similar imbalance, like the fact that women are far more likely to be a victim of rape or sexual assault. That’s a fair point, and one you should acknowledge. As a man, it’s hard to imagine how terrifying the prospect of being raped is. During their lifetime, most men will spend very little time worrying about that possibility. But that is only one way that life is harder for women; it’s not proof of an overarching and all-encompassing system in which women are oppressed in every aspect of their existence. After acknowledging the deflection, you must return to your original line of reasoning. In different ways, life can be uniquely hard for men or women, but while men do most of the physically difficult, dirty, and dangerous jobs, are more likely to be violently attacked and less likely to be highly educated, is the word ‘patriarchy’ really a fair and accurate definition of our world?

One of the most godawfully stupid slogans that came out of modern feminism was the phrase ‘Smash the patriarchy’. You might invite somebody uttering this phrase to begin by taking out their smartphone. They could start by smashing that, or perhaps take it to the nearest road and throw it under a truck. For that matter, the truck is probably being driven by a man. Why not kill him, then drive the truck off the side of the road into a ravine, smashing whatever was inside it? Perhaps it’s a food delivery, or a consignment of medicine. Good. That’ll show ‘em. The road itself could be next in line for destruction. Tearing up the tarmac would be useful, since it was installed by patriarchal oppressors. In fact, any item of modern infrastructure or amenity ought to be destroyed as quickly as possible. The local school and police station could be next; your interlocutor would also presumably like to see the intangible authority held by those institutions dissolved so that they might enjoy a complete breakdown of law and order. Perhaps at this point, they could make historical reparations by giving back any money their father ever earned and passed on to them. Except by that point, there won’t be any banks left, and money won’t be worth anything anyway. The most sensible thing to do would be to seek weapons, since it won’t be long before any resources they’ve held onto will be sought out by someone even more destructive than they are. And if they were concerned about rape and sexual assault before smashing the patriarchy, my god, should they be afraid now.

Right about now, you’ll hear: “It’s a metaphor, you idiot!”

Ah, of course, it’s a metaphor. Phew. Nobody wants to physically smash anything. So what exactly is smashing the patriarchy? Does it mean making it easier for women to achieve wealth and status simply because they’re women? Having men willingly give up the fruits of their own labour and stepping aside so that women might have them instead? Does it mean randomly firing men and hiring women? Well, not exactly. Try googling “What does ‘Smash the patriarchy’ mean?” and you’ll find out that even the people saying it don’t really know.

But I think I’ve worked it out. I would translate ‘Smash the patriarchy’ as: ‘Keep the parts of the patriarchy that benefit me personally, but reform the parts I don’t like with minimal disruption. Also, don’t take my iPhone.’ Now, I can see why this iteration didn’t catch on, but when you put it like this, you realise that ‘Smash the patriarchy’ is nowhere near as gutsy a phrase as people seem to think it is. It is merely a statement of superficially radical intent that bears no relation to how its proponents wish to change the society they live in, if they even wish to change it at all.

One might ask why referring to Western society as a ‘patriarchy’ is such a problem. If discrimination exists, isn’t it better to exaggerate it than to let it go unnoticed? You might think so, but one of the problems with insisting we live in a patriarchy is that other than a handful of extremely powerful people, men will not recognise their own existence in that description, and with good reason. The phrase thus alienates the very people whose minds feminists are ostensibly most intent on changing.

As I mentioned above, belief in ‘the patriarchy’ is one of the most dogmatically entrenched viewpoints within feminism. It is an extremist belief akin to religious fundamentalism. You’ll find it hard to bring its adherents to even consider its validity, never mind convince them otherwise. But it is an idea that must be resisted, for all our sakes. It is clumsy and ill-informed. It encourages people to take an incurious and resentful approach to life. It demonises one half of the species whilst offering a false panacea to the other. Any man or woman who adopts ‘the patriarchy’ as their overarching world view is only likely to spiral into ever deeper circles of hellish antipathy. Belief in ‘the patriarchy’ is ultimately a commitment to bitterness; it’s a doubling-down of our most churlish instincts. As a societal phenomenon, it’s a misleading and unproductive derangement; in personal terms, it’s a disaster. I can tell you right now that my daughter will not grow up believing that men are in charge, nor that she will be excluded for being female. She will not be saddled with the confidence-sapping delusion that she has to work harder than men to achieve the same results. Nor will she be led to believe that a lack of ambition can be adequately compensated for by the belief that if you’re a girl, there’s no point trying anyway.


Chapter 2: “Women suffer from the gender pay gap”

We’re dealing with another big one here. The so-called ‘gender pay gap’ is one of the central tenets of feminist doctrine. And of course, in one sense, it is a fact. Estimates vary, but on average, women will earn about 75-85% of what men earn over their lifetimes. We might more accurately refer to this as a gender earnings gap than a gender pay gap, but whatever you call it, I won’t argue. It seems pretty clear to me, and I don’t doubt the statistics. The question is whether or not it matters. If one can reasonably extrapolate from those figures that women earn less than men purely because of workplace discrimination, then that’s an issue. But the correlation between gender and lifetime earnings is nowhere near as simple a picture as feminists make out.

The idea most frequently conflated with the gender earnings gap is that of unequal pay. The notion that women are paid less than men for doing the same work is often—implicitly or explicitly—touted as the reason women earn less. But paying one gender less than the other for the same job is illegal, and it has been for over fifty years. Indeed, if it were possible to pay women less than men for the same work, one would expect businesses to reduce their labour costs by employing more women. But that’s the opposite of what happens.

On average, women work far fewer hours than men, and this is just one of the many reasons they may earn less over a lifetime. They also choose different careers from men, are less likely to do dangerous jobs or relocate for a higher salary, and tend to prioritise other things, like children and family. None of this has anything to do with the relative amounts men and women might be paid for doing the same work. The difference between equal pay and the gender pay gap is important and seems straightforward enough, but the deliberate conflation of the two concepts is ongoing, and many feminists are desperate to keep it alive.

Take the Fawcett Society’s ‘Equal Pay Day’. This is described as “a national campaign led by Fawcett Society in the UK. It marks the day where women effectively on average, stop earning relative to men because of the gender pay gap.”[2] In the US, the Whitehouse itself is in on the act, which it does to highlight “how far into a new year a woman must work, on average, to earn what a man did in the previous year.”[3] In 2022, it was March 15th. The justification for this is that “In 2020, the average woman working full-time, year-round, for wages or a salary earned 83 cents for every dollar paid to their average male counterpart.”

The implication is that throughout the workforce, and with consistent and predictable regularity, employers are breaking the law by paying women 83% of what they pay men for the same work. But is that really what’s happening? How could such a flagrant disregard for employment legislation be taking place on such an enormous scale, and all through the relatively quantifiable, traceable conduits of taxable salary payments? The answer is that it’s not. Women are not being paid 83% of what men get paid for the same work. They can’t be, because they’re not doing the same work.

Some figures might help to illustrate this. Amongst the top female-dominated jobs in the US and the UK are nursing, childcare, and secretarial work; amongst the top male-dominated jobs are construction, plumbing, and vehicle maintenance. In the US, the annual mean wage for all occupations is $58,260.[4] Out of the top ten female-dominated professions, all but three pay an annual mean wage which is lower than that, and the annual mean wage for the top ten female-dominated professions combined ($50,581) is almost ten thousand dollars lower than the national mean. On the other hand, five of the top ten male-dominated fields pay higher than the overall mean, and the average for the top ten male-dominated jobs comes in at $59,643, or in other words, $1,383 higher than the overall average.

The average annual pay in the UK is £31,285.[5] Again, only three of the top ten female-dominated professions pay more than that, compared to five of the top ten male-dominated professions.[6] The top ten female-dominated professions in the UK pay an average of £26,925 for 35 hours of work; the top ten male-dominated professions pay an average of £30,451 for 48 hours of work. The Fawcett Society takes care not to highlight facts like this on Equal Pay Day, but it’s worth noting that in the UK, not only are men working longer hours, they are actually getting paid a lower average hourly rate than their female counterparts.

So what does all that tell us? Men and women pick their careers with some predictability along gender lines. Men work longer hours and get paid more overall, although their hourly rates aren’t always better. They also do some of the more dirty, dangerous jobs that women don’t like. Similarly, women tend to do things men don’t like. These jobs often require fewer working hours and offer more flexibility. That’s hardly a fashionable thing to say, and I am by no means advocating for adherence to traditional gender roles, but the statistics reflect a freely exercised choice, and remain true whether you like them or not.

This element of choice is crucial when discussing the gender earnings gap with any nuance. Another key element is age. When you bring age into the equation, you realise how much of a blunt instrument those much-touted ‘gender pay gap’ statistics are. Longitudinal studies tracking the trajectories of professional men’s and women’s careers over time have shown a negligible earnings gap for the first ten years after university.[7] Around ten years in—which coincides with the time most graduates start having families—a divergence between average male and female earnings starts to set in. Feminists waste no time in concluding that this is due to sexism. But could it be that women at that stage in their careers just have different priorities in life?

In a recent Yale study of management-track employees from a large retail chain, researchers lamented the failure of higher-ups to promote female employees.[8] In their abstract, the study's authors rush to conclude that this is due to hiring managers' inability to recognise women's leadership potential. Yet the researchers also found that female employees were less likely to accept promotions when they were offered, citing longer hours, less flexible working patterns, and potential relocation as barriers to acceptance.[9] Indeed, when isolating promotions requiring relocation, the ‘gender promotion gap’ was significantly more pronounced. The researchers’ data also showed that men were more likely to leave the firm to look for promotion elsewhere if they were passed over internally. In other words, more men than women were prepared to secure a higher salary by committing to work longer hours, enjoy less flexibility, and undergo the upheaval of leaving the company or moving home.

It may reasonably be deduced that not only do women tend to choose different careers from men, but they may also exercise greater freedom of choice when navigating those careers. Should work and family issue competing claims for their attention, they at least have the option of picking between the two. The element of female choice is often missing from the gender earnings gap debate, presumably because it might make the gap look like a good thing for women.

Another frequently absent point of discussion is the financial pressure upon men starting a family. Whilst it is perfectly obvious why a new mother might want to work less, it is equally logical, although less commonly talked about, that a new father might feel he needs to work more. The financial anxiety that comes with children can be terrifying for men, not least in a society where high-earning careers are touted as a birth right attendant upon ‘male privilege’. However, when men do pursue advancements in seniority and salary, their actions are often attributed to an ugly desire for power and domination.

Yet the average man is not an individual economic entity; he exists as part of a household structure which commonly includes a woman, and she benefits as much as he does from any advancements in his career. This particular elephant in the room is often ignored, but cohabiting heterosexual couples are the norm, particularly amongst those who have children. As such, the amount of money a woman earns and the amount she can access are not the same. The average married woman is hardly likely to oppose her husband seeking a pay rise so he can provide for their children. In doing so, rather than embodying the stereotypically selfish, domineering corporate pig, he may be seeking greater financial reward out of a sense of responsibility, duty, and love. And it so happens that the time this becomes most pressing for him is the time that many women are pulling back from their careers. It will be an unpalatably congenial thing for a feminist to admit, but when viewed this way, the divergence in male and female earnings after a decade of work seems to be less about female subjugation than it is about female choice, male sacrifice, and familial cooperation.

One way feminists avoid these awkward truths about the gender earnings gap is to insist that women must always want to pursue the highest-paying careers, but are effectively barred from doing so by a misogynistic working culture. The theory goes that women are unable to rise through the ranks because men, threatened by their expertise, conspire to keep them from the boardroom. I don’t doubt this may have been the case in the past, but to insist that this kind of workplace is still the rule rather than the exception is an act of bizarrely masochistic nostalgia. One must only reflect upon how many women now make up the workforce to realise that men no longer have the numbers to effect this kind of systematic exclusion, even if they wanted to.

But the caricature of the spoiled, overbearing male endures. This often goes hand-in-hand with an equally durable notion that ‘society’ (whatever that means) expects women in the workplace to be obsequious and servile, refraining from being ‘pushy’ or ‘bossy’ for fear of upsetting immaturely sensitive men. In turn, this apparently leaves women less able or less willing to push for pay rises, promotions, or other advantages at work. This is a uniquely patronising view in that it manages to infantilise both men and women simultaneously. It’s also lousy career advice: telling women to systematically underestimate the emotional resilience of half their colleagues is hardly likely to equip them with the tools to succeed.

Another common misconception around working culture is that unless women ‘act male’, they will find it hard to move up the corporate ladder. ‘Acting male’ is assumed to mean the adoption of a toxic, bullish persona inherent to men. Certainly, being ruthlessly competitive is advantageous in many working environments, and may well lead to better salary prospects. If money and status are what working women are after, then ruthlessness would be a better bet than kindness and empathy. But the same is true for men. Anybody engaging in the manoeuvring necessary to scale the salary ladder is acting a role. It is taken as a given that men are just ‘like that’, so it must be easy for them, but that persona can be just as false and alienating for men as it is for women. How many of us feel that who we are at work is an accurate representation of our true selves? To expect the professional world to mould itself to reward the character traits we already possess is a hopelessly narcissistic way to proceed.

Aside from that, there’s plenty of evidence to suggest that women know exactly how to get what they want at work. For example, in many sectors in the UK, it is common for female employees to take a year of maternity leave from a full-time job, before negotiating a return to work on a part-time basis. This often happens with little to no resistance, even though the employer never advertised for a part-time employee. If the employee refuses to come back and work her old hours, the employer has the stark choice between granting her a reduced schedule or starting from scratch with somebody new. This is after investing time, resources, and energy into training the employee, not to mention paying her what would appear to American audiences as a very generous maternity salary. For these reasons, the employer rarely wants to break ties, and it is consequently rare that the demand isn’t met. The new mother’s working week is then based around an individually tailored set of days and hours, allowing her to meet her new familial responsibilities whilst still earning.

To be clear, I am not necessarily against this. I think it’s a good thing we aren’t as brutal as our American counterparts when it comes to employment law. But at the same time, you would be hard pushed to find many accounts of a man demanding his employer turn his job into a custom-made part-time role to accommodate a lifestyle change he has chosen to make. In the UK at least, it seems there are plenty of women who are every bit as forceful as men in negotiating what they want; it’s just not always money.

One common feminist argument is that even if we can accept that men and women may gravitate towards certain types of roles, and that some women may choose family over work, it is unfair that typically female roles are paid less, and this reflects a society-wide discrimination against women and a systematic devaluation of their work. But in a capitalist society, the market determines the reward. There is no council of woman-hating men setting the rate for any given profession; in a free market, price is simply a question of supply and demand. If a particular job entails relatively little responsibility, is not dangerous, can be done part-time, and does not require a large initial outlay for training or resources, then it’s likely there’ll be lots of candidates. That means employers have more bargaining power when paying people to do it, and the salary will be lower. If, on the other hand, a job requires expensive accreditations, entails antisocial working hours, or may lead to you killing yourself or somebody else if done incorrectly, then employers are not likely to be overrun with applicants. Those who do put their names forward might justifiably expect to be paid a decent whack for their troubles. I’ll admit that’s a fairly broad-strokes picture of the financial power dynamics of the employment market, but I daresay it’s pretty close to the truth, and goes a long way to explaining why some typically ‘female’ jobs aren’t likely to see employees rolling in money.

In any case, if by some mechanism, it could be reasonably deduced that female-dominated roles are paid less because society undervalues them, what exactly could anyone do about it? Would we rely on kind-hearted business owners to bump up their female employees’ salaries? Would these companies cover their losses by charging higher fees to customers willing to pay for gender equity? How long would it be before those businesses tanked in the face of less benevolent competition and all those women lost their jobs? It might be suggested that the government subsidise these roles. That certainly sounds like a nice idea, but then it’s the taxpayer who foots the bill. This means that either men—who pay the majority of taxes—are going to need to start earning more, thereby increasing the gender earnings gap, or women—who currently enjoy the most time with their families—are going to need to work more to pay for their own salary increases.

The cloudiness of these ideas is testament to the nature of the original complaint. Just like the ‘meek female’ trope, ideas like ‘women’s work isn’t valued enough’ are attractive to feminists not only because there is an inherent validation in them, but also because they describe a problem which is impossible to quantify and is therefore hard to disprove. By how much are women’s jobs undervalued? A little? A lot? By five dollars an hour? A thousand dollars a year? When asking a feminist how much more we ought to value women’s work to create a fairer society, the response is likely to be impassioned but imprecise. Nobody knows how much more we ought to value women’s work, because the initial idea does not come from a quantifiable lack of fairness; it’s just a general feeling that something is amiss. Ideas like this stick around not because they offer a coherent and objective picture, but for the opposite reason: they don’t make enough logical sense to be refuted.

Incidentally, these ideas reveal that feminists have an unusually fluid relationship with the concept of free will. The general theory seems to be that when women display weakness or encounter failure, this is due to their capacity for self-determination being constrained at a societal level by the historically tyrannical actions of men. Yet when women achieve success, this is due to their determination in spite of the historically tyrannical actions of men, and can be attributed to individual women at a personal level.

And that’s not the only way feminist thought veers into the realm of paradoxical fantasy. The way in which highly privileged women have come to symbolise women’s struggles is quite remarkable. In 2015, Hollywood actress Patricia Arquette, who at the time was making hundreds of thousands of dollars per episode pretending to catch cyber criminals on CSI, made a passionate Oscars speech about wage equality.[10] Meryl Streep and Jennifer Lopez whooped and hollered their approval, and the internet caught fire. Arquette was lauded for her ‘courage’. UK readers will remember a similar uproar a couple of years later, in 2017. This was when several extremely rich and famous women at the BBC expressed their unhappiness that there were some men who were even more rich and famous than they were.[11] Back in Hollywood that same year, Emma Stone—the highest-paid female actress in the world—made a measly $26 million; Jennifer Aniston scraped by on $25.5 million; and Jennifer Lawrence somehow managed to make ends meet with only $24 million.[12] How on earth these women managed to carry out such a heroically underappreciated job for such meagre sums is anyone’s guess, but they seemed to inspire feminists the world over. News articles abounded;  social media went into meltdown. How unjust it seemed that these incredibly wealthy women were earning a slightly less absurd amount of money than their male counterparts.

