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Somewhere between poetry and journalism lies the magical land of
quotes. They may be fact or fantasy, personal or political, from
academia or the street, but they are smart enough to be memorable
and short enough to remember.

You might say they are the poetry of everyday life.
A quote can turn a tweet into a haiku because it evokes a story.

Indeed, if you poured water on a quote, it would become a story.
“Tell me a fact and I’ll forget,” as a Native American quote goes, “but
tell me a story and I’ll always remember.”

If a quote evokes more than one story, it’s likely to last a very
long time.

Take the first half of the title of this book: “The truth will set you
free.” That was said by Jesus in the Bible, and the truth was the
Word of God. Academics used the same quote to say that knowledge
would set you free. Then during the war in Vietnam, young men
wrote that quote on protest signs, hoping that the truth of the war
would set them free from the draft.

It was then that I added, “But first it will piss you off.” That’s
because I was pretty sure we were not only in the wrong war, we
were also on the wrong side.

If this sounds far out even now, let me tell you a story of my
own.



I lived in India for a couple of years after college, and I learned
that Ho Chi Minh, our enemy-to-be in Vietnam, was a much-
admired anticolonial hero whose model for getting the French out
of his country was the American Revolution. He also risked his life
to rescue our pilots downed in the jungle during World War II, and
he impressed them by reciting our entire Declaration of
Independence by heart.

With the hope of making a human connection to a man who was
supposed to be our enemy, I researched, wrote, and published an
essay about Ho Chi Minh. I have to say this had no public impact at
all. I also learned that some veterans who knew and liked Ho Chi
Minh during the war had gone to Washington to plead the case.
They had no impact either.

I felt pissed off and powerless, as if I were living in an alternate
universe. On my bulletin board, I put this quote of my own:
“Alienation is when your country is at war, and you want the other
side to win.”

Soon more truths of the war began to come out of hiding. Our
government had been concealing death statistics in order to
downplay our casualties, exaggerate Ho Chi Minh’s casualties, and
make the war seem under control. Before the end came, thousands
of Americans would lose their lives on the battlefield, and more
from Agent Orange and Vietnam-related damage to their spirits and
bodies, plus millions of Vietnamese soldiers and civilians in both
north and south.

Eventually, the sheer number of Americans marching and
opposing the war forced President Lyndon Johnson to resign and
President Richard Nixon to preside over our retreat. Vietnam
became the first war this country ever lost.

But movements don’t only create change in the outside world,
they transform people in them. Many women had organized against
Vietnam—and for civil rights, against nuclear testing, and more—so
they learned they could have a public impact. Yet they also learned
that even in those idealistic movements, women were not treated as
equals by many of the men.



This pissed a lot of women off. I began to see feminist slogans,
including the title of this book, which I thought no one had noticed,
on T-shirts and buttons, bulletin boards, campus banners, and even
sidewalks as graffiti.

There also turned out to be a parallel to this title in programs for
and by alcoholics: “The truth will set you free, but first it will make
you miserable.” Is this related? I have no idea.

It’s always honorable to credit the source of a quote, which also
helps to explain its meaning, but claiming ownership of a quote is
often beside the point. We all contribute to the collective
unconscious from which quotes come.

Even all these decades after this quote emerged in the peace and
feminist movements, I see the hybrid title of this book on posters
and painted on the side of a truck, in demonstrations, online, in
needlepoint, and even as a tattoo. In tragedies, we might now also
say, the truth will set you free—but first it will make you mourn.
Alice Walker always reminds me of that.

As I write this, for instance, I’ve just returned from speaking in
the grand old Castro Theatre in San Francisco, together with artist
and activist Favianna Rodriguez. Though I don’t remember either of
us repeating this quote during our talk, a young hijab-wearing
woman in the audience came up afterward to say that it was her
favorite, and that she had translated it into Persian and Kurdish for
her feminist blog in Iran. Why? Because it applied to women’s lives
there.

Who would have guessed? She was a reminder that quotes go
global.

Even before the World Wide Web, quotes were contagious.
Almost fifty years ago, Simone de Beauvoir and other women in
France wrote “I have had an abortion” on a petition, demanded the
repeal of antiabortion laws, and gathered hundreds of signatures. In
the first issue of Ms. magazine, we followed their example with a
petition signed by hundreds of women in the United States. It was
this shared and personal quote that made all the difference.



More than a decade ago in this country, Tarana Burke, herself a
survivor of sexual assault, was working to help young girls survive
abuse, and coined “Me too” as a way of sharing the personal
experience of sexual assault. Women picked this quote up by the
millions to share their experiences on social media.

Then women in Hollywood came forward with stories of their
own sexual harassment by men who could make or break their
careers. They declared, “Time’s up!” This wave of truth-telling began
reverberating around the country, from women farm workers and
restaurant workers to students, gymnasts, and more.

“Me too” and “Time’s up!” have also spread around the world as
contagious movements, from India’s glamorous Bollywood to
students and workers in Seoul, London, and Nairobi. Such shared
quotes are the most powerful and contagious path to change
because each one contains a personal story.

In a way, passing on a quote is like putting a note in a bottle and
sending it out to sea. You may never know who will find your words
—or who said or wrote the words you may find—but each quote is
an entry in the diary of humankind. Without such honest words,
that diary would be incomplete.

We are again in a time of crisis and dissent, just as we were when
the hybrid title of this book was inspired by Vietnam protest signs.
As I write this, even more Americans are opposed to this occupant
of the White House, and the marches and demonstrations are even
more widespread. They go beyond ending the draft or an unjust war.
Now they challenge how our leaders are elected, who is allowed into
this country and who is cast out, what are facts and what are not,
and whether every citizen’s vote counts.

That last point may be the key to all the others. Donald Trump,
who is the occupant of the White House at this moment, lost the



2016 election by nearly eleven million votes, three million for
Hillary Clinton and eight million for other candidates—a far bigger
popular vote loss than any president in history. He succeeded only
because of the Electoral College, a system of weighted voting that
the southern slave-owning states wrote into the Constitution at this
country’s founding. Only five times in U.S. history have the electoral
and popular verdicts been different, but there has always been the
possibility of straying far from one person, one vote. Because of the
Electoral College, the voting power of a citizen in Wyoming, the
least populated state, is 3.6 times that of a citizen in the largest
state, California.

I don’t like to cite a problem without suggesting a solution, so
even though this is not a quote, let me say that, since the 1940s,
public opinion polls have shown that an overwhelming majority of
Americans want to eliminate the Electoral College and to be assured
of one citizen, one vote. There just hasn’t been enough energy or
urgency to undertake the long process of passing a constitutional
amendment to get rid of the Electoral College, but now there is
another way to equalize voting power. State legislatures are voting
to give all their states’ electoral votes to the candidate who wins the
national majority vote. Once this number of states passes the
tipping point and represents more than half of all electoral votes,
the Electoral College will become obsolete. This initiative is known
as the National Popular Vote Interstate Compact.

Has the truth of Trump’s unpopular election pissed off enough
state representatives to set us free from the Electoral College? Has
it pissed off enough voters to force them to do it? As I’m writing
this, the answer is blowing in the wind.

But sometimes the lessons of defeat can be even more important
than a passing victory. We are learning a lot due to the disaster of an
unelected president in the White House, from the depth of
remaining racism to the unearned economic influence of the
wealthy few.

And we’re learning how to fight without repeating the tactics of
our adversaries. For instance, if there were a Nobel Prize for the



right quote at the right time, it would go to Michelle Obama for
saying to the whole country, “When they go low, we go high.” We
don’t win by imitating what we’re against.

We’re also learning that the most dangerous time often comes
after a victory. For instance, a peace movement ended the Vietnam
War by popular demand, and the civil rights, feminist, gay, lesbian,
transgender, and environmental movements have now changed the
majority consciousness of this nation. But these majority changes
have left about a third of the country feeling deprived of the
hierarchies they grew up with: white over black, men over women,
people over nature, monotheism over spirituality, heterosexual over
all other forms of love—and the list goes on.

When I’m traveling, I’m often confronted by a middle-aged white
man who says something like “A black woman took my job.” My
answer is always “Who said it was your job?” The problem is his
sense of entitlement.

Yet we have too often celebrated progress and not understood
the dangers of an earlier majority becoming a minority. There are
plenty of examples.

For instance, the crime of lynching became commonplace not
during slavery but after emancipation, when white racists feared the
new voting and economic power of black Americans. The Civil War
had eliminated slavery but hadn’t challenged the power of racism.

Another example: Not until after World War II did the U.S.
government make propaganda films that glorified white women in
suburban kitchens. That’s because once the war was over, women
who had been working in war factories, or were otherwise
independent, were supposed to go home, leave their jobs to men,
and, as housewives, become full-time consumers whose endless
buying and suburban lifestyle would replace the economic engine of
the war.

Similarly, even when abortions were illegal, women who had
them were not threatened with the death penalty. But Texas, Ohio,
and perhaps by now other states are responding to decades of
women having the power to decide the fate of their own bodies by



proposing legislation that has included the death penalty for women
who have abortions and loss of license or prison for the doctors.
That was too extreme to pass, but so-called heartbeat bills
criminalize abortion for both woman and physician long before a
fetus could possibly survive outside a woman’s body. These bills are
succeeding even though they put women’s bodies and the practice
of medicine under government control.

