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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Feminism has always had its celebrities, a situation that has historically 
caused much anxiety. Within the women’s liberation movement, the mak-
ing, and marketing, of ‘media stars’ was, as Martha Shelley’s comments 
suggest, believed to be thoroughly inconsistent with the goals and anti- 
hierarchical principles of second wave feminism: ‘These media stars, care-
fully coiffed and lathered with foundation makeup, claim to represent all 
women. In actuality, they are ripping all women off … If large numbers 
of women are going to passively depend on a few stars to liberate them, 
instead of getting themselves together to do it, the movement will surely 
fail’ (cited in Gever 2003, p.  84). Such women, in their commodifica-
tion of feminism, were routinely dismissed as ‘selling out’ the movement, 
selfishly privileging the individual over the collective, and, as Shelley 
argued, potentially jeopardizing the success of the women’s movement 
itself. During feminism’s second wave, such charges were most commonly 
levelled against the author of bestselling feminist non-fiction, who was 
implicated in mainstream commercial publishing ventures (as opposed to 
ostensibly more politically sound feminist presses).1

In 1971, Germaine Greer, long known for her own work in artfully 
cultivating a star feminist persona, made clear the role of the ‘feminist 
blockbuster’ in the celebrification of certain women over others:

Now that Women’s Liberation has become a subject upon which each 
publishing house must bring forth its book … the struggle for the libera-
tion of women is being mistaken for yet another battle of the books. Each 



 publishing house backs its own expertise to identify the eventual bible of the 
women’s movement, characterizing it as a religious cult in which one pub-
lisher will corner the credibility market, sending the world’s women rushing 
like lemmings after a book. The hapless authoresses of the books in question 
find themselves projected into the roles of cult leaders, gurus of helpless mewing 
multitudes … (in Murray 2004, p. 179, my emphasis)

One of the biggest problems with Greer’s statement above, apart from 
its positioning of readers as ‘lemmings’, is its characterization of fame as 
something done to reluctant, passive feminist authors. Greer, however, is 
not alone in making this somewhat disingenuous assumption, which is 
predicated on the disavowal of feminist agency in the celebrification pro-
cess, and which underestimates the power of bestselling feminist works of 
non-fiction, such as her own, in reaching large audiences of women who 
may not have otherwise engaged with feminism. ‘Blockbuster’ feminist 
authors like Greer, and Helen Gurley Brown and Betty Friedan before her, 
and Naomi Wolf, Roxane Gay, Sheryl Sandberg, Amy Poehler, and Lena 
Dunham after her, are all women who have actively worked to shape our 
understandings of Western feminism, in some cases over many decades. 
With the assistance of various cultural intermediaries, they have all laboured 
to establish and maintain a public feminist persona, as well as putting their 
celebrity capital to what could be broadly considered ‘feminist’ uses.

As the public embodiment of feminism, such women have come to 
mediate what this complex social movement means in the popular imagi-
nary. Celebrity feminism, as I have previously argued, is itself an inter-
nally variegated phenomenon but it appears that, historically, the most 
visible form of celebrity feminist has been the popular non-fiction author 
(Tuchman 1978; Taylor 2008, 2010). For Shane Rowlands and Margaret 
Henderson (1996), a ‘feminist blockbuster’ is a bestselling, skilfully mar-
keted, often contentious popular feminist book, with a heavily celebri-
fied author; and to this I would add that the blockbuster is a text that 
endures. While readership figures, through bestseller lists such as those 
offered by the New York Times, on which all these books have appeared, 
are a useful gauge of cultural impact, it is also significant that such publica-
tions receive extensive media coverage and engagement, thereby reaching 
a much broader audience than their actual readers. But in addition to 
their success as commodities and wider cultural visibility, Sandra Lilburn 
et al. have suggested ‘what all these books [feminist blockbusters] have in 
common is an author who functions as a public persona, a celebrity—who 
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has the capacity to create a space for public debate on feminism’ (2000, 
p. 343). The authors analyzed here certainly have created, and worked to 
sustain, such a discursive space. Rather than being ‘well known for their 
well-knowness’ (Boorstin 1971, p. 97), in Chris Rojek’s (2001) typology 
they can be classified ‘achieved celebrities’, in that their renown is, at least 
initially, predicated on one specific achievement: the publication of a best-
selling feminist work of non-fiction.

As myriad feminist scholars have made clear, the field of representation 
matters politically, in terms of shaping our understandings of gender as 
well as feminism itself (Dow 1996; Gill 2007; Griffin 2015). Popular cul-
tural texts, in which I include the blockbuster and media representations 
of its authors, work to inform whether, how, and to what extent women 
come to engage with feminism, making sustained analysis of them and 
the political and cultural work they do vital. While many women celebri-
ties over the past few years, including Emma Watson and Beyoncé, have 
eagerly claimed an identification with feminism, my definition of celebrity 
feminism does not encompass such figures. For me, as I will further outline 
in Chap. 2, a celebrity feminist is someone whose fame is the product of 
their public feminist enunciative practices; that is, they are famous because 
of their feminism. In this definition, the feminist blockbuster author reigns 
supreme, even in the twenty-first century.

Asserting that celebrity has always been a significant resource for feminism, 
here I have two key goals: to understand how these books and their authors 
shape the kinds of feminism that come to circulate in the mediasphere, and 
how their celebrity feminism works, and develops, as a ‘performative practice’ 
(Marwick and boyd 2011) across various sites and platforms, in ways that are 
not in any simple sense homologous with other forms of fame. As I argue 
throughout, the function of these women in actively keeping feminism alive 
in the mainstream cultural imaginary cannot be overstated. Through them, 
certain stories—including histories—come to stand for feminism. Whatever 
we think of this metonymic slippage, it is undoubtedly part of feminism’s 
conditions of possibility in mainstream media and popular culture, and has 
been since at least the early 1960s. Blockbusters, as commercially successful 
forms of feminism, are evidence of what has been called ‘the mainstream-
ing of feminism’2 but while this commodification has often been viewed as 
solely negative, here I seek to provide a more nuanced analysis. By challeng-
ing critical and popular narratives about celebrity feminism’s essential failings, 
I am interested in laying bare the possibilities, alongside the much-canvassed 
limitations, of making select women publicly visible as authoritative feminists.
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Rather than being ‘unspeakable’ (Tasker and Negra 2007, p. 3), femi-
nism is arguably now more visible than it ever has been, in no small part 
due to new media, but also because of the myriad ways in which it has 
been incorporated into popular culture more broadly. This has not, how-
ever, led to the demise of the feminist blockbuster as a resonant cultural 
form. Blockbusters, as I will demonstrate, remain part of what Claire 
Hemmings calls the dominant ‘feminist grammar’ in the public sphere; 
here I recognize that there is much at stake, not just in the kinds of ‘fem-
inist storytelling’ they privilege but in who is able to tell these stories 
(2011, p.  1).3 Although individual chapters will of course offer a brief 
analysis of each blockbuster and consider the regimes of value in which 
they became implicated, this study is not primarily focused on the formal 
aspects of these books, or even literary reception processes. Rather, its 
central preoccupation is what these blockbusters helped make possible: 
the celebrification of their feminist authors, and what that celebrification 
made possible in feminist terms. That is, how they—these books, as well 
as representations and self-representations of the women who penned 
them—have worked to shape the ‘public identity’4 of Western feminism, 
in some cases over many decades, popularizing feminism and rendering it 
accessible for women into whose lives it may not otherwise have flowed. 
Here I am interested in the kinds of feminist stories that are (able to be) 
told, as well as the kinds of feminist politics that are performed, promoted, 
and enabled by the celebrification of these authors.

In engaging with texts from the early 1960s to the present I seek 
to map the changing contours of the feminist blockbuster, as well as of 
feminist fame itself. What are we to make of the fact that, despite post-
feminist proclamations of the redundancy of feminist critique (McRobbie 
2009), particular iconic feminists continue to culturally reverberate and 
new feminist non-fictional books become bestsellers? The relatively recent 
development of ‘celebrity studies’ as a field of critical inquiry provides the 
opportunity to review the contribution of these women to public under-
standings of modern feminism, as well as the processes of celebrity- making 
itself. This book, therefore, makes an important contribution to what 
Sarah Projanksy has recently dubbed ‘feminist star studies’ (2014), but 
while her deployment of this phrase signals feminist scholarship preoccu-
pied with stardom, my work doubles its meaning to apply it to the feminist 
study of distinctly feminist stars; stars that, I argue, are inextricably tied to 
the blockbuster form and its associated promotional apparatus.
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Celebrity feminism, including in its blockbuster variant, continues to 
be disdainfully characterized as ‘faux feminism’ (McRobbie 2009; hooks 
2013). But rather than dismissing the feminism embodied by these 
authors in favour of ‘some real authentic feminism which is “elsewhere”’ 
(Brunsdon 1997, p. 101; Wicke 1994), that exists outside popular cul-
ture, I suggest that participation in the networks of celebrity in and of 
itself can be conceptualized as a feminist practice, not as something dis-
tinct from or extraneous to other forms of feminist activism. However, as 
Su Holmes and Diane Negra tell us, the ‘forms and functions of female 
celebrity’ (2011; see also Jermyn and  Holmes 2015) have been mark-
edly under- examined within the booming critical industry that is celebrity 
studies. Indeed, as Brenda Weber also notes, gender is ‘infrequently con-
sidered … an important modality in the theorization of celebrity’ (2012, 
p. 15). In keeping with this gendered elision, feminist figures have also 
received short critical shrift, with this being the first book-length study on 
celebrity feminism. However, celebrity studies does provide valuable criti-
cal tools through which to interrogate public subjectivity (Marshall 1997; 
Rojek 2001; Turner 2014), including the public subjectivity of so-called 
‘blockbuster’ feminists.

Drawing upon recent work in this field, I hope to intervene in ongo-
ing debates about ‘celebritization’—the kinds of cultural and social 
changes associated with increased attention to celebrity—and ‘celebrifica-
tion’—the process via which an individual is transformed into a celebrity, 
including through her own labour (Driessens 2013b; van Krieken 2012). 
Blockbuster celebrity is important, I would argue, due to its crucial, and 
overtly political, role in working to shape how Western feminism has been 
publicly constructed: ‘Clearly feminists have been, and continue to be, 
reflexive in their approaches to media, and the strategic symbolic work 
they have done in this area is a critical (and under-researched) part of 
the story of feminism’s public identity’ (Barker-Plummer 2010, p. 172). 
Feminist blockbusters and their authors have been, and remain, a vital part 
of this ‘symbolic work’.

‘Authors’, as Joe Moran notes, ‘actively negotiate their own celebrity 
rather than having it imposed upon them’ (2000, p. 10). Such non-fictional 
triumphs would not have achieved their remarkable success had it not 
been for their authors’ extensive labour and persona-building.5 In terms of 
celebrification, I am especially interested in the question of agency in the 
establishment and maintenance of a public feminist persona. They each, as 
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is common for women writers, ‘became involved in an active relationship 
with their own fame’ (Hammill 2007, p. 15). Therefore, in considering 
why and how these voices come to be privileged over others, the agency 
exercised by all these figures is central—an agency which of course must be 
recognized as ‘situated’, operating ‘alongside and even within structural 
forces and constraints’ (York 2013b, p. 1339; Moran 2000). However, 
in none of these cases do I argue that there is an authentic, unmediated 
feminist identity lurking beneath these public performances—such a dis-
tinction is untenable. But it is possible to locate apparent instances of 
persona-building by each of the authors, as well as a pronounced degree of 
publicly expressed self-reflexivity about their own celebrification. Despite 
the changing nature of the blockbuster form, celebrity, and media culture 
more widely, they are all authors not just of various forms of cultural pro-
duction but of themselves, and I will take up this other form of ‘authorship’ 
in each chapter.

In regard to feminism, especially, it is often presumed that the ‘turn 
to celebrity’ is a relatively recent phenomenon, isolated to the past few 
decades in particular (Cameron 1999). However, as I work to show 
throughout, it is vital we recognize that ‘celebrity feminism was there 
from the beginning, and depends for its success on media-savvy indi-
vidual subjects’ (Sheridan et al. 2006, p. 34). Celebrity for writers, too, 
including for women writers, has a much longer history than is some-
times conceded (Moran 2000; Glass 2004; Hammill 2007; Mole 2007; 
York 2007, 2013a; Galow 2010; Weber 2012). Similarly, developments 
in information and communication technologies are commonly pre-
sumed to have provided hitherto unavailable opportunities for celebri-
ties to be active in their own persona construction and management. 
For example, Alice Marwick argues that through the technological affor-
dances of social media, celebrity is now something people do rather than 
something they are (2016, p. 334). Although I agree with this sentiment 
as it fruitfully contests assumptions about celebrity as ‘the property of 
specific individuals’ (Turner et al. 2000, p. 11), I argue throughout that 
it is not only recently that celebrity can be seen to function in this way 
and that the blockbuster celebrity feminist—who seeks to ‘do’ this celeb-
rity for particular political purposes—allows us to think further about 
celebrity as a process or, as Marwick remarks with danah boyd, as ‘a 
performative practice’ (2011). That is, as something that feminists do for 
decidedly political ends.
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In the contemporary context of ubiquitous self-branding, Angela 
McRobbie suggests that a ‘more branded and personalized feminism has 
surfaced in recent years and which comes immediately attached to certain 
names and careers. Feminists speaking out become immediately identifi-
able. Feminism is now a heavily named or signature activity, where in the 
past the “collective” sufficed’ (2015, p. 133). However, rather than pre-
suming that feminism has only become a ‘signature activity’ in the twenty- 
first century, this study uses the figure of the blockbuster feminist author 
to show how such mechanisms of self-branding have long been integral to 
public feminist performances—and adds that we should not presume that 
this is inevitably limiting to feminism.

Although a number of these women were by no means ‘one-book won-
ders’ (Mitchell 1997, p. 12), in each chapter I begin by underscoring the 
formative role played by the initial blockbusters in their establishment as 
feminist stars.6 The publication of these blockbusters permitted them a 
media visibility, and authority, not granted to other women, and which 
in turn permitted them access to other mediated spaces such as television 
news and current affairs programmes, as well as various types of print, 
and, in the more recent examples, online media. Therefore, while all the 
women spotlighted in my analysis have penned bestselling works of non- 
fiction that—to varying degrees—can be considered feminist, they often 
parlay this initial celebrity capital into other forms, genres, and discur-
sive spaces. Accordingly, while their celebrity may have started with the 
appearance of their first ‘blockbuster’, it certainly did not end there, and 
indeed grew, shifted, and transformed, as both feminism and the media-
sphere themselves changed over time.

While much recent critical attention focuses on the fleeting nature of 
celebrity—such as reality television stars—a number of the women dis-
cussed in this book are, in contrast, remarkable in terms of their longevity 
in the public arena. Their very continued recognizability, not just as femi-
nist writers but as female public figures, is in many ways unprecedented. 
In the case of those whose fame has endured—Brown, Friedan, Greer, and 
Wolf—I am most interested in their own role in its maintenance and in 
effecting its transformation over the years: ‘As commodities, celebrities are 
the real embodiment of a more abstract kind of capital—attention’ (van 
Krieken 2012, p. 54; Driessens 2013a). What did these feminists do with 
such attention capital, and how did they ensure its sustainability? This is a 
question with which I engage here, especially in Part I.
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All of these women have been chosen due to the commercial success 
and cultural resonance of their blockbusters, and their immense, sustained 
media visibility, especially relative to other feminists. It is significant that all 
these authors have publicly identified as feminist, and this self- identification 
becomes especially important in the case of women like Brown, who initially 
may not have been associated with second wave  feminism. Despite pre-
sumptions of generational cohesion, the type of feminism they construct in 
their blockbusters, and in their subsequent public performances as celebrity 
feminists, is by no means uniform; instead, in and through them different 
forms of feminism co-exist. For example, Betty Friedan’s project was fun-
damentally a liberal one, centred on achieving ‘equality’ for women in the 
public sphere, while for Greer such a reformist aim was decidedly unambi-
tious and would do little to actually liberate women from the demands of 
the normative femininity being imposed by patriarchy, or to destabilize the 
structural factors putting them in a subordinate position. Further, the rela-
tionship of all these authors to the women’s movement or organized femi-
nism itself differs, depending upon their own subjectivities and cultural and 
historical context, as does how they publicly position themselves in relation 
to dominant narratives of Anglo-American feminist history.

Indicative more of the limitations of celebrity when it comes to pub-
lic constructions of feminism, there have also been several (anti-) feminist 
celebrities who have produced bestselling works of non-fiction and who have 
similarly worked to shape popular understandings of feminism, especially in 
the 1990s—with the most notable being Camilla Paglia (1990), Christina 
Hoff Sommers (1994), Katie Roiphe (1993), and Rene Denfeld (1995). 
However, while such figures may represent a cautionary tale for arguments 
around the political potentiality of celebrity for feminism, they have already 
been the subject of much previous analysis, particularly relating to ‘third 
wave’ feminism. Further, the authority granted them has not been com-
mensurate with that enjoyed by the women featured here, and they do not 
continue to resonate in the same way. Nevertheless, I do briefly engage with 
these figures when I consider 1990s blockbuster feminist, Naomi Wolf.

The SpecificiTieS of BlockBuSTer celeBriTy feminiSm

While it is now common to suggest that professionals in fields other than 
those traditionally associated with celebrity are increasingly being subject 
to the same kinds of celebrity logics and celebrification processes, this 
study, as mentioned, underscores that this is not an entirely new phe-
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nomenon. First, however, in order to come to terms with the question of 
what can be constituted as ‘celebrity feminism’, it is necessary to provide 
a broader definition of celebrity itself. There are of course many ways of 
conceptualizing celebrity. Sean Redmond (2014, p. 5) describes the celeb-
rity as ‘a person whose name, image, lifestyle, and opinions carry cultural 
and economic worth’ (see also Wernick 1991; Rein et al. 1997, p. 15). 
That is, celebrities are those who, in addition to generating profit across a 
range of fields, accrue ‘attention capital’ via ‘self-promotion and exposure 
management’ (Rojek 2014, p. 456; see also van Krieken 2012; Gunter 
2014). When it comes to the women featured here, these comments are 
certainly applicable and critically valuable. However, there are important 
ways in which the celebrity of feminists differs from that of those in other 
fields. Among other variations, the women featured in this book, particu-
larly in its earliest chapters, sought not merely to publicize themselves and 
their books (although they did do that too) but to publicize feminism 
itself.

Although there are inevitably some similarities across the cultural field 
when it comes to celebrity, Graeme Turner (2014, p. 17) urges us to be 
mindful that ‘what constitutes celebrity in one cultural domain may be 
quite different in another’. Similarly, as Rein et al. argue, ‘Every field, no 
matter how visible or how obscure, produces its own celebrities’ (1997, 
p. 85). It is the specificities of the field of blockbuster celebrity feminism 
that concern me here; that is, I seek to underscore that celebrity feminism 
is a distinct form of renown that cannot, in any simple way, be seen as 
homologous with other forms, particularly given that the key role of its 
author is to mediate public understandings of feminism. Through their 
blockbusters and subsequent media interventions, these authors, for the 
most part, are seeking to persuade readers/viewers of the necessity of fem-
inist modes of knowing and being, making celebrity feminism inherently 
political. Moreover, I emphasize that even within the field of the block-
buster feminist, fame is ‘performed in different keys’ (York 2007, p. 4). 
Here, then, I seek to develop a deeper understanding of ‘blockbuster 
celebrity feminism’, as well as discussing the not inconsiderable limitations 
of this specific mode of public, and political, subjectivity.

Through the aggregation of a series of case studies, I seek to determine 
what is distinctive about this form of renown, as well as where/how it, 
simultaneously, and perhaps inevitably, reinscribes certain logics of wider 
celebrity culture. The timeframe, of fifty years or so, also enables me to 
track how the ‘mechanisms available and used for garnering attention [as a 
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feminist] have altered’ (Gamson 2007, p. 142). However, this is no simple 
narrative of progress; feminist critics have highlighted the tensions and 
limitations of such stories (Hemmings 2011). Rather, here I seek to map 
some continuities in terms of how public feminist personas are produced 
and consumed (including how they are challenged, as at times they are), 
as well as the different pathways that celebrity feminists may have taken in 
the twenty-first century, given that celebrity culture, media more broadly, 
and feminism itself have all changed dramatically over the fifty-year period 
with which I am concerned.7

Methodologically I employ a combination of archival research and 
textual analysis, the former only being available in the case of the three 
figures dealt with in Chaps. 3, 4, and 5. Given that archives are selective 
repositories, sometimes shaped by these figures themselves, the material 
available therein is by no means consistent and hence the degree to which 
I draw upon them necessarily varies. Furthermore, given that star texts 
are intertextual (Ellcessor 2012; see also Dyer 1979; Marshall 1997), this 
study covers various media platforms and genres of representation and 
self-presentation, including authorial profiles, interviews, reviews in news-
papers and magazines, the books themselves, subsequent publications 
(including autobiographies), television appearances, and different types 
of new media.

In terms of context, this study is focused on Western celebrity femi-
nism, something that must be taken into account. Anders Ohlsson et al. 
argue that we need to maintain some sense of ‘geographical differentia-
tion’, especially when it comes to authors, ‘since the scope of influence of 
literary celebrities may vary quite considerably’ (2014, p. 33). This point 
could be extrapolated to all forms of celebrity, including feminist authors. 
It important, therefore, that I am referring to the role of these women in 
specific contexts (and even within which their level of celebrity and cultural 
legitimacy can be seen to vary). While most of these blockbusters, with the 
exception of The Female Eunuch, were initially published in the United 
States, they were subsequently released internationally, each secured large 
readerships and received extensive media coverage elsewhere, including 
in the United Kingdom and Australia (from where I write), often on the 
occasion of promotional tours by their authors. Therefore, here I move 
between media coverage and texts produced in these three contexts. 
Throughout I am conscious, however, not just that a very different story 
may be told about celebrity feminism in different socio-political contexts, 
but that the privileging of these women relies upon rendering invisible 
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others—something that needs to be problematized without completely 
dismissing the political possibilities of the celebrity zone for feminism 
(Wicke 1994).

The question ‘What is celebrity feminism?’ is necessarily complicated 
by the fact that there is not (nor ever was) a singular feminism, either con-
ceptually or practically in terms of lived experiences or activisms. Though 
feminism is indeed a highly contested signifier, attempts to stabilize its 
meanings abound in public discourse—in large part through its block-
buster celebrities. Furthermore, feminism, as many scholars have argued 
over the past few decades (Dow 1996; Lumby 1997; Lilburn et al. 2000; 
Henderson 2006; Hollows and Moseley 2006; Taylor 2008), has become 
an integral part of the media landscape and its meanings have, of course, 
altered according to the discursive context in which it is invoked. And 
if it is difficult, or perhaps impossible, to impose definitional closure 
on feminism, then likewise it is impossible to say there is one singular 
mode of being a feminist celebrity—or rather ‘doing’ celebrity femi-
nism. Nonetheless, what I do identify as crucial in all these instances 
is the active role of these women in deploying celebrity for particular 
feminist purposes. That is, that celebrification is not something simply 
done to unwitting and unwilling feminist authors, as per Greer’s earlier 
comments, but an ongoing process that requires their labour and active 
intervention.

Given that celebrities are ‘both labour and the thing that labour pro-
duces’ (Dyer 1986, p. 5), this attention to the celebrities themselves will 
throughout be balanced by a consideration of the network of professional 
individuals involved in the complicated processes of constructing and sus-
taining celebrity. As Rojek reminds us, following Pierre Bourdieu, celebrity 
depends upon ‘the expert intervention of cultural intermediaries’ (2014, 
p. 458; Bourdieu 1993), attempting to cultivate—even pre-publication—
a ‘buzz’ around the text and its author (Thompson 2010). Accordingly, 
in various chapters, and to differing degrees, I will engage with the cen-
tral role of ‘cultural intermediaries’ in the construction and maintenance 
of blockbuster celebrity feminism. Audiences, too, by consuming these 
books, engaging with coverage of these authors, participating in public 
dialogue about them, or by being fans, are crucial to this celebrification 
process. Here, while only marginally attending to the role of these actors, 
I am fully aware that celebrity requires affective investment (Grossberg 
1992) from them for its sustenance.

INTRODUCTION 11



STrucTure and chapTer ouTlineS

Though these case studies can be read as self-contained, they are unified 
in a number of crucial ways. First, because they each enrich our under-
standing of the media–feminism relationship at different temporal junc-
tures, not to mention the evolution of celebrity culture itself; second, 
because they each reveal strategies for negotiating the celebrity zone as 
a feminist; and finally, analyzing them together enables a mapping of the 
shifting terrain of celebrity feminism—from the early 1960s to 2015. 
Covering such a period, too, will allow consideration of ongoing debates 
over feminist ‘waves’ as well as postfeminism and its often troublesome 
politics.

The first part of this book focuses mainly on women who initially came 
to public prominence in the 1960s and 1970s but who have remained 
central in public contestations over the meanings of feminism (includ-
ing in two cases post-mortem); women who, to varying degrees, came 
to be associated with feminism’s second wave. These are women whose 
renown has endured. However, given that ‘it would be naïve to expect 
celebrity cultures to be identical in form in widely differing times and 
places’ (Morgan, in Lawrenson-Woods 2015, p. 14), I am also interested 
in more recently authorized feminist voices and in changes in blockbuster 
celebrity feminism over time. In Part II of the book, therefore, I consider 
some more recent forms of the blockbuster and the women who have 
authored them, as a way of mapping some changes in the establishment of 
feminist fame and the role of the blockbuster in informing popular under-
standings of feminism.

Chapter 2 locates this study within a number of key fields, including 
celebrity studies and feminist media and cultural studies. It demonstrates 
how celebrity has historically caused feminist activists and critics much 
unease, and links such discomfort to broader critiques of the mainstream 
media and the governing assumption that it necessarily works to under-
mine or contaminate a feminism that exists beyond or outside of the media 
or popular culture (Wicke 1994; Brunsdon 1997). This chapter, therefore, 
troubles the dominant critical narrative about the inevitable limitations 
of ‘media mediated’ (Murray 2004) feminism, as well as engaging with 
debates about star labour and agency. It argues that these authors’ pub-
lic performances, in a paratextual sense, work to delimit the meanings of 
their bestsellers (and thus of feminism itself) in significant ways (Genette 
1997).  Moreover, it outlines some of the key differences between the 
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fame attached to feminism and other forms of renown, and situates the 
proceeding analysis in relevant debates about collective memory and the 
always-interested processes of publicly historicizing feminism. It also con-
siders the form of the feminist blockbuster, which, while having changed 
somewhat, remains one of the key ways of making feminism accessible to 
a wide audience.

While ‘the power of individual celebrities is often fragile and ephemeral’ 
(Drake and Miah 2010, p. 60), the three women examined in the first part 
of this work—Helen Gurley Brown, Betty Friedan, and Germaine Greer—
are remarkable for their longevity as highly visible feminists in the Western 
mediasphere. Their first blockbusters (for they each published further, 
if less successful, works of feminist non-fiction)—Sex and the Single Girl 
(1962), The Feminine Mystique (1963), and The Female Eunuch (1970) 
respectively8—have each remained in print; been translated into several 
languages; and have been reissued, often appearing with revised introduc-
tions or additional contextualizing essays, several times since their initial 
publication in the 1960s and 1970s. To varying extents, they are each still 
invoked in popular attempts to frame and historicize feminism in particu-
lar ways, as well as being repackaged for a new generation (as was most 
obviously the case with Brown being figured as responsible for Candace 
Bushnell’s and subsequently HBO’s Sex and the City).

In each chapter, I start by engaging with their blockbuster and the 
author’s initial celebrification immediately following its publication (and 
in some cases preceding it, through pre-publicity), then move on to how 
this renown has been sustained—in, at times, quite diverse ways. I also use 
the ongoing celebrity feminism of these women to destabilize ‘wave’-cen-
tric narratives; rather than relegate them to the second wave of feminism, 
and thereby preclude an examination of how and why they continue to 
matter culturally as well as politically, I argue that they each exceed their 
association with this particular temporal marker and accordingly trouble 
the generational frame through which feminism has been commonly 
understood in public discourse.

While these three women and their literary texts, to varying degrees, 
have been subject to scholarly attention, an in-depth focus on the pro-
cesses of their celebrification has been lacking. Nor has there been any 
concerted critical effort to track the kinds of feminisms made possible by 
their celebrification. What is feminism allowed to be in and through these 
elevated women and their individualized narratives? What story does this 
celebrification tell about the media–feminism nexus over time? In terms 
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of the diverse case studies that constitute this work, I begin my analysis in 
the early 1960s, before the resurgence of feminist activism that came to be 
dubbed the second wave, starting with two bestselling texts, from 1962 
(Sex and the Single Girl) and 1963 (The Feminine Mystique). These are 
both texts that—in vastly different ways— came to underline and contest 
the gendered assumptions that worked to delimit how it was possible to 
be, as a woman, in the middle of the twentieth century.

The first celebrity feminist I examine is perhaps not one of those 
who, in regard to modern feminism and how it has been constructed 
in and through various media sites, immediately comes to mind. That 
is, Helen Gurley Brown has been, and for some remains, at best a lim-
inal figure in feminist history and, at worst, is not conceived of as femi-
nist at all. However, rather than reinforcing such border policing around 
an ‘authentic’ feminism and its Others, this chapter positions Sex and 
the Single Girl (1962) and its flamboyant author within a wider tradi-
tion of popular feminism and in this regard continues a critical agenda  
commenced by Jennifer Scanlon (2009a, b, c, see also Le Masurier 2007; 
Genz 2009). In ‘Helen Gurley Brown: Prototypical Celebrity Feminism, 
Cultural Intermediaries, and Agency’, drawing on the extensive archival 
material available in the Sophia Smith collection, I emphasize the labour 
that Brown and various industry professionals invested in establishing 
her enduring celebrity. Here, as elsewhere, I am able to destabilize the 
idea that it has only been relatively recently that authors and publishers—
including of books articulating feminist positions—have actively worked 
to cultivate a star persona capable of generating immense exchange value 
and attention capital. This chapter demonstrates how Brown ensured that 
her particular brand of feminism (even if not publicly framed as such until 
much later) received as wide an audience as possible, indeed as all block-
busters authors have done.

The subsequent chapter focuses on a figure whose relation to feminism 
and the women’s liberation movement in the United States has been much 
less precarious; though that does not mean it has been  unproblematic 
or uncontested. Indeed, Betty Friedan’s 1963 blockbuster, The Feminine 
Mystique, looms large to this day in popular media engagement with femi-
nism and its modern history. This fourth chapter, ‘Betty Friedan: The 
‘Mother’ of Feminism, Self-fashioning, and the Celebrity Mystique’, looks 
at how the figure of Friedan—and the blockbuster bearing her signature—
was produced and reproduced over many decades. In addition to authorial 
profiles and interviews, and the kind of feminist self that Friedan per-
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formed therein, it examines literary attempts by the author to delimit the 
way her celebrity sign was being made to mean, including through her 
memoir, Life So Far (2000). This chapter considers how Friedan actively 
worked to shape a number of key myths about herself and her blockbuster, 
through interviews, her own journalistic pieces, and life writing—largely 
with success. In particular, it is concerned with Friedan’s role in shap-
ing collective memory around feminism, primarily through her repeated 
attempts to position herself and her liberal feminism at the centre of popu-
lar narratives about second wave feminism and its origins.

One of the most iconic feminists, especially in terms of her enduring 
visibility, is Germaine Greer, originally from Australia. Greer’s 1970 block-
buster, The Female Eunuch, has also been figured as a classic popular feminist 
text (although in the academy she has been viewed much more ambiva-
lently, if considered at all; Taylor et al. 2016). In Chap. 5, ‘Germaine Greer: 
“The Star Feminism Had to Have”, Unruliness, and Adaptable Celebrity’, 
I am most concerned with Greer’s self-reflexivity around her fame as well as 
how she has adapted her public persona for new media formats, especially 
via television, and new audiences. Her strategic recognition of the possibili-
ties of mainstream media for feminist purposes has meant that, for nearly 
five decades, she has sustained the publicity initially yielded by The Female 
Eunuch, being active not just as a media source but as a journalistic actor 
and highly sought-after television performer. In keeping with my interest in 
how women like Brown, Friedan, and Greer have maintained their renown, 
and adapted it for an altered political and representational climate, a large 
part of this chapter will focus on her comedic performances on British life-
style and variety television, the site wherein she is now most visible and into 
which she strategically inserts feminist critique. In such spaces, she contin-
ues to perform as the ‘unruly woman’, a subjectivity that is especially signifi-
cant in terms of the ageing female (celebrity) body.

In the second part of this book I will discuss whether, in relation to 
feminism, the non-fictional blockbuster does the same kinds of cultural 
work it has since its modern inception, as well as identifying some of 
the changing features of the blockbuster (both in terms of genre and its 
marketing) and the kind of celebrity figures who now author them. Is 
the blockbuster still the key vehicle for feminist celebrification? Do these 
women inform popular understandings of feminism in the way their pre-
decessors and their blockbusters patently did, and still do? Taking up these 
questions in the final chapters, therefore, I analyze how a number of con-
temporary bestselling books, not necessarily written by those seeking to 
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recruit women to feminism (though they certainly sometimes do have 
such a goal), have recently been marketed as beginning new conversa-
tions about what it means to be a woman in neoliberal postfeminist times. 
Given the contemporary political environment, the women examined in 
this section are not seen to represent a nascent social movement or original 
set of ideas and practices in the way their blockbuster predecessors were, 
thereby resulting in differences both in terms of celebrity production and 
consumption; I will attend to these differences throughout.

While, with the exception of Naomi Wolf, the women featured in Part II 
are all relative newcomers to feminist stardom, their emergence in a context 
of rapid technological, as well as broader socio-political, shifts requires a 
reassessment of how blockbuster celebrity feminism is now constituted and 
sustained in ways that are both consistent with and divergent from the way 
it was for women whose public feminist careers have spanned in excess of 
four decades. What has ‘convergence culture’ (Jenkins 2006) done to the 
blockbuster, its production and its consumption, as well as to contemporary 
celebrity feminism more broadly? Are blockbuster celebrity feminists still 
important given that anyone can ostensibly be celebrified (as per ‘micro’, 
‘ordinary’, or ‘DIY’ celebrity)? In many ways, feminism and contests over 
its meanings are now hyper-visible, not least because of new media. These 
chapters underline how celebrity feminists are using these newly available 
platforms, in different ways, to reach audiences—including but not limited 
to book-promoting efforts. I concur that ‘as media changes, so does celeb-
rity’ (Marwick 2016, p. 333), but I am also interested in the continuities, in 
terms of celebrity feminist labour, especially in ensuring the success of their 
blockbusters. Like Brown, Friedan, and Greer, the women examined in Part 
II can be seen as active agents in their own celebrification, with online media 
exposing their attempts to help shape the meanings of their public personas, 
and indeed their blockbusters. Moreover, in a number of instances, and like 
their predecessors, twenty-first century blockbuster celebrity feminists move 
beyond the blockbuster form to  different kinds of media intervention, and 
often online activist initiatives, which nonetheless are reliant upon the capi-
tal they accrued through the publication of their bestsellers.

Chapter 6 focuses on ‘third wave’ feminism’s most well-known repre-
sentative, Naomi Wolf. But in addition to engaging with her third wave 
texts, The Beauty Myth (1990) and Fire with Fire (1993), and their roles in 
her initial celebrification, in this chapter I turn my attention to Wolf’s most 
recent feminist blockbuster, Vagina: A New Biography (2012). In doing 
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so, I am able to illustrate how Wolf’s feminism, and indeed her celebrity, 
has changed markedly since the publication of her first blockbuster, not 
least because of new media. The publication of Vagina also provides the 
opportunity to consider how the authority of celebrity feminists is by no 
means uncontested, nor is it static. Given that the book was widely criti-
cized for its biological essentialism and new age rhetoric, here I argue that 
Wolf turns to social media to effectively rewrite the book’s reception, as 
well as buttress her own flailing celebrity. Through an examination of her 
Twitter practice, this chapter demonstrates how new media now function 
as another means through which celebrity feminists can work to intervene 
in the public meanings of their own persona, work, and feminism—espe-
cially when their authority is under strain in other discursive spaces. In the 
remaining chapters I build further upon these themes.

In Chap. 7, ‘Sheryl Sandberg and Roxane Gay: The Limits and 
Possibilities of Contemporary Blockbuster Feminism’, I continue this 
focus on how the feminist blockbuster, as well as the celebrity of its authors, 
may have shifted in the twenty-first century. Through this chapter, focus-
ing on Sandberg’s Lean In (2013) and Gay’s Bad Feminist (2014), I am 
preoccupied with how the new blockbuster operates at the confluence of 
postfeminist and neoliberal logics and rhetorics, while demonstrating that 
more progressive alternatives based upon intersectional feminism are also 
becoming bestsellers. The contemporary blockbuster, accordingly, is cer-
tainly not homogeneous and, in terms of politics, can be seen to diverge 
considerably. In the case of Sandberg I consider how she extends the ‘Lean 
In’ brand, exploring how she deploys her blockbuster celebrity capital to 
develop a series of political initiatives and campaigns that are predicated 
on the individualistic, ‘post-race’ form of feminism pursued through her 
blockbuster. The example of Gay enables me to further explore the role of 
new media in the genesis, not just of feminist fame, but of the blockbuster 
itself; through it, I also examine questions about the role of self-branding 
in the neoliberal academy, as well as how she works to contest the post- 
race discourses mobilized by Sandberg. Although celebrity feminism has 
always been cross-platform, these two authors also provide the oppor-
tunity to expand upon the role new media play in the constitution and 
maintenance of blockbuster feminist celebrity, with varying effects.

In Chap. 8, the last of my blockbuster case studies, I argue that the 
women examined therein—Amy Poehler and Lena Dunham—repre-
sent the mid-point between the forms of celebrity feminism embodied 
by Brown, Friedan, Greer, Wolf, Sandberg, and Gay (all women whose 
feminism is the source of their fame) and those women considered in the 
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conclusion, who have achieved stardom through their performance in a 
particular field, and then come to publicly claim a relation to feminism. 
That is, Poehler and Dunham are not simply celebrities who decided to 
add feminism to their ‘brand’; rather it has always been central to their 
various forms of cultural production and practice, and is thereby integral 
to their renown. Furthermore, both memoir and humour have long been 
important to feminist politics and the critique at its core, and, in terms of 
their 2014 bestsellers, Yes Please and Not That Kind of Girl respectively, 
Poehler and Dunham have each produced autobiographical narratives 
heavily steeped in their comedic practice. In each case, while their block-
buster memoirs worked to sustain their feminist celebrity in important 
ways, they represent only one part of the equation. Accordingly, engaging 
with Poehler’s Smart Girls and Dunham’s Lenny e-newsletter, here I argue 
that, in addition to literary works, celebrities are increasingly deploying 
new media to shape public conversations around feminism.

While I was writing this book the terrain of feminism and celebrity 
culture shifted dramatically. Suddenly, it appeared, celebrities from vari-
ous fields were eager to publicly identify with feminism; it became a 
form of social capital they could use to help shift the meanings of their 
celebrity signs. This identification—or in some cases, disidentification—
was newsworthy, with myriad news reports, especially online, devoting 
much space to this issue throughout 2014 and 2015 (Hamad and Taylor 
2015), suggesting that the issues with which I am preoccupied here are 
becoming relevant across an increasingly wider field. Moreover, what has 
been labelled ‘fourth wave’ feminism has come to flourish in/through 
digital culture, purportedly providing more discursive spaces within which 
to problematize the kinds of voices being privileged in the mainstream 
media. Accordingly, in the conclusion, ‘The Future of Celebrity Feminism: 
Celebrity Culture, the Blockbuster, and Feminist Star Studies’, I take up 
some of these issues while yet arguing for the maintenance of a distinction 
between women whose feminism is the source of their fame— exemplified 
most clearly by the blockbuster authors that make up my study—and 
those whose celebrification is predicated on their ‘achieved celebrity’ in 
other fields (predominantly entertainment like music or film). Despite 
these new forms of connection between feminism and celebrity culture, I 
argue that the feminist blockbuster remains one of the key ways in which 
feminist discourse comes to reach a wider audience and through which 
debate around feminism comes to be publicly staged. Finally, I point to 
some further ways in which we can attempt to come to terms with the 
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complexity of the intersections between celebrity culture and feminism, 
and the ideological and cultural work it does, including through future 
empirical research that takes both celebrities and audiences as subjects in 
an attempt to gain a deeper, multi-faceted understanding of the social as 
well as the broader political function of celebrity feminism.

noTeS

 1. For a detailed analysis of the perceived opposition between feminist 
and commercial publishing, see Murray (2004).

 2. In her study of Ms., Amy Farrell makes this claim of the magazine 
(1998, p. 2).

 3. That is not to say there that these two realms are entirely separable; 
nevertheless, the academy at best has had an ambivalent relation to 
these books and their authors, with the women featured in Part I 
having been largely omitted from second wave anthologies, while 
their presence in academic histories of the second wave varies 
considerably.

 4. I am indebted to van Zoonen (1992) for this term, which she uses 
in her analysis of media representations of the Dutch women’s 
movement.

 5. Marshall has even argued we need a new field, persona studies, to 
address these issues, especially in terms of agency. As he notes, 
‘Persona allows us to explore the masks of identity as they are both 
constructed by our elaborate media and communication systems 
and enacted by individuals with a degree of intention and agency’ 
(Marshall 2013, pp. 371–2).

 6. Like Lorraine York (2007, p. 7), in her study of Canadian literary 
celebrity: ‘I wanted examples of writers whose fame, no matter what 
Hollywoodised forms it might subsequently have assumed, derived 
from their labour as writers of books.’

 7. For a critical analysis of these changes, see Turner’s Reinventing the 
Media (2016).

 8. Of course, the other most enduring celebrity feminist, who even 
recently appeared on an episode of television court drama, The Good 
Wife, is Gloria Steinem. I have opted not to include Steinem in Part 
I, as, while her fame is undoubtedly a product of her feminism, her 
popular non-fictional work emerged subsequent to her having 
already attained a great deal of renown, and thus was not central to 
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her preliminary celebrification. That said, I do acknowledge that 
Steinem’s prolonged media visibility and celebrity feminism, includ-
ing through her establishment of Ms. and her various works of non- 
fiction, including her recently published memoir, My Life on the 
Road (2015), is worthy of further critical attention. For an analysis 
of Steinem and American television, see Bonnie Dow’s Watching 
Women’s Liberation (2014).
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CHAPTER 2

‘Blockbuster’ Feminism and Celebrification

IntroductIon

Despite the ambivalence towards celebrity identified in the Introduction, 
it has always been central in delimiting the kinds of feminisms, as well as 
feminist histories, that have become visible in the Western mediasphere. 
The ‘celebrity zone’ is indeed, as Jennifer Wicke persuasively argued over 
twenty years ago, the ‘material culture in which we have our being as 
feminists’ (1994, p. 776), and this is even more the case in our current 
climate, where the meanings of feminism are more highly contested than 
ever. How, therefore, might we define ‘celebrity feminism’ as the first 
step to better understanding its cultural and political function? Like other 
‘modalities of renown’ (Newbury 2000, p. 282), celebrity feminism is a 
complex, heterogeneous, evolving phenomenon that necessitates a more 
careful, nuanced critical approach (Taylor 2008).

The women featured in Part I have each worked—and in many cases, 
still work—to mediate what comes to constitute feminism in the popu-
lar imaginary: ‘It is a mixture of all these different faces represented in 
the media-sphere that makes up the popular memory of feminism for the 
broad public of men and women’ (Sheridan et al. 2006, p. 38). However, 
as I argue, the role of the blockbuster in shaping popular understandings 
of feminism has not diminished in the so-called postfeminist era. Feminism 
remains in the public consciousness largely through these individual high- 
profile women, rather than events or issues (Pearce 2004). They have, 
therefore, been central in constructing, publicizing, and popularizing, 



feminism(s). Such women, those who have been called ‘feminism’s big 
girls’ (Henderson 2006), exemplify the specific intersection of feminism 
and celebrity that I label ‘blockbuster celebrity feminism’.

In the case of Brown, Friedan, and Greer it is not just these women 
as celebrities but also their blockbusters that remain publicly visible and 
that continue to shape certain narratives about feminism and its history. 
That is not to suggest that the cultural legitimacy they are granted is 
commensurate. Inevitably, given that celebrity is essentially hierarchical, 
some feminists are of course more famous than others: ‘Similar to other 
power resources, celebrity is distributed unequally’ (Driessens 2013b, 
p. 643). Moreover, I do not focus on these women to reify them and 
their stories, but instead to show how the stories that have been told 
about feminism are inextricable from their individual stories as figures of 
renown, even if at times contested: ‘The celebrity zone of my analysis has 
nothing to do with role models or exemplary “feminists”, whoever they 
may be; instead, it is a space for registering and refracting the current 
material conditions under which feminism is partly practiced’ (Wicke 
1994, p.  765). Here, I am concerned with both such conditions and 
such practices.

Celebrity, of course, is fundamentally bound up in questions of 
authority and thereby power. Through the complicated operations of 
celebrity, certain speakers are granted not only the ability to speak but 
also to have such speech legitimized (Taylor 2008, p. 105). That is,  
as David Marshall (1997, p. x) suggests: ‘Celebrity status confers on 
the person a certain discursive power: within society, the celebrity is a 
voice above others, a voice that is channelled into the media systems as 
being legitimately significant.’. Therefore, as he argues, the celebrity is 
an important ideological and epistemological ‘player’ in public discourse 
(Marshall 1997, p. 19), not least in terms of the ways in which Western 
feminism’s public identity has been constituted. In Stars (1979), one of 
the earliest studies of fame, Richard Dyer argued that such figures are 
important as they enable us to ask questions around personhood or self-
hood, helping us to negotiate the contradictions of modern subjectiv-
ity (Marshall 1997; Rojek 2001). These celebrity feminists add another 
layer to this, insofar as they permit us to ask questions not just around 
gendered subjectivity and the tensions of being gendered feminine but 
of what it might mean to identify as a politicized woman and especially 
a feminist. Therefore, celebrity feminism can be seen, in Ruth Barcan’s 
terms, as a distinct ‘modality of public personhood’ (2000, p. 145), and 
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we need to rethink how we theorize it—especially in light of historical, 
political, and technological changes that make this critical work more 
urgent. First, it is necessary to engage with previous feminist scholarship 
on celebrity.

