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Not Our Mothers’ 
Feminism 

Has the “glass ceiling” been shattered? Judging by recent headlines on 
 both sides of the Atlantic, the answer would seem to be a resound-

ing “yes.” ere was, for instance, American presidential hopeful Hillary
Clinton’s near-miss candidacy for the Democratic nomination, followed by 
Republican candidate John McCain’s selection of Alaska Governor Sarah 
Palin as his running mate. And then, short while later, Israel’s Foreign Min-
ister Tzipi Livni eked out a narrow victory in her party’s primaries, bringing 
her a crucial step closer to securing the prime minister’s office—and the Jew-
ish state to winning the distinction of being the only country in the world 
with a woman at the helm of its executive, legislative, and judicial branches. 
Whatever we may think of these particular women and their ideologies, per-
sonalities, or managerial qualities, there is no doubt that their meteoric rise 
to the top of their respective political hierarchies is an encouraging sign for 
proponents of women’s rights everywhere. Indeed, while their road to po-
litical ascendancy was forged, over the course of the last fifty or so years, by
other female leaders—Golda Meir in Israel, Indira Ghandi in India, Benazir 
Bhutto in Pakistan, Margaret atcher in the United Kingdom, and Angela
Merkel in Germany, to take just a few notable examples—each new name 
added to the list demonstrates just how far women have come in their fight
for the recognition of female rights and abilities beyond the narrow confines
of the family home.
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And yet, it would be a mistake to abandon ourselves to unbridled op-
timism. For in most cases, a woman’s path is still beset with barriers and 
hurdles. And frequently, they are of the self-imposed kind. For proof of 
this fact, we need look no further than those places that raise the banner of 
equality the highest—and in whose attainment of this lofty ideal they seem 
to fall the farthest short.

A minor scandal that erupted this summer in the halls of Israeli academia 
provides a case in point. In July, Eyal Ben-Ari—professor of sociology 
at Jerusalem’s Hebrew University and outspoken critic of Israel’s “ultra-
militarized culture”—was arrested on charges of sexual harassment. In what 
a colleague in the sociology department called a “reign of terror” stretching 
back nearly a decade, Ben-Ari allegedly extorted sexual favors from female 
students in exchange for promotions, funding for research, and invitations 
to academic conferences. e news was greeted in Israel with much cyni-
cism: For a public still smarting from the last high-profile sex scandals—the
charges of sexual harassment and indecent acts leveled at former president 
Moshe Katsav; the conviction of former justice minister Haim Ramon for 
forcibly kissing a female soldier; and, in 2001, the indictment of former de-
fense minister Yitzhak Mordechai for sexual misconduct—this was merely 
the newest stain on Israel’s already sullied reputation as a place where power-
ful men’s libidos and disregard for women’s rights run both in tandem, and 
rampant.

Israeli feminist activists and organizations lost no time in seizing upon 
the Ben-Ari affair as proof that the Jewish state’s culture of male domination
has taken root not only in the military and politics but in academia as well. 
And yet, however probable many feminists believe sexual harassment in the 
university to be, Ben-Ari’s students were, to all appearances, highly improb-
able victims. ese were not, after all, fresh-faced first-year students, naïve
to the ways of the world. Rather, they were master’s and doctoral candidates 
in a department known for its feminist leanings. ey were well versed in
feminist thought and frequently engaged in feminist-oriented, social-justice 
research. Surely, these are the women we might expect to be particularly 
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sensitive to the possibility of harassment, and to protest the loudest should 
it occur. How is it, then, that these same women endured years of forced 
sexual relations in silence, complained only under protection of anonym-
ity, and balked at cooperating with the subsequent police investigation—all 
this, despite the much-publicized existence in Israel of what feminist activ-
ists and legal scholars agree is the most progressive and broadly defined
sexual harassment legislation in the world?

Understandably, most people are loath to ask this question. To do so, af-
ter all, seems distinctly callous: Sexual harassment is an attack on a woman’s 
sense of dignity and even, we might say, on her soul. Expressing an emotion 
other than outrage or disgust is thus to appear to blame the victim. None-
theless, as the bitter irony of the Ben-Ari case makes clear, if we truly seek 
to address the problem of sexual assault and harassment in society, and to 
advance the cause of true and meaningful equality between the sexes in both 
personal and public life, we cannot be satisfied with the condemnation of
perpetrators and their punishment. We must also attempt to determine why 
many women, among them feminism’s poster children, choose to behave in 
a passive, helpless manner in their dealings with men in positions of author-
ity. We must ask why they allow these men to abuse them—physically or 
otherwise—without waging an all-out counterattack. Perhaps today’s gen-
eration of elite women has simply failed to internalize feminism’s message. 
Or perhaps, as a close look at that message reveals, the problem is that they 
have internalized it all too well.