But how relevant was this to most women’s lives, and why did the rest of us need to wallow in the self-pity of the spoiled Hollywood elite? Why wasn’t The Huffington Post featuring female electricians, cleaners, or call centre workers? Why weren’t they interviewing men from industries where women enjoy a positive earnings gap? Is it because call centre workers aren’t very interesting? Is it because a male dental nurse might be a tad less photogenic than the average Hollywood star? There was more than a hint of fantasy in all that reporting. Indeed, the cynic might conclude that the whole thing was driven less by a desire for justice than by a grubby-minded kind of vicarious living. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to be rich and famous yet still be victimised by the patriarchy?

It’s also worth noting that to date, those Hollywood actresses aren’t offering up their colossal fortunes to subsidise the salaries of working-class women, even in their own industry. They know that whenever they feature in a production, they take home many times the salary of most other people working on set, and that doesn’t bother them one bit. It makes sense. After all, when their unique image is used in a film, that film sells more tickets and brings home larger box office figures. They understand that they get paid more than the runners and the caterers because they have scarcity power, and that’s what free markets reward.

But is it possible that this same mechanism proportionately rewards male actors? Out of the top twenty highest-grossing American film stars in the year Arquette made her speech, only five were women.[13] Could it be a question of simple economics? Or are movie-goers just sexist males who cannot appreciate what female actresses bring to the screen? Can patriarchy somehow be blamed for this? Well, no, because women buy more cinema tickets than men.[14] They also watch more TV.[15] What is assumed to be a function of patriarchy may be a simple observation of market forces at work, and not only that, but market forces which are principally governed by the consumer choices of women.

Another feminist favourite is the lack of female CEOs, which does make one wonder how many people making this objection actually know what a CEO does. It is even less apparent why it ought to be such a coveted role, or why having more women fulfil it would be a good thing. How many women making this complaint are currently taking steps towards becoming a CEO? And if they aren’t taking those steps, then why not? It’s not as if the business world hasn’t been trying to help them. The Financial Times reports that women have been by far the biggest beneficiaries of corporate diversity policies in the last decade.[16] This is generally acknowledged by feminists, albeit with a dour expression and the insistence that there’s still “a long way to go”.

But how far exactly do we need to go? And at what point does the lack of female CEOs become less of a call for men to get out of the way, and more a point of disapprobation as to the career choices women have made? A recent report by Deloitte put the average age of female board members at 57, rising to 61 for female chairs. The same report revealed that amongst mid-life career women, only 5% of respondents valued the prestige their job brought them, whereas 81% considered work-life balance to be an indicator of success.[17] Work-life balance is not one of the perks typically associated with being a CEO. It therefore remains unclear why it would be a worthy aim for anyone to coerce women in their sixties to work stressful jobs they don’t particularly value.

It’s not even good business. In 2022, a female judge in California struck down a 2018 diversity law which enforced quotas for female board members, citing a lack of connection between female board members and improved financial performance.[18] And not only is it unproductive to artificially populate board rooms with women; it does nothing to help women further down the corporate ladder, either. Research into gender quotas on corporate boards reveals no impact on the advancement of women at lower levels.[19]

As was the case with Hollywood actresses, the feminist zeitgeist revels in vicarious horror at the injustices suffered by the very highest-paid women in business, but cares little about those at the bottom. This is reflected in corporate diversity efforts; in a recent OECD-wide survey, 76% of HR-related companies said they had implemented policies to interview a minimum number of female applicants, yet the number of policies targeting the socio-economically disadvantaged was negligible. Consequently, whilst clear strides have been made in improving women’s chances at work, no discernible improvement has been made in the advancement prospects of those born into poverty.[20] It seems that through the exertion of quotas and large amounts of artificial pressure, it may be possible to achieve a certain amount of cosmetic gender parity, but that parity goes little way towards improving the productivity of an organisation, and even less towards any meaningful socio-economic change.

The gender earnings gap is just one extremely narrow and depressing way of measuring how society rewards the relative contributions of the sexes. We rarely hear of things like the ‘time-with-family gap’ or the ‘work-life balance gap’, despite most women demonstrating through their life choices that these things are more important to them than money. Many women who lament gender-based pay discrimination are the living embodiment of its falsehood. Indeed, the absurdity of the ‘gender pay gap’ argument can often be underlined by looking at the career choices of the very people who espouse it.

I work with teachers, and recently had a discussion with three female colleagues to this effect. Two of the three worked full-time; one worked part-time and spent two days a week at home with her child. All three were far above average intelligence; two had Master’s degrees, and all three were amongst the most competent people in the organisation. But not one of them was on track to become a CEO. As the discussion progressed, I pointed out that they were all talking as if money and status were the primary measures of a person's professional success, yet their own life choices indicated that those things were not important to them. They had chosen a career that offered intellectual stimulation, flexible working hours, large amounts of social contact, relatively little responsibility, a huge amount of time with family, and regular extended periods without any work at all. The financial rewards are hardly among the top reasons for choosing the profession; anyone going into it knows that from the start.

So why was it so important, I asked, that women in other industries be employed in high-responsibility jobs that they themselves wouldn't even dream of doing? Weren't they letting the side down? Shouldn't they have worked for a bank or a consultancy firm? As with many feminists, their insistence on eradicating the gender earnings gap had as much of the tribalistic fervour of cheering for a sports team as it did the espousal of an objectively considered political view. They were happy for other women to take one for the team, but as for donning the jersey and getting out on the field themselves? No way.

It won’t surprise you to hear that this argument wasn’t received well at all. I could see anger welling up in my colleagues’ expressions. “How dare he?” they seemed to be asking themselves. I was, after all, challenging one of their core items of faith, which seemed to strike a profound conceptual dissonance among them. “Here is this nice, educated man with whom we have a cordial, professional relationship, but he doesn’t seem to agree with our feminist views. How can that be possible? As a member of the middle-class professions, shouldn’t he be parroting everything we say? Shouldn’t he be acknowledging our oppressed status, rather than confronting us with unpleasant truths?” Of course, it’s possible I was being a bit of a dick about it, but the core principle remains true. If you’re an educated woman in the Western world, money and status are there for the taking. If you want them that much, you can have them. It’s just that most women don’t.

Yet my interlocutors regarded me at this point as though I were in the throes of demonic possession. I have observed this phenomenon amongst many left-leaning people, who can seem disturbingly overwhelmed at hearing even the most moderately conservative opinion. I would venture that this isn’t due to the extremity of the views they are being confronted with, but to the fact that mainstream opinion on gender has slowly shifted so far to the left as to constitute a kind of widespread fundamentalism. This extreme leftism is now so firmly embedded in the culture that even the most inoffensively centrist view sounds like the work of the devil.

Strangely enough, the fervour of these radical beliefs is often accompanied by some pretty vague solutions as to how we might alter society for the better. Other than ‘changing attitudes’ and ‘valuing’ women more, it’s unclear what practical steps anyone bemoaning the gender earnings gap would like to do about it. Perhaps that’s because deep down, many people know that equalising the gender earnings gap might require some downright draconian measures, which would be so societally damaging and so disruptive to our way of life as to hardly be worth it. After all, if you want to truly equalise the labour market, at some point you will have to force men and women to do things they don’t want to do. Would anybody want to exert more pressure on men to become nannies? Is there a call from feminists to have more women working antisocial hours in jobs that might get them covered in dirt, motor oil, or sewage? The vague admonition that women aren’t paid enough will not eliminate the gender earnings gap. To do that, you would need to exert huge social or legal compulsion upon men and women to force them into specific types of employment. You would need to fire and rehire people in their millions and insist on gender quotas in every professional field. You would need to make it harder for women to work part-time, and insist on governmental control of their reproductive rights. You would also need a corresponding bureaucracy to enforce all of those things, which would ultimately be underwritten by the threat of state violence. In other words, it would require a feat of social engineering so vast, so dictatorial, and so restrictive of personal freedoms that it would make every totalitarian regime of the past look like a utopia of human liberty.

So why must we pretend? Why kid ourselves that men and women don’t tend towards certain choices in life? Why pretend that those choices don’t lead to an accrual of wealth dictated by market forces rather than prejudice? To have anything like a meaningful discussion around the gender earnings gap, we need to clarify the conversation. We could start by abandoning manipulative and superficial stunts like ‘Equal Pay Day’, which have nothing to do with combatting discrimination and are predicated on disingenuous interpretations of data. Men and women must also be honest with themselves and others about what they want. The highest-paying professions are well-publicised. If you want to go into them, you can, but you shouldn’t expect an easy ride, and you shouldn’t expect to find a world which seeks to reward you simply for being who you are. If you choose to do other things, like having kids, then you won’t earn as much as people who are prepared to work incessantly all their lives, or who are prepared to take greater risks than you. If you want to identify with the rich and famous, you’ll have to realise that’s a fantasy, and you can’t also identify as a victim. You should realise that you have absolutely nothing in common with the elite; they don’t need your help, and they certainly don’t give a shit about your rights. It’s also time to stop the horrendously clichéd practice of blaming ‘society’ for imposing a restrictive profile of gendered personality traits on individuals. It’s just not good enough to throw such distracting, vague nonsense around, especially in front of young people, whom we should instruct to believe in themselves, rather than clamour for excuses.

You are likely to encounter any combination of disgust, disagreement, or stony silence if you voice any of these views in public. But you mustn’t be afraid to try. The currently accepted wisdom on the gender earnings gap is not liberating to women; it’s oppressive. It is anti-choice and anti-family. It is coercive and authoritarian. It devalues motherhood and pressures women to embrace career, wealth, and status as the only worthwhile goals in life. One worries at the psychologically jarring effect this might have on many young women today who, outwardly at least, must embrace this doctrine for fear of being labelled infidels. But how many are likely to crash headlong into some ugly truths later in life? The midlife crisis used to be mainly associated with men; increasing the number of lonely, middle-aged women driving sad little convertibles might just be one of the more tragic ways that feminism succeeds in equalising the sexes.


Chapter 3: “We live in a rape culture”

Along with the gender earnings gap, this has become one of the overarching myths of modern feminism. But what exactly does it mean? Proponents of the rape culture myth would assert that in Western democracies such as the US and the UK, sexual assault enacted upon women is trivialised, tolerated, or even encouraged. Among other things, this can manifest itself as: street harassment, tasteless jokes, risqué song lyrics, the objectification of women, the act of encouraging women to protect themselves from assault, and not automatically assuming guilt when a man is accused of rape. Advocates cite a high incidence of rape, as well as a low conviction rate. You will often hear a perfunctory accompanying statement to the effect that sometimes men get raped too, but the message is clear: women are under constant threat of violence from predatory heterosexual men, and we live in a society whose norms and values fail to prohibit such transgressions either morally or legally.

But some perspective is necessary. In the US, where the term ‘rape culture’ originated, rape remains a comparatively rare crime. According to FBI statistics from 2020 (at the time of writing in 2023, the latest year for which statistics are available), per 100,000 people in the US, there were 1398 cases of larceny-theft, 280 cases of aggravated assault, 246 cases of motor vehicle theft, 74 cases of robbery, 38 cases of rape, and 7 cases of homicide. In the United States in 2020, the conviction rate for all violent crime was 42%.[21] For rape, it was 31%. Among the crimes with lower conviction rates than rape were: robbery (28%), arson (22%), larceny-theft (15%), property crime (15%), burglary (14%), and motor vehicle theft (12%). Especially considering that the nature of rape means there are almost never any witnesses, it’s a stretch to say that the legal system is specifically failing victims of rape when compared with other crimes. In fact, the conviction rate for rape is the third highest of all offenses, second only to homicide and aggravated assault.

It’s worth noting that with the exception of rape, most victims of all the above offences are male. And yet, despite the conviction rate for many of them being less than half that of rape, feminists rarely characterise our society as one whose corrupt nature causes undue injury to men through encouraging or failing to punish those crimes. There is no vogue within feminism for decrying an ‘assault culture’, a ‘robbery culture’ or a ‘homicide culture’.

But does ‘rape culture’ even refer to the crime of rape? Not exactly. In a more general sense, proponents of the rape culture myth believe that a society which objectifies women leads to men feeling ‘entitled’ to women’s bodies. This entitlement, which logically culminates in the act of rape, is expressed and perpetuated by degrees in other types of behaviour, such as physical harassment, verbal harassment, chauvinistic comments, or looking at a woman in the wrong way.

The idea of male entitlement has spawned an entire cottage industry of feminist tweets, blogs, and newspaper columns. The Cornell professor and self-proclaimed ‘philosopher’ Kate Manne even managed to squeeze a whole book out of the concept. In her 2020 book Entitled—in which she coins the excruciatingly glib term ‘himpathy’—she bemoans the fact that men might look to obtain “traditionally feminine goods (such as sex, care, nurturing, and reproductive labour)” from women.[22] Of all these “feminine goods”, Manne contends, men of course feel most obviously entitled to sex.[23] Apart from being a bleakly mercantile view of male/female relations, Manne’s diatribe is laden with sophistry. Using the same logical rigour found in the statement “All cats are animals; therefore all animals are cats,” Manne carefully selects examples of the worst kinds of behaviour exhibited by individual men—including stalkers, abusers, rapists, murderers, and mass shooters—and uses them to support the idea that these behaviours result from an inherently and exclusively male sense of entitlement. In other words, since these violent criminals are men, men must be violent criminals.

Manne doesn’t go far as to say that all men are likely to go out and rape someone, but clearly presents rape as one end of a spectrum of male entitlement in which “being held accountable for misogynistic behaviour is often the exception, not the rule.”[24] Her theory is that we live in a culture which gives men a “wrongheaded sense of entitlement to a woman’s sexual, material, reproductive, and emotional labour” and in which “rape involves so much more than bad apples. It involves bad actors who are enabled, protected, and even fostered by a himpathetic social system.”[25] If you can stand Manne’s inane wordplay long enough to work out what she is trying to say (she also refers to the act of doubting a woman’s testimony as “herasure”[26]) it becomes apparent that she believes that our social system nurtures a specifically misogynistic kind of criminal, and systematically facilitates that criminal’s avoidance of justice.

To support her claims, she reports that “RAINN, the Rape, Abuse and Incest National Network, suggest that fewer than 0.6 percent of rapes will result in the rapist’s incarceration”.[27] That’s certainly an arresting statistic. Or at least, it would be if it were true. The first issue with the claim comes directly from Manne’s own interpretation of it. In fact, RAINN do not suggest that only 0.6% of rapes end in incarceration; they suggest that 0.6% of alleged sexual assaults result in incarceration, and that’s a very different claim.[28]

Nor is Manne’s incorrect terminology the only issue here. The thing is, you don't get very far when you dig into that 0.6% statistic. As their source, RAINN cite the FBI’s ‘National Incident-Based Reporting System, 2012-2016’ (NIBRS).[29] That’s not a helpful citation, since it doesn’t say where exactly within the database they got that figure, or how they averaged it out. RAINN also acknowledge that they use a range of sources to reach their figures, so it remains unclear whether the statistic comes exclusively from the NIBRS or is enhanced with data from elsewhere. That 0.6% remains, therefore, unverifiable. Of course, that doesn’t matter for Manne, since her use of statistics is more rhetorical than descriptive. It should be important, however, to anyone who cares about the truth.

Unfortunately, the ubiquity of the rape culture myth means that many of Manne’s readers won’t stop to question the numbers, or indeed any other creative licence she might take when lambasting men. But it is not only intellectually incumbent upon us to question and verify these numbers; it’s a deeply urgent moral question. Can it really be possible that in Western society—a society founded upon moral order and the rule of law—99.4% of rapes go unpunished? The short answer is: probably not.

Other than the number itself, the claim also suffers from a lack of clear definitions. ‘Sexual assault’ might cover any number of transgressions, ranging from harassment to verbal threats to sexual violence. Although they are similarly heinous, in neither a legal nor a moral sense is it helpful to define all sexually aggressive behaviours as ‘rape’, yet Manne seems to have no problem with this at all. Another problem is the use of the word ‘rapist’. At the time of an allegation of sexual assault, there is no ‘rapist’ in the legal sense. There is an accuser and an accused, and any allegation must be provable in a court of law to determine that the accused does indeed merit that label.

But criminal justice is a lengthy, painstaking procedure. Due process must be followed, and it must be demonstrated beyond all reasonable doubt that alleged perpetrators have committed a crime. This is an imperfect system in the sense that if a jury follows the letter of the law, a verdict may be reached which is legally sound but morally wrong. A crime may have occurred, and the jury might fully believe that a crime has occurred, but the evidence available is insufficient to convict. This is true for all crimes, and to avoid it, one would need a legal system supported by some means of retrospective omniscience, which is, of course, impossible. Despite these imperfections, if you live in the US or the UK, you fall under the authority of one of the best legal systems in the world, built on centuries of jurisprudence, scholarly enquiry, and the application of justice. In the case of sexual assault, at least, Manne would seemingly do away with all that in favour of her own brand of frontier justice, principally governed by gender-based vengefulness and a bloodthirsty lack of proportion. Her implication that alleged sexual assaults ought to carry a prison sentence is, at best, naïve; at worst, it’s psychopathic. Incidentally, she makes this assertion while claiming to be “sympathetic” to prison abolitionism.[30] This is not the only example of confused thinking on Manne’s part, but it’s certainly one of the silliest.