FemInIst crItIques oF celebrIty and the medIa

We can classify blockbuster feminist texts as forms of ‘popular feminism’, 
when such a term signals the ways in which feminism is ‘translated’ for 
a wider audience of women who may not otherwise engage with it (Le 
Masurier 2007, 2010). However, feminism found, or rather constructed, 
in popular media forms such as blockbusters has been routinely con-
demned, as has the intersection of feminism and celebrity itself. As Elaine 
Showalter (2001) notes, ‘feminism, like other social movements, has 
always been uneasy about the morality of personal fame’. To understand 
this sense of anxiety, or at least to contextualize it, we need to engage 
with feminist critiques of the mainstream media and its appropriation of 
feminism, for it is a general suspicion or distrust of what the media ‘do’ to 
an ostensibly unmediated feminism that undergirds much academic dis-
missal of celebrity feminists and the cultural work they do. It is not just 
a disdain for celebrity that has marred such assessments but the fact that 
such texts are ‘popular’ and are thereby deemed ‘inauthentic’ (a position 
long critiqued by cultural studies). In particular, it is their commercial 
viability that most creates a sense of unease. Imelda Whelehan identifies 
this anxiety well when she suggests, of the ‘feminist [fictional] bestseller’: 
‘The phrase feels awkward, even treacherous, particularly when we apply it 
to groundbreaking non-fiction texts such as Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics 
or Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch, because the fact that individual 
women could make a great deal of money out of their feminist convictions 
caused controversy within the Women’s Movement at the time’ (2005, 
p.  2). Such a comment is indicative of the troublesome politics/profit 
antithesis, in terms of feminist book publishing, mobilized by feminists 
during the second wave in particular (Murray 2004).

The academy, too, has had a difficult relationship with these popular 
texts, which are seen to work in opposition to the more intellectually rig-
orous and politically ‘pure’ form of feminist discourse ostensibly offered 
therein; worryingly, such an assumption further cements the ‘ordinary’ 
woman/academic feminist dichotomy upon which many popular denun-
ciations have been based (Brunsdon 1997; Hollows and Moseley 2006). 
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Such an opposition is neither desirable nor in itself sustainable, given the 
extent to which feminist theorizing itself takes place—and indeed has 
always taken place—outside the privileged space of the academy: ‘Theory 
takes multiple forms and often transpires in unlikely places’ (Siegel 1997, 
p. 71; see also King 1994). Nevertheless, within much feminist scholar-
ship, the academy/popular seems to be a recalcitrant binary.

As I have previously argued (2008), there is a long history of con-
demning the mainstream media as inherently patriarchal and thereby 
anti- feminist. The idea that feminists are misrepresented, distorted or ste-
reotyped in the media has historically dominated criticism (Faludi 1991; 
Rhode 1995; Huddy 1997; Norris 1997; Lind and Salo 2002; Hall and 
Rodriguez 2003) and continues to be invoked (Dean 2010; Mendes 
2011, 2015). Kaitlynn Mendes, for example, in an otherwise astute anal-
ysis of the Slut Walk movement, argues that there continues to be an 
erasure of feminism in mainstream news, with feminism’s utility put into 
question through ‘the continual insistence that it is dead, redundant, and 
passé’ (2015, p.  230). Such a critical narrative has gained considerable 
traction over a number of decades, where, among other things, the press’s 
appropriation of feminism is figured in terms of a logic of ‘domestication’ 
(Dean 2010) or recuperation (Macdonald 1995). That is, rather than 
acknowledging media’s role in the construction of feminism, it is thought 
that a pre-existing form of it is lamentably altered, becoming effectively 
‘contaminated’ by and through its engagements with mainstream media. 
Such an assumption is, however, unsustainable, given that feminism ‘is 
an impure, porous public discourse’ and does not exist in any unadulter-
ated form outside its media representations (Felski 2000, p. 201; Sheridan 
et  al. 2006). As Hollows and Moseley (2006, p. 11) argue, ‘underpin-
ning many discussions of popular feminism is the assumption that there 
is a better “unpopular” form of feminism [usually either an academic or 
activist form]’. Celebrity feminism, especially, has been the subject of such 
judgements.

However, alongside this work that continues to see feminism as having 
been always already damaged or diluted by its interactions with the main-
stream media there have been attempts to rethink, and reaffirm the impor-
tance of, this relationship. That is, over the past decade or so a number of 
critics have sought to shift the focus from ‘negative images’ of feminists 
to a more nuanced, complex theorization of how feminism is constituted 
in and through various sites of media culture. In relation to figures of 
public renown, however, this nuance continues to be absent from critical 
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conversation.1 Before considering some of that scholarship, it is neces-
sary to further examine how feminists, during the second wave especially, 
conceptualized the mainstream media and their celebrification of select 
women over others.

In contrast to liberal feminists like Steinem or Friedan, who sought 
to tailor their message to fit the mainstream news agenda and priorities, 
during the 1970s radical feminists unsurprisingly  viewed mainstream 
media culture as ‘little more than the handmaiden and voice of the estab-
lishment power structure’ (Hole and Levine, in Dow 2014, p.  9). In 
such a context, as Barker-Plummer observes, ‘any kind of celebrity or 
notoriety became suspect’ (2010, p.  162;  see also Echols 1989). For 
example, a member of the second wave activist group, Radicalesbians, 
identifies this disdain: ‘We saw star tripping as an evil that the group 
had to avoid at all costs’ (Jay in Barker-Plummer 2010, p.  163). As 
Patricia Bradley underscores, feminist publications themselves became 
preoccupied with the question of how the mainstream media’s eleva-
tion of certain figures as representative of the women’s movement could 
work as a way of undercutting or even depoliticizing the movement as 
well as eliding its diversity (Gever 2003). Publications like off our backs, 
she notes, feared that the media would demand a single leader to speak 
on behalf of the heterogenous movement, define feminism through her 
individual actions, and ultimately ‘discredit her personal life rather than 
dealing with her politics’—which, she observes, so notoriously happened 
to Kate Millett (Bradley 2003, p. 75).

However, such a position did not stand unchallenged. In 1976 Jo 
Freeman wrote a piece in Ms. magazine about the propensity for what 
she calls feminist ‘trashing’ within the women’s liberation movement: ‘I 
have been watching for years with increasing dismay as the Movement 
consciously destroys anyone within it who stands out in any way.’ As she 
implies, it arises, effectively, out of a discomfort with women’s power, and 
especially the power over other women that this elevation symbolizes. As 
Freeman (1976) observes:

To do something significant, to be recognized, to achieve, is to imply 
that one is ‘making it off other women’s oppression’ or that one thinks 
oneself better than other women …The quest for ‘leaderlessness’ that the 
Movement so prizes has more frequently become an attempt to tear down 
those women who show leadership qualities, than to develop such qualities 
in those who don’t.
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While Freeman is referring to the question of leadership more broadly, her 
comments are certainly relevant to the elevation of feminist stars in the 
mediasphere.

It was not just in the 1970s, however, that the disdain for celebrity circu-
lated. In the context of millennial ‘postfeminism’, fears about the commod-
ification of feminism, including through the celebrification of individual 
women, seem to be gathering more traction (McRobbie 2013)—as my 
conclusion explores. Given the ascendancy of postfeminist logics, such a 
narrative tells us, feminists were right to be wary of the popularization and 
mediatization of feminism. For example, in Reclaiming the F Word, Redfern 
and Aune challenge the idea that the high visibility of celebrity feminists is a 
mark of progress, arguing that ‘the problem with this is the assumption that 
feminism’s success necessitates having one or two media figureheads … This 
is as misguided now as it was in the 1970s’ (2013, p. 218). They continue, 
‘in today’s celebrity-obsessed culture it’s significant that most feminists are 
unconcerned with fame’ (Redfern and Aune 2013, p. 218). Redfern and 
Aune celebrate this supposed lack of interest, reinscribing the notion that 
a feminism not implicated in systems of celebrity and commodification is 
morally and politically superior to those that more blatantly exhibit this 
investment (see also hooks 1994; Hammer 2000). Most importantly, such 
critiques fail to concede that popular feminism, including through block-
buster authors, represents a key (if not the key) way that many women come 
to access various forms of feminism (Hollows and Moseley 2006).

The stories that I reveal here around individual celebrity feminists over a 
long period of time serve to complicate such reductive arguments about the 
inherent limitations of feminist engagement with the media (Taylor 2008; 
see also Henderson 2006). Nonetheless, as Bonnie Dow notes, such assump-
tions persist in scholarship on feminism–media interactions, especially those 
focusing on the second wave: ‘The established narrative holds that national 
media functioned primarily as feminism’s enemy and not its ally in its early 
period’ (2014, p.  4). Other feminist media and communications scholars 
have similarly argued the need for greater complexity in how we theorize the 
feminism–media nexus, especially in terms of feminist active engagement. For 
example, underscoring the symbiotic relationship of feminism and mainstream 
media, Bernadette Barker-Plummer (2010, p. 147) has convincingly argued: 
‘Feminists were not only “covered” by news, they were actively involved, if 
not always successfully, as strategists in this interaction …’ As she continues, 
such media history has rarely been taken into account, ‘perhaps because it 
complicates our oversimplified narratives of the “misogynous media” that 
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(deterministically) marginalized feminism’ (2010, p.  149; see also Farrell 
1998; Henderson 2006; Sheridan et  al. 2006; Le Masurier 2007, 2010). 
Building upon Barker-Plummer’s insights, I would suggest that this, in part, 
is why there has been such little critical engagement with feminist celebrity; 
because it actually requires that such a seductive, enduring narrative be com-
plicated. Here, therefore, I offer not an examination of how ‘passive’ feminists 
have been represented in various media platforms but shift the focus to how 
these celebrity feminists have been actively engaged in the process of con-
structing feminism—largely through the process of constructing themselves.

While much of the criticism outlined above demonstrates that the 
authority afforded ‘celebrity feminists’ has sat uncomfortably with many 
feminists, Jennifer Wicke’s ‘Celebrity Material: Materialist Feminism and 
the Culture of Celebrity’ attempts to recuperate the feminist celebrity. She 
suggests that feminist engagement with this ‘celebrity zone’—the public 
space where feminism is ‘in most active cultural play’ (1994, p. 757)—needs 
to be taken seriously by feminist critics. Most valuably, she cautions feminists 
against dismissing the celebrity zone on the grounds that it offers ‘corrupt’, 
‘inauthentic’ images of feminism: ‘Things look very different, though, if the 
celebrity sphere is not immediately vilified as a realm of ideological ruin or 
relegated to aberrant or merely “popular” practices’ (Wicke 1994, p. 758).2 
Such assumptions, reinscribed in contemporary critiques of celebrity, work 
to foreclose recognition of the possibilities of celebrity for feminism, and 
also fail to account for the changing contours of blockbuster celebrity femi-
nism and the emergent media platforms upon which it has come to rely.

Nonetheless, as I have noted, Wicke (1994, p. 758) ‘does acknowledge 
the tensions in celebrity feminism, viewing this zone (like the broader 
relationship between feminism and media culture) as simultaneously pro-
ductive and unproductive for feminism’ (Taylor 2008, p. 109). In particu-
lar, blockbuster celebrity has appropriately been criticized on the grounds 
of its stark whiteness, heterosexuality, and class privilege (hooks 1994), 
something I take up further in Chap. 7. It is this emphasis on both the 
limits and the possibilities of celebrity feminism that characterizes my 
approach in this book. Here, as Wenche Ommundsen has done with liter-
ary celebrity, I seek to offer ‘a more complex and sympathetic reading’ 
(2007, p. 248) of celebrity feminism, especially in terms of its blockbuster 
variant. That said, one of the issues that must be addressed, when thinking 
through how—and perhaps with more difficulty, why—the select women 
in this study have been celebrified, and thereby come to be seen as ‘repre-
sentative’ of feminism, is that of unevenly distributed authority.
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Who speaks? the exclusIons oF celebrIty FemInIsm

A study of this nature, which seeks to understand the functions and effects 
of how certain feminists have been celebrified, must engage with debates 
both around authority and those around how feminism is made to mean 
within the modern mediasphere. What are the discursive and ideological 
processes via which some women are granted the authority to speak on/
for/about feminism? How can such authorizations be troubled or criti-
cized without invoking a singular or more ‘legitimate’ feminism/feminist 
that should be publicly represented? What is feminist speech and, there-
fore, what makes a feminist speaker? Any attempt to come to terms with 
modern feminism and its celebritization must grapple with such fraught 
questions.

The question of speaking ‘as a feminist’, and especially speaking for 
others, has preoccupied many scholars over the past few decades (Alcoff 
1991; Gunew 1993; Hekman 1999; Moreton-Robinson 2000), invok-
ing attendant questions such as: which feminism, and whose feminism? 
Authorizing one set of speakers obviously entails the elision of others. 
In this vein, I was once asked whether my focus on these hyper-visible, 
immensely privileged authors, could in effect buttress their authorization, 
and thereby potentially work to further mask the heterogeneity of femi-
nists, especially in relation to race, class, and sexuality. In this way, could a 
study concentrating on these prominent women perpetuate the ‘symbolic 
annihilation’ (Tuchman 1978) of the enormous diversity among feminist 
women? On the contrary, it seems to me that underscoring the processes 
of authorization, and in particular the overwhelming whiteness and het-
eronormativity of mainstream feminism, as effects of power, can help in 
imagining ways in which this elevation of a fairly homogeneous group of 
women might be otherwise. That is, shining a light on these deeply ideo-
logical processes of celebrification may enable us to think through how 
celebrity feminism might become a more inclusive mode of public subjec-
tivity and, how, following Hemming’s (2011) exhortation, we might learn 
to tell these dominant narratives of feminism differently, in and through 
different voices.

Informed by poststructuralism and increased consciousness of inter-
sectionality, the critique of identity politics means we need to recog-
nize that there is no one, singular, authentic way of ‘doing feminism, 
being feminist’ (Heywood and Drake 1997), and therefore judging 
particular elevated women on the grounds that they fail to effectively 
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‘represent’ feminism is complicated by both the problem of representa-
tion more broadly, as well as the impossibility of there being a unified, 
fixed form of feminism. Relatedly, while it may be difficult to define 
what constitutes a ‘feminist’ text, we can identify texts that have been 
marketed as feminist, and positioned in public discourse as representa-
tive (in spite of all the limitations of such a gesture). That is, this book 
is concerned with the varied social and political uses to which such 
texts are put (Lauret 1994), and the role of their authors in such a 
process. However, in feminist criticism, the blockbuster—in terms of 
literary techniques, marketing, paratexts, or its author—has not been 
granted the critical attention it deserves. This book, in addition to 
reconceptualizing feminist celebrity as a mode of renown that simul-
taneously complicates and reinscribes certain representational and pre-
sentational logics, seeks to help remedy this elision by focusing on the 
public careers of such texts—largely through their authors, who have 
been so central to the way they, and thereby feminism more broadly, 
have publicly come to mean.

FemInIsm and popular non-FIctIon

The field of literary production and print culture more broadly has always 
been central to feminism’s attempts to make itself available, and desir-
able, to a broad audience. As Astrid Henry remarks: ‘Texts have helped 
to spread feminist ideas since the beginning of the U.S. women’s move-
ment—from suffragist newspapers in the nineteenth century to mimeo-
graphed manifestos of the late 1960s to bestselling feminist books in all 
eras’ (2014, p. 172). From Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication on the 
Rights of Woman  (1792), Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own  (1929), 
and Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1949), and in addition to alter-
native print forms,3 popular feminist non-fiction has long performed vital 
political and cultural work. In particular, the transformative power of lit-
erary texts, which have been seen to give women the tools to effectively 
‘read’ both texts and the everyday through a feminist lens, has always been 
important in terms of refiguring patriarchal imaginaries as well as envision-
ing alternatives (Hogeland 1998).

Although some have dismissed such texts on the grounds of their com-
mercialization, seeing politics and profit as antithetical (Murray 2004), 
feminist blockbusters have represented an important form of discursive 
politics or activism (Young 1997; Maddison 2013), during the second 
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wave and beyond. Rather than privileging forms of activism that seek pol-
icy or other reformist changes at the level of the state, ‘cultural activism 
and discursive political engagement should also be recognised as impor-
tant and valid activism in and of themselves. Feminist discourse has been 
powerful in changing women’s expectations for their lives’ (Maddison 
2013, p. 51). As discursive forms with such a wide reach, the blockbuster’s 
political potentialities should not be downplayed: ‘Language acts—includ-
ing published writing—could play a crucial part in bringing about indi-
vidual and collective change’ (Young 1997, p. 25). While there has been 
much celebration about the internet now functioning in such a way (Shaw 
2013), (some) women’s greater participation in new media has not dis-
placed the commercial viability or the apparent cultural resonances of the 
feminist blockbuster and its authors. Indeed, it continues to evolve as new 
forms, and indeed new markets, come into being—something to which I 
turn my attention in the final chapters especially.

Bestselling books about feminism often work to precipitate public 
debate and, whatever we think of their politics, serve to open up a space 
for intense discursive struggles over its meanings (Lilburn et  al. 2000; 
Taylor 2008), making such popular texts and the debates they spark 
‘important to the survival of feminist politics’ (Whelehan 2000, p. 88). 
However, compared to fictional texts, the role of popular non-fiction in 
coming to shape what comes to be made available publicly as feminism 
has been the subject of much less critical attention.4 In terms of literary 
celebrity, moreover, it is common to presume that the author of non-
fiction ‘will not attract the star status that fiction authors do’ and will 
‘have a more limited shelf-life than fiction stars’ (Look 1999, p. 28). The 
women analyzed in Part I, especially, represent a challenge to the idea 
that the celebrity status of fictional writers will far outstrip that of their 
counterparts working in a form that purports (however problematically) 
to represent the ‘real’; their chosen form does, however, work to mediate 
their public personas in ways that can be seen as different from those of 
authors of fiction, as I will explore. Furthermore, while authors of fiction 
become implicated in debates about ‘literary value and cultural hierarchy’ 
(Hammill 2007, p. 16; Moran 2000), blockbusters’ authors instead have 
been assessed primarily in terms of their cultural value and the kinds of 
feminism they articulate, both through their books and subsequent public 
performances.

The role of the mainstream media in attributing value and helping to 
constitute literary reputations has been well established (Turner 1993, 
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1996; Carter  and Ferres 2001). In terms of the meaning-making pro-
cess in which such texts become implicated, Stanley Fish’s well-known 
work, which refigures literary interpretation, reminds us that ‘all objects 
are made and not found, and … they are made by interpretive strategies 
we set in motion’ (cited in Templin 1995, p. 9; see also Radway 1984; 
Fish 1980; Felski 1989). It is axiomatic within literary and cultural stud-
ies, therefore, that texts are not hermetically sealed but made to mean in 
particular ways, within various contexts, for specific cultural and ideologi-
cal purposes. Furthermore, we have learnt from Roland Barthes (1967) 
and Michel Foucault (1969) that the author is one of the key ways of 
delimiting how a literary text comes to signify. Celebrity culture ensures 
that the author remains central to the processes of interpretation in which 
their text becomes enmeshed, not least in selling the feminist blockbuster.

constItutIng the FemInIst blockbuster

Since I am arguing that the most highly visible feminist is the blockbuster 
author, including in the present, it is incumbent upon me to flesh out 
precisely what is meant by my usage of this term, as well as its positioning 
in feminist literary and cultural studies. In relation to non-fictional liter-
ary work, I take this term—‘feminist blockbuster’—from Shane Rowlands 
and Margaret Henderson (1996). For them, the feminist blockbuster’s 
constitutive elements include: its semi-sensationalistic mode; the pro-
nounced role of the author in marketing the text; its ‘media-friendly’ 
nature, which makes it open to media appropriation and depoliticization; 
and, finally, its ‘bestseller’ status (Taylor 2008, p. 28). For Henderson and 
Rowlands, the ‘feminist blockbuster’ represents the inherent limitations of 
the commercialization of feminism. However, as critics such as Beverley 
Skeggs (1997; see also Bulbeck 1997; Dux and Simic 2008) have shown 
through empirical work, for those not actively involved in feminist poli-
tics, knowledge of modern feminism is textually mediated through media 
and popular culture, including ‘feminist blockbusters’ and their celebrity 
authors: ‘For the mainstream publishing industry has not been a neutral 
medium for the communication of feminist ideas, but has crucially medi-
ated those ideas through its commissioning, packaging and marketing of 
feminist texts’ (Murray 2004, p. 168, original emphasis). Such books and 
their authors are able to capture the attention of large audiences, and are 
able to stay firmly in the public imaginary in ways that are not possible 
with more ephemeral communicative forms, like new media.
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Politically, the blockbuster is by no means homogeneous, and each 
author embodies a specific form of feminism, from those that fail to con-
siderably disrupt the status quo to those that articulate a more radical, 
utopian vision. Generically, the key features of the feminist blockbuster are 
that they use a combination of ‘authenticating anecdotes’ (Pearce 2004) 
as well as other relevant scholarly or popular work. The degree to which 
the authorial ‘I’ intervenes varies, with many of the blockbusters consid-
ered in the latter chapters functioning more like memoirs. Overall, femi-
nist blockbusters seek to persuade readers of the validity of their critique of 
gender relations and limiting patriarchal assumptions around femininity, 
and indeed masculinity. Roxane Gay proffers this definition of the femi-
nist novel, which is also useful in terms of non-fiction: ‘[it] illuminates 
some aspect of the female condition and/or offers some kind of impera-
tive for change and/or makes a bold or unapologetic political statement 
in the best interests of women’ (2014, p. 46; see also Felski 1989, p. 14). 
While certainly not wishing to provide a singular definition of the block-
buster, Gay’s comments are useful for thinking through its political uses. 
Moreover, although each case study will commence with a brief textual 
analysis of the blockbuster in question, here I am less interested in the for-
mal elements of the books than the ways in which they are made to mean 
in the extensive media attention directed towards them; that is, particular 
texts are brought into being in and through public talk around them and, 
more significantly for my purposes, their authors (Bourdieu 1993).

Following Simone Murray (2004), here ‘blockbuster’ signals those 
non-fictional works which have been in the top ten on the bestseller lists 
in the year of their initial production. The New York Times and Publishers 
Weekly are the two ‘most watched’ (Miller 2000); all of the books dealt 
with here have appeared, at some stage of their public career, on the New 
York Times bestseller list, and in the majority of cases at number one. But 
what makes a blockbuster? Why do some books remain in print and others 
fall into obscurity? John Thompson refers to extensive work that publish-
ers focus on, in terms of marketing and promotion, ‘big books’ (2010, 
pp. 187–8). Such ‘big books’, I argue, are the primary vehicle through 
which feminism’s ‘big girls’ (Henderson 2006) have been  publicly 
anointed to speak on its behalf. These non-fictional bestsellers, like their 
fictional counterparts, are implicated in multi-pronged strategies, often 
initiated at the publisher level, to create, as Thompson tells us, a ‘buzz’ 
around them even prior to their arrival on the bookshelves. Central to 
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this process, and indeed to the celebrification of authors, is what has been 
called the book’s ‘epitext’.

In his work Paratexts: A Theory of Interpretation, Gerard Genette argues 
‘the paratext is what enables a text to become a book and to be offered 
as such to its readers, and, more generally, to the public’ (1997, p. 1). An 
integral part of the paratext, and its attempt to delimit a text’s signifying 
capacity, is what he calls the ‘epitext’. In his account, the ‘epitext’ repre-
sents those elements of the paratext which are not ‘materially appended’ 
to it; so, in contrast to book covers, blurbs, author’s notes, testimoni-
als, and so on, which appear as part of the actual printed work, the epi-
text includes material like reviews, authorial interviews, and promotional 
material (Genette 1997, p. 344). Celebrity culture, then, contributes sig-
nificantly to the blockbuster’s epitext (Taylor 2007). These public perfor-
mances outside the text, of course, come to affect how it is interpreted in 
important ways—and indeed how and if it is consumed at all; therefore 
in each chapter I consider various aspects of paratextuality, including the 
publisher’s and the author’s epitext. Publishers and authors, however, are 
not alone in the celebrifying process, and the role of journalists as well as 
other ‘cultural intermediaries’ (Bourdieu 1993), like publicists and pho-
tographers, in mediating this (self-)construction is also crucial, as I will 
argue. While there are some similarities with other forms of fame, espe-
cially those emerging from the literary field, here I also demonstrate that 
we need to acknowledge the specificities of celebrity feminism.

celebrIty FemInIsm as a dIstInct mode oF renoWn

From the earliest scholarly works, much has been made within celebrity 
studies of the ways in which fans or followers of celebrities search for the 
extraordinary made ordinary (Dyer 1979). Similarly, for Graeme Turner, 
a public figure becomes a celebrity when ‘media interest is transferred 
from reporting on their public role (such as their specific achievements in 
politics or sport) to investigating the details of their private lives’ (2014, 
p. 8). For the most part, Turner’s observation seems easily substantiated. 
But I want to ask here: to what extent can such claims be mapped onto 
the celebrity feminist? Though these authors are not vigorously pursued 
by paparazzi, their profiles in newspapers and magazines often function 
as forms of biographical writing, seeking to establish why a particular 
author may have produced a particular type of feminist text. In this sense, 
as I will discuss further shortly, their life narrative becomes imbued with 
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an explanatory power, as Roland Barthes (1967) famously remarked has 
always been the case with authors. That said, in other media texts it is 
predominantly her words, not her life, which garner interest and produce 
discussion/debate. Moreover, given that, in feminist terms, the ‘personal 
is political’, this shift from interest in public activities to private life should 
not necessarily be viewed as limiting, and indeed can, in the case of celeb-
rity feminists, be seen as a key strategy in their attempts to politicize gen-
dered inequities. In individual chapters, therefore, I will be seeking to test 
Turner’s assertion that a shift from the public to the private is constitutive 
of celebrity feminism. Here, though, it is necessarily to clarify my defini-
tion of this term.

There are, I would suggest, broadly two ways that feminism and 
celebrity can be explicitly seen to intersect: through celebrity feminists 
and through celebrities who are or come to publicly identify as feminist, 
with the blockbuster author being representative of the former. Whether 
we agree with their specific ‘brand’, their feminist enunciative practice—
through the publication, circulation, and public debate around their 
blockbuster—is the primary reason for their celebrification. That is, their 
publicly articulated feminism is the very reason for their fame. In the case 
of the latter, celebrities often deploy the capital afforded by this status 
to publicly articulate various political positions, including those that can 
be broadly considered feminist. However, important though such con-
tributions to public discourse may be, I would not designate such voices 
‘celebrity feminists’ as their renown stems from, and is maintained by, 
something other than their public feminist discursive practices.5 That said, 
towards the end of the book, I will consider how public contests around 
the meanings of feminism are increasingly being staged in and through the 
wider circuits of celebrity.

As McCurdy (2013, p.  311) has argued of celebrified environmen-
tal activists, there is some ‘conceptual utility’ in differentiating between 
celebrities who have developed into activists and activists who have been 
celebrified. For McCurdy, it is about a difference in emphasis. Celebrities 
who use their existing celebrity capital for activist purposes are defined as 
‘celebrity activists’, while activists whose notoriety stems primarily from 
this activism are ‘celebrity activists’ (McCurdy 2013, p.  311, original 
emphasis). Similarly, as implied above, we could suggest that with regard 
to this project, the emphasis is on celebrity feminists rather than on celeb-
rity feminists. Given that celebrity feminism is a distinct representational 
and presentational form, then, we must ask different questions of it than 
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other modes of renown, particularly in terms of the public conversations 
around feminism it precipitates.

Although claims have been made for the recognition of literary celeb-
rity as a ‘distinct brand of fame’ (Ommundsen 2007, p. 245), I would 
suggest the specificities of blockbuster celebrity feminism also warrant 
such a claim (2014b). Feminists are clearly celebrified in a fundamentally 
different way to their counterparts in film, music, or even sport and poli-
tics. The celebrity feminist has an overtly political function and purpose, 
and is not generally, or at least not to the same degree, subject to attempts 
to satisfy voracious appetites for insights into her personal life or the same 
kinds of affective investments from audiences as other forms.6 That is, 
similar to the politician-as-celebrity (Higgins and Drake 2006, p.  87), 
the audience, as well as the media industries, make different demands of 
the celebrity feminist than of other forms—making it difficult to position 
celebrity feminism as homologous with other modes of stardom. While by 
no means homogeneous in terms of how they embody this blockbuster 
celebrity feminism, they also serve a different cultural and political func-
tion, with different effects (and indeed affects).

It will be clear, therefore, that I am not primarily reading these women 
through either the critical prisms of literary celebrity or political celeb-
rity; blockbuster  celebrity feminism, I want to suggest, simultaneously 
incorporates aspects of, and exceeds, both these ways of theorizing pub-
lic subjectivity. That said, some discussion of both these forms, and how 
scholarship in these areas may or may not be illuminating for these case 
studies, is necessary here. Literary theorists and authors, like feminists, 
have commonly viewed celebrity with suspicion—the former built upon 
assumptions about aesthetics and the intrinsic value of literature as art, 
the latter more explicitly concerned about the political implications of 
direct engagement with the marketplace (Frow and English 2006). As 
Ommundsen argues: ‘A writer, it is implied, has no business courting 
celebrity: in order to serve the cause of literature he [sic] must maintain a 
position separate from the grubby practices of politics or commercialised 
culture’ (2007, p. 245). We can see here how such critiques occupy very  
similar terrain to those mounted by feminists discussed earlier. However, 
these feminist writers, like literary celebrities more broadly, cannot exist 
‘outside the promotional loop’ (Moran 2000, p.  67). As Tomlinson 
argues: ‘Authors may differ according to how they are promoted and dis-
tributed, but not whether they are promoted or distributed’ (2005, p. 114, 
original emphasis).
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Writers have always been subject to public attempts to delimit the mean-
ings of their literary productions, especially through journalistic attempts 
to read biographically. As Turner (1993, p. 132) argues: ‘journalists are 
confirmed reflectionists and doggedly attempt to identify the writer’s 
work with their lives’; of course when the work is generically positioned 
as non-fiction, this gesture becomes even more pronounced and appears 
almost commonsensical. While actors can be seen to play characters in 
their primary art form, television, film, theatre, and so on, with their public 
persona being nonetheless performed in interviews or on publicity tours, 
there is still perceived to be a division between the two. In the case of the 
non-fiction author, this distinction is extinguished. These authors, and 
the journalists who participate in their celebrification, represent ‘them-
selves not only in the narrative proper, but also in interviews and public 
discourse as literally identical to the “I” of the narratives’ (Lakoff 2001, 
p. 35; see also English and Frow 2006). For Lynne Pearce, women’s, and 
especially feminist, writing is invariably read publicly through what she 
dubs a ‘biomythological context’ (2004).

Pearce tells us that ‘media reporting of feminist texts has, since the 
1970s, insisted on a biographical—or, indeed, biomythological—
“context” to the work, whether or not, and this is the pertinent point 
here, the text itself contains autobiographical elements and/or uses a first- 
person pronoun’ (2004, p. 24, original emphasis). Many of these books, 
too, draw explicitly upon autobiographical strategies, making such confla-
tion even more assured. This conflation is perhaps unsurprising in terms of 
popular works of non-fiction, like the feminist blockbuster, where it is not 
so much that a slippage occurs between ‘author’ and ‘narrator’ in media 
discourse, but that no such distinction is ever posited in the first instance 
(Taylor 2008), either in the text or its paratext. While there may have been 
more success in terms of debunking the intentional fallacy when publicly 
discussing fictional texts, authors who have penned works of an explic-
itly non-fictional bent are—despite the author’s purported ‘death’—still 
routinely called upon to help us unlock the text’s truths (Barthes 1967; 
Foucault 1969). These writers, then, work to help provide interpretive 
strategies through which their texts—and thereby their feminism—can be 
readily ‘deciphered’. As celebrities, they are key to the public interpreta-
tion of these blockbusters and concomitantly of feminism. And with the 
acceleration and proliferation of celebrity, the author’s central position 
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as the privileged ‘locus of meaning’ (Barthes 1967) has never been more 
assured.

Given the perpetual slippage between narrator and the person who 
wrote the blockbuster, it is possible to view the celebrity feminist non- 
fictional author as similar to the television personality who—as James 
Bennett (2011) has convincingly argued—is often seen to just be ‘them-
selves’ on the small screen; that is, there is an assumption that the ‘front 
stage’ and the ‘back stage’ personas are largely indistinguishable (Goffman 
1959). Indeed, it seems that the non-fiction author has been largely 
overlooked in studies of literary celebrity; I would suggest on the same 
grounds as the television personality. In this way, the blockbuster author is 
part of a larger cohort of public individuals whose actual self and celebrity 
self are perceived to be indistinguishable—a persistent rhetorical slippage 
which requires a more nuanced critical vocabulary around celebrity than 
has hitherto been mobilized in relation to the forms of stardom that have 
tended to feature most prominently in celebrity studies (actors, musicians, 
and so on). As Bennett notes, because of this slippage, the labour that goes 
into the production of a celebrity persona goes largely unrecognized in the 
case of the television personality, a point also applicable to the blockbuster 
celebrity feminist. Given their role as essentially political figures, it is also 
necessary to engage with some scholarship around the celebritization of 
politics.

Despite its longer history, the ‘celebritization of politics’ is a widely writ-
ten about, and sometimes lamented, modern phenomenon; others have 
emphasized its potentialities, especially in terms of engaging audiences 
(Drake and Higgins 2006; Street 2012; Wheeler 2013). That politicians 
are now required to use the same tools of marketing and self-presentation, 
and models of fan interaction and intimacy traditionally associated with 
those in entertainment fields, is unquestionable. Although ‘even the non- 
politically active celebrity is legible politically’, as Biressi and Nunn inci-
sively observe (2013, p. 98), the celebrity feminist is an explicitly political 
figure. However, celebrity feminists exist outside the two dominant ways 
of theorizing the interrelationship (indeed inextricability) of politics and 
celebrity. Mark Wheeler, drawing upon John Street (2004), deploys the 
distinction between ‘CP1s’, ‘celebrity politicians who have incorporated 
the principles of fame for electoral achievement’ and ‘CP2s’, described 
as ‘politicized celebrities who have become activists in their own right’ 
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(2013, p. 3). It is clear neither categorization can be readily mapped onto 
the feminist-as-celebrity, and especially onto the specific form I am track-
ing here.

These blockbuster celebrity feminists do not necessarily engage in 
politics in the manner implied by these classifications but rather largely 
perform their (celebrity) politics beyond traditional political struc-
tures. Not only does such a classificatory system obscure the possibil-
ity of writing-as- activism (something upon which feminism has always 
relied), it also fails to consider the diffuse nature of politics, and that 
these celebrity feminists can and do perform politically, even when 
appearing on television or when they use Twitter to circulate feminist 
critique or to raise awareness of particular political issues relevant to 
women (as Naomi Wolf and Roxane Gay do). That is, cultural politics 
should never be seen in opposition to ‘real’ politics (Giroux 2000). 
Moreover, in contrast to those celebrities who come to intervene in 
politics, such as U2’s Bono or Angelina Jolie, celebrity feminism is 
a product of prior interventions into the broadly conceived political 
realm. That is, the celebrity feminist is not merely a celebrity who has 
been politicized but a political figure who has been celebrified, itself an 
important distinction which again underscores the need for critics to 
attend to the specificities of celebrity feminism as a modality of renown 
(Taylor 2014a).

celebrIty or Fame? a gendered dIstInctIon

Some critics have attempted to maintain a distinction between fame and 
celebrity, usually presuming that the former relates to renown being a prod-
uct of exceptional talent or ability, and the latter having little to do with an 
individual’s aptitude in a given field.7 In such analyses, there is an implicit 
hierarchy—fame is privileged over celebrity as that which is earned and 
thereby warranted, while, in such renderings, celebrity becomes the prov-
ince of those whose visibility is seen as less deserved and often ephemeral 
(as in the case of reality television stars) against the longevity of ‘achieved’ 
celebrity. Moreover, as Brenda Weber emphasizes, the fame/celebrity dis-
tinction is problematic, in gendered terms. As she argues, ‘fame stands for 
the high, celebrity for the low’ (2012, p. 18); and, of course, many crit-
ics have shown how the former has been historically gendered masculine 
and the latter feminine, and, in the case of fame/celebrity, these assump-
tions are thoroughly reinscribed. She continues that this divide is shot 
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through with gendered and class distinctions: ‘Fame marks aspiration; 
celebrity brands ambition. Fame indicates valor; celebrity stains scandal’ 
(2012, p. 18). For Weber, apart from the boundary being porous, choos-
ing to deploy the terms interchangeably represents an important critical 
and political strategy ‘to problematize the gender bias that stands at the 
heart of the fame/celebrity distinction’ (2012, p. 18). Being sympathetic 
to Weber’s reading of the gendered implications of this division, I too will 
move between these two loaded terms.

As Weber further demonstrates in her study of women writers, one 
thing that is repeatedly occluded is the agency of these individuals in their 
own celebrification, and, indeed, when it is conceded it is deplored. The 
public uneasiness with women’s fame identified by Weber and others 
enables us to locate the disdain for feminist celebrity in a longer tradition 
of seeing fame and women as problematic. That is, women’s agency in 
seeking fame has historically been met with disapproval. As Weber argues 
of nineteenth-century women writers: ‘If a woman were passive in her 
celebrity (it simply came to her without her bidding), she could be for-
given her fame. But if she schemed and plotted to achieve her fame, the 
avarice for celebrity was a scathing social stigma’ (2012, p. 18). If she were 
the ‘done to’, rather than the ‘doer’, then this fame could be recuperated. 
As Virginia Woolf remarks, ‘publicity for women is detestable’ (cited in 
Weber 2012, pp. 16–17), and it seems that, when it comes to the block-
buster celebrity feminist, this value-laden assumption persists.

While of course claims regarding the need for ‘impression manage-
ment’ (Goffman 1959) are not new, nor solely applicable to those in 
the public spotlight, even among feminist critics there has been an obvi-
ous hesitancy around conceding women’s agency in relation to celebrity 
culture. Even within feminist scholarship it is common to conceptualize 
celebrification as something done to select, reluctant women. Whelehan’s 
comments are indicative in this regard: ‘Feminism, leadership as it has 
always been, never satisfied the public’s thirst for figureheads and spokes-
people, and therefore the media made figureheads for themselves …’ 
(2000, p. 78). Such assumptions of feminist passivity are in themselves 
problematic but are also one of the other reasons—along with the deni-
gration of those who are conversely seen to actively welcome celebrifica-
tion—why a more comprehensive understanding of feminism and political 
star-making has not yet been produced. That is, becoming and remaining 
a celebrity feminist has not been coded a feminist practice—something I 
hope to challenge here.
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Industry, agency, and the celebrIty FemInIst

As many scholars have posited, celebrity is not the property or possession 
of individuals but an ongoing, labour-intensive process (Marshall 1997; 
Marwick and boyd 2011; Turner 2014). Rather than seeing ‘celebrities 
as arising organically from the populace’, it is impossible to ignore that 
‘celebrity is an industry like many others’ (Gamson 2007, p.  148). As 
Gamson notes in Claims to Fame, ‘celebrity-making’ is essentially a ‘com-
mercial enterprise, made up of highly developed and institutionally linked 
professions and sub-industries such as public relations, entertainment law, 
celebrity journalism and photography, grooming and training, manag-
ing and agenting, novelty sales’ (1994, p.  64). Similarly, P.D. Marshall 
notes that ‘It takes effort to be famous’ (2007, p. 647; see also Turner 
et al. 2000). Given the vast array of industry professionals implicated in its 
creation and maintenance, celebrity is best conceptualized as ‘a collective 
affair’ (Glass 2016, p. 44). The celebrity thereby needs to be made and 
remade in a multi-faceted process in which a wide range of players, not 
least the author herself, are engaged.

Lorraine York (2013b) has recently explored how agency has been 
an unexamined factor in studies of celebrity, where the critical gaze has 
overwhelmingly tended to rest on the industry’s role in persona produc-
tion. Since I am hoping that this study will intervene in these debates, it 
is worth engaging with them here. As York argues in ‘Star Gazing: The 
Challenges of Theorizing Celebrity Agency’ (2013b, p. 1333), scholar-
ship in celebrity studies has been marred by a production/consumption 
dualism, which effectively leaves ‘celebrity agency stranded in its inter-
stices’. That is, critics have sought to come to terms with the manufacture 
of celebrity, attending to celebrity as an industry, or—conversely—have 
privileged the active meaning-making in which audiences engage around 
celebrity. For example, David Shumway cites Denise Scott Brown’s study 
of fame and architecture: ‘stardom is something done to a star by others. 
Stars cannot create themselves’ (2000, p. 87). While this acknowledge-
ment that industry professionals, and indeed audiences, are integral to 
the celebrification process is sound, Scott’s comments are indicative of 
the over-reliance on production and consumption mapped by York. This 
deprivation of agency is especially troublesome in feminist terms.

Following work on literary celebrity, therefore, one of the core prem-
ises underpinning this study is ‘that authors actively negotiate their own 
celebrity rather than having it imposed upon them’ (Moran 2000, p. 10; 
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Hammill 2007; York 2007, 2013a). The labour of celebrity feminists is 
crucial here. As Rosemary Coombe (2007, p.  726) suggests, ‘Clearly, 
individual labour is necessary if the person is to have value … but it is not 
usually sufficient for the creation of public value’, not least because this 
value relies upon specific affective investments from audiences. That said, 
while consumption and fandom is vitally important to celebrity studies, 
‘it is worth finding out the various possibilities and cultural positionings 
open to that often ironically silenced agent, the celebrity’ (York 2013b, 
p. 1346; see also Hammill 2007). As York conjectures, literary scholars 
have been more open to this way of theorizing celebrity and the individu-
als who become implicated in it than those who focus on other forms.

In addition to York’s work, I will draw upon other scholarship that 
seeks to challenge the production/consumption focus she identifies. 
For example, drawing attention to their attempts to shape their celebrity 
signs, Barry King notes that stars are ‘individuals engaged in constantly 
re- negotiating the terms of their engagement with public life’ (2003, 
p. 52); he refers to this process as acting ‘autographically’. As professional 
authors, these women arguably possess skills uniquely fitted to such a 
self-presentational project. Here, I am less concerned with whether these 
women could control their public images, and thus their feminisms, than 
their apparent attempts to do so. Like Tanya Serisier (2013) in her analysis 
of controversial radical feminist, Andrea Dworkin, I am interested in the 
ways in which these women invent themselves as feminist icons, not just in 
their writing (Serisier’s focus) but in the context of other public perfor-
mances like newspaper or television interviews, or—in the later cases—via 
social media. All these celebrity performances constitute important forms 
of feminist creative labour, and indeed ‘emotion work’ (Nunn and Biressi 
2010), which are too often overlooked.

FemInIsm and star labour

Although of course no one, including the feminist blockbuster author, 
can entirely delimit the ways her own celebrity sign comes to mean, or 
exercise full control over her public image, there are moments we can 
identify a complicated two-way flow between the figure being celebrified 
and the industries credited with that celebrification. That is, they are 
by no means the ‘hapless authoresses’ portrayed by Greer. Throughout 
this work, therefore, I am especially interested in moments where the 
celebrity’s agency is rendered visible, and each chapter will locate and 
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 foreground such moments. This focus is attuned to the idea that celeb-
rity is a performative practice (Marwick and boyd 2011; see also Marshall 
2007). As Marwick and boyd argue, stars are best conceptualized as 
‘celebrity practitioners’, a moniker which underscores the work involved 
in its maintenance (2011, p. 140). As part of this focus on the labour of 
individual feminist stars, I also engage with self-reflexive commentary on 
their own celebrification, where these celebrities explicitly reflect upon 
their own renown including sometimes, and often rather disingenuously, 
disavowing the systemic and discursive processes responsible for their 
visibility. The women in this study, like those examined in York’s study 
of Canadian literary celebrity, ‘have given voice to sceptical treatments 
of celebrity culture while participating to varying degrees in that culture’ 
(2007, p. 30). This is a paradox of which they were all too aware, as my 
analysis will show.

Give the methodological limitations of textual analysis in terms of 
ascertaining how these women partook, and in some instances continue 
to partake, in the arduous processes of persona-making, what I seek 
here are textual traces of this labour. Such traces can be found in their 
own published works and in media interviews, but also in less publicly 
accessible sites, such as personal papers and especially letters. Memoirs, 
too, can be singled out as discursive instances where the blockbuster 
author can be seen to actively intervene in the construction of her own 
blockbuster author sign. Concerned as it is, then, with illuminating the 
labour in which these feminist authors have been engaged, in terms of 
the maintenance of their celebrity and the construction of particular 
celebrity personas, this study draws upon archival material where it 
is available—especially in the case of those older celebrities who have 
amassed extensive archives which are now held at universities both in 
Australia and in the United States.

In the case of Brown, Friedan, and Greer, archival documents from 
publishers and literary agents, as well as authors themselves, give some 
sense of the expansive promotional networks in which all these women 
were (and in some cases, still are) thoroughly implicated. Archives are, of 
course, selective, arranged in particular ways, and this arrangement and 
strategic inclusion (and thus exclusion) of specific material works to cir-
cumscribe the kinds of academic uses to which it can be put (York 2013a, 
p. 19). The archive—especially when sold to an institution prior to the 
celebrity’s death—is shaped by the author, representing another obvious 
attempt to control the public meanings of their lives, their texts, and their 
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public selves. Archives need to be conceptualized, therefore, as ‘contested 
sites of power … dynamic technologies of rule which actually create the 
histories and social relations they ostensibly only describe’ (Schwartz and 
Cook 2002, p.  7, original emphasis). With this caveat in mind, these 
archives enable the telling of a particular story about feminism, in and 
through these particular women and their personal and public subjectivi-
ties.8 The materials found therein, moreover, are by no means consistent, 
so the extent to which I draw upon them differs in individual chapters. 
Though the same kind of material is not yet available for women like Wolf 
or Gay, there are other ways to gauge the extent to which they assiduously 
work to manufacture particular public selves or seek to act ‘autographi-
cally’ (King 2003), most notably through their online presence as well as 
through their published writing.

Accordingly, texts of ‘self-fashioning’, like autobiographies, letters, 
and interviews (Hammill 2007, p.  15), are integral to the process of 
celebrification—including that of feminist blockbuster authors. In vari-
ous chapters, I will be attentive to both ‘authorized’ and ‘unauthorized’ 
life stories; the former signifies those in which the celebrity has willingly 
participated, either through themselves writing an autobiographical text 
or by agreeing to take part in biographical narratives such as documenta-
ries and television, magazine, or newspaper interviews (Biressi and Nunn 
2013, p. 94). Even such ‘authorized’ narratives are effectively ‘collabor-
atively produced’ and are in many ways economically driven as they seek 
to secure viewers and readers for this ‘life story’ product (Biressi and 
Nunn 2013, p. 95). Conversely, unauthorized biographical texts include 
any attempt to construct a life narrative without the direct involvement 
of the celebrity in question. While Biressi and Nunn are primarily inter-
ested in the former as ‘narratives of individuation’, their comment that 
such narratives ‘are doubly loaded when their protagonist invests in 
their own narration’ (2013, p. 95) is prescient here. Moreover, as John 
Rodden (2007) argues, writers commonly use interviews ‘as a perfor-
mance space for authorial orchestration and self-promotion’, something 
I will explore to varying degrees in the coming chapters. This study, 
accordingly, is organized around both representation and self-represen-
tation, and the tensions that often exist between them, including in the 
field of new media.