This backlash is also fueled by the imminent change of this
country’s majority from white people to people of color. Indeed, the
first generation that is majority babies of color has already been
born. This is a great thing for our country in a post-colonial and
striving to become post-racist age, but it is also energizing a racist
and anti-immigrant reaction. For instance, the depth of white
racism and antifeminism can be seen in “replacement theory,” a
white nationalist effort to persuade, reward, or otherwise force
white women to have more white children. This is also a motivation
of the antiabortion movement.

Altogether, there is a backlash against the social justice
movements that have changed majority consciousness from the
1960s forward. Public opinion polls now show that most Americans
no longer approve of laws based on race, gender, ethnicity, sexuality,
and other group judgments. We are more likely to see each other as
unique individuals as well as universally human. To cite a quote
from this book, more of us understand that “we are linked, not
ranked.”



That is a cause for celebration—and also caution.
Just as the family is the source of everything from violence to

democracy, it is also the source of a lesson here. For a woman in a
violent household, the most dangerous time is just before or just
after she escapes. This is when she is most likely to be injured or
killed. Why? Because she is escaping control. She is about to be free.

The majority in this country are escaping control of old
hierarchies of race and gender and more. This means two things:

First, we need to be aware of the danger and look after each
other.

Second, just as we would never tell a woman to go back to a
violent household, we too will not go back to the past.

We may be about to be free.



There are also quotes that no longer have relevance. I think it’s
called growing up. For instance, I used to say, “The examined life is
not worth living.” It was obviously a reversal of what Socrates said
when he was on trial for his life: “The unexamined life is not worth
living.”

My version was a smartass way of saying that I could live an
activist life forever, without admitting how my unchosen childhood
patterns were still magnets in my supposedly chosen adult life.

Until you de-magnetize whatever early patterns you inherited,
you are probably making choices that aren’t really yours. Socrates
knew what he was talking about.

I also had a deep and not totally unfounded fear of becoming a
bag lady. After all, I was freelancing and had never saved a penny in
my life. I dealt with this fear by saying, “If I become a bag lady, I’ll
just organize the other bag ladies—it’s a life like any other.”

I doubt this unrealism was shared by real bag ladies. They
probably would have liked a room of their own, and preferred the
street only because it was less dangerous than overcrowded
shelters.

But once I passed fifty and actually began to save money for the
first time ever, this romance with becoming a bag lady gradually
disappeared. I unpacked the boxes that had been a feature of my
apartment when it was just a stop on the road. I created a home.

One more quote I have abandoned over the years: “Men should
think twice before making widowhood women’s only path to
power.” Once, women’s main path to power was widowhood. Even
Senator Margaret Chase Smith, who became a hero by facing down
Senator Joe McCarthy, inherited her office from her husband.
Thankfully, in this new era, women are powerful on their own,
independent of who they are attached to.



I hope you find encouragement and company in this lifetime
collection of quotes from my speeches, articles, and books, plus
some from my friends. I’ve chosen the ones that I hope will be the
most useful in arguments, the most comforting in bad times, and
the most inspirational when needed, as well as the most likely to
lead to laughter.

At the end of the book, I’ve left space so that you can write down
your own quotes or those you find and want to save.

For me, coming up with a good quote is like being in an editorial
meeting where everyone is searching for ideas, words are flying
through the air, and then finding a sudden aha! That’s high praise
because my idea of heaven is an editorial meeting.

On these pages, I’ve tried to pretend we were in such a meeting
together.

A quote is the essence of a story. We all need stories to convey
ideas, justice, anger, humanity, hope, laughter, learning, and
whatever makes us understand or feel understood.

We all need words that tell our own story. I hope you find some
here.



Each of us is a unique result of millennia of heredity and
environment combined in a way that could never have happened
before and can never happen again. Families should be the place to
see and welcome us as unique individuals. It doesn’t matter
whether they are biological or created by adoption, whether they
consist of one person or many, as long as they accept us and love us
as we are.

No child arrives as a blank slate. You might say that we need
families that help us become who we already are. Yet too many
families still treat children as if they are blank slates on which
parents can write their own hopes or frustrated dreams.

Instead, try thinking of families as gardens. If we arrive as a
petunia in a garden of roses and lilies, we probably will need a
friend, a neighbor, a teacher, or a grandmother—someone who
knows a petunia when she sees one and helps us to bloom as
ourselves. And there is always hope. As the poet Alice Walker wrote
in Revolutionary Petunias, “the nature of this flower is to bloom.”

Birth families have the purpose not only of nurturing, but of
bringing family members together with people they might never
otherwise have known or accepted—or even liked. Dorothy
Dinnerstein, a very wise philosopher, once said that a crucial
purpose of birth families is to make sure we know, value, and even



love people we don’t agree with. Learning to accept and even love
difference, as she pointed out, is important for the future of the
human race. There is great comfort in realizing that differences
within a family have an important purpose.

As we human beings grow up, our time of dependency lasts far
longer than that of any other animal. That’s because our very
complex brains continue to add countless synapses over the years.

The good news is that this long process gives our brains the
power to adapt to almost any environment, so our species survives.
The bad news is that this same process makes us vulnerable to
everything around us, from the absence of touch to the presence of
disapproval. We are hypersensitive to whatever is normalized or
enforced while we are young.

Imagine how vulnerable we are to our treatment and
surroundings as we grow up. Whether we are born into a family or
adopted, whether we live in poverty or in a mansion, with a single
mother or two fathers, what children absorb is: Who speaks and
who listens? Who argues and who gives in? Who is at the computer
and who is in the kitchen? Who is the family proud of, and who isn’t
mentioned? Who brings worry, and who brings hope? Families that
preach gender and race equality but don’t practice it cannot advance
equality. They just teach us to separate our words from our deeds.

On the other hand, chosen families are people who share and
support our hopes and interests. We need and choose our friends,
colleagues, co-workers, lovers, and partners because we are
communal animals. If we are alone for long, we come to feel
uncertain or wrong. It doesn’t matter whether our chosen family
takes the form of a weekly lunch group or an office professional
group or a revolutionary feminist cell. We all need people we trust,
who understand us and will tell us when we’re messing up, who
support us and celebrate when we reach a personal goal. This is our
chosen family.

People have been sitting around a communal campfire for most
of human history, learning from others’ stories and telling our own.



Without a chosen family of shared values and hope, we will surely
feel alone and defeated.

It’s easy to see why democracy starts in our birth family. Yet it’s not
so easy to find political philosophers who begin their thinking with
families. Even advocates of gender equality in the larger world seem
to stop their theorizing at the family door. They may accept or just
not comment on households in which mothers do most or all of the
caregiving, and men do or don’t give financial support. On the
pretext of public versus private, they talk about democracy as if it
were a tree without roots. Democracy is the tree, families are the
roots.

I fear that those who oppose democracy are way smarter. They
start by opposing women’s control of our reproductive lives. They
know that our ability to make this very decision—whether to have
children or not—is the biggest determinant of whether we are
healthy or not, educated or not, employed outside the home or not,
and how long we live. Even for women who have some role in public
life, the patriarchal family often remains the microcosm of an
authoritarian state.

No one could have been clearer about the political importance of
a patriarchal family of birth than the rising Adolf Hitler. As he
warned in Mein Kampf, “It must be considered as reprehensible
conduct to refrain from giving healthy children to the nation.”
Among his first acts were to padlock family planning clinics and to
declare abortion a crime against the state. Punishment was prison
and hard labor for the woman, who then could be forced to bear
children, and death for the doctor.

To transform inequality in the outside world, we have to start
inside the home. We have to get rid of the old idea that what
happens to men is political, and therefore subject to change, but



what happens to women is cultural, and therefore can’t, or
shouldn’t, be changed.

Once, when early feminists Robin Morgan, Shulamith Firestone,
and Pat Mainardi were having a discussion about the politics of
women’s lives, Robin, being a poet, brought it all together in the
simple quote: “The personal is political.” It’s hard to think of
another quote that has transformed so much and informed so
many.

A half-century later a woman’s position is now understood to be
political and changeable, even by people who oppose changing it.
And “the personal is political” has become part of everyday
language.

Movements are chosen families, just on a larger scale. We need a
movement that is as diverse as the people impacted by the change
we seek. That means we must embody the ends we want.

For instance, I can’t imagine life without a local, national, and
global feminist movement that protects and instructs, shares ideas



and knowledge, tells us when we’re messing up, provides a global
network of co-conspirators, regroups after defeats, and dances after
victories.



In practice, there are links of cause and effect between birth
families and chosen families, and also between movement change
and global change.

For instance, in Sex and World Peace, Valerie Hudson and other
scholars conducted a study of violence in a hundred nations around
the world. The single biggest determinant of whether a nation
would be violent, both in its own streets and in military violence
against another country, was domestic violence in the home. More
than poverty, access to natural resources, religion, or even degree of
democracy, they found that violence against females was the
indicator and normalizer of all other violence.

This starts with male control of reproduction, and therefore the
bodies of women. Since half the population cannot control the other
half without violence or the threat of violence, male-dominant
cultures lead us to believe that such control and violence are
inevitable and even natural.