Of course, whilst Manne would seemingly take any accusation of sexual misconduct at face value, she doesn’t extend the same credulity to victims of false rape allegations. Nor does she lament a low incarceration rate in false-allegation cases. In fact, she takes rather the opposite view:

Between 2009 and 2014, more than one hundred women in the United Kingdom were prosecuted for making false rape allegations. One such was Layla Ibrahim, who was sentenced to three years in prison for perverting the course of justice. Her account of her sexual assault has never wavered, and both her mother and her lawyer have testified to the fact that she was regarded as a suspect almost from the outset.[31]

While Manne is happy for men to be immediately considered guilty, it is apparently untenable for Layla Ibrahim not to be believed, for no other reason than she has always stuck to her story and that her mother agrees with her. This is despite the local police in her case having launched a 40-person manhunt to find her alleged attackers, having determined that her story had not been consistent, and that she had faked her own injuries.[32] It is not for me to conjecture as to whether Ibrahim’s story is true or not. It may be a tragic miscarriage of justice. I can’t determine that because I’m not a police investigator and I wasn’t there. Neither was Kate Manne, but that doesn’t stop her from automatically assuming guilt on the part of Ibrahim’s alleged attackers.

Manne does discuss some other victims of sexual encounters which, although not necessarily rape, certainly fit the bill of morally dubious or predatory behaviour. Unlike Layla Ibrahim’s case, however, there is no question as to their veracity.

The first is Margot, who “went through with sex” during a brief liaison to avoid offending an older man named Robert.[33] In a bizarre moment combining the ageist objectification of men with the infantilisation of women, Manne says that Robert was “too old” to be dating Margot and complains that Margot was “repulsed [sic] by Robert’s body.”[34] Rather than just being a disappointing consensual hook-up with an unattractive person, Manne contends that this was an example of sex which was “coerced, but not by any particular person”. Instead, this coercion was a result of “patriarchal social scripts” and, of course, “male sexual entitlement” that would make Margot feel rude for not “protecting and ministering” to Robert’s feelings by having sex with him.

The second is Hannah, an aspiring writer who went to the apartment of a successful middle-aged author named Chuck Palmer, who had previously been accused of using his stardom to sexually exploit undergraduates.[35] Once inside the apartment, she made her way onto his bed, where Chuck tried to rub his penis on her. When she didn’t reciprocate, Chuck’s male entitlement led him to feel “aggrieved, crestfallen, and disappointed”. In turn, this led Hannah to feel guilty, which according to Manne, demonstrated “how difficult it can be for a woman to resist a sense of male sexual entitlement that she has internalised, on his behalf.”

The third victim is the twenty-year-old student Melanie, who had “not quite” consensual sex with her fifty-two-year-old professor, David Lurie.[36] Lurie admitted to the lack of explicit consent and subsequently lost his job. At one point, Lurie noted that Melanie was barely as high as his shoulder and that this, figuratively speaking at least, encapsulated the fact that they were “unequal”. Melanie’s ambiguity throughout the affair was, according to Manne, an example of a woman wishing to protect her abuser due to “internalised misogyny”.

There are many similarities between the three cases Manne outlines. They all feature a predatory older man and a woman struggling to give or withhold clear-minded consent. Each case features confused or upset feelings on both sides, whether due to rejection or social pressure that led them to do something they weren’t sure they wanted to do. The other common element is that they are all entirely fictitious. Margot’s case comes from the short story ‘Cat Person’ by Kristen Roupenian; Hannah’s is from the HBO show Girls; and Melanie’s is from the novel Disgrace by J. M. Coetzee. Not one of the predatory men described—who Manne likens to the real-world rapist Harvey Weinstein—ever existed. Yet Manne’s book is not a literary review; it is a work of non-fiction, whose ostensible aim is to highlight the misogynistic yoke of modern society. Even if Manne were a highly competent reader of fiction (which she isn’t), would it really be appropriate to use stylised narrative works to do this?

Of David Lurie’s remark about his relative height to his victim, Manne notes that this is a “maddeningly irrelevant” way to “[affirm] the power imbalance that exists between them”.[37] Manne’s inability to interpret metaphor here is not only an embarrassingly cack-handed attempt to critique the work of a Nobel laureate; it’s also a clue as to why she takes such an overly literal approach to these works of fiction in the first place, and why she thinks they are an appropriate starting point for a discussion of sexual violence in the real world: she doesn’t understand fiction at all. Narrative fiction is not an arena for the sober and objective presentation of fact. As well as deciding on the content of their narrative, creators of short stories, novels, TV shows and films all make linguistic, aesthetic, and artistic choices which aim to intertwine form and content in a highly subjective way. Indeed, subjectivity is the whole point. That’s where the artistry is to be found, and it’s where we derive meaning from such works. Literary terms such as ‘point of view’ offer an inherent indication that we are dealing with an entirely different world from that of objective, rational truth, and that although based on authentic experiences, works of fiction cannot be said to render real life faithfully. At least, not if they are any good.

Apart from the use of imaginary events to illustrate her point (which, if true, surely doesn’t lack real-world examples), Manne also myopically imagines that no man has ever had sex with a woman to avoid offending her. Nor does Manne consider that men feel distressed at causing hurt feelings in the women they reject. Perhaps Manne simply cannot imagine a man turning a woman down, or considers women so desirable (or their ‘feminine goods’ so valuable) that should they deign to bestow consent upon a man, he could only ever be mouth-frothingly grateful for it.

Yet even then, Manne appears to think that women are fundamentally incapable of giving consent without being tricked or coerced. This is an incredibly disempowering and infantilising vision:

In a culture in which such men are deemed entitled to consent, the question of consent isn’t all that needs to be asked, when it comes to what they might have to answer for, ethically speaking. True, the consensual/non-consensual distinction has come to mark the line between legal and criminal sex acts, by default if not by design. But there is more to ethical sex than merely not doing something criminal; the same goes for most areas of human life and moral conduct. For example, there is more to being honest than not committing fraud, burglary, or grand larceny.[38]

I would agree with much of what Manne says here. It is certainly incumbent upon both partners in a relationship to ensure they act ethically towards the other person. Likewise, I would agree that doing something criminal isn’t the only way of doing something wrong. What I find so depressing about Manne’s theory is that it is steeped in such adversarial language. In positing men as the only ones who might need to “answer for” their behaviour, Manne strips women of any agency or responsibility, and seems to consider neither that both parties might equally want to engage in an intimate relationship, nor that they might share equal responsibility in ensuring that neither party is wronged. Manne’s theory sees men and women locked in a zero-sum game, in which men try to screw as many “goods” as possible out of women, whilst women play arbiters as to which men have exhibited the necessary behaviour to have those goods bestowed upon them. (Remember Manne’s odd assertion that sex is “traditionally feminine”.[39]) In thus ignoring the reciprocal nature of relationships, Manne’s thinking reinforces the rape culture myth by positing women as the gatekeepers of sexual favours, and men as the filthy brigands who might seek to obtain them, usually by illicit means. In a paradoxically archaic, non-feminist manner, Manne’s theory is positively Victorian in presenting female heterosexuality as a game of tolerance and self-preservation, as opposed to an actively fulfilling part of a woman’s life.

Although superficially convincing, upon examination it becomes clear that Manne reaches her conclusion of ubiquitous male guilt by replacing one very difficult question with a number of markedly easier ones. The easy questions (the answer to all of which is ‘yes’) are: whether or not people get raped; whether or not rape is bad; and whether or not some individuals who are guilty of rape manage to avoid punishment. The difficult question is whether or not rape is ignored, tolerated, or even encouraged in our society. In a classic bait-and-switch, Manne provides the easy answers in response to the difficult question, and relies on her readership being so engorged on a diet of anti-male sentiment that they don’t even realise they’ve been duped.

Manne’s book also represents an undercurrent of feminist thinking I will refer to as the Male Brute theory. As we will see elsewhere, this is the assumption that the actions of men can at all times be reduced to a rapacious, aggressive kind of sexual greed, regardless of emotional involvement or reciprocation. Here, Manne fails to acknowledge that rather than simply looking to steal and horde “goods” like sex and “emotional labour”, a man might look to do things like enter into a loving relationship, give and receive care in equal measure, nurture a woman as she nurtures him, and raise a family for whom he shares equal responsibility and makes equal sacrifice. Time and again, the Male Brute theory overlooks the fact that rather than simply hunting women down for sex, men might have more complex desires which are not even remotely harmful to women.

This extraordinarily dehumanising process is born of a desire for ideological and cultural control. Fully rounded humans are complicated beings; in good conscience, it is not easy to throw them into a box marked ‘Entitled’. By reducing men to their most base, carnal functions, the Male Brute theory allows Manne and other feminist thinkers to present men as a homogenous group of slavering bullies who are principally governed by their hard-ons. By actively seeking out extreme cases which support this theory (e.g. Harvey Weinstein), Manne takes her confirmation bias to stratospheric levels of judgemental ignorance.

Since Manne has established her own spectrum of male entitlement based on the actions of society’s worst men (including those who aren’t real), one might feel tempted to do the same thing for women. On the evidence of false-allegation prosecutions, we might assert that we live in an ‘accusation culture’ in which women feel entitled to male guilt. Just as Manne’s definition of male transgressions towards women includes non-criminal matters, we might extend this entitlement to accusations of a non-criminal nature. If a woman guilt-trips her husband for a domestic issue, is she manifesting a societally reinforced misandry? If a husband ends up ‘ministering’ to his wife’s hurt feelings over the matter, has he internalised that misandry to the point where, against his own interests, he is giving up ‘traditionally masculine goods’ like responsibility, defence from harm, and ‘protective labour’? I assume Manne would disagree with this on any number of pseudo-intellectual counts, but the simplest reason one ought not to agree with this proposition is that it’s total bullshit. Although an amusing intellectual exercise in that it highlights the absurdity of Manne’s arguments, grasping for societal wrongs is a woefully inadequate way to navigate interpersonal relationships.

Yet at the same time, it provides a very effective get-out clause for sexually violent criminals: society made them do it. In the same way that Manne considers women incapable of navigating intimate relationships without intervention from a higher authority, she acknowledges that sex offenders themselves “may be victims of misogyny and rape culture”.[40] Whilst there is no doubt that environmental and personal circumstances might affect the moral development of an individual, this argument allows offenders to abdicate responsibility for their actions. But let’s be clear. Rapists are not encouraged, abetted, or excused by societal norms and values; rapists are violent criminals who have had every opportunity to consider their actions before committing them. The only cause of rape is the moral decrepitude of the perpetrator. To draw a false continuum between the act of rape and an illusory, nebulous sense of male ‘entitlement’ is dangerously stupid.

In addition to the Male Brute, Manne’s assertions rest upon another tenet of modern feminist thinking I will refer to as Psychic Feminism. Usually concomitant with an episode of anti-male polemicising, this is a kind of mindreading wherein a feminist commentator asserts intimate knowledge of the morally perverse psychology of one half of the population—men—despite belonging to the other half. Believing they have amassed sufficient evidence of this delinquent male mindset, they purport to observe its manifestation in just about every aspect of society, despite never having lived as one of the people they are talking about.

Take novelist Elaine Hsieh Chou’s 2022 essay ‘What White Men Say in Our Absence’, published by New York magazine’s The Cut website, a respected online media outlet with over seven million hits per month.[41] Hsieh Chou’s article evidences a highly questionable approach to race, but for the purposes of this discussion, I will mainly take issue with its portrayal of men.

Hsieh Chou begins by recounting an incident that occurred the year after she graduated from college. On a train in Taipei, where she was teaching English, she overheard a conversation between two young white men discussing their experiences dating Asian women. The men were speaking English. Their assumption that no one around them could understand what they were saying led them, in the author’s view, to speak with an uncharacteristic frankness to which an Asian woman like Hsieh Chou would not usually bear witness. In other words, she had momentary access to the titular ‘What White Men Say in Our Absence’.

During their conversation, one of the men claimed that he had dated a Japanese woman who had a “code” for indicating she wanted sex, which was to claim to be sleepy. At this point, Hsieh Chou arrived at her stop and, a decision she apparently regrets to this day, got off the train without listening any further. Her subsequent interpretation of this conversational snippet was that the men were “describing Asian women like sex robots whose operative functions include codes”.[42] According to Hsieh Chou, this interaction was typical of the way white men think about and discuss Asian women, and was indicative of a deeply engrained form of consistent racialised sexual exploitation in white male/Asian female relationships.

Now, the conversation is hardly flattering to the two anonymous white men. It was undoubtedly gauche, a tad immature and rather culturally insensitive to be having such a conversation in public as if no one could understand them. But does it really merit the revulsion evident in Hsieh Chou’s reaction? People who find themselves immersed in a culture whose norms are radically different to their own will inevitably share observations about that culture, and young people will inevitably have conversations about sex and dating.

Hsieh Chou clearly feels that the sentence “describing Asian women like sex robots whose operative functions include codes” is a savagely impactful condemnation of the men’s objectification of women. Read the sentence again. Is it an accurate summation of the conversation she described? Is it as clever as its author thinks it is? Through naivety or deliberate obfuscation, Hsieh Chou misinterprets the word ‘code’ as descriptive of some kind of programming language, when clearly what was being referred to was a cultural code. It may in fact have been—dare I say it—an act of cultural sensitivity to realise that in a conservative society like Japan, women might need to use indirect means of expressing their sexual desires. When the phrases of which the author is evidently most proud show such an insincere, bad-faith reading of men’s actions, one should not be surprised that the article gets worse, but it does:

I wasn’t a stranger to white male “expats” preying on Asian women. At the English school where I taught, all my white male co-workers exclusively dated or were married to Taiwanese women.[43]

In the original article, the word ‘preying’ is hyperlinked to a Guardian article about a pick-up artist who sexually harasses Japanese women whilst shouting the names of Pokémon characters. This is as if to imply that the man on the train who dated a Japanese woman, the author’s interracially married colleagues, and a man who goes through the streets of Tokyo yelling “pikachu” and pulling women’s heads towards his penis are all guilty of the same behaviour. And that’s before you get to the use of the word ‘preying’ itself. Yes, preying. That’s a direct quote. It’s not hyperbolic paraphrasing. It’s not a pastiche of the excesses of feminist discourse. That’s the actual word Hsieh Chou used in her article and had approved by an editor. It’s still there at the time of writing this, and nobody seems to mind.

Did no one on the editorial staff feel that word was as offensive to Asian women as it was to white men? In the author's opinion, were the Asian wives of her co-workers capable of feeling their own romantic desires and making their own life choices? Was it possible that any of those Asian women had—gasp—actively pursued one of the white men? Apparently not. Reading judgements like this, one is reminded of the black brute caricature of the Jim Crow era, when anti-miscegenation laws prohibited interracial relationships. The message I take from Hsieh Chou’s article is that white men are as rapaciously exploitative as Asian women are defenceless and childlike, and that these characteristics are written into their racial identity, which makes any union between the two inherently coercive. To characterise white male/Asian female relationships in this way is shockingly anti-egalitarian, and all of this in an article whose ostensible aim is to denounce bigotry.

To further bolster her take on the Male Brute, Hsieh Chou goes on to present more extreme examples of violently racist sexualised ideation she has found on the internet:

On sl*thate.com, a white man fantasized about r**ing his half-Japanese teenage daughter, called “little geisha **** doll” and “little neo-colonialist jewel.” On another forum, a white man asked in all earnestness if he could still be a white nationalist and **** East Asian women.[44][†]

Now, since there’s no way I’m typing that kind of search term into Google, I can’t verify this quote. That said, you'll get no argument from me about how disgusting it is. This is vile, hateful garbage and should be condemned in the strongest terms. Yet the name of the website alone should have given Hsieh Chou a clue as to the clientele it attracts. Using this material as a representative example of how white men think—as if you’ve stumbled upon the central directory of appalling white-guy thoughts—is, at best, sexist and irresponsible. (I will leave the reader to draw their own conclusions as to the racial element being presented here.) The irony is that Hsieh Chou’s bigoted article constitutes the kind of material which, if the myth of rape culture were not so prevalent, would itself be consigned to the back channels of the internet along with the rest of the odious bile spilling from websites like sl*thate.com.

Hsieh Chou goes on to provide some even more extreme examples of misogynous fantasies from obscure internet forums before claiming that:

…these thoughts are actually voiced aloud all the time in polite society: I’ve never been with an Asian girl before. I have a thing for Asian girls.[45]

Aside from being a laughably anachronistic caricature of male behaviour, the reportorial sleight of hand here is not particularly discreet. Do any of us really hear these thoughts voiced aloud all the time? Who are these men? Where did the author hear this? What is ‘polite society’? Are these remarks even remotely comparable to the ultra-violent sexualised imagery the author was previously discussing?

Hsieh Chou then recounts the case of Quyen Ngoc Nguyen, a Vietnamese woman living in Great Britain who was brutally kidnapped, raped, and murdered in 2017.[46] After her murder, her body was set on fire and left to burn in her own car. She left two children behind. Her killers, Stephen Unwin and William McFall, were previously known to her and had both been released from jail after prior murder convictions.[47] Following an inquest, it was concluded that they had likely been emboldened to commit further crimes due to systemic failures in the British police and probation service.

This was a sadistic, premeditated, and monstrous attack. That anybody could have their life taken from them for the amusement of two criminally depraved individuals, who were known to the authorities and could have been stopped, is unthinkably tragic and senseless. Yet how many men wouldn’t see it that way? Hsieh Chou wants us to believe that secretly, in men’s minds—especially white men, of course—this kind of thing is acceptable or even desirable. And she can tell us that men condone these acts because of her moment of revelation years earlier: an indiscreet conversation she overheard on a train.

She gets away with this kind of rhetoric because rape is such an emotive subject. Right now, reading this, you probably feel nauseated and saddened by what you read about Quyen Ngoc Nguyen. You may even have had the unwelcome mental image of a similar thing happening to someone in your life. Perhaps it was your wife, your mother, your daughter, or even yourself. But the manipulation of that feeling of fear and disgust is exactly the problem with the term ‘rape culture’. You are not invited to rationally agree with the proposition that we live in a rape culture, but to identify with it emotionally, which is not difficult to do when you are presented with evil acts committed upon real people just like you and those you love.

But to equate the conversational transgressions of naïve people struggling to navigate a foreign culture with the crimes of rape and torture; to draw a parallel between comments like “I’ve never been with an Asian girl” and the acts of kidnap and homicide; to insinuate that these things are representative of men’s ubiquitous predation upon women throughout an entire society is, at best, a work of fearful imagination. At worst, it’s an act of staggering intellectual dishonesty, not to mention the wilful exploitation of an innocent woman’s murder in the name of a political agenda.