Although the development of new media is said to have resulted in 
the escalation of celebrity culture, as Weber argues, ‘in the centuries 
before our own, celebrity was experienced with no lesser intensity’ (2012, 
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p.  15). Similarly, as Thomas notes (2014, p.  244), ‘contemporary dis-
courses on fame emphasise newness and change, often at the expense of 
making somewhat unfashionable connections with the past’. Therefore, 
it is important to not overplay the ‘newness’ of the contemporary opera-
tions of celebrity.9 What we may find useful in platforms such as Twitter, 
for example, is how ‘the site, its usage and its content, renders historical 
negotiations around the construction and presentation of stardom visible’ 
(Thomas 2014, p. 243). That is, such processes of self-representation are 
not in the least innovative but, through new media, they are now publicly 
discernable. In particular, the (self-)labour and branding that many see as 
being associated with new media is, as many of these figures suggest, by 
no means a new phenomenon.

celebrIty and the ‘brandIng’ oF FemInIsm

The celebrity, as Turner et al. (2000) make clear in their study of the celeb-
rity industry in Australia, is and arguably always has been, a ‘brand’, a 
fundamentally commodified self. Much work has recently been published 
around how women, and young girls in particular, are exhorted to make of 
themselves a ‘brand’; this, in particular, is seen as integral to postfeminist 
culture. As Sarah Banet-Weiser (2012) notes, for young women this very 
publicly staged self-branding is in many ways constitutive of their subjec-
tivity. Such self-branding is argued to be quintessentially postfeminist (and 
indeed neoliberal); it is ‘privileging the individual, aligning with the focus 
on individualism inherent in both postfeminist and neoliberal discourses’ 
(Keller 2015, p. 277). In her recent article, Jessalyn Keller identifies ‘a larger 
cultural trend towards the branding of feminism’ that is co- terminous with 
this wider, pervasive logic (2015, p. 274; Negra 2014; McRobbie 2015). 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, literature (both popular and academic) around the 
branding of feminism often tends to mobilize those familiar arguments 
about its commodification or, more generally, its mediatization—that it 
must come at the price of ‘real’ and certainly ‘collective’ politics, that its 
necessary focus on the individual is anathema to feminism.

However, these mechanisms of self-branding—while perhaps hith-
erto not as publicly visible as they are now—have always, by necessity, 
engulfed the celebrity, including feminist writers. Although opportuni-
ties for self-branding have multiplied as well as having become normative 
(Banet-Weiser 2012; Marwick 2013), an integral part of our very being 
in the world, especially in cyberspace, feminist authors have always been 
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actively engaged in attempts to ‘brand’ themselves, their works, and their 
feminisms in particular ways. Moreover, as a commodity, necessarily part 
of the market place, the feminist blockbuster has always been thoroughly 
entangled with the logics of commodity capitalism (and is often dismissed 
on such grounds). In many ways, it is possible to conceptualize the block-
buster celebrity feminist as a kind of ‘brand ambassador’—in terms of 
themselves, their own product, and feminism as a movement, discourse, 
and/or set of shifting ideas and ideals. One of their key roles, as highly vis-
ible women with discursive power, especially those in Part I, is to delimit 
the kinds of feminist histories that come to publicly circulate and receive 
cultural legitimacy.

hIstory, ‘Waves’, and celebrIty

Here I will attend to the role of these celebrities in the historicization of 
feminism, in the constitution of cultural memory. That is, especially in terms 
of Part I, I examine how the privileging of their voices has worked to shape 
the kinds of narratives that have come to circulate about the second wave in 
particular. Although not herself explicitly engaging with theories of celeb-
rity, in Feeling Women’s Liberation (2013, p. 17), Victoria Hesford remarks 
that ‘this process whereby some women (young, white, and middle-class) 
and not others are seen as political activists, feminists, and recorded as such 
by the national media has very real repercussions for what we know of the 
women’s liberation movement in the present’. Through such women, as 
Hesford makes clear, certain narratives about feminism—as well as certain 
ways of being feminist—come to be privileged while others are elided.

But rather than simply reinscribing the dominant critical narrative that 
feminism is rendered a spent force in millennial media and popular culture 
especially, my work sees these celebrities—those who first came to promi-
nence in the mid-twentieth century and those whose feminist fame is a 
more recent phenomenon—as central to the process of keeping feminism 
‘alive’. Here I am indebted to Sean Fuller and Catherine Driscoll, who 
draw upon Wendy Brown (2001) in service of their argument that post-
feminism is a simplistic, reductive way of critically thinking through recent 
changes in our representational landscape. They quote Brown’s argument 
that any political phenomenon, like feminism, remains ‘alive, refusing to 
recede into the past, precisely to the extent that its meaning is open and 
ambiguous, to the extent that it remains interpreted and contested by the 
present, and to the extent that it disturbs settled meanings in the present’ 
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(in Fuller and Driscoll 2015, p. 253). These women are figures around 
whom these ongoing conversations over feminism, its complicated and 
messy histories, its lacunae, and its relevance, coalesce.

Following recent work on feminism and temporality (Browne 2014; 
Withers 2015), as well as earlier critiques of generationalism and famil-
ial metaphors (Bailey 1997; Orr 1997; Roof 1997; Siegel 1997; Henry 
2004; Taylor 2008), this study also works to complicate the dominant 
historiographical mode when it comes to narrating feminist pasts, and 
indeed as a means of classifying its present. Although, of course, waves 
and generations are distinct, ‘waves are nonetheless stuck to feminist gen-
erations, and, at times, operate in a synecdochical fashion, so much so 
that it becomes impossible to think feminist generations apart from waves’ 
(Withers 2015, p. 30). Numerous scholars have problematized the ‘great 
hegemonic model’ of feminist waves (Sandoval 2000, p. 46), but this has 
not compromised its ubiquity—especially in the mediasphere.

While this study begins with women who were writing in the 1960s and 
1970s, it maps their celebrity feminist interventions well into the twenty- first 
century; classifying them only as ‘second wave’ celebrity feminists would elide 
their own complicated personal histories and relationship to the women’s 
liberation movement (in the USA especially), as well as the ongoing develop-
ment not just of their celebrity signs but likewise their feminisms and how 
they came to be popularly framed. It would also fail to recognize how they 
continue to shape popular understandings of feminism in the present (and 
indeed, in Brown’s case, how she came to resonate more in the so-called 
postfeminist context), not just mediate narratives of second wave history.

As Browne notes: ‘The ordering of different feminisms into successive 
waves or phases implies that only one kind of feminism is possible at a time 
and, moreover, that older forms of theory and practice necessarily become 
obsolete as time moves on’ (2014, p. 1). In contrast to succession narra-
tives, the authors examined in Part I challenge this assertion of generational 
homogeneity; they have not simply been replaced by younger celebrified 
writers or activists but co-exist alongside them. They have not faded into 
the background as the eras with which they are most commonly associated 
ended. Instead, their ongoing media performances serve to highlight the 
impossibility of relegating them to specific temporal junctures; of securely 
locating them within a bounded time designated the ‘second wave’ or the 
‘women’s liberation movement’. Like their own feminist identities, narra-
tives about them are mobile, not static or fixed, and are put to different 
uses in different contexts. Moreover, the women examined in Part II rarely 
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locate their feminism within the terms of the troublesome wave metaphor, 
and indeed, through establishing intergenerational commonalities and 
intragenerational differences, they can be seen to destabilize attempts to fix 
feminism along generational lines (see Roof 1997). In this way, celebrity 
feminism can offer a resistance to dominant ways of figuring feminism and 
its history. In Part I, I turn my attention to the authors of three of the most 
historically visible Western feminist blockbusters, Sex and the Single Girl, 
The Feminine Mystique, and The Female Eunuch, and how their authors 
have, over decades, maintained their renown and continued to shape public 
conversations around feminism.

notes

 1. In terms of popular culture, it is clear that—critically—fictional fem-
inisms (and overwhelmingly in the past decade or so, postfeminisms) 
have come to overshadow the explicit discursive interventions staged 
by my objects of analysis. That is, myriad studies have been pro-
duced on how feminism has been taken up, appropriated, and rei-
magined in television programmes like Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Sex 
and the City, and more recently Girls. However, when it comes to 
actual feminists, studies have been comparatively scarce. Mendes 
(2011) is a recent exception, as is Dow’s 2014 study of how femi-
nism was televized in the USA in 1970.

 2. While Wicke, writing in the mid-1990s, sees celebrity as effectively 
filling a gap produced by the decline of an organized women’s 
movement in America, here I argue that the relationship between 
celebrity and feminism has a much longer history.

 3. As Piepmeier notes, mimeographs in particular have become iconic 
in accounts of the second wave, ‘coming to stand for all informal 
feminist publishing’. They were also seen as a way to enable the 
circulation of feminist ideas that were not popularly available: 
‘Because there were no books or magazines that addressed the issues 
they were taking on, these activists had to create and distribute their 
own’ (Piepmeier 2009, p. 36).

 4. For example, Lisa Hogeland (1998) demonstrates the importance 
of the ‘consciousness-raising (CR) novel’ to attuning women to the 
inequitable gendered dynamics feminism has long sought to chal-
lenge, during feminism’s second wave in particular (see also Felski 
1989; Lauret 1994). Similarly, Imelda Whelehan’s The Feminist 
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Bestseller (2005) focuses predominantly on popular fiction, although 
it does briefly engage with Friedan and Brown.

 5. This contradicts Wicke’s (1994) position that any woman with a pub-
lic profile will be ‘assimilated’ into the category of ‘celebrity feminist’.

 6. Ommundsen (2004) makes a similar point regarding literary 
celebrity.

 7. For others, fame has a much longer history than ‘celebrity’, which is 
often seen as associated with, and changing in response to, the mod-
ern mass media (Marwick 2016).

 8. Feminist archives pose particular questions, to which feminists have 
recently turned their attention (Eichorn 2013).

 9. Su Holmes (2005), too, has made this argument around early forms 
of reality television and the celebrification of ‘ordinary’ individuals.
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PART I

The 1960s/1970s Blockbuster and 
Ongoing Feminist Stardom

In the first part of this book I offer three case studies, dealing with argu-
ably three of the most well-known, highly visible authors of feminist non- 
fiction in the West. All these women are remarkable in that they continue 
to be invoked in public engagements with feminism, and especially in 
terms of the establishment of a second-wave collective memory. In partic-
ular, these chapters work to foreground the agentic dimensions of celeb-
rity feminism, disrupting the popular critical narrative that it is only in an 
environment of ‘convergence culture’ that celebrities have been able to 
strategically intervene in their own persona management or in the narra-
tives of feminism that come to be privileged in mainstream media.

After decades of feminist activism and change, feminists are now seen 
to be the media (Bulbeck 1997; Curthoys 1997; Lumby 1997), however 
this certainly was not the case mid-century. The kinds of feminist rheto-
ric and ideas being publicly articulated, and embodied, by women like 
Brown, Friedan, and Greer were highly innovative. In the early 1970s 
in particular, ‘the women’s movement and feminist ideas were “in the 
news” for novelty value’ (Sheridan et al. 2006, p. 26). As Sheridan et al. 
note, this novelty has well and truly dissipated and there are now many 
feminisms being constructed in and through the mediasphere (not least 
online). However, of the unique political and representational environ-
ment of the late 1960s and early 1970s, erstwhile celebrity feminist Kate 
Millett remarked: ‘we were fresh meat for the media’ (in Wallace 1997, 
p. 231). While this may account for the initial ‘attention capital’ accumu-
lated by these women, how might we explain its maintenance over decades 
(especially given the dominant critical narrative about inevitable media 
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hostility towards feminists)? The three women examined in this section 
all ‘speak to the particular demands of [their] time’ (Baumgardner and 
Richards 2003, p. 162). However, their celebrity also extends far beyond 
the 1960s and 1970s, when they initially produced their blockbusters. 
Rather than their celebrity, or indeed their feminism, having ossified, it 
can be seen to do new things for new audiences. Furthermore, given the 
marked differences in their feminisms, their public feminist personas also 
differ significantly—a point the following chapters will bear out.

These women, along with various cultural intermediaries, work to 
construct themselves as ‘mediagenic authors’ (Turner 1996; Moran 
2000; Robinson 2013)—not just in the contemporary, purportedly more 
celebrity- driven context, but when their books were initially published. 
That they each laboured strenuously to ensure their own, and thus femi-
nism’s visibility, is a key factor that unites these three very different women. 
As Olivier Driessens argues, ‘media visibility needs renewal and repetition, 
hence celebrity capital is founded on recurrent media representations; oth-
erwise it quickly fades’ (2013, p. 552). How do these women authors, and 
the cultural intermediaries invested in them, ensure that this does not hap-
pen? What kinds of cultural and textual spaces were made available to them, 
and how were they used? Most importantly here, in terms of the books’ ini-
tial publication, if women were accessing feminism predominantly through 
these celebrities, as I argue many were, what picture of feminism would they 
have? Furthermore, although the authors continue to be figures of renown, 
they have also received challenges to their ability to speak authoritatively 
on/for feminism. Such moments reinforce that celebrity feminism, and the 
discursive power that purportedly accompanies it, needs to be continually 
established and re-established, and can never be taken for granted.

Given that the books considered in the first part of this volume have all 
remained in print to date, they are what have been described in the pub-
lishing industry as ‘longsellers’ (Feather and Woodbridge 2007). In the 
1960s and 1970s, many women’s links to the women’s movement were, 
as Amy Farrell (1998, p. 12; see also Arrow 2007) reminds us, ‘medi-
ated through commercial texts’; while her study focuses on Ms. magazine, 
such comments are also relevant to non-fictional popular texts like femi-
nist blockbusters. These books were crucial in the process of translating 
feminist ideas for a wider audience; as already noted, they all continue to 
be culturally visible, suggesting a resonance that few other works of non- 
fiction can boast. Along these lines, in a New Yorker article reassessing 
the cultural impact of The Feminine Mystique, Louis Menand (2013) sug-
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gests: ‘In the early nineteen-sixties, books, for some reason, were bombs 
… Books were always an important force in the women’s movement, pos-
sibly because the book was a medium that women had relatively unob-
structed access to as authors and as readers.’ The work of constructing 
such ‘bombs’, however, was extensive, a process into which Helen Gurley 
Brown’s archive provides significant insights.
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CHAPTER 3

Helen Gurley Brown: Prototypical Celebrity 
Feminism, Cultural Intermediaries, 

and Agency

IntroductIon

Helen Gurley Brown’s positioning in relation to feminism has always 
been contentious, if indeed acknowledged at all. In fact, it has only been 
recently that her popular books have started to be recuperated by feminist 
critics for their role in helping to shape public discourses around wom-
en’s empowerment that now appear largely commonsensical (Genz 2009;  
Scanlon 2009a, b, c; Taylor 2010, 2012; Whelehan 2012). She was, as 
fellow celebrity feminist, Lena Dunham would suggest in her own block-
buster, the ‘bane’ of the women’s movement (2014, p. xvi). However, 
it is clear that her most well-known text, Sex and the Single Girl (1962), 
is a popular feminist book that addresses the question of women’s sex-
ual agency and pleasure as well as financial independence. Indeed, while 
debate about whether she ‘empowered women to take charge of their lives 
or self-helped them into good old-fashioned servitude’ (Luther 2012) is 
ongoing, modern forms of popular culture, like the television programme 
Sex and the City, are routinely seen to be indebted to Brown’s individualist, 
liberatory philosophy. As is always the case with the feminist blockbuster, 
Brown was heavily active in the promotion of her book, and in circulating 
pro-sex discourses about single women in particular, in ways that are taken 
for granted now but which were unique at the time of its publication.

Drawing upon archival material from the Sophia Smith Collection, the 
majority of this chapter works to establish Brown as a central actor in her 
own persona management, along with other key ‘cultural intermediaries’. 
While the performative aspect of (feminist) celebrity is often seen to be a 



 particularly twenty-first century quality, here I contest dominant critical 
narratives about the ‘newness’ of self-branding (Thomas 2014) as well 
as—like Jennifer Scanlon—seeking to rewrite Brown into not just feminist 
publishing and media history but the history of modern feminism itself. 
Although she remains a contested figure for many feminists, this chapter 
considers how Brown functioned as a prototypical celebrity feminist and 
concludes by briefly addressing how she used this celebrity to stage femi-
nist interventions into the mediasphere, including through her editorship 
of Cosmopolitan, over a number of years, and how she continues to rever-
berate in the twenty-first century. First, it is valuable to consider where 
Brown has been critically positioned vis-à-vis feminism.

In terms of where Brown has been situated in narratives of the American 
second wave, Scanlon notes that most tend to argue that Betty Friedan’s 
The Feminine Mystique (see Chap. 4 this volume) was the spark that helped 
ignite the women’s movement. Such accounts rarely ‘acknowledge—never 
mind consider—Helen Gurley Brown’ (Scanlon 2009a, p. 94). Despite 
the elision of Brown as a key feminist figure in academic histories of mod-
ern feminism, ‘Sex and the Single Girl, like Betty Friedan’s The Feminine 
Mystique, introduced feminist thinking to millions of readers, documented 
both women’s aspirations and their discontents, and refused to apolo-
gize for its bold demands for women’ (Scanlon 2009a, p. 94). Indeed, as 
Scanlon emphasizes, Brown sought to broaden and effectively shift the 
terms of the public debate about women and liberation, focusing not on 
women in the domestic sphere, as Friedan had done, but by displaying an 
alternative mode of feminine subjectivity outside the traditional roles of 
wife and mother. Brown and her ‘brand’ of feminism, focusing on sexual 
empowerment, desire, agency, and financial independence, effectively 
complicates the wave model and the idea of an homogeneous second wave 
feminism that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s; the example of Brown, 
especially, reveals instead that there were competing feminisms circulating 
in and through the mediasphere (Scanlon 2009a)—including through the 
blockbuster form.

This chapter, and indeed my previous work on Brown (Taylor 2010, 
2012), is consistent with the feminist recuperation pursued by Scanlon 
(and others since; Genz 2010), largely by placing Brown—as an agentic 
figure whose celebrity practice can be seen as distinctly feminist—at its 
centre. Building upon the idea that the savvy Brown ‘successfully manipu-
lated the power of media culture’ for feminist ends (Scanlon 2009b, p. 2), 
this case study provides some significant insights into the blockbuster as 
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a vehicle for feminist celebrification, as well as the role of the individual 
author in ensuring her book’s, and indeed her own, ongoing viability 
as a commodity. Initially, it is necessary to engage with Brown’s block-
buster and the kind of innovative feminism it offered readers in the early 
1960s.

Sex and the Single girl as a FemInIst BlockBuster

Sex and the Single Girl was published in May 1962; within its first three 
weeks it had sold over 2 million copies; and by July it appeared on the 
New York Times bestseller list (where it remained for seven months) as well 
as those published by Time, the Los Angeles Times (Thomas 1994, p. 68; 
Scanlon 2009a, p. 58), and the New York Post, where it was also serialized. 
When it originally circulated, it was not explicitly identified as a ‘femi-
nist’ text, though its indebtedness to feminism is patent. How then did 
it and its flamboyant author contribute to the construction of feminism’s 
public identity, as I argue here? Although it does not actually invoke the 
term feminism, Sex and the Single Girl can be considered a form of ‘pop-
ular feminism’ in the sense defined by Le Masurier: ‘Popular feminism 
encompasses the exploration, translation and making of women’s [and 
sexual] liberation for ordinary women in some examples of popular media’ 
(2010, p. 218; see also Hollows and Moseley 2006). Without doubt, the 
audience of Sex and The Single Girl would have been women who were 
unlikely otherwise to have come into contact with feminist ideas or dis-
courses. With it, then, Brown effectively ‘translated’ sexual liberation for 
a broad audience of women, as Le Masurier has argued is the case with 
women’s magazines, and thereby she helped inform how feminism came 
to mean in the popular imaginary. Accordingly, the bestselling Sex and the 
Single Girl can easily be identified as a ‘feminist blockbuster’. Moreover, 
in 1962 America, ‘the nation’s readers and pundits could barely stop talk-
ing about it’ (Scanlon 2009a, p. 58), and in this sense it fulfils what has 
been identified as one of the constitutive elements of the feminist block-
buster (Lilburn et al. 2001; Taylor 2008): that it precipitates intense pub-
lic debate and discursive contestation around gender and feminism itself. 
The fact that people could not ‘stop talking about it’ was, however, no 
mere accident, but was rather the product of an orchestrated campaign 
by Brown and her publishers to ensure that the book—and, even more 
importantly for my purposes, its author and her feminist brand—remained 
firmly in the media spotlight over many decades.
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Like many feminist blockbusters, especially those considered here in 
chapters 6-8, Sex and the Single Girl is in many ways a form of memoir. 
In a television interview conducted by fellow celebrity feminist, Gloria 
Steinem, Brown is insistent about this, while also drawing attention 
to how controversial her book was, given its frankness about women’s 
sexuality: ‘When I got around to writing “Sex and the Single Girl”, I 
could only write about what I knew and I had had a number of men 
in life before David—he knew that—it was what I knew. I wrote about 
what I knew. I didn’t realize until later how upset everyone was going 
to be.’1 As Pearce (2004) has underscored, the use of personal experi-
ence as an authorizing discourse has always been common in feminist 
non-fictional texts, and Brown’s blockbuster is no exception. In fact, 
her authority to speak is largely predicated upon the strategies she had 
personally deployed as a single woman. As Scanlon notes: ‘Her claim to 
fame was neither a degree nor a pedigree; she simply spoke from experi-
ence’ (2009b, p. 8).

In this regard, Brown’s autobiographical voice is strong in her news-
paper and magazine articles, as well as her ‘manuals’ for the single girl. In 
addition to Having It All (1982), itself a form of memoir that deploys 
similar rhetorical strategies to her earlier works, she published an autobi-
ography in 2000 (I’m Wild Again: Snippets from My Life and a Few Brazen 
Thoughts). Along with her editorials and other journalistic pieces, she con-
tinued to publish works of non-fiction throughout her life (though, as is 
characteristic of this form, none would attain the ‘blockbuster’ status of 
her non-fictional debut). These include: Outrageous Opinions (1967), The 
Single Girl’s Cookbook (1969), Sex and the New Single Girl (1970), The 
Late Show: A Practical, Semiwild Survival Guide for Every Woman in Her 
Prime Or Approaching It (1994), The Writer’s Rules: The Power of Positive 
Prose—How to Create It and Get It Published (1998), and Dear Pussycat: 
Mash Notes and Missives from the Desk of Cosmopolitan’s Legendary Editor 
(2004). Given that Brown’s renown is so deeply implicated in the publi-
cation of her first book, it is worthwhile to briefly consider the book, its 
rhetorical strategies, and its politics.

Prior to the period of intense activism around women’s rights that 
became known as the second wave of feminism in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, the question of women’s liberation was, albeit perhaps more 
obliquely than in the radical feminist tracts that came to characterize the 
movement, receiving public attention (Taylor 2010). With Sex and the 
Single Girl (1962), Brown differed from others engaging in feminist cri-
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tique at the time: ‘In order to pursue the ideal of equality, feminists in the 
early 1960s were keen to abolish markers of difference—such as feminin-
ity…’ (Genz 2009, p. 38). In Brown’s framework, femininity was defi-
nitely not conceptualized as a form of victimization, as it was for other 
writers, including Friedan (Genz 2009; see also Scanlon 2009a). Rather 
than rejecting behaviours and appearances traditionally coded ‘feminine’, 
she suggested women strategically use them to their advantage, in both 
the public and the private spheres–especially if they were single.

For Brown, the single woman, in particular, was believed to require 
advice on how to live a more fulfilled, and in many ways (sexually) 
empowered, life. She apparently faced unique dilemmas, both personal 
and professional, that necessitated friendly yet authoritative intervention. 
Although feminists have criticized her approach as ‘insufficiently col-
lective’, heterosexist, and infantilizing (Scanlon 2009a, p. 78), Brown’s  
book clearly helped to contest dominant ways of circumscribing femi-
ninity. However, in contrast to later, more radical feminist writing, the 
strategies she advocated were micro-political and, as Whelehan argues, 
Brown’s blockbuster ‘encourages women to fight in their corner as indi-
viduals rather than encourage any more radical social challenges’ (2005, 
p. 29). In this regard, it is a clear antecedent of later feminist blockbusters 
considered here, such as Sheryl Sandberg’s Lean In.

Brown’s two most well-known books, Sex and the Single Girl (1962) 
and Sex and the Office2 (1964), are nevertheless remarkable for their 
views on women’s sexual agency and desire—especially given that even 
uttering the word ‘sex’ on television was highly controversial at the 
time (Scanlon 2009a, p. 88). As David Allyn remarks, ‘Brown packaged 
sexual liberalism for early-sixties America as only an advertising copy-
writer could’ (2000, p. 19). With Brown’s popular feminist texts in the 
early 1960s, the single woman morphed from dowdy, asexual spinster 
to a pleasure-seeking, unabashedly sexual subject. Contra dominant dis-
courses, there was nothing undesirable about the single girl in Brown’s 
account. As a British reviewer put it during Brown’s UK book tour, the 
purpose of Brown’s book ‘is to point out that the unmarried girl is not 
a failure’ (Evening Chronicle, 5 November, 1964).3 But while, as some 
critics have recently emphasized (Genz 2009; Scanlon 2009a), Brown’s 
assertions about women’s sexual agency are laudable, the end game was 
still to find and secure a mate; the single girl of her popular texts would 
conceivably, at some point, ‘settle down’. The single girl, for Brown, 
might choose to enjoy this transitory state but she would never choose 
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to indefinitely embrace this liminality. Nonetheless, ‘the single woman’, 
Brown argues,

far from being a creature to be pitied and patronized, is emerging as the 
newest glamour girl of our times. She is engaging because she lives by her 
wits. She supports herself. She has had to sharpen her personality and men-
tal resources to a glitter in order to survive in a competitive world and the 
sharpening looks good. Economically she is a dream. She is not a parasite, 
a dependent, a scrounger, a sponger or a bum. She is a giver, not a taker, a 
winner and not a loser. (1962/2003, pp. 5–6)

Here, she draws attention to the single girl as an important consumer 
category, economically independent and agentic. Brown was entirely cog-
nizant of her own pivotal role in bringing the ‘single girl’ subject posi-
tion into being; as she remarks in a letter to Letty Cottin: ‘The more I 
think about it the more it seems to me we are defining and bringing into 
focus a new kind of person’ (30 April 1962). This ‘new person’, therefore, 
would require expert guidance on how to navigate the murky terrain of 
inequitable gender relations, and to use all the capital she had at hand—
be it social, educational, or corporeal—to position herself at a distinct 
advantage.

Sex and the Single Girl is, therefore, a form of self-help book; as one 
reviewer remarked, the book is ‘a manual of sorts for sexy spinsters’ 
(Fimrite 1962). Covering everything from recipes for the single girl’s din-
ner parties, make-up tips, where to meet men, financial advice, through 
to how to ‘manage’ an affair with a married man, Brown notes: ‘It’s a 
practical book which deals with the everyday problems of the single girl’ 
(in Buchwald 1962). For Brown, however, the single girl’s identity pre-
dominantly comes from her positioning in the workplace not, like previ-
ous generations of women, the home (Radner 1999, p. 12). ‘A job’, she 
tells readers, ‘gives a single woman something to be’ (Brown 2003, p. 89, 
original emphasis), and, unlike married women, ‘A single woman is known 
for what she does rather than whom she belongs to’ (Brown 2003, p. 89). 
Unlike the ‘unhappy housewives’ Friedan was soon to identify, Brown’s 
single girls were not defined solely relation to men (or, relatedly, chil-
dren) but had a freedom that eluded their married sisters; however, largely 
ignoring differences between women as well as systemic factors, in many 
ways she overstates their ability to fully control their destiny.

Nevertheless, ‘Brown’s often witty, and indeed risqué for the time of its 
production, narrative voice confides in her readers... She speaks from the 
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other side: she was the single girl of/to whom she speaks but, with a sigh 
of relief, married in her late thirties. Brown buttresses her observations 
and instructions with tales of her own successful enactment of these life-
altering strategies; the book clearly implies that its author can be trusted 
because she has lived it’ (Taylor 2010, p. 81). She was, therefore, 
the personal embodiment of her brand of feminism. Her narrative voice 
ensured her positioning as ‘both expert and friend’, and the book’s advice 
contrasted markedly with that being doled out to women through outlets 
like Ladies Home Journal (Scanlon 2009, pp. 86–7). Seeking to normalize 
women’s desire, for both sex and an autonomous identity, her affirmation 
of singleness as a viable way of being in the world clearly struck a chord in 
her implied readers. As Geis notes in a memo to their sales team, ‘Letters 
are pouring in from women who say that this book has done more for 
them than a psychoanalysis, that it makes them proud of being single’ 
(26 June 1962; see also Alexander 1963).4 Therefore, her book resonated 
with single women readers, who seemed to appreciate Brown’s legitima-
tion of their ‘Single Girl’ identities.5 Such public affirmation seems even 
more remarkable now, given the ongoing, and indeed intensified, patholo-
gization and regulation of women’s singleness (Taylor 2012).

In terms of historical context, Brown’s blockbuster appeared around 
the time the contraceptive pill was becoming more widely available and 
the so-called ‘sexual revolution’6 was burgeoning, with women’s sexuality 
becoming detached from reproduction and recognized as not confined 
to the marital boudoir: ‘Theoretically, a “nice” single girl has no sex life. 
What nonsense! She has a better sex life than most of her married friends. 
She need never be bored with one man per lifetime. Her choice of part-
ners is endless and they seek her’ (Brown 2003, p. 7, original emphasis). 
Sex for women, like a living space solely their own (Brown 2003, p. 119), 
within Sex and the Single Girl is seen as one of life’s essentials, and Brown 
even provides a chapter devoted to schooling readers in ‘How to be Sexy’ 
(Chap. 4). As she remarked in a promotional interview, ‘I don’t think the 
single girl should suffer for having a normal libido’ (in Buchwald 1962). In 
its emphasis on the liberatory aspects of female sexuality, Brown’s block-
buster, perhaps surprisingly, actually has much in common with Greer’s 
later work. And as was often the case with the feminist blockbuster, early 
reviews reveal that the book had a polarizing effect. A number of reviewers 
were concerned about its potential impact on sexual morality, while oth-
ers deemed it, both in terms of the writing style and content, ‘pedestrian 
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at best’ (Scanlon 2009a, p. 91). For example, L. Kirsch in the Los Angeles 
Times branded it ‘as tasteless a book as I have read’ and, because of its rec-
ommendation that women effectively manipulate the men in their lives, he 
criticized what he believed to be its contemptuous attitude towards men 
(in Alexander 1963). In contrast, some commentators applauded ‘the 
book’s liberating effect on readers’ (Scanlon 2009a, p. 91), and a number 
of journalists reported on Brown’s inundation by fan mail and letters from 
single women seeking advice from the author (Buchwald 1962; New York 
Post, 11 November 1962, p. 16; Alexander 1963). As Brown noted, single 
women readers remarked on her book’s authenticity: ‘Yes, yes, someone 
should have done this before. This is how it really is’ (in Berman 1962).

Through both her non-fiction and decades-long editorship of 
Cosmopolitan, Brown is now seen to have influenced public conceptualiza-
tions of women, sexuality, and feminism itself in important ways.7 Sex and 
the Single Girl, however, did not simply organically emerge as a feminist 
blockbuster; much labour, including on the part of the author herself, was 
expended to ensure that Brown’s form of feminism would reach as wide 
as audience as possible—and, no less important to its author, that it would 
also be a lucrative project. The next section, accordingly, will establish 
how the book and its feminist author as media celebrity were effectively 
brought into being through various promotional strategies and initiatives.

manuFacturIng a BlockBuster, manuFacturIng 
a (FemInIst) star

As noted in the previous chapter, throughout this work I seek to under-
score the star agency of these specific feminists. However, ‘celebrities are 
[not] the sole authors of their own images, free to present whatever they 
want’ but rather are reliant upon a network of professionals (Williams 
2007, p. 120; Turner 2014). Letters between Brown and her publisher 
reveal a dynamic, collaborative relationship in which all parties were 
self-reflexive actors working to ensure the book’s, and concomitantly its 
author’s, success (and, in the process, expose a larger audience to her 
valorization of women’s singleness). As Brown herself assured publisher 
Bernard Geis, ‘we three [Brown and her husband David Brown] continue 
to be a team and that our stake in you and yours in me is unassailable both 
on the basis of enlightened self-interest and genuine affection and esteem’ 
(10 January 1963). As part of what Geis would later refer to as ‘Operation 
Brown–Geis’ (Geis to Brown, 16 April 1963), this ‘team’ would exchange 
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ideas, suggestions, and strategies to capitalize on and develop the Brown 
brand and ensure the public circulation of her (for some, controversial) 
feminism (Scanlon 2009a).

The letters of Bernard Geis and Letty Cottin suggest that Brown’s pub-
lisher was zealous in the book’s—and indeed the author’s—promotion: 
‘We have a special interest in keeping SEX AND THE SINGLE GIRL in 
the public mind and eye’ (Geis to Jim Russell, 19 November 1962). In this 
section, drawing upon Brown’s archival material from the Sophia Smith 
Collection, as well as Scanlon’s work, I will emphasize how these figures 
functioned as ‘cultural intermediaries’, who strenuously worked, in tandem 
with the author herself, to ensure Brown’s viability as a (feminist) public 
persona. This material problematizes the critical presumption, outlined in 
the previous chapter, that feminists have merely been passive victims of 
celebrification; rather, well before the era of convergence culture, they can 
be seen to have successfully intervened in the construction and manage-
ment of their own celebrity signs. Here I challenge these narratives, argu-
ing that the feminist celebrity has always functioned as an agentic figure—a 
point that I will develop in each of the subsequent case studies.

As many scholars have argued, the cultivation and maintenance of 
celebrity is big business (Gamson 1994; Turner 2014). In terms of book 
publishing, the network involved in ensuring an author becomes a celeb-
rity includes the publisher themselves, literary agents, marketing repre-
sentatives, and, not least, the author herself. Brown provides an especially 
useful case study into these mutually beneficial relationships. Cultural 
intermediaries, in Pierre Bourdieu’s (1993) sense, are seen as the bridge 
between production and consumption. Bourdieu, Rojek tells us, ‘aims to 
underline the socially constructed character of celebrity status’. To do so, 
‘Bourdieu maintains that artistic practice and association are indissolubly 
enmeshed with a field of changing balance of power relationships in which 
cultural intermediaries are understood to be central’ (2014, pp. 457–8). 
In such a framework, cultural intermediaries can be seen as ‘star-makers 
who take it upon themselves to determine sound methods for engineering 
renown …’ (Rojek 2014, p. 466). The correspondence between Brown 
(and her husband) and staff at Bernard Geis and Associates certainly 
provides insight into such calculated ‘methods’, but also shows that the 
author herself played a crucial a role in ‘engineering such renown’. In this 
way, they demonstrate that the strategies and tactics she encouraged her 
single girls to adopt, both personally and professionally, to ensure their 
success were also deployed by the author herself.
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As noted above, books that become bestsellers are heavily reliant upon 
an extensive network of professionals to help create a ‘buzz’ (Thompson 
2010) around the text, especially pre-publication. As Claude Martin 
(1996) notes of bestsellers and the unique promotional environment 
around them:

The marketing of bestsellers is different from that of other books. They 
receive special treatment, more copies are printed, promotional budgets are 
higher, authors are pushed onto the television stage, free copies are given 
to journalists in liberal quantities, bookstores are advised of the author’s 
appearances on television and are supplied with displays or posters … Each 
of these features aims to create a social and media event, to foster a ‘best-
seller atmosphere’ around the book. They weld together links of production 
and distribution of a book, establishing confidence in the performance of a 
book.

Consistent with these comments, letters between staff at Geis and Brown 
reveal that pre-publicity efforts around the book were extensive, and 
included its widespread serialization.8 The tactic they favoured, as Cottin 
makes clear, was the ‘“Everybody is talking about SEX AND THE SINGLE 
GIRL” approach’, which included endorsements and testimonials from 
Hollywood celebrities like Joan Crawford (14 March 1962, Cottin to 
Brown, original emphasis).

In 1962, the 3 June issue of American Weekly, a Sunday supplement 
carried by newspapers including the Los Angeles Herald Examiner, San 
Francisco Examiner, and the Seattle Times, consisted solely of extracts from 
the book and advertising material.9 As Cottin wrote: ‘This is completely 
unprecedented and demonstrates the exceptional appeal they believe this 
book offers the nation’s women’ (to Brown, 26 April 1962). The deal, 
which Publishers Weekly (1962) reported to be worth ‘tens of thousands 
of dollars’, also included teaser-style advertisements in the ten papers to 
be run three days before the supplement was issued, while the supplement 
itself featured an announcement regarding the upcoming edition which 
included a picture of its author as well as the book jacket. Newspaper 
delivery trucks also featured advertisements and radio and television10 
stations ran announcements of the upcoming issue. It was billed as ‘A 
complete issue devoted to a digest of a sure-fire best seller’. The serializa-
tion itself received media coverage and was credited with rendering the 
book’s risqué material acceptable, effectively normalizing its content. As 
Brown told the New York Post: ‘When I first came to New York to publi-
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cize my book, the book was considered taboo and there were certain tele-
vision shows I couldn’t appear on.’ After its serialization, she continued, 
‘it became apparent that the book was truthful and done with taste. Now 
I can make my appearance on any program I please’ (in New York Post, 
11 November 1962, p. 16). Following the edition, Geis also paid for a 
large advertisement, encouraging readers to follow up by purchasing the 
book, which the ad declared ‘the book that made publishing history’.11 All 
these promotional efforts serve to illustrate that ‘the selling of a book has 
happened long before it reaches the bookshop’ (Gardiner 2000, p. 66). 
And, of course, the author’s public persona is central to this process, and 
additional commodities related to the initial product represent a common 
means of extending the author’s visibility.

As van Krieken (2012, p. 54) argues, ‘The economic network around 
the celebrity is extensive, restricted only by the imagination of the celeb-
rity and their management.’ There were a number of lucrative spin-offs, 
including a record—‘Lessons in Love’—a cookbook, and a Hollywood 
movie; indicative of his role as a key cultural intermediary, Brown’s hus-
band, David, secured all these deals (Scanlon 2009a). As he wrote, ‘the 
book has become an industry in itself ’.12 He even investigated the pos-
sibility of a Monopoly- style board game (David Brown to James Shea, 17 
December 1963) and a musical based on the book (Lucy Kroll to Browns, 
4 January 1963), which they decided to shelve pending the Warner 
Brothers movie deal. Helping to raise the book’s public profile even fur-
ther, its film adaptation, starring Natalie Wood as the single sex expert ‘Dr 
Brown’ and Tony Curtis as the cad she reluctantly falls for, appeared in 
1964:13 ‘In selling the rights Brown had achieved what she wanted from 
the adaptation—an extension of brand Brown’ (Whelehan 2012, p. 6).

Such cross-platform initiatives make clear that ‘marketing and public 
relations plainly dominate in the pursuit and management of public atten-
tion for profit’ (Meyer and Gamson 1995, p. 184). While seeking ‘public 
attention for profit’ has been seen as antithetical to feminism, such atten-
tion ensured that feminism, or ideas broadly consistent with it, became 
accessible to a wide audience. In addition to targeted advance copies and 
advertisements in major newspapers and magazines, including the New 
York Sunday Times Book Review, Esquire, Cosmopolitan, Mademoiselle, 
Redbook, and the Los Angeles Sunday Examiner (Memo from Geis to sales 
group, 26 June 1962), the carefully orchestrated promotional strate-
gies around the book included an extensive book tour, spanning radio, 
 television, and newspaper interviews, as well as signings in  local book-
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stores, starting with Chicago on 18 May, and followed by New York from 
21 May, where Brown appeared on the Tonight Show, with similar tours 
in Los Angeles and San Francisco to follow in June.14 Brown featured on 
over thirty television and radio programmes in the year of the book’s pub-
lication (Scanlon 2009b, p. 1). Schedules contained in the Sophia Smith 
Collection reveal just how gruelling these promotional activities were,15 as 
well as how its author responded to them.

collaBoratIve FemInIst star-makers

On delicate sheets of pink paper, Brown’s typed letters to her publisher, 
Bernard Geis, and her marketing representative, Letty Cottin (Director of 
Promotion at Geis),16 exhibit a clear consciousness of the need to strat-
egize to ensure the book’s commercial success—and secure her own (and 
thus feminism’s) visibility. While scholars have previously drawn upon 
these letters, especially Scanlon, none have yet done so through the con-
ceptual lens supplied by celebrity studies and its critical emphasis upon the 
construction of public personhood. Throughout 1962 and 1963, Geis 
and Cottin regularly wrote to Brown, not simply to keep her informed 
about the myriad promotional initiatives but to seek her opinion on and 
response to their plans; letters are commonly dated just days apart, espe-
cially those between Cottin and Brown. Although the letters’ rhetorical 
strategies could themselves be subject to sustained analysis, what is most 
illuminating about them, for my purposes, is the level of collaboration 
around not just the book’s promotion but its author’s. Furthermore, 
they explicitly invoke the rhetoric of stardom and fame-building; that is, 
they were all clearly ‘agents in the reputation- making process’ (Templin 
1995, p. 12). Before the book’s publication Brown was to write to Geis: 
‘I know you are not in business to develop girl writer personalities …’  
(5 March 1962). However, this turned out to be very far from the truth; 
this was precisely Geis’s ‘business’, and his role in establishing Brown’s 
renown has been underscored by various commentators (Didion 1965; 
Scanlon 2009a; Whelehan 2012), but Cottin played an equally crucial part 
in this process.

Brown and Cottin’s letters have an exceptionally affectionate tone, 
often ending with ‘love’ and/or kisses, and intimate salutations, and com-
monly range between three and six pages. In addition to this clear sense 
of mutual affection is evidence of their commitment to a singular goal. As 
Cottin explicitly makes clear in a letter to Brown, ‘we have one common 
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objective: to make SEX AND THE SINGLE GIRL and Helen Gurley 
Brown the most famous eight words in America’ (8 November 1962). 
Indicative of just how active the author was in the promotional strategies 
around her book, a letter from Cottin to the author dated 14 March 1962 
commences: ‘Hark: The time has come to go to your cerebral file cabi-
net and pull out the folder containing your promotional thinking cap.’17 
Brown was not simply provided with a promotional plan which she was 
then expected to obediently follow. On the contrary, she was one of the 
key architects of the multi-pronged strategy that would help guarantee 
that the book’s controversial position was widely disseminated (Scanlon 
2009a). With a professional background in advertising, Brown herself 
recognized: ‘It’s such an exploitable subject’ (to Cottin, 26 March 1962 
original emphasis), and set out to ‘exploit’ it she certainly did. She regu-
larly sent Cottin lists of industry representatives and relevant personalities 
to whom copies of the book should be sent in the hope of endorsement 
or further advertising possibilities, as well as having copies of the book cir-
culated among secretaries at various agencies (Brown to Cottin, 10 April 
1962).

This correspondence also reveals an orchestrated attempt at censor-
ship: ‘A little bit of censorship in the right place won’t hurt’ (Cottin to 
Brown, 14 March 1962). As Scanlon remarks, ‘both Letty Cottin and 
Helen Gurley Brown proved relentless in their [promotional] efforts and 
conspired on another strategy to capitalize on the controversial sexiness 
of the book and its title: a book ban’ (2009a, p. 89). Though the US ban 
itself did not eventuate (it was later banned in the Republic of Ireland as 
well as Spain), these letters are indicative of the degree of careful planning 
and attempted (though in many respects always impossible) management 
of the book’s reception. Although they also often involved David Brown, 
the collaboration between Cottin and Brown arguably invokes the kinds 
of collectivist feminist practices that Cottin would later implement as co-
founding editor of Ms. magazine. Clearly committed to what would later 
become known as ‘consciousness-raising’, both Brown and Cottin (like 
all the women here) were well aware that they had to ‘generally play the 
system in order to get feminist messages to mass audiences of women’ 
(Scanlon 2009b, p. 12).

In response to the pre-publication American Weekly edition devoted 
solely to sections of her book, Brown writes to Cottin: ‘What a coup the 
American Weekly issue is! I guess we’ve just got a very promotable sub-
ject … Lots has been written about single women before but only in the 
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shuffle-them-under-the-rug sort of way’ (27 April 1962). Here Brown 
exhibits an awareness of the innovative narrative that she is seeking to sell, 
and it is clear that her attempt to refigure women’s singleness was in itself 
a feminist project. She also suggests that various agents be enlisted to pro-
mote the book, providing Cottin with a list of names she remarks: ‘Now, 
Letty, the next three people are all high-powered agents who, while they 
can’t exactly publicise the book are all capable of yapping about it quite a 
bit’ (27 April 1962). This public discourse, or ‘yapping’, about the book 
is central to keeping it quite literally in circulation (Foucault 1969; Mills 
1998), something of which Brown is acutely aware.

There is no doubt that the author was at the centre of this campaign, 
and, as is always the case with blockbuster feminists, author and narrator 
were persistently conflated. For example, Cottin suggests that newspapers 
like the New York Times should be approached about an article focusing 
on Brown, underscoring that her personal life narrative is central to the 
book’s commercial viability:

Seriously, you are that rara avis—an agency copywriter turned author 
who draws her literary material from her personel [sic] agency experience. 
Obviously the legions of single women working in the huge agencies as sec-
retaries, clerks, traffic department gal fridays, etc., will be fascinated with a 
book whose research virtually eminates [sic] from their real life experiences. 
(original emphasis, 14 March 1962)

Consistent with this emphasis on Brown herself, and the book’s testi-
monial aspects, promotional material sent out to booksellers included 
a photograph, a press release, a biographical portrait of the author, 
and a book blurb (see letter from Cottin to Brown, 30 March 1962). 
Such images, taken by professional photographers, work to conflate the 
identity of author and text, and serve to ‘literally circulate the author’ 
(Gardiner 2000, p. 260). Through the pre-packaging of the press release, 
‘publicists decrease the uncertainty of coverage content’, effectively 
offering ‘the celebrity in a standardized, controlled, packaged form’ 
(Gamson 1994, pp. 87, 93; see also Turner 2014, 2016b). These pro-
motional efforts, and the money that would have been invested in them,  
suggest that Geis was indeed committed to ensuring the book’s—and, 
more saliently here, its author’s—‘pre-publication visibility’ (Gardiner 
2000, p.  66). Although Genette (1997) effectively dismisses the pub-
lisher’s epitext, which includes the kind of promotional material outlined 
above, Gardiner argues that it is as central to the meanings given to a liter-
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ary work as other aspects of its paratext (2000, p. 274)–especially when, as 
in the case of Brown, it foregrounds the author.

