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     For the past two decades I have devoted myself to 

studying the influence of feminism on American culture-—with a 

special focus on campus feminism. In the next 35-40 minutes 

I'll give you the best information I have on this topic.  But, 

of course, information is never the whole story; I have a point 

of view and you'll hear about that as well.  

     This evening I will be arguing that contemporary 

feminism has taken a wrong turn. In my view, the noble cause of 

women's emancipation is being damaged in at least three ways by 

the contemporary women's movement.1 First, today's movement 

takes a very dim view of men; second, it wildly overstates the 

victim status of American women; and third, it is dogmatically 

attached to the view that men and women are essentially the 

same. In the time I have with you, I will try to explain and 

justify these criticisms, and conclude by offering what I think 

is a reasonable and humane alternative to current feminism. I 

will also extend an olive branch to the feminists I criticize. 

But first a few words about my background. 



       

 

     Before the early 1990s I was a feminist academic in 

good standing. I was invited to feminist conferences and 

asked to review papers for a feminist philosophy journal. My 

courses at Clark University were cross-listed with Women’s 

Studies. That all changed in 1994 when I published a book 

entitled Who Stole Feminism?  The book was strongly 

feminist, but it rejected the idea that American women were 

oppressed.  For the most part, feminism had succeeded, I 

said. By the nineties, I argued, American women were among 

the freest and most liberated in the world. It was no 

longer reasonable to say that as a group women were far 

worse off than men. Yes, there were still inequities, but 

to speak of American society as a “patriarchy” or to refer 

to American women as second class citizens was frankly 

absurd.  

 In the book, I showed how feminism was being hijacked 

by gender war eccentrics in the universities.  And when I say 

eccentric I mean it. To give one quick example, one of my 

colleagues in feminist philosophy referred to her seminars as 

“ovulars.”2  She rejected the masculinist “seminar” because 

the root of that word is associated with, well, the very 



essence of male power. It is actually very funny when you 

think about it.  But this woman was not kidding. 

    When Who Stole Feminism was first published, some 

prominent feminists actually agreed with what I had to say: 

I even received some fan mail –- but not much. For the most 

part, the feminist establishment was outraged. I was 

quickly subjected to a colorful attack for my heresies. 

Many feminist leaders and writers remain convinced that the 

United States is an oppressive patriarchy.  They did not 

appreciate my plea for moderation.  Some called me a 

backlasher, a traitor to my gender, anti-woman. One angry 

critic referred to Margaret Thatcher and me as "those two 

female impersonators."   

Just as an aside, I should tell you that all of this 

notoriety has not been easy for my parents -- who are very 

liberal and dismayed to find their daughter reviled by people 

they admire -- like the feminist leader Gloria Steinem--or, 

much worse, admired by people they regard as diabolical. (My 

father was driving along a country road in Vermont when he 

heard conservative talk show host Rush Limbaugh praise 

something I had written.  He almost smashed into a snow 

bank.) But of course, whatever their reservations, my parents 

remain loyal fans.  When a columnist from Playboy magazine 

interviewed me, my father was eager to get hold of that 



issue. The problem was how do you buy a copy of Playboy when 

you are an old-fashioned gentleman, living in a small Vermont 

town where everyone knows you.  He solved the problem by 

quietly crossing the border into Keene, New Hampshire where 

no one knew him. He was still more than a little embarrassed: 

feeling the need to explain himself to the sales clerk he 

told her, “It’s OK, I’m only buying this because my 

daughter’s in it.”   

      Well, anyway -- I am not a backlasher, a 

traitor, anti-woman or a female impersonator. What I am is 

a philosophy professor with a respect for logic, clear 

thinking, rules of evidence and –- I hope –- a strong sense 

of fairness.  In fact, I think it’s my bias toward logic,  

reason, and fairness that has put me at odds with the 

feminist establishment. 

    I am not here to urge you to reject old-fashioned 

classical feminism of the sort that won women the vote, 

educational opportunity and many other freedoms.  I am a 

passionate supporter of that style of feminism, which I 

call equity feminism.  An equity feminist wants for women 

what she wants for everyone—-fair treatment, respect, and 

dignity. Equity feminism promotes harmony and good will 

between the sexes and it can lead to a much saner, happier 

and more ethical world.  