But who cares about a 2500-word article published on the internet? The Cut has a significant readership, but it’s not the front page of the New York Times or The Guardian. To date, the article has had a couple of hundred comments and isn’t going to set the world alight. In a contemporary slew of similarly ill-judged twaddle, her article is unlikely to distinguish itself over time. But isn’t that exactly the problem? It’s depressing to think that this kind of rhetoric now forms such an established strand of mainstream thought that people barely notice it anymore.

To illustrate this, one might consider how easy it would be to search out fundamentalist Islamist material on the web and patch it all together to decry Muslim attitudes to the West. I doubt the editors at The Cut would approve of the title ‘What Muslims Say in Our Absence’ followed by an article littered with the internet’s most violent anti-Western propaganda, as proof that all Muslims secretly want to destroy us. Firstly, because that’s not true; secondly, because encouraging anti-Muslim thought and behaviour would be a hate crime; and thirdly, because there is not one person on the planet who can rightly claim to know how all Muslims think, particularly amongst those people who are not even Muslim. Yet the arrant prejudice of Hsieh Chou’s article, its wildly hypocritical generalisations, and its dehumanising treatment of an entire section of the population go completely unchecked, because the target of its vitriol—men—are considered fair game in a society where ‘rape culture’ has been declared like some kind of martial law.

Nevertheless, its open adherence to the myth of the Male Brute should not be considered banal. A hopeful part of me would like to imagine that in a hundred years, people might regard material like this in the same way that The Birth of a Nation is viewed now. In the climactic moment of D. W. Griffith’s 1915 racist pro-Klan film, a white woman jumps to her death to avoid being raped by a black pursuer.[48] This scene struck the fear of God into white audiences at the time, and has been credited with the revival of the Ku Klux Klan.[49] The Birth of a Nation is rightly condemned nowadays for its earnest depiction of hatred as a noble quality. In time, one would hope that articles such as ‘What White Men Say in Our Absence’ will receive similar treatment.

Until then, you are likely to be eyed with deep suspicion upon uttering anything like the above in public. You may even be accused of being a ‘rape apologist’. This, like so many other terms adopted by modern radical feminists, is a label designed to intimidate you. How dare you question the existence of rape culture after that innocent woman was killed? Don’t you care about the victims and their families? Are you condoning rape? Are you a rapist? You might say something to the effect that to deny there is a rape culture is not to deny that the crime of rape occurs, nor is it to suggest that when it does occur, it is anything other than despicable. This is likely to be met with a lot of eye-rolling, as if to imply that that is exactly what a rape apologist would say. But it’s important to hold your ground. Drawing complacent and illusory parallels between rape and other undesirable behaviours is not constructive. Nor is it fair for what is likely the most traumatic event of a person’s life to be dogmatically co-opted by those who seek to establish an ideological position.

Arguably, the term ‘rape culture’ has undergone something of a semantic shift, and may no longer denote the apparent prevalence of sexual assault. The term has instead been absorbed into a conglomeration of mutually reinforcing myths about the subjugation of women in modern Western society, and has taken on as much of a metaphorical meaning as a literal one. If we live in a patriarchy—which perpetuates workplace discrimination and the gender pay gap—it is not a huge jump to assert that the men at the helm of that patriarchy feel entitled to women’s bodies, and would offer women insufficient recourse to protect themselves. Similarly, a society which allows men to commit sexual violence upon women with impunity is likely to value women less in other areas, including the professional domain; this perpetuates the patriarchal power imbalance, and so on ad infinitum. This kind of facile, circular reasoning often makes it difficult to argue with feminism. The movement is founded upon several reciprocally supportive false beliefs, propagated through alarmist sloganeering and spurious reasoning. Simply put, there’s always another myth to fall back on.

But the problem of rape in the developed world is not a cultural one; it’s a criminal one. Men and women who commit rape are not normal people. They are violent offenders, and exaggerating the degree to which a ‘sexist’ culture condones or fails to punish these individuals is not only inaccurate; it’s also dangerous and disempowering. The term ‘rape culture’ mitigates an offender’s responsibility; in a true rape culture, a perpetrator may justifiably claim to have been acting under cultural influence, instead of having consciously decided to commit a violent crime.[50]

The ‘low’ conviction rate for rape is often presented in such a way as to imply that a conviction rate of anything less than 100% amounts to an unspoken societal edict that rape is acceptable. But this would hardly be better than a conviction rate of 0%; each would imply the utter privation of legal rigour and would, by definition, engender countless miscarriages of justice. Women are also less likely to report incidents of sexual assault if they are led to believe that convictions are rare, an idea which, conversely, is only likely to embolden would-be attackers.

And not only does it pose a danger to women; the rape culture theory is a harmful demonstration of the modern feminist stereotyping of heterosexual men as sinful, predatory, and morally deviant. Its manifestation can be eerily reminiscent of the homophobic and racial abuse to which gay and black men have historically been subjected. The theory works alongside that of the Male Brute in that it posits our society as inadequately prohibitive of men’s intrinsically violent nature; in a rape culture, all men are potential rapists at heart, whether they have ever acted on their violent sexual urges or not. These ideas stigmatise male heterosexuality and alienate men, which hardly seems like a recipe for a more harmonious society. We do not live in a rape culture, and until this myth is dispelled, a genuinely constructive debate around sexual violence will struggle to come to fruition.


Chapter 4: “Men explain things to me that I already know.”

If the first three of our feminist ideas had at least the slightest serious basis, this is where things start to get very silly indeed. In what may be the ground zero of spurious feminist neologisms, this phenomenon is also smugly referred to as mansplaining. Urgh. This term seems to be ruthlessly deployed to ridicule, humiliate, and insult men—regardless of their intentions—whenever they mention a fact in earshot of a woman who already knows that fact. This heinous conversational transgression can, of course, be further aggravated by the offences of being straight, white, or old. It doesn’t matter if a man is trying to be helpful or kind, or even if there is no possible way he could have known the woman had prior knowledge of the subject; if at all possible, he can and must be pilloried for his actions. He must be labelled a mansplainer.

To be fair, ‘mansplaining’ is an amusing word. It caught on because it’s funny. It wouldn’t be out of place in a hilarious rant by one of the girls on a drunken night out, or as a hysterical bit in a female stand-up comic’s routine. “Wasn’t Sarah hilarious the other night talking about that douche at work?”. “How about the part when her husband told her how to work the dishwasher like she didn’t already know?” Ha ha. That’s what ‘mansplaining’ is. It’s observational comedy. It’s a joke. You can tell it’s a frivolous thing because the word itself is frivolous. But what mansplaining isn’t—what it decidedly is not and never will be—is an empirically observable cultural or sociological phenomenon. A cutesy portmanteau word for a thing doesn't make it true.

The second problem with throwing around the term ‘mansplaining’ is that it’s a sexist insult. It equates the act of being patronising with the quality of being male. It’s also inherently hypocritical. As soon as you accuse someone of mansplaining, you’re using patronisingly sexist language to denounce patronisingly sexist behaviour. Yet the word seems to have developed a cockroach-like staying power due to the fact that it bears no discussion or disagreement. After all, if you explain that accusing someone of mansplaining is patronising and sexist, what do you think you’ll be accused of? Yep, you guessed it. You’ll be guilty of mansplaining mansplaining. And it is a travesty for any rational person to have to navigate such mindlessly circular reasoning.

But you may well have to navigate it. For despite mounting evidence that feminism may have achieved some of its stated goals, there remains at its heart a stubborn resistance to success. As it becomes apparent that the ‘gender pay gap’ narrative isn’t as simple as it sounds, or that we don’t live in a patriarchal autocracy governed by a syndicate of woman-hating rape apologists, modern feminists are dreaming up ever more innovative forms of victimhood. Take the British journalist Mary Ann Sieghart’s 2021 book The Authority Gap: Why Women Are Still Taken Less Seriously Than Men, and What We Can Do About It. According to the book’s amazon listing, the British retailer Waterstone’s promoted this title as one of their ‘Best political books of the year’; it was listed by the Times as one of their ‘Best philosophy and ideas’ books of 2021, by the Guardian as one of their ‘Best politics books of the year’, and was longlisted for the 2022 Business Book Award.

In her introduction, Sieghart grandiosely announces that:

The authority gap is the mother of all gender gaps. If women aren’t taken as seriously as men, they are going to be paid less, promoted less and held back in their careers. They are going to feel less confident and less entitled to success. If we don’t do anything about it, the gap between women and men in the public sphere will never disappear.[51]

See what she did there? Just like that dramatic moment in a movie when you find out the bad guy has a boss who is even scarier than he is, Sieghart introduces something even more alarming than the gender pay gap: the ‘authority gap’. With a particular emphasis on the professional and political spheres, Sieghart takes the basic idea behind ‘mansplaining’ and opportunistically reworks it to the tune of 384 cringe-inducing pages. Her basic argument is that due to ‘unconscious bias’, men talk too much and don’t listen to women enough. To remedy this, men ought to talk less and listen more. And that’s pretty much it. I’ll leave it to you to decide whether that ought to rank among the best political and philosophical ideas that came out of Britain in 2021.

In order to bolster her central claim, Sieghart interviews some typical women off the street, such as Baroness Hale of Richmond, Lady Cherie Blair, and Dame Mary Beard. In case you haven’t heard of them, they are, respectively: the former President of the Supreme Court of the United Kingdom, the wife of former British Prime Minister Tony Blair, and a Cambridge Professor and Dame Commander of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire. Sieghart also interviews the then British Foreign Secretary and Member of Parliament, Liz Truss; the former President of Ireland, Mary McAleese; and the former Prime Minister of Australia, Julia Gillard.

All of these women claim that in their professional capacity, they have been underestimated, undervalued, overlooked, and frequently interrupted or talked over by men. Apparently, this is compelling evidence of the fact that men feel entitled to “conversational space” and are taught from an early age to engage in “conversational manspreading” at the expense of the women around them, even when those women are more competent or more knowledgeable than they are.[52]

According to Sieghart, this all starts at school. In keeping with the Psychic Feminist claim that men don’t know their own minds as well as feminists do, Sieghart claims that boys are indoctrinated into speaking in overconfident tones by their teachers, which means that by the time they become men, they don’t even realise they’re doing it.[53] She complains that teachers neglect girls in class by verbally addressing boys more frequently, and tend to give girls less detailed feedback. She adds that British parents overestimate their sons’ IQs more than their daughters’, and that American parents are more likely to ask Google whether their sons are ‘gifted’. [54]

Yet in the same breath, Sieghart acknowledges that, on average, girls develop faster than boys, have a better vocabulary, occupy more places in gifted and talented programmes, get consistently better grades, and win more university places. Meanwhile, boys are slower to learn self-control, more prone to developmental disorders, and are disciplined more harshly and more publicly than girls for the same transgressions. [55]

Despite this evidence, Sieghart still concludes that schools are a training ground for male supremacy. But that’s because she doesn’t understand schools. I have worked in schools for nearly two decades, and I can tell you I have met hundreds of female students about whom I didn’t need to ask Google if they were gifted, because in a school system perfectly adapted for them to flourish, it was patently obvious that they were. I’ve also met many boys whose talents are harder to spot because they don’t settle as easily into sitting at a desk and listening to adults explain abstract information for eight hours a day. Sieghart fails to appreciate this simple fact, but this also means that boys make more mistakes. One of the cornerstones of good pedagogy is to give feedback on those mistakes, so if boys are doing worse, it makes sense that they get more feedback. As for verbal engagement, if someone is likely to misbehave and derail your class—which boys are, particularly the underprivileged ones—you are more likely to address them to pre-empt the disruption. In this sense, teachers’ verbal engagement with boys benefits everyone in the class, including the girls. Girls need less direct intervention because early academic environments are far better adapted to them.

Throughout my career, I have met plenty of disconsolate parents who are desperate to believe that their son is actually good at something, yet his educational institution provides precious few opportunities for him to prove that. It therefore doesn’t surprise me that parents might ascribe to underachieving boys the nebulous, impossible to measure, and ultimately meaningless quality of having a high IQ. A hitherto unrecognised ‘gift’ might just mean their son is not a lost cause. Parents of high-achieving girls need no such reassurance.

That boys are being failed by the Western system of public education is obvious even in Sieghart’s own evidence, but she is more than happy to blithely sweep this aside and move on to other male transgressions. Perhaps when Sieghart herself was attending the private Cobham Hall and Bedales Schools in the south of England—an education which would cost at least £150,000 ($200,000) in today’s money—the poor discipline and underachievement of boys weren’t such an issue.[56] Information on Sieghart’s upper-class education is available in the British publication Debrett’s Etiquette. According to its website, “the Debrett’s Peerage & Baronetage database contains biographical information and coats of arms for over 3,000 hereditary peers, life peers and baronets” and is an “unrivalled guide to protocol and modern manners, offering information about addressing royalty, people with titles and members of the professions.”[57] We might forgive Sieghart, therefore, for being just a little out of touch.

Indeed, in one of the most tone-deaf moments of the book, Sieghart quotes a jointly written passage by the researcher and lifelong feminist Myra Sadker; her husband David Sadker, a self-styled “Courage & Renewal facilitator”;[58] and Karen Zittleman, a teacher and writer whose interests include the “alchemy of essential oils” as well as “connecting with the Wisdom of Mother Earth”, and who “believes deeply in the universal energies that connect us all”.[59] Ahem. According to Sadker et al., “In today’s sexist school culture, boys assume that they are number one, and begin to understand the inherited power of entitlement.”[60]

If you have ever worked in a school, you might be rereading that sentence to make sure you got it right. You might be amused by the stupidity of it. You might be wondering where these mythical schools are. Or perhaps you are experiencing vicarious anger on behalf of the masses of underprivileged, underachieving, underqualified boys heading into adult life with few to no qualifications. You might simply have been rendered speechless by the absurdity of the idea that schools are systemically sexist in a way that favours boys.

But let’s say, for a second, you and I are wrong about this. Maybe the Sadkers’ research was impartial, accurate, and not at all shaped by a pre-existing feminist agenda. Even then, we still face the problem that their research, which Sieghart leans on heavily to support her claims, was published in 1986. So, not only is the research behind Sieghart’s argument the work of partisan crackpots; it’s also nearly 40 years old.

Elsewhere, Sieghart’s insights into male psychology are wearyingly familiar. In a morbidly dunderheaded example of Psychic Feminism, Sieghart imagines that boys’ preferential treatment in school leads to them becoming men who, in a professional environment, feel more “entitled” to take up conversational space than women.[61] In meetings, they interrupt more, speak for longer, and, as is attested to by former Trump Cabinet member Elaine Chao, make less worthwhile contributions than women.

Sieghart is delighted by a “clever visual test” carried out by Sue Montgomery, a former mayor in Montreal, Canada. Because Montgomery liked to keep her mind focused during city council meetings by knitting (yes, knitting), she decided to make a shawl in a meeting one day, switching colours to measure the amount of time people of either gender spoke. Men were represented by red wool; women were represented by green. And guess what the result was? Do you think maybe it was roughly equal? Do you think Montgomery’s shawl was a harmonious tapestry of gender-balanced discourse? Oh no it wasn’t! By the end of the meeting, Montgomery’s shawl constituted about 75% red wool, which allowed her to conclude that men are less efficient in their speech and “like to hear themselves talk”.[62] She has since posted pictures of her knitting on Twitter.

There are, of course,  a number of unknown variables here, such as the subject of the meeting, the hierarchical positions of the attendees, their relative levels of expertise, how long it takes Montgomery to change wool colours, or whether or not everyone present waited in silence while she did so. Nor do we know whether anyone noticed Montgomery’s little pantomime or knew about it beforehand. One thing we do know is that Montgomery had at least a certain amount of authority in the room, since none of the attendees had the nerve to ask the mayor why the fuck she was knitting during a city council meeting. Indeed, imagine a meeting where a man in a position of power openly keeps tabs on the length of time women speak so he can vilify them for it afterwards on social media. It wouldn’t take long for him to be rightly accused of bullying, intimidation, and abuse of power. Yet Sieghart is perfectly happy to proceed as if Montgomery’s shawl was an empirically robust, statistically reliable way to reinforce her claim about men talking too much.

At no point does it occur to Sieghart that men may talk more than women on certain occasions because they feel nervous around the women they are talking to, particularly if those women are as professionally competent and successful as Sieghart makes them out to be. She never considers loneliness, insecurity, or awkwardness. She doesn’t allow men the possibility of feeling apprehensive or inadequate. She never stops to imagine the financial pressure men feel and how that might make them act at work. Instead, men’s supposed excessive verbiage is mercilessly attributed to a comedically self-important sense of arrogant superiority, without a thought for any slightly kinder interpretations.

The book’s introduction sets the tone for this by featuring a cartoon drawing of a woman trying to read a book while a man looks over her shoulder and pompously announces: “The Authority Gap. Ah yes. Allow me to explain. It means…”.[63] After that, each further chapter begins with another illustrated vignette. One shows a male convict questioning whether a female judge has pronounced his sentence correctly.[64] One shows a male professional announcing: “I’ve got this! Don’t worry—I’m in charge! I’ll get this done! Leave it to me! No problem! I can…” while a female colleague thinks to herself: “I’ve just done it. And I did it well.”[65] Another features a man ascending to heaven and announcing to a female God: “I assumed you were a man.”[66]

Although one might take some hope from the fact that Sieghart at least allows a man into heaven, these cartoons effectively embody Sieghart’s modus operandi. That is, to present a caricature of men as unobservant, unprofessional, stupid, overly talkative, idiotic oafs who blunder around their professional environments ignoring and discrediting women, all of whom are quietly thoughtful, consummately professional and, of course, more competent than the men. In fairness, some of the cartoons are pretty funny, although neither Sieghart nor her editor seems to have noticed the irony of such breezy silliness in a book which argues for women to be taken more seriously.