The multi-pronged, author-centric, promotional campaign does 
appear to have been a success, especially given that the book came to 
be represented on a number of bestseller lists, including number one 
on the New York Times’ coveted list. Reporting on its appearance on 
such lists, Cottin astutely observes: ‘In much the same way that money 
breeds money, bestseller listings breed bestseller behavior so this should 
be self-nourishing’ (Brown, 25 July 1962). The appellation ‘bestseller’ 
signifies a form of value that undeniably works to inform future con-
sumer behaviour. Although the bestseller list and its methodology may 
be questionable, as Miller reminds us in her discussion of the New York 
Times list, it is important in terms of enhancing the book’s future com-
mercial success:

While the ability of the Times list to reflect accurately which books are the 
country’s top sellers is dubious, its ability to sell books is unquestionably 
tremendous … once a book makes the Times list, the achievement is trum-
peted in all further promotional material, the book is sought out by readers 
who habitually read best-sellers, and it is given special treatment by retail-
ers. In their print and broadcast advertisements, publishers make the best- 
selling status of a book its most notable feature. Indeed, if the promotional 
machine was not already on before a title made the list, it soon goes into 
full force in order to capitalize on the book’s apparent mass-market appeal. 
(2000, p. 294)

As Miller implies, the invocation of the Times bestseller status becomes 
an important part of the book’s paratext, acting as a marker of the work’s 
value as it does with all the blockbusters examined here. Along with 
Brown’s own extensive efforts (Scanlon 2009a), such success was clearly 
the result of the labour of the key cultural intermediaries I have been 
discussing.

Brown and these intermediaries were interested in ‘anything to spread 
the name and fame of HGB and Sex’ (to Geis, 8 December 1962). These 
letters make it clear that the process of cultivating renown was one they 
explicitly discussed, and indeed a goal that both author and publisher 
actively sought; one initiative that they discussed as potentially boosting 
both her profile and book sales was her syndication as a weekly colum-
nist (Geis to David Brown, 16 August 1962). Following negotiations 
by all these key actors, Brown’s ‘Woman Alone’ syndicated column 
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appeared in around 75 US newspapers between 1963 and 1965 (Hunt 
2012, p. 134; Scanlon 2009a).18 This extended her reach well beyond 
the readers of her book; and she herself noted that it gave her ‘sev-
eral million readers over whom I exert some influence’ (in Hunt 2012, 
p. 134). Indeed, like the other books examined here, Sex and the Single 
Girl ensured that her innovative, feminist refiguration of women’s sin-
gleness could be extended into other popular forms, including women’s 
magazines, whose implied readers were arguably the same as those of her 
blockbuster.

As Graeme Turner (2014, p. 156) contends, ‘When we conceptualise 
celebrity as something to be professionally managed, as well as discur-
sively deconstructed, we think about it differently.’ Likewise, when we 
conceptualize it as something to be actively performed (as well as ‘man-
aged’) by the individual who is celebrified, we are also able to think 
about it in new ways. The case of Brown complicates the argument, 
critiqued in Chap. 2 of this volume, that celebrity is externally done to 
a veridical individual who can be readily separated from the self being 
constructed via the discourses of celebrity.19 This conceptual shift, from 
the processes of celebrification being viewed as externally imposed and 
grudgingly endured by reluctant individuals to being seen as an inte-
gral part of their creative persona- building labour, is necessary if we are 
to reposition celebrity feminists as active agents. In Brown’s case, such 
labour did not go publicly unnoticed. As Joan Didion (1965) pondered, 
‘What is it like to be the little princess, the woman who has fulfilled the 
whispered promise of her own books and of all the advertisements, the 
girl to whom things happen? It is hard work.’ This observation is an 
important one in terms of celebrification, for rarely is such labour so 
publicly laid bare. It was also recognized by Geis himself, who attributed 
the book’s success, in part, to Brown’s own promotional labour: ‘We 
couldn’t be more tickled with the way the book is rolling, nor the way 
in which you are accelerating its happy progress!’ (Geis to Brown, 9 July 
1962, emphasis added). Her fame, too, and her role in her own success, 
was also the subject of media coverage; for example, eliding the role of 
those who co-produced ‘Brown’, in Life magazine she takes full respon-
sibility for the ‘fame, money, and success the book has brought. “It’s me, 
me, me! That’s what’s so heady about it”, she crows’ (Alexander 1963). 
These letters reveal, however, that celebrification also had its limitations 
for this blockbuster author.
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the toll oF celeBrIty

In her article in the Saturday Evening Post, which covers Brown’s Sex and 
the Office book tour, Didion offers a ‘day-in-the-life’ style narrative of 
Brown’s frenetic promotional activities and presciently remarks:

To talk to Helen Brown in the waning days of the 13-week promotional 
tour of the United States and England was to talk to a very tired woman 
indeed, a woman weary of flirting with disc jockeys, tired of parrying insults 
and charming interviewers and fighting for a five-minute spot here and a 
guest appearance there, exhausted by writing her syndicated column in 
 airports on typewriters borrowed from her press agents and by waking up in 
different time zones … (Didion 1965)

This idea that celebrity culture takes a large, not least physical and psy-
chological, toll, on those reliant upon it is one commonly invoked (Rojek 
2001; Moran 2000), including by blockbuster authors. As Gamson 
(2006, p. 718) argues, ‘Celebrities are manufactured as attention-getting 
bodies, a process complicated but not negated by the fact that celebri-
ties are human beings.’ The letters examined throughout this chapter, 
while of course acts of self-construction, provide unique insight into these 
complications.

Brown herself is also candid about the personal toll of celebrification. 
Discursively positioning herself as somewhat of a victim, she confesses to 
Geis: ‘when you are a new writer and are sent on a promotion trip it’s like 
winning a contest and the prize is a trip around the world! Then appar-
ently after you become/successful writer [sic] the aspects of promotion 
change subtly and it’s more like a duty than a glamour binge’ (10 October 
1962). Given that scant attention has been given to how celebrities have 
experienced and interpreted their fame, with the focus instead being on 
‘fans and celebrity watchers’ (Marwick 2013, p. 148), these letters offer 
significant insights into Brown’s perspective on the pressures, and draw-
backs, of celebrification. In this letter, although conceding the value of 
her promotional duties, she can be seen to push back against the demands 
being placed upon her by the publishers: ‘The more promotion we do the 
better it is for me of course—we’re all in this—however I vaguely resent 
that it is simply assumed a few more days will be fine’ (original emphasis). 
Although Brown here acknowledges the collaborative process of fame-
building, and its collective benefits, she is careful to position herself firmly 
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at the centre of this endeavour. She also explicitly, and strategically, draws 
attention to her own status as a valuable commodity to the publishing 
company: ‘I am something of a little star now! I make a lot of money for 
us’ (original emphasis). Brown recognizes, then, that as a celebrity she is a 
‘financial asset to those who stand to gain from [her] commercialisation’ 
(Turner 2014, p. 37). In this way, ‘the development of a celebrity’s public 
persona is … a serious business’ (Turner 2014, p. 37). Here she seeks to 
leverage this celebrity capital for some more agency in decisions about the 
length and scope of her book tours; she attempts to use her value to the 
publishing company to wrestle back some control over her own publicity 
schedule, and is successful in this endeavour.21

These letters also reveal that Brown does not experience any of the dis-
comfort with her own commodification that appeared to dog other femi-
nists; for the ‘Brown’ that emerges from these epistolary texts, there are 
no moral or ethical issues with monetizing her own particular version of 
women’s empowerment, and, unlike Greer, she does not frame publicity 
as a necessary evil. Indeed, it is an integral part of her putting her feminist 
philosophy into practice. Brown is acutely aware of, and indeed cele-
brates, her own marketability and profitability; as she unabashedly boasts 
to Didion (1965): ‘They can’t put me off by hinting I write to make 
money … I love money. And I’m promotable. Some people aren’t …’ The 
politics/commerce tension simply does not exist for Brown as it has for 
other feminists (Murray 2004), and she is aware of how central her own 
public persona is to her book’s commercial success—as well as herself as a 
viable commodity. As Turner (2014, p. 37) notes, the celebrity’s ‘personal 
objective is most likely to be the construction of a viable career through 
the astute distribution and regulation of their celebrity- commodity’. This 
is clearly something that Brown and those dependent on her marketability 
for their own commercial success (predominantly her publishers) factored 
in as they planned her myriad interventions into the market.

What these letters elucidate is the fundamentally collaborative nature 
of celebrity-making—as labour in which a number of actors, with varying 
degrees of literal and affective investment in Brown and her controver-
sial text, are engaged. In addition to her own efforts, Geis, Cottin, and 
her husband David22 were all committed to ensuring the book’s, and the 
author’s, cultural visibility across a number of media platforms—be it tele-
vision, women’s magazines, newspapers, or radio. Geis and his staff held 
the firm view that ‘marketing a book must, by necessity, be a multimedia 
event’ (Scanlon 2009a, p. 88). This mounts a challenge to the idea that 
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only in the present does the promotional apparatus surrounding bestsell-
ing books cross a myriad of media platforms.

These letters also suggest how securing discursive spaces in which Brown 
could speak, and thereby in which her critique of various assumptions 
underpinning normative femininity could circulate, such as syndicated 
columns, did not simply organically occur but was the product of active 
intervention by these key cultural intermediaries. That is, recognizing the 
celebrity as a co-creation, they make clear that ‘fame does not advance 
by accretion, but by design’ (Rojek 2011, p. 15)—something of which 
Brown (and her husband) appeared acutely aware. In terms of Brown her-
self, they function to destabilize dominant narratives around women’s lack 
of agency in celebrity networks. In particular, they work to fracture the 
assumption that women generally, and feminists specifically, only became 
actors in the construction of their ‘brands’ in the twenty-first century 
(where, although the emergence of new media has seen opportunities for 
self-branding expand, the persona management tactics remain the same as 
for earlier forms of stardom (Thomas 2014)). On the contrary, through 
archival material, this section has shown not just that  celebrification is 
processual, but that the labour of celebrity has been something in which 
women—including the blockbuster feminist author—have been produc-
tively implicated in over many decades, and with long-lasting effects. It has 
also revealed that discomfort about celebrification certainly did not haunt 
all feminists who were in the public spotlight. In the concluding section, 
underscoring Brown’s ongoing cultural reverberations, I build upon this 
analysis to briefly consider how Brown’s ‘single girl’ morphed into the 
‘Cosmo girl’, how the celebrity author transformed into the celebrity edi-
tor, as well as considering the implications of this move for popular (and 
indeed post-) feminism.

Brown’s Fame Post-Sex and the Single girl

It appears that Brown’s active attempts to ensure that she herself, and her 
consumer-friendly feminism, would continue to publicly circulate, were 
remarkably successful. Through various platforms, and initiatives outlined 
above, ‘Gurley Brown was a media entrepreneur’ (Landers 2010, p. 222); 
in much the same way as later celebrities, including Lena Dunham, ‘She 
and husband David wanted to create a long-term career for her that 
would outlast the temporary fame’ (Landers 2010, p. 222). Accordingly, 
in 1965, Brown assumed editorship of floundering women’s magazine, 

HELEN GURLEY BROWN: PROTOTYPICAL CELEBRITY FEMINISM, CULTURAL... 81



Cosmopolitan: ‘In the process of transforming Cosmopolitan from a failing 
title into a flourishing one, she also created millions of devotees known 
as Cosmo Girls’ (Hunt 2012, p. 130). With this new position, Brown’s 
media visibility was secured and she continued to appear on television as 
well in various news sites. That is, while Sex and the Single Girl was key to 
her initial stardom, she—like all the blockbuster authors examined here—
parlayed this attention capital into a different kind of publishing venture 
and her name value helped secure her the role.

To give a sense of the magazine’s consistency with Brown’s blockbuster, 
it has been said that Cosmo was effectively Sex and the Single Girl trans-
formed into magazine form (Hunt 2012). As Hunt notes, ‘Brown under-
stood her audience: those millions of women who had purchased Sex and 
the Single Girl, read her column, showed up for her book signings, and 
wrote her letters seeking advice’ (2012, p. 134). Profiles of her empha-
size that she modelled the behaviour she advocated for women. Brown 
was, therefore, seen to personally embody the ‘Cosmo girl’s’ key charac-
teristics, (Hunt 2012, p.  134), which themselves mirrored those of her 
blockbuster’s ‘Single Girl’: independent, resourceful, personally and pro-
fessionally successful, and—most of all—sexually agentic. As she observed, 
reinscribing the ‘mouseburger’ persona of her blockbuster, ‘I still identify 
with my girl—the one who’s doing it herself. The one who’s a little behind, 
lacking in education, beauty, wealth or great emotional security’ (in Hunt 
2012, p. 134). Although a detailed textual analysis of Cosmopolitan under 
Brown’s tenure is outside the scope of this book, it is important to note that 
the magazine was largely an extension of her blockbuster, which itself had 
helped create an audience with which Cosmopolitan’s feminist ‘message’ 
would resonate. As she served as editor-in-chief for 32 years, Brown’s often 
controversial feminism continued to shape the magazine, and its (and its 
star editor’s) role in translating women’s and sexual liberation for a large 
audience of women should not be underestimated. And while her ‘Gurley 
Girl’ feminism was not the form commonly associated with the women’s 
liberation movement, ‘Brown’s agenda continued to exist side by side with 
more radical forms of feminism, only to reemerge in full force, decades 
later, as something called the third wave’ (Scanlon 2009a, p.  111). As 
Scanlon suggests, Brown’s celebration of women’s sexuality, valorization of 
consumption, her apparent reconciliation of feminism and femininity, and 
the pleasures afforded by the latter, is reinscribed in much third wave writ-
ing (Henry 2004). Therefore, in the 1990s and 2000s, Brown’s feminism 
came to receive a renewed type of cultural legitimation, not least because of 
the way single women were being represented across various televisual sites.
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In 2003, Brown’s blockbuster and its sequel were republished, tap-
ping into a new generation of readers who had been exposed to her ideas 
through a different popular culture text: HBO’s Sex and the City (1998–
2004). Given the intensity of audience affective investment in that pro-
gramme, Brown’s fame received a significant boost, and she came to be 
refigured as the ultimate postfeminist heroine. As Genz (2010, p. 147) 
argues, ‘Brown’s core ideas—in particular, her belief in feminine/sexual 
power—are appealing to a late-twentieth-century female audience that cel-
ebrates the freedoms of single life and the material independence afforded 
by their jobs.’ The book’s paratext, especially its front cover, gives some 
insight here: ‘Before there was Sex and the City there was …’. The cover 
image, featuring a cartoon portrait of a woman consuming a cocktail (pre-
sumably a Cosmopolitan), also makes explicit this link to Sex and the City 
as well as chick lit novels, whose heroines are likewise indebted to Brown’s 
writing. The book’s inside jacket cover, too, continues to make this link, 
even including a quotation from Kim Cattrall (who played Samantha 
Jones, perhaps the Sex and the City character who appears most indebted 
to Brown’s sexually emancipatory philosophy) which explicitly ties Brown 
to the series’ four protagonists. The back-cover blurb, too, is notewor-
thy in terms of the assumptions it makes about the book, its author, and 
the salience of her arguments for a ‘postfeminist’ audience: ‘It’s been 
over 40  years since Helen Gurley Brown’s Sex and the Single Girl sent 
Shockwaves through American culture. How times have changed, or have 
they?’23

The 2003 edition, and its follow up, Sex and the Office, published by 
Barricade Books, also included a new introduction from Brown, explain-
ing why the book was thought suitable for republication at that particular 
juncture: ‘The book caused something of a commotion at the time of its 
original publication in 1962. Through the years women have come up to 
me in restaurants, at airports, on the street, to tell me the book changed 
their lives (for the better) so why not republish?’ (Brown 2003, p. xi). 
Blockbuster authors commonly make claims regarding their book’s trans-
formative effect on readers, as subsequent chapters on Friedan and Greer 
will also demonstrate. As Brown further notes, the book, however, was 
not subject to revision given that ‘many of the basics do hold up’ (2003, 
p. xi). Here, she underscores the ongoing cultural resonance of her ini-
tially quite provocative text, and the trope of her being ‘ahead of her time’ 
is regularly mobilized in media engagements with this figure—including 
post-mortem in the myriad obituaries following her death in 2012.
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Celebrity feminism, like any other form of renown, is necessarily exclu-
sionary—not least through the remembrance of certain figures as renowned 
feminist figures: ‘After death, only some figures achieve and sustain fame, 
and only some figures spark negotiation of their posthumous legacy’ (Jensen 
2005, p. xxi). That Brown’s death was so extensively covered, that her femi-
nism was largely celebrated therein, and that her feminist ‘legacy’ was revis-
ited, reveals much about the durability of her fame as well as the resonance 
of her blockbuster feminism. The majority of obituaries invoked Sex and the 
Single Girl as a ground-breaking popular feminist book. Overwhelmingly, 
while acknowledging that she has been a contentious figure for many femi-
nists, commemorative texts reposition Brown firmly within modern femi-
nism, with a number crediting her with inciting ‘a revolution in the daily 
lives of women’ (Stewart 2012; see also Abraham 2012), and another char-
acterizing her as ‘the essence of a feminist’, a pioneering figure who paved 
the feminist way for contemporary women (Childs 2012). However, her 
emphasis on the ‘politics of personal advancement’ (Fox 2012), as one obitu-
ary writer put it, meant that she has largely been seen in opposition to the 
collectivist politics of the second wave. For some, there is a sense that she was 
temporally misplaced; in this vein, that she and her feminism are more appro-
priate to the current, purportedly postfeminist context, is a common impli-
cation (Hughes 2012; Olen 2012; Wilson 2012). Rather than feminism’s 
symbolic death being reinscribed (Hawkesworth 2004; Reger 2012) in these 
popular narratives about a literal feminist death, these obituaries use Brown’s 
passing to offer compelling narratives about her contribution to understand-
ings of women as agentic, entrepreneurial subjects. She becomes, therefore, 
in these popular rewritings, the perfect feminist for neoliberal times (Taylor 
2016). Such texts further illustrate her, and her feminism’s, popular recu-
peration in the twenty-first century, as well as demonstrating that she remains 
important to public debate on the meanings around feminism—as all these 
blockbuster authors do.

conclusIon

As I have shown here, Brown—alongside key cultural intermediaries—was 
central in creating her celebrity sign, and with lasting effects. Rather than 
this simply being a gesture of self- promotion, it is important to remember 
that Brown concomitantly was promoting a particular feminist critique of 
the normative assumptions around femininity, arguing that women were 
entitled to freedom of sexual expression as well as independence through 
full participation in the public sphere. Both in her blockbuster and in 
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subsequent media performances, her own experiences were central to the 
authorization of this vision, and—like the other authors examined in this 
book— publicly Brown was largely positioned (and positioned herself) as 
an extension of her sassy narrator. Moreover, this chapter has demon-
strated that the feminist persona- construction and active self-branding said 
to be a unique feature of the current environment is something in which 
blockbuster authors have always been engaged, a point further developed 
in subsequent chapters on Friedan and Greer.

While Brown’s status as a representative feminist figure has been highly 
contested—or often completely elided—through her blockbuster and its 
affirmation of singleness as a viable way of being in the world for women, 
she was clearly a pioneering figure in bringing women’s attention to how 
stymied their lives might be otherwise. Her status as a key celebrity femi-
nist has been retrospectively attributed, both in scholarly and journalistic 
writing, and it has been in the contemporary, so- called postfeminist rep-
resentational environment that this rewriting has been most pronounced. 
Nevertheless, her celebrity feminism endures, while the subjectivity she 
endorsed for women, and herself embodied, informs many contemporary 
televisual representations, especially of single women. Brown, and the key 
tenets of her blockbuster, have been taken up and effectively repurposed 
for the ‘postfeminist’ era—thus further suggesting their ongoing cultural 
reverberations.

As Scanlon (2009a, p.  95) remarks, despite the differences in their 
publicly articulated philosophies, Friedan and Brown shared a central 
aim: ‘the desire to achieve not only fame but fortune as popular, even 
populist writers’. Such goals, as argued in Chap. 2, have been figured 
not only as unfeminist but unfeminine. That is, ‘fame’ and ‘fortune’ are 
coded as things neither feminists nor women more broadly should covet. 
Although these twin desires united them, Friedan appeared contemp-
tuous of Brown’s approach, reportedly dubbing her liberatory philoso-
phy ‘obscene and horrible’ (cited in Oulette 1999, p. 361). That said, 
the books overlap in their emphasis on ‘individual transformation over 
and above social transformation’ (Whelehan 2005, p. 31), and in their 
authors’ belief that they could ‘could assist women in their search for a 
more rewarding way of living a woman’s life’ (Scanlon 2009a, p. 95). 
In the next chapter, building upon the work in this chapter on agency 
and self-presentation, I examine the figure of Betty Friedan, whose The 
Feminine Mystique was published the year after Brown’s bestseller and 
has been seen as central to the history of American feminism in ways that 
(until quite recently) have eluded Brown.
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notes

 1. This material was found in Gloria Steinem’s archives, also part of 
the Sophia Smith Collection at Smith College. GS.SSC.102.13.

 2. Sex and the Office by no means replicated the success of Brown’s 
earlier work. As her husband noted in a letter to Geis, ‘Like the rest 
of us, she is depressed by the failure of SATO to become airborne. 
She will not be first or last author to have written a bestseller and 
come a cropper with a sequel, however worthy’ (15 November, 
1964, HGB-SSC.22).

 3. Coverage of Brown during this tour was extensive and largely sym-
pathetic; see HGB.SSC.21.4B. This may have been the result of 
her assessment of the British as having ‘a natural and uninhibited 
attitude which makes them the sexiest in the world’ (in The Sun, 20 
October 1964).

 4. All archival material and letters subsequently cited comes from 
Folder 19 of the Helen Gurley Brown archives in the Sophia Smith 
Collection, Smith College, unless otherwise stated.

 5. Though there is no scope to do so here, an exploration of these 
letters from readers would help to flesh out the kinds of affective 
investment that readers were making in this text—and indeed its 
author.

 6. Feminist response to the sexual revolution was, unsurprisingly, 
ambivalent (see Jeffreys 1985/1990).

 7. Hilary Radner (2010) has reconceptualized Brown’s impact on 
modern popular culture, through what she calls ‘neo-feminism’, 
see ‘Chap. 2: Neo-Feminism and the Rise of the Single Girl’.

 8. It was also serialized internationally, including in the UK (Women’s 
Sunday Mirror) and Australia (Women’s Weekly), as well as Japan 
and South Africa (Cottin to Brown, 19 December 1962).

 9. See letter from Cottin to Brown outlining the deal, 4 April 1962. 
HGB-SSC.22.

 10. Joan Didion met Helen Gurley Brown while she was on her pro-
motional tour for Sex and the Office (Nilsson 2012). In the Saturday 
Evening Post, Didion credits Brown’s myriad television appear-
ances with ensuring the book’s commercial success: ‘Through such 
talk shows [Girl Talk, Count Marco, Long John Nebel] she has sold 
almost two and a half million copies of two books’ (Didion 1965).

 11. HGB-SSC.21, SASG clippings, Publishers Weekly, May 1962.
 12. David Brown to James Shea, 17 December 1963, HGB-SSC. 

20.2B.
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 13. A revisioning of that film, Down with Love (2004, Peyton Reed), 
representing a further fictionalization of Brown, was released in 
2004. The film was replete with multiple intertextual allusions, 
including through the casting of Renée Zellweger, who had played 
the quintessential single girl in the form of Bridget Jones, in the 
lead role (see Taylor 2010).

 14. HGB-SSC.21, SASG clippings, Publishers Weekly, May 1962.
 15. See, in particular, HGB-SSC.20.2B, which contains these 

schedules.
 16. Cottin was to go on to help found the feminist magazine, Ms., with 

Gloria Steinem.
 17. HGB-SSC.10.10.
 18. For a more detailed analysis of these columns, see Scanlon (2009a, 

pp. 118–21).
 19. Brown was pro-active, and regularly sent press material and books 

to journalists and those who might be able to promote her. Such 
strategies are detailed in Brown to Cottin, 2 May 1962 and12 July 
1962. As she notes: ‘Helping in any way I can to promote the book 
is constantly on my mind…‘I’m making a speech to a bunch of 
college ladies and will of course bludgeon them to the bookstore’ 
(26 March 1962, to Cottin).

 20. The Sophia Smith Collection also contains complete tour sched-
ules, which substantiate this intensely paced tour.

 21. Following Brown’s letter regarding her schedule, Geis wrote to 
David Brown: ‘I feel pretty obtuse for not realizing until now that, 
along with her other wonderful qualities, Helen is also human. It 
is obvious that she has been overburdened to an unreasonable 
degree, and I’m afraid that BGA has been the chief offender. You 
are perfectly right to curb matters with a firm hand’ (12 October 
1962). Such a response (while directed at Brown’s husband as 
opposed to the author herself) reveals the characteristic level of 
respectful negotiation between the employees of Geis publishing 
and the Browns.

 22. Brown herself foregrounds her husband’s ongoing role in the man-
ufacture and maintenance of her fame and thus her commercial suc-
cess, as she notes: ‘It is he who hustles me off to all my promotional 
dates and keeps me making new ones over my dead body’ (Brown 
to Geis, 10 October 1962). See also Scanlon (2009a, p. 60).

 23. ‘Celetoid’, Carrie Bradshaw, the narrator of Sex and the City, has 
even been seen as ‘an updated Helen Gurley Brown’ (Scanlon 
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2009c, p. 145). In Chris Rojek’s (2001) framework, ‘celetoids’ 
include fictional characters who have been celebrified, effectively 
taking on a life of their own. As I argue in Single Women in Popular 
Culture (2012), figures like Carrie Bradshaw are continually 
invoked in news coverage about single women as if she were a ‘real’ 
person as opposed to a fictional character.
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CHAPTER 4

Betty Friedan: The ‘Mother’ of Feminism, 
Self-fashioning, and the Celebrity Mystique

IntroductIon

Betty Friedan’s popular text, The Feminine Mystique (1963), is often pub-
licly framed as the catalyst for the modern women’s movement, and such 
a trope is recurrent in all media engagements with this iconic feminist. 
As fellow blockbuster celebrity Germaine Greer observed, its publication 
marked ‘the beginning of the second feminist wave’ and, in the genera-
tionalism that mars popular accounts of feminism, Friedan is routinely, 
and problematically, figured as its ‘Mother’ (Henry 2004, p.  68). Her 
treatise on the malaise that was engulfing the ‘happy housewife heroines’ 
of the 1950s and 1960s, The Feminine Mystique (1963), brought to the 
fore what she dubbed ‘the problem with no name’. Friedan’s book came 
to circulate widely, not least because of its author’s marketing savvy and 
active interventions into the mediasphere at a time when other femi-
nists thought it better to eschew it (Bradley 2003, p.  5; Siegel 2007). 
Augmented by her position as founder of the National Organization for 
Women in 1966,1 Friedan remained a key public feminist figure through-
out her life, and indeed she continues to be newsworthy. Her celebrity 
endures post- mortem as the extensive media coverage of the 2013 fif-
tieth anniversary of her blockbuster attests; countless journalistic pieces 
on Friedan and her book’s ‘legacy’ appeared in Australia, the UK and 
the USA (Bastow 2013; McDonagh 2013; Warner 2013; Ziesler 2013).2 
Therefore, like the other authors in Part I, The Feminine Mystique and its 
author’s brand of feminism continue to culturally reverberate.



Fame, including in the case of blockbuster feminists, must be recog-
nized as ‘the by-product of historical circumstances, biographical rep-
resentations and media portraits’ (Weber 2012, p. 35). In this chapter, 
accordingly, following a brief consideration of The Feminine Mystique itself, 
I focus on three forms of representation and self-representation through 
which the figure of ‘Friedan’ has been constructed over fifty years: autho-
rial profiles and interviews; her own journalistic pieces; and her mem-
oir. The star is, as Christine Gledhill reminds us (drawing upon Richard 
Dyer), ‘an intertextual construct produced across a range of media and 
cultural practices’ (1991, p. xii), and attending to these different forms 
will allow me to map this often complicated process, especially as it relates 
to feminist politics. Women like Friedan, and the others examined in Part 
I of this book, moved feminism away from being just an abstraction. As 
Henderson remarks, ‘feminist “stars” or the movement’s “big names” are 
the legitimate modes of figuring feminism in the media, and hence come 
to act as metonyms for, and personifications of, the women’s movement’ 
(2008, p.  172). They are themselves, however, as I argue throughout, 
integral to this personification. As embodiments of feminism, these fig-
ures have shaped—and continue to shape—our emotional responses to 
the women’s movement, and to feminism more broadly (Hesford 2013), 
making an interrogation of the political and affective work they do vital 
to understanding how feminism comes to publicly circulate and resonate.

Of the three women examined in Part I, Friedan is the figure most 
clearly and regularly seen to be synonymous with feminism’s second 
wave, in the USA especially. She was positioned as a spokesperson for the 
women’s liberation movement in ways that Brown and Greer simply were 
not, and she continues to be invoked in mainstream media’s attempts to 
historicize and produce a cultural memory around modern feminism. As 
Hirsch and Smith (2002, p. 5) note, ‘Always mediated, cultural memory is 
the product of fragmentary personal and collective experiences articulated 
through technologies and media that shape even as they transmit mem-
ory’. In this vein, Betty Friedan, over many decades, worked to circulate a 
narrative that positioned her firmly at the centre of the modern American 
women’s movement; this origin story, which ensured that liberal feminism 
came to metonymically stand in for feminism as a whole, has been cen-
tral to her celebrity. As Katie King reminds us, ‘origin stories about the 
women’s movement are interested stories, all of them’ (1994, p. 214). 
They are told in specific ways, for particular personal and ideological pur-
poses, and it is always vital to ask who is doing the ‘telling’ and what is her 
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position (Friedman 1995)? Like Brown and Greer, Friedan’s blockbuster 
was merely the beginning of her ongoing life project to help shape public 
understandings of feminism, and she too produced a number of subse-
quent works of feminist non-fiction, including It Changed My Life (1976), 
The Second Stage (1981), The Fountain of Age (1993), Beyond Gender: The 
New Politics of Work and Family (1997), and Life So Far (2000). And as 
was the case with the other authors, although receiving pronounced media 
coverage on the back of its author’s existing celebrity, such publications 
failed to reverberate in the way The Feminine Mystique did.

Media desire for insights into Friedan’s life, as a celebrity  feminist, 
enabled her to further politicize the personal, weaving her own experiences 
into a critique of normative femininity and the gendered public/private 
divide. In interviews she routinely draws upon, or rather constructs, her 
own life narrative to shore up her authority to speak about these tensions, 
mobilizing what Lynne Pearce calls ‘authenticating anecdotes’ (2004); 
for example: ‘the life I lived enabled me to write The Feminine Mystique’ 
(in Lamb 1993, p. 134). Of course, through such comments she seeks 
to bring into being a certain ‘Friedan’ rather than simply representing an 
unmediated, ‘authentic’ self.3 That is, much labour, including by Friedan 
herself, went into constructing this narrative and into crafting a public 
persona that would resonate with her target audience. In this chapter, I 
am especially interested in these public acts of self-fashioning, and how 
they result in particular mediated forms of second wave feminism. Here 
I unpack the discursive processes via which Friedan worked to constitute 
herself as simultaneously an ‘exceptional woman’,4 who, in this case, was 
at the very epicentre of the modern American women’s movement, and 
an ‘ordinary’, discontented American housewife, mapping the centrality 
of these interlocking narratives in her celebrification. Before doing so, it is 
necessary to briefly engage with the text that apparently had such a power-
ful impact on its author and its millions of readers.

the Problem wIth no name: readIng The Feminine 
mysTique

Betty Friedan’s polemical work on ‘the problem with no name’, The 
Feminine Mystique (1963), was a key text—as she repeatedly tells audi-
ences—in the resurgence of American feminism in the 1960s. The book’s 
first edition reportedly sold 1.4 million copies, and remained on the New 
York Times bestseller list for nearly two years (Knight 1997). Despite 
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Friedan’s critique of women’s magazines and their role in the maintenance 
of the feminine mystique, in January and February 1963 McCall’s and 
Ladies Home Journal both published excerpts from the book. Serialization 
was key to the book’s success, as it was for Brown’s, enabling it to reach its 
preferred addressees: the unhappy housewives of America. In marketing 
the book, her publisher, Norton, sought to ensure its characterization as a 
transformative text: ‘The Feminine Mystique would appear to epitomise 
the  feminist “instrumental text”, being the first to be emblazoned with 
the epithet “This book changes lives”, a slogan that is virtually synony-
mous with second wave feminism’ (Dearey 2006). Extensive pre-publicity 
also pursued this angle, with memos from Norton’s sales department to 
booksellers revealing concerted attempts to position the book as a highly 
coveted bestseller.5 As with all blockbusters, meta-commentary around 
the controversy it sparked was pronounced: ‘Hardly had the book left the 
presses than the controversy raged. Cocktail parties turned into debating 
teams’ (Cook 1964). Her bestselling treatise made a significant impact on 
the American cultural imaginary, and indeed beyond, and was one of the 
first modern feminist ‘blockbusters’: ‘In the canon of post-war feminist 
works it sits somewhat isolated, and somewhat incongruously, midway 
between The Second Sex and the outpouring of texts and tracts later on’ 
(Bowlby 1987, p. 61). As one of only a few bestselling texts published in 
the early 1960s (including Sex and the Single Girl), The Feminine Mystique’s 
public impact was unrivalled, arguably until Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics 
and Greer’s The Female Eunuch in 1970.

As in de Beauvoir’s work, in Friedan’s analysis of women’s subjectiv-
ity in 1950s and 1960s suburban America, being ‘feminine’ was found 
to be a form of constraint that rendered many women deeply unhappy. 
The ‘problem’, as she emphasizes, was that assumptions about what con-
stituted ‘legitimate’ femininity were limiting the way it was possible for 
women to be in the world. She sought to emphasize that the problem lay 
not in individual women but in the feminine ideal that they were expected 
to embody. ‘The Feminine Mystique’ is the term she coined to describe 
women’s deep dissatisfaction with the prescriptive gender roles to which 
women in post-war America were expected to adhere. As she argues of the 
problem which she purports to name:

The problem lay buried, unspoken, for many years in the minds of American 
women. It was a strange stirring, a sense of dissatisfaction, a yearning that 
women suffered in the middle of the twentieth century in the United States. 
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Each suburban wife struggled with it alone. As she made the beds, shopped 
for groceries, matched slipcover material, ate peanut butter sandwiches with 
her children, chauffeured Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband 
at night—she was afraid to ask even of herself the silent question—‘Is this 
all?’ (1963/1992, p. 13)

Women had thoroughly internalized the mystique, and she sought to 
awaken them from their stupor: ‘The Feminine Mystique exposes the inter-
nal and psychological dilemmas of suburban housewives who are not 
realizing their full potential and suffer from an internalized sense of limita-
tion’ (Genz 2009, p. 43). For Friedan, however, women could transcend 
the ‘false consciousness’ that kept them hostage to the mystique, includ-
ing through changes to education policies and opportunities for greater 
workforce participation. In her blockbuster’s final sentence, Friedan con-
fidently pronounces, ‘the time is at hand when the voices of the feminine 
mystique can no longer drown out the inner voice that is driving women 
on to become complete’ (1963, p. 331). The discovery of this ‘voice’, 
she argues, would result in the complete emancipation of women. Given 
that Friedan believed that the ‘cause of women’s oppression was an inter-
nalised and self-limiting blockage’, a position she publicly reiterated well 
beyond her initial blockbuster (Siegel 2007, p. 78), little wonder Sheryl 
Sandberg’s later tract, placing the emphasis on the recalibration of indi-
vidual women, came to be so often compared to Friedan’s.

Interspersed with academic literature, including from within psychology 
and anthropology, and data collated from her interviewees, were Friedan’s 
own autobiographical vignettes, said to be the source of the book’s appeal 
to readers (and they are also central to her celebrification): ‘The personal 
asides in The Feminine Mystique conform to the conventions of the genre 
of sin and redemption: I was once like you but now I have seen the light—
and you can follow my example’ (Wolfe 1999). In this respect, it appears 
to do similar work to the ‘consciousness-raising’ novel (Hogeland 1998). 
Indeed, given the foregrounding of the narrator’s voice, some critics have 
even referred to it as a ‘work of collective and individual women’s life 
writing’, a form of ‘auto/biography’ rather than the social scientific study 
it at times sets itself up to be, productively shifting between the ‘I/we’ to 
secure readerly identification (Dearey 2006).

Although immensely popular with readers, The Feminine Mystique has 
not been without its critics. In and through allegations of an orchestrated 
conspiracy by the culture industries, as well as government to keep women 
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ideologically enslaved to the ‘mystique’, Friedan echoes Frankfurt School 
rhetoric, especially when it comes to the role of advertising agencies in 
the mystique’s maintenance (Knight 1997, p.  44). While this trope of 
conspiracy may have rendered the book problematic, Knight also sees it 
as central to subsequent American popular feminist non-fiction, including 
Susan Faludi’s Backlash and Naomi Wolf’s The Beauty Myth. Another key 
limitation of the book identified by various feminist critics is its discursive 
construction of the figure of the ‘housewife’ as that which must be tran-
scended for liberation to be achieved: ‘The awkward opposition between 
feminism and the housewife played out in a number of paradigmatic 
second wave texts [here they include Friedan and Greer’s blockbusters] 
which indicate that whatever else she might be, the feminist subject is not 
a house wife’ (Munford and Waters 2013, p. 73, original emphasis). In this 
respect, Friedan is seen to have played a central role in firmly positioning 
feminism in the popular imagination as ‘an anti-housewife phenomenon’ 
(Scanlon 2009a, p.  102; Lloyd and Johnson 1999; Hollows 2000). In 
the contemporary context, as Munford and Waters note, it is ironic that 
the ‘happy housewife’ has been recuperated and is central to what they 
dub the ‘postfeminist mystique’, in which the housewife has made a ‘spec-
tacular return’.6 Moreover, bell hooks, as Munford and Waters (2013, 
p.  75) note, critiqued Friedan’s text on the grounds that it privileges 
white, middle-class, heterosexual women, an elision that, she suggests, 
had an enduring effect on the tenor and direction of the women’s move-
ment itself.

Despite its rhetorical and political limitations, Friedan’s blockbuster 
clearly had an impact and early reviews were largely sympathetic. In fact, 
fellow celebrity feminist Helen Gurley Brown was one of the earliest 
reviewers, and she used Friedan’s book to effectively reiterate the position 
of her own blockbuster:

What I’ve gleaned from the book is that a woman who either by choice 
or circumstance has not enveloped herself in domesticity may have ‘unwit-
tingly’ worked out a better life for herself than her married friends! Whether 
I’ve got Mrs. Friedan’s message straight or not, I think you’ll enjoy ‘The 
Feminine Mystique’.7

Moreover, Friedan herself, in interviews, invoked the way the book was 
resonating with its targeted audience, American housewives: ‘Women 
are so delighted to know there is nothing wrong with them’ (in Cook 
1964; see also Coontz 2012). This positioning of Friedan as women’s 
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knowing saviour was to characterize much media coverage of the book; 
she allegedly spoke from experience and, for her readers, she was ‘just 
like us’, thereby providing the sense of ordinariness and intimacy upon 
which celebrity, and affective investment from fans, relies. The book, as 
Whelehan notes, featured ‘personal testimony’ to help support its argu-
ment, as its author ‘casts herself most definitely as one of those who left 
a promising future in higher education to start a family, and, as a mother 
of small children, now wonders if this is all there is’ (2005, p.  31). It 
was such ‘casting’ that arguably facilitated her lifelong celebrification as a 
feminist who changes lives.

‘everythIng I Know has come from my own 
exPerIence’: the celebrIfIcatIon of frIedan

Friedan8 is known for openly embracing celebrity, lacking any of the 
ambivalence publicly expressed by Greer and Steinem, something that 
was integral to her blockbuster’s success. Rather than seeing a tension 
between feminism and commercial success,9 Friedan, like Brown, was 
actively involved in the promotion of her blockbuster. In interviews it was 
common for her to draw attention to her agency in this process: ‘I knew 
the book was big but it had to be promoted’ (in Wilkes 1970, p.  31) 
and, given that third party industry professionals are always central to the 
maintenance of celebrity (Turner 2014), she reportedly ‘eventually brow-
beat10 Norton [her publisher] into paying a freelance publicist …’ who 
organized book tours11 and myriad television appearances. As Stephanie 
Coontz (2012) argues, though, this appears to be a calculated attempt to 
attribute the book’s success solely to Friedan’s promotional labour, and 
effectively attempts to write Norton’s publicity department out of the his-
tory of the book’s public career.12

Nonetheless, like all blockbuster authors,  Friedan’s image was clearly 
central to the book’s promotion; for example, as part of the publisher’s 
epitext,  one flyer featured a side-on portrait of the author, above which 
the following question was posed: ‘What kind of woman are you?’ Options 
included: ‘frantic cook, chauffeur, smothered mother’. The flyer reas-
sured readers that Friedan, through her blockbuster, could help provide 
the answer.13 In 1963, at the time of book’s initial publication, there was 
a newspaper strike in the USA, making television and radio outlets—and 
the author herself—even more crucial in the book’s promotion. Friedan’s 

BETTY FRIEDAN: THE ‘MOTHER’ OF FEMINISM, SELF-FASHIONING... 99



 central role in the success of the book is evidenced by figures from Publishers 
Weekly magazine in 1963, which noted that sales dramatically increased fol-
lowing Friedan’s ‘personal appearances on television and radio’ (cited in 
Murray 2004, p. 175). Here, then, there is a direct correlation between 
authorial public performances and the book’s commercial success.

With the establishment of the National Organization for Women in 
1966, as well as the ongoing reverberations of her blockbuster, Friedan 
secured her positioning within the American media as the women’s 
movement’s key representative, though not without contestation. As her 
homophobic comments about lesbian feminists as the ‘lavender menace’ 
indicate, she would come to be a controversial figure for other movement 
activists, enabling the media to reinscribe the melodramatic trope of a 
‘catfight’ between feminists, dramatizing the conflict upon which news 
discourse thrives (Douglas 1994). Throughout her public career, and 
especially during the second wave, Friedan positioned herself as speaking 
from and to the ‘mainstream’, a gesture that necessarily rendered her a 
problematic figure for those less interested in reformism than radical social 
upheaval (Siegel 2007). Coverage of her disagreements with other promi-
nent feminists, most notably Gloria Steinem, was pronounced through-
out the 1970s (Carmody 1972a, b). She was seen to be pro-men, whom 
she dubbed women’s ‘fellow victim’ (Wilkes 1970), and particularly pro- 
family, as well as being more pragmatic than her radical feminist sisters, 
facilitating interviews and articles in Life, The New York Times Magazine, 
Working Woman, Newsday, TV Guide, Family Circle, and Esquire.

Myriad television appearances (on Merv Griffith, Girl Talk, David 
Frost) were not only about selling books—and herself as commodity—
they were about selling her specific ‘brand’ of feminism. Similarly, draw-
ing upon the attention capital accumulated since The Feminine Mystique’s 
publication, and consistent with her desire to speak to women who were 
not yet convinced of feminism and its necessity (1976, p. 188), between 
1971 and 1974 Friedan wrote a regular column for McCall’s Magazine. 
‘Betty Friedan’s Notebook’ covered topics such as marriage and its rel-
evance, the impact of feminism on men, women and orgasms, and ‘female 
chauvinism’, all of which were written in the first person, and in a style 
reminiscent of her blockbuster. Functioning effectively as forms of life 
writing, further positioning her feminism as emerging from her own expe-
riences, the columns represented a vital form of self-representation for the 
blockbuster author, and markedly extended her reach.14
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craftIng a PublIc self: authorIal ProfIles, 
IntervIews, and lIfe wrItIng

For the remainder of this chapter my focus will be the narratives that 
Friedan, with the help of journalists as cultural intermediaries, would con-
struct about the book, its genesis, its feminism, and her positioning within 
the women’s movement. These include authorial profiles and interviews, 
confessional articles by Friedan, and her memoir, Life So Far. As through-
out this book, my focus will be on the self-representational strategies 
deployed by Friedan herself. If we deem star agency to be the regulation 
and circulation of a particular public persona, as Rebecca Williams argues 
(2007, p. 119), then it is clear that Friedan seeks to exercise such con-
trol. As Horowitz claims, in order to secure readerly identification Friedan 
effectively reinvents herself in both the drafting and promotion of her 
blockbuster, being very ‘careful about her autobiographical revelations 
and how she connected her past to her present’ (1998, p. 2).15 This rein-
vention continued as the book and its author embarked on their public 
careers.

As Stephanie Coontz similarly argues, ‘a number of myths about the 
origins and impact of The Feminine Mystique have been perpetuated over 
the years, including by Friedan herself ’ (2012, p. 107). As both Horowitz 
and Coontz make clear, the two key ‘myths’ that came to circulate were 
that Friedan’s feminism emerged from her own position as suburban wife 
and mother, as opposed to any political commitments, and that she was 
single-handedly responsible for the resurgence of feminist activism that 
came to be dubbed the second wave: ‘the myth that Betty Friedan did 
it alone, with a little help from Gloria Steinem’ (Kerber 2002, p.  94). 
Along with the idea that her feminist celebrification required great per-
sonal sacrifice, these are ‘myths’ that Friedan herself worked to substanti-
ate, especially in her journalistic and autobiographical writing. The other 
key narrative in which ‘Friedan’ becomes implicated relates to the book’s 
life-altering capacity. In this regard, the trope ‘it changed my life’, also the 
name of Friedan’s second work of non-fiction (1976), is one that both 
Friedan and journalists/interviewers invoke throughout her five-decades- 
long public career, and one that persists after death, resurfacing in virtually 
all of her obituaries. The creation and certainly the perpetuation of such 
personalized myths and core tropes are an important part of Friedan’s 
celebrification.
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ordInary/extraordInary femInIsm

Authorial profiles ‘can act as a platform for “staged celebrity” where 
celebrity is achieved through the projection and performance of the sub-
ject’s life in a biographical narrative’ (Lawrenson-Woods 2014, p.  15). 
Of course, forms of life writing by the celebrity herself also intervene in 
the process of ‘staging’ her own celebrity, and ensuring that such nar-
ratives are desirable in readerly terms (Rojek 2001). Authorial profiles, 
as well as these self-representations, can be seen as central to this pro-
cess, enabling a particular narrative, not just about Friedan but about the 
women’s movement, to come to the fore. However, texts such as inter-
views, reviews or author profiles need to be recognized within a broader 
economy of publicity and promotion (Moran 2000; Tomlinson 2005). 
Furthermore, authorial interviews and profiles necessarily work to inform 
how readers engage with that writer’s work, and cannot merely be concep-
tualized as ‘secondary’ to the literary text; readers often first encounter it/
its author through interviews or other forms of public performance, thus 
‘inaugurating a relationship rather different from that established subse-
quent to reading the author’s text’ (Tomlinson 2005, p. 122). As with all 
blockbuster authors, such public narratives would necessarily feed back 
into interpretations of Friedan’s text, and of the kind of feminism it was 
advocating. In addition to publicly performing her feminist identity, the 
blockbuster celebrity, through epitextual forms such as interviews, seeks 
to delimit both the meanings of her own text and of feminism in a wider 
sense (whether readers accept these meanings is another question).