    Equity feminism is not new. It is rooted in the 

classically liberal political tradition that had its 

beginnings in the European Enlightenment. It was classical 

liberalism that inspired the First Wave of feminism in the 

19th century, which secured women the vote; it also informed 

the Second Wave in the sixties and seventies that further  

enhanced women’s freedoms and opportunities.  By any 

reasonable measure, equity feminism is a great American 

success story.  

American women are flourishing. To give just a few 

examples from higher education: Women today earn 57 percent 

of bachelor’s degrees, 59 percent of master’s degrees, and, 

50 percent of doctorate degrees. In every racial and ethnic 

groups studied by the U.S. Department of Education, young 

women are outperforming their male counterparts.3    

Are things perfect for women?  Certainly not. But they 

are not perfect for men either. The fact is the major 

battles of American women for equal treatment and 

opportunity have been fought and won. Yes, women are still 

struggling with how to balance family and work; yes, we 

need to find ways to get more young women interested in 

running for public office and entering fields like math, 

computer science and engineering.  But for the most part 

the hard work of equity feminism in the 21st century now 



lies outside this country, in countries where women are 

truly oppressed. There are many parts of the world, 

especially in the Middle East and Africa, where women have 

not yet seen so much as a ripple of freedom, let alone two 

major waves of liberation.  I believe that the liberation 

of women in the developing world will be the greatest human 

rights struggle of our time.  

    Why then, you may be wondering, does my position and 

that of other equity feminist scholars such as Camille 

Paglia, Daphne Patai, or the late Elizabeth Fox-Genovese 

arouse so much opposition? I will explain.  If you have had 

a feminist speaker at your school, taken an introductory 

women’s studies class, or visited the website of one or 

more of our national women’s groups, you will not find  the 

successes of equity feminism celebrated; you will not  find  

expressions of happiness for the freedoms and opportunities 

American women now enjoy.  The dominant philosophy of 

today’s women’s movement is not equity feminism--but “victim 

feminism.”  “Victim” feminists don’t want to hear about the 

ways in which women have succeeded.  They want to focus on 

and often invent new ways and perspectives in which women 

can be regarded as oppressed and subordinated to men.  When 

I criticize contemporary feminism it is this version, this 

perspective, that I have in mind. Let me explain more fully 



what it is and why, for all our sakes, it should be 

repudiated. 

Many outspoken feminist activists and scholars are 

convinced that feminist research has uncovered and exposed 

a pervasive and tenacious system by which men persist in 

subordinating and oppressing women--they call it the 

sex/gender system.  The University of Illinois philosophy 

professor Sandra Lee Bartky (paraphrasing the sociologist 

Gayle Rubin) has defined the sex-gender system as that 

“complex process whereby bi-sexual infants are transformed 

into male and female gender personalities, the one destined 

to command, the other to obey.“4  When I read this quote to 

my husband, he asked, “Now which sex is it that has to 

obey?”  

Gender feminists tend to see conventional masculinity 

as a pathology and the source of much of what is wrong in 

the world. Let me give a specific example that should be 

familiar to you. (A quick disclaimer: it is hard to talk 

about campus gender feminism without using a lot of colorful 

language -– as you shall see.)  

 How many of you have heard of the Vagina Monologues? 

How many have seen it performed?  For those who do not know, 

The V-Monologues is a play written by Eve Ensler. It is 

staged every year--at least once--on more than 600 American 



college campuses. It consists of various women talking in 

graphic, and I mean detailed and explicit terms -- about 

their intimate anatomy.  

I realize that a lot of students go to the play just 

to have a good time. It has a lot of raunchy jokes that 

audience members seem to enjoy. And some of the scenes are 

emotionally powerful and draw attention to the very serious 

problem of violence against women. But what I want to point 

out to you is the play’s deeper gender feminist message. It 

is all about exposing the ravages of patriarchy and the 

evils of all things masculine. The play is poisonously 

anti-male.  

 There are no admirable males in the Monologues–-the  

play presents a rogues’ gallery of male brutes, sadists, 

child-molesters, genital mutilators, gang rapists and 

hateful little boys.  What passes as the one sympathetic 

male character, according to Eve Ensler, her concession to 

the male gender, is a man named Bob.   