Yet long ago and still, there are examples to the contrary. For
instance, think of the difference between the extreme gender
polarization of terrorist groups and the porous and flexible gender
roles of more peaceful and democratic groups and nations, from
Sweden to Kerala in southern India. The less gender-polarized the
culture, the lower the degree of violence and the greater the degree
of democracy.

As usual, everything grows like a tree: from the bottom up.





Perhaps the most revolutionary act and reward
for a woman is a self-willed journey—and a

welcome when she returns.

I sometimes wonder if I am crisscrossing my
father’s ghostly paths, and he and I are entering

the same town, or roadside diner, or black
ribbon of highway that gleams in the night rain.
We are like images in a time-lapse photograph.



In many languages, even the word for human
being is “one who goes on migrations.”

Perhaps our need to escape through media is a
misplaced desire for the journey.

We need to make chosen families of small
groups of women who support each other, talk
to each other regularly, can speak their truths

and their experiences, and find they’re not alone
in them. It makes all the difference.



We need each other. We are all passengers on
Spaceship Earth.

I wish you work that you would want to do even
if you weren’t paid, and friends who are chosen

family. Then you can withstand all the storms of
life and become who you uniquely are.

My love of community came from a movement.





As long as females are valued only for our
wombs, we will never be valued for our minds

and hearts.

So many of us are living out the unlived lives of
our mothers.

Childbirth is more admirable than conquest,
more amazing than self-defense, and as

courageous as either one.

I have very little faith in heredity, and a lot of
faith in the power of who raises us.



In thinking about Mother’s Day, why do I and others who are not mothers identify
with this day just as much as if we were?

Of course, it’s partly because we all owe our lives to our own mothers—which
would be enough—but I think there is another reason. Even if we are not mothers,
the noun, we may be mothering, the verb. Indeed, unless mothering is a verb, it is
not an action in the world.

Think about it: As a noun, mother is limited to half the human race, and also to
the accident of fertility and age and intention. In some societies, motherhood is
honored only in women who are married or who have sons. In most societies, a
woman is encouraged to give birth to another person more than she is encouraged
to give birth to herself.

As a noun, mother may be good or bad, willing or unwilling, on welfare or rich,
worshipped or blamed, dominating or nurturing, accidental or chosen.

Perhaps that’s why the word mother is so much used in profanity, as in
motherfucking; in war, as in the mother of all bombs; or by warmakers who honor
hero mothers who give birth to soldiers.

But when mother is a verb—as in to be mothered and to mother—ah, then the
very best of human possibilities come into our imaginations.

To mother is to care about the welfare of another person as much as one’s own.
To mother depends on empathy and thoughtfulness, noticing and caring.



To mother creates the only pairing in which the older and the younger, the
strong and the weak are perfectly matched.

Mothering is also about free will. One can be forced to become a mother, but
one cannot be forced to mother.

What Julia Ward Howe had in mind in 1870 when she invented Mother’s Day
for Peace was a day on which we oppose war and advance peace. In other words, it
was not Mother’s Day but Mothering Day. It reminds us all, whether we are young
or old, male or female, of the possibilities that lie within us as human beings.





Women can’t have it all if that means doing it
all.

If a woman spends a year bearing and nursing a
child, why isn’t a man responsible for spending
half the time plus another year raising a child?

Logic is in the eye of the logician.

We need to remember across generations that
there is as much to learn as there is to teach.



A weed is just a flower that no one loves.

The best thing about self-defense is knowing
there is a self worth defending.

Self-esteem isn’t everything; it’s just that there’s
nothing without it.

To write is to bring an inner voice into the outer
world, to believe that our thoughts are worth

entering the thinking of others, and to make real
what has never existed in quite the same way

before. What could be a better path to self-value
than that?







Democracy begins in the family.
But really, we could change Democracy to Violence, Empathy—anything. What
happens in the family doesn’t stay in the family. And I don’t just mean the
biological family, I mean whoever we live with and trust. If that trust is broken by
violence or abuse, it takes generations to heal.

And likewise we could add:

Democracy begins with owning our bodies. By
that measure, women have rarely lived in a

democracy.



If you don’t vote, you don’t count.

Saying politics is dirty is just a way of keeping us
from changing the politics of our own lives.





It’s not only that we live in a patriarchy, it’s that
patriarchy lives in us.

I’ve learned feminism disproportionately from
black women.

Because of racism, the white middle-class part of the movement got reported more,
but look at the numbers. In 1972, in the very first national poll of women
responding to feminist issues, African American women were twice as likely to
support feminism and feminist issues as were white women. In 2016, 94 percent of
black women voted for Hillary Clinton, and 52 percent of white women voted for
Donald Trump.

It’s not only that racism is all around us, it’s that
racism is in us.



The ability to live in the present, to tolerate
uncertainty, and to remain open, spontaneous,
and flexible are all culturally female qualities

that many men have been denied.

Each of us has only one thing to gain from the
feminist movement: our whole humanity.

Gender has wrongly told us that some things are
masculine and some things are feminine…which

is bullshit.

Women have to learn how to talk as much as we
listen. Men have to learn how to listen as much



as they talk.

If you have more power than others, remember
to listen as much as you talk. If you have less

power than others, remember to talk as much as
you listen. This is instant democracy.





The feminization of poverty equals the
masculinization of wealth.

What happens to men is called politics. What
happens to women is called culture.

It’s one of the marks of matrilineal, egalitarian, original cultures that after
marriage, the man joins the woman’s household. It’s a mark of male-dominant
societies that the woman, sometimes even as a very young girl, joins her husband’s
household.

For five thousand years, women have been immigrants—but that is only five
percent of human history. It’s time that women were immigrants no more, but
considered to have and deserve a home wherever they are.





Many are looking for the right person. Too few
are trying to be the right person.

Love and power are opposites.

Someone once asked me why women don’t
gamble as much as men do. I gave the

commonsense answer that we don’t have as
much money. Then I realized that until recently,
our total instinct for gambling has been satisfied

by marriage.

Marriage has worked better for men than for
women. The two happiest groups are married



men and unmarried women.



Women have been trained to measure our
effectiveness in love and approval. That makes it

tough to be personally independent or to
advocate basic change.

Men can be just as loving and nurturing as
women—it’s a libel on men to say they can’t—

but we all learn by example. Boys just need
nurturing men in their lives so they know it’s

okay for them to be nurturing.

If more men gained sensitive listening skills,
they would have “intuition” too.



Women are not going to be equal outside the
home until men are equal inside it.

Love is wanting what’s best for the other person.
Romance is wanting the other person.





Whatever the superior group has will be used as
proof of its superiority. Thus, if men could
menstruate, it would become a great thing.

Without this inbuilt measure of time and the
movements of the universe, how could any

woman become a mathematician? An
astronomer?

Untangling sex from aggression and violence is
going to take a very long time. It’s a challenge to

the very heart of male dominance.

All the qualities that are wrongly called
“feminine” are really only qualities necessary to
raise children: patience, nurturing, attention to



detail, empathy. When men raise children, they
develop these qualities too.

There are two reasons why people don’t support
the word feminist: The first is they don’t know

what it means. The second is they do know what
it means.



This has been one of the most important arguments for letting women decide when
and whether to give birth.

For women, home is more dangerous than the
road.

Whether by dowry murders in India, honor killings in Egypt, or domestic violence
in the United States, statistics show that women are most likely to be beaten or
killed at home by men they know.

For 95 percent of human history, women
decided when and whether to have children, and
understood the use of herbs, abortifacients, and

timing.



It took centuries of patriarchy, including the murder of six million “witches,”
healthcare wise women, to impose this control of women’s bodies that is the first
step in every hierarchy.



If they have dependent children, many women
are one man away from welfare.

Whenever women have been valued for our
heads and hearts as well as our wombs, and
allowed to decide when and whether to give

birth, population has settled at just a little over
replacement level.

If women can’t control our lives from the skin in,
we can’t control our lives from the skin out.



What our bodies can do is way more important
than how they look. Sports help young women

realize that our bodies are instruments, not
ornaments.



Every time a woman looks in a mirror and
criticizes her body, a girl is watching.



Like so many daughters who don’t yet know that
a female fate is not a personal fault, I told myself
as a young woman, “I’m not going to be anything

like my mother.”

When people say to me, “What should I tell my
daughter?” I always say: The most important

thing is to listen. This is how she learns she has
something to say.

Many people have begun to raise daughters
more like sons, but too few people raise sons

more like daughters.





If in our earliest, most intimate world we grow
callous to a power difference among our own

family members, how much easier will it be for
us to accept all other hierarchies?

Only after I saw women who were attracted to
distant, condescending, even violent men did I

begin to understand that having a distant,
condescending, even violent father could make
those qualities seem inevitable, even like home.

Because of my father, only kind men felt like
home.

Our tactics must always reflect our goals. There
is no such thing as killing for peace,

strengthening people by making their decisions



for them, or suppressing dissent to gain
freedom.



We are the women our parents warned us
against—and we are proud!

Don’t wait for others to decide your life—not a
husband, not children, and not convention. You

decide.

If I had one piece of advice to give to young girls,
I would say, “Don’t listen to my advice. Listen to

the voice inside.” It’s not important that they
know who I am, it’s important they know who

they are.







Age should be personal, not political, but we’re not quite there yet.
There is still an idea that women are valued mostly for
reproduction, and men should be older and in authority. That’s why
youth in women may still be more valued than experience.