In the beginning, feminism had a noble aim: equal treatment of the sexes 
 before the law. From its inception in the suffragist movement of the

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, “classical-liberal” feminism em-
phasized women’s ability to achieve equality by means of the choices they 
make and the actions they employ in their service. Significantly, by imbu-
ing every woman with the power to effect political and legal reform, this
brand of feminism held that society could be changed in the here and now, 
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without the alteration of its basic underlying structure. is view was largely
replaced in the late 1960s and 1970s, however, with the introduction of 
radical feminism, which arose from within the movement’s “second wave.” 

Radical—meaning, literally, “going to the root”—feminism saw wom-
en’s political and cultural inequalities as intimately linked. It encouraged 
women to see aspects of their personal lives as deeply, even irreversibly polit-
icized, reflective as they are of modern capitalist societies’ male-dominated
power structures. While liberal feminism strove to effect equality within
existing political and legal frameworks, second-wave feminism took as its 
mission the exposure of the countless ways in which social institutions and 
cultural norms combine to keep women in a subservient state. is was a
narrative of systematic, global male oppression stretching back thousands of 
years, deeply embedded in all social relations: economics, psychology, popu-
lar culture, even science. French feminist theorists took this notion of subju-
gation one step further, claiming that not only social institutions, but even 
the very acts of speaking and writing were intrinsically “phallocentric.” 

By insisting that so long as this sexist system and its values remained 
in place, no real or meaningful change was possible, this ideology brought 
about a marked shift in feminists’ self-image. Rather than agents of change, 
women were now victims of “patriarchy.” Moreover, radical feminism 
insisted that their oppression was so ubiquitous, so manipulative, and so all-
inclusive that women were often not even aware of it; indeed, they frequently, 
if unconsciously, shared in it willingly. From this perspective, the myriad 
ways in which women expressed their femininity and experienced their 
sexuality were in truth reaffirming their domination by male society. e late
Andrea Dworkin, to quote a famous example, maintained that even consen-
sual sexual relations between adults were in truth a “violation of boundaries, 
taking over, occupation, destruction of privacy, all of which are construed to 
be normal and also fundamental to continuing human existence.” 

is discourse, which quickly became the dominant strain in feminist
thought, was totalitarian in both its insistence on male sexual destructive-
ness and its denial of female agency. And nowhere is it more evident than 
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in feminism’s claims of a so-called rape crisis. rough a combination of
feverish rhetoric and contestable data, mainstream feminism has propagated 
the belief that, in the words of Susan Brownmiller’s 1975 classic Against 
Our Will, “Rape is a conscious process of intimidation by which all men 
keep all women in a state of fear.” Indeed, across America (and in Israel), 
feminist groups hold marches, rallies, and date-rape awareness meetings in 
which women who have not been raped are referred to as “potential victims” 
(or “survivors”), and their male counterparts as “potential rapists.” ey en-
courage all women to identify with victims of rape and to see themselves as 
victims in the metaphorical, if not literal, sense. In this way, the rape-crisis 
phenomenon has succeeded in placing sexual assault within a long pattern 
of general oppression in society directed toward women. As Katie Roiphe 
explained in a 1993 New York Times essay, “Date Rape’s Other Victim”: 

Preoccupied with issues like date rape and sexual harassment, campus 
feminists produce endless images of women as victims—women offended
by a professor’s dirty joke, women pressured into sex by peers, women try-
ing to say no but not getting it across.

is portrait of the delicate female bears a striking resemblance to that
50’s ideal my mother and other women of her generation fought so hard 
to leave behind. ey didn’t like her passivity, her wide-eyed innocence….
ey didn’t like her excessive need for protection… they worked and
marched, shouted and wrote to make her irrelevant for their daughters. 
But here she is again…. Only this time it is the feminists themselves who 
are breathing new life into her.

Roiphe points out the essence of the “rape crisis” problem: In almost 
paradoxical fashion, those most intent on protecting women have ended up 
infantilizing them. At the heart of the matter is the hotly debated issue of 
consent, on which claims of rape and its prosecution hinge. Many feminist 
activists argue that anything short of explicit consent is not a “yes.” Yet, as 
Roiphe points out, denying the validity of “unspoken consent” promotes the 
notion that women are unable to communicate their sexual desires—and 
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are thus, in matters sexual, a priori victims until proven otherwise. Similarly, 
when radical feminists claim that “verbal coercion” or “manipulation” con-
stitutes rape, they promote the notion that men are more powerful not only 
physically, but intellectually and emotionally as well. It is clear, then, how 
feminist legal theorist Catherine MacKinnon could arrive at the argument 
that all sex is, in a sense, subjugation, even if a woman enters into it freely: 
“e assumption,” she explained in a 2006 interview with the Guardian, “is
that women can be unequal to men economically, socially, culturally, politi-
cally, and in religion, but the moment they have sexual interactions, they 
are free and equal…. I think it ought to be thought about, and in particular 
what consent then means. It means acquiescence. It means passivity.” 