  Bob is described like this.  

“Bob was the most ordinary man I ever met. He was thin and 
tall and nondescript…..He wasn’t very funny or articulate 
or mysterious...I didn’t particularly like Bob.”5  

  

What redeems him in Ensler’s eyes is his fondness for 

staring at his girl friend’s vagina for extended periods of 



time. According to her text, the girlfriend says of Bob,  

“He stayed looking for almost an hour as if he were 
studying a map, observing the moon, staring into my eyes, 
but it was my vagina. I began . . . to feel proud.”  

 Aside from Ensler’s disturbing segment about Bob the 

vagina gazer, the central message of the V-day movement is 

that most men are violent inconsiderate brutes.  

And here is the problem with the play and with the 

gender feminist philosophy that informs it: Most men are 

not brutes. They are not oppressors.  Yes, there are some 

contemptible Neanderthals among us, and I have no sympathy 

for them whatsoever. But to confuse them with the ethical 

majority of men is blatantly sexist. Yet again and again, 

we find that contemporary feminists take the worst case 

example of pathological masculinity and treat it as the 

male norm.    

                   ****** 

  Let me turn to my second major objection to 

contemporary feminism: its reckless disregard for the  

truth. In doing research for my books, I looked carefully 

at some standard feminist claims about women and violence, 

depression, eating disorders, pay equity and education. 

What I found is that most –- not all —- but most of the 

victim statistics are, at best, misleading –- at worst, 

completely inaccurate. I don’t have the time to go through 



the long, twisted story about all the (ms.)information that 

passes for education in this area.6  I will quickly give you 

a few examples of what I found just in the area of domestic 

violence. Since this is a law school, I will cite a popular 

legal textbook.  

     Nancy Lemon is a professor at the law school at UC 

Berkeley and an authority on domestic violence. She is the 

editor of Domestic Violence Law, 2nd edition (2001, 2005), 

which Berkeley law school’s website describes as the 

“premiere textbook on the subject.”  

    Here is what you find on page one in the first 

selection in the “History and Overview” section. (The author 

is Cheryl Ward Smith.)  

“The history of women’s abuse began over 2,700 years ago 
in the year 753 BC. It was during the reign of Romulus of 
Rome that wife abuse was accepted and condoned under the Laws 
of Chastisement. . . .. The laws permitted a man to beat his 
wife with a rod or switch so long as its circumference was no 
greater than the girth of the base of the man’s right thumb.  
The law became common know as ’The Rule of  Thumb.’ These 
laws established a tradition which was perpetuated in English 
Common Law in most of Europe.” 

      

    Problem one: Romulus of Rome never existed. He is 

a figure in Roman mythology--the son of Mars, nursed by a 

wolf.   Problem two: The phrase “rule of thumb” did not 

originate with any law about wife beating. Nor has anyone 



been able to find any such law. There is by now a large 

amount of literature on the Rule of Thumb hoax.7   

   The errors continue.  On page 12, in a selection by 

Joan Zorza, we read: “The March of Dimes found that 

battered women have twice the rate of miscarriages and give 

birth to more babies with more defects than women who may 

suffer from immunizable illness or disease.” The March of 

Dimes denies doing any such study.8 

  Zorza also informs readers that “Between 20 and 35 

percent of women seeking medical care in emergency room in 

America are there because of domestic violence.”  This 

claim is ubiquitous in the feminist canon. But is it false. 

There are two legitimate studies on emergency room 

admissions: one by the Bureau of Justice Statistics and 

another by the Centers for Disease Control. The results of 

both indicate that domestic violence is a serious problem, 

but that it is far down on the list of reasons women go to 

emergency rooms.  Approximately one half of one percent of 

women in emergency rooms are there seeking treatment for 

injuries from domestic violence.9  

    I have time for just one more quick example of 

feminist misinformation. The Penguin Atlas of Women in the 

World (2008) edited by geographer Joni Seager, now in its 

fourth edition, is a staple in women’s studies classes in 



our colleges and universities. It was named “Reference Book 

of the Year” by the American Library Association, among 

other awards. “Nobody should be without this book,” says 

feminist icon Gloria Steinem.  Joni Seager, Professor and 

Chair of Geography at Hunter College, is a feminist 

environmentalist. Her atlas, a series of color-coded maps 

and charts, documents the status of women in the nations of 

the world, highlighting countries where women are most at 

risk for poverty, illiteracy, and oppression by men. 