We ourselves internalize a life structured by gender. For
instance, even though I didn’t have the goal of having children,
gender still made me feel that I didn’t have the power to plan my
own future. I was doing what I loved day by day, but it seemed
temporary. Even without the demands of husband and family, I was
still expecting some mysterious force to take over.

The same is true for making a home, something women are
supposed to do for others, not for ourselves. As my friend the
photographer Jill Krementz once said after many years of doing
work she loved, yet living in a temporary way, “If I’d known life was
going to be like this, I would have bought a lamp and a rug.”

Female human beings may be more ourselves before we are ten
or so, before gender expectations begin to kick in, and perhaps again
after we’ve passed the age of having and raising children. As Carolyn
Heilbrun explained so well in Writing a Woman’s Life, a woman
may become a completely different person after fifty. That’s because
she is at last free to be the grown-up version of the little girl she
once was, climbing trees and saying, I know what I want, I know



what I think. The best indication of who we will be after fifty may
be who we were at ten.

This is why there are so many outrageous and brave older
women out there. From what I see on the road, they are especially
likely to be women of color, perhaps because the dependent
feminine role was always less possible, since black men weren’t
allowed to be as powerful as white men. Whatever the reason and
whoever the women, if I could wish any single group into power in
the world, it would be these strong, funny, and wise gray-haired
women. One day, an army of gray-haired women may quietly take
over the earth.



Now more young women are also questioning the old ways and
figuring out how to withstand the tyranny of expectations. Since the
women I work with every day are younger than my blue jeans, I
experience the pleasure of escaping age segregation, which is as
wrong and divisive as any other form of segregation. For instance,
because I am older and remember when things were worse, I bring
them the gift of hope and optimism. Because they are younger, they
see how unjust things still are and have a stake in the future, they
bring me the gift of anger and impatience. I can’t think of a better
combination.

Now that I’m usually the oldest in a group, I found a poem, one
of the very few I’ve ever written, from two decades ago when I was
just beginning to discover the blessings of aging:

Dear Goddess: I pray for the courage
To walk naked
At any age.
To wear red and purple,



To be unladylike,
Inappropriate,
Scandalous and
Incorrect
To the very end.

Now all I have to do is live up to my own expectations.



It’s hard to understand mortality because inside,
being eighty doesn’t feel any different from

being forty.

I’m beginning to realize the pleasure of being a
nothing-to-lose, take-no-shit older woman.

I tell everyone in the world my age because I’m
trying to believe it myself.

This is what fifty looks like. We’ve been lying so
long, who would know?

I said those words decades ago, and I just keep saying them. But as I approached
my eighties, the word still entered my life: “Are you still traveling?” “Are you still
writing?” Beware of the stills. We are who we always were.

I’ve always wanted to do a stand-up comedy act, and now I have my first line:



At my age, most people are dead!



I’m at an age when remembering something
right away is as good as an orgasm!

A great thing about aging is that all those brain
cells that were once devoted to sex are now

available for anything else!

You’re going to make mistakes, and you will
learn from them. Say you’re sorry, ask what you

could have done better, learn—and move on.

When people ask me why I still have hope and
energy after all these years, I always say:

Because I travel.



The things you regret sometimes turn out to be
the things you celebrate. In other words: You

learn from what you do wrong.





If we bless our bodies, our bodies will bless us.

When I see the funny, smart, great young
women of today, I think: I just had to wait for

some of my friends to be born.

Imagine your future self walking on the path
ahead of you. Let her lead you.

Growth comes from saying yes to the unknown.







There are few things in life as exciting as discovering we can do
something that people value. Remember the first time you mowed
the lawn, shoveled snow, or did some other service for a neighbor
and were thanked and paid for it?

That’s the feeling of working of our own free will, doing
something as well as we can, being rewarded for it, and learning by
practice how to do it better.

If we could just hang on to these principles for the rest of our
lives, we would be a lot happier. To quote Marge Piercy in her great
poem “To Be of Use”:

The pitcher cries for water to carry
And a person for work that is real.

In the world of rich versus poor, the poor obviously suffer more.
Yet the rich may never discover their own talent, or work as its own
reward. That’s pretty painful. In fact, I would use the pain of work
deprivation as an argument against inherited wealth.

If we are lucky enough to find work that we love, we know that
we would do it whether or not we got paid. This doesn’t mean that



we stop fighting for fair and equal wages, but we know we’re in the
right place when we can’t tell the difference between work and life.
Yes, we all deserve a cheerful place to live, healthy food, and
dancing, but after that, what we do all day should be our greatest
pleasure.

Artists and organizers are among those who often have work that
is its own reward. As part of the second group, I can tell you how
much more satisfying it is than just stockpiling money. When a
stranger comes up to me in the street and tells me that something
in life is better because of a movement I’m part of, it is way more
satisfying than a fancy house or car. Indeed, fancy houses and cars
may just isolate us from each other.

I think there should be a course at Harvard Business School that
offers a more accurate kind of accounting than just numbers. Such
as measuring “Gross National Happiness,” which right now only
happens in Bhutan. It’s a bottom line that includes culture,
environment, and governance, yet so far the stock market hasn’t
noticed.

Whether we work to live, as most of us do, or live to work, as
some of us are lucky enough to do, work doesn’t have to be a four-
letter word. It can and should be a source of belonging, growth, and
pleasure.

Yet even work we love needs to be acknowledged, and for
generations, women who work at home have been called women
who don’t work. In fact, they perform about a third of all productive
work in the United States and many other countries. In less
developed parts of the world where women grow much of the food
their families eat, this work at home is an even bigger part of the
economy. Yet this indispensable work just doesn’t show up in the
Gross Domestic Product. If it did, $513 billion more would be added
to our national economy, and we would have more realistic facts on
which to plan.

On top of that, even paid work is often valued more by who does
it than by the work itself. For instance, white physicians earn more
than black physicians, black female doctors earn less than black



male doctors, and female childcare attendants often earn less than
male parking lot attendants.

So while we’re fighting for better measures of work and how it is
rewarded, we can also focus on what work means. When economist
John Kenneth Galbraith was trying to evaluate work, he would ask
people to list what they learned in each job, and use that as a guide
to its value.

By that measure, I would put my teenage jobs right up there with
my college degree. When I was working in a women’s dress shop
after school and on Saturdays, for instance, I learned from listening
to grown-up women colleagues about good and bad marriages; how
much more they would be earning if local factories hired women;
and the Christmas Club that was profiting this dress store chain at
the expense of its trusting customers, who were encouraged to
make monthly payments toward buying gifts, while the store got the
interest.

I also had jobs dancing at conventions and supermarket
openings, and that reality got me over my movie-inspired notion
that becoming a dancer was a better future than going to college.
When I worked as a magician’s assistant, and he skipped town with
the money he owed me and others, I learned that employees should
ask for references from employers, not just the other way around.

My best job for learning was as a swimming instructor and
lifeguard at a public city pool over a college summer. As the only
white staff member on my shift at this pool in a black
neighborhood, I learned from my patient co-workers who just
waited for my self-consciousness to go away, then taught me how to
play Bones with the kids, and, on rainy days, the card game Bid
Whist with the staff. They also showed me how to survive with
humor the white teenage boys who shouted racist insults as they
raced past on their bikes. When one of my male colleagues yelled
back that I was just “a recessive gene,” he was rewarded by their
confusion. Since those boys made us laugh rather than fear, they
finally stopped shouting.



Altogether, I probably learned more useful knowledge in my high
school and college jobs than in the classroom.

I suggest that you list all the work you’ve ever done, regardless of
salary or status, and see what each job taught you. Maybe you will
be as unexpectedly grateful as I am.

And once I became a freelance writer and editor, I found the
work I really loved. I also discovered the joys of editorial meetings
where the staff tried out ideas for articles, names for features, cover
lines, and what are known in magazine language as pull quotes or
blurbs, a few words in big letters that pull readers into the text.

Like jazz musicians riffing off each other’s creativity, we all came
up with ideas we might never have imagined on our own.

When Clay Felker started New York magazine, the first of all the
city magazines, he gathered writers of style and unique voices, from
Jimmy Breslin to Tom Wolfe. I was the only “girl writer,” though
soon there would be more. I realized I had to stay out of the office,
except for editorial meetings and delivering articles; otherwise, I
would be asked to type and make phone calls.

Since my job was to name all the departments and columns, I
gave myself a column called “The City Politic.” I had rarely been
allowed to write anything political in my freelance career. Soon this
allowed me to report on one of the early feminist speak-outs against
illegal abortion.

Only three years later, as the women’s movement exploded,
there was clearly a need for a feminist magazine. A group of women
writers and editors started Ms., the first national feminist monthly,
and I discovered work that I not only loved but that gave me
purpose.

We reported on such once unnamed and invisible realities as
domestic violence, sexual harassment, and sex trafficking, plus the
double jeopardy of race and sex discrimination combined, a term
invented by writer and activist Frances Beal. Later, law professor
Kimberlé Crenshaw coined intersectionality to include the
intertwined experiences of race, sex, class, sexual orientation, age,
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and more. These realities became more visible and sharable once
there was a term to use.

At Ms. we learned and listened, we innovated and argued, and we
made discoveries that changed our own lives. Editorial meetings
became places for feminists from other countries to drop in and add
ideas and diversify experience. Altogether, this was work at its best.