e absurd consequences of such an approach were made abundantly
clear in the Israeli media circus surrounding the case of Adam Shuv late 
last year. Shuv, a well-known journalist, was arrested in December 2007 
after two women complained of sexual assault. One of the women, who 
slept with him and decided afterward that she had been taken advantage of, 
accused him of rape—a charge that was subsequently dropped as baseless. 
is did not, however, stop noted Israeli columnist Dana Spector from ar-
guing, in a December 14 article in Yediot Aharonot, that the notion of “rape” 
should be expanded to include instances of the sort exemplified by Shuv.
e “new rapist,” she opined, is someone who treats sex as a purely physical
act and “does not see a real person in front of him—not before [sex], not 
after, and not when he calls a cab [to take her home]. And the new rape vic-
tim is maybe too trusting, maybe not too sure of herself, maybe even stays 
after [sex], and kisses him. But inside, she is a ticking time bomb, and one 
day she will emerge from her hiding place, point her finger at the man who
didn’t look her in the eye, and testify [against him].” 

Spector’s definition of the “new rape victim” illustrates the slippery
slope down which the feminist claim of a rape crisis can lead. e problem
is not only the creation of an atmosphere of fear surrounding all sexual 
relations. Such scare tactics also result in two other, seemingly opposite 
yet in fact inextricably linked problems: On the one hand, they cause 
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some women to make accusations of sexual assault that in truth never 
occurred, which in turn denigrates the concept of rape altogether. And 
on the other hand, they lead many women to embrace a victimized status, 
since, as feminism has made all too clear, in today’s oppressive, sexist soci-
ety, women have no choice but to serve as the object of male sexual desire 
and gratification.

Some feminist scholars, particularly in the United States, have recognized 
 the deleterious effects of “victim feminism” on women’s self-image,

and have spoken out loudly and eloquently against it. Naomi Wolf, for 
instance, stated in her 1994 work Fire with Fire that “Victim psychology is 
bad for women…. A person who identifies chiefly as a victim will do less
well than someone who sees herself chiefly as powerful and effective. If a 
woman sees herself as a victim she becomes less competent, less happy, and 
even more likely to be victimized.” ese sentiments have been echoed and
expanded upon in the works of such feminists as Christina Hoff Sommers,
Rene Denfield, Camille Paglia, and Roiphe, women who have courageously
provided a long-overdue critique of feminism’s ideological excesses—even if, 
as a result, they are frequently denounced as “post-” or even “anti-feminist” 
by much of the mainstream movement. 

Unfortunately, it is precisely the fear of such labels that keeps many 
feminist thinkers and activists from engaging in an honest debate of the 
movement’s flaws. Such was the case, for example, with Wolf herself, who
made a surprising about-face in a 2004 article in the New York Times Maga-
zine, in which she claimed that the literary scholar Harold Bloom sexually 
harassed her while she was a student at Yale. Explaining why she had decid-
ed finally to go public with her complaint, Wolf wrote that, after trying to
reassure herself that steps had been taken in the ensuing decades to prevent 
sexual harassment from occurring on campus, she was forced to conclude 
that “the atmosphere of collusion that had helped to keep me quiet twenty 
years ago was still intact—as secretive as a Masonic lodge.” 
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While such an admission might have ensured her good standing within 
the feminist movement, most of the media weren’t buying it: “Wolf ’s article 
confuses the issue rather than clarifies it. Her gaps and imprecision give fod-
der to skeptics who think sexual harassment charges are often just a form of 
hysteria,” wrote Meghan O’Rourke in Slate.com; Ann Applebaum warned 
in the Washington Post against the “exaggerated victimhood as embodied 
by Wolf”; and Celia Farber was exceptionally blunt in the New York Press, 
declaring that “once again, women were thrown back into their shackles as 
sexual beings first and foremost—by their would-be liberators, the feminist
establishment.” (Emphasis in original.) It was feminism’s fatal wrong turn 
to take the victim road, Farber concluded, because down that road, “all ac-
complishments, all dreams, all voices, all identities are vanquished, in order 
to feed the victim fire. Even someone as successful as Naomi Wolf had to
perform a final, ritualistic harakiri and throw herself on the pyre in order to
assuage the raging gods of the victim cult.” Indeed, when membership in 
feminism’s ranks is conditioned on the willingness to embrace such a world-
view, it is no wonder that a movement that should by all rights enjoy the 
support of all modern women has been rejected by an increasing number 
of them.