Although of course interviews are shaped in certain ways by the inter-
viewer, who mediates the self-construction their subject seeks to offer, 
effectively co-creating ‘Friedan’, they can be used to supplement an analy-
sis of her own self-narration in other forms (Young 2004, p. 4), and it 
is indeed possible to identify some core strategies of self-representation 
and recurrent tropes across these diverse textual sites—especially that of 
the ordinary, extraordinary Friedan. In one of the earliest works on star-
dom, Dyer (1979) makes the claim that celebrity is marked by this para-
dox of ordinariness and extraordinariness. Friedan’s star text, like those 
of all celebrities if we are to follow Dyer, is produced out of these ten-
sions between the ordinary and the exceptional. Both these myths are 
encompassed in this quotation from an article on its thirtieth publica-
tion anniversary. In ‘Feminism Turns 30’, Nicholas Lemann’s (1992) GQ 
byline reads: ‘It’s now three decades since a certain housewife wrote The 
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Feminine Mystique, a book that simply changed the world.’ The perpet-
ual oscillation between these two positions is central to the establishment 
and maintenance of ‘Friedan’ as a renowned feminist speaker, and one in 
whom readers can affectively invest. Rather than the professional being 
displaced by a focus on the personal, as is argued to commonly be the case 
with celebrity (Turner 2014), in profiles and interviews there is an inter-
weaving of her professional and personal identities throughout.

Furthermore, the texts that I consider in this section can be seen as rep-
resentative of the celebrity confessional mode, wherein celebrities are often 
self-reflexive about the ‘business’ of fame as well as about their lives pre- 
celebrification: ‘Such a confession(s) can include reference to their humble 
beginnings; the troubles, hardships and corruption they have faced along 
their journey to fame; who they really are beneath their fame gown; and 
how alike they are to the people who [buy their books]’ (Redmond 2008, 
p. 110). The confessional is also a promotional technique used to further 
commodify and brand an individual (Redmond 2008, p. 110), which in 
the case of an autobiography becomes a literal commodity. While there 
are important factors distinguishing celebrity feminists from other forms, 
the centrality of ‘personal truths’ (Friedan 2000, p. 106; 130) to Friedan’s 
feminist writing means that her public persona regularly slips—or rather 
falls deliberately—into such a revelatory mode. Rather than being con-
cerned about media interest in her private identity, Friedan used the 
desire for details about her own history to help personalize her feminist 
politics, and thus to engage women audiences.

As I have noted, as for many other feminist writers, Friedan’s personal 
voice was central to much of her writing, and it was also central to the dis-
cursive construction of this ordinary/extraordinary Friedan. For example, 
in the introduction to her collection of articles, essays, and speeches, It 
Changed My Life, published in 1976, she reflects on her blockbuster’s 
genesis: ‘In a certain sense it was almost accidental—coincidental—that I 
wrote The Feminine Mystique, and in another sense my whole life had pre-
pared me to write that book; all the pieces of my own life came together 
for the first time in the writing of it’ (Friedan 1976, p. 6). Her she recruits 
her past to construct a narrative about the inevitability of her blockbuster 
and thus her fame. Similarly, she subsequently outlines her parents’ mar-
riage and the effect of growing up in an environment of palpable dis-
satisfaction, and how it informed the position she would later take in her 
book. She continues, mining her own life for evidence of the enslavement 
of women, ‘But above all, what brought me to consciousness was the 
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fact that—with all my high powered education and brilliant promise as a 
future psychologist or journalist—I too embraced and lived that feminine 
mystique’ (Friedan 1976, p. 6). However, this narrative about ‘an apo-
litical suburban housewife’ (Coontz 2012, p. 142) has not gone unques-
tioned, and has been recognized as a calculated self-presentational strategy 
deployed by Friedan to increase her blockbuster’s appeal. Nonetheless, 
as the next sections show, it was central to her establishing the author’s 
‘ordinariness’ while her exceptionality as the ‘mother’ of feminism was 
simultaneously underscored.

ProfIlIng the ‘mother’ of femInIsm

Throughout her public career, both Friedan and those at least partially 
responsible for her ongoing celebrification, such as journalists, have attrib-
uted the beginnings of the modern women’s movement to her. While 
such origin stories, as I will show, are problematic due to the artificial clo-
sure they seek to effect, and the teleological assumptions they make about 
the linearity of history, they feature heavily in media coverage of Friedan, 
as well as in her own writings. For example: ‘Friedan will stand in history 
as an initiator of the “second wave” of feminism and as one who has never 
wavered in fidelity to its larger vision’ (French 1983, p. 73).

It is not just journalists making such claims but Friedan herself, who 
is repeatedly quoted on her integral role in the development of second 
wave feminism. As she told one interviewer, ‘I have a continuing com-
mitment to the women’s movement—after all, I helped start it …’ (in 
Gottlieb 1983, p.  53). Given her persistent reliance on this trope, it 
is perhaps not surprising that in one interview she was dubbed ‘The 
Mother Superior of Women’s Lib’ (Wilkes 1970). Consistent with her 
figuration as modern feminism’s ‘Mother’, Friedan repeatedly asserted 
that she was responsible for the 1960s/1970s apparent ‘rebirth’ of the 
movement towards women’s liberation, a claim that journalists largely 
reinscribed without question. For example, in the New York Times, 
Deirdre Carmody (1972a) describes Friedan as having given ‘birth to 
the women’s liberation movement nine years earlier’. Even in 2000, a 
book review of her memoir declared: ‘She is truly the mother of us all’ 
(Steiner 2000), while this maternal trope was also common in obituaries 
(Woo 2006).

The deployment of generational tropes and familial metaphors has 
long been recognized as having been central in delimiting popular ways 
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of figuring feminist history (Siegel 1997; Henry 2004; Taylor 2008). 
This discursive positioning of Friedan has significant implications for 
the way feminism’s history can be told as well as how its future can be 
imagined. Such familial positioning and generational logic also ‘imports 
ideologies of property’ (Roof 1998, p.  72). In this instance, a claim 
to ownership is implicit in the idea that Friedan is responsible for the 
women’s movement, which works to buttress her authority to speak on 
its behalf. Problematically, as I have observed, such ‘proprietorial dis-
course situates feminism as a fixed body of knowledge and practices, 
rather than something which is perpetually in process’ (Taylor 2008, 
p. 198). Nonetheless, throughout her career, Friedan, especially through 
her blockbuster text, is said to have precipitated intense social, cultural, 
and political shifts across the USA. Positioning the book as a cultural 
flashpoint, she remarks: ‘The Feminine Mystique was the beginning of it 
all. It made people conscious of what millions of women were feeling … 
people still stop me in the street and tell me where they were when they 
read it’ (in Suplee 1983, p. 61; see also Sheff 1992). Here, she draws 
attention to readerly affective investments while also, in the self-reflexiv-
ity that is common for blockbuster authors, underscoring her own fame.

This trope of a life-changing book, and implicitly a life-changing author, 
was ubiquitous throughout Friedan’s public career (Tornabene 1971; 
Friedan 1976, 1983; Walton 1981; French 1983), and she strategically used 
the book’s resonance with readers to help secure her authority. Its repeated 
invocation effectively serves to write alternative histories of the women’s 
movement out of popular memory, and problematically celebrates one indi-
vidual over the collective. As Roberta Pearson notes, ‘some representations 
erase signs of contestation and temporarily halt history, establishing a set of 
unquestioned, frozen, and abstracted “facts”’ (2014, p. 192). This celebri-
fying narrative—that Friedan, via The Feminine Mystique, was solely respon-
sible for the women’s liberation movement—became a largely uncontested 
truth-claim, reanimated at various moments, including in commemorative 
texts like publication anniversaries and obituaries. On the book’s thirtieth 
anniversary one journalist remarked, ‘Modern feminism began with one 
person: Betty Friedan’ (Lemann 1992, p.  221). Similarly, in the myriad 
obituaries published in 2006, almost without exception Friedan was seen to 
have ‘sparked feminism’s second wave’ (Sweet 2006; see also Coultan 2006; 
Sullivan 2006); ‘single handedly revived the feminist movement’ (Jong in 
Goldstein  2006); and ‘helped to inaugurate what we call second wave femi-
nism’ (Butler in Goldstein 2006). In relation to feminism, such origin tales 
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are deeply problematic at the best of times (King 1994), but during grief 
their affective charge intensifies considerably. That Friedan’s post-mortem 
celebrity sign was consistent with the self she herself had attempted to craft 
over many decades, through various discursive forms, suggests that acts of 
self-presentation by celebrities are indeed central in the process of reputa-
tion building—even after death.

As in The Feminine Mystique itself, and in a further attempt to estab-
lish her ‘ordinariness’, in authorial profiles Friedan’s feminism is framed 
as being a response to her mother’s stymied life: ‘Like so many women, 
she wanted above all to avoid her mother’s misery, her mother’s life, and 
attempted to do this by renouncing her mother’s values’ (French 1983, 
pp. 64–5). In addition, overwhelmingly in interviews, as well as in her later 
memoir, her own experience of marriage is used as evidence of the mys-
tique she had catalogued. For example, deploying the authority of experi-
ence, Friedan herself renders a portrait of married life that firmly positions 
her as one of her implied readers: a miserable, suburban housewife:

Carl’s vision of a wife was one who stayed home and cooked and played with 
the children. And one who did not compete. I was not that wife … My trips 
into the real world to do the interviews and visit editors in New York was 
the difference between Betty Friedan in a mental institution or out. (Wilkes 
1970, p. 16)

Here, as is common, Friedan establishes her own sense of dissatisfaction, 
herself embodying the discontentment she had mapped in her bestseller, 
and thereby seeking to secure audience engagement. However, mediated 
as it is by language and memory, ‘experience’, including that recounted by 
Friedan, ‘is already an interpretation of the past and of our place in a cul-
turally and historically specific present’ (Smith and Watson 2010, p. 31). 
Nonetheless, as autobiographical acts, in these interviews Friedan posi-
tions herself as ‘a uniquely qualified authority’ (Smith and Watson 2010, 
p. 31), one who lives, and has lived, her feminism.

In many of these interviews, Friedan’s public success invariably results 
in personal failure but it also enables a sense of self-sacrifice on the part of 
Friedan, thus rendering her a sympathetic character in the public imaginary. 
The trope of the selfless feminist toiler is evident in many authorial profiles: 
‘She worked tirelessly, literally day and night: she lobbied, she organised, she 
raised funds. She drew hundreds of women from across the country into a 
ferment of activity’ (French 1983, p. 68). This narrative of commendable 
feminist self-sacrifice, which detaches her from the collectivist politics of 
the women’s movement, is also evident in the  following quotation: ‘I’ve 
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been at work trying to liberate every woman in this country, and I’m not 
yet liberated, I’ve not fulfilled myself’ (in Wilkes 1970, p. 21). The implica-
tion, here, of course, is that Friedan has exerted so much energy attempt-
ing to effect change in the lives of other women that she has neglected to 
focus on her own transformation; feminist stardom has come at a grave 
cost. This is the ‘complication’ that prevents her from living a fulfilled life. 
As Nunn and Biressi argue of celebrity interviews, in an effort to foster inti-
macy, ‘These quasi-therapeutic spaces often prompt celebrity performances 
which identify the complication or “dysfunction” immanent in the celebrity 
life story; that which prevents the individual from being successful, fulfilled, 
happy or intimate despite all appearances of a triumphant life’ (2010, p. 45). 
Accordingly, confessions and performed intimacy are central to sustaining 
renown, including in the case of this blockbuster celebrity feminist. But this 
characterization is also consistent with the narrative that she is at the heart of 
American feminism, once again obscuring the fact that her liberal feminism 
is just one among many different forms; it also demonstrates the inextrica-
bility of her professional and personal selves.

As Christine Geraghty argues, ‘women are particularly likely to be seen 
as celebrities whose working life is of less interest than their personal life’ 
(2000, p.  187). Literary celebrities, too, are often represented in ways 
that disconnect them from their work, rendering the media personality of 
more value than the text from which their renown derives (Turner 1996, 
p. 9). Blockbuster celebrity feminists, however, complicate this, I would 
argue, not only because their literary selves and their public selves are seen 
to be indistinguishable, but because insights into their private selves/lives 
are generally only invoked to help make sense of their literary texts and, 
concomitantly, their feminisms. In Friedan’s case, her personal life does 
not eclipse her professional one, but the former is granted an explanatory 
power in terms of the latter (Barthes 1967), and indeed the origins of her 
blockbuster are located in the remembrances offered in these interviews. 
For example, Friedan draws attention to her own inability to negotiate 
the competing demands of personal and professional identities, something 
with which women readers could presumably identify. In this way, she rep-
resents—as celebrities always do—a ‘significant nodal point of articulation 
between the social and the personal’ (Rojek 2001, p. 16). Of her rejection 
of a fellowship after her college boyfriend gave her an ultimatum, Friedan 
notes: ‘It was the kind of either-or-situation that is my constant burden in 
life; either I pursue my career or I sublimate my wishes to man’ (in Wilkes 
1970, p. 15). This is a tension that continues to play out, especially in the 
contemporary postfeminist discourse around ‘having it all’. Though it was 
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Brown (1982) who coined this fraught phrase, Friedan’s public narrative 
of self was clearly reliant upon it too.

Moreover, indicative of Friedan’s ongoing reverberations, the negotia-
tion of the tensions between the public/private spheres has come to stand 
for feminism in the twenty-first century, where debates about ‘opting out’ 
and ‘retreatism’ (Negra 2009; Vavrus 2007) are rehearsed in various sites 
of media culture, leading to claims about the failure of feminism as a polit-
ical project. Such discourses are firmly rooted not just in Friedan’s block-
buster but in the feminism she came to publicly embody as a celebrity. In 
the same interview, she confesses her desire for a fuller life, alongside a 
fear that she is not representative of her own feminist politics: ‘Right now, 
my biggest desire is to slow down, to stop being the prime example of the 
either-or kind of life I oppose, the career-love choice. I want both … No 
more either-or any more. I don’t want to go to bed alone until the revolu-
tion is over’ (in Wilkes 1970, p. 24). This was a personalized rendering 
of the kind of feminism she would go on to pursue even more vigorously, 
especially with the publication of The Second Stage (1981), where she 
moved away from her original position to argue that feminists needed to 
re-embrace the familial and the private sphere rather than subordinating it 
to the public in an effort to achieve gender equality. In it, she argued that 
the problem that needed ‘naming’ was now feminism itself: ‘We have to 
break through our own feminist mystique now and move into the second 
stage, no longer against men but with them’ (Friedan 1981).

Writing for the Chicago Tribune Magazine in the wake of its publica-
tion, Margaret Walton positions Friedan as having personally attempted 
to negotiate the competing demands of the public and private spheres—
and as having failed. Here, she asserts a dissonance between these two 
aspects of Friedan’s persona: ‘Betty Friedan became that new class of 
Superwomen. I can do it all! Write books, lead movements, and still raise 
children. That sort of thing. But even as the public persona was crusad-
ing in a strident, demagogic, slightly mad fashion, the private persona was 
having a rough time. Friedan’s marriage crumbled, she never cooked any-
more, and the new apartment was a mess’ (Walton 1981, p. 40; see also 
Tornabene 1971, p. 31). In this way, Friedan’s argument about women’s 
ability to ‘have it all’ is compromised by her own experiences, and thereby 
so is feminism as a project; if its leading proponent does not personally 
exemplify the liberation she advocates, how viable could it be? As publicity 
for The Second Stage, such interviews created a sense that the new phase 
of feminism being advocated by Friedan was a clear necessity. This inter-
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view, produced in the early 1980s, also needs to be read in light of the 
backlash against feminism catalogued by Faludi16 (1991), with the coding 
of Friedan as miserable, implicitly because of feminism, being consistent 
with narratives about scores of women left discontented by feminism’s 
unrealistic goals. Moreover, that feminism itself becomes equated with 
successfully negotiating the competing demands of the public/private 
spheres further suggests how different understandings of feminism were 
obscured by a focus on the liberal Friedan, and further demonstrates how 
she shaped (and continues to shape) public conversations around femi-
nism. In the next section, I engage with Friedan’s memoir insofar as it can 
be seen as an attempt to control her own celebrity sign and with it the 
meanings of modern feminism itself—a strategy she can be seen to put 
into place throughout her career, with varying degrees of success.

memoIr, femInIsm, and celebrIty self-fashIonIng

In 2000, six years before her death, Friedan published her autobiography. 
In line with the notion that she uses the memoir form to offer an ‘authen-
tic’, deeply personal account of the women’s movement, a review in Time 
magazine observes: ‘Friedan gives us the fullest, most candid account of 
her experience in the vortex of that revolution, and the toll it took on her 
personal life’ (Blackman 2000). For stars, it has been argued, ‘the autobio-
graphical narrative denounces all possible competing forms; its purpose is 
to answer the false stories circulated by the media’ (Amossy 1986, p. 679). 
In this case, Friedan seeks to rewrite the biographical narratives that were 
starting to gather some traction; she even explicitly suggests that the pur-
pose of her memoir was to ‘set the record straight’ (2000, p. 14). These 
claims to truth, however, cannot simply be taken for granted, and are 
complicated by the fact that the autobiographer is never an unconstrained 
actor but one who takes up a variety of available subject positions and in 
effect brings into being, as opposed to merely expresses, the self of which 
they write and whose ‘truth’ they purport to express (Smith and Watson 
2010). Given that writing deemed autobiographical is, in effect, ‘an inter-
subjective process’ between the narrator and her reader, any notion of a 
singular, stable ‘truth’ is in itself always impossible (Smith and Watson 
2010, p. 13). Nonetheless, in autobiographical genres, narrators do seek 
to persuade readers that their portrayal of events/people is authoritative 
(Smith and Watson 2010, p.  7), a notion that is often central to their 
marketing and to establishing them as viable commodities. For Couser 
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(2011), memoir is important not for what it is but for what it does. What, 
therefore, does Life So Far do, in terms of its author’s celebrity and in 
terms of the feminist public identity and history that it privileges?

The memoir is becoming an increasingly significant literary form for the 
celebrity, and it is common to position it as offering a kind of unfettered 
access not permitted by other media forms: ‘While celebrity interviews and 
reality media appearances can be edited and misappropriated, the auto-
biographical product is more controllable’ (Bell 2011, p. 207). This com-
ment, while not taking account of the active meaning-making of readers, 
emphasizes how celebrities are able to exercise more agency over some 
forms and genres than others, perhaps none more so than texts which are 
explicitly constituted as autobiographical. Such control, of course, either 
over one’s image or one’s text, is never entirely possible, given that there 
are always moments ‘when the semiotics of a given text break loose from 
both authorial intention and corporate handling’ (Wicke, in English and 
Frow 2006, p.  44). Notwithstanding the performative nature of auto-
biographical subjectivity (Cosslett 2000; Smith and Watson 2010), that 
the ‘I’ is produced as opposed to merely expressed in/through language, 
we can attribute some ‘situated agency’ (Moran 2000) to Friedan, who 
throughout deploys a recurrent set of tropes about her book, its impact, 
and the women’s movement, and her role in them all. Friedan uses this 
memoir to show that, far from simply being an ‘ascribed’ or ‘accidental’ 
celebrity (Rojek 2001), she is an achieved one, who laboured strenuously 
on behalf of feminism and, more broadly, women.

Autobiographical texts by figures of renown stage a ‘collision between 
private interiority and public exteriority’ (Glass 2004, p. 8); this, of course, 
is the tension constitutive of modern celebrity, as theorists like Dyer and 
others have outlined. In Life So Far, Friedan attempts to depict, initially, 
an ‘ordinary’ woman (housewife, mother) who did ‘extraordinary’ things. 
As shown in the previous section, this ordinary/extraordinary dialetic 
has long been seen to be at the heart of celebrity culture and our invest-
ment in it (Dyer 1979). Around the time Friedan’s memoir appeared, 
the desire for these types of narratives was becoming more pronounced, 
despite claims of a lamentable, pervasive ahistoricism. As Rita Felski notes, 
‘the current explosion of women’s texts exploring issues of memory, time, 
tradition, and change all seem at odds with the bland assertion that “we” 
live in a post-historical era’ (2000, p. 145). Feminist life writing came to 
be especially prominent in the 1990s, as anniversaries of particular events 
and the publication of key texts from the second wave came to be publicly 
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marked (Ion 1998; Henderson 2006; Taylor 2008). Such personalized 
versions of public histories, performing as they did a destabilization of 
public/private borders, worked both to contest the impartiality of histori-
cal narrative and to provide women readers with an empathetic voice that 
resonated with their own experience.

In the history of the women’s movement that she offers readers 
through her personalized narrative, Friedan is contributing to cultural 
memory around feminism, as she had done earlier through various media 
interventions. As Gillian Whitlock argues, in terms of memory produc-
tion, ‘autobiographic writings are among the most powerful forms’ (cited 
in Henderson 2006, p. 61). As someone who is authorized to speak on 
feminism’s behalf, including of its history, Friedan’s textual remembrances 
will be granted the status of ‘truth’ and be folded into public ways of 
historicizing feminism. Among popular attempts to construct feminist his-
tory, Catherine Orr’s questions are relevant to Friedan’s personal history 
as movement history position: ‘How is the second wave being histori-
cised? How is that history being circulated (or perhaps not circulated)? 
What are the functions to which this history is being put?’ (1997, p. 42). 
In the case of Friedan, such history was being put to use to help secure 
her positioning as iconic feminist and to circulate a narrative of irrevocable 
feminist progress (Hemmings 2011).

Life So Far is a linear text, tracing the beginnings of Friedan’s exception-
ality through to her more recent activism, including the much- publicized 
disputes with other feminists, and the development of her later publica-
tions. Initially, however, she provides a justification for the text that read-
ers are about to consume. The memoir’s first paragraph makes it clear that 
the author is seeking to intervene in how her life is being discursively con-
stituted; rather than allowing others to write her life, and thereby proffer 
a particular ‘Friedan’ with which she might disagree or whom she may fail 
to recognize, she asserts that she was motivated to offer her own autobio-
graphical narrative. She tells readers that, as a forward thinker, she was a 
reluctant life writer:

I never intended to write a memoir about my so-called life. First of all, a 
memoir usually signals the end of a person’s career or profession, and I’m 
still going strong. Second, I think looking backward is boring. I’d rather 
spend my time looking forward. But my hand was forced, really, when my 
family and friends and colleagues, past and present, told me a few years ago 
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that they were being contacted for interviews for books other people were 
writing about my life. Well, really. (Friedan 2000, p. 13, original emphasis)

Outraged that biographers would seek to render her life meaningful, here 
it is clear that she seeks to exert some control over her own life narra-
tive, and with it her broader public persona. Friedan here invokes criticism 
often levelled at celebrity: that construction of the self within the terms 
of its dominant discourses necessarily results in distortion and misrepre-
sentation of a ‘real’ self (Moran 2000; Rojek 2001). Noting that such 
‘unauthorized biographies’ were ‘false, mistaken, sensational and trivial-
izing’ (Friedan 2000, p. 14), she purports to offer unmediated access to 
the authentic ‘Friedan’, an assumption upon which both the celebrity and 
life writing industries thrive.

Much of the memoir rehearses incidents she already narrated in It 
Changed My Life: the genesis and reception of her blockbuster, includ-
ing its effects upon her marriage; the establishment of NOW; intramural 
feminist battles, where she of course is positioned as the moderate and 
‘reasonable’ feminist who was coming under attack from a radical fringe 
(‘I wanted the movement to speak to and for the mainstream’ [2000, 
p. 222]); and what she deemed to be other significant life events such as 
her meetings with Indira Ghandi and the Pope, and her attendance at the 
controversial International Women’s Conference in Mexico in 1975. Such 
‘exceptional woman’ narratives seek to place their authors at the centre of 
social movements like feminism, a problematic gesture given the women’s 
movement basis in collectivism (Henderson 2008). Most importantly, 
in terms of the autobiographical mode’s centrality in the celebrification 
process, the ‘Friedan’ who emerges from Life So Far, published in 2000, 
is one firmly at the centre not just of the American women’s liberation 
movement but who, with the publication of her blockbuster, is responsible 
for alleged revolutionary shifts in the gendered organization of social life:

I guess there was a rekindled interest toward the end of the millennium in 
the revolutionary book I wrote in the sixties—The Feminine Mystique—and 
the subsequent women’s movement I helped start that changed the face 
of women’s history. Over the countless years people have asked me ‘What 
made you do it?’ And I never could answer that question. Because I never 
set out to start a women’s revolution. I never planned it. It just happened, I 
would say, by some miracle of convergence of my life and history, serendip-
ity, one thing leading to another. (Friedan 2000, p. 13, original emphasis)
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Such claims regarding the role of her book in ‘chang[ing] women’s lives, 
chang[ing] history’ (2000, p.  106) and being responsible for ‘starting 
a revolution’ (2000, p.  135) and the women’s movement itself (2000, 
p. 163) are made repeatedly in Life So Far, as they are in other public 
textual sites.

Like writers of other forms of memoir, Friedan seeks to construct a 
specific past (and present) feminist self, and this idea of a subject to whom 
things just happened is invoked throughout her public commentary. Yet it 
sits uneasily against a competing assumption that she actively worked to 
bring second wave feminism into being. That is, although at times in the 
narrative Friedan attempts to discursively position herself as being caught 
up in historical forces, elsewhere in the text the authorial ‘I’ makes much 
greater claims to agency. For example, the title of Chap. 7 unambigu-
ously indicates that this will be an origin story foregrounding the author: 
‘Starting the Women’s Movement’ (2000, p. 164). Such a claim, and the 
responsibility it implies, makes clear that this will be an especially inter-
ested history, as memoirs necessarily are (Couser 2011). That is, ‘remem-
bering has a politics’ (Smith and Watson 2010, p. 24).

Despite her apparent disdain for the processes of celebrification above, 
she suggests that her renown enabled her to achieve feminist goals. 
Dubbing a small network of Washington bureaucrats the ‘underground’, 
she notes: ‘That “underground” of women maneuvered me into place all 
right, recognizing that I, famous for writing a controversial book about 
women, could do publicly what they could only do underground: orga-
nize a women’s movement’ (Friedan 2000, p. 165). Here, Friedan locates 
her celebrity capital, garnered through the publication of The Feminine 
Mystique, as crucial to the foundation of the women’s movement. Again, 
undermining the collectivist politics of second wave feminism, Friedan 
proffers a ‘spectacle of the individual as maker of historical change’ 
(Henderson 2008, p. 175). Moreover, like other celebrity authors, here, 
and indeed throughout her public career, she ‘deliberately enacts her own 
celebrity by exaggerating her impact’ (Hammill 2007, p. 2).

Friedan also suggests that the success of her blockbuster made clear 
that there was an audience, eagerly anticipating an organized women’s 
movement—something that she would dutifully and selflessly offer them: 
‘I knew there were women out there, waiting. Over three million copies of 
The Feminine Mystique had been sold and I was still getting all these letters 
telling me “it changed my life”’ (Friedan 2000, p. 179). Such women, she 
implies, simply needed an author like her to facilitate their feminist awak-
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ening. Although Friedan does appear to overplay such correspondence, 
reader letters, not just from women in the USA but a number from both 
urban and rural Australia, held in the Schlesinger Library at Radcliffe, 
confirm these assertions about the book’s transformative role.17 However, 
placing herself at the centre of social transformation, Friedan arguably 
overstates the gains of the second wave, and NOW especially, and also fails 
to take account of how not all women have benefited equally from the 
policy or legislative changes she maps, as well as how these changes are 
themselves contestable and revocable. Thereby she exhibits little sense of 
the necessity for ongoing feminist activism—hers is very much a tale of the 
past (Henderson 2008; Taylor 2009).

In asserting remarkable societal transformations, Friedan implies that 
she and her peers were indeed successful in ‘finishing’ the feminist project 
initiated by the suffragettes but that the mystique effectively dulled:

At the century’s end, understanding how the women’s movement trans-
formed our whole society, I see as then … that we were accepting the chal-
lenge history was giving us to take up that unfinished revolution for women’s 
equality that the suffragists had carried forward, but that had nearly sput-
tered out in those years of feminine mystique. (2000, p. 175)

It is clear here that, with Life So Far, Friedan tells a particular tale, for very 
specific ideological, personal, and affective purposes. However, as Dana 
Heller argues, ‘origin stories’ such as Friedan’s effectively work to obscure 
‘feminism’s historical lack of ideological coherence’ (1997, pp.  309–10) 
and also metonymically substitute this particular narrative of one celebrity 
feminist for the whole—itself a common strategy in popular feminist writ-
ing using a historiographical mode (Siegel 1997, p. 59), in which I would 
include Friedan’s memoir. Such narratives posit this one interested story 
as the story of the American women’s movement and in doing so not only 
foreclose the possibility of alternative modes of telling but also the possibil-
ity of conceptualizing feminist pasts themselves as ‘partial stories with no 
beginning and no end’ (Roof 1997, p. 68; Taylor 2009).

Throughout her memoir, Friedan mobilizes what Hemmings (2011) 
refers to as a ‘narrative of progress’, one of the dominant ways of figuring 
feminism in both popular and academic contexts. Feminist historians have 
long problematized such assumptions about irrevocable feminist progress, 
especially as they fail to take account of how tenuous such ‘gains’ can 
be. However, Friedan exhibits no sense of precarity: ‘what used to be 
the feminist agenda is now an everyday reality. The way women look at 
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themselves, the way other people look at women, is completely different, 
completely different than it was thirty years ago’ (2000, pp. 374–5, original 
emphasis). Here, she also fails to take account of the very specific subject 
to have benefited from the ‘major transformative force’ she identifies. Her 
account also reduces myriad feminisms to the liberal vision she pursued. 
In this ‘fantasy of retrospection’ (Kavka 2001, p. x), the heterogeneity 
of the American second wave is elided by what Kavka deems a ‘trick of 
memory’. In this regard, the narrativization of feminist’ pasts by ‘those 
who were there’ must always be seen to have been formed ‘through the 
blindnesses and forgetting that characterise memory’ (Kaplan 1997, p. 13; 
Taylor 2009). The other problem with memory is the kinds of remem-
brances that come to be privileged; ‘memory remains suspect and partial, 
with only the few, furthermore, given the opportunity to narrate their 
memories in published texts’ (Segal 2009, p. 121). Friedan’s ability— as 
a celebrity feminist, recurrently positioned and positioning herself as one 
of feminism’s key drivers—to authoritatively tell the tale of second wave 
feminist history has gone remarkably unchallenged in the mediasphere.

Friedan’s memoir, therefore, is not simply seeking to discursively con-
struct a particular personal history/identity, it is also an attempt to shape 
the history and public identity of the women’s movement and feminism 
more broadly. Celebrity and the legitimation of particular voices in rela-
tion to feminist history is part of a broader cultural ‘battle over femi-
nism’s place in popular memory’ (Heller 2002, p. 87; Henderson 2006). 
As well as functioning as an autobiography, Friedan’s book is also an 
especially interested history of a social movement. Of course, the big-
gest problem with history as narrativized by Friedan is its elisions: ‘This 
version of the origins of Second Wave history is not sufficient in telling 
the story of multiracial feminism’ (Thompson 2002, p. 338). Underlining 
the politics of how second wave feminist history has been constructed, 
feminist scholars have worked to contest the dominant idea that ‘women 
of color feminists emerged in reaction to (and therefore later than) white 
feminism’ (Thompson 2002, p. 338). However, Friedan’s narrative but-
tresses what Sandoval (2000) calls ‘hegemonic feminism’, one that seeks 
to privilege white feminism as the originary, and indeed only, manifesta-
tion of women’s activism during the second wave. The celebrification of 
women like Friedan is thereby central to this process of obscuring other 
ways of figuring the feminist past, and it serves to downplay the centrality 
of collectivist struggles in which diverse actors were engaged (Henderson 
2006, pp. 152–3). But rather than dismissing her memoir outright as the 
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product of a fading celebrity feminist seeking to reassert her relevance 
in a postfeminist context, Friedan’s ‘self-coding’ can be seen as ‘a strate-
gic use of celebrity: attempting to keep feminist memory alive, appealing, 
and comprehensible to a broad range of women in a context saturated by 
celebrity discourse and identities’ (Henderson 2008, p.  174). This is a 
more productive reading than is generally offered of the capacity of both 
celebrity and memoir to be enlisted for feminist purposes.

Of celebrity autobiographies, Amossy writes: ‘Instead of an image built 
by others, she is now a narrator capable of shaping herself and mastering 
the meaning of her own life’ (1986, p. 681). Characterized by this gesture 
of ‘reclamation’, the celebrity autobiography purports to provide access 
to the ‘real’ which is never, and can never, be fully granted; this is no less 
the case in the autobiographies of feminist blockbuster stars. However, 
all texts are made as part of a broader social process, and what readers do 
with these narratives cannot be known from a textual analysis. That said, 
through the recurrence of a number of key tropes about Friedan and the 
text responsible for her celebrification, there is a degree of consistency 
in her public persona and the feminism she embodies. Furthermore, the 
narrative Friedan constructed for herself continues to be reinscribed, even 
post-mortem (Taylor 2016).

conclusIon

As with the other blockbusters examined here, Friedan-as-celebrity became 
integral to The Feminine Mystique’s ongoing success and cultural visibility. 
As I have shown, through an analysis of various genres of representation 
and self-representation, her status as an iconic feminist relied heavily upon 
her own carefully crafted performances. As Tanya Serisier argues of con-
troversial radical feminist, Andrea Dworkin, ‘Her larger-than-life status 
was not simply imposed upon her, but one that she wrote for herself ’ 
(2013, p. 43). And although there is no guarantee with regard to how 
such self-inscription will be read, this makes it no less important. In cast-
ing herself as an ‘ordinary’ American woman, while at once underscoring 
how exceptional her book and her cultural reverberations were, Friedan 
positioned herself as the personification of the modern women’s move-
ment. Through these narratives, and Friedan’s ongoing media visibility, 
liberal feminism comes to be substituted for the whole of second wave 
feminist activism, a common slippage in popular histories of feminism, 
which ensures that discourses of equality come to displace more radical 

116 A. TAYLOR



attempts to undermine hetero- patriarchal social relations and associated 
gendered assumptions.

Friedan’s ‘legacy’ (itself a troublesome term) lies in what feminism is now 
allowed to be publicly—primarily an equality discourse, although celebrity 
feminists like Greer and Gay continue in their efforts to publicly reimagine 
feminism as a more radical project (see Chaps. 5 and 7 respectively). In terms 
of shaping popular understandings of feminism, Friedan’s influence is evident 
in ongoing public debates about the ‘double shift’, childcare and the need for 
altered domestic arrangements, and tensions between the still often conflicting 
subject positions of mother and worker—something that preoccupies Sheryl 
Sandberg in her 2013 blockbuster, Lean In, a text whose debt to Friedan’s 
is clear. That feminism is simply a project towards gender ‘equality’ has itself 
become a commonsensical assumption—not least because of the feminism 
embodied by blockbuster authors like Friedan. Moreover, in this chapter I 
have considered how the celebrity feminist is the figure through which the 
historicization of feminism is mediated and, in this instance, through which 
the possibility of feminism as an unfinished project is foreclosed. It has also 
mapped how Friedan herself sought to offer an origin story of the second 
wave, in which she was crucial. It seems, too, that this partial history is one 
firmly rooted in the popular imaginary. In the next chapter, I move on to 
another figure who likewise came, not unproblematically, to publicly per-
sonify feminism in the 1970s and beyond: Germaine Greer. As a feminist 
who renounces the search for ‘equality’ as inadequate, and who persistently 
underscores that the liberation of women remains incomplete, she ensures 
that a feminism that runs counter to Friedan’s narrative of progress continues 
to circulate. In particular, Greer has proven remarkable in terms of how she 
has adapted her celebrity feminism to accord with shifting environments and 
indeed media platforms, and it is to the strategies she has deployed to ensure 
this ongoing visibility that I now turn.

notes

 1. While Friedan’s role as a founding member of the National 
Organization for Women (NOW) certainly worked to augment her 
status as celebrity feminist, here, given my overall concern with the 
blockbuster, I will not be reflecting upon media coverage focusing 
on this role. Nonetheless, it is worth mentioning that, even in news 
media consideration of NOW, Friedan’s text is often used to but-
tress her authority as a feminist speaker.

BETTY FRIEDAN: THE ‘MOTHER’ OF FEMINISM, SELF-FASHIONING... 117

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37334-2_5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37334-2_7


 2. Even on what would have been her 95th birthday, there were cel-
ebrations of her contribution to the refiguration of modern gender 
relations (Brill 2016).

 3. As James Bennett (2011) argues of television personalities, 
although in their performances they are commonly seen to just ‘be 
themselves’, this is nonetheless a construction which should be 
interrogated as such.

 4. In her 2013 study of Andrea Dworkin, Tanya Serisier similarly focuses 
on how this radical feminist worked to craft her public persona.

 5. In particular, Norton’s Sales Manager, Eugene P. Healy, seems to 
play an especially active role in making the book visible prior to its 
official publication date. For example, he wrote to booksellers 
across the USA with excerpts to pique their interest, confidently 
proclaiming: ‘We believe the sales potential of THE FEMININE 
MYSTIQUE to be enormous.’ Another memo from the Norton 
Sales Department (also in Healy’s name), titled ‘Memorandum to 
Boston Booksellers’ (18 February 1963), underscores Friedan’s 
increasing celebrity capital, which he directly correlates with 
increased demand for the book:

Betty Friedan, author of THE FEMININE MYSTIQUE, will be inter-
viewed on WNAC-TV on Sunday afternoon, February 24th, at 3 o’clock. 
On Monday, the 25th, she will deliver a lecture for the Harvard Graduate 
School of Education. In preparation for these appearances, I strongly rec-
ommend that you give prominent display space to the stock you now have 
on hand and that you reorder now to make sure you do not run out of 
stock. (Betty Friedan Papers (Box 54, Folder 668), Schlesinger Library, 
Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University.)

A further undated memo from the Norton Sales Department, which 
presumably would have been circulated among booksellers, notes that 
the book ‘is one of the most controversial and intelligently discussed 
books we have ever published. Published on February 19th it is 
already in its 3rd printing.’ Offering a series of testimonials, the 
memo—once more signed Eugene P. Healy—concludes: ‘Mrs Friedan 
has appeared on a number of network TV and radio programs to talk 
about her book—and many more of these appearances are scheduled’ 
(Betty Friedan Papers (Box 54, Folder 669), Schlesinger Library, 
Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University). Such promotional material 
can be seen, in many ways, to be performative—working actively to 
bring The Feminine Mystique into being as a bestseller.
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  6. For an extensive analysis of postfeminist media culture’s ambiva-
lent relation to the housewife, as to feminism itself, see Munford 
and Water’s (2013, chapter 4): ‘Haunted Housewives and the 
Postfeminist Mystique’.

  7. It appeared in the California Examiner as ‘Girl on her Own: No 
Man? Maybe It’s a Blessing!’ (3 June 1963), as well in the Boston 
Evening Traveller (1 July 1963) (Betty Friedan Papers (Box 54, Folder 
669), Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University).

  8. The quote in the subheading is from Friedan (1976, p. 191).
  9. See Murray (2004) for a critique of how such anti- commercialism 

has operated in regard to feminist publishing in particular.
 10. Although Friedan suggests, in Life So Far, that ‘it was Carl who 

persuaded them to hire an outside publicist and send me on a pub-
licity tour’ (2000, p. 140).

 11. Friedan would argue that ‘author tours were relatively unknown at 
the time’ (2000, p. 141). Such a claim, however, is undermined by 
the example of Brown.

 12. Coontz (2012) argues that there is little evidence that the pub-
lisher did not heavily invest in promotional strategies around the 
book, and indeed my own archival research reveals extensive pre-
publicity initiatives on the part of Norton.

 13. ‘Temple Emanu-El Sisterhood flyer’, October 1963. (Betty Friedan 
Papers (MC 575, Box 2, Folder 79), Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe 
Institute, Harvard University), Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe 
Institute, Harvard University, accessed via https://schlesingerli-
brary.omeka.net/items/show/48.

 14. A number of the columns are reprinted in It Changed My Life 
(Friedan 1976).

 15. Horowitz argues that Friedan downplayed her leftist and union 
history in order to help craft a narrative of empathy with readers.

 16. In her chapter, ‘Betty Friedan: Revisionism as Marketing Tool’, 
Faludi sees Friedan as part of a wider coterie of feminist ‘recanters’ 
(in which she includes Greer and Susan Brownmiller), when from 
the mid-1980s a number of celebrity feminists, whose ‘moment 
under the camera lights’, she argues, ‘had long since passed, sought 
to reclaim centre stage’—predominantly through renouncing their 
earlier feminist positions (1991, p. 352).

 17. Friedan discusses these letters in ‘Angry Letters, Relieved Letters’, 
in It Changed My Life. Personal letters of gratitude include many 
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deeply confessional pieces. Myriad letters in the Betty Friedan 
papers held at the Schlesinger Archives, Radcliffe Institute for 
Advanced Studies at Harvard University, articulate the readers’ 
sense of indebtedness. They also routinely figure the book as artic-
ulating that which they have themselves long felt (Betty Friedan 
Papers (MC 668, Box 54, Folders 697–715), Schlesinger Library, 
Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University).
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CHAPTER 5

Germaine Greer: ‘The Star Feminism Had 
to Have’, Unruliness, and Adaptable 

Celebrity

IntroductIon

There is little doubt that Germaine Greer is one of the West’s most well- 
known feminists.1 To appropriate Chris Rojek’s phrase: ‘celebrity = impact on 
public consciousness’ (2001, p. 10), and, in terms of the circulation of femi-
nist discourse, Greer’s impact has been immense. The emergence of Greer’s 
celebrity can be traced to the publication of her first feminist blockbuster, 
The Female Eunuch, in 1970. As Ann McGrath remarks, ‘its massive public-
ity meant that everybody had heard of it’ (1999, p. 178) and, importantly 
for my purposes, its author. In this vein, a number of studies have illustrated 
Greer’s pivotal role in helping, through The Female Eunuch and her subse-
quent media performances, to shape how so-called ‘ordinary’ women have 
come to understand feminism (Skeggs 1997; McGrath 1999; Dux and Simic 
2008). In her Australian empirical study, Living Feminism, Chilla Bulbeck 
(1997, p. 137)  found that many women accessed feminism through an 
engagement with Greer-as-celebrity, even while not themselves consuming 
her blockbuster text. Although she is the only non-American studied here, 
much of Greer’s early celebrity emerged from her media engagements with 
USA texts and journalists, where she was discursively constructed in oppo-
sition to local, less ‘desirable’, feminists (Sheehan 2016). Most recently, in 
the UK especially, where she has predominantly lived since the 1970s, Greer 



has been remarkably successful at adapting her blockbuster celebrity femi-
nism for new audiences and new genres (especially those of a comic nature).2 
In this chapter, I argue that throughout her public career Greer has exem-
plified—and indeed continues to exemplify—Kathleen Rowe’s figuration of 
the ‘unruly woman’, across various media platforms. Moreover, despite pub-
licly expressing her ambivalence about celebrity, from the publication of The 
Female Eunuch to the present, Greer has herself put into practice a form of 
strategic media engagement to ensure feminism’s (and of course her own) 
visibility—to which this ‘unruly’ persona has been pivotal.

As Rowe emphasizes, drawing upon Mikhail Bakhtin’s work on the carni-
valesque, ‘The unruly woman points to new ways of thinking about visibility as 
power … through body and speech, the unruly woman violates the unspoken 
feminine sanction against “making a spectacle of herself”’ (1995, p. 11). The 
unruly woman embraces, and creates, such spaces for the performance of this 
spectacular self. Such unruly women, she continues, ‘help sanction political 
disobedience for men and women alike by making such disobedience think-
able’ (1995, p. 44). Throughout her public career, Greer has encouraged—
and herself performed—such disobedience, a disobedience for which she is 
routinely taken to task.3 Her celebrity, therefore, is part of her performance 
of a very specific mode of feminist politics in the mediasphere, of publicly 
embodying the kind of subjectivity she was advocating for all women—of not 
keeping quiet, of not being ‘polite’, of refusing to temper her unruly excess. 
In this way, Greer is a celebrity feminist both in terms of her blockbuster and 
her explicit interventions into feminist debates in the mediasphere, as well as 
in her own celebrity ‘performative practice’ (Marwick and boyd 2011), where 
she refuses to adhere to prescriptions around the ‘correct’ way of doing femi-
ninity (Butler 1990). Therefore, in addition to the feminism she espouses in 
her books, journalistic pieces, and interviews, through her celebrity persona 
she can be seen to offer ‘different ways for women to envision themselves 
and their positions, alternatives for their own performances of gender’ (Reed 
1997, p. 126). As Greer ages, her ‘unruliness’ becomes more visible, more 
potent, and more transgressive, as I will show here.

Given that Greer’s media visibility spans almost five decades, it is 
impossible here to provide a comprehensive account of her representa-
tions or self- presentations, or their role in shaping popular understandings 
of feminism.4 Accordingly, this chapter moves from a consideration of The 
Female Eunuch and its cultural reverberations, as well as Greer’s public 
self- reflexivity about her own celebrification, to her more recent attempts 
to adapt her feminist celebrity to forms other than polemic, focusing 
instead on her more recent television appearances, where this unruly sub-
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jectivity remains evident. While Lilburn et al. argue that ‘Greer’s celebrity 
advanced the objectives of the women’s liberation movement in the early 
1970s by making feminism an issue that had resonance in women’s every 
day lives’ (2000, p.  338), what are its effects now? And, indeed, what 
kinds of feminism does she now publicly embody and what kinds of femi-
nist political interventions does she seek to stage in an environment that is 
markedly different from when she first came to fame?

***

In addition to her initial blockbuster, Greer, a prolific writer, has pro-
duced several popular and academic works, including The Obstacle Race 
(1979), Sex and Destiny (1984), The Change (1991), Daddy, We Hardly 
Knew You (1993), Slip-shod Sybils: Recognition, Rejection and the Women 
Poets (1995), The Whole Woman (1999), The Boy (2003), Shakespeare’s Wife 
(2007), On Rage (2008), and, most recently, White Beech (2013).5 As these 
titles suggest, she has intervened in debates well beyond feminism or sexual 
politics. That said, it is her status as an iconic feminist that has endured 
across her entire writing career; her celebrity capital, that is, remains tied to 
her blockbuster feminism.6 Although she did eventually publish the ‘sequel’ 
to The Female Eunuch she said she would never write, The Whole Woman 
(1999), Greer herself ‘became far more note-worthy than any follow-up 
book could possibly have been’ (Dux 2010, p. 16). Even Greer’s archive, 
and the announcement in October 2013 that her alma mater, the University 
of Melbourne, would be purchasing her personal papers for AU$3 million, 
was the subject of extensive media coverage, including internationally (Dean 
2013; Gough 2013; Simons 2013). That the collection would include the 
original typescript of The Female Eunuch was singled out as especially news-
worthy.7 Moreover, in addition to her writing, she has regularly intervened 
in the mediasphere, often through proffering controversial opinions on 
ongoing political debates, ensuring her newsworthiness over many decades.

While Greer repeatedly expresses ambivalence about her celebrifica-
tion, her own performative practice clearly contradicts this position. 
Here I illustrate that Greer is clearly what Barker-Plummer would call 
a ‘pragmatic feminist media strategist’ (2010, p. 172), as indeed are all 
blockbuster authors. Throughout her public career, and consistent with 
the  blockbuster itself as a popular form, Greer can be seen to deploy 
celebrity  capital to ensure that her brand of feminism reached as wide 
an audience as possible. From the publication of The Female Eunuch and 
its associated promotional tours to appearances in comic television pro-
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grammes like Absolutely Fabulous, she has kept feminism itself in the media 
spotlight. Semiotically, Greer has become a visual signifier of feminism; 
that is, she has become, in a very real sense, the ‘public face of feminism’ 
(Sheridan et al. 2006). More broadly, and as with the other women exam-
ined in this work, a certain ‘Greer’ as well as a certain feminism, become 
visible in media engagements with her and her work. Greer, of course, is 
an active agent in the cultivation of this persona and this feminism.