   One map illustrates how women are kept “in their 

place” by restrictions on their mobility, dress, and 

behavior. Of course there are many such countries.  But 

somehow the United States comes out looking as bad in this 

respect as Somalia, Pakistan, Niger and Afghanistan. All are 

shaded in a pea green, a color signifying countries where 

“patriarchal assumptions” operate in “potent combination with 

fundamentalist religious interpretations.”10 Seager notes that 

in parts of Uganda, a man can claim an unmarried woman as his 

wife by raping her. The United States gets the same low 

rating on her charts because, Seager says, “State legislators 

enacted 301 anti-abortion measures between 1995 and 2001.” 

Never mind that the Ugandan practice is barbaric—and that the 

activism and controversy surrounding abortion issue in the 

States is a sign of a contentious and free democracy working 



out its disagreements.  

   On another map the United States gets the same rating 

for domestic violence as Uganda and Haiti.  Seager backs that 

up with the emergency room factoid. She says, “22 percent-35 

percent of women who seek emergency medical assistance at 

hospital are there for reasons of domestic violence.”   

Some of you are probably thinking –- the literature on 

feminism is vast and complex –- there are bound to be some 

mistakes. So what?  But I and other investigators have not 

found “some mistakes.” What we have found is a large body 

of blatantly false information.11 The Domestic Violence Law 

textbook and the Penguin Atlas of Women in the World are 

not the exception. They are the rule.   

    What is more, the feminists who promote the false 

statistics believe them to be true. That helps explain their 

antipathy to critics like me, their alarm over masculinity, 

and their conviction that American women share a common bond 

of oppression with women in countries like Uganda and 

Afghanistan. Naturally, they feel a special urgency to share 

their insights with students. In 2003 Eve Ensler gave a 

lecture at the Radcliff Institute.  To a large crowd of 

enthralled Harvard students (mostly young women) Ensler said,  

 “I think that the oppression of women is universal. I think 
we are bonded in every single place of the world. I think the 
conditions are exactly the same [her emphasis]. ..  



The systematic global oppression of women is completely 
across the globe.”12 

 

It is a simple fact that American women are not 

oppressed. They are among the healthiest, freest, best 

educated women in the world and they score near the top on 

international surveys of happiness and life satisfaction.13 

But sadly and pathetically Ensler can point to more than 

twenty years of feminist teaching to support her tragic 

pronouncement.  

 
   Does it matter that much that there is a large body 

of  factually challenged information at the heart of 

contemporary feminism? Does is matter that feminist leaders 

in the United States think and say a lot of intemperate 

things?  The answer is an emphatic yes.  First of all, 

American women who truly are at risk for violence or 

invidious discrimination would be helped by truth and high 

quality research. The plight of women is not improved by 

sexual politics and exaggeration –- no matter how well-

intentioned. Misrepresentation almost always clouds the 

true causes of suffering and provides obstacles to genuine 

ways of preventing it. Truth is on the side of compassion. 

    Secondly, false assertions, hyperbole and crying 

wolf undermine the credibility and effectiveness of feminism 



in general. The world badly needs a sober, responsible and 

reality-based women’s movement. But groups of American women, 

captive to the illusion that they themselves are still being 

oppressed, are not going to be helpful in building that 

movement.  If you believe that your own house is on fire, 

you’re not likely to help your neighbor put out a real fire 

in her house. And now our neighbors are global.       

 Finally, as a philosophy professor and as someone who 

respects rationality, objective scholarship, and intellectual 

integrity, I continue to be appalled to find distinguished 

university professors and prestigious publishers 

disseminating falsehoods. It is shameful. 