One of Sieghart’s other case studies features the hopelessly downtrodden victim Frances Morris, Director of London’s Tate Modern art gallery, which is part of the Tate institution, a government-sponsored network of major British art collections. Morris received a total remuneration of around £160,000 ($209,000) in her second year in the job in 2018, a 10% increase on the previous year. Salary figures after that point are harder to track down, but if she continued at that rate, she’s now in the region of £200,000 ($260,000) a year.

But of course, she’s not happy. “As director of Tate Modern,” she complains, “I can spend all day as a powerful, articulate person who’s taken seriously, and I can leave this building and I’m nobody.”[67] That obviously sounds terrible, but like Sieghart, Morris is desperately oblivious to the lives of normal people. How many of us get to spend all day being powerful and articulate at work? How many people get to stride into an iconic, world-famous art gallery and get taken seriously for their views whilst being paid roughly five times the average salary? Why should the average person on the street roll out the red carpet for Morris when she leaves the building?

The fact that Morris enjoys authority in her place of work runs counter to the central argument of Sieghart’s book, and belies the feminist claim that women are excluded from high-status professions. Indeed, 15 of the Tate organisation’s 21 Directors serving in the period 2021-22 were women; six were men. Amongst the organisation’s Executive Group, which serves as the overall authority for organisational strategy and policy, six out of eight members were female, including the overall Director and the Managing Director, who each received over £200,000 total remuneration for a year’s work.[68] Maria Balshaw, who sits at the organisation's helm, received an eye-watering bonus of £26,000 ($31,277) on top of her salary, which is only slightly lower than the median yearly salary for all the organisation’s employees (£28,765).[69]

Isn’t the fact that women occupy 75% of the top jobs in this organisation evidence of the progress feminists have been demanding for years? Despite all indications that the gender imbalance in the Tate institution favours women, apparently there’s still work to be done. Sieghart tokenistically asks Morris whether previous male Directors of the Tate Modern ever had anyone question their authority. “No,” says Morris, “it hasn’t happened to them”. And apparently, that’s the end of that. No need to ask any of those male directors or investigate the claim; Morris’s word will do.

In the same way proponents of the gender pay gap are infatuated with Hollywood, this pandering to the perceived mistreatment of fantastically wealthy women is a constant theme of Sieghart’s book, which is littered with phrases like “top jobs”, “prestigious jobs”, “leadership jobs”, “professional jobs”, “senior jobs”, “ministerial jobs”, and “high-status jobs”. The only time Sieghart mentions the word “cleaner” in her book is to express her horror that once, whilst getting into a lift, a British female politician was mistaken for one, apparently a grave insult in feminist circles.[70]

So why the obsession with these high-status roles? Like the oft-cited lack of women CEOs, it's difficult to see what the struggles of women like these are supposed to tell regular people about their lives, or what they are supposed to do about it. For those of us unlikely to ever be a Baroness, a Lady, or a Dame, the gripes of these high-powered women feel more than a tad hollow. Sieghart claims to be telling the stories of these filthy-rich women because they are bound to be representative of the lives of the rest of womankind.[71] If even those at the top are getting a raw deal, she argues, then it’s probably just as bad or even worse for women at the bottom. But Sieghart doesn’t tell us much about the experiences of these victims of trickle-down sexism, either because she doesn’t care or because their insufficiently opulent lifestyles don’t provide the right kind of surrogate outrage for the modern feminist reader.

At this point, we ought to be questioning Sieghart’s motivations, as well as those of her readers. Who picks this book up, and why? Oddly enough, the book’s blurb purports to be aimed at men:

Imagine living in a world in which you were routinely patronised by women.

Imagine having your views ignored or your expertise frequently challenged by them.

Imagine people always addressing the woman you are with before you.

Now imagine a world in which the reverse of this is true.[72]

But who does that really appeal to? Who wants to see that idea expanded to 384 pages? Of course, I imagine some men read that and are gullible enough to be convinced they are in need of rehabilitation. There are probably more than a few who are even masochistic enough to cough up the asking price and take a literary browbeating every night for a week, earnestly mewling their apologies to their wives and girlfriends. Then there are the single men who might accidentally get seen reading Sieghart’s work at Starbucks, looking thoughtful and handsome enough to pick up some passing interest from a woman who likes her men malleable.

What the list of thought experiments is unlikely to do for the average man—if their reaction is anything like mine—is to achieve its ostensible aim of conjuring an utterly unimaginable, post-apocalyptic, matriarchal world. And that’s because it’s not particularly hard to imagine any of these things happening. There are plenty of patronising, rude, and dismissive women out there, and men interact with them all the time. If feminists imagine that any man who reads that list of statements will have a guilt-ridden epiphany, they really ought to think again.

Let’s take a closer look:

Imagine living in a world in which you were routinely patronised by women.

No imagination necessary. In fact, Sieghart’s book is a prime example of that happening. I feel patronised whenever I hear the words ‘mansplaining’, ‘manspreading’, ‘manterrupting’, ‘manderestimating’, ‘mandermining’, or the now-ubiquitous insult ‘old white guy’. And by the way, if you’d like to see just how patronising women can be, try leaving the house as a man with a young child. I’ve had complete strangers approach me to question what my daughter is wearing, what she is eating, the time of day she is eating, whether she is buckled in correctly, and whether she needs a nap. I can tell you categorically that all these strangers were female. What this tells you is that some women are interfering arseholes. What it doesn’t tell you is that we live in an oppressive matriarchy.

Imagine having your views ignored or your expertise frequently challenged by [women].

I have a tough job with a good rate of pay. That means I must accept that people ignore my views and challenge my expertise all the time. I work in a female-dominated industry, so most of the time, when I’m challenged, it’s by a woman. Sometimes they’re right; sometimes they’re wrong. More often than that, though, the optimal solution lies somewhere between my view and theirs. I learn a lot from these interactions and am better at my job because of them. I don’t think I’m entitled to agreement from people of the opposite gender; in organisational terms that would be a disaster, not to mention a developmental impediment to me.

Imagine people always addressing the woman you are with before you.

Again, I have no trouble envisioning this, because it happens in every single situation involving my child. At doctor’s appointments, childcare drop-off, parent-teacher meetings, buying clothes and school equipment, you name it. In these situations, men and women alike regularly address my wife first while treating me like the guy who drove everyone here and is holding the coats.

Now imagine a world in which the reverse of this is true.

Sieghart clearly likes this sentence. She imagines it has a certain rhetorical punch to it. Because guess what? We do live in a world where men routinely patronise, challenge, and ignore women. Don’t we? Well, yes and no. People challenge people all the time. If you go through life greedily counting up all the times someone of the opposite sex offended you, you can come up with all sorts of gender-based grievances. Once you train your mind in this way—which, for the sake of your sanity, I don’t recommend—you can universalise your experiences to make wholesale claims about the world you live in being systematically set up to oppress you.

So who buys The Authority Gap, and why? Do any of its female readers genuinely think it’s going to change the world? Or is it more a case of reading for pleasure? Given the book’s narrow and repetitive argument and its stellar cast of glamorous, high-paid women, one might be forgiven for detecting an element of vicarious living here, which possibly reveals something about the true purpose of books like this. The Authority Gap offers plenty of other celebrity damsel-in-distress stories I didn’t have room to critique here. But what does it tell us to learn of a female tech CEO being interrupted at a meeting, a female university vice-chancellor being snubbed at a dinner party, or Anne Hathaway’s retrospective guilt at not giving her first female director enough credit?[73] The elephant in the room here is that, rather than having anything to do with equality, texts like this seem to exercise acquisitive fantasies of power, wealth, and prestige, with more than a slight undercurrent of sadistic domination over men. Although feminists may feel entertained and recreationally emboldened by these stories, they are ultimately discouraged from any genuine self-appraisal by the creation of a ubiquitous scapegoat for their personal and professional failings. Despite its purported aims, it is highly doubtful whether The Authority Gap is doing anything towards creating a fairer society, or was ever intended to do so.

In fact, reading Sieghart’s thought experiment led me to wonder what my own ‘Imagine’ list would look like if I wanted to make a point about my experiences dealing with women. The difference is that if I wanted to make a generalised complaint based on a few bad experiences, I wouldn’t need to imagine an alternative dystopian world. These bad experiences have happened, and continue to happen, in the very world we live in:

Imagine being congratulated by a female stranger for knowing how to change your baby’s nappy.

Imagine a female colleague telling you, apropos of nothing, that she can’t picture you being affectionate with your child.

Imagine returning to work after a bereavement and not being asked, at any point, by anyone, if you’re OK.

Imagine returning to work after a period of illness to have a female colleague wonder aloud what “took you so long” to recover from a pandemic disease which has killed almost seven million people to date, including your own mother.

Imagine being bombarded by media messages portraying people of your gender as sexually threatening predators, and being told that if you look at a woman the wrong way, it could be considered a sexually violent crime.

Imagine that in any situation involving physical threat, you are the de facto first line of defence, at the risk of violence, serious injury, or even death.

Imagine you have a job which is in no way related to car maintenance. After work one day, a female colleague you’ve never spoken to before asks you to replace her flat tyre, free of charge, without even considering the idea that she might fix it herself.

Imagine being promoted after spending years working your way up through an organisation, doing overtime, working weekends, compromising your physical and mental health, sacrificing time with your loved ones, and then having a woman suggest you only got the job because you're a man.

Imagine, despite numerous rebuttals, a married colleague grabbing your genitals at work drinks and trying to stick her tongue in your mouth. She then starts emailing you pictures of her kids. You’re young. You don’t complain. Firstly, because it doesn’t seem very manly to be sexually harassed; secondly, because if it’s ever your word against a woman’s, nobody will believe you.

I don’t need imagination to picture a world where any of this is true, because all of these things have happened to me. What’s more, I think I could justifiably say that all of them have at least one element which makes the experience uniquely male, in that they either wouldn’t have happened to a woman, or at least that they would have happened differently. Some of these incidents were a long time ago; some are ongoing phenomena that all men deal with. Most of them didn’t bother me all that much at the time, but when I list them all like that, it starts to feel like I live in a deeply sexist world where women routinely patronise men, stigmatise them, and expose them to physical harm and emotional neglect.

But I don’t think that. I don’t think an accumulation of personal experiences, deliberately viewed through a compounding prism of gender-based discrimination, justifies the all-encompassing societal claim that women oppress men. In retrospect, I can also see that some of these women might have felt insecure, inadequate, threatened, scared, desperate, or lonely, or may have made a mere slip of the tongue which they possibly regretted afterwards. The point is that if I found Sieghart’s Manichean gender apocalypse attractive enough, I could create my own version without great difficulty.

More recently, I was given a gym induction by a female personal trainer. If I had to guess, I’d say my first gym visit probably happened before she was born. I smiled and nodded for fifteen minutes while she told me how to misuse the Smith rack, and feigned interest while she laboured over a complicated cross trainer I knew I would never use. When I told her I wouldn’t be spending any time in that part of the gym, she carried on as if she hadn’t heard me. She didn’t seem to know a great deal about fitness, and I certainly didn’t need her assistance, but she was trying to be helpful. She was also doing her job. Would it have been even remotely appropriate for me to call her out for ‘underestimating’ me? Should I have castigated her for not realising that I knew more than she did? Was she womansplaining?

That’s not what I would call it. I think she was just a normal person making the entirely rational decision to tell someone something just in case they didn’t already know and because, in this case, it might save them from injury. That led to me being slightly inconvenienced, not to mention bored, but to have been offended by it would have been psychotic. And that’s the problem with all this neurotic finger-wagging. The constant weaponising of one’s inferiority complexes doesn’t just lead to unnecessary conflict; it draws people into a bitterly solipsistic universe, where every person you meet is supposed to psychically understand what you already know, as well as how to respond to your expertise in the way you find most flattering.

But the good news—for anyone who has fallen into that particular self-regarding rabbit hole—is that Mary Ann Sieghart has a handy list of 26 tips we can use to “narrow the authority gap in one generation”.[74] The first of these is to accept that “however liberal and intelligent we are”, we probably suffer from “unconscious bias” against people of different genders, ethnicities, nationalities, sexualities, or personality types. This is a superbly ironic Sieghartism in that it couples garden-variety progressive posturing with a shocking lack of self-awareness, her own unconscious implication here being that liberal people are intelligent, whereas conservative people are not.

Sieghart’s other edicts include: “We can listen as actively to women as we do to men” and “notice if we interrupt women more than men and, if so, try not to.” The rest are essentially rehashings of these two points, with Sieghart repeatedly using the pronoun “we” to transmit her suggestions for good etiquette. If this “we” is a clumsy attempt at inclusivity, it does start to sound rather preposterous in points like: “If we are male, we can actively seek out books, films and TV programmes about or by women. We may be surprised by how much we enjoy them.” Apart from the fact that it’s hard to think of many contemporary books, films, or TV programmes which feature no female characters, I can’t help but hear this in the forcedly patient tone of a mother convincing her toddler to be a good boy and eat his dinner. If there is such a thing as womansplaining, Sieghart is a past master.

And therein lies the fundamental fault in Sieghart’s thinking and much of modern Psychic Feminism. Underpinning so many eloquent denunciations of male behaviour lies the ham-fisted assumption that feminists can read men’s minds, particularly when those men exhibit behaviour they do not like. This collective telepathy inevitably leads to a reading of male psychology which is infantilising, vastly over-simplified, and almost exclusively negative. In the wrong hands, this can be contagious, and loads male/female interactions with all sorts of unnecessary baggage.

Left unchecked, theories like Sieghart’s will teach the next generation of women to consider themselves the arbiters of good male behaviour, and to evaluate their interactions with men purely in terms of how good the men made them feel about themselves. These theories also risk creating a generation of men—like those would-be beaus in the coffee shop coquettishly peeking out from behind their copy of The Authority Gap—who seek above all to please women, to offer them a blank canvas on which to draw a pleasant, compliant, but ultimately weak-minded individual. If my daughter turns out to be heterosexual, it pains me to think that in the future, one of these men might be the best society has to offer her.

The Authority Gap represents a new frontier; as it becomes increasingly obvious that the gender pay gap is far more complicated than feminists thought, and that the patriarchy is a fallacy, feminists are clamouring to find other niches in the market. Decades-old phoney research may be dug up and dusted off; personal experience can be universalised; discredited contemporary myths can be rebranded. Feminism is a movement immune to progress; as old grievances lose their validity, fresh outrages appear. Given this, we ought to wonder what the continuing aims of feminism are. Considering her background, it’s not surprising that Mary Ann Sieghart is obsessed with etiquette, but if she has her wish of making men listen more and speak less, what’s next? Will Sieghart commission research into men’s body language? Will she measure the time men spend with their arms crossed, looking out of the window, or at the floor? Should we measure men’s eye contact? How about their breathing and their heart rate? What about digital etiquette? Should men have their devices examined after every meeting to see whether they sent an email while a woman was talking? What if a man sends an email while another man is talking? Is that worse, or better? Does it depend on whether the recipient was male or female? Who knows, but it does make you wonder where all this mean-spirited conversational bean-counting actually gets us, and who the hell actually has the time or the resources to care about this shit. After all, while everyone else in the room is busting a gut trying to earn a salary, if a woman manages to carve out a professional role where she sits and adds up the amount of time other people are talking, hasn’t she won already?

As an exhortation towards general politeness, I’m not against the principle of encouraging people to listen more. Listening can be a difficult skill. Many of us could probably benefit from paying more genuine attention to those around us. But to insist that a lack of attentiveness is a uniquely masculine trait is not just false; it’s an act of sexism. You can’t stop people throwing around terms like ‘mansplaining’, but when they do, you can call them out on it. You might start by asking them to explain exactly what they mean by that term. You will be surprised by the amount of people who don’t really know, or who have never even thought about it. This kind of casual sexism towards men is common, but by challenging it, you might just be able to make people think twice.


Chapter 5: “Women perform more household labour.”

Thus the feminist behemoth trundles on, leaving the remnants of rationality and reasonable discourse in its wake. And it isn’t just in the workplace that feminists are obsessed with itemising their oppressions. When feminists aren’t busy failing to acknowledge the status of professional women, they’re also complaining about life at home. The claim here is that despite achieving greater parity in the world of work, women are still subject to gender tyranny in the household, where they are required to do more than their fair share of domestic tasks. This is expressed in headlines such as CBS’s ‘Gallup Poll Shows Women Still Do Most Traditional Household Chores’.[75] Also, according to USA Today, ‘Millennial Men Still Don’t Do Laundry’,[76] and NPR informs us that the ‘Pandemic Makes Evident Grotesque Gender Inequality In Household Work’.[77]

One such article, titled ‘The Household Work Men and Women Do, and Why’ was penned by Francesca Donner for the New York Times. The article’s introduction reads: “Men, while they’re more likely than ever to embrace the idea of gender equality, are still slackers when it comes to household work.”[78] While that might sound like I’m paraphrasing to make the article seem more sloppy than it is, it’s actually a direct quote. Without batting an eyelid, Donner unironically uses the word ‘slackers’ to describe all heterosexual men. That, unfortunately, is the kind of territory we’re in here.

The article itself functions as a dialogue between Donner and another New York Times correspondent, Claire Cain Miller, and deplores the fact that despite men and women now having an equal share of paid work, couples between the ages of 18-34 are “no more likely” than older couples to have an equitable share of household chores. In fact, according to the article, women in the US do about four hours of unpaid work per day, whereas men do around two and a half.[79] For just shy of a thousand words, Donner asks Cain Miller why men do less housework overall and why, when they do deign to help around the house, they get to do “more desirable” tasks than women. Unsurprisingly, the two journalists find a great deal to agree on and pretty much nothing in the way of instructive disagreement. The Socratic Method it is not.

Take Cain Miller’s response when Donner asks why men gladly allow women to share the burden of earning money, but aren’t so keen on sharing housework: “I think a big reason,” Cain Miller replies, “is simply that men are happy for their partner to bring home another paycheck, but aren’t as happy to do more chores”.[80] This is Psychic Feminism 101, so we shouldn’t be surprised by the rhetoric, but let’s think about that for a second. Donner’s question is potentially quite profound; the response could be multifaceted, with almost endless cultural, societal, historical and economic aspects to consider. But Cain Miller’s answer is simply that men are greedy and lazy. Donner offers no challenge to that claim and requires no justification or evidence. It’s clear at this point that we are dealing with two individuals whose journalistic standards are almost as low as their opinions of men.