Although Greer may have had a troubled relationship with radical femi-
nists, hers is not the palatable equality feminism embodied by other promi-
nent women associated with the second wave, such as Steinem or Friedan, and 
her feminist politics have remained in many ways consistent over the many 
decades of her public visibility. As she remarked at a public forum in 2015, 
‘I’m a liberation feminist, not an equality feminist. Equality is a profoundly 
conservative aim and it won’t achieve anything’ (in Denham 2015); this is 
the feminism of The Female Eunuch, one that Greer has espoused ever since. 
Now well into her seventies, Greer still publishes both journalistic pieces and 
non-fiction, and is highly active as a public speaker at various international 
festivals, as well as on news and current affairs programmes. However, as I 
will show, her more recent feminist interventions are staged predominantly 
through lifestyle and entertainment television, especially in Britain.8 Before 
delving deeper into the ways in which she has actively worked to adapt 
her celebrity over many decades, while retaining her very unruliness, it is 
necessary to consider the text responsible for her celebrification and upon 
which her ongoing ability to attract publicity relies.

‘thIs WIll Be a sensatIonal Book’: The Female 
eunuch and Its receptIon

In October 1970, as feminism’s second wave gathered momentum,  a 
young Australian academic living in London published a book that pur-
portedly functioned to alter the lives of many women, and especially that 
of its author. In soliciting a publisher, Greer assured them that it would be 
a success: ‘This will be a sensational book.’9 And she invested much energy 
in ensuring this would be so. When The Female Eunuch was published in 
America in 1971, McGraw-Hill expended USA $25,000 on various adver-
tising initiatives—an investment that paid off, with readers purchasing the 
book ‘at a peak rate of 89,000 copies per week’ and shoring up its status 
as a bestselling work of non-fiction (Murray 2004, p. 198). The Female 
Eunuch has apparently never been out of print and has been translated 
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into at least 12 languages (Viner 1998). Despite that, its author often 
publicly draws attention to its limitations: ‘If I feel any disappointment 
at all it is that The Female Eunuch is still in print. A tide of better books 
should have knocked it off its perch within a few months of its first appear-
ance’ (Greer 2010). However, the fact they did not reveals much about 
the book, its initial reception context, and its engaging author.

As a piece of feminist analysis, though less reliant on personal testimony 
than Brown’s or Friedan’s blockbusters (Pearce 2004), The Female Eunuch 
attends to the various ways in which gender is produced and reproduced, tak-
ing a largely social constructivist approach. Broken into five sections—Body, 
Soul, Love, Hate, and Revolution—it is a polemical text, contemptuous of 
the patriarchal economy that so vigorously positions women subordinately, 
as fundamentally lacking (as its title signals: ‘castrated’). She frames it this 
way: ‘This book represents only another contribution to a continuing dia-
logue between the wondering woman and the world. No questions have been 
answered but perhaps some have been in a more proper way than heretofore. 
If it is not ridiculed or reviled, it will have failed in its intention’ (1970/1993, 
p. 26). Greer’s blockbuster, then, was designed to be provocative, and, as with 
Brown’s, sexuality and Greer’s efforts to reclaim ‘cunt power’ were key to 
her feminism as well to her enormous popularity and resonance with women 
readers (Le Masurier 2016). As Carmen Winant (2015) recently noted of 
Greer’s position: ‘Divorced from their sexuality, women were not self-
empowered, but rather submissive, demeaned, and, in some cases, enslaved. 
Lacking agency of their own, they had come not only to be hated by men but 
by themselves.’ Here she invokes one of the book’s most well-known phrases: 
‘women have no idea how much men hate them’ (Greer 1970, p. 279). For 
Greer, this hatred, which women were themselves internalizing, needed to be 
rendered visible to be overcome.

Consistent with Friedan’s view of women simply needing to escape the 
‘prison’, both metaphorically in terms of their psyches and of the literal 
suburban home, Greer argued that ‘women must learn how to question 
the most basic assumptions about feminine normality in order to reopen 
the possibilities for development which have been successfully locked off 
by conditioning’ (1970, p. 17). Despite this apparent similarity to Friedan, 
Greer’s overall approach offered a more radical vision than Friedan’s lib-
eral framework allowed, advocating women’s withdrawal from capitalism, 
rather than their incorporation into it (Genz 2009, p. 42). She conjec-
tured, ‘if women are the true proletariat, the truly oppressed majority, the 
revolution can only be drawn nearer by their withdrawal of support from 
the capitalist system’ (1970, p. 25).
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As was common in second wave polemical writing, Greer sought, 
therefore, to make women readers aware of the complex engendering 
processes to which they were being subjected, as the first step to chal-
lenging them. She aimed to provide women with the tools to reconcep-
tualize themselves, while also professing a desire to not be proscriptive 
(1970, p. 24). Australian historian, Marilyn Lake (2016, p. 16), argues 
that Greer’s blockbuster was responsible for bringing a vocabulary around 
‘sex roles’, ‘stereotypes’, and ‘conditioning’ into public discourse, thereby 
substantially shaping the parameters of debate over feminism for many 
decades. Moreover, the extensive media coverage of the book ensured 
that Greer and her insights ‘got to many thousands of women who might 
otherwise never (or at least not as soon) have been confronted with these 
truths about their lives’ (Summers 1999, p. 293).

In this vein, copious letters from readers contained in the recently 
acquired archive at the University of Melbourne reveal just how much 
the book resonated with readers (Lake 2016) and helped bring them to 
feminist consciousness. Indeed, in these letters, like those received by 
Friedan, readers commonly express gratitude to Greer for articulating 
what they had been feeling and for textually validating their sense of 
profound dissatisfaction.10 Such letters are important, given that celeb-
rity relies upon affective investment from fans for its maintenance; in the 
case of Greer, as well as Friedan, readers characterize their blockbusters 
as fundamentally transformative. In fact, Greer regularly credits read-
ers with bringing the book, along with its author, into being; as she 
remarked in 2010 the book sold out on its first day of issue and ‘so began 
the long story of the making of a book by the women who wanted to 
read it’. Moreover, written viewer responses to Greer’s television appear-
ances following The Female Eunuch’s publication, including in America 
(Sheehan 2016), further illuminate how the various mediated spaces 
available to Greer ensured that her often caustic critique of the castrated 
woman reached a wide audience, and deeply shaped understandings of 
women’s liberation.

Greer and The Female eunuch In the MedIasphere

Media fascination with Greer has an extensive history, and she—like all 
the authors examined here—was central to her blockbuster’s marketing 
and commercial success. An advertisement commissioned by The Female 
Eunuch’s USA publisher, McGraw-Hill, extolled:
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Who is Germaine Greer? The most loveable creature to come out of Australia 
since the koala bear? A feminist leader who admittedly loves men? A bril-
liant writer, ‘extraordinarily entertaining’? Great Britain’s Woman of the 
Year? The author of a perceptive, outrageous, devastating book on women? 
Germaine is all of the above. (in Spongberg 1993, p. 409)

The centrality of Greer’s feminist persona to the book’s success is exempli-
fied by this quotation from the USA Newsweek: ‘it is likely that Germaine 
Greer will make “The Female Eunuch” a best seller in the U.S., just 
by being herself ’ (22 March 1971). Her fame was ‘meticulously con-
structed—with Greer’s avid participation—by the machinery of book pub-
licity’, such as these advertisements (Murray 2004, p. 179) and authorial 
profiles. Her blockbuster was dubbed ‘The Best Feminist Book So Far’ 
(Lehmann- Haupt 1971) and ‘a great pleasure to read’ (Kempton 1971) in 
the New York Times. Seen as ‘the epitome of the liberated woman’ (Murray 
2004, p. 198), she was reportedly charismatic, feisty, quick-witted, and, of 
course, opinionated, and on her local and international promotional tours 
for The Female Eunuch her news-value was assured. And while Greer is 
said to have had an uneasy relationship with movement activists, especially 
in the USA (Wallace 1997; Sheehan 2016), she was publicly labelled the 
‘high priestess of women’s liberation’ (in Spongberg 1993, p. 407).11

When The Female Eunuch was first published, in spite of her radical 
politics, Greer was an enormously popular figure. This is perhaps because, 
as Laura Miller (1999) notes, she was seen to be a ‘sexual liberationist 
first and a feminist second’. Her verve and magnetism is also said to have 
positively impacted popular characterizations of feminism. In the early 
phases of her feminist stardom, Greer was regularly photographed laugh-
ing, giving feminism ‘a subversive sexiness and joie de vivre it needed and 
appeared to lack’ (Showalter 2001, p. 286). However, for some, her cul-
tivation of an appealing celebrity persona mitigated her status as a socially 
disruptive figure: ‘Her pleasure and pursuit of celebrity further provided 
solace that her radicalism was not very dangerous’ (Bradley 2003, p. 138). 
The antithesis between celebrity and radical politics invoked by Bradley 
is common in criticisms that being implicated in celebrity culture would 
necessarily have a deleterious effect on feminism.

As the savage media treatment of celebrity lesbian feminists such as 
Kate Millett and, later, Andrea Dworkin suggests, it is difficult to down-
play the role of sexuality in the public authorization of some feminists 
over others. It is often presumed that Greer’s overt heterosexuality, as 
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well as her physical attractiveness, like Gloria Steinem’s, made her more 
palatable to both the media and the general public than other women’s 
liberationists (Taylor 1971; Toth 1971). As with other female celebrities, 
profiles of the author frequently draw attention to her physical appear-
ance; she is variously described as ‘restlessly attractive’ (Weinraub 1971), 
as having ‘the looks of a successful model’ (Hazelton 1971), ‘magneti-
cally attractive’ (Korengold 1971), and as ‘imposingly tall and attractive’ 
(Bonfante 1971). Greer’s heterosexual desirability—exemplified by the 
Life cover, ‘The Saucy Feminist Even Men Like’12—was repeatedly over-
played. Second wave feminists were wary of her on these grounds, a senti-
ment summed up by Spongberg (1993): ‘If she’s so great, how come so 
many pigs dig her?’ In the Life article, exaggerating her femininity, Greer 
is quoted: ‘I don’t go for that whole pants and battledress routine. It just 
puts men off’ (Bonfante 1971, p. 30).13 This in itself could be seen as a 
strategic gesture to ensure she was given voice. Conversely, the media 
treatment of Millett, and the fleeting celebrity she was granted, reminds 
us how integral overt heterosexuality has been to (prolonged) feminist vis-
ibility (Dreifus 1971; Gever 2003; Poirot 2004; Hesford 2013).14

Although in these earlier narratives she may have been constituted as 
the less threatening version of the more radical, and often caricatured, 
second waver, this did not work to contain her often controversial views, 
articulated in various forums and formats over the next few decades. As 
one journalist remarked, Greer is ‘radical about almost everything, but 
especially about women’ (Bonfante 1971). Despite Spongberg’s (1993, 
p. 417) conclusion that, through their representation of Greer, the media 
effectively ‘castrated’ her, the coverage may have worked to humanize and 
personalize her (Barrett-Meyering 2016)—but, I would argue, it did not 
neutralize her or mitigate her ‘unruliness’. Given that Greer was advocat-
ing revolution over reform, that she was given so much media space is 
in itself remarkable—let alone that much of it was supportive, or at least 
not dismissive, of her feminism. It also works to further complicate the 
 narrative of media hostility towards second wave feminists discussed in 
Chap. 2 of this volume.

As the above makes clear, Greer, unlike some other movement activ-
ists, strategically cultivated her relationship with the media industries 
(Spongberg 1993, p. 408; Le Masurier 2016). As Lilburn et al. argue, ‘she 
approached the media as a perfect arena to conduct feminist politics (as 
well as to advance her desire to be famous). Her strategy was impeccable’ 
(2000, p. 338). It is this strategy, and how it has been adapted over the 
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past decade or so in particular, that most interests me here. Prior to that 
analysis, it is valuable to draw upon Greer’s own explicit commentary on 
celebrity culture and how it could be deployed for feminist purposes. This 
self-reflexivity provides a way of interpreting her five-decades-long media 
engagement as a strategic form of political intervention; it also offers fur-
ther insight into her performative practice as an unruly feminist.

The Female eunuch and Greer’s paradoxIcal 
crItIque of celeBrIty

Throughout her public career, and as is common for feminist blockbuster 
authors, Greer has maintained that she is at worst deeply resentful, at best 
ambivalent, about her own celebrification. In this section, I will focus on 
the media coverage following the publication of her blockbuster in 1970 
and associated book tours over the following few years, largely from a 
sample of USA, UK, and Australian newspapers and magazines, as well 
as some television. In much of this coverage, Greer’s ambivalence about 
publicity comes to be foregrounded. In terms of how authors publicly 
make sense of their celebrification, Moran identifies a recurrent theme: 
that writers commonly invoke a ‘moralistic, disdainful attitude towards 
celebrity itself ’ in order to attempt to place some distance between them-
selves and the discourses of celebrity. However, as he notes, such a position 
actually works to highlight what these authors already know: ‘that they 
are not separate from but wholly implicated in their own fame’ (Moran 
2000, p. 79). The example of Greer is entirely consistent with this argu-
ment, as she commonly uses media interviews and her own newspaper 
and magazine articles to explicitly critique celebrity while yet conceding 
its strategic value, especially in making feminism widely accessible. Before 
examining some of Greer’s self-reflexive commentary on her celebrifica-
tion, it is  valuable to turn to her original blockbuster for insight into her 
position on feminism’s broader mediatization.

In The Female Eunuch, Greer complains that, when it comes to media 
coverage of the women’s liberation movement, ‘the same faces appear 
every time a feminist issue is discussed. Inevitably they are presented as the 
leaders of a movement that is essentially leaderless’ (1970, p. 16). Despite 
her at best tangential relationship to the women’s movement, in light of 
Greer’s own visibility such comments are nothing if not ironic. Later in 
The Female Eunuch, Greer also makes explicit her own position in relation 
to the mediatization of feminism.15 Arguing that women’s movements 
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around the world have ‘been very much a phenomenon of the media’ 
(1970, p. 346), she criticizes the dominant feminist approach regarding 
engagement with the mainstream media: ‘Women’s liberation has adopted 
a suspiciously uncooperative attitude to the press, a tactic which has in no 
way improved their public image or protected it from figuring so large in 
Sunday supplements and glossy magazines. In fact, no publicity is still bad 
publicity’ (1970, p. 348). Therefore, even prior to her own widespread 
celebrification, Greer exhibits a shrewd awareness of feminism’s reliance 
upon the media  (and the media’s reliance upon feminism). Rather than 
simply retreating from newspapers or magazines she endorses feminist 
incorporation into them: ‘It is hoped that more and more women decide 
to influence the media by writing for them, not being written about’ 
(1970, p. 348); this is something Greer herself, like Brown and Friedan, 
would do across her lifetime, with regular columns in The Observer, The 
Guardian, The Sunday Times, and The Spectator, as well as commissioned 
articles for Esquire and Harper’s Bazaar.16 Here, Greer endorses feminist 
self-representation as a tactical response to a media environment at times 
hostile to attempts to destabilize the patriarchal status quo.

As is common for celebrities of any ilk, Greer self-reflexively engaged 
with her positioning as a celebrity feminist in many interviews through-
out 1971–2. Through her appearance on the Australian current affairs 
programme, This Day Tonight (ABC, 22 March 1972), Greer articulated 
her own disdain for the celebrification on which she contradictorily came 
to rely; she was to do this at various times over the coming decades (and 
most recently in the ABC documentary series, Brilliant Creatures, where 
she again stated that she never wished to attain fame; Jacobson 2014). 
Greer suggests that it is only within Australia that she is reduced to a 
‘superstar’, accusing the local media of being preoccupied with intimate 
details of her life rather than her texts (an accusation, I would suggest, 
which is not entirely sustainable). On This Day Tonight, she laments: 
‘they’re [the Australian media] much more interested in my going to bed 
with someone or my having V.D. or my getting a divorce than they are 
about the actual issues which I’m here to promote’. Here, she invokes an 
understanding of celebrity as representative of the displacement of interest 
from an individual’s work or public activity to their private life (Turner 
2014), a shift she bemoans throughout this interview (and indeed in many 
others). Greer is also seen to mobilize the kind of critique of celebrity 
that has been common from within feminism. What is most remarkable 
about these comments, and her contemptuous disavowal of the networks 
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of celebrity, is that they are completely at odds with her own cultivation 
of a celebrity persona over the subsequent decades. As Lilburn et al. have 
mapped, these critiques of fame appeared throughout Australian press 
coverage of her book tour. For example, in Adelaide’s Advertiser (1972), 
Greer is quoted as saying ‘Fame is a dead bore’ and ‘fame is a terrible drag’ 
(cited in Lilburn et al. 2000, p. 336).17

Throughout such interviews Greer seeks to author herself as the reluc-
tant, yet strategic, celebrity feminist. In doing so, she seeks to shore up her 
status as feminist du jour while simultaneously assuaging the fears of those 
who may disparage her celebrification as something entirely inconsistent 
with feminism. She herself had been publicly subjected to such critiques, 
most notably in Claudia Dreifus’s piece in The Nation, ‘The Selling of 
Feminism’ (1971), which denounced her for succumbing to the com-
modification of her own image (see Sheehan 2016). In these interviews, 
Greer can be seen to anticipate, and in the same gesture neutralize, criti-
cisms that feminism and self-promotion were antithetical. Moran sees such 
self-reflectivity as ‘a necessary working through of the problems of being 
a public author’ (2000, p. 70). As he suggests:

Celebrity seems to enforce self-reflexiveness: for those authors who experi-
ence it, it becomes a constant preoccupation—they talk and write about it 
constantly, in both fictional and non-fictional forms, usually describing fame 
as a negative influence pervading their whole life and work. (Moran 2000, 
p. 10; see also Rojek 2001; Hammill 2007; York 2013)

Fundamentally ambivalent about celebrification, authors often identify a 
disconnect between their media representation and their veridical selves 
(Rojek 2001). As a response, Moran notes, some have removed  themselves 
from the spotlight entirely. While this is certainly not the case with Greer, 
she eventually did withdraw from print media interviews, citing ‘misrep-
resentation’ as grounds for such a retreat, thus suggesting a deliberate 
attempt to intervene in how she was being publicly constructed.18

It was not just the Australian book tour that generated extensive meta- 
commentary in the press around the authorization of Greer over other 
feminist voices. As Linda Scott (2000, p. 25) remarks, ‘Germaine Greer’s 
1971 American tour was a full-blown marketing event in the tradition of 
P. T. Barnum.’ In press coverage of the tour, one of the key tropes was 
Greer’s reticence about promotional activities; so persistent was this narra-
tive that must we must assume it was a calculated approach by the author. 
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For example, Greer told Sally Quinn (19 May 1971), of the Washington 
Post: ‘I’m a complete media freak … And the only reason I ever submit-
ted to the commercialization of Germaine Greer is to help women in the 
home, to raise the self-image of women, to spread the movement on the 
widest possible base.’19 Here, as in other discursive sites, Greer character-
izes herself as effectively having gallantly sacrificed herself to ‘commer-
cialization’ in an attempt to facilitate the proliferation of feminist ideas to 
the broadest audience possible. Similarly, in comments that were echoed 
throughout the tour, in the New York Post (10 April 1971) she remarks:

As far as I’m concerned, I only go through all these flaming hoops because 
somewhere out there—beyond the TV cameras and the bright lights and the 
interviewer’s head—there’s a woman encased in all those shells and you have 
to make a big noise to be heard. (in Dudar 1971; see also Goldstein 1971; 
Hamilton 1971; Pruden 1971; Stein 1971; Zito 1971)20

Like Friedan, Greer here is positioning herself as willingly sacrificing her 
anonymity to the feminist cause, exposing herself to invasive media atten-
tion, and undertaking extensive promotional labour, to ensure her feminist 
arguments gather the most momentum (Le Masurier 2016). Moreover, 
the idea of ‘making a big noise’ in order to help raise the consciousness of 
women aligns with the ‘unruliness’ that I argue has marked her extended 
public career, and further illustrates that such disruptiveness is vital to 
and constitutive of her feminist politics. The above comments provide 
an insight into Greer’s strategy for ensuring that she, and her feminism, 
have remained in the limelight for over five decades. In her myriad pub-
lic reflections on, and political justifications of, her own fame, Greer also 
exhibits an awareness of the gendered judgements that have long been 
made of women who are seen to be active agents in their own celebrifica-
tion; judgements that have only intensified as she has aged.

courtInG controversy; or the fear of an aGeInG 
WoMan refusInG to keep quIet?

In the twenty-first century, Greer’s celebrity capital remains undiminished. 
Her public voice continues to be, in many ways, a highly controversial 
one. Her 2003 book, The Boy, an artistic appreciation of the teenage male 
form, saw panicked charges of a kind of paedophilia levelled at her. She 
made provocative comments following the death of Steve Irwin,21 as well 
in essays like ‘White Fella Jump Up’ (2003) and the mini-polemic about 
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violence against women in Australia’s Indigenous community, On Rage 
(2008). Most recently, she has been taken to task over what are perceived 
to be her transphobic views.22 In the mediasphere, her status as an autho-
rized speaker on feminism, based on the success and cultural prevalence of 
her initial blockbuster, remains largely uncontested—even if her arguments 
may at times be. That is, the capital she has accrued over many decades 
facilitates an access to the mediasphere enjoyed by few other feminists.

It is impossible to offer an analysis of Greer’s public persona without 
attending to deeply gendered claims that she simply courts controversy 
as a means of maintaining visibility. In the following quotation from The 
Guardian, Greer’s fame and her feminism are clearly seen to be anti-
thetical, her celebrification thought to compromise her feminist ‘legacy’ 
(which itself is neither uncontentious nor uncomplicated). Nonetheless, 
this journalist ultimately concedes that her very presence concomitantly 
ensures the continued visibility of feminism:

She has penned articles for The Sun in favour of Page 3, written a book cele-
brating the objectification of boys, attacked transsexuals and joined Celebrity 
Big Brother. Is it any wonder that some feminists fear Greer, now 72, is 
trampling on her own legacy because of a desire for publicity? Yet … the 
controversy she stirs means that ‘she’s the only feminist most people have 
ever heard of’. (Khaleeli 2011)

Similarly, in The Australian, conservative commentator Janet Albrechtson 
(2010) accuses Greer of being ‘more interested in fame than revolution’, 
invoking the ostensible ‘inauthenticity’ of her public persona: ‘when the 
lights are turned on, the cameras focused and the audience awaits, Greer 
turns on the charm. With a voice made for the stage and a sharp wit, tele-
vision producers and arts organisers love her. Behind the scenes, Greer is a 
series of grunts and grumbles.’ However, such criticism dismisses outright 
Greer’s active—and often highly successful—attempts to keep not only 
herself but feminism on the public radar over many decades.

Male academics and public commentators have also felt the need to 
denounce Greer’s agency in the maintenance of her celebrity sign as 
somehow distasteful. For example, in an article on her auto/biography, 
Daddy, We Hardly Knew You, she is criticized for her ‘attention-grabbing’, 
accused of engaging in a ‘self-publicizing enterprise’ (Porter 2007, p. 15). 
Likewise, comparing her to his ‘demented grandmother’, Australian play-
wright Louis Nowra suggests that ‘she will say and do anything to get 
noticed, even if this means whingeing and moaning her way through 
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shows such as Grumpy Old Women’ (2010, p.  46). However, such an 
assertion, patronizing and contemptuous of Greer’s contemporary media 
performances,  serves to simplify what are very complicated relations 
between feminism, media, publicity and branding. Moreover, criticisms 
like these are deeply gendered and reveal anxieties about the presence 
of a visibly ageing woman who refuses simply to fade away and instead 
continues to speak publicly on all manner of subjects. Lorraine York’s 
comments regarding Margaret Atwood’s embodied celebrity are apposite 
to Greer and how her celebrity has been publicly figured: ‘[Greer] … at 
numerous points in her career, has been punished by the media, by liter-
ary reviewers and readers, for not adhering to this image of the modestly 
accomplished domestic woman—for inhabiting her celebrity, for the most 
part, unapologetically’ (2007, p. 167). This ‘unapologetic’ embodiment 
of celebrity is problematic for speakers gendered feminine, as York makes 
clear, especially as they age.

The very fact that an ageing Greer continues to be so visible has been 
the source of much discomfort, from online hate speech on social media 
forms like Facebook (‘Germaine Greer is a Bitter Old Hag’) to Nowra’s 
Monthly piece. As Dux remarks:

Part of the uncomfortable legacy of The Female Eunuch is that its author 
has not only grown old but has refused to go away, keep quiet or even to 
mellow. She and her book have become icons, and yet Greer the woman has 
declined suspension in the aspic of collective memory. (2010, p. 11)

Her more recent framing by critics in the media reveals much about 
discourses around ageing, and especially ageing female bodies. As 
Jermyn and Holmes (2015, p. 17) note, while ageing women may be 
more publicly visible than ever before, it remains the case, as Susan Sontag 
argued, that ‘Men are “allowed” to age, without penalty, in several ways 
that women are not.’ But although ‘the female body [is] pored over for 
signs of “abject” ageing as well as evidence of cosmetic surgery’, a preoc-
cupation which the blockbuster celebrity feminist, and Greer especially, 
escapes, the other way in which the regulation of older women celebri-
ties is effected is through ‘a damning invisibility’ (Jermyn and Holmes 
2015, p. 19). Relatedly, Greer herself took up the question of women 
and ageing, and especially invisibility, in The Change (1991), suggest-
ing her own concerted effort to remain in the public eye is in itself a 
feminist attempt to destabilize this gendered dynamic.23 In the case of 

140 A. TAYLOR



Greer, who has certainly not been rendered invisible, the concern seems 
to be whether her behaviour is ‘appropriate’ for a woman well into her 
seventies; I will take up the ways in which she gleefully performs this 
inappropriateness now.

Greer In the tWenty-fIrst century MedIasphere: 
feMInIsM, coMedy, and televIsIon

‘Celebrity status’, Nunn  and Biressi argue, ‘is an endless project to 
achieve, sustain and manage’ (2010, p. 50). Greer has been overwhelm-
ingly successful in adapting the celebrity for which The Female Eunuch was 
responsible, especially through various (often comedic) performances on 
quiz and lifestyle programmes on recent British television. In particular, as 
noted earlier, she can be seen to exemplify what has been called an ‘unruly 
woman’ (Rowe 1995), a transgressive figure who offers alternative ways 
of performing femininity and, in this instance, of performing celebrity 
feminism. In terms of her public palatability, Greer has been said to com-
bine ‘intellectuality, feminism, [and] humor …’ (Bradley 2003, p. 137). 
It is her humour, and the ways she deploys it to insert feminist counter-
narratives into the mainstream media, and especially the televisual sphere, 
which both ensures her access to these spaces and helps her to cultivate 
new forms of feminist celebrity. Greer has adapted, not just as feminism 
itself has, or as its mediatization has taken on increasingly complex forms, 
but also as the mediasphere itself—and television especially—has wit-
nessed the proliferation of new formats and programmes. Greer uses these 
new forms, and the spaces they provide to speak, to utter feminism in new 
ways, for new audiences. As in previous chapters, here I am concerned 
with Greer’s self-representational tactics and the kinds of feminism she is 
able to circulate through them.

In particular, more recently she is most active in various forms of what 
Frances Bonner has described as ‘ordinary television’ (2003): current 
affairs, lifestyle, sketch comedy, celebrity game, and quiz programmes. As 
Bonner notes, the ‘overwhelmingly dominant purpose of television’ is now 
seen to be entertainment (2003, p. 211), and therefore feminists, in order 
to remain in the public spotlight, must acknowledge this maxim about the 
contemporary function of television and amend their behaviours accord-
ingly—as Greer has done so skilfully. Feminism, Greer patently recognizes, 
in order to resonate with audiences must (like television) be entertain-
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ing and engaging. Moreover, from her earliest appearances on Nice Times 
with Kenny Everett in the late 1960s, Greer’s penchant and aptitude for 
televisual comedic performances has been evident (Wallace 1997).

As Marshall (1997, p. 130) makes clear, television is central to ‘the 
process of substantiating the significance of public personalities that 
have emerged in other domains’, including in terms of the celebrity 
feminist author. With regard to Greer’s fame, television has always been 
important; appearances in documentaries, talk shows, news, and current 
affairs programmes have made her feminism accessible to the widest 
possible audiences, who have responded favourably to the critique of 
patriarchal gendered norms that she offers. As Rebecca Sheehan (2016) 
shows in her study of Greer’s appearance on the Dick Cavett Show in 
the USA, television enabled her to reach viewers who would send over 
500, largely appreciative, letters to the network following her 1971 
appearance.24 Television is repeatedly seen to be integral to the ‘new’ 
form of feminist celebrity that she would come to embody—the fol-
lowing comment is indicative in this regard; Greer ‘became one of the 
first true feminist stars of the television age’ (Dux 2010, p. 9; see also 
Wallace 1997, p. 207). In the New York Times, Judith Weinraub (1971) 
remarked that after the then British Prime Minister, Edward Heath, ‘the 
person most likely to be seen on television screens here [the UK] these 
days is Germaine Greer’. However, rather than focus on these histori-
cally distant television appearances, as part of attempting to come to 
terms with how Greer has worked to transform her celebrity for the cur-
rent political and representational environment I have chosen to attend 
to her more recent televisual performances in one genre in particular: 
the comedic. They also enable me to demonstrate how the unruliness 
that characterized Greer’s early persona in the years immediately fol-
lowing her blockbuster’s publication remains a key feature of her public 
performances.

Although she appears relatively regularly as a guest on the ABC’s 
Q&A current affairs  programme in Australia, it is through television 
appearances in the UK, including sitcoms, that her public visibility has 
been most vigorously maintained. For example, she featured on the 
Absolutely Fabulous episode, ‘Hospital’ (1994), where she appears in 
a dream sequence as Edina’s (played by Jennifer Saunders) mother. 
She also featured on Ricky Gervais’s Extras (2006), where she per-
forms herself performing herself on the BBC’s Newsnight Review, 
offering a critique of the fictional Andy Millman’s When the Whistle 
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Blows, and more recently she had a cameo role in Matt Lucas’s and 
David Walliams’ satirical look at the airline industry, Come Fly with Me 
(2011). The list of television programmes on which she has appeared 
over the past decade is extensive and varied. She has been a housemate 
on Celebrity Big Brother (2005); a guest on comic quiz shows Never 
Mind the Buzzcocks (2008), What the Dickens (2008), Have I Got News 
for You (2000, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2009), and You Have Been Watching 
(2009); a regular contributor to the Grumpy Old Women (2005) televi-
sion series; a guest at Heston Blumenthal’s Feasts (2009) and on variety 
programmes such as The Jonathan Ross Show (2008). More recently, 
she featured on Ricky Gervais and Stephen Merchant’s mockumentary, 
The Moaning of Life (2010), where she engages with Carl Pilkington 
about what it means to be an intellectual while baking bread in her 
Warwickshire kitchen. These diverse public appearances, in addition to 
written works, help maintain her presence on the (British) cultural land-
scape. These performances, too, situate feminism as an ongoing project, 
rather than something to be relegated to the past; that is, Greer is not 
simply a second wave feminist relic but an active contributor to ongoing 
debates around the liberation of women. In particular, with her chal-
lenge to dominant equality feminist discourses, through her continued 
celebrification, she may also be crucial to efforts to reanimate more 
radical forms of feminism in so-called postfeminist, neoliberal times 
(Eichorn 2015).

As I will show, her involvement with such programmes illustrates her 
adaptability and also how feminism, through public personas such as Greer, 
can remain publicly visible. It worth noting, however, that sometimes 
this adaptability is less successful than others, as demonstrated by Greer’s 
decision to leave Celebrity Big Brother (2005) after just four days in the 
house. In the reality television format, unlike the comic shows upon which 
I focus here, she was not simply performing as a celebrity entertainer but 
was required to engage in the vagaries of everyday life, including interac-
tions with other celebrity housemates. That is, she had to perform both an 
everyday self and a celebrity self (as opposed to in the comic shows, where 
only the latter is being televized). In such a context, Greer had limited 
control over how her persona came to be framed, something that obvi-
ously unsettled her, and prompted her to exercise the agency she did have 
to depart the house. Moreover, Greer’s repeated claim to deeply dislike 
fame is somewhat compromised by her decision to take part in Celebrity 
Big Brother (Season 3, 2005) in the first instance. This decision too sug-
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gests that, while Greer often does appear to exhibit a canny insight into 
the media industries, she is not immune from making questionable choices 
as part of her efforts to ensure her ongoing visibility.25

lauGhter, celeBrIty feMInIsM, and Greer on varIety 
televIsIon 

The celebrity of the feminist, as the example of Greer makes clear, is not 
confined to one field or form; multiple, overlapping performances con-
stitute her celebrity sign. This sign, like that of all celebrities, is an inter-
textual construct, made up of diverse texts and performances (Marshall 
1997)—her books, her interviews, her opinion pieces, her appearances 
on variety programmes all work to make and remake a particular public 
‘Greer’. As Marshall observes, ‘performance is a critical component in any 
public figure’s identity’ (1997, p.  39). Not just in terms of their ‘pri-
mary art form’, as he says, but in terms of their extra-textual performances 
such as interviews and other promotional contexts. In most of the recent 
examples I consider, Greer does not have a commodity to sell, such as 
a new polemic; instead, ‘she herself is the product’ (Dux 2010, p. 16). 
Celebrities are not simply cultural icons but ‘brands’ (Turner et al. 2000, 
p. 13). In this regard, ‘the celebrity’s ultimate power is to sell the com-
modity that is themselves’ (Turner et al. 2000, p. 12). Given the regular-
ity with which she appears on these television panel shows especially, she 
seems to be quite a hot commodity who must resonate with twenty-first-
century audiences. That said, in addition to herself, what Greer seeks to 
peddle is feminism, and thereby the political importance of these tele-
visual performances cannot be overstated. Furthermore, many of these 
programmes have a live audience, enabling her to directly connect with 
viewers in ways precluded by other media forms.

Greer has been described as a ‘diva’, a ‘glorious, melodramatic, chaos- 
making performer’ (Miller 1999, p.  3), and given, as Joshua Gamson 
(1994, p. 103) notes, ‘celebrities are chosen for their ability to perform 
themselves amusingly’, no wonder Greer continues to be granted media 
visibility. Furthermore, given that ‘the legitimacy of celebrity is always rad-
ically provisional’ (Turner et al. 2000, p. 13), and thereby requires much 
cultural labour, both by the publicity machinery surrounding them and by 
the celebrity themselves, it is not surprising that we are witnessing Greer’s 
attempts to reconstitute, and update, her celebrity in order to ensure her 
viability as a public persona. In all of these instances, what is most pro-
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nounced is Greer’s own laughter and deployment of humour. That Greer 
uses the space afforded her within the celebrity zone in this way reveals 
much about the contemporary relationship between the mediasphere, 
feminism, and indeed postfeminism.

Much feminist criticism of the media–feminism nexus has referred to 
the way the trope of the humourless feminist has been mobilized in media 
accounts of the women’s movement, commonly as a strategy of denigra-
tion. However, indicative of its continued cultural currency, it has not 
simply been in media discourse that this trope has been activated; Chilla 
Bulbeck (2005) found in her interviews with young women that it contin-
ues to be used as a justification for their dissociation from feminism or their 
refusal to claim a feminist identity (see also Scharff 2011). In The Promise 
of Happiness, Sara Ahmed (2010) too unpacked this figure of the ‘feminist 
killjoy’, considering how it has operated ideologically to discredit feminism 
and to position it as destructive, a wilful enemy to women’s happiness; that 
is, as no fun. In her performances on comedy programmes, Greer works to 
destabilize this notion and by no means could she be categorized as such 
a killer of joy. In addition to Ahmed, other critics have shown how much 
postfeminist discourse seeks to situate in itself in opposition to feminism 
on the grounds of its negative attitude towards some pleasures (romance, 
marriage, consumption), pleasures that can now apparently be embraced 
because of feminism’s overwhelming success (McRobbie 2009). Greer’s 
televisual performances actively trouble the assumption that feminism rep-
resents a gloomy seriousness and that, conversely, postfeminism symbol-
izes enjoyment and pleasure. However, while the humourless feminist trope 
may indeed have been inscribed at various historical moments, especially in 
the mainstream media, Australian historian Susan Magarey has underscored 
how feminists have always deployed irony, parody and humour as part of 
a broader subversive, liberatory agenda in the public sphere. Indeed, she 
cites Irigaray on how humour helps to contest the power that would keep 
women powerless (Magarey 2003, p. 142). ‘Comedy’, as Maggie Andrews 
remarks, ‘is always potentially threatening to dominant social orders, pro-
cesses and power relationships’ (1998, p. 51). Greer herself once made this 
explicit when she said ‘laughter can be about power’ (in Andrews 1998, 
p. 51). In light of her own use of comedy, then, Greer does continue to 
wield power in the mediasphere.

In interviews or when being questioned on television, she responds 
in ways that often allow her to insert a feminist oppositional discourse 
into these programmes, often through humour. In particular, comic 
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panel shows are those on which Germaine can be seen to excel. On 
Never Mind the Buzzcocks  (2010, BBC Two), comedian James Corden 
(best known for his role as ‘Smithy’ in Gavin & Stacey), at the urging 
of the host, reluctantly recounts his favoured pick-up line, directing it at 
Greer. Telling her that she isn’t quite aware of her allure, Greer imme-
diately quips: ‘Well, you’re quite wrong, I know exactly how lovely I 
am.’ Playing on her historical positioning as the ‘saucy feminist even men 
like’, she participates actively and willingly in this gag. A certain ‘Greer’ 
is produced in these interactions with other comedic figures. She is con-
fident and playful, again subverting the dominant trope of the humour-
less feminist, and making feminism accessible, and perhaps desirable, to 
new audiences. In the contemporary televisual environment, well-known 
figures such as Amy Poehler, Sarah Silverman, Amy Schumer, and Tina 
Fey suggest that this mobilization of the comedic—and celebrity—for 
feminism’s own ideological purposes, and to reinvigorate young women’s 
interest in feminism as a political project, is certainly not a strategy unique 
to the iconic Greer.

Even when the programmes are not explicitly comic, Greer manages to 
insert feminist critique, alongside humour, into these performances. For 
example, participating in Gordon Ramsay’s Recipe Challenge (2009), the 
celebrity chef interviews her while she offers up her own take on duck à 
l’orange. Ramsay’s show, unlike some of the others that are more explic-
itly branded comedy and/or variety shows, nonetheless enables Greer to 
perform her unruly feminism, with Ramsay himself acting in crucial ways 
to facilitate this performance. (Ramsay’s status as one of the West’s most 
well- known celebrity chefs is also significant here.) Introducing Greer, 
Ramsay observes: ‘My guest tonight is the most famous feminist in the 
world, so no mother-in-law jokes …’ Although placing a feminist in the 
kitchen could arguably work to neutralize her feminism, on the contrary 
Ramsay enthusiastically probes her about what she thinks about today’s 
young women and what she feels may be the legacy of feminism. She 
criticizes the persistent focus on the body, using the example of Katie 
Price (former page 3 model in the UK, aka Jordan), whom she remarks is 
‘destroying herself ’ by a failure to eat adequately. In contrast, she argues: 
‘A healthy girl is a fat-bottomed creature.’ Greer has always criticized the 
regulation of women’s bodies, including in both The Female Eunuch and 
The Whole Woman, a strategy she clearly deploys here.

Offering her another opportunity to make her feminist position clear, 
Ramsay suggests that he wouldn’t expect her, as a feminist, to have agreed 
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to partake in a cooking show, to which Greer responds that when one 
cooks because it is enjoyable, not because one has to, then it can be plea-
surable for women. Here, Greer manages a feminist critique of domestic 
politics, all the while engaging in witty repartee and banter with Ramsay—
combining entertaining television with a feminist politics. Similarly, after 
remarking that they have both been criticized for their swearing, Ramsay 
asks Germaine about her fascination with the ‘c’ word. Greer then com-
ments upon what a powerful signifier it is, suggesting ‘it really makes strong 
men grow pale’. He draws attention to how she has previously compared 
vaginas to oysters and caviar, to which she quips: ‘And we’ve got half a 
country who won’t eat oysters: I wonder why that is?’ Here, a critique of 
a broader patriarchal fear of women’s sexuality is articulated. Thus, during 
a cooking segment that runs for around four minutes, Greer manages to 
insert a critique of body, domestic, cultural, and sexual politics, demon-
strating a significant amount of skill in rendering feminism accessible to a 
broader audience who might not have consumed her initial blockbuster.

Greer similarly deploys humour on Heston Blumenthal’s Heston’s Feasts 
(2009, Channel 4), to be entertaining but also to shore up her status as a 
powerful, sexually agentic feminist. After discovering she has eaten bull’s 
testicles she cheekily proclaims: ‘Bollocks have never frightened me; I’ll 
eat a bollock any time …’ She follows up with an exaggerated apprecia-
tion: ‘Mmmmm, that is goooorgeous.’ Of course, audiences are in on this 
particular gag; Germaine, indeed, has built an entire public and profes-
sional career out of demonstrating how she has never been in the grip of 
such a ‘fear’. In particular, Greer has been known for her ‘maverick sexual 
libertine views’ (Tait 2006, p. 71) and this comment invokes, as well as 
pokes fun at, that history. Greer’s televisual feminism is irreverent, enter-
taining, and self-reflexive. Rewriting this narrative about feminism in the 
popular imaginary is no mean feat, and can arguably result in feminism 
reverberating with audiences that may not otherwise have been sympa-
thetic to feminism as a project and a politics.

Greer’s very presence, then, even when not explicitly articulating her 
feminist positions (which she often still manages to do in these shows), 
is in itself a kind of feminist practice; the unruly woman, as Rowe argues, 
who is ‘too fat, too funny, too noisy, too old, too rebellious—unsettles 
social hierarchies’ (1995, p. 19). As an articulate, opinionated woman, 
with a defiantly ageing female body, Greer disrupts the dominant, inter-
secting cultural logics of both celebrity and postfeminism, each of which 
seeks to manage, and even obscure from public view, such politicized 
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women and especially such unruly, visibly ageing bodies. Here, she 
both embodies and explicitly articulates her wilfully disruptive femi-
nism (Ahmed 2010).

As briefly mentioned, in postfeminist media culture women’s ageing 
provokes intense anxiety and is seen as something that needs to be ‘cured’ 
through transformative body labour (Wearing 2007, p. 287; Negra 2009; 
Holmes and Jermyn 2015). Attempts to halt the ageing process, so visible 
in postfeminist media culture more broadly (Negra 2009; Wearing 2007), 
are reported on with glee, while celebrities who fail to invest financially 
or affectively in this process are also heaped with scorn. The celebrity 
feminist is a unique, and indeed transgressive, figure in this regard. In 
particular, Greer’s choice to personally reject, and to explicitly critique the 
‘girling’ of older women in books like The Whole Woman (1999), works to 
successfully trouble these dominant postfeminist discourses on ageing. As 
she ages, Greer does not receive the same bodily scrutiny to which other 
celebrities are subjected; there simply is no media attention to her quotid-
ian existence such as her bodily regimes or dress sense (though, ironically, 
she herself often issues such gendered judgements including through her 
comments about the sartorial choices of Australia’s first female Prime 
Minister, Julia Gillard). This focus on corporeality is not integral to her 
continued visibility, as it is to that of other women celebrities. While in 
other contexts women’s behaviours and bodies are, of course, judged, 
regulated, and policed via the operations of celebrity, this is not the case 
for Greer. Indeed, her very presence in the mediasphere, as I suggest 
above, disrupts this idea about the public prohibition of visibly ageing 
female bodies.

However, is this heightened visibility, in a media context where the 
cultural logics of postfeminism prevail and where feminism is being rele-
gated to the past, a product of feminism’s historicization? That is, is Greer 
hyper-visible because she is seen to be the embodied sign of feminism’s 
ageing, and thereby its redundancy? Has her oppositional potential been 
evacuated? In light of the examples I have cited here, I would suggest not. 
In these performances, feminism is not being ridiculed as perhaps it may 
have been in the mediasphere at other periods in its history, but becomes a 
playful, reflexive identity that itself is adaptable, shifting, and mobile—like 
its most iconic figure. As the above examples illustrate, she exhibits a clear 
irreverence, which in itself is nothing new for Greer, and arguably she is 
conscious that the ability to be entertaining is key to the maintenance of 
her celebrity, and thus the feminism she has come to publicly embody.
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Her ‘sauciness’ is something upon which media have remarked through-
out her career, and which these newer comic forms appear to facilitate and 
sanction. In the tradition of the ‘unruly woman’, Greer is unapologetic 
about, and indeed appears to relish, this performance of playfulness—and 
it clearly makes for amusing television which undoubtedly helps to ensure 
these spaces remain open to her and, by extension, to feminism. Moreover, 
what I want to suggest here is that there is residual feminism operative in 
Greer’s more recent celebrity performances. She is such an iconic feminist 
figure, publicly embodying feminism, that even when she is not explicitly 
engaging in feminist criticism or being interviewed about her feminism, it 
is nonetheless an absent presence. Given the centrality of ‘unruliness’ to her 
performative practice as a celebrity, through it she herself is enacting a femi-
nist mode of being that continues to disrupt normative assumptions about 
femininity, especially as she ages. That said, when given the opportunity, or 
even seizing it herself, she does use these spaces to more explicitly articulate 
feminist positions on various issues, as these examples have shown.

conclusIon

Indicative of the celebrity feminist’s active role in the construction of her 
own public persona emphasized throughout this book, Germaine Greer 
has worked to adapt her celebrity in ways that suggest an acute con-
sciousness of how mainstream media forms, as well as their audiences, 
are evolving. Shifting from her use of literary forms to even more acces-
sible, far-reaching media technologies represents an attempt to extend 
feminism’s audience and speaks of a recognition that media culture is the 
primary site for the construction and circulation of various forms of femi-
nism. Television, especially, permits Greer to reach an audience at least as 
large as that of her initial blockbuster—if not larger. Pre-existing celebrity, 
and indeed notoriety, initially garnered from the publication and reception 
of her first blockbuster, have made these spaces open to her but how she 
uses them enables her to build upon, extend, and repurpose her celebrity 
self—and in the process her feminism—serves to underscore the impor-
tance of this ground for feminism. However, consistent across these texts, 
across a number of decades, is Greer’s performance as an unruly woman.