    I can imagine someone protesting at this point: 

“Fine, you have found a lot of false statistics and we agree 

they should be corrected. And yes, there are some colorful 

outspoken feminists who are sometimes a bit over the top. But 

what about all the accurate statistics showing that women are 

far from being equal to men in the United States?  Isn’t it 

true, after all, that women working full-time earn 

approximately 76 cents for every dollar a man earns? Isn’t it 

true that United States women hold only about 15% of seats in 

the House and Senate? Isn’t it true that women continue to be 

vastly underrepresented in higher echelons of business, 

science and technology?  How can you  deny the fact that 



women in the United States continue to a face  serious  

sexist discrimination?”  

Well, I don’t actually deny this, but I see no reason 

to blindly accept it either – and this brings me to the 

third reason I think contemporary feminism has taken a 

wrong turn. Reasons for the wage gap and for why more men 

than women entering fields like engineering and physics may 

well have little to with discrimination or oppression, but 

much to do with the fact that males and females--on 

average--have markedly different preferences in life.  I 

don’t rule out the possibility that in some fields unfair 

discrimination persists--in fact, I am sure there is some--

but there is also another powerful and compelling 

explanation for the differences that persist.  

As an equity feminist, I accept the fact that men and 

women may well be different in their psychological and 

cognitive make-up.  While environment and socialization do 

play a significant role, a growing body of research in 

neuroscience, endocrinology, and psychology over the past 

30 years suggests there is a biological basis for many sex 

differences in aptitudes and preferences. What are these 

biologically based differences?  Males, on average, have 

better spatial and mechanical skills, females better verbal 

skills. In 1998 University of Missouri psychologist David 



Geary published a summary of the literature on sex 

differences under the auspices of the American 

Psychological association entitled Male and Female. It has 

nearly 50 pages with footnotes to peer-reviewed scholarly 

articles that suggest innate difference.14 These studies are 

not the final word; but they certainly cannot be dismissed 

or ignored.   

Witness the uproar after Larry Summers raised sex 

differences as a hypothesis to explain hiring practices.  

To this day, feminists protest Summers giving speeches on 

unrelated topics, resulting in universities like UC Davis 

rescinding invitations.  

 Nothing could be more against the spirit of 

scientific inquiry.  The difference hypothesis has genuine 

empirical support from peer-reviewed studies.  If these 

studies are even moderately reliable, they could explain 

why women are far more likely that men to want to take care 

of children and to be attracted to fields like teaching, 

social work, nursing, and pediatrics--and why men are 

vastly over-represented in fields like helicopter 

mechanics, hydraulic engineering, and soldiering. Mother 

Nature may not play by the rules of political correctness.  

There is still a vast scope for equity feminism in a 

society that acknowledges difference. After all, there will 



always be large numbers of women who defy the stereotypes 

and they should not be held back. As equity feminists, we 

want to see more female CEOs, Nobel Laureates, and race car 

drivers. Equity feminism is vigilant about protecting the 

principle of equal opportunity for all. But, unlike gender 

feminists, we do not insist on equality of results. On the 

contrary, equality of results—-in the face of genuine 

differences in preferences—-would lead to a different kind 

of discrimination.    

Today, there is a powerful movement, supported by many 

women’s activists, national women’s organizations, as well 

as members of Congress, to use the equity law Title IX to 

advance women in  math and science -– just as it advanced 

them in soccer and basketball. The assumption behind the 

movement is that sexism and discrimination are the primary 

reasons why there are fewer women than men in the high 

echelons of math, physics, computer science and 

engineering. This movement is, at best, premature -- and at 

worst, a disaster that will force leading departments to 

hire under-qualified applicants that will adversely affect 

the quality of our American research and our innovative 

edge.15     

To sum up so far: Contemporary feminism can be faulted 

for its irrational hostility to men, its recklessness with 



facts and statistics, and its inability to take seriously 

the possibility that the sexes are equal –- but different.    

              Conclusion 

   I am sometimes asked, “Isn’t there anything you like 

about contemporary feminists?”  At a recent debate at the 

Yale Political Union, a member of the audience said, “You 

accuse gender feminists of being very negative about men, 

about our society--but you are just as negative and fault-

finding where the gender feminists are concerned.” Well, 

first of all, there is nothing wrong with being negative and 

fault-finding if your criticisms are on point.  However, I am 

happy to say that there are things about contemporary 

feminists I like very much. 