Cain Miller does admit that men now do a “little more” to help at home than in previous decades—they have apparently doubled the time they spend on household chores since 1965. How this only constitutes a “little” is another matter, but Cain Miller’s main problem is that when it comes to household chores, women still do “about an hour more” per day than their male partners, and that the chores they do are less appealing than those done by men because they happen more frequently.

Cain Miller also concedes that men in the US share parenting equally. Any reasonable person might think this is a good thing. It certainly seems like the kind of thing feminists would want. But Cain Miller isn’t happy. In true feminist style, she posits men’s increased parenting contributions as further evidence of their propensity to manipulate and exploit women. According to her, it’s a bad thing that modern fathers are spending as much time with their kids as mothers are, because women are still doing things like dishes and laundry. In yet another display of Psychic Feminism, Cain Miller claims that this is because “Dishes and laundry just aren’t as fulfilling and, I imagine, men might not think the payoff is as great.”[81] The key word here is ‘imagine’. Cain Miller doesn’t know the first thing about men, which becomes increasingly apparent throughout the article. Of course, this doesn’t stop her from ‘imagining’ the heinous machinations which motivate men and lead them to take advantage of their female partners.

She adds that women are more likely to do cleaning tasks because there is more societal pressure on women to have a clean house, whereas no such pressure exists for men. Who exactly puts this pressure on women isn’t explicitly acknowledged (hint: it’s other women), but which gender is at fault is made abundantly clear. Donner’s conclusion seems to be that feminists may have finally succeeded in convincing men to love their own kids—and that’s all well and good—but men are still at fault for the pressure that house-proud women pile on each other.

Incidentally, I don’t know if the article’s contributors have kids, but to any reader who does, can you honestly say that after an entire day at home with your children, you’ve never wanted to hand them over to your partner and do the dishes instead? You’ve never wanted to stick your headphones on, zone out, scrub some pans and spend some quality time with inanimate objects who don’t demand anything of you, don’t scream at each other, and won’t turn out to be spoilt brats or fucked-up axe murderers if you don’t deal with them in exactly the right way, all the time? To categorise any progress men have made in the household as inherently invalid is depressingly predictable, and ignores the fact that spending time with kids is far more demanding than housework. That’s why it costs more to hire a nanny than a cleaner.

When Donner asks Cain Miller what can be done about the ‘housework gap’, her solutions are almost as imprecise as her diagnoses:

Men would have to step up at home. Policymakers could ease work-family struggles with ideas like paid family leave or public preschool. Employers could stop expecting people, especially men, to work at all hours.

It is nice of Cain Miller to acknowledge the comparatively long hours men work, but in doing so, she contradicts one of the main bulwarks of Donner’s article: the claim that men and women share paid work equally. Wasn’t that the whole point of the article? After all, if men are more likely to work “all hours”, isn’t it entirely fair that they do less at home? Here we start to realise that behind all that fist-pumping feminist spirit, there’s a lot of subtle (and not-so-subtle) manipulation of the facts going on. It would indeed be fair to say that Donner and Cain Miller’s assertions vary between exaggerated truths and outright nonsense. The first and most obvious of these, as Cain Miller herself inadvertently reveals, is the assertion that men and women take on an equal share of paid work. They don’t.

Donner uses figures from the Organisation for Economic Development’s online database to support her claims about women doing more unpaid work than men. However, this same database indicates that men in the US do an average of five and a half hours of paid work per day, while women do four.[82] It would be a stretch to describe that as a fifty-fifty split. However, when you add those numbers to the OECD figures on daily unpaid work in the US (two and a half for men; four for women), you get a total average amount of eight hours per day for both genders, or in other words—shock horror—an even division of overall labour between the sexes. That split is roughly the same in the UK, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Germany, Ireland, Japan, Korea, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden, and Turkey.[83] Despite parity between the sexes being one of the primary stated aims of feminism, its proponents often seem unable to recognise equality when it’s staring them right in the face. Hence Donner picking up on the OECD’s data on unpaid labour, yet conveniently missing the data regarding total labour carried out.

In methodological terms, misreading such an essential part of the very data source you chose as the backbone of your article is a pretty egregious error. But of course, objectivity might not be the angle Donner is working here, and as we saw with the self-indulgent grumbling of The Authority Gap, it might not even be what her readers are after. Indeed, if any readers managed to ignore that clanger at the start of the article, they are unlikely to be troubled when Donner’s navigation of the facts gets more complex.

Consider this passage:

Men between ages 18 and 34 in opposite-sex relationships are no more likely than older couples to divide household labor equitably. And while it’s true that men have picked up some of the household labor, a significant gap remains: In the US, women spend about four hours a day on unpaid work, compared with about 2.5 hours for men according to data from the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development.[84]

Two key elements are presented here, forming the mainstay of the article’s ideological thrust. The first is the surprising fact that even between younger couples in the US—who are more likely than older couples to have progressive attitudes to gender—there still isn’t an equitable share of housework; the second is that women do four hours of housework per day to men’s 2.5. To boot, this is all supported by statistics from the very official-sounding Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. Sounds simple, right?

Except it isn’t that simple, because it’s not entirely clear where those numbers are coming from, or what they might mean. See, those slacker husbands between 18 and 34 aren’t part of the OECD data at all. It is alluded to very obliquely, and you have to dig through the article’s hyperlinks to find this out, but those numbers come from a 2019 Gallup poll in which heterosexual couples were asked whether the man or the woman was “more likely” to carry out a range of household tasks. The OECD data comes from a different source, yet upon reading the article, it's easy to get the impression that the OECD data support both the assertion that younger couples share housework unequally and that US women do four hours of housework per day. Yet the sources, sample sizes, and respective methodologies of the Gallup data and the OECD data are completely different.

To begin with, the Gallup poll data applies only to heterosexual couples between the ages of 18-34; the OECD data applies to US men and women between the ages of 15-64 and does not exclusively apply to those in opposite-sex relationships. Some of them could be children; some could be retired; some could be adults who never left home; some could be in same-sex marriages, and so on. The sample for the Gallup poll was 1531 cohabiting couples who were randomly cold-called; the OECD data applies to a sample of 9,435 single adults. The Gallup poll asked couples the question: “Who is more likely to do each of the following in your household?” followed by a list of household chores; the OECD data comes from the American Time Use Survey, in which participants keep a time-diary of their activities and are then interviewed one time about how they spent their time on one day. The Gallup poll measured the stated likelihood of one of three outcomes (“man”, “woman”, or “either”), whereas the OECD poll measured the quantity of time spent on specific tasks.

In other words, when comparing the two data sets, it becomes apparent that they aren’t even remotely the same thing. So why do the two sources end up confused? Why does it seem like the OECD data is the primary source for that claim about the inequitable sharing of household chores among young people? As you may have already surmised, one possible reason is that the Gallup poll data just aren’t very good. And that’s a problem, because that poll was also used as the basis for the CBS, USA Today, and NPR articles mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, as well as further online articles by United Press International,[85] The Times,[86] The Independent,[87] Forbes,[88] and The Guardian.[89]

I don’t imagine many of the journalists picking up this story paid much attention to the poll beyond the headline figures, and I certainly don’t think many feminist readers—after coming down from the adrenaline high of having found a piece of apparently credible, rigorous research confirming their anti-male prejudice—bothered to do much investigation either. But it doesn’t take a lot of digging to find that the Gallup poll was far from being sturdy enough to serve as the basis for an angry flood of articles decrying men’s laziness.

At the very top of the Gallup webpage presenting the poll, there is a stock image of a woman holding a small child in one arm whilst vacuuming with the other.[90] Behind her is a man idly checking his phone, oblivious to what his female partner is doing and not offering to help. I’ll leave it to you to decide whether or not that invokes a sense of fairness and objectivity. Meanwhile, let’s take a look at the numbers in detail.

The Gallup poll asked 1531 cohabiting heterosexual couples who was “more likely” to do certain household tasks. Among the 330 million people who live in the US, that’s not a huge data set. In fact, it’s 0.0009% of the population. But gaining access to large data sets is notoriously difficult and expensive, so let’s give the pollsters the benefit of the doubt. Let’s imagine that that tiny group of people is representative of all the different types of cohabiting heterosexual couples in the US between the ages of 18-34, adjusted for level of education, religion, income, profession and so on.

These couples were presented with 12 types of household task and were asked who was more likely—the man or the woman—to carry them out within their household. The headline findings of the poll are presented in the form of a stacked bar chart, with each of the 12 horizontal bars representing responses for a particular task. The bar is shaded proportionally from left to right. This illustrates how many couples said the woman was more likely to do the task (dark green, on the left), how many couples said the man was more likely to do it (light green, in the middle), and how many couples said they were both equally likely to do it (dark grey, on the right).

The topmost bar (“Make decisions about furniture and decorations”) has a dark green section marked “62%” stretching from the left-hand side of the chart, with a tiny light green portion squeezed in next to it to represent men’s 5% contribution to this task. A dark grey portion labelled “33%” sits on the right-hand side to represent couples who share that burden equally. Below that is the bar for Laundry, for which 58% of couples said the woman was more likely to be responsible. Accordingly, their contribution takes up the largest portion of that bar, whereas men’s 13% contribution appears as a mere light-green sliver next to it.

In order of which tasks women are more likely to carry out, the other ten categories then follow. These include which partner was more likely to: Clean the house (51% women, 9% men, 37% either); Prepare meals (51% women, 17% men, 32% either); Care for children on a daily basis (50% women, 7% men, 42% either); Grocery shopping (45% women, 18% men, 37% either); Wash dishes (% women, % men, % either); Pay bills (37% women, 34% men, 29% either); Plan family activities (37% women, 10% men, 52% either); Make decisions about savings or investments (18 % women, 31% men, 50% either); Keep the car in good condition (12% women, 69% men, 18% either); and Yardwork (10% women, 59% men, 20% either).[91]

The results are visually striking. The top five categories have dark green “woman” sections that stretch at least halfway over the chart. Even down to the ninth category (“Plan family activities”), women are still putting in a healthy 37%. Anchored against the left-hand side, women’s contributions dominate. Men’s paler light-green contributions are contrastingly unmoored and inconsistent, as well as being much smaller; they vary wildly and nonsensically between categories, sliding around from left to right along the bars.

On the face of it, then, women are doing things like laundry and cleaning to a far greater extent than men, as well as taking on a much larger quantity of household chores overall. Or are they? Think about the impression those statistics make upon you when you first see them, particularly when mentioned in the same breath as the mythical ‘equal share’ of paid work and the quantitative OECD statistics about women doing four hours of housework per day to men’s two and a half. If paid work is split 50/50, a household in which the woman does 58% of the laundry while the man only does 13% hardly sounds fair. If a man and a woman both work the same hours, but the woman does 51% of the cleaning while her husband manages a measly 9%, then that situation is similarly unjust.

Yet this is where things get muddled. It doesn’t take a mathematical genius to spot that the unpaid work in the latter two scenarios adds up to less than 100%. So, who is doing the other 29% of the laundry? What happened to 40% of the cleaning? The bundling together of the Gallup data and the quantitative OECD data here is confusing, to say the least. Whilst large amounts of housework are attributed to women, other significant portions of it disappear entirely. This does lead to some excitingly headline-grabbing differences in the relative contributions of men and women. But women aren’t doing 58% of the laundry. 58% of women claim to be more likely to do it, and that’s a very different thing. As for the actual quantitative balance of who does more work in the household, the Gallup poll leaves us none the wiser. Due to its particular methodology and question design, the Gallup data tell us more about people’s perceptions than anything else, and might not be entirely suitable as a basis for wide-ranging claims about gendered labour in the household.

The first drawback of simply asking people who is more likely to do a certain task is what psychologists refer to as the ‘availability bias’: because we can easily observe all the work we do but not necessarily that of others, we consistently overestimate our own contributions while underestimating the amount of work done by the people around us.[92] This is hardly a surprising notion to any of us who have spent a significant period of our lives at work. Let’s say an organisation has 100 employees, and you ask every one of those 100 employees to rank the effectiveness of their work in relation to everyone else. It wouldn’t be surprising if most people ranked themselves in the top quartile of effective workers, maybe even in the top ten. Perform that thought experiment again in a team of two people, and as long as you put yourself in the top 50 percent, you’re the hardest worker.

Another problem with the ‘Who is more likely?’ question is that it could obscure all sorts of contradictory quantitative data, depending on how the results are reported. To illustrate this, let’s take a hypothetical sample size of ten couples. Those ten couples complete total amounts of daily cleaning ranging from one hour to ten hours. In household number one, one hour of cleaning is completed per day; in household number two, it’s two hours; and so on until you get to couple ten, in whose household there are ten hours of cleaning completed each day. Imagine you then ask those couples who is more likely to do that cleaning, and 70% of couples say it’s the female partner. 70% of women doing the cleaning certainly sounds unfair. But let’s say you examine what that 70% means, and it turns out that ‘70% of couples’ refers to couples one to seven, whereas the 30% of couples where the man does the cleaning are couples eight to ten. Amongst the total sample then, women are carrying out 28 total hours of cleaning per day, whereas men are carrying out 27.

Now consider the following headlines:

‘Women bear the brunt of 70% of cleaning tasks’

‘Only 30% of cleaning tasks carried out by men’

Or:

‘Men and women carry out roughly the same amount of cleaning’

‘Women doing only 3.6% more cleaning than men’

‘Men and women share cleaning burden 49%/51%’

‘Men doing 96.4% as much cleaning as women’

Or:

‘In the home, hardest-working 30% of men doing same amount of cleaning as least-active 70% of women combined’

In our hypothetical example, all of these headlines could be said to be true, but it is not difficult to imagine which are more likely to be gleefully spread across the pages of the New York Times. The first two align well with the feminist cause; others offer a fairer and more balanced summation; the final one is more clearly weighted towards representing men in a positive light. But those balanced and fair summations are inconvenient to the current mainstream narrative of female subjugation, not to mention slightly boring. People certainly aren’t likely to go through the New York Times’s paywall to get to them. The final headline, where men are depicted in an unambiguously positive light, is simply unthinkable in the current zeitgeist.

Of course, in real life it’s unlikely that the numbers would line up in such a convenient way for my argument. Still, the example demonstrates that the Gallup poll tells us little about the quantitative balance of housework in the surveyed couples, much less in the population overall. Not only that, but the way the data is presented lends itself, whether consciously or not, to a certain ideological interpretation. This may sound superficial, but it doesn’t seem incidental to me that the categories in which women apparently contribute the most are prioritised to the top, whereas men’s primary contributions (financial decisions, cars, and yardwork) are consigned to the very bottom.

Nor were categories like “Laundry”, “Clean the house”, and “Wash dishes” the only categories that could have been chosen. For a second, let’s imagine you wanted to produce a survey to which the responses would show that men do most household tasks. It wouldn’t be difficult. To do that, you would just need to consider some of the categories that were mysteriously absent from the Gallup survey. Imagine you asked those same 1531 couples who was more likely to do each of the following: Construct furniture; Move heavy items; Provide transport for family members; Decorate; Teach children to ride a bike/swim/play sports; Perform repairs in dirty, dangerous, or hard-to-reach places; Attend to household security; Dispose of waste.

I daresay the results would look rather different. If one were so inclined, above the infographic, one could even include an image of a woman idly scrolling Instagram while her husband uses harmful chemicals at the top of a ladder. Or she might be in the passenger seat of an SUV, filing her nails while her husband lifts sacks of garbage and sports equipment out of the back. Perhaps she’s on the sofa, watching the Kardashians while he strips the walls, inhales paint fumes, and turns those agonising décor decisions she made into a reality.

As well as a paucity of typically male-dominated tasks, it may surprise anyone with young children that out of the 12 categories surveyed, only one relates directly and specifically to being a parent. In this question, couples were asked which partner was more likely to “Care for children on a daily basis”. The answers were: 50% women, 7% men, and 42% either. Note the oddly precise wording of the question, which might lead you to wonder what it actually means. I certainly have a few questions about it.

First of all, what counts as ‘caring’? Does interacting with your child for five minutes every day count as ‘caring’ for them on a daily basis, or is it something more than that? Five hours, maybe? A full day? Does dropping them off at school count? What about picking them up? How about helping them with homework when you get back from work? Did all the couples have the same understanding of that question before they submitted their answers? Did each male and female participant within each couple take it to mean the same thing?

What I take the question to mean—and I may be wrong; Gallup offers no further explanation—is which partner is more likely to stay at home to care for children instead of going to work. The poll offers men’s 7% likelihood here as a societally upheld inequity, as if staying at home and being with their kids is something men are lucky to escape from and that women get saddled with. Yet the imbalance in the responses to this question may be due to one very obvious fact: women are 100% more likely than men to give birth. Not just that, but the average age for giving birth falls comfortably within the Gallup poll’s age range.

The average new mother in the US takes around ten weeks off work after the birth of a new child.[93] This is for a multitude of reasons, not least the fact that women are capable of breastfeeding and that newborn babies have an intense biological need to be with their mothers. So, when you ask a sample of couples between the ages of 18 and 34 who is more likely to “Care for children on a daily basis”, is it really surprising that the answer is more women than men? When looked at with some perspective, this doesn’t seem like a question which is likely to provide a remotely elucidating answer. It’s obvious that more of those women would stay home with their kids; the answer is all but biologically guaranteed. The way this particular question is phrased means that the poll accounts for the time women spend parenting their children, but almost completely disregards the parenting contributions of men.

We should also remember that the whole angle for outrage in Donner’s article was that women were doing 50% of the paid work as well as the lion’s share of unpaid work. Yet there is nothing to suggest that the women in the Gallup poll were doing the same amount of paid work as their male partners, or that they were even in paid employment at all. Indeed, if so many of these women were looking after children on a daily basis, how could they possibly be doing 50% of paid work at the same time? Isn’t their time being accounted for twice here?