Such transgressive performances ‘always hold the possibility of offering 
some women ways to think about change, different ways to conceptualize 
reality and their own lives’ and ‘might inspire those women who are look-
ing for other ways to see’ (original emphasis, Reed 1997, p. 126). This 
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unruly subjectivity, as I have argued, emerges from her uncompromising 
feminism, one that exhorts us to think and do feminism more radically 
than pervasive contemporary equality discourses permit. In this sense, 
Greer provides a valuable counterpoint to other contemporary celebrity 
feminists, like Sheryl Sandberg, who reduce feminism to a quest for gen-
der equality, as she encourages audiences to expand their understandings 
of what feminism is and indeed, in recognition of celebrity’s generative 
capacity, what it might be. She also reveals that, in terms of their politics, 
celebrity feminists, and thus the celebrity zone in a broader sense, mani-
fest the diversity that has always marked movements towards women’s 
liberation, including in the current environment. In Part II, I move on to 
consider some more recent blockbuster authors and how their feminisms, 
as well as their celebrity, may have shifted as a result of socio-political and 
technological changes.

notes

 1. In her controversial, unauthorized biography, Christine Wallace 
remarks that Greer was seen as ‘the star feminism had to have’ 
(1997, p. 207).

 2. It is remarkable that there is no mention, let alone analysis of, 
Greer in Mendes’ (2011) study of how feminism has been repre-
sented in the USA and Britain during the second wave.

 3. On Australia’s Q&A programme, in March 2012, Greer suggested 
that Prime Minister Gillard wore suit jackets that served merely to 
accentuate her ‘fat arse’.  She reiterated and defended her com-
ments, which were the subject of much media coverage, on the 
programme in August 2012 (Curtis 2012; Sparrow 2012). 

 4. I have recently co-edited (with Atkins and Dever) a special edition of 
Australian Feminist Studies, focusing on the figure of Greer; for analy-
sis of Greer’s early media engagement in particular, see Barret-Meyering 
(2016), Lake (2016), Le Masurier (2016), and Sheehan (2016).

 5. While outside the scope of this chapter, it is noteworthy that Greer 
has more recently moved into the role of celebrity activist, in the 
field of environmental politics in particular. Indeed, her latest pub-
lication, White Beech (2013), maps her own efforts to help rejuve-
nate the Queensland rainforest she purchased, while she reportedly 
donated Melbourne University’s fee for the recent acquisition of 
her archives to this cause. In this way, she can be seen to use her 
celebrity capital for philanthropic efforts. That her focus has seem-
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ingly now shifted from gender to the environment (though not of 
course entirely) is worthy of further critical attention.

  6. Although Greer is not famous for her academic work, it is undoubt-
edly the case that her intellectual capital also works to buttress her 
authority.

  7. While I did visit the Greer archive in the Ballieu Library at the 
University of Melbourne, it is still in the process of being cata-
logued. In a future research project, I will be engaging more fully 
with the archive and how Greer has herself curated a particular 
life/self through the material she has allowed to be included in the 
archive (see Buchanan 2016).

  8. It is worth further considering why it is in the UK that Greer con-
tinues to resonate; perhaps this relates to her status as an expatriate 
Australian and the British media’s apparent fascination with suc-
cessful intellectuals from the colonies, such as Clive James and 
Barry Humphries, who they come to claim as their own.

  9. Germaine  Greer Archive, University of Melbourne. Available 
online via https://digitised-collections.unimelb.edu.au/handle/ 
11343/42261.  See also Lake 2016 for an examination of the 
book’s genesis.

  10. For example, Lake cites one fan letter, from American Dina Adler, 
dated September 1971, which notes: ‘I have just finished reading 
The Female Eunuch, and like thousands of other women through-
out the country, I am sure, I feel I owe you a debt of gratitude for 
expressing succinctly and wittily what we have felt inside for a long 
time’ (Lake 2016, p. 24). 

 11. However, alongside largely sympathetic media attention came 
inevitable attempts to regulate and manage the ‘unruly’ Greer, 
including from the state; for example, on a tour of New Zealand in 
1972 she was arrested for using profanities while lecturing on sexu-
ality (Winant 2015).

 12. The Bantam paperback of The Female Eunuch in the USA even 
included this quote as part of its paratext, featuring it on its first 
page, with the follow up: ‘Life puts Germaine Greer on its cover!’ 
(Baumgardner 2001, p. 3).

 13. Not insignificantly, this quotation is featured as an inset in the arti-
cle, bolded and in large font, inevitably drawing the reader’s atten-
tion to it and the gist of the rest of the article.

 14. While not engaging with Millett’s celebrity in any detail here (pre-
cisely because of its fleeting nature), it is worth briefly considering 
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her celebrification and its undoing. Published in 1970, Kate 
Millett’s Sexual Politics, a feminist analysis of the patriarchal under-
pinnings of a number of modern canonical literary texts, was, like 
those produced by the women considered here, a bestselling work 
of non-fiction. Millett initially provided the mainstream media 
with  something it wanted to help anchor stories about the emer-
gent women’s liberation movement: a face, an artistic rendering of 
which even featured on the cover of the 31 August 1970 edition of 
Time magazine. However, while her book did provide the basis for 
her stardom it did not endure: ‘Although Sexual Politics propelled 
Millett into a media maelstrom, her “15 minutes of fame” was 
short lived’ (Poirot 2004, p. 205). When public rumours regard-
ing Millett’s bisexuality came to circulate, media coverage became 
much less sympathetic (Gever 2003).

 15. Significantly, these disavowals have continued throughout her 
public career, including in her subsequent (if not so successful) 
‘blockbuster’ sequel, The Whole Woman (1999, p. 228).

 16. Greer’s newspaper and magazine columns were published as The 
Madwoman’s Underclothes in 1986.

 17. Television programmes were also preoccupied with the question of 
Greer’s stardom, and especially her own role in its maintenance, 
with Mike Willesee explicitly questioning her on Channel Nine on 
this point: ‘Are you a limelighter who jumped on the bandwagon 
at the right time?’ (cited in Lilburn et al. 2000, p. 336).

 18. Greer’s assistant, Carol Horne, wrote to Susan Mitchell outlining 
Greer’s objection to appearing in Icons, Saints and Divas: ‘Dr Greer 
decided some years ago to cease giving print interviews. She was fed 
up being processed by celebrity interviewers for their own aggran-
dizement.’ She continued that, as a means to ‘avoid misrepresenta-
tion’, this strategy ‘has worked so well she has no mind to change 
the rule’ (Mitchell 1997, p. 26). This represents a very clear attempt 
by Greer to control the meanings of her celebrity sign. In terms of 
the promotional activities around The Whole Woman, in a hand-
written note on a fax from a marketing agency contained in the 
archive, Greer wrote of book signings: ‘I would rather not do them. 
The whole business disgusts me’ (fax from Colman Getty Public 
Relations, 2 March 1999, Germaine Greer Archive,  2014.0038.0134, 
University of Melbourne). Such correspondence suggests that per-
haps Greer’s public comments about enduring celebrification for 
the greater feminist good were actually authentic.
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 19. All the articles referenced in this section regarding Greer’s discom-
fort with celebrity culture were located in the Greer archives at the 
University of Melbourne, signalling a further effort on her part to 
reiterate this position in the present. (Germaine Greer Archive, 
2014.0038.0217, ‘Press USA, 1971’, University of Melbourne) 

 20. In response to a journalist questioning why she would consent to 
using vehicles like Cosmopolitan and McCall’s—‘which contain much 
feminists find offensive’ (Zack 1971)—to promote the book, Greer 
candidly remarked: ‘“I don’t care who pays as long as it’s my mes-
sage. They paid me and used my words so why not take it?”, Miss 
Greer said’. It was also reported that Greer objected to having to 
‘autograph copies of her book to promote it. “People are such suck-
ers for marketing. They even buy books that way. My book was even 
used as a Mother’s Day gift because it was signed …”’ (Zack 1971).

 21. Australian wildlife presenter, Steve Irwin, died after being stung by 
a stingray while filming one of his documentaries. Arguing in The 
Guardian (5 September 2006) that Irwin provoked the stingray, 
Greer contentiously concluded ‘The animal world has finally taken 
its revenge on Irwin …’

 22. As I have noted, Greer throughout her public career has been an 
intensely anxiety-provoking figure. In this vein, as I was completing 
this book Greer became embroiled in yet another controversy that 
revolved around her authority to speak publicly about gender and 
feminism. She was due to present a lecture at Cardiff University (the 
Hadyn Ellis lecture) on women and power in the twentieth century 
on 18 November 2015, but students started a petition to block—or 
‘no platform’—her, due to what they argued to be her long-standing 
transphobia. Despite the furore, the event went ahead. Much media 
commentary sought to defend Greer, questioning these attempts to 
silence her (see Lewis 2015; Lyons 2015; Tartellin 2015).

 23. She recently received media coverage for comments that feminism 
itself was ageist and that women need to be allowed to ‘grow up’ 
(Denham 2015).

 24. These letters are part of the Greer archive at the University of 
Melbourne (2014.0038.218, ‘Audience Response to GG’).

 25. On her exit, Greer did concede that she made a mistake agreeing to 
partake in a reality television programme and that when a mistake is 
made one must seek to rectify it—which she believes she did by asking 
to be removed from the house: https://youtu.be/mfsQWrycQbg.
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PART II

The New Bestsellers, Online Media, 
and Branding Feminism in the 

Twenty-first Century

In the second part of this book, I turn my attention to celebrity feminists 
and blockbusters primarily from the twenty-first century as a means to 
ascertain whether the blockbuster’s salience, vis-à-vis feminism’s public 
meanings, is being maintained. In addition, I will consider how the block-
buster has transformed, as well as how its authors’ ways of intervening 
in the construction of their public selves has changed in the wake of new 
technologies. The fact that feminists are no longer ‘fresh meat’ for the 
media (Millett in Wallace 1997), in the way Brown, Friedan, and Greer 
may have been in the 1960s and 1970s, has fundamentally altered the 
ways in which feminist renown is now secured, negotiated, and main-
tained, as well as how feminist books have been received. Perhaps books 
published in the twenty-first century do not culturally reverberate in the 
same way as their predecessors is not simply because feminism is no longer 
novel but that ‘today’s young women face such a spectrum of obstacles 
that one single book can no longer address them’ (Scott 2013).

Nonetheless, popular feminist works of non-fiction continue to make 
the bestseller lists, and precipitate intense debate. They have not been 
displaced, contra arguments around technology leading to the ‘death of 
the book’, but they have been augmented—not least by new media plat-
forms, which have become central promotional and presentational tools 
for the contemporary blockbuster author. Feminism is, of course, ‘an 
ongoing project, a process’ and is ‘constantly being reinvented’ (Douglas 
1994, p.  273); it is, then, no surprise that contemporary blockbusters 
and the women who author them are in many ways different from those 
featured in Part I. But there are, too, some important continuities, includ-
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ing in the texts and in the processes of their authors’ celebrification, self- 
representational tactics, and, in some cases, in terms of their feminisms.

The celebrities in Parts I and II are united, not least because they use 
different forms to achieve the same ends: to attempt to exert some form 
of control over their celebrity signs and thereby their feminisms. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, yet not insignificantly, none of the three women in the ear-
lier part of this study—although they maintained their iconic status until 
their deaths (2006 and 2012 for Friedan and Brown respectively) and 
in, the case of Greer, into the present—availed themselves of the oppor-
tunities provided by new technologies to help shape their public perso-
nas. This may be because they had each, during their long engagement 
with the mediasphere, developed their own strategic forms of persona 
management, or it may suggest—less convincingly, I think—something 
about generation and where they were situated along the life course in the 
2000s. Whatever the reasons, it is clear that the success of blockbusters 
published now—and the celebrity of their authors—is deeply indebted to 
new, and especially social, media.

Social media forms, then, are now central to maintaining visibil-
ity, not just for the celebrity feminist but increasingly for all, especially 
girls and young women (Banet-Weiser 2012, pp. 55–6, original empha-
sis): ‘Postfeminism and interactivity create what I would call a neoliberal 
moral framework, where each of us has a duty to ourselves to cultivate a 
self- brand.’ According to such logic, the labour that these authors under-
take works to ensure the kind of visibility we are all exhorted to seek, 
though of course they have actual commodities, as well as themselves, 
to sell. Given the centrality of new media in this self-branding process, 
women like Wolf, Sandberg, Gay, Poehler, and Dunham can be seen as 
significant case studies into ‘the formation and utility of a convergent star 
text’ (Ellcessor 2012, p. 47). That said, it is also important to note that 
the authors examined in the remainder of this book utilize new media to 
different degrees, and often for different purposes. Indeed, one of them 
(Lena Dunham) even very publicly announced her retreat from Twitter 
due to the intense misogyny she experienced on this platform, turning 
instead to the e- newsletter format. As I explore here, Sandberg, Poehler, 
Dunham, and, to a lesser extent, Gay, all use their celebrity capital for 
activist purposes beyond the discursive politics of their books, with initia-
tives reliant upon various forms of digital media. The first blockbuster 
celebrity examined in this section, Naomi Wolf, demonstrates how social 
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media can be incorporated into celebrity feminist practice, including to 
shore up authority being contested elsewhere.
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CHAPTER 6

Naomi Wolf: Twitter 
and the Transformation of a ‘Third wave’ 

Celebrity

IntroductIon

Since the publication of her first book, The Beauty Myth (1990), Naomi 
Wolf has been one of the most visible celebrity feminists in the Anglo- 
American mediasphere. While this polemical text—which is often iden-
tified as one of the ‘origin’ texts of the ‘third wave’ (including by its 
author)—sought to attack the beauty industrial complex and to ‘free’ 
women from the bonds of such an industry, for which it has received much 
feminist criticism, later work embraced a seemingly more diluted, liberal 
form of feminism. In this vein, Fire with Fire (1993), less critical of hetero- 
patriarchy and careful to position women as agents not dupes, adopted a 
more reformist position, and mobilized the victim/power dichotomy that 
dominated much 1990s popular feminist writing. In many ways, then, 
the author appears to reinvent herself with each iteration of the feminist 
blockbuster she offers.

For Wicke, such ideological and rhetorical shifts are inseparable from 
Wolf’s celebrification. In this vein, she argues that with her second block-
buster Wolf ‘makes a 180-degree turn, retaining only her celebrity orien-
tation’. She continues: ‘Where The Beauty Myth was meant to grab the 
brass ring of celebrity feminism, Fire with Fire is feminism as espoused by 
the celebrity’ (1994, p. 764). More recently, media attention to Wolf’s 
controversial, and reductionist, thesis about the neurobiological vagina–
brain connection and its link to female creativity in her latest blockbuster, 
Vagina, suggests that she retains her attention capital.1 That said, her 



 feminism and authority to speak are indeed now contested, suggesting 
that, like any form of celebrity, renown associated with the blockbuster 
is never entirely secured but is a ‘recursive process’, requiring ongoing 
labour and investment—not least by the celebrity herself (Galow 2010). 
Even then, the cultural legitimation of the blockbuster author is by no 
means guaranteed. As one reviewer remarked of Vagina’s reception pro-
cess, ‘Is this the fall of the onetime angel in the house of feminism … ?’ 
(Sandler 2012).

In this chapter, underscoring these processes of (self-)reinvention and 
what might be driving them, I will concentrate on only three of her texts: 
The Beauty Myth and Fire with Fire, with the majority of the analysis to 
be centred on her celebrity performances following the publication of 
Vagina.2 The latter provides important insights into the ways in which 
both Wolf’s feminism and her celebrity practice have mutated over the 
past few decades. And given that Vagina’s appearance corresponds with 
technological transformations that have further displaced the responsibil-
ity for the production and maintenance of a viable celebrity self onto the 
author, through this chapter I am also able to explore what such shifting 
dynamics reveal about the ways in which blockbuster celebrity feminism is 
now managed and practised, something I take up even further in the final 
three chapters. In particular, the second part of this chapter is preoccu-
pied with how Wolf has thoroughly incorporated Twitter into her celebrity 
feminist practice, largely as a response to her waning legitimacy. Before 
moving on to consider Wolf and her celebrity feminism in more detail, it is 
necessary to place it in the context of its initial development.

the BlockBuster In the 1990s

In the previous chapters, my focus has been on women whose initial femi-
nist blockbuster was produced in the years immediately preceding or dur-
ing the modern Anglo-American women’s liberation movement. In such a 
socio-political context, the ideas contained in their bestsellers were, as we 
have seen, somewhat novel, working as they did to destabilize gendered 
certainties and challenge patriarchal social relations. Although popular 
feminist books did appear in 1980s (such as Gloria Steinem’s Outrageous 
Acts and Everyday Rebellions, Friedan’s The Second Stage, and Greer’s Sex 
and Destiny), none held the same appeal or bestseller status as the books 
discussed in the previous chapters—not least because feminism was per-
meating public discourse, from the academy to media and popular culture 
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(Dow 1996). Conversely, the early 1990s saw a number of commercially 
successful books published that attempted, for better or worse, to frame 
how feminism was being widely understood.

Murray (2004, p.  182) proffers an explanation for the 20-year gap 
between Greer’s blockbuster and the next bestselling work of feminist 
non-fiction, Wolf’s The Beauty Myth: that feminist thought had ‘retreated 
into the academy’ and the prose style favoured by academic feminist 
authors was ‘so opaque and terminologically dense as to be unintelligible 
to the majority of women’. While I would not necessarily agree with this 
assessment—a more compelling reason may be, to take up thesis posited 
in Susan Faludi’s Backlash (1991), that the gap resulted from a wider 
hostility towards feminism that made non-fiction in this period seem less 
than lucrative—the blockbuster does appear to have languished until the 
1990s. Acknowledging this hiatus, Murray (2004, p.  182) argues that 
through The Beauty Myth, a book that ‘harks back to a more activist age of 
feminist consciousness’, Wolf effectively ‘reviv[ed] the concept of the mass 
selling feminist polemic’.

In the 1990s, in addition to Faludi’s bestseller, a number of feminist 
non-fiction publications emerged that precipitated intense debate about 
what feminism had become: Camille Paglia’s Sexual Personae (1990), 
Rene Denfeld’s The New Victorians (1994), Katie Roiphe’s The Morning 
After (1993), and Christina Hoff Sommers’ Who Stole Feminism (1994). 
They, along with Wolf, have been aptly described as ‘the frenemies of 
feminism’ (Wright 2012, p. 160). These women have also been dubbed 
‘impersonator feminists’, who, with the support of a sympathetic media 
culture, are argued to have ‘resurrected the spectacle of the catfight in 
an attempt to trash and discredit the contemporary women’s movement’ 
(Hammer 2000, p. 209; see also Douglas 1994). Much has been written 
on these so-called third wave ‘dissidents’, especially in critiques of the 
wave metaphor and its accompanying constraining generationalist logic, 
but given that none of them retained their celebrity capital in the way that 
Wolf did I will only briefly attend to them here.

In the early to mid-1990s, as Rebecca Stringer tells us, the ‘ur nar-
rative’ of popular feminist books presumed that feminism had become 
wrongly preoccupied with positioning women as passive victims. In this 
story, modern feminism is organized ‘into a dichotomy between a bad 
feminism that persists with a false and obsolete theory of women as passive 
victims, and a good feminism that is cognizant of Western women’s pres-
ent agency’ (2014, p. 21). Although adopting slightly different rhetorical 
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strategies and lines of augmentation to Roiphe and other critics of vic-
tim feminism (like Christina Hoff Sommers), Wolf’s Fire with Fire is one 
of the key texts in this pervasive narrative of a feminism gone decidedly 
wrong (Stringer 2014, p. 26).3 It is also the book that was most clearly 
reliant upon her adoption of a wayward daughter subjectivity, seeking—as 
is common in popular feminist rhetoric—to define herself in opposition to 
the limited feminism of literal and symbolic mothers, performing a kind of 
discursive ‘matricide’ (Rich 1976; Henry 2004; Taylor 2008).

In the 1990s, such a positioning became crucial to her authority to 
publicly speak on behalf of the ill-defined ‘third wave’. After producing 
their own less successful ‘blockbuster’, Manifesta (2000), Baumgardner 
and Richards argued that the media found it difficult to represent the third 
wave because it was predicated on ideas about feminism’s ‘multiplicity’, 
thereby precluding the designation of a singular ‘third wave super leader’ 
(2003, p. 159). They remarked: ‘The fact that there is no one third wave 
leader tapped by the media is progress …’ (Baumgardner and Richards 
2003, p. 166). That said, the prominence of the writers of these femi-
nist—and not so feminist—blockbusters in the 1990s somewhat troubles 
their claim that third wave stars were not constructed by the media. And 
in 1990, when The Beauty Myth first appeared, it was Wolf who emerged 
as the third wave’s most visible representative.

The BeauTy MyTh and the revIval 
of the BlockBuster

As Murray argues, ‘the marketing of the feminist blockbuster reaches its 
apotheosis in the persona of American author and iconic figure of third 
wave feminism: Naomi Wolf’ (2004, pp. 201–2). When The Beauty Myth 
was first published its author was young, highly educated (enrolled in an 
Oxford doctoral programme at the time), and conventionally attractive. 
Of course, given the subject matter of her first feminist work of non- 
fiction, the role of her physical appearance in its marketing and widespread 
circulation is nothing if not ironic. Nonetheless, while her beauty may 
have functioned to create the sense that she was a less threatening version 
of the historically much maligned feminist, like Gloria Steinem before her, 
her initial blockbuster was by no means politically cautious.

Much as early promoters of The Feminine Mystique had done vis-à-vis 
the second wave, the biography section on Wolf’s website (a platform now 
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integral to feminist celebrification) frames The Beauty Myth as the key text 
of the ‘third wave’: ‘Wolf’s landmark international bestseller, The Beauty 
Myth, challenged the cosmetics industry and the marketing of unrealistic 
standards of beauty, launching a new wave of feminism in the early 1990s.’ 
Similarly, in terms of the book’s paratext, the first edition back cover fea-
tured a testimonial from Greer: ‘The most important feminist publication 
since The Female Eunuch.’ Such an affirmative if self-serving comment, 
of course, works to authorize the book in important ways, placing it in a 
longer tradition of ground-breaking, polemical feminist work. As Andrew 
Wernick has argued of book publishing, ‘the biggest names’ (in which we 
could certainly include Greer), ‘become free-floating signifiers, in which 
capacity they serve to publicize not just their own books, but those of 
others …’ (1991, pp.  175–6). Here, Greer’s signature is used both to 
lend value to Wolf’s text and to further ensure the visibility of her own. 
Moreover, the book’s various reprints evidence its continuing reverbera-
tions. Like Brown’s, Friedan’s, and Greer’s blockbusters, The Beauty Myth 
is a ‘long seller’ (Feather and Woodbridge 2007).

Accordingly, in 2002, HarperCollins published a ten-year anniversary 
commemorative edition, with an updated introduction mapping the pub-
lic response to the book—including reader reluctance to question ideal 
beauty standards. The new edition of the book featured an endorsement 
from Gloria Steinem; again, as with Greer’s earlier praise, such support 
locates Wolf in a privileged field of authorized feminist voices, signal-
ling and buttressing her capital as a celebrity feminist (despite its flagging 
nature in 2013). Further illustrative of its ongoing commercial viability, 
in 2015 it was re-released as a ‘Vintage Feminism Short Edition’. In its 
introduction, Wolf reflects on the book’s publication, and confidently pro-
claims that she was one of the first women to coin the term ‘third wave’ 
feminism:

The initial edition of The Beauty Myth benefited from a lot of good fortune. 
It was an argument that hit at just the moment in which a generation of 
young women did indeed want to embrace a new version of feminism—
did indeed want to analyse the unique conditions around them and take 
their own oppression seriously—and did indeed want to reinvigorate the 
discourse of feminism to take action once again, collectively as well as indi-
vidually. The book was a bestseller in fourteen countries, but even more 
important, it was part of a new awakening of discussion and debate about 
many feminist topics in many new feminist voices—an awakening that writer 
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Rebecca Walker and I, working independently, both happened to identify 
with a freshly coined term, The Third Wave. (Wolf 2015)

Here, like Friedan before her, Wolf seeks to position herself as integral to a 
resurgence of feminist thought and activism, a process in which her block-
buster—and by extension the author herself—was argued to be central.

In The Beauty Myth, Wolf argues that, as feminist gains have expanded 
the kinds of subjectivities available to modern women, attempts to control 
them through the beauty industrial complex have considerably intensified. 
As she puts it in the book’s introduction:

The more legal and material hindrances women have broken through, the 
more strictly and heavily and cruelly images of female beauty have come to 
weigh upon us … More women have more money and power and scope and 
legal recognition than we have ever had before; but in terms of how we feel 
about ourselves physically, we may actually be worse off than our unliber-
ated grandmothers. (1990, p. 10)

In this way, her argument, regarding the rolling back of feminist gains, 
echoes Friedan’s. Using the trope of the ‘iron maiden’ to signal the con-
straints upon women, Wolf argues that women are being exhorted to 
ameliorate men’s fears regarding their increasing public sphere presence 
through an intensified bodily self-surveillance and regulation: ‘I contend 
that this obsession with beauty in the Western world—which has intensi-
fied in my lifetime—is, in fact, the last way men can defend themselves 
against women claiming power.’ Accordingly, she argues that women 
must (re)mobilize, and subsequently maps out the beginnings of a new 
feminist wave.

In the book’s conclusion, Wolf outlines her vision of ‘a feminist 
 third- wave’, drawing upon familial tropes while critiquing the postfemi-
nist rhetoric that was coming to circulate in the early 1990s:

While transmitting the previous heritage of feminism intact, it would need 
to be, as all feminist waves are, peer-driven: No matter how wise a mother’s 
advice is, we listen to our peers … it can all begin by rejecting the pernicious 
fib that is crippling young women, who face many of the same old problems, 
once again blame themselves—since it’s all been fixed, right? (1990, p. 281)

While not perfoming the discursive matricide common in third wave 
texts, here Wolf nonetheless asserts the necessity of some generational 
 differentiation. The above is also indicative of maternal tropes that domi-
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nate in popular feminist writing, especially in the 1990s, where there seem 
to be only be two available subject positions: mother or daughter (Henry 
2004). In fact, the use of the familial metaphor had even become so com-
mon during this time, in both popular and academic writing, that one 
critic even coined the term ‘matrophor’ (Quinn 1997, p. 179) to mark this 
figurative tendency. Of course, one of the biggest limitations of the gen-
erational, and even the ‘wave’, model is that it obscures from view intra-
generational differences and intergenerational commonalities (Roof 1997, 
p. 92). Additionally, the generational frame ‘fails to account for women 
who may come to feminism later in life or indeed how individual wom-
en’s relationship to feminism may shift over time’ (Taylor 2008, p. 195). 
It also works to homogenize often radically divergent political positions 
as well as diverse groups of women, positioning feminism as a singular, 
monolithic body of thought specific to one’s generational location rather 
than a shifting, mobile, plural set of practices, concepts, and discourses 
(Taylor 2008). Moreover, within such a framework, political differences 
come to be misconstrued as generational ones (Hogeland 2001, p. 107). 
Nonetheless, for Wolf, such differentiation was key to positioning herself 
as representative of a new ‘brand’ of feminism. That said, The Beauty Myth 
seems much less reliant upon generational logic than Wolf’s subsequent 
blockbuster, as we will see.

Like all blockbusters, the book was widely covered in the mainstream 
media, including national and state-based newspapers. Wolf was accused 
of offering readers a ‘dogmatic puritanism’ (Rapping 1991) that was 
being taken up, mistakenly, as representative of feminism. The machin-
ery of book publicity and celebrity was both product and producer of 
such an assumption. As is common with the blockbuster author, coverage 
included a consideration of the authority granted Wolf over other femi-
nists. As Rapping’s review suggests:

The Beauty Myth has already made an explosion in the media; Naomi Wolf 
has been on more than a handful of talk shows that I’ve seen and her book 
has had plenty of publicity. She is perceived as speaking for feminism and, in 
the vacuum left by the rest of us, she has a right to that title. I think we need 
to think about that some. (Rapping 1991, p. 4)

Here, Wolf is seen to fill a gap in public discourse around feminism, a situ-
ation that Rapping argues requires further interrogation.

In the New York Times (1991), Caryn James deemed the book  
‘slick and provocative’ and ‘a sloppily researched polemic’. Despite these  
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 criticisms, James also notes: ‘But Ms. Wolf’s theory—that the pressure on 
women to look thin, young and gorgeous is the last bastion of male power, 
a reactionary way to undermine the feminist gains of the last 25 years—is 
valuable nonetheless.’ A review in the Washington Post was much less criti-
cal, observing: ‘What makes this book persuasive is not its already familiar 
subject, but its accumulated evidence that the beauty mandate has gotten 
worse’ (Yalom 1991). Like The Feminine Mystique, Wolf’s book deploys 
the figuration of conspiracy (Knight 1997), as advertising and beauty/
fashion industries work together in an orchestrated attempt to undermine 
the small degree of power available to some women. Accordingly, in People 
magazine, it was described as ‘a manifesto of sorts, an indictment of the 
cosmetics, diet, pornography and plastic-surgery industries, and a call for 
a new wave of feminism to free women from enslavement to beauty’s 
dictates’ (Hubbard 1991). It is in this assumption, of ‘enslavement’, that 
Wolf’s book has been most troublesome for feminists. For Murray (2004, 
p. 202), Wolf—like Friedan and Greer before her—was caught in a para-
dox: The Beauty Myth was, at its heart, a critique of the media and culture 
industries, yet her own involvement in the marketing of the book ‘funda-
mentally compromised’ this position. While there may be some contra-
dictions in Wolf’s thorough imbrication in the system against which her 
book appeared to rally, I would disagree that her celebrification effectively 
undermines her argument.

However, despite attempts to position the text as offering something 
new in terms of popular feminism, critics have underscored that there was 
nothing distinctive about the kind of feminism espoused in The Beauty 
Myth. As Catherine Lumby notes, despite being heralded as the origin 
text of the third wave, Wolf’s first bestselling book was ‘in no sense a 
departure from critiques routinely mounted by second wave feminists of 
the way women were valued for their appearance and sexual availability 
to men’ (2014, p. 601). Nonetheless, ‘the author herself, who became 
an international celebrity on its publication, was hailed as the harbin-
ger of the bold new generation’ (Lumby 2014, p. 601). Moreover, it is 
remarkable that Wolf became conflated with critics of feminism like Rene 
Denfeld and Katie Roiphe in the USA and Kathy Bail (DIY Feminism) in 
Australia and Natasha Walter (The New Feminism) in the UK, given her 
text’s clear indebtedness to second wave thinking. That said, in Fire with 
Fire (1993) she did thoroughly adopt the disillusioned daughter subject 
position, thereby facilitating these assertions of generational, transnational 
cohesion.
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Fire wiTh Fire: celeBrIfyIng the thIrd Wave

In the mid-1990s, Wolf often found herself located in a trio of other so- 
called young ‘high-profile feminist dissenters’ (Orr 1997, p. 36). Along 
with Rene Denfeld and Katie Roiphe, the terms of her authority shifted 
and it was the wayward ‘feminist daughter’ positioning that helped ensure 
her public presence. Such writers, mobilizing a troublesome ‘rhetoric 
of repossession’ (Siegel 1997, p.  59), construct an opposition between 
their generation’s ‘good feminism’ against the ‘bad’ of their censorious 
mother (Henry 2004; Taylor 2008). With Wolf’s celebrity capital assured 
by the success of her first book, she was guaranteed a platform on which 
to speak with some authority about feminism’s deficiencies. While Wolf 
has been dubbed a ‘victim feminist’ by celebrity anti-feminists Christina 
Hoff Sommers and Katie Roiphe, because of her presumptions regarding 
women’s passivity in The Beauty Myth, in Fire with Fire Wolf adds her own 
voice to this critique of victim feminism (Stringer 2014, p. 24).

Fire with Fire’s constitutive binary is that of power/victim feminism, 
used as an explicit framing device. Accordingly, Wolf proffers a definition 
of these two terms early in the text; the former ‘sees women as human 
beings—sexual, individual, no better or worse than their male counter-
parts—and lays claim to equality simply because women are entitled it’ 
(1993, p. xvii). Victim feminism, by contrast, purportedly ‘casts women 
as sexually pure and mystically nurturing, and stresses the evil done to 
these “good” women as a way to petition for their rights’ (1993, p. xvii). 
Though she stresses that her own position differs markedly from those 
of Paglia and Roiphe, noting that she will be challenging the ‘destruc-
tive, categorical hype’ (1993, p. xvii) about victim feminism, such a caveat 
comes undone as she devotes a large proportion of the book to her own 
critique of feminism’s apparent penchant for emotive rhetoric steeped in 
victimhood. Later, in a section where she discursively constructs the oppo-
sition she claims to be merely cataloguing—‘Part Three: Victim Feminism 
Versus Power Feminism’—Wolf further expands upon the limits of victi-
mology and its apparent stymying of feminist ‘progress’:

Victim feminism is when a woman seeks power through an identity of pow-
erlessness … This feminism has slowed women’s progress, impeded their 
self-knowledge, and been responsible for most of the inconsistent, nega-
tive, even chauvinistic spots of regressive thinking that are alienating many 
women and men. (1993, p. 147)
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Despite her own efforts to distinguish herself from other anti-victim 
authors, it is unsurprising that her position became conflated with theirs. 
However, Wolf’s previous blockbuster meant that she received the kind of 
widespread, ongoing media support that eluded these other figures.

Following the publication of Fire of Fire, Wolf featured on the front over 
of the New York Times weekend magazine, with the headline ‘Feminists 
Didn’t Used to Look Like This’, the article pronounces: ‘Time was when 
you couldn’t describe a feminist as gorgeous. Naomi Wolf is this and much 
more: successful, clever and articulate—and fed up with the sisterhood’s 
dead-end political correctness and victim-speak’ (6 November 1993). As 
Hinds and Stacey put it, as part of generational differentiation, ‘So-called 
“new feminism” is thus billed as the glamorous make-over of the old- 
fashioned, drab and over-serious “women’s liberationists” of the past’ 
(2001, p. 153). In academic scholarship, it has also been common to sug-
gest that Wolf’s desirability rendered her, regrettably, somewhat of a media 
darling; for example, despite the book’s limitations, ‘Wolf’s supermodel 
looks and media-friendly philosophies continue to make her good copy 
in the mainstream media’ (Orr 1997, p. 35). Such assumptions, however, 
serve to simplify a much more complicated representational environment, 
one that continues to rely upon the personification of specific figures to 
render feminism legible in the popular imaginary (Hesford 2013).

As during the second wave, discursive constructions of the third wave 
were refracted through Wolf, along with other anti-victim authors, as a 
media personality. Many scholars, problematically, pit these often provoca-
tive authors in opposition to ‘real’ feminist activists: ‘At the same time that 
Roiphe, Wolf, and Denfeld are travelling the country on publicity tours 
attempting to “reclaim” feminism for the majority, young feminist activ-
ists … are coming of political age and are beginning to organize’ (Bailey 
1997, p. 47). Such an opposition is common in critical reflections on femi-
nist blockbuster authors—that, while fame is being relentlessly pursued by 
them (as it is perceived to be), ‘real’ feminist work is being done elsewhere. 
Granted, Roiphe and Denfeld especially offer deeply problematic manifestos, 
built upon a discursive construction of feminism as oppressive, monolithic, 
and fundamentally unnecessary, that render them figures of feminist concern. 
That said, we need not entirely dismiss the realm of celebrity—and in particu-
lar blockbuster celebrity feminism—in its entirety, based on these few ‘anti-
victim’ tracts. 

The book’s ideological and conceptual limitations aside, as Wicke 
observed of Fire with Fire and its author’s celebrity feminist perfor-
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mances, ‘However problematic, some form of feminist discourse is occur-
ring within the Wolfian celebrity space’ (1994, p. 765). As Wicke (1994, 
p. 765) further notes, in a comment applicable to all blockbusters with 
political limitations, ‘My tart criticisms are meant for the insufficiencies 
of her book and her politics, not for celebrityhood itself …’. Moreover, 
it is my contention that, through the intense public debates precipitated 
by books like Wolf’s, Roiphe’s, and Denfeld’s, even such problematic 
blockbusters can produce unpredictable discursive effects and possibili-
ties, opening up a space for dialogue about what feminism is and can be, 
and who might speak in its name.4 If Wolf’s most recent blockbuster is any 
indication, though, her feminism – like her celebrity – continues to be a 
source of controversy.

Vagina: transformIng the femInIst BlockBuster

Wolf’s eighth work of non-fiction was published towards the end of 2012. 
The celebrity that The Beauty Myth, and subsequently Fire with Fire, gar-
nered for Wolf ensured it—and its author—a high media profile. Just four-
teen months after it was first published, in December 2013 Harper Collins 
released Vagina: Revised and Updated, with its front cover boosting its 
New York Times bestseller status. The blurb of the revised and updated 
edition of Vagina (2013) proclaims:

A brilliant and nuanced synthesis of physiology, history, and cultural criti-
cism, Vagina explores the physical, political, and spiritual implications for 
women—and for society as a whole—in this startling series of new scientific 
breakthroughs from a writer whose conviction and keen intelligence have 
propelled her works to the tops of bestseller lists, and firmly into the realm 
of modern classics.

Despite this marketing effort to position it as offering radical new insights 
into the ‘vagina–brain connection’, reviews of the book in the mainstream 
media were overwhelmingly derisive. The book’s argument was scruti-
nized and in some cases ridiculed: ‘I doubt the most brilliant novelist in 
the world could have created a more skewering satire of Naomi Wolf’s 
career than her latest book’ (Roiphe 2012). Another reviewer sardonically 
remarked: ‘It’s lucky vaginas can’t read, or mine would be cringing in 
embarrassment’ (Politt 2012). Such comments reveal much about the way 
the book came to be received, as I will further explore.
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Like a number of Wolf’s popular books, her latest offering is part mem-
oir, part self-help book, part cultural history, and part polemic. As she 
notes: ‘Due to a medical crisis, I had a thought-provoking, revelatory 
experience that suggested a possible crucial relationship of the vagina to 
female consciousness itself. The more I learned, the more I understood 
the ways in which the vagina is part of female creativity, confidence, and 
even character’ (Wolf 2013, p.  3). The book, therefore, functions as a 
form of life writing as much as the cultural history she claims it to be; this 
in itself need not render it problematic, given that the personal voice has 
always been crucial to the blockbuster and arguably its success. The book 
is divided into four parts in which Wolf seeks initially to ‘explore the ways 
in which the vagina has been misunderstood’ (2012, p. 5); to provide a 
historical assessment of how the vagina has been ‘socially controlled’; to 
explore the effect of pornography on the vagina, which throughout is 
bizarrely personified; and, finally, to ‘reclaim the Goddess’, to radically 
transform women’s relationships with their vaginas. For Wolf, a woman’s 
creativity and indeed sense of self is inseparable from this part of her anat-
omy; no wonder feminist response was often scathing. However, Wolf her-
self clearly sought to position her latest publication as consistent with her 
earlier attempts to make feminist critique widely accessible, noting in an 
interview with trade publication, Publishers Weekly: ‘Today, a huge amount 
of the energy of younger feminists still has to do with the trivializing and 
demeaning of their sexuality. Over and over again we have to fight the 
same fight. The culture is just not letting women have a positive relation-
ship to their sexuality, to their vaginas’ (in Potter 2012). Wolf implies that,  
through her book, she seeks to have this relationship publicly revalued.

In 2012, the imminent release of Vagina prompted pre-publicity news-
paper profiles of the author, many of which explicitly interrogated the 
celebrity that has ensured the audibility of her voice in the public sphere in 
the decades since The Beauty Myth’s publication. Reviews of Vagina in the 
mainstream press were overwhelmingly negative and came from a number 
of other celebrity feminists, including Greer and Roiphe. In the Sydney 
Morning Herald (15 September 2012) Greer astutely observes, ‘Vagina: A 
New Biography is largely a biography of Naomi Wolf herself.’ As she makes 
explicit, Wolf is at the centre of the book which maps a health crisis that 
prevented her from experiencing orgasms, and her attempts, through vari-
ous medical and spiritual intermediaries, including a male tantric ‘guru’, 
to regain that capacity. She uses this self-discovery to track the devalued 
‘power’ of the vagina over centuries; to argue for a link between orgasmic 
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activity and creativity; and to place its reaffirmation at the centre of con-
temporary feminism. As she notes in an interview: ‘“The sexual revolution 
is not working for women, many women, or not working well enough,” 
Ms. Wolf said, her voice rising. “To me that’s a feminist issue that we’re 
not reaching our potential”’ (Sandler 2012). However, Greer expressed 
concerns about Wolf’s placement of the vagina at the centre of women’s 
subjectivity: ‘The ultimate misunderstanding would be to conclude that a 
woman is her vagina, and Wolf comes perilously close, apparently uncon-
cerned that some such notion is the central tenet of misogyny’ (Greer 
2012). While Greer had enthusiastically supported The Beauty Myth, she 
saw Wolf’s latest work as bordering on the anti-feminist.

It was not only Greer who called into question Wolf’s credentials to 
speak with any authority about feminism. In the Los Angeles Times, Meghan 
Daum (2012) laments that, given the myriad issues yet facing women, 
‘we could all benefit from some smart, substantive thinking from one of 
America’s foremost feminist thinkers. If Naomi Wolf ever really qualified—
and that is debatable—she appears to have excused herself from the table.’ 
The book was also largely seen as an attempt by Wolf to buttress her dimin-
ishing celebrity capital; by doing so she was judged harshly, as women, and 
especially feminists, seeking popularity always are. Although herself a con-
tentious figure in terms of popular feminism, Katie Roiphe (2012) notes:

The very public story of how Naomi Wolf went from a bright, promising 
Rhodes Scholar to this inventive variety of navel-gazer tells us some uncom-
fortable things about the culture and more specifically, the media. There is 
a way in which bookers on television shows, consumers of magazines, pub-
licists, television viewers, blockbuster book buyers, and Amazon reviewers 
are implicated in what Naomi Wolf has become.

For Roiphe, whose review must be seen in the context of her own status as 
erstwhile celebrity feminist, it is the celebrity industry in its broadest sense 
that has worked to construct a particular ‘Wolf’; an especially undesirable 
one at that. But it was not just Roiphe who used her review to negatively 
remark upon Wolf’s celebrification. In The Guardian (2012), Jenny Turner 
was somewhat more sympathetic, remarking upon the difficulties that must 
face the feminist who has historically enjoyed high media visibility:

I watched her at a distance, observing how tough the job of celebrity femi-
nist can be: you have to keep publishing and opining, no matter whether 
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you have much you really want to say. You have to present your ideas to 
public scrutiny even if they’re still half-baked. A single wobble, and the 
media will leap …

Compared to Turner, others were more acerbic, and associated Wolf’s lat-
est pronouncements about women and sexuality with a hunger for public-
ity they disdained.

For example, Katha Pollitt (2012) remarks: ‘Perhaps opinion- mongering, 
black-and-white thinking and relentless TMI are the price of remaining a 
world-class celebrity feminist.’ Here we can identify the presumption that I 
have critiqued throughout: that celebrity feminism is necessarily or a priori 
a form of bad feminism. In the New York Times Sunday Book Review, Toni 
Bentley (2012) sees Wolf as having effectively misused her public platform, 
as she is accused of doing over a number of years, rendering her ‘less than 
reliable’ as an authorized feminist speaker. For others, Wolf is seen to use her 
existing celebrity capital in ways that are fundamentally at odds with femi-
nism. Laurie Penny (2012),5 for example, writing for the New Statesman, 
argues that through her vocal defence of Julian Assange in the wake of rape 
allegations: ‘Naomi Wolf has done great damage by using her platform as 
one of the world’s most famous feminists to dismiss these women’s allega-
tions.’ And like Pollitt, Penny positions writers like Wolf as effectively dis-
tracting attention from ‘the real and pressing problems facing three billion 
women and girls across the world because of their gender’. This is a com-
mon critique of mass-mediated forms of feminism, especially its celebrity 
variants. As she continues, she locates the blame squarely at the feet of celeb-
rity culture: ‘The point of a kind of celebrity faux-feminism seems to be, if 
you’ll permit me to bastardise the late lamented Douglas Adams, not to 
challenge patriarchy, but to distract attention away from it.’ This is a familiar 
refrain; Penny presumes that celebrity feminism comes at the cost of ‘real’ 
feminist activism. Given the extent of these critical reviews, and their chal-
lenge to the author’s celebrity, for the remainder of this chapter I examine 
how Wolf adapted her social media usage to effectively rewrite the reception 
of Vagina and to reassert her own diminishing authority.

tWItter and BrandIng the celeBrIty femInIst self

Celebrity feminism, as Wicke reminds us, is ‘a complicated social practice’ 
(1994, p. 757); this is even more the case in the context of the technolo-
gies that have developed in the intervening years. Social media, and Twitter 
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especially, are said to have shifted both the actual terrain of celebrity as 
well as how it is practised and consumed, including for celebrity feminists 
(Marwick and boyd 2011, p. 139). In terms of the range of techniques 
to maintain public visibility currently deployed by contemporary block-
buster feminists, Twitter is a site that cannot be ignored, either in terms of 
‘achieved celebrity’ (Rojek 2001) or micro-celebrity (Senft 2008).6

As Marwick and boyd (2011, p. 140) observe, and as I argue through-
out, celebrity is not something one has but something one does; it is:

an organic and ever-changing performative practice rather than a set of 
intrinsic personal characteristics or external labels. This practice involves 
ongoing maintenance of a fan base, performed intimacy, authenticity and 
access, and construction of a consumable persona. 

So what kind of a ‘consumable persona’ do figures like Wolf construct and 
what might this reveal about the operations and logics of feminism, celeb-
rity, and their interrelatedness? What, and how, in terms of their discursive 
practices, do these blockbuster celebrity feminists use their 140 characters 
to say? And how do they engage with their followers in ways that suggest 
something about their active attempts to shape their feminist celebrity 
personas? How might Twitter, and the responses of others, create ruptures 
in this celebrity self-performance? Does celebrity feminist practice, includ-
ing online, differ from other forms? These are some of the questions with 
which I engage both here and in the remaining chapters.