Each week letters from readers poured in by the thousands.
From them, we learned about changes long before they could be
measured in public opinion polls. Titles of books that energized a
movement also came to symbolize it, like The Feminine Mystique by
Betty Friedan, and Sisterhood Is Powerful plus Sisterhood Is
Global, two landmark feminist anthologies created by Robin
Morgan. All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, but
Some of Us Are Brave was a title that captured the lived reality of
black women and became a foundational text of women’s studies.
Co-edited by Akasha Gloria Hull, Patricia Bell-Scott, and Barbara
Smith, this anthology took the prize for the most quoted title.

Now, decades later, Robin Morgan’s quotes have become so
much a part of global feminism that they are printed on Dior-
designed T-shirts and sold to support global feminist activism.

My book titles also started out as quotes. Moving Beyond Words
was the end of a longer quote that described my time spent on the
road as an organizer:

I have met brave women who are exploring the outer edge of
human possibility, with no history to guide them, and with a
courage to make themselves vulnerable that I find moving
beyond words.

Outrageous Acts and Everyday Rebellions came from my
organizer’s deal that I made—and still make—with audiences at the
end of our time together:



Promise me that in the next twenty-four hours, you will
commit one outrageous act in the cause of justice. It could be
as simple as saying, “Pick it up yourself,” or as radical as
telling each other our salaries. And if you do, I promise you
two things: First, the world will be better by the very next
day. Second, you will have such a good time that you will
never again wake up saying, “Will I do an outrageous act?”
Only, “Which outrageous act will I do today?”

I also encourage people in the audience to introduce themselves
to three or four people around them. After all, if we came to this
event, we probably share interests and values, so just say what you
care about, why you came, what work you do, or what you hope for.
Then each of us may leave with a new job, a new colleague, a new
revolutionary idea, a new love affair—who knows what might
happen?

Over the years, I’ve discovered countless stories of what came
from this simple permission. One recent surprise came in a letter
from a ninety-year-old retired physician:

I turned to my left and introduced myself to a Mrs. Barbara
Drench, longstanding philanthropist and involved in
numerous international and national U.S./Israeli
organizations. I gave her my name, and she returned with
her name, and at the same time, we each said, I have heard
your name before when dear friends tried to introduce us.

Gloria, the rest is history. We soon started dating, and are
now involved deeply in a wonderful and exciting and loving
and caring relationship. Both of us are widowers and had
deeply loving marriages. When asked, how did we meet, we
always say, Gloria Steinem introduced us.

This is just one of endless proofs that we may never know what
will come of our work. The only lasting guide is: Do work you love.





Women are always saying, “We can do anything
that men can do.” But men are not saying, “We

can do anything that women can do.”

No man can call himself liberal, or radical, or
even a conservative advocate of fair play if his

work depends in any way on the unpaid or
underpaid labor of women at home or in the

workplace.

The first problem for all of us, men and women,
is not to learn but to unlearn.



There are black doctors and doctors and women
novelists and novelists. Any less powerful group

gets the adjective, while the powerful group
takes the noun. The less powerful group usually
knows the more powerful one much better than

vice versa. People of color have to understand
white people in order to survive; women have

had to know men. Only the powerful group can
afford to regard the less powerful one as a

mystery.





There are really not many jobs that actually
require a penis or a vagina, and all other
occupations should be open to everyone.

The gender ghetto in journalism was not just a
glass ceiling, it was a glass box.

Prostitution isn’t the oldest profession, it’s the
oldest oppression.



Once, sexual harassment was just called life.

Once, domestic violence was just called life.
We could insert many words in here, all thanks to the women’s movement, which
invented terms to make the invisible visible. For something to become distinct, it
has to have a name. As Susanne K. Langer, the great American philosopher, said,
“The notion of giving something a name is the vastest generative idea that was ever
conceived.” No wonder patriarchal marriage took women’s names away, and
egalitarian marriage is giving them back. And no wonder you may not know
Susanne Langer. It’s because her name wasn’t Stephen or Samuel. Look her up.



Once upon a time, a “liberated woman” was only
somebody who had sex before marriage and a

job afterward. I call that a reform, not a
revolution.

The truth is that every country has its own
organic feminism. Far more than communism,
capitalism, or any other philosophy I can think
of, it is a grassroots event. It grows in women’s

heads and hearts.

A gender-equal society would be one where the
word gender does not exist, where everyone can

be a unique self.



People before paper; stories before statistics.

People who are experiencing a problem are the
most likely to know its solution.

The media are not reality; reality is reality.
In this wired world that allows a half-existence of faraway voices and images, yet
rarely a full life of being a hundred percent where we actually are, it’s time to state
the obvious: The media are not reality. Reality is reality. We can empathize only
when we are together with all five senses.





You can tell what your values are by looking at
how you spend your extra money.

Planning ahead is a measure of class. Rich
people can plan for generations ahead. Poor

people plan for Saturday night.

Try not to generalize. Even rich white guys are
not all alike. Warren Buffett is not a Koch

brother.

America is an enormous frosted cupcake in the
middle of millions of starving people.





All movements need a few people who can’t be
fired. If you’re dependent, it’s very hard not to

be concerned about the approval of whoever and
whatever you’re dependent on.

While I was traveling as an organizer, I
discovered that ordinary people are smart, smart
people are ordinary, decisions are best made by
the people affected by them, and human beings
have an almost infinite capacity for adapting to

the expectations around us.



The only thing worse than failing is not having
tried. You will walk around forever thinking,

What if?

Being brave is not being unafraid, but feeling the
fear and doing it anyway.

Fear is a sign of growth.



The art of life is not controlling what happens,
it’s using what happens.

If you find yourself drawn to an event against all
logic, go. The universe is telling you something.

Limits lead to invention.









I’m not sure we can predict our feeling of being drawn to some
people and not to others, of feeling seen by them or not, but I am
sure we know it when we feel it.

When I was a child, a couple of high school girls looked after me
while my parents were working at the summer resort that was our
family business. One did everything she was supposed to do. The
other waited until my parents were gone, then went off dancing
with her boyfriend.

I tolerated the first, but I loved the second. Why? Because before
she climbed out the window and into the summer night, she asked
me which earrings to wear and if I liked her perfume. The first
treated me like an interchangeable child. The second asked my
opinion. Nothing, but nothing, replaces the feeling of being seen
and valued.

A few years ago, I was at a conference where the singer and
songwriter Naomi Judd was speaking about women’s health. She
had been supporting a Republican presidential candidate, and I was
supporting a Democratic one, yet she sought me out and said she
hoped I would meet her daughter because we had so much in
common.



I did have lunch with her daughter, Ashley Judd, and we’ve been
friends and co-conspirators ever since. She is not only a magical
actor but travels the world to support work against sex trafficking
and other violence against women.

We also campaign for the same candidates at home. Her mother
may still prefer the opposition, but she isn’t an adversary because
she respects and allows differences. This is all the more important
today when we have world leaders who don’t respect difference.
That lack of respect is dictatorship.

Sometimes showing respect for individuality takes only a second.
Last week in an airport, a place I so often am, I noticed that the
clerk who was helping me didn’t ask me if I wanted a wheelchair, as
I guess age guidelines required her to do. She just smiled and said
she could see I didn’t need one. On my return, another airline clerk
looked only at her computer and so ordered a wheelchair, complete
with attendant, that might have been needed somewhere else. To
one, I was an individual human being. To the other, I was a group.

I give these small examples to say that the distinction between
an adversary and a co-conspirator isn’t always determined by issues
and beliefs. The more crucial distinction is that adversaries ignore
or condemn your difference from them, while co-conspirators either
agree with you or allow you to be who you are.

Of course, the need to wipe out difference doesn’t come from
nothing—that person probably has been ignored and wiped out
themselves—but it’s still part of the problem.

Movements are mostly made up of people who agree on what
should be done and who listen to each other’s different ideas about
how to do it. Yet sometimes people who agree on goals and should
be co-conspirators turn into adversaries. This can be especially
painful.

I’m not talking about a spirited argument or debate, but a need to
negate the presence and stop the ascent of another person by
questioning their motive, judging their group, falsifying their
character, and essentially invalidating them.



If this sounds familiar in your experience or observation, read
the classic essay “Trashing,” by Jo Freeman, a political scientist,
feminist activist, and very wise woman. She wrote this essay in the
early days of feminism, and what you are experiencing now may not
be as painful as what she describes. There were way more wounded
people then, and way less healing to go around. Some activists who
had been robbed of individuality as women punished individuality
among feminists.

Now, there is a lot more understanding that success is not a zero-
sum game, and that we need and benefit from each other’s
examples of success in all our diversity. Yes, trashing and trolling on
the Internet are still painful parallels to the past, and now they
travel so fast that they can seem unbearable. But at least now this
pain is a recognized and condemned phenomenon, not a singular
and deserved fate.

The medium and degree may have changed, but the intent and
hurt may be the same. If we have internalized the hierarchies
imposed on us, we may still see success as a zero-sum game.

In the early years of the women’s movement, for instance, an
older woman identified with the movement first welcomed me as a
supporter. Then she criticized me and also a couple of other women
who got elected to political office or otherwise became publicly
identified with feminism. I hadn’t changed, and neither had they,
but we were being recognized, and the older woman leader felt
threatened by that.