But if the Gallup poll allows a kind of time-expansion chicanery when it comes to women, it also allows the author to neatly obliterate many of the ways men spend their time. Indeed, there seems to be something of a black hole into which men are disappearing while women are doing all the paid and unpaid work. What exactly do feminists imagine we are doing during that time? Checking our phones like the guy in the Gallup picture? Watching sports? Scratching our balls and swilling beer? Puffing on cigars at the country club while we plot our next move to subjugate womanhood? Perhaps feminists don’t care how men spend their time. Perhaps they don’t need to think any further than those columns in the Gallup poll labelled “Keep the car in good condition” and “Yardwork”, for which, respectively, 69% and 59% of men were more likely to be responsible. For that matter, Donner doesn’t seem to mind that men are more likely than women to do these tasks. Is that because men, being the simple-minded apes we are, are presumed to find them enjoyable? But where do we go when we’ve finished mowing the lawn? After a quick tune-up of our beloved automobiles, to what do we turn our attention? What are men doing?

Of course—despite feminist dogma to the contrary—we are not a monolithic group, and the answers to that question are infinite. In my own life, other than work and sleep, I spend a significant portion of my time driving to playdates, art classes, gymnastics classes, and swimming pools. I fix broken toys, make cardboard robots, paint endless unicorns, and trawl through mind-numbing YouTube channels when I’m too exhausted for real parenting. I regularly preach to an unsympathetic audience about the benefits of brushing one’s teeth and tidying up. I watch the first 45 minutes of Encanto. Then I watch it again. Then I watch it another time, and another, and another, and I still don’t know what happens at the end.

Being a father is part of who I am. It’s what I think about most of the time. Fatherhood has become one of the pillars of my identity and is an unending source of joy. But as much as that may be true, I honestly find some of its more mundane aspects boring as fuck, which I’m sure is a sentiment many parents share. I certainly wouldn’t go outside to sweep the leaves from a 12-foot trampoline every night unless I had to.

And yet where is fatherhood in those Gallup poll figures? A tiny splinter in the column marked “Care for children on a daily basis”. When it comes to childcare, women are at a healthy 50 percent, while men are at a paltry seven. Despite the obvious logical impossibility of those figures, that’s all we get. Because men are more likely to go out to work than to stay home to look after their kids, our contribution to raising them is trivialised almost out of existence.

And therein lies the problem. The feminist narrative has become so pervasive that its assertions are not just widely accepted as mainstream truth, undergoing a minimum of statistical scrutiny; its inherently biased assumptions may now filter through to the way statistics are gathered in the first place. When the dice are loaded in such a way from the very beginning, you can justify any lazy stereotype you want. You can make either men or women look like the ones who aren’t pulling their weight. But one thing you can’t do when you go searching for either/or answers like this is to make room for any nuance or sense of collaboration; note that there was no ‘together’ response offered in the Gallup poll. This kind of research results in a binary and divisive ‘men versus women’ outcome, and should not provide the basis for any serious analysis of gender relations in the modern household.

Yet that doesn’t stop Donner using it to bolster the most attention-grabbing parts of her article. Compared to the OECD data, the Gallup figures are just far more expedient for a journalist looking for a feminist angle. The OECD figures are less striking but more reliable; they point to a relatively equal share of overall paid and unpaid work, which is unfortunate for Donner, but their reliability can at least be used to make up for the Gallup poll’s shortcomings.

But does the average reader of feminist articles take time to reflect on any of this? Does it matter if the numbers don’t make sense? The sad truth is that in a media landscape dominated by feminist doctrine, the numbers don’t need to add up, because nobody’s counting. Donner’s article is just one of a slew of similar publications, feeding off nuggets of pseudo-academic research in order to justify indiscriminate claims about gender-based oppression. In these publications, figures from credible sources can be conflated with nonsense statistics, leaving the reader genuinely astounded by the injustices they describe.

So where does that leave you in conversations around the sharing of domestic labour? As we’ve observed above, the moral of the story is not just to question the journalistic interpretation of statistics but to look carefully at the original statistics and how they were gathered. When looking at survey results, we can often learn as much from the questions that weren’t asked as from those that were. We should also be wary of any statistical claims which trivialise, invalidate, or disqualify the contributions of men, even when they come from seemingly reputable sources. No source, no matter how reputable, is entirely immune to bias.

Above all, we should be wary of Psychic Feminism. When anyone makes sweeping generalisations about the inner workings of men’s minds, we should call them out for it. Men are not simple beings, and we are not all the same. We are not inherently greedy, lazy, or tyrannical. When feminists interpret male behaviour in the most negative way possible, we should recognise that they have an ideological motivation for doing so, and their claims should not go unchecked.

It may also be worth pointing out that people in the real world don’t live by numbers and percentages. Fatherhood, for instance, cannot simply be reduced to the figure of ‘7%’. Men and women living in a free society enter into cohabiting relationships for all sorts of reasons. Those reasons might include love, unity, partnership, and shared principles; we all have our motivations for sharing our lives with our significant others. But one thing I’m pretty sure of is that the point of living together isn’t to beat the other person at housework. Nor is it to vilify them and ignore the good things they do while constantly patting ourselves on the back for our own heroic contributions. Sharing your life with another person over a period of years or decades is no easy feat. Bumps in the road are inevitable. Mistakes, disagreements, and conflicts inevitably arise, sometimes irreparably. However, these are the most intimate and private spaces we have. They should be, to some extent, sacred. We should not allow feminist mission creep to turn these spaces into yet another alienating gender battleground, riddled with attention-grabbing falsehoods and manipulative self-victimisation.


Chapter 6: “Women shoulder a greater ‘mental load’”

Ihad intended for that to be the end of that idea. It seemed like the unequal domestic labour argument had been reasonably and fairly dealt with by examining the shaky foundation of its statistical claims. That was, of course, a naïve way to think. My examination of the household labour argument in fact led me into an even deeper rabbit hole of gibberish. After all, feminism is an adaptive and ever-changing force; its capacity for innovation is staggering. Having put the patriarchy, the gender pay gap, rape culture, mansplaining, and household labour to bed, I thought I was done. I was wrong. This next iteration of feminist evangelising reminds me of that moment in Terminator 2 when, pursued by the murderous T-1000 prototype robot, Arnie has just got Sarah and John Connor safely through to the other side of a reinforced prison door. T-1000 then calmly walks up to the door, liquefies, melts through the bars, and begins sprinting towards them, firing at them with a laser-like determination and a chilling lack of emotion. Nowhere, it turns out, is safe. Cue the concept of ‘mental load’, the ne plus ultra of Psychic Feminism.

If you want to see this one in action, check out any of the following examples: Melissa Hogenboom, BBC, ‘The hidden load: How “thinking of everything” holds mums back’[94]; Psychology Today, ‘Women Carry Most of the Mental Load of Running a Household’[95]; Rachel Carrell, Forbes, ‘Let's Share Women's Mental Load’[96]; New America, ‘Making the Mental Load Visible’[97]; Jessica Grose, New York Times, ‘Why Women Do the Household Worrying: And how to get men to do more of it’.[98]

In the latter article, Grose begins by sharing the good news: when it comes to housework, “more and more men are stepping up to do their fair share”.[99] And that must be good, right? As patronising as it may be to talk about men doing their ‘fair share’, shouldn’t this be a welcome revelation to everybody? Shouldn’t Grose, as a feminist journalist, be pleased that the masses of pathologically idle men leeching off their female partners are finally stepping up to the plate? Shouldn’t feminists be happy that men are finally learning to be good little boys and get their chores done so mommy can be proud? Well, no. Of course not. That would be too much like good news. As we have seen before, feminism is a movement that cannot admit victory. In an astonishing display of chutzpah, Grose et al. have dreamt up yet another form of victimisation. This time, it’s in the form of women taking more of the ‘mental load’ of a household, which, Grose explains, “is a mostly invisible combination of anxiety and planning that is part of parenting”.[100]

So what does that mean in day-to-day terms? Well, Grose is upset that she has to book her kids’ summer camps in January and that she has to fill the soap dispensers in her house. Elsewhere, Melissa Hogenboom of the BBC hates organising playdates and having to worry about whether her son is on track at school. Rachel Carrell, in Forbes, doesn’t like making dinner or buying eggs. The author of the Psychology Today article apparently deems buying milk to be beneath her, and the author of the New America article similarly dislikes buying milk.

So are fathers really unable to organise a playdate? Do they genuinely not care about their kids’ schooling? Are women being unfairly coerced into buying dairy products? If you thought the grounds for the domestic labour argument were feeble, they were positively watertight compared to this. For apart from the solipsistic fantasies of feminist journalists, the ‘mental load’ argument seems to rely on one single study—quoted in all of the above articles—titled ‘The Cognitive Dimension of Household Labor’, published in the American Sociological Review in July 2019 by Allison Daminger, a Harvard professor of Sociology.

In her abstract, Daminger explains that she interviewed 35 couples about who performs the most ‘cognitive labour’ in their household. She argues that cognitive labour can be broken down into four categories: (1) anticipating needs, (2) identifying options for filling them, (3) making decisions, and (4) monitoring progress.[101] Despite being strenuous, these tasks are often invisible, so it’s difficult to tell who is doing them. At least, it’s difficult for the average person to tell who is doing them. Daminger herself can tell who is doing them, and –surprise—it’s mostly women. With a fantastic little piece of feminist panache, she does add that men take a roughly equal share of the decision-making part of the process, since that is the element of cognitive labour “most closely linked to power and influence”. With the hand-rubbing glee of a prospector striking gold, she concludes that these findings identify a hitherto overlooked “source of gender inequality at the household level” and may “suggest a new direction for research on the division of household labor”.[102]

So far, so predictable, but how well does Daminger’s research stack up? In her introduction, she lays out the two stated aims of her study: to identify the components of cognitive work, and to determine how it was distributed in same-sex relationships. Her sample was 35 couples, aged between 25 and 50, who all held at least a bachelor’s degree, had one or more children under age five, and lived in the Boston area. Ninety-two percent of the women and 70 percent of the men held an advanced degree.

Daminger begins her article with quotes from two of the men surveyed. First is Alan, who “cooks most dinners”; then there’s Jason, who “washes all the dishes”. Daminger assures us that they both “care deeply about their children and spouse” and “contribute to family life”. However, Alan admits that he sees his wife as a kind of project manager for the family and trusts her to take the lead on certain family matters. Similarly, Jason concedes that his wife is “busier doing more, keeping track of more”, so he tries to “pick up different things” to help out.[103] It isn’t clear whether Daminger stops at two such damning admissions because they were the only ones made amongst the men in the sample, nor is it clear whether any women made similar statements regarding their husbands. As far as setting the tone for her article goes, however, Alan and Jason are the perfect candidates, since they thoroughly embody the profile Daminger is looking for: the well-meaning yet clueless male who thinks he’s being helpful but cannot take the lead.

Then, with any quantitative evidence for her assertions regarding cognitive labour still absent, Daminger runs through a series of bizarrely erratic and unverifiable claims about gender. Namely, that women spend more hours per week multitasking than men, that multitasking is more psychologically distressing for women than it is for men, that women are “more likely to feel rushed” in their daily lives than men, and—perhaps most outlandishly—that “one hour of a woman’s housework time is not precisely equivalent to one hour of a man’s time”.[104] In a similar way to the Gallup poll, with its leading image of the deadbeat husband scrolling his phone, it feels odd to have such partisan material thrown at us before we’ve even got into the research itself. Why Alan and Jason’s confessions are front and centre, and why we need to be subject to such peculiar claims as women’s time being worth more than men’s—before we’ve heard any evidence whatsoever—is not explained by the author.

Daminger justifies her research angle by arguing that much of the previous exploration of this area had conceptualised household labour as being two-dimensional, involving both physical and emotional aspects, which was insufficient in that it did not account for “activities that are primarily cognitive in nature”.[105] In a somewhat self-contradictory manner, she then admits that similar research into a household’s managerial load has previously been produced. However, she claims that the researchers’ methods were insufficient to yield accurate findings and that the results were “mixed”. What exactly the word ‘mixed’ means here is unclear, although one might be tempted to substitute the word for ‘not corroborative to Daminger’s hypotheses’. Indeed, Daminger herself concedes that some of these prior studies produced findings of a negligible quantitative gender gap regarding the cognitive burdens of managing a household.[106]

Daminger is a purportedly serious academic, and as such, we must applaud her honesty in including these admissions even though they undermine and contradict her own findings. We should also wonder, however, why the results of these prior studies weren’t mentioned on the web pages of The New York Times, Forbes, or the BBC. It may well be that the authors of those articles simply never made it to the fifth page of Daminger’s study, or it may be that a balanced picture wasn’t useful in the production of feminist propaganda.

The journalists in question also missed the following points in the methodology section of Daminger’s research:

Despite its advantages, my sampling strategy limits my ability to generalize beyond this group.[107]

And:

Cognitive work does not lend itself to precise quantification; it is diffuse, disjointed, and often invisible even to the doer.[108]

Now, the written word is always open to interpretation, but the way I read those two statements is that even by Daminger’s own admission, her tiny sample size of 35 middle-class couples who live near her house cannot tell us much about the population as a whole, and that it is almost impossible to quantify the amount of thinking going on in any given human brain, even when that brain belongs to you. Again, these points don’t figure in any of the articles using Daminger’s research as the basis for their claims. Perhaps the less-catchy headline ‘The Hidden Load: How “Thinking Of Everything” May Or May Not Hold Mums Or Dads Back Equally Or Unequally Amongst A Minuscule Sample Of The Population Of Boston’ would have garnered less site traffic for the BBC. Maybe the editor at The New York Times would have been less thrilled if Jessica Grose had produced an article titled ‘We Don’t Really Know If Women Do The Household Worrying Or Not: We’d Like To Think So, But It’s Impossible To Tell’.

So, if Daminger admits that it’s impossible to quantify how much cognitive labour each partner is doing, how can she conclude that women are doing more of it? Well, just like the authors of the Gallup poll we saw in the previous chapter, she came up with some cognitive labour categories. She then asked couples to enumerate their cognitive labour “episodes” in each one. Based on the relative quantities of these, she decided whether each activity was “male-led”, “female-led”, or “shared”.

The categories were: Logistics/scheduling (75% female-led, 9% male-led, 16% shared); Care for children (72% female-led, 6% male-led, 22% shared); Social relationships (70% female-led, 4% male-led, 26% shared); Cleaning/laundry (68% female-led, 11% male-led, 21% shared); Shopping (63% female-led, 9% male-led, 28% shared); Food (53% female-led, 22% male-led, 25% shared); Travel/leisure (41% female-led, 22% male-led, 37% shared); Finances (28% female-led, 48% male-led, 24% shared); Home/car maintenance (22% female-led, 33% male-led, 45% shared).

Sound familiar? Just like the Gallup poll, we might well ask a few questions about Daminger’s choice of categories here. For example, why is “Shopping” separate from “Food”? Why is “Home/car maintenance” only one category, rather than two? Why is “Finances” only one category, rather than several? Does “Social relationships” include the man socialising with his own friends, or is it more to do with the couple’s shared ‘friends’ that he actually hates and wants nothing to do with?

Again, we might come up with our own cognitive labour categories, which, if used as the basis for this kind of research, would maximise men’s contributions and minimise those of women. Unsurprisingly, Daminger’s choice of categories does the precise opposite. Perhaps this is completely unintentional; perhaps not. Perhaps it is difficult for Daminger to come up with more typically male-led cognitive tasks because, as a woman, she doesn’t really know what they might be. The point is that if one were so inclined, one could easily manipulate these categories to make it look like one or the other sex—depending on one’s ideological preconceptions—was shouldering most of the cognitive burden of a household.

But the specious quantification of male-led and female-led cognitive work isn’t enough for Daminger. Remember, the other stated aim of her research was to identify the components of cognitive work, namely: (1) anticipating needs, (2) identifying options for filling them, (3) making decisions, and (4) monitoring progress. You might be wondering why it is necessary for Daminger—or indeed anyone—to break down cognitive tasks into such arbitrary and granular detail, but as we shall see, it provides her with yet another fantastic opportunity to malign the efforts of men.

As was triumphantly reported in those mainstream news articles based on her research, Daminger concludes that power-hungry men do contribute equally to one of the four cognitive-labour components: (3) making decisions. Where any person taking a positive view might conclude that joint decision-making is a sign of a healthy relationship, Daminger’s principal conclusion from this is that:

Men did not opt out of cognitive labor altogether; rather, they participated in ways that tended to maximize the ratio of power exerted to labor completed.[109]

So, since men don’t do enough anticipating, identifying, and monitoring, their proclivity to engage in decision-making indicates their desire to achieve as much power as possible whilst doing the least work. We’ll come to the figures Daminger uses to justify these claims in a moment, but before doing so, it’s important to note one reservation she offers:

Critics of this characterization might argue that anticipation is a form of agenda-setting, and thus a source of power in its own right. Similarly, monitoring could be framed as an opportunity to apply one’s own standard for “done” or “good enough.”[110]

This may constitute another part of Daminger’s research that Jessica Grose and other journalists neglected to read, but even by Daminger’s own reckoning, her insistence that men get to make more decisions and therefore wield more ‘power and influence’ is facile. Anticipating an issue and putting a solution into motion involves just as much—if not more—‘influence’ as making a decision during that process. If an issue only comes to the fore because you identify it, then you’ve wielded power and influence; if you’re the one who determines the parameters for success, then you’ve wielded power and influence; if an issue is only resolved because you say it is, then again, you’ve wielded power and influence. (And that’s before we get to the sheer insanity of describing the dynamics of an intimate relationship in terms of ‘power and influence’.)