     Let’s consider Eve Ensler once again.  There is a 

lot more to her than her male-averse play and her extravagant 

pronouncements. Over the years, she has been personally  

active in promoting women’s rights in forsaken  places such 

as  Rwanda, Haiti and the Congo. In 2000, at enormous risk to 

herself, she traveled to Afghanistan and documented the 

horrors practiced by the Taliban.  More recently, in the fall 

of 2007, she spent a month in the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo where thousands of women have been brutally raped and 

tortured by marauding gangs of soldiers.  One frustrated 

former United Nations official was dismayed by the “appalling 



and grotesque indifference by the world community" to the 

fate of the Congolese women. But Enlser is not indifferent.  

She is now waging a major campaign to raise world awareness 

and bring support to these women.
16
 Her perspective on the 

United States may be distorted but her efforts in the Congo 

are nothing less than heroic.   

Or consider the legal scholar Catharine McKinnon. She 

can be exasperating when she says things like, “in this 

culture [i.e. the U.S.] sexual desire in women is socially 

constructed as that by which we come to want our own self-

annihilation.”17   But like Ensler, in certain settings her 

vehemence is commendable -– even inspiring.  In 2000 

MacKinnon and an associate won damages of $745 million 

(under the US Alien Tort Statute) for a group of Bosnian 

women who had survived Serbian genocidal rape camps.18 

MacKinnon is now the co-director of the Legal Project for 

an international women’s rights organization called 

Equality Now.  That group is aggressively targeting human 

rights violations such as the sexual trafficking of women 

and children in India, female genital mutilation in Mali, 

and the stoning of women in Iran.  This is admirable and 

necessary work and one must salute her for it.  

So yes, there is much that is valuable, responsible 

and even heroic in contemporary feminism. But if the 



movement as a whole is to remain relevant and effective in 

fighting sexist cruelty and injustice, it is going to have 

to change. It will have to tone down the rhetoric against 

men, be meticulous about truth and accuracy. Finally, and 

perhaps most importantly, it must become inclusive: 

moderate and conservative women have to be offered a place 

at the table.   

In her 1995 book Two Paths to Women’s Equality, the 

Brandeis University scholar Janet Zollinger Giele, explains 

how American women won suffrage only when progressive 

groups (led by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony) 

formed a coalition with conservative women (led by Frances 

Willard, president of the Women’s Christian Temperance 

Union.) Says Giele, “History records defeat where one 

branch failed to recognize the valid arguments of the 

other.”19 She also noted dazzling successes when the two 

branches cooperated.20  

  Small groups of leftwing feminists are not going to 

be able to defeat sexual trafficking, female genital 

mutilation, rape camps, or stonings. History will record 

their defeat. But what if Ensler and MacKinnon and their 

allies in Equality Now followed the example of Stanton and 

Anthony and formed an alliance with moderate and 



conservative women –- including even traditionally 

religious women?  

Contemporary establishment feminism tends to take a 

dim view of faith-based, family-centered women.21 But, 

historically, such women were critically important to 

liberation movements--from abolitionism to suffrage. They 

may hold the key to success in promoting an effective 

international women’s movement today. For one thing, they 

are numerous. There are ten million Evangelical women in 

the United States. Many of them could be galvanized around 

the righteous and humane causes of Equality Now. Once they 

are mobilized and allied with progressive forces, and once 

they are connected to women’s groups throughout the world, 

history suggests they could prevail.  

The 16th century Scottish clergyman John Knox was 

horrified by the specter of female political power, which 

he called “a monstrous regiment.” He dreaded it, and so 

will the male supremacists of the world should a coalition 

of radical, moderate, and evangelical women start marching 

in their direction.      

 To conclude, then, an oppressive patriarchy does 

truly exist in such places as Iran, Somalia, Haiti, Mali, 

Uganda, Saudi Arabia and the Congo. Millions of women are 



suffering, and I can think of few nobler causes in this 

world than finding ways to help them.  

  In the past, this talk was entitled “Reject 

Contemporary Feminism:” But I have changed the title. I 

don’t think we should reject contemporary feminism.  We 

should reform it, correct its excesses, insist that 

moderate and conservative feminists be given a voice, and 

then set about helping to write the next great chapter in 

the history of women’s quest for freedom.   

Thank you.  
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