In reality, what this leader had done was unique and could never
be replaced or challenged, yet she seemed to believe that
recognition is a zero-sum game. She also had opinions that came
from her generation and experience, and she lashed out when
others didn’t accept those opinions. For instance, she feared that a
focus on discrimination against lesbians or on the plight of welfare
mothers would make the feminist movement unacceptable in the
powerful places it needed to go. I thought we should be unified,
even if it made progress slower, and dividing ourselves was a form
of self-defeat.



Gradually, I noticed that when others disagreed with her in
exactly the same way I did, she did not attack them the way she
attacked me. She also was unwilling to explore what we could do
together. Instead, she condemned me in public, even though I didn’t
respond.

For many years, this behavior continued to be mystifying and
very painful. Though one-sided, the media reported it as a catfight
and proof that women were each other’s worst enemies.

Years later, her younger sister, a woman I had never met, wrote
me a letter. She started by saying that she had found that painful
events become less painful once their cause is understood, so she
wanted to explain what she thought was triggering her older sister’s
behavior. Throughout their growing-up and student years, she had
been regarded as the beautiful one, and this had blighted her older
sister’s life. No matter how much the younger one tried to make up
for this unfairness, it remained a bitter reality. Also, this younger
sister had chosen and was happy in a traditional marriage, and she
believed this was why her older sister focused on criticizing such
marriages in her writing.

The point of her letter to me was this: She wanted me to know
that I had come to represent her, in her sister’s mind. She hoped my
understanding this would give me some comfort, and tell me that
fixing it was not in my control.

It definitely did both. I’ve always been grateful.
We can’t always know what bruise from the past is making a

current touch painful. We can only do our best, as this younger
sister did, to understand in the present. She helped me to do that
too.

Of course, the above example of repeating a past trauma is rare.
Most people who share goals do become co-conspirators, listen to
each other, respond as individuals, and honor whoever we uniquely
are.

Yet some adversaries are still insecure without a hierarchy,
whether in big categories like gender, race, class, and religion or in



personal biases about education or how we look. Labels are created
by culture, not by nature. The problem is not only the idea that one
group should be on top, but also the idea that there is a top at all. As
I write this, about a third of my own country, the United States, is in
full backlash against the loss of an old hierarchy, and, due to an
anomaly of our electoral system, has managed to elect a president
who promises a return to the past.

In fact, if you go back to most of human history, not just what we
probably studied as history, our primordial form was not a hierarchy
but a circle. If our study of history began with the time when people
started, not when patriarchy, colonialism, and racism started, we
might have a very different idea of what is possible.

Fortunately, human beings come equipped with empathy,
otherwise our species could not survive. If we see another person
hurt or suffering—and are present with all five senses, not just
surfing the Internet—we are flooded with oxytocin, the tend-and-
befriend hormone. Whether we are male or female, oxytocin rises in
us when we hold a baby, or when we see another human being in an
accident and rush to help. And oxytocin is also often the key to
turning an adversary into a co-conspirator. If you listen, truly listen,
to an adversary, you will probably find at least one goal on which
you agree. And even if you don’t, you will reduce the hostility level
by your openness to and honoring of your adversary’s views.

People in the same room can understand and empathize with
each other in a way that isn’t possible on the page or screen. I’m
happy you are reading this book, but I hope you will also put the
book down and spend at least as much time talking and listening to
the stories of other human beings. We need to be together to
empathize, and our minds are organized by narrative. We haven’t
been telling our stories around campfires for hundreds of thousands
of years for nothing.

As I travel, I notice that even children everywhere seem to say in
some form, “You are not the boss of me.” Does that sound familiar?
It’s because we’re born feeling unique and connected, seeking the



expressions of others but also expressing ourselves. There is already
a person inside every baby.

True adversaries treat us as if we were blank slates on which they
could write anything, categorizing us by race, gender, or current
need. They may be dictators or just people who don’t listen, but they
impose the tyranny of their own agendas and expectations.

Movements are groups of people who once had such views of
others imposed on them and are now trying to become the unique
people they were born to be. In many ways, “race” is an invention of
colonialism. It rationalized the taking over of other people’s
countries, even the crime of slavery.

Co-conspirators may be family members or a chosen family of
friends, a work cohort, a movement, or all of the above, but they
listen as much as they talk, they talk as much as they listen, and
they help each other become who they were born to be.

And remember that having some adversaries is a good thing. If
these individual or collective dictators were on your side, you would
know you were doing something wrong.





Feminism starts out being the instinct of the
little child who says, “It’s not fair.” It ends up
being a worldview that questions hierarchy

altogether.

Only when the bottom moves does the whole
hierarchy topple.

A pedestal is as much a prison as any other small
space.

(This was said to be a warning by black suffragists to white wives of plantation
owners in the South.)



Sometimes life is like trying to paint the Sistine
Chapel ceiling on the backs of five thousand

turtles.

No wonder studies show that women’s
intellectual self-esteem tends to go down with

every year of higher education. We’ve been
studying our own absence.

Being misunderstood by people whose opinions
you value is way more painful than being

condemned by your enemies.





Shared purpose eliminates hierarchy.

Every woman knows there is a big difference
between help that is designed to keep you

dependent, and help that is designed to make
you independent.





Not one study has proved that women talk more
than men, but numerous studies indicate that

men talk more than women. Women are
thought to be more talkative than men because
they are being measured against the expectation

of female silence.

Audiences turn into partners if you just listen to
them as much as you talk.

We don’t learn while we’re talking, we learn
while we’re listening.



Categories are the enemy of connection.

Empathy is the most radical of human emotions.

Ceremony is something that is always the same
and is dictated from above. Ritual is something

that uses universal human symbols and changes
with every group.



If you want people to listen to you, you have to
listen to them.

I’ve come to have great faith in the magic of
people talking together after a shared

experience.

Talking circles remind us that simple things are
useful, useful things are simple, and being

together with other human beings is as
necessary as air, food, and water.

In a circle, we are looking at each other, not up
or down.





The first resistance to social change is to say: It’s
not necessary.

A true adversary is probably somebody with a
big empathy deficit.





If you tell me a statistic, I’ll make up a story to
explain why it’s true. Our brains are organized

by narrative and image, not facts and numbers.

It is truly amazing how long we can go on
accepting myths that oppose our own lives.

Oral history turns out to be more accurate than
written history because the experiences of
generations on the ground are way more

accurate than a few guys generalizing from
above.



Beware of any motto that glorifies the past. It’s
code for restoring hierarchy. For example:

“Make America great again.”

I once heard a great quote in the National
Museum of the American Indian, and I always

pass it on: “There are two things, history and the
past—and they are not the same.”

What we know as “history” is not history. Put
another way: “It’s called ‘history’ because it is his

story.”





We are communal animals. There is a reason
why solitary confinement counts as torture.

Technology is a gift and a blessing—providing
you spend as much time with human beings as

you do with screens.





People invented race and gender. People can
uninvent them.

For every purpose other than reproduction on
the one hand and resistance to certain diseases

on the other, the differences between
individuals of the same sex or race are much

greater than those between males and females
or between races as groups.

Original languages didn’t have gender—people
were people. So how did we get so crazy as to

give gender to tables and chairs?



The marks of sex and race bring a whole
constellation of cultural injunctions against

power, even the power of controlling one’s own
life.



Racism is white people’s problem. Violence
against women is men’s problem.

White parents should pay to have their children
bused into schools that look like the country.

Otherwise their children will grow up thinking
that everybody looks and lives like them.

Racist systems must control wombs and the
bodies of women in order to keep races separate.

To end racism is to free all women—and vice
versa.



I began to joke about putting this sign on the road to Harvard, Yale, and Princeton
after I encountered everyday women who said one of the saddest sentences on
earth: “I’m not smart enough to be a feminist.” Academic language didn’t welcome
them. This broke my heart. Women’s Studies came from women’s lived lives and
was meant to be just the beginning. Women in all our diversity should be half of
history, literature, Black Studies, science, everything. Words that need explaining
make academia seem isolated and only for the few.

And if you think I’m kidding, here is the dictionary definition of deconstruction:
“a philosophical or critical method which asserts that meanings, metaphysical
constructs, and hierarchical oppositions (as between key terms in philosophical or
literary work) are always rendered unstable by their dependence on ultimately
arbitrary signifiers.” I rest my case.

One of the most radical things we can be is understandable, which is why I love
quotes. Women’s Studies are really Remedial Studies, and should be available to
everyone.



Needing approval is a female cultural disease
and so it is often a sign that we are doing the

wrong thing.

There is still no “right” way to be a woman in
public power without being considered a you-

know-what.
Said another way:

A woman who aspires to be something will be
called a bitch.

Anything that affects males is often seen as more
serious than anything that affects “only” the

female half of the human race.



If someone called me a lesbian, I said, “Thank you.” It disclosed nothing, confused
the accuser, conveyed solidarity with women who are lesbians, and made the
audience laugh.





An obsession with approval in the present,
feminine-style, or with controlling and living in
the future, masculine-style, are both wasteful of

time. And time is all there is.

Women are required to be strong, then are
punished for our strength.





When feminism got to the point of serious
opposition, it was a step forward from ridicule.

Whether we conform to it or fight it, the it is still
the problem.