Of course, the ‘lazy men want power’ idea made it to the headlines without any note of Daminger’s reservations about its widespread applicability, since it neatly reinforces one of the prevailing gender stereotypes of our time. However, when you look at the numbers in Daminger’s article, it transpires that her findings on decision-making don’t paint such a clear picture after all. Daminger explains:

I asked participants to independently record all household or child-related decisions they made or were involved in over the course of 24 hours. I encouraged them to define “decision” loosely (i.e., to include planning-related activity, unresolved questions, and ideas they were mulling over) … Women’s completed logs included 4 to 40 entries, with an average of 15. Men’s logs numbered 3 to 20 entries and averaged 10.[111]

So that’s an average of 15 decisions over 24 hours for women versus an average of 10 decisions for men, and Daminger concludes that these amounts are pretty much the same, hence men wielding equal power over decision-making. Yet another way to represent those figures is that women make 1.5 times the household decisions men make, or that men make a third fewer decisions than women. Another way is to express men’s decisions to women’s as a ratio of 2:3. Yet the temptation to smooth these numbers over as being roughly equal is just too great, since they allow Daminger to confirm the feminist stereotype that men, despite being lazy, like to feel powerful.

Here, one might also question consistency of Daminger’s internal accounting. Based on a 2:3 male/female ratio, she concludes that decision-making power is shared equally. Meanwhile, she also notes that for the ‘identification’ category, not counting the 12 couples who shared the burden equally, six of the surveyed couples were male-led, whilst nine were female-led. That’s also a ratio of 2:3, but here Daminger concludes that women are leading this category and doing most of the ‘identification’ part of a household’s cognitive labour. In other words, a 2:3 ratio sometimes means an equal amount, and at other times constitutes a significant difference. That ought to ring alarm bells for anyone interested in the statistical validity of the claims being made here.

Yet statistical validity was far from a priority for those feminist journalists who pounced upon Daminger’s research. The shortcomings in her choice of sample and methodology, as well as her mention of prior findings which contradict her own, are notably absent from any of the reporting on it. But you really don’t have to dig very far into the research to see that Daminger’s conclusions are not even remotely appropriate as a basis for sweeping generalisations about the inequitable cognitive dynamics of the modern Western household. Daminger’s research is muddled and inconclusive. It’s based on an obscure and unrepresentative sample. So why are its conclusions so confidently presented as a widely applicable social trend? Why are so few people holding these journalists to account for this, and how does nonsense like this get past editors at apparently reputable news sources?

Jessica Grose’s article on cognitive labour might offer a clue. In it, she boasts: “I have been writing about the gender gap in housework and child care among heterosexual couples for almost a decade.”[112] So, either the last ten years of Grose’s career in feminist awareness-raising have been wholly ineffectual or, as I suspect is the case, achieving gender equality isn’t really the point. After all, if there wasn’t such a thing as gender inequality, what on earth would she write about? This brand of journalism relies on a kind of opportunistic scavenging, and research articles like Daminger’s, however poorly conceived and executed, provide the perfect sheen of pseudo-scientific respectability with which to do this. It seems that when feminist journalists turn up a potential source of column inches like this, the temptation to spray it all over the internet is far too great to let things like academic rigour or intellectual honesty get in the way. And while Grose et al. fuel the outrage engine, the website hits keep rolling in, something their editors clearly don’t mind at all.

As I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, modern feminism is ever-changing. A sense of injustice is fundamental to the cause; it is what allows feminists to churn out clickbait articles, populate university faculties, and write bestselling books. Without inequality, the whole cottage industry would collapse. And so any progress becomes strangely self-contradictory: a victory to be celebrated, yet also an existential threat. If the march towards equality is also a march towards death, then true equality must be depicted as perennially out of reach. And thus, modern feminism has become an adaptive and ideologically creative endeavour. As the old inequalities disappear, new ones must be conceived, which is how we end up on the inequalities conveyor belt, segueing from patriarchy to the gender pay gap, from rape culture to workplace inequality, from domestic labour inequality to the surreally absurd concept of ‘mental load’. Each fresh wave has its unique selling point, but the essential principles remain the same.

As such, while we might feel horrified at the sheer idiocy of it, the ‘cognitive load’ theory does at least offer an interesting paradox. It is at once a highly evolved idea and an utterly preposterous one. It’s clever, and it’s also jaw-droppingly nonsensical. It is the most highly evolved brand of Psychic Feminism we have seen so far. With a completely straight face, feminists are asking us to believe that cognitive labour is invisible, so you can’t tell when someone’s doing it, but also that women are doing more of it than men. It’s unverifiable and unquantifiable, but feminists have verified that women do it the most. And if that sounds unlikely to you, then it’s probably because you’re a man and—unlike feminist academics and journalists—you can’t tell what other people are thinking, and you don’t know your own mind either. It’s the kind of thing you could only get away with in a media environment already saturated with feminist hogwash. But people believe it. They genuinely believe it. And you know what? Even if you know it’s bullshit, you can’t disprove it, because it’s invisible, remember?

Which brings me back to Terminator 2. After melting through the bars, T-1000 chases Arnie, Sarah, and John into an elevator where, again, they think they’re safe. But T-1000 then fashions a giant blade from his arms which he thrusts through the elevator doors to prise them apart. It’s a thrilling and iconic piece of cinema, because it makes you wonder how on earth the merciless assailant could possibly be vanquished. You might well ask the same question about modern feminism. Where does it all end? When will it be enough? If it could be proved that men took their fair share of mental load, would journalists like Jessica Grose give it up and write about more important things? Logic would dictate that eventually, as parity becomes more apparent, feminist journalists would have less and less to write about.

But alas, I doubt that will stop them. Indeed, at the time of writing this, Jessica Grose is still at it, recently releasing an article for the New York Times titled ‘Why Do Moms Tend to Manage the Household Scheduling?’[113] My prediction is that whatever half-baked ideas it rests upon will be a combination of what the author’s friends say and some kind of ‘research’ scavenged from a far-flung corner of academia. This will be based on some arbitrary categories dreamt up by the researchers which meant that, from the very beginning, it could only be shown that women were taking on the lion’s share of the scheduling work. A typically ‘male’ psychological profile will be presented to justify why men don’t schedule enough stuff, and there will be some uniquely evil and hitherto undocumented way that men manipulate the situation for their own ends. If you like, you can read the article and dismiss it as garbage, or you can dismiss it as garbage without reading it to save time.

I might have just spent too much time reading into the feminist mindset, in a way that probably isn’t good for me, but in a perverse way I’m genuinely interested to see what’s next. After all, where does one go from scheduling? Perhaps Grose will come across some piece of Harvard twaddle complaining that women shoulder too much of the ‘discontent load’. Perhaps it could be demonstrated—by asking a select few ideologically homogenous people within academia, preferably consisting of timid, hen-pecked men and their spoiled, domineering wives—that amongst modern heterosexual couples, women have at least twice the amount of ‘cognitive injustice’ episodes per 24 hours that men have. These episodes might be broken down to (1) anticipating gender-based injustice, (2) identifying options for taking offence and making the slightest inconvenience look like a hate crime, (3) making decisions as to how these transgressions might best be exaggerated, embellished, and validated by superficially credible academic investigations, and (4) monitoring the effect these utterly fucked-up, narcissistic machinations are having on the most important relationship they will ever have.

Let’s be honest; the internet would lap it up. But I can’t help noticing that many of these complaints are essentially about normal family life. That’s what having kids is; it’s hugely inconvenient. You have to schedule things; you have to care about someone else’s academic progress; you have to buy way more milk than you did when you were in your twenties, and you can’t wake up at 10 am on a Sunday. But that’s what you asked for. The reality of being a parent is well documented by now. It’s what you wanted when you decided to have kids, and you can either deal with it or stay childless. It’s not a surprise.

And that’s where a bizarre and rather sinister strain of resentfulness seems to run through this style of journalism. It alarms me to think that one day the authors’ kids will be old enough to sift through their parents’ back catalogues and see just how aggrieved their mothers felt at having to raise them. They might also be surprised to hear that the caring, attentive father they thought they knew was actually a manipulating scrounger who, despite spending all those hours at work, was only pretending to contribute to the household. They may then wonder why their mother decided to have kids with a man who couldn’t buy groceries, plan a day out, or take care of a soap dispenser. One can only hope they would realise that maybe he was doing other things to keep the household afloat, or had other qualities which weren’t accounted for in a list of petty quotidian gripes. Indeed, upon returning to Grose’s definition of a parent’s mental load as a “mostly invisible combination of anxiety and planning”, one would hope that in future these children might realise that a father’s mental load could be similarly invisible, and that the worries fathers have about their kids may not immediately be apparent, partly because fathers don’t get paid by editors to write their worries up into moments of self-congratulatory melodrama.


Conclusion

At this point, I’m wondering where you are in your conversations with feminists. Is anyone listening to you? Have you been silenced yet? Have you lost any friends? Have you gained any? It might have been tough so far, and we have certainly covered some rocky terrain, but I’m hopeful. A large part of me is optimistic that we can right the ship on mainstream thoughts around gender. We have to. Modern feminist thinking is just too wrongheaded, too absurd, and too narcissistic to provide a stable basis for future generations to start thinking critically about their world. We must resist, and that starts with you. In this final short chapter, I’ll summarise some of the main findings of this book in order to equip you for the challenge ahead.

By amplifying the supposed historical wrongdoings of a minute proportion of men under the banner of ‘patriarchy’, feminism has declared a state of moral emergency akin to religious fanaticism. That’s what allows ideas like those explored in this book to gain traction. Amongst otherwise intelligent people, modern feminism has created an intellectual blind spot. You will find it difficult to enter into a discussion about feminism with its most zealous adherents because they simply do not believe their ideas are subject to discussion. For them, the tenets of patriarchy and gender oppression are immutable; they are divine truths.

Try having a frank discussion about money and earnings, for example, and you’re likely to encounter genuine anger. But that anger is misplaced, and the ‘gender pay gap’ is a misnomer. The gender earnings gap does exist, but not for the reasons feminists insist it does. Its existence may even be an indicator of women’s freedom, rather than their oppression. It’s worth reminding feminists that when most men earn money, it doesn’t just disappear into an unaccountable, self-indulgent void. It’s not being spent on fast cars or expensive watches; the lives of most working men are not playgrounds for the perennially immature. Our money goes, for the most part, to our family members, including the female ones. It goes towards groceries and soft furnishings. It pays for fuel and medications. It pays for life insurance, energy bills, and cars we’re embarrassed to be seen in when we pick our kids up from school. We spend it on property tax. We spend it on teenagers’ phone bills. We watch as it disappears into the coffers of extortionately priced childcare providers. Our money is not ours, and we do not exist in a hedonistic bubble of never-ending consumer pleasure.

In any case, ‘fixing’ the gender earnings gap is neither realistic nor desirable. To do so could only engender oppression, coercion, and destruction. If women want to make more money, they are free to do so, but they must be aware that they may have to make some of the sacrifices men are already making. Earning more money might cost them their dignity, their safety, their friends, their family relationships, their physical and mental health, or even their lives. Men have to accept these risks every day, and if earning money is what women really want, they will have to do the same.

Feminists may contend that whilst men are unsafe at work, women are unsafe elsewhere. Most victims of sexual violence are women; most perpetrators are male. That leads to women having to live with a kind of fear most men cannot imagine. But those perpetrators don’t commit sexually violent acts because they are men. They commit them because they are violent and immoral people, and they are punished by law when there is sufficient evidence to do so. This will seem tragically unjust to those who have suffered sexual violence and cannot prove it, but the same principle is true for any other kind of violent crime, the most likely victims of which are not women but men. Despite this, the myth of the sex-obsessed Male Brute endures and is used to justify a great deal of misguided feminist theory.

Psychic Feminism emboldens its proponents to confidently theorise that men are usually thinking about the wrong things, or at least thinking about things in the wrong way. In a new take on the outdated stereotype of the empty-headed blonde bimbo, men are routinely depicted by many in the feminist establishment as oblivious, stupid, sexually deviant, and vain. This oversimplification of male psychology is no accident. It is an act of brutally callous dehumanisation, and is used throughout feminist theory to assert cultural and moral dominion over men. It also serves to perpetuate the perceived need for feminism in that it presents men’s minds as a faulty tabula rasa which can be fixed with the right amount of patronising criticism.

But Psychic Feminism must be called out whenever we encounter it because, contrary to their claims, feminists don’t know what men are thinking, and they certainly don’t understand men’s motivations. Indeed, it is absurd to suggest that all men's priorities, ambitions, desires, and thought processes can neatly be summarised as if belonging to one monolithic group. Psychic Feminism often masquerades as intelligent observation, or as a noble-spirited denunciation of casual male sexism. It is neither of those things. Psychic Feminism is indicative of an inability or an unwillingness to listen to men. It is a way of denying men the right to their own ethical choices and behaviour, and instead labelling them with a universalised moral perversion.

Nor can the problems women encounter in the workplace be diagnosed in such a homogenous fashion. Professional women are not uniformly competent. Some of them inspire the confidence of their peers; others don’t. But the remedy for professional anonymity isn’t blame; it’s self-reflection. If people don’t notice you at work, it might be because you’re not very memorable. You might just be a bad leader or an uninteresting person. In the long run, blaming men for this will be small consolation for the losses you’ve incurred in life by refusing to become self-aware. The best thing you could do would be to snap out of that mindset and grow a pair (metaphorically speaking).

This sense of personal responsibility is also necessary in the personal sphere. When you enter into a relationship with someone, you shouldn’t assume they will change and evolve in the same way you do. The qualities that attracted you to someone in their early twenties might make for a very unattractive forty-year-old. If that’s the case, then you have the right to leave them, but you don’t have the right to change them. And that’s a calculation you should probably wrestle with before you have kids together. It’s not necessarily your fault if you make a bad bet on a partner, but it’s not society’s, either.

However satisfied or dissatisfied you might be, intimate relationships cannot be summarised or evaluated in percentages. No survey can tell you how good a marriage is or how good a parenting union two people have created. A time-use study cannot put a number on how much love there is in a household or how supported, appreciated, and cherished the people within it feel. Our private lives cannot usefully be catalogued by interfering, soulless academics, who—in order to justify their funding for another year—attempt to itemise loving relationships into procedural minutiae.

One thing you won’t find academics doing is enumerating the good things men do for the people around them, and that’s odd, considering that most heterosexual women choose to spend their lives with a male partner, or at least would if they could. My instinct tells me that the times you feel protected and valued by a male partner are just as invisible and immeasurable as ‘cognitive labour’. And in any case, feminist academics would have far less interest in quantifying those episodes. I imagine they would be similarly uninterested in monitoring a household to see how often a father logs into his work email in the middle of the night, consoles a teenager after their first heartbreak, or throws his children into the air and makes them laugh uncontrollably.

For that matter, when people present ‘research’ offering some new evidence of the myriad ways men oppress women, we ought to dig into it a bit. Who did the research, and when? Why did they do it? What was the sample size and methodology? Have you read the entire study, and did it present any alternative findings? Are we talking about one study or several? How do you know it’s not bullshit? If five online articles quote the same study, the reporting has probably far outstripped the scale of the study itself, and that ought to be considered when making blanket assertions about the behaviour of men and women.

These things must be done because, despite its stated aims of egalitarianism and of creating a fairer society, feminism has evolved into what is fundamentally a vengeful movement. By focusing on the apparent injustices suffered by women, it justifies bullying, harassment, and wholesale defamation of men. When these injustices no longer exist or have been proven false, the feminist machine innovates, creating and embellishing ever-newer forms of gender discrimination in order to exalt women and establish their moral superiority. This creates a vicious cycle, inevitably leading women to experience resentfulness and a desire for retribution, whether warranted or not. A movement driven by such self-cannibalising belligerence not only produces mistakenly aggrieved people, but also appeals to those who already have an aggressive, bullying personality. The uncomfortable truth is that what drives a person to embrace modern feminism might not be a surfeit of egalitarian spirit, but a lack thereof.

Regarding men's poor behavioural choices, feminists allow for free will and the subsequent responsibility it entails. When it comes to the poor choices made by women, the consequences are left squarely at the door of ‘the patriarchy’. Conversely, when men succeed, feminists will insist it is primarily a function of men’s historically ill-gotten supremacy; the achievements of women, on the other hand, are a function of individual brilliance. In this way, feminism attempts to abdicate women of any personal responsibility for their failings while divesting men of credit for their accomplishments.

Feminism also mires its adherents in false hope for the future. The movement’s fixation on a utopian society in which men finally succumb to its will—publicly embracing its ideas whilst apologetically effacing any vestige of their own self-determination—is little more than a fantasy. It just won’t happen. And that’s because we have the tools to resist, an act which we owe to ourselves and future generations. We must not allow our sons to view themselves as inherently defective. Nor should we allow them to grow up seeking primarily to flatter and appease women's egos. Similarly, in good conscience, we cannot teach our daughters to view themselves as perpetually wounded moral guardians, incessantly measuring our young men against an arbitrary and illusory set of reparative standards. Nor should young women be imbued with the virulently debilitating misconception that everything is harder if you’re a girl. If these are our guiding principles for raising our children, the end result for both genders is abject misery.

Our legacy to future men and women should not be one of pugilistic bitterness, lived out in the imaginary spectre of ‘the patriarchy’. It should be one in which the relative strengths of each gender are acknowledged, and the differences between them celebrated rather than denied. We should teach our children—both boys and girls—that money and status are there for the taking, but that they come at a price. Making this choice entails personal responsibility, and however happy or unhappy you may end up down the line, it will primarily be your own choices that determine the quality of your life.

At the start of this book we compared feminism to the mafia, noting its similarity to an organisation built on intimidation, fear, and control, which does not allow for a multiplicity of opinions, and which seeks to dominate its opponents with ruthless vengefulness. But as we have progressed through our feminist ideas from patriarchy down to scheduling, another image emerges. This is the image of the mafia don’s deserted mansion after the authorities have closed in. Now that the organisation’s nefarious activities have been exposed, all that remains is a crumbling kingdom. What was once a thriving hub of activity is now empty, its decaying corridors echoing with the sheer desperation of ideas like ‘unequal cognitive load’. Anyone with any sense got out long ago.
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