Unfortunately, “victim feminism” is still going strong, particularly 
 in the academy. Its dominant presence there is especially troubling, 

given that women dwell in the ivory tower during the formative years of 
their lives. Nor is it coincidental: e view of women as helpless victims of
systemic oppression is well suited to the intellectual outlook that reigns in 
the humanities today. 

is outlook, which rests on post-Marxist and post-structuralist theo-
ries, holds that mankind is a passive object of oppressive and omnipotent 
systems of control. e outcome of such a fatalistic concept is all too evident
in the exchange, in an August article in Maariv, between feminist journal-
ist Billy Moscona-Lerman and “A.,” a doctoral candidate in sociology from 
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the Hebrew University, whose online revelation of a consensual affair with a
different professor in the department ignited the campus investigation into
Eyal Ben-Ari’s actions. “Would you define yourself in the situation with this
professor as a young student with absolute free will?” asked Moscona-Ler-
man. “Will is not an autonomous thing,” the student replied. “As a sociolo-
gist I cannot see myself as a rational, active subject with all the options in 
the world available to me. I am aware that I am answering to the dictates 
of social structures…. We not only lack complete autonomous will in these 
kinds of relationships [between students and professors], but in all social 
relationships…. In this affair as well, which was in theory consensual, there
was an element of power relations.”

ese sentiments, above which floats the spirit of Michel Foucault,
illustrate the ease with which a “radical” worldview can devolve into a re-
signed acceptance of one’s helplessness. With the aid of a philosophy that 
denies the existence of an autonomous subject and sees sinister power rela-
tions lurking everywhere, the individual can easily, even understandably, 
absolve himself of all responsibility for his actions, and of others for theirs. 
Who, after all, would blame a robot for daring to act as it has been pro-
grammed to do?

Ultimately, however, the eagerness to don the victim’s mantle owes more 
to politics than to theory. Specifically, it draws its motivation from the radical
politics that hold sway on many campuses and in many liberal arts depart-
ments, and whose agenda has substantial influence on the media, the law, and
cultural institutions. is agenda takes as its goal the exposure and condem-
nation of the “crimes” committed by Western civilization and its offshoots
against a roll call of victims: women, blacks, Palestinians and Sephardim (in 
Israel), homosexuals, and “others” of every possible kind. One frequently gets 
the impression that these groups are competing with each other for the title 
of “most victimized” by the ever-shrinking mainstream. We might even say 
they share a common motto: “I am a victim, therefore I am.” 

And yet, even as these politics have adopted an increasingly radical tone, 
for all practical purposes, they have lost their sting. For if, as many of its 
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proponents argue, reality is rotten to the core, and political action—indeed, 
action of any kind—can at most achieve minor cosmetic changes in the 
system, then the victim has no choice but to accept the inevitability of his 
situation—and, of course, to find seemingly endless sources of blame for his
predicament. Sadly, in the final analysis, the sort of radical politics prevalent
today are concerned not with fixing the world so much as with indicting it.
So, too, we might say that radical feminism is concerned not so much with 
bettering the lives of women as with adding to their lineup of oppressors.

Sexual harassment and date rape happen. Men try to take advantage of 
 their positions of power and influence in order to intimidate women

into having sex with them—that’s a fact. It is entirely reasonable, then, to 
expect social institutions—such as the government, the courts, and the uni-
versities—to protect women from sexual abuse and set strict rules that will 
prohibit such occurrences. 

But rules will only go so far. Much as we may wish to look to them to 
frame our relations, the fact remains that men and women are also sexual 
creatures, and sexuality is an ever-present aspect of their lives. Despite the 
most detailed and exacting of regulations, sexual harassment and exploita-
tion will almost certainly continue to occur. 

It is for this reason, then, that feminism must reconsider its recent mes-
sage. If they truly wish to protect women, feminist activists must let go of the 
radical line that has been their driving force for the past few decades. Instead, 
they must begin to emphasize that ultimate responsibility for a woman’s 
defense rests with herself and that, moreover, women are not so intrinsically 
victimized as to lack the ability to stand up for themselves. Likewise, rather 
than insisting that “lack of resistance does not equal consent,” feminists must 
declare that women are responsible for expressing, clearly and immediately, 
their disinterest in unwanted sexual advances, and, if this disinterest is not 
heeded, for complaining, clearly and immediately, to the appropriate au-
thorities. Crucially, this responsibility should not be presented as a burden. 
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Rather, it is the province of the capable and the empowered. ese are the
qualities feminism should strive to promote in women, and not merely 
through “subversive” writing in academic journals, but in the real-life issues 
that confront and test them every day. What is needed is a feminism that 
brings the notions of dignity and autonomy back into its discourse, imbuing 
women with the self-respect and confidence necessary to act as dignified and
autonomous beings. For this, our mothers fought to change the law. e
least their daughters can do is take advantage of it. 

Marla Braverman
October 12, 2008