If women are supposed to be less rational and
more emotional at the beginning of our

menstrual cycle, when the female hormone is at
its lowest level, then why isn’t it logical to say

that, in those few days, women behave the most
like the way men behave all month long?





God may be in the details, but the Goddess is in
the connections.

Nothing is more dangerous than someone who
believes that life after death is better than life.
Doomsday religions are now coinciding with

doomsday weapons.

Why does God always look like the ruling class?
Why is Jesus pictured as blond and blue-eyed in
the Middle East? Because if God is a white man,

a white man is God.



It’s an incredible con job when you think about
it: Patriarchal religions get us to believe and
behave now for a reward after death. Even

corporations only promise to reward you after
retirement.





Whatever you do with the way you look, try not
to let it distract from what you’re saying.

It’s said that the biggest determinant of our lives
is whether we see the world as welcoming or

hostile. This becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.

A quail is just a chicken with a press agent.





Laughter is the only free emotion. It is the essence of humanity and
free will, an orgasm of the mind. If you think this is overstating the
importance of laughter, here is a fact: Laughter is the only emotion
that cannot be compelled.

We can be forced to fear, and a good thing too, because it’s part
of the reason our species survives. We can be compelled to love,
because if someone is dependent for long enough, love of self and
love of another become intertwined by our instinct for survival. This
may mean captives loving their captors, as in the Stockholm
syndrome, but the point is that this, too, is a response to the will to
survive.

But laughter! Ah, laughter has no tactical purpose. It can’t be
compelled. It is the ultimate proof of our humanity. It just explodes
from within like a great aha!

Laughter arrives when two opposites collide and suddenly create
a third, when we have a flash of understanding, when a punch line
changes everything that has gone before, when we glimpse a new
possibility. Albert Einstein once famously said that he had to be
very careful while shaving because if he had a new idea, he laughed
and cut himself.



Laughter is the most contagious of all emotions. Our pulse and
blood pressure go up. We breathe faster and send more oxygen to
our brains. A doctor found that a minute of laughter stimulated his
heart as much as ten minutes of rowing. It’s a full-on collaboration
between mind and body.

Because the power to say things that create laughter really is a
power, women are not supposed to have it. Female comics are
relatively rare and new. This may also be because studies show that
what women fear most in men is violence, but what men fear most
in women is ridicule.

In a political candidate, we should look for an ability to laugh,
especially at oneself. I bet there is an inverse relationship between
authoritarianism and a sense of humor.

Any single one of these benefits would be enough to make us
value laughter, but the big one is this: Laughter is a proof of
freedom. No one, but no one, can force us to laugh. When we
experience this orgasm of the mind, we are truly free.

So use laughter as a guide:

Try to stay away from places where you’re not allowed to
laugh, including religious ones. The absence of laughter is
a giveaway that the religion in question is more political
than spiritual, more about a hierarchy with God at the top
than about godliness in all living things.
Try to stay away from workplaces where laughter is
absent. The degree of freedom where you work is indicated
by the presence or absence of laughter.
Try to stay away from social settings with no laughter.
Your ability to laugh is a sign that you’re doing the right
thing with the right people in the right place. Laughing
together creates instant community.

Whatever makes us laugh is a good thing, from elaborate jokes to
stand-up comedy, but I have a special fondness for spontaneous, in-



the-moment laughter.
This is an old tradition in Native American culture, where

laughter is personified by the Trickster, a male or female or male-
and-female spirit who may turn up anywhere. Unlike the Court
Jester or the Circus Clown, who makes the powerful laugh, the
Trickster is free, a paradox, a crosser of boundaries who breaks into
sacred space and lets laughter out.

Since one Indian Country belief is that sacred space can be
pierced only by laughter and prayer, there is also a belief that if we
can’t laugh, we can’t pray. Laughter is the ultimate in you-have-to-
be-there.

I hope you will let laughter be your guide to freedom.





Had enough of Trumpian tweets? Remember,
the past tense of tweet is twat!

The art form of saying fuck is to put it in the
middle of a word, as in: Fan-fucking-tastic!

Some men inspire poetry:
Each time he said,
“I love you,”
He said, “but I’ll get over it,”
And so
I did.



If movies about relationships are called “chick
flicks,” why aren’t movies about violence called

“prick flicks”?



Like Sky Masterson, the wandering gambler in Damon Runyon stories, I’ve been in
more hotel rooms than the Gideon Bible—and he didn’t wash his hair with hotel
soap, eat from vending machines, or sit up late organizing with the hotel maids.



It’s probably only me, but…
I don’t know if this is right, but…

Never preface what you say with either of those two phrases. It’s a way women
disqualify what we know.

Often asked why you’re not married? Explain: I
can’t mate in captivity!

Whatever you want to do, just do it. Making a
damn fool of yourself is absolutely essential.





In the 1970s I heard this quote, laughed, and repeated it. Then because it was
wrongly attributed to me, I began to use any available interview to ask who said it.

Finally in 1994, I did an interview with the Australian Broadcasting Corporation
that actually reached the ears of its originator, Irina Dunn, and she wrote me a
letter.

She explained that in 1970, she had been reading a philosophy book, whose
author she didn’t recall, and this sentence caught her attention: “A man needs god
like a fish needs a bicycle.”

Under the influence of feminism, she changed it to: “A woman needs a man like
a fish needs a bicycle.” She wrote these words on the wall of two women’s
restrooms at the University of Sydney, where she was a student. From there, they
spread like wildfire.

I tried to find the originator of the quote that had captured her attention in the
first place. The best I could come up with was Charles S. Harris, an American
psychologist, who wrote in 1958, “A man needs faith like a fish needs a bicycle.”

But more important, this search had earned me a wonderful letter from Irina
Dunn herself. I learned she was involved in publishing, politics, and the
environmental and feminist movements. She even had been elected as a senator
from New South Wales.

I still have her letter pinned to my bulletin board. I hope to meet her one day.
Such is the power of a quote heard round the world.



Flo Kennedy and I were riding in a taxi in Boston talking about Flo’s book Abortion
Rap when the cabbie, an old Irish woman who must have been a rarity in this job,
turned around and uttered those memorable words. They have spread to posters
and banners, even in street demonstrations outside the Vatican. If you don’t know
Flo and her words, you are missing out. We once ran a section in Ms. called “The
Verbal Karate of Florynce R. Kennedy, Esq.” Here’s a small sampling:

“Trying to help an oppressed person is like trying to put your arm around somebody
with a sunburn.”

“Don’t agonize, organize!”

“Unity in a Movement situation can be overrated. If you were the Establishment,
which would you rather see coming in the door: one lion or five hundred mice?”





If you’ve ever been in a street demonstration or on a picket line, I
bet you remember your first time. There is something transgressive
about breaking through the anonymity of city streets and daring to
care in public.

My first time on a picket line was outside a Manhattan
supermarket, asking people to refuse to buy grapes picked in
poverty. Unlike the other picketers, I was clearly not a farmworker,
and I felt like an idiot.

Then Dolores Huerta, a former farmworker herself and the chief
negotiator for the United Farm Workers, dropped by to encourage
us. Within minutes, she turned the sidewalk into a stage and caused
passersby to stop, listen, cheer, argue, and care. I learned from her
that street activism is an art form. You have to look at each person,
call out a fragment of a story that makes them want to know more,
and just keep going.

You also need a unifying slogan. Ours was “Sí se puede!” Yes, we
can! Those were the words of migrant farmworkers who had been
told for generations that agribusiness was too powerful to defeat,
and also left out of legislation that protected other workers. Now
they were appealing to a third force: customers who could refuse to
buy grapes and other produce harvested in poverty.



It would take five years of this picketing and protesting, but
those street demonstrations did have an impact. Agribusiness
leaders finally sat down at the negotiating table with farmworkers.
Dolores started meetings with a round of “Sí se puede!” Yes, we can!
She was saying that former adversaries could agree, and also
reminding growers of the forces that had driven them to the table in
the first place.

Decades later, “Yes, we can!” became the motto of Barack
Obama’s campaign for the presidency of the United States. Once he
became the first African American ever to be elected, thousands
gathered in the streets around the Capitol in Washington, a building
that had been largely constructed by slaves, shouting those words.

“Yes, we can!” is now part of the language.
Other street quotes are “Make Love, Not War”; “Black Is

Beautiful”; “Women’s Rights Are Human Rights”; “Immigrants
Make America Great”; “Black Lives Matter”; and “Love Is Love,” an
answer to the idea that marriage is only about reproduction and
thus only for a male and female. Now, as an alternative to
prostitution and pornography, there is also: “Eroticize Equality.”



This street quote actually was made into a T-shirt. Erotica is a
word that can differentiate sex from violence and rescue mutual
sexual pleasure. It comes from the Greek root eros, meaning “love,”
and has no gender. Pornography comes from porne, meaning
“female sex slave.” They are as different as a room with doors open
and a room with doors locked. Until we finally separate sexuality
from aggression, there will be way more pornography than erotica.

Sometimes street quotes seem to have no author, as if they came
from our collective unconscious. After the terrorist attack of 9/11,
for instance, a contagious quote was “Our Grief Is Not a Cry for
War!” I saw it as graffiti on fences, walls, and sidewalks, often with
flowers or photos to honor people who lost their lives.

Later, performance artists carried posters with this quote,
standing silently in the street to mark 9/11 anniversaries. Now when
visitors pay tribute to 9/11, they may see these words engraved on
permanent memorials. Yet no one seems to know for sure where
they came from.



Sometimes knowing the source of a quote adds to its meaning.
For instance, Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi, the
three young black feminists who started Black Lives Matter, created
three organizing guidelines you may hear, or see scrawled on
placards and walls:

1. Lead with love.
2. Low ego, high impact.
3. Move at the speed of trust.

I feel especially good about the future because all three of these
women are about half my age, and they have created the best
organizing guidelines I’ve ever heard.

As you find or make up quotes suitable for instant understanding
in the street, you may get hooked on writing and discovering more.
Words can travel through crowds at the speed of sound, unify
disparate people, and encourage us to act together. In the 1960s,
when resisting the draft and the Vietnam War could mean you got a
fine, prison, or both, crowds of young men began to chant, “Hell no,
I won’t go!” You could almost hear the power balance shifting.

Once in Chicago, during a Democratic convention where Vietnam
was the big issue, I watched as mounted policemen rode into a
crowd of several thousand peaceful demonstrators. Like other
bystanders, I was sure there would be violence. But people stood
their ground and began to chant, “The streets belong to us!” As this
chant spread like waves in an ocean, the mounted police slowed and
stopped. The last thing I saw was a policeman looking mystified as
his horse was being fed an apple by a demonstrator. Those chanted
words seemed to change the molecules in the air.

This is why you may get hooked on organizing as street theater.
There is something to love about breaking through routine and
anonymity, and sharing hope.

Now that we have the Internet, we have faster ways to get words
out there, and to give street quotes another life online. Think of the



flash mob phenomenon of strangers who meet to dance, sing,
perform, or just move in a pattern together—and then disperse.
Thanks to the Internet, that can become the joy of flash activism.

Our presence as women in the street, talking, chanting, singing,
is evidence of change in itself. Many women still think twice before
entering a public space. Crowds present one kind of danger, and
empty streets another. For decades, women have demonstrated
against sexual assault by using slogans like “Take back the streets”
and “Take back the night.” Every survey about violence and sexual
assault continues to show that women report at least three times
more fear of violence than do males. Also in some parts of the
world, women are still not allowed to leave their homes, cities, or
nations without the presence or written permission of a male
relative or guardian. This is an irony because, statistically speaking,
women are most likely to be beaten, assaulted, or killed by men they
know.

Rather than spend time debating relative dangers, let’s just focus
on being safer everywhere. It is clear that women are safest in the
presence or proximity of other women. Then we can add men we
trust.

Consider the famous Women’s March of 2017, the one that
followed the not-by-popular-vote election of Donald Trump as
president. There were so many people in Washington, D.C., that
there was no room to march. On the same day, there were also
Women’s Marches in more than four hundred cities and towns
across this country. It was the largest single-day protest in the
history of the United States. And there were Women’s Marches of
support in eighty-one countries on all seven continents.

Yet in all these marches—in this country and as far as is known,
around the world—there was not one reported case of violence.

Now that we know how to take back the streets, words and votes
are following.







A movement is only composed of people moving.
Feeling its warmth and motion around us is the

end as well as the means.

It’s all about freedom. A room with the door
locked is a prison, but the very same room with
the door open is a home. It’s our job to unlock

that door.

The job of a movement is to make what’s bad
good.





Sometimes,

It’s great that we can find information and each other online, but pressing Send
doesn’t actually do anything. The Internet is a great gift, perhaps especially to
women who can access information and each other in physical safety, yet it can’t
replace being together with all five senses. Because too many people have been
spending more time looking at the screen than being together, sadness, isolation,
depression, and even suicide are increasing, especially among young people. For
every hour we spend on a computer or a cellphone, we need an hour with other
human beings.



Americans seem to outstrip every nation when it comes to hope. Perhaps that’s
because so many of us came in flight from something worse, or escaped something
worse here, or absorbed the fact and fiction of the “land of opportunity,” or maybe
it’s because optimism is contagious. Whatever the reason, hopefulness is what I
miss the most when I’m not here. It’s the thing that makes me glad to come home.
I often describe myself as a “hope-a-holic.”



Feminism has a history. It is the keystone of any
organic and lasting democracy.

The Constitution does not begin with “I, the
president.” It begins with “We, the people.”

What did Columbus call primitive? Equal
women!

Our Constitution is based on the Iroquois Confederacy, which is the oldest
continuous democracy on earth. It was a real democracy in which women and
men were valued equally. For instance, the chief might have been male, but he was
chosen by female elders. Because of this history, Benjamin Franklin invited male
leaders from the Confederacy to advise on structuring the Constitution. It is said
that their first question was “Where are the women?”





When anybody asks me, “What should I do?” I
say, “Just do whatever you can.”

There is no such thing as working “outside the
system.” It’s just a question of working where

you can be most effective.

When unique voices are united in a common
cause, they make history.



Every movement has come from people sharing
their stories.

The women’s movement often came out of
talking circles that were called consciousness-

raising groups, just as the civil rights movement
often came out of groups in black churches in
the South testifying and saying, “Here’s what

happened to me,” and other people saying, “That
happened to me too.” We discover we are not

crazy and we are not alone.

The women’s movement and the civil rights
movement and the Chinese Revolution started

with talking circles.





The source of every social justice movement is
people sitting in circles saying the unsayable
thing—and discovering it’s happened to other

people, too. If you come together, you can
change it.

It was Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta who
reminded me of what I learned in India: The

clearest view is always from the bottom.

There is no greater gift than thinking you have
some impact on the world for the better.



The future depends entirely on what each of us
does every day.

Sometimes we must put our bodies where our
beliefs are.



We’re not only having a revolution, but an
evolution.

Like art, revolutions come from combining what
exists with what has never existed before.

You can travel without traveling, and you can
not travel—yet travel. Being on the road is a

state of mind.



Feminism includes all human beings who call
ourselves women—or it’s not feminism.

Feminism has never been about getting a job for
one woman. It’s about making life more fair for
women everywhere. It’s not about one woman
getting a piece of the existing pie; there are too
many of us for that. It’s about baking a new pie.

If I could have one wish for the women’s
movement internationally, it would be a kind of

Alcoholics Anonymous structure. Imagine a
whole network of little groups meeting in church
basements and school gyms and around the well
in villages….They’re leaderless, and they’re free.



They have as their goal supporting each other’s
self-authority.





For women, the only alternative to being a
feminist is being a masochist.

The ends don’t justify the means—the means we
use dictate the end we get.

If everyone has a full circle of human qualities to
complete, progress lies in the direction we

haven’t been. It’s progress for men to develop
so-called feminine qualities and for women to

develop so-called masculine qualities. We are all
becoming full human beings.



Law and justice are not always the same. When
they aren’t, disobeying the law may be the first

step toward justice.



Going on the road is right up there with life-
threatening emergencies and truly mutual sex as

a way of being fully alive in the present.

The idea of freedom is contagious.





=







This book is dedicated

to Amy Richards,

without whose smarts

it wouldn’t exist



To say thank you for the presence and pleasure of quotes in my life,
I have to start at the beginning.

I thank my mother, Ruth Nuneviller Steinem, for knowing by
heart and quoting the words of Edna St. Vincent Millay and Dorothy
Parker throughout my childhood. She also woke me up many
mornings with these lines from Omar Khayyam:

Awake! for Morning in the Bowl of Night
Has flung the Stone that puts the Stars to Flight.

Later, I understood she had been a writer, too, but had given up
her own career years before I was born. How many women are
living out the unlived lives of our mothers? And how many sons are
living the hopes of their fathers? I look forward to the day when
everyone can follow her or his own dreams.

It was also from quotes that I learned there is a special magic to
rhyming. Like music, rhyming is a pleasure in itself, even when we
don’t understand. It made me realize why poets are listened to, even
in a different language, and why our own street and song rappers
are magic even when we have to listen more than once to
understand the words.

This is the first book I’ve shared with a visual artist, and I’m
grateful to Samantha Baker for evoking people and worlds with a
few strokes of pen or brush. It’s been fun to watch her go beyond



language. I also thank Paolo Pepe, the art director of Random
House, and designer Simon Sullivan for combining the visual and
the verbal.

I thank all the friends and co-conspirators whose words I’ve also
quoted in these pages, and I hope their quotes tantalize readers into
finding more of their words. I especially wish Florynce Kennedy, my
longtime friend and speaking partner, were here to create quotes for
this political era that so needs her. I urge you to read any of the
books that are by and about her—she will add to your verbal karate.
She also reminds us that the most radical thing any activist can be is
understandable.

And I thank the great women in the office that Amy Richards and
I share, who checked the accuracy and source of quotes: Amanda
McCall, Hannah Cullen, and Blaine Edens. Also my literary agent,
Kim Schefler, whose advice was important from the beginning.

Most of all, I want to thank my editor at Random House, Kate
Medina, for her patience, generosity, and encouragement. She
guides writers not with degrees of criticism, but with ascending
degrees of praise. Editors working with her are inspired to do the
same, and so this book was shepherded with special care by Erica
Gonzalez. This is the kind of support that writers need when putting
our words out there for all the world to see.

At the end of this book, there are blank pages for quotes from or
found by readers. Wherever we start, on paper or screen or street
corner, we are all part of a talking circle.

Gloria Steinem
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