As I have noted, in addition to selling products such as books, celebri-
ties can themselves be seen as commodities; in the contemporary con-
text, central to the process of ensuring their commercial viability are new 
media. In terms of Twitter especially, ‘online personas have become an 
indispensable part of self-branding’ (van Dijck 2013, p. 202). Marshall 
(2010) argues that new media, and especially social media, have effected a 
displacement from a ‘representational media system’ to what he dubs ‘pre-
sentational culture’. As he remarks, ‘given that major celebrities have often 
had teams managing their media and public relations, it is no surprise to 
see that celebrities are in fact at the forefront of the expansion and use of 
social media and networks for reputation management’ (2010, p. 500; see 
also Turner 2014). This presumption that stars use social media to ‘take 
back’ their image, and mould it into something they find more desirable 
or more marketable, is often seen to offer a new way for public figures 
to exercise agency over their celebrity signs. As previous chapters have 
made clear, though, such strategies of self-branding and active persona  
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management have long been evident, including in terms of the celebrity 
feminist. However, as well as perhaps offering more opportunities for such 
celebrity intervention, social media platforms render these attempts visible 
in ways they previously were not (Thomas 2014, p. 242). Next, I provide 
an overview of how Wolf uses Twitter before offering a more in-depth 
analysis of tweets relating to her latest work of non-fiction.

socIal medIa and BlockBuster celeBrIty femInIsm: 
Wolf’s tWItter PractIce

Wolf is a prolific Tweeter; she has over 52,600 followers and follows 
33,600 (as at March 2015), itself not a massive number in terms of celeb-
rity accounts—something that should be remembered with regard to the 
potential efficacy of Wolf’s attempts to regain some control over how 
her book was being made to mean offline. While Marshall notes that it 
is common for celebrities to follow far fewer people than follow them 
(2010a, p. 43), Wolf follows more than half as many, suggesting perhaps 
that this is an attempt to foster a sense of reciprocity and mutuality. When 
I signed up for this project she, or perhaps one of her publicists, followed 
me immediately. For Henry Jenkins (2009), Twitter is either ‘here it is’ 
(links to news, blogs, clips, and so on) or ‘here I am’ (celebrities reveal-
ing something intimate about themselves). Wolf’s Twitter relates much 
more to the former, constituted by a series of explicitly and implicitly pro-
motional gestures. For example: ‘Please join me for a discussion & book 
signing tomorrow night at Yale University bookstore. Please share!’ (10 
February 2014).7 Such events offer the promise of unmediated intimacy, a 
chance for readers to connect with the author ‘in the flesh’ (Gunter 2014); 
through such tweets, Wolf invites her audience to be co-present, albeit in 
the overtly commercial space of the bookshop.8

Twitter, as well as other forms of social media, is seen to be vital for con-
temporary authors (Robinson 2013; Murray 2015). For some fans, lack 
of blatant self-promotion creates the sense of a more ‘authentic’, genuine 
connection and sense of interactivity, feeling as if they ‘really know’ the 
celebrity in question with whom they are in direct communication rather 
than being positioned solely as consumers (Marwick and boyd 2011, 
p. 140; see also Click et al. 2013). However, when used in service of literary 
marketing there is a risk that tweeting will seem purely promotional (York 
2013, pp. 146–7), indeed as Wolf’s often does. Nevertheless, alongside 
this is the ‘lure of making contact—even of an electronic sort—with that  
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author’ (York 2013, p. 147). As we will see, Wolf’s fans appear to relish 
these new communicative opportunities.

Through her Twitter feed, Wolf attempts to shift the terms of debate 
around Vagina, from critics to ‘ordinary’ readers, with whom she actively 
engages on various levels. The relationship between readers and authors, 
as well as celebrities in a more general sense, is seen as having been recon-
figured by social networking (Robinson 2013). Now involved in a rather 
less parasocial interaction, readers and writers can participate in dialogic 
exchange with their favourite celebrities, and in some senses work to collab-
oratively constitute their celebrity personas (Marwick and boyd 2011). As 
Murray notes: ‘Now, the author is engaged in one-to-many or even one-to- 
one real-time relationships with readers … the digital-era author now aims 
for consistency and “stickiness” (in web parlance) in reader–writer relation-
ships’ (2015, p. 323). Twitter is a site of such potential ‘stickiness’, includ-
ing for blockbuster celebrity feminists. That said, although social media, 
and Twitter especially, may act as a space for fan–celebrity interaction hith-
erto not so readily available, thereby complicating previous assumptions 
regarding parasociality, a number of critics have underscored that:

there are clear hierarchies of power within the “Twittersphere” with celebri-
ties, journalists and “official” accounts from organisations playing a very vis-
ible role in (re)circulating information and influencing debate, which must 
be recognised when we consider the claim for it being a democratic space 
where all can participate. (Deller 2011, p. 237)

Therefore, while perhaps opening a channel of communication between 
celebrity and fans, Twitter does not serve to equalize participants or destabi-
lize existing ‘power differentials’ but makes clear how they can be leveraged 
for the celebrity’s own purposes (Marwick and boyd 2011, pp. 155–6).

Another question often raised in relation to celebrity and Twitter 
accounts is that of authenticity; in these terms, readers might ask: how do 
we know it is Wolf who is using this account, given that celebrities com-
monly employ ‘ghost twitters’ (Ellcessor 2012)? Emphasizing that Twitter 
should not be seen as ‘an unmediated form of authentic self-presentation’ 
(Thomas 2014, p.  6), I would follow Keller’s argument here: because 
‘social media is commonly understood as inherently authentic within 
the public imagination, it may not matter if it is actually [Wolf] behind 
the computer, as we are meant to read her online presence as authentic’ 
(2012, p.  7). Indeed, it has been argued that it is the inability to tell 
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that affords fans immense pleasure (Marwick and boyd 2011, p.  153), 
effectively adding ‘interest to the game of interpreting the performance 
of celebrity in play’ (Turner 2014, p. 74). Moreover, much like televi-
sion personalities—as Bennett (2011) has argued—feminist celebrities, 
and blockbuster authors especially, first and foremost are seen to perform 
themselves, notwithstanding of course that this in itself is a construction. 
In the case of Wolf, and indeed other feminist authors, her Twitter ‘voice’ 
is presumed to be identical to the narrative voice of her non-fictional texts, 
and popular feminist writing—as Pearce (2004) has convincingly argued  
and I have noted in Chap. 2— is reliant upon this conflation of narrator and  
author, a lack of distinction that is clearly reinforced by/through Twitter. 
Further, authors—like their narrators—need to continually establish and 
re-establish their authority through these rapidly expanding kinds of pub-
lic performances (Carter 1997, p. xii). This is certainly the case for block-
buster feminist celebrities, whose authority to speak is often contested 
from both within and without feminism, and therefore these extra-textual 
performances, including within the field of social media, are crucial.

As I argue throughout, there are a number of ways in which block-
buster celebrity feminists can be seen to exceed some of the dominant 
ways of theorizing celebrity, including in terms of Twitter usage. Many 
have suggested that Twitter’s appeal for celebrities is that it permits some 
control over gossip regarding their personal lives circulating elsewhere; 
this is not the function of Twitter for the blockbuster celebrity feminist, 
whose private life is not generally publicly consumed, or indeed sought 
after, in the same way as for other forms of female celebrity. That is, in the 
case of Wolf, ‘the veridical self is [not] a site of public evacuation’ (Rojek 
2001, p. 19) and she does not use social media for ‘strategically managed 
self-disclosure’ (Marwick and boyd 2011). This is perhaps because she has 
already done so in her deeply confessional book. Nonetheless, through 
Twitter Wolf clearly does seek to exercise control over the way her text, as 
well as her persona, is being made to mean publicly, and she does clearly 
work to create a sense of authenticity for, and intimacy with, her followers. 
Such a process, of course, relies upon much labour. As Alice Marwick notes 
(2013, p. 196), online self-branding ‘necessitates the careful construction 
of an edited yet authentic self, which demands ongoing self-monitoring 
… and an ongoing awareness and evaluation of the audience’. While there 
are some crucial differences between celebrity feminists and other forms 
of stardom, as I discuss throughout, Marwick’s argument here applies as 
much to feminist authors as to those involved in other industries.
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Remarkably, given that she is a celebrity feminist, there is little explicitly 
feminist content on Wolf’s Twitter feed, revealing that in this instance 
it is being used more to supplement her feminist performances in other 
realms rather than to become a primary site for its articulation. That is, it 
is an addendum to the blockbuster not its substitute/replacement; in this 
respect, it can be seen to operate as a form of ‘public authorial epitext’ 
(Genette 1997) which seeks to circumscribe the meanings of the primary 
work, a form of authorial intervention, materially separate from the book 
itself, but which is designed to help shape its reception, much as a preface 
or afterword does. It is, in particular, central to her attempts to frame her 
book as a meaningful feminist text, including through publicly broadcast-
ing how it has affected readers.

#lIfechangIngread and BuIldIng the Wolf Brand

There are four key ways that Vagina, and thus Wolf’s reinvented feminism, 
remains visible in and through her Twitter account. First, in explicitly 
promotional (i.e. ‘broadcast’) tweets such as signings at book-stores (as 
above) as well as those from her publishers regarding the book, especially 
at the time of its 2013 re-release; second, in links to glowing reviews or 
interviews she has done in other forms of media; third, other less overtly 
promotional tweets, such as support from other celebrities; and, finally, 
tweets of readerly gratitude (i.e. #lifechangingread). Tweets are, of course, 
‘written with different publics in mind’ (Deller 2011), and for Wolf, in 
many instances, her addressees appear to be actual or potential consumers 
of Vagina. Further, in this instance, Wolf’s imagined publics seem to be, 
not necessarily explicitly feminist, but those open to ideas about women’s 
sexual entitlement, individual empowerment, and agency—those perhaps 
more appropriately figured as postfeminist.

In terms of Vagina, reviews, as outlined, have been overwhelmingly 
negative, so it is not surprising Wolf uses Twitter to effectively rewrite 
the book’s critical history. Whether she is successful in this endeavour 
is another question. As Turner has argued, ‘some celebrities clearly see 
Twitter as offering their own dedicated media channel, through which 
they can shape what the rest of the media say about them …’ (2014, 
p. 74). And this can certainly be seen to be the case with Wolf, especially 
through her retweeting of sympathetic reviews. The circulation of links to 
other forms of media is a feature of Twitter, as much as opinion or revela-
tion sharing, ensuring that it ‘functions as a “hub” between other media 
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forms and texts as well as between users’ (Deller 2011). Wolf’s strategic 
emphasis on these affirmative texts is an important gesture, and one that 
seeks to secure future readers, thereby helping to ensure the book’s com-
mercial viability and status as valuable feminist writing.

It is commonly emphasized that contemporary celebrities use social 
media to create ‘a heightened sense of intimacy’ with their followers, ‘and 
thus fans now expect celebrities to interact with them and maintain ongo-
ing affiliations with them’ (Click et al. 2013, p. 366). That is, the man-
agement of celebrity has shifted from a highly regulated and controlled 
model to ‘one in which performers and personalities actively address and 
interact with fans’ (Marwick and boyd 2011, p. 140). There are a number 
of ways in which celebrities work to foster intimacy and connection with 
their fans via Twitter, including direct @replies or through retweeting their 
comments. In this instance, retweeting is a central part of Wolf’s celebrity 
practice, and is a strategy that can create the sense of a supportive public, 
which contrasts markedly to the hostile responses she was receiving via 
other media platforms. As Deller (2011) remarks, ‘the process of retweet-
ing helps messages or links circulate quickly and provides affirmation and 
recognition for the original sender, as well as giving them and their tweets 
a level of status’. Motivations for retweeting, as boyd et al. (2010, p. 6) 
emphasize, are diverse, although some factors they identify clearly apply to 
Wolf’s retweeting practice: ensuring that tweets spread to wider audiences; 
publicly demonstrating agreement with someone; and validating the opin-
ions or thoughts of others. For example: ‘Thank you! RT @kyokochurch: 
Just pages 40 in to #Vagina by @naomiwolf and I’m already blown away! 
#enlightening’ (19 May 2013).9 This type of retweet commonly appears 
in Wolf’s feed. boyd et al. refer to these as ‘ego retweets’, which are ‘when 
people retweet messages that refer to them. Some see this as “narcissistic” 
or “self-serving,” while others see it as a way of giving credit to and appre-
ciating the person talking about them’ (boyd et al. 2010, p. 9). Whatever 
the motivation, retweeting followers who appear deeply invested in her 
book and its argument is clearly central to Wolf’s online celebrity practice.

Given the way Vagina has been at times quite savagely attacked in the 
mainstream media, these retweets help circulate discourses around the text 
that run counter to these readings. That is, these readerly affirmations are 
used as evidence of the book’s resonance, in spite of negative responses 
elsewhere. Retweeting, especially with additional comments, as Ruth Page 
argues, ‘acknowledges the value of the audience as satisfied customers’ of a 
celebrity’s product—in this case, a book—‘and so builds the reputation of 
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the retweeter by reproducing the audience’s endorsement of the consumer 
goods and their producer’ (2012, p. 198). In particular, and consistent 
with Page’s assessment about value, Wolf draws upon the transformative 
discourses being mobilized by so-called ‘ordinary’ readers, with the impli-
cation that reviewers (and the vocal feminist critics like Greer) are ‘out of 
touch’ with the audience. In this vein, she retweets one reader who simply 
chants: ‘Vagina vagina vagina! #LifeChangingRead’ (@RaeboRenee, 15 
January 2014). Tweets commonly suggest that all women need to read 
Wolf’s ‘life-changing’ book, with one reader identifying Vagina as her 
‘new bible’ (@moniqueruffin, 21 November 2013). Changing women’s 
lives, raising their consciousness, was an explicit goal of second wave femi-
nism, and of the blockbuster itself; arguably, this remains its key aim. In 
this respect, and if Wolf’s Twitter followers are any indication, her attempt, 
through Vagina, to refigure how women conceptualize their sexuality can 
be deemed to have been successful.

In terms of the direct fan engagement made possible by social media, 
Wolf at times thanks followers for their praise but often she simply retweets 
it as a gesture of appreciation, and, of course, promotion. When she does 
engage directly it is primarily in response to the most effusive tweets about 
the book’s transformative effect. In response to another tweet about the 
book’s impact, Wolf writes: ‘wow! thank you RT @BasementBeauty: 
@naomirwolf Not even finished and already feel this book is changing 
my life #Vagina’ (1 September 2013). Engaging with readers who make 
their affective investments in the book explicit, Wolf at times replies with 
expressions of gratitude and kisses.10 Such public acts of appreciation 
work to position Wolf as generous, humble, and grateful that her read-
ers are implicitly feeling sexually empowered following their consumption 
of Vagina—her feminist work is thereby done (#thankyou). In January 
2014, she offers a blanket thank you to the book’s consumers, creating 
the sense of a global community of like-minded fans: ‘Thank you to my 
readers around the world!’ (6 January 2014). For Wolf, maintaining this 
fan network is central to her attempts at shoring up her reputation as a 
viable feminist speaker.

These readerly expressions of gratitude can be seen as the contemporary 
equivalent of the fan letters received by figures like Friedan and Greer; in 
the case of the former, often it could up take up to six months for a reply,11 
while through social media, by contrast, Wolf is able to almost instanta-
neously, and publicly, express her own appreciation of these effusive read-
ers either individually or collectively (as above). While seemingly fostering 
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intimacy, such interactions, and especially apparent validation in the form 
of retweeting, must be recognized as calculated marketing exercises, part 
of the ongoing process of celebrity promotional labour. As Hearn and 
Schoenhoff argue (2016, p. 205), ‘a canny celebrity on social media rarely 
has to promote their own product because fans will do it for them; all they 
have to do is retweet a fan’s praise and the chorus of promotion grows’. 
Along these lines, Wolf retweets @RachelMeeker, who enthuses: ‘“Vagina: 
A New Biography” by @naomi wolf is life changing. I’m not exaggerating 
either. Everyone must read it and be enlightened’ (2 January 2014), for 
which she receives an expression of gratitude from the author. Similarly, 
to a reader who posted a glowing review on Amazon.com, Wolf tweets: 
‘Thank you! xx RT @CrazyIdealist @naomi wolf Thank you for writing a 
life-changing book. Here’s my review’ (11 February 2014). Such follow-
ers then are, in many senses, recruited to help shape the Wolf brand—as a 
feminist who changes lives; other blockbuster celebrity feminists have relied 
upon such a trope, as the chapter on Friedan in particular demonstrated. 
Further validating the author, readers also use tweets to praise Wolf for 
her apparent bravery as an outspoken feminist, which she retweets without 
comment: ‘I am so grateful for your courage and perseverance @naomi 
wolf. I am loving Vagina: A New Biography. It’s helping me understand 
so much!’ (@tabbybiddle, 28 December 2013). Similarly, another reader 
credits Wolf with ‘breaking down barriers of shame in discussion “Beyond 
the Vagina”’, which she found to be ‘inspiring’ and which Wolf of course 
retweeted (@VerseEverday, 14 January 2014). However, impassioned 
defences of the book came not just from ‘ordinary’ readers but from other 
figures of renown, working to bolster Wolf’s own celebrity.

celeBrIty–celeBrIty InteractIon: BoostIng caPItal

Followers with whom celebrity feminists interact themselves seek, and 
perhaps gain, a particular form of capital from these very publicly per-
formed engagements. Receiving an @reply or being retweeted by a 
celebrity feminist has particular cachet, perhaps in turn celebrifying the 
follower, if  temporarily and if only within their own networks (Marwick 
and boyd 2011, p. 145). Moreover, it is not only ‘ordinary readers’ who 
are retweeted by Wolf—celebrity-to-celebrity interaction also features 
prominently, producing its own effects and affects. For example, former 
Hole singer and widow of Nirvana’s Kurt Cobain, Courtney Love, tweets 
Wolf in praise of the book and her followers take up her call about this 
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purportedly life-changing book, while actress and founder of online ‘life-
style’ website, Goop, Gynweth Paltrow is cited in a tweet from @Virago 
Press: ‘If you have a vagina you must read this book. It’s astonishingly 
good’ (7 March 2014). Wolf’s Twitter followers, like Love, engage in a 
dialogue with each other, as well as the author, about their own responses 
to the controversial book. As Turner has noted, readers are effectively 
eavesdropping on this celebrity-to-celebrity conversation (2014, p. 73), 
again creating the sense of being privy to an intimate exchange, thus add-
ing another layer to the ‘authenticity’ of this medium: ‘Celebrity practitio-
ners also interact with other famous people on Twitter, creating revealing 
performances of what appear to be intimate interactions’ and giving ‘the 
impression of candid, uncensored looks at the people behind the personas’ 
(Marwick and boyd 2011, p. 151). Wolf thereby provides this sense of 
authenticity while performing what is essentially a promotional function.

Wolf’s response to Love extends beyond the usual ‘thank you’ or simple 
tweet: ‘How delightful that Courtney Love is tweeting support for Vagina: 
A New Biography … Thank you so much @Courtney … questions? Let 
me know!’ (12 September 2012). Such a response emphasizes that not all 
followers are engaged with equally, thereby undermining claims regarding 
the democratization of this sphere (Marwick and boyd 2011), something 
I take up further in the final chapter of this book. Echoing the intimate 
tone, Love replies: ‘yes yes yes. We should talk soon xc’ (16 September 
2012). These tweets, effectively celebrity endorsements, such as those we 
may find on a bookcover blurb, work to buttress Wolf’s own standing as 
a credible speaker on feminism. Moreover, through making such connec-
tions to other celebrities visible, in this case via the gesture of retweeting, 
Wolf’s own fame is boosted (Ellcessor 2012, p. 63).

To conclude, then, Wolf’s Twitter appears less concerned with personal 
revelations or even with articulating explicitly feminist tweets, and more 
with maintaining her authority to speak—which, especially in the case of 
this book, is being called into question in other media platforms. While 
Wolf may no longer be ‘the media-appointed spokeswoman-in-chief’ she 
was in the 1990s (Murray 2004, p. 202), she seeks to use social media to 
secure support for her current feminist political positions and, in turn, to 
buttress her attenuated celebrity. Like all celebrities examined thus far, this 
analysis of Wolf has highlighted the labour that underpins celebrity femi-
nism and its maintenance, while also showing how readers/tweeters are 
integral to this process. In the case of Vagina, Twitter represents a space in 
which Wolf attempts, as celebrity authors in the public sphere always have 
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done, to delimit the interpretive possibilities of her text, and to widely 
circulate readerly affective investments as a means to demonstrate the cul-
tural reverberations of her controversial book. In regard to her efforts to 
rewrite the book’s critical history, her Twitter feed does not have the same 
audience as a New York Times book review; that is, questions of scale and 
reach must always be in play when making claims about the capacity of 
social networking sites to shape public debate or even to bring publics into 
being (Turner 2016).

As this analysis has shown, the purpose and effects, as well as affects, of 
Twitter as a site of celebrity practice for feminists requires further investi-
gation, and once again demonstrates that, while there are points of over-
lap, it is often difficult to map existing work on celebrity onto what is 
happening around feminism in the mediasphere. In subsequent chapters I 
will build upon this analysis, shifting the focus from how social media are 
central to the maintenance of celebrity feminism to their role in helping in 
its initial creation. In the next chapter, I turn to two very different mani-
festations of the feminist blockbuster, clearly establishing that neither the 
contemporary non-fiction feminist bestseller nor the ‘brand’ of feminism 
embodied by its authors can be considered homogeneous.

notes

 1. For a critique of the dangers of what she calls ‘neurosexism’, see 
Cordelia Fine’s Delusions of Gender (2010).

 2. Although she has written on subjects other than feminism, which 
have arguably worked to shift the tenor of her feminism—for 
example The End of America: A Letter of Warning to a Young 
Patriot (2007)  and its sequel, Give Me Liberty: A Handbook for 
American Revolutionaries (2008)—I am concerned here only with 
her popular feminist writing.

 3. While in the USA this story was figured as the daughter perform-
ing symbolic ‘matricide’ on her feminist mother, in Australia it 
manifested as the mother lamenting what feminism had become in 
the hands of her daughters. In this regard, Helen Garner published 
a work of creative non- fiction, The First Stone (1995), which took 
two young women students to task for taking action against their 
college Master for sexual assault. The book precipitated intense 
discursive contestation over the meanings of Australian feminism, 
and a ‘media event’—with the celebrity author at the centre—was 
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staged throughout 1995 and well into 1996. For a detailed analysis 
of this event, including how celebrity feminism was constructed 
and framed therein, see my Mediating Australian Feminism 
(2008).

  4. Since Fire with Fire, Wolf has not reiterated her critique of victimhood 
(Stringer 2014, p. 26). In 2004 Wolf published an article titled ‘The 
Silent Treatment’, in which she accuses veteran literary critic, Harold 
Bloom, of sexual harassment. In media responses to the allegations, 
despite her own critique of gendered victimisation, Wolf was once 
more herself coded as a ‘victim feminist’ (Stringer 2014, p. 26).

  5. Penny herself has written a number of popular feminist books but 
does not enjoy the kind of celebrity that the women examined here 
do.

  6. Micro celebrity is defined as ‘new style of online performance that 
involves people in “amping up” their popularity over the Web 
using technologies like video, blogs, and social networking sites’ 
(Senft 2008, p. 25).

  7. Likewise with this tweet: ‘I’m at Columbia book store for a talk 
about my book “Vagina: Revised and Updated”—starts at 6pm! 
Come say hi!’ (6 February 2014).

  8. Other promotional tweets relate to measures of the book’s success, 
such as ‘“Vagina Revised and Expanded” has now hit the Amazon 
Hot New Releases top sellers in four categories’ (6 January 2014).

  9. Given the ethical issues posed by material drawn from the 
Twittersphere, it is important to note that all the tweets discussed 
here ‘were publicly available and discoverable at the time of writing 
and research, and thus, as published material, need no permission 
from authors to analyse them’ (Tsaliki 2016, p. 244).

 10. For example, she retweets Lucy Dancer: ‘I’m only 3 chapters into 
the book and already “Vagina” is already giving me a-ha moments—
will u be speaking in London anytime soon?’ (25 January 2014), 
to which Wolf directly responds: ‘@Lucymdancer Thank you! 
Should be, will announce dates when confirmed’ and she signs off 
with two kisses (25 January 2014).

 11. Like Greer, Friedan received myriad letters from readers outlining 
how the book had resonated with them. It was not uncommon for 
replies to be sent up to six months following; replies commonly 
repeated this phrase (following an apology at the delay in respond-
ing due to the book’s immense success and the demands it placed 
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on her time): ‘…it continues to sustain me that my efforts in writ-
ing The Feminine Mystique made a difference in other women’s 
lives besides my own’ (23 October 1965, to a reader in Westover, 
West Virginia) (Betty Friedan Papers (MC 698.57), Schlesinger 
Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University).
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CHAPTER 7

Sheryl Sandberg and Roxane Gay: 
The Limits and Possibilities 

of Contemporary Blockbuster Feminism

IntroductIon

As my preceding analysis of Naomi Wolf ’s most recent book has dem-
onstrated, contemporary ‘feminist’ blockbusters as well as their celebrity 
authors look and feel (for their affective pull is also crucial) in some ways 
quite different from the books I have previously considered. However, 
the next two chapters make clear that, despite rhetorical and political 
differences, blockbusters remain key vehicles in the process of feminist 
celebrification, and for ensuring that some feminisms come to receive 
cultural legitimacy over others. Here, I engage with two very different 
manifestations of the feminist blockbuster: one whose rhetoric aligns 
more closely with the postfeminist neoliberalism that characterizes the 
twenty-first century (Gill 2007; Vavrus 2007; Taylor 2012), and another 
whose feminist politics are less ambivalent as it works to challenge the 
normative whiteness that has been at the heart of celebrity feminism: 
Sheryl Sandberg’s Lean In (2013) and Roxane Gay’s Bad Feminist 
(2014) respectively.

This chapter illustrates, perhaps more so than any others, Wicke’s 
description of the ‘celebrity zone’ as a site where ‘good things happen, 
and bad things happen’ (1994, p. 758). Continuing Part II’s emphasis 
on how new media work to augment blockbuster celebrity feminism, 
here I focus on practices of self-branding and how these two authors 
strategically position themselves within the online attention economy, 
with the effect of extending the reach of their particular feminism. To do 



so, this chapter engages with Sandberg’s use of online media to develop 
and extend her ‘lean in’ strategy, including—consistent with wider celeb-
rity involvement in various causes—to young girls, and then explores 
the role of the digital sphere in the establishment and maintenance of 
Gay’s blockbuster celebrity feminism. Here I demonstrate how, just as 
the blockbusters themselves differ, so does the kind of celebrity femi-
nism embodied and practised by their authors. Although the authors 
occupy the same generational location (Sandberg and Gay were born in 
1969 and 1974 respectively), they represent a challenge to the presump-
tion of generational unity upon which popular feminism often relies 
(Henry 2004). That is, ‘their substantial differences signal a little con-
ceded diversity in the way feminism is conceptualized and represented in 
mainstream discourse’ (Taylor 2008, p. 231). Moreover, neither of them 
chose to identify themselves or their feminism according to the wave 
metaphor, further complicating the dominant way of figuring feminism, 
thus urging us to concede popular feminism’s complexity, multiplicity, 
and potentiality.

This chapter considers, too, how Sandberg’s professional position-
ing in the corporate world, and Gay’s in the academy, work to mediate 
their celebrity in important, and at times troublesome, ways. These case 
studies show that, in terms of both politics and practice, celebrity femi-
nism is necessarily a heterogeneous phenomenon, and in this respect 
reveals both its constraints and possibilities. These publications, their 
reception, and their authors’ different forms of celebrity, also provide 
an insight into the racial politics of celebrity feminism. For Sandberg, 
race goes totally unacknowledged in her ‘lean in’ strategy, and for Gay 
it is central to the way she problematizes the whiteness of mainstream 
feminism, exposing the interlocking oppressions that constitute many 
women’s everyday realities. This necessarily impacts the way they pub-
licly perform their feminism, as well as the ways in which it is able to 
circulate and be consumed; Sandberg’s neoliberal, ‘post-race’ vision is 
much less disruptive or threatening, a kind of ‘feel-good’ feminism for 
the status quo, while Gay’s is uncomfortable, in her words ‘messy’, and 
seeks to destabilize commonsensical understandings of feminism, race, 
gender and their intersections. Nonetheless, their two books became 
feminist blockbusters within a year of one another, suggesting that 
popular feminism—including its blockbuster variants—remains com-
plicated, uneven terrain.
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Lean In: A New Model of Feminist Blockbuster –  
and Celebrity?

In March 2013, Sheryl Sandberg, the Chief Operating Officer (COO) 
of global social networking corporation Facebook, published Lean In: 
Women, Work and the Will to Lead,1 which became an immediate best-
seller. Indicative of the transnational nature of the contemporary block-
buster, Lean In was published in 24 languages (Rowley 2013). Under 
the ‘Lean In’ banner there has been an empowerment campaign for girls 
(#banbossy); conferences; campus tours where devotees extol the virtues 
of ‘leaning in’ to undergraduates; an updated edition of the book, Lean In 
for Graduates (2014); and a spin-off campaign aimed at men (#leaninto-
gether), all with associated merchandise. Lean In is, therefore, ‘less a book 
than a phenomenon’ (Dowse 2013).

In regard to the book’s generic location, Sandberg attempts, with some 
difficulty, to frame it in terms of what it is not: ‘a memoir, although I 
have included stories about my life. It is not a self-help book, although 
I truly hope it helps. It is not a book on career management, although I 
offer advice in that area. It is not a feminist manifesto—okay, it is sort of 
a feminist manifesto …’ (2013a, pp. 9–10). Given the context in which 
the book was produced, the ‘feminism’ of this new type of blockbuster 
is entirely consistent with neoliberalism,2 and Sandberg can be seen to 
‘espouse an ever-expanding program of self-discipline rather than struc-
tural reform’ (Negra 2014, p. 284). The individualism underpinning the 
book is succinctly indicated by the first chapter’s title: ‘Internalizing the 
Revolution’. Although Sandberg undoubtedly does adopt a feminist voice 
and frames her interventions in the rhetoric of social movements, it is 
the individual, not the socio-political context in which she operates, that 
is seen to be in need of recalibration: ‘We can reignite the revolution by 
internalizing the revolution. The shift to a more equal world will happen 
person by person. We move closer to the larger goal of true equality with 
each woman who leans in’ (2013a, p. 11). The book features a number of 
anecdotes about how she has personally performed the tactic advocated 
therein, with considerable success, and its cover offers a portrait of a con-
tented, even beaming Sandberg, implicitly reaping the rewards of ‘lean-
ing in’. Not surprisingly, the book’s emphasis on ‘what women could do 
for themselves’ (Greennhouse 2015) has been widely criticized, while its 
neoliberal tenor has been the subject of much recent feminist scholarship 
(McRobbie 2013; Negra 2014; Rottenberg 2014a; Banet-Weiser 2015b). 
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As feminist social theorists like Nancy Fraser (2013) have made clear, fem-
inism has become ‘entangled in a dangerous liaison with neoliberal efforts 
to build a free market society’, resulting in the reframing of a formerly 
radical ‘worldview’ in ‘individualist terms’; as evidence of this, she cites 
Sandberg’s ‘lean in’ philosophy.

The book’s governing trope—that of ‘leaning in’—evokes women’s 
apparent tendency to ‘lean out’ in professional contexts, or to fail to assert 
themselves. In this way, Sandberg offers ‘her own brand of motivational 
and aspirational corporate feminism’ (Banet-Weiser 2015a). In keeping 
with the neoliberal logic in which her argument is framed, women are 
positioned at the centre of the ‘problem’ of under-representation in senior 
leadership roles; for example, the trope of women ‘holding themselves 
back’ (2013a, pp. 9, 150) is a recurrent one. As Rottenberg notes (2014b, 
p. 154), rather advocating societal transformation, ‘Sandberg focuses on 
changing women’s attitudes about work and self.’ That women them-
selves are responsible for managing the ongoing gender inequities shaping 
our lives, and thus it is women who need to be recalibrated, is by no means 
a new sentiment. However, what is distinctive is the way feminism is being 
recruited in service of such arguments. In such accounts feminism, rather 
than merely being disavowed as per the logics of postfeminism, is given 
‘new life through an articulation with a specific range of value pertaining 
to the project of contemporary neoliberalism’ (McRobbie 2015, p. 120; 
see also Faludi 2013; Rottenberg 2014a). Furthermore, Sandberg illus-
trates, perhaps more than any other woman examined in this book, the 
mutually sustaining privileges that often still govern who gets to speak 
(and be heard) in and through modern media systems, and in this case 
who is granted the authority to shape popular understandings of femi-
nism. Hers is a form of ‘do-it-yourself ’ feminism (Bail 1996), eliding the 
multiple factors that make her vision both unimaginable and undesirable 
for many women.

In this vein, Sandberg’s work, and indeed her celebrity and its viability, 
cannot be extricated from the post-race and postfeminist discursive con-
text from which it emerges; her book is also exceedingly heteronorma-
tive (Gay 2014a). In assertions that race-based discrimination has been 
firmly relegated to the past, ‘it is popularly assumed that the civil rights 
movement effectively eradicated racism to the extent that not only does 
racism no longer exist, but race itself no longer matters’ (Joseph 2009, 
p. 240). This presumption implicitly underpins Sandberg’s personalized 
‘equality’ strategy. As bell hooks (2013) remarks, ‘the “lean in” woman 

200 A. TAYLOR



is never given a racial identity …’ Therefore, ‘the corporate infusion of 
gender equality she [Sandberg] evokes is a “whites only” proposition’. 
While Sandberg may appear to challenge postfeminist claims about the 
redundancy of feminism, her vision is thoroughly indebted to the assump-
tion that, in millennial America, race simply does not matter. In this way, 
her feminism is indicative of ‘liberal [and indeed neoliberal] feminism’s 
key weakness’, as Stringer notes, ‘a call for equality without including 
racial analysis’ (2007, p. 251). Indeed, that feminism itself is reduced to 
a call for ‘equality’ is deeply problematic, something that dates back at 
least to Friedan’s blockbuster; that is, the dominant way of ‘telling femi-
nist stories’ (Hemmings 2011) in the mainstream media has been over-
whelmingly through a liberal lens (Farrell 1998; Henderson 2006). This 
becomes even more important, given the wide reach of Sandberg’s ideas, 
including before the book itself came into being.

the ‘ted’ Phenomenon and celebrIty FemInIsm

As is often the case with the blockbuster, Sandberg’s promotion of the 
book was a multi-media event, including television interviews, a website 
with links to various forms of social media, promotional videos, print 
newspaper and magazine profiles, and celebrity endorsements. For Negra 
(2014, p. 279), the success of books like Lean In ‘depend[s] heavily on 
the persona creation of their authors and operate[s] as just one element in 
a convergent set of interrelated promotional activities’, including the TED 
talk. The latter represents a platform, unavailable to the women examined 
in the first part of this book, via which the blockbuster celebrity feminist 
now works to secure her renown and expand the reach of her book. A 
not-for-profit organization whose mission is to make ‘great ideas’ freely 
accessible via its website (ted.com/talks), TED has become an important 
communicative vehicle in feminist terms.

Indeed, Sandberg’s initial TED talk, in 2010, pre-dates the publication 
of her blockbuster but it has been positioned (including by the author) as 
central to the book’s genesis.3 As Anne Marie Slaughter (2013)4 remarks, 
‘Sandberg’s career as a feminist champion began with her 2010 TED 
talk’, which went viral. Paratextually, her TED talk is even invoked on 
the book’s back-cover blurb, where it is described as ‘electrifying’. As 
at December 2015, the October 2010 talk—‘Why We Have Too Few 
Women Leaders’—has been viewed nearly 6 million times and is avail-
able in 45 subtitled languages. Such consumption figures reveal just how 
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 crucial such a medium has become in the promotion of public figures 
across a wide range of fields. In December 2013 Sandberg returned to the 
TED stage for an interview, noting:

After I did the TED Talk, what happened was—you know, I never really 
expected to write a book, I’m not an author, I’m not a writer, and it was 
viewed a lot, and it really started impacting people’s lives … And I realized 
that other women and men could find their voice through it, which is why I 
went from the talk to the book.5

Sandberg’s comments here are reminiscent of those made by Friedan in 
particular, who, as a marker of her text’s value, regularly invoked the large 
numbers of women readers who spoke of its transformative role. Here she 
positions the book as a natural progression from the talk, though of course 
this performance served to effectively pre-fabricate an audience for her 
subsequent corporate manifesto.6

It is possible to suggest that while it was certainly not what Genette 
(1997) envisaged when he spoke of the ‘publisher’s epitext’, the TED talk 
has become a key vehicle for generating the ‘hype’ upon which so- called 
‘big books’ rely (Thompson 2010). When performed following the publi-
cation of a work of feminist non-fiction, as was the case with Gay (2015c), 
it can be seen as analogous to the book readings undertaken by early liter-
ary celebrities such as Charles Dickens and Mark Twain, who ‘performed 
authorship publicly’ and developed the ‘close interactive relationships with 
readers that became standard practice in the next century’ (Glass 2016, 
p. 43). Such public performances are, as Gardiner (2000, p. 65) observes, 
central to the process of the modern author not simply being required 
to write the text but also to publicly speak it, increasingly through vid-
eos posted online (either on the author’s website or on specific YouTube 
channels). That is, blockbuster celebrity—like other forms—relies upon 
the author’s accessibility, something facilitated by digital media.

As Murray (2015, p. 328) observes, ‘authorial embodiment and per-
formativity have come to be key—and controversial—criteria in the mar-
keting, reception, and evaluation of literary fiction [and indeed, as I show 
here, non-fiction]’. However, TED presentations extend beyond the co- 
present audience to the virtual publics who are able to subsequently view 
them online; arguably this adds a transnational dimension to this kind of 
celebrity feminism, which can be accessed from various parts of the globe 
(notwithstanding issues around the persistent digital divide). Although 
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the platform may be new, the strategies of public performance and self- 
presentation have altered little (Thomas 2014). While social media have 
made being ‘seen’ central to our ways of being in the twenty-first century 
(Banet-Weiser 2012), the TED forum also permits a wider dissemination 
of the ideas informing these new-style feminist blockbusters, and therefore 
represents the extension of their reach and potential consumers. In terms 
of Sandberg, though, we also cannot ignore the role of Facebook in the 
book’s success or in her celebrification.

Although not strictly a ‘business celebrity’ (Littler 2007; van Krieken 
2012), Sandberg’s ‘attention capital’ is clearly reliant upon her professional 
location in one of most commercially successful and culturally penetrative 
technology firms. As Negra (2014, p. 282) notes, ‘we should ask how the 
Facebook brand benefits from being seen as interested in and supportive 
of feminism’. It is undoubtedly the case that Facebook, as a brand, pro-
vided the platform through which Sandberg could secure public visibility 
and whose own corporate identity would arguably be strengthened by its 
COO’s expanding public profile and representation of the company as 
sympathetic to her (neo)liberal feminist agenda: ‘while Lean In is techni-
cally separate from Facebook, it is supported by Facebook in ways ranging 
from Zuckerberg’s book jacket endorsement to the fact that Facebook 
provided Sandberg with time to write and complete an intense publicity 
tour for the book while serving as COO’ (Losse 2013). That is, Facebook 
is a condition of Lean In’s possibility, as well as its author’s celebrity. 
Morally and ethically, Facebook is held up as the model employer, both 
throughout the narrative of Lean In and also in its author’s myriad pub-
lic appearances; this, of course, can do nothing to harm its brand as the 
millennial technology company par excellence, especially given feminism’s 
apparent newfound cultural currency. Media coverage, as well as online 
engagement with the book, however, reveals that Sandberg’s authority as 
a celebrity feminist has been subject to contestation.

debatIng Lean In, debatIng celebrIty FemInIsm

In the tradition of the feminist blockbuster, Lean In certainly did pre-
cipitate intense public debate, both on- and offline, about the kinds of 
privileged ‘solutions’ it proffered to a very specific audience (Faludi 2013; 
Garcia 2013; Grant 2013), thereby opening up a space for consideration 
of feminism as an ongoing political project (as opposed to something rel-
egated to the past). As blockbuster celebrity feminists often are, Sandberg 
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has largely been a polarizing figure, with the book’s copious reviews ‘more 
or less divided between those who praise the book and those who disagree 
with its premise or castigate the author for being who she is’ (Dowse 
2013). Moreover, its author was seen to successfully embody the strategy 
she advocated, and thereby her status as a highly successful, corporate 
‘working mother’, was central to legitimizing her feminism. Even prior to 
the book’s publication she was being positioned as successfully enacting 
the ‘work–life balance in an unthreatening way’, exemplified in particu-
lar by an Annie Leibowitz photograph for a 2012 cover of Vanity Fair, 
an intimate portrait with her children which embodies ‘affluent celebrity 
maternalism’ (Negra 2014, p. 282). Such portrayals, as is always the case 
with the blockbuster, are an integral part of the book’s paratext, helping 
to inform responses to the book and its author’s feminism. Furthermore, 
as Woods notes (2015, p. 38), all forms of cultural production, including 
bestselling feminist non-fiction, are ‘produced and made complex through 
discussion and active consumption’. Therefore, rather than meaning being 
immanent, the book as well as ‘Sandberg’—the exemplary ‘lean in’ sub-
ject, as she was clearly positioned in Time’s profile following Lean In’s 
publication (Luscombe 2014)—are brought into being in and through 
public talk around them.

Despite much public debate about her relationship to feminism, 
Sandberg does publicly identify with it; this, I would argue, is a neces-
sary gesture for all authors of blockbusters deemed feminist. In the book 
she describes herself as the ‘pom-pom girl for feminism’ (2013, p. 159), 
despite earlier hostility towards the term. Similarly, in an interview she 
suggests that she eventually chose to accept feminism on these patently 
liberal grounds: ‘I embrace it now because what feminism is, it is a belief 
that the world should be equal, that men and women should have equal 
opportunity’ (in Meltzer 2013). Throughout her text and its public 
career, Sandberg deploys an equal rights rhetoric consistent with that of 
other celebrity feminists like Gloria Steinem, Hillary Clinton, and even 
Friedan. In fact, her text was repeatedly compared to Friedan’s, and seen 
as having similarly sparked a new phase of feminism (Yadegaren 2013; see 
also Hirshman 2013; Kantor 2013; Maslin 2013); Maureen Dowd (2013) 
even dubbed Sandberg ‘Betty Friedan for the digital age’, while the New 
York Times review was, rather ambitiously, entitled ‘In Sandberg, Echoes 
of De Beauvoir’ (Freeland 2013). Placing Sandberg in such a long lineage 
of feminist ‘blockbuster’ authors works as an authorizing gesture, despite 
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the not-inconsiderable political differences of these texts (see Rottenberg 
2014a, p. 423).

Many commentators used Sandberg’s obvious investment in celeb-
rity to discredit her feminism—not a unique strategy when it comes to 
blockbuster authors. As argued in Chap. 2, feminists who actively court 
celebrity are commonly believed to have ‘sold out feminism’s progres-
sive agenda for media attention and personal wealth and fame’ (Hammer 
2000, p. 218). Seeking or benefiting from celebrity, with its privileging 
of the individual, then, is decried as a selfish, narcissistic practice (Taylor 
2008), and such women are seen in opposition to altruistic feminists who 
are ‘more preoccupied with this issues’ (hooks 1994, pp.  92–3).7 This 
common refrain in feminist critiques of celebrity resurfaced in reviews of 
Lean In.

Consistent with the surveillance experienced by female celebrities more 
broadly, public feminists can be subject to intense judgement and regula-
tion (on which the conclusion will elaborate). In Sandberg’s case, such 
judgement is predicated on a critique not of her appearance or corpore-
ality as it often is with other women stars, nor primarily of her politics, 
but of her techniques of self-branding which were seen, mostly by other 
women, to be fundamentally at odds with feminism. For example, in the 
Washington Post Grant (25 February 2013) expressed concerns about the 
‘branding’ of its author: ‘The “movement” Sandberg seeks to lead with 
Lean In resembles a social movement only so far as it supports the growth 
of her brand as leader’ (see also Roberts 2013). Likewise, in a Vogue article 
entitled ‘Why Sheryl Sandberg’s Brand of Feminism Isn’t for Me’, Patricia 
Garcia (13 March 2014) asked: ‘why is it starting to feel like the image 
being best served by this campaign is Sandberg’s?’ However, as I con-
clude, it is Sandberg’s politics, rather than her strategies of (self-)branding 
or celebrity, that should be the subject of critique. Nonetheless, indica-
tive of the meta-commentary in which blockbusters commonly become 
enmeshed, its author did receive significant support, including from 
feminists, who critiqued the response to the book and its author. Along 
with many others (Filipovic 2013; Walsh 2013), Jessica Valenti, founder 
of website Feministing8—who herself is a micro-celebrity, if not a block-
buster celebrity feminist or even celebrity feminist journalist9—defended 
Sandberg in the Washington Post (1 March 2013), questioning the public 
adjudication of her feminism:
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When was the last time you heard someone with a platform as big as hers 
argue that women should insist that their partners do an equal share of 
domestic work and child care? … Here’s a nationally known woman calling 
herself a feminist, writing what will be a wildly popular book with feminist 
ideas, encouraging other women to be feminists. And we’re worried she has 
too much influence?

These comments reveal that, despite the political limitations of the book, 
it did result in an ongoing dialogue about different forms of feminism and 
their efficacy, as well as the question of feminist authority itself. For critics, 
Sandberg’s discursive power is to be lamented, while for sympathetic com-
mentators, her use of her attention capital in the service of broadly femi-
nist goals should be commended. Such diverse responses—to the book as 
well as its heavily celebrified author—also suggest that feminist debate is 
not simply confined to or being relegated to the digital sphere but has in 
many ways been entirely normalized in the mainstream media, not least 
because of blockbuster celebrities. The political limitations of the book 
aside, such public conversations over feminism are in themselves genera-
tive: ‘Public debate has always been essential to the health of feminism 
as to any movement for equitable, empowering social change’ (Minnich 
1998, p. 174). Blockbuster celebrity feminists, including Sandberg and 
the others examined here, are the figures through which such, often highly 
charged, debate is refracted. The book, however, was only one part of the 
‘lean in’ strategy, thereby taking the blockbuster, and its author, into new 
political territory.

the ‘lean In’ brand: actIvIsm, celebrIty, 
and commodIFIcatIon

The development of the various cross-platform ‘Lean In’ initiatives dem-
onstrates how, although Sandberg’s celebrity capital is certainly the prod-
uct of her blockbuster’s success, it does not end there. While this in itself 
is not remarkable—Betty Friedan’s involvement with NOW is an obvious 
counterpoint in that regard—what is apparently different is how the ‘Lean 
In’ mantra has been effectively created as a ‘brand’ that spans services, 
resources, campaigns, as well as products, such as the book itself and asso-
ciated merchandise. Sandberg, of course, is pivotal to this brand and its 
extension. Although there are a number of commodities associated with it, 
LeanIn.org itself is a not-for-profit organization launched by Sandberg, as 
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per its Twitter banner, ‘to empower all women to achieve their ambitions’. 
As part of the ‘Lean In’ ‘brand’, there is a series of initiatives that appear 
to borrow many of the activist strategies commonly deployed during femi-
nism’s second wave, not the least of which is consciousness-raising (CR; 
McRobbie 2015). At the book’s conclusion, Sandberg urges readers to 
take up the issues she has raised further, including through active partici-
pation in what she dubs ‘lean in circles’. Reminiscent of the second wave, 
such ‘CR’ groups are ‘predicated in part on the conviction that women’s 
lives can be transformed through talking with other women’ and seek to 
mobilize ‘the power of women telling stories’ (Young 1997, p. 13).

This indebtedness to such second wave strategies, although not explic-
itly acknowledged, is patent in the website’s description of the circles: 
‘Lean In Circles are small groups who meet regularly to learn and grow 
together. Circles are as unique as the individuals who start them, but 
they all share a common bond: the power of peer support.’ To facilitate a 
successful ‘circle’, a series of resources are provided, including videos by 
‘experts’; ‘a system for connecting with other circles’; meeting guides and 
‘activities’; and materials to help promote the circle, ‘including a logo!’ 
(leanincircles.org) This latter point is important as it makes clear the role 
of branding to the ‘Lean In’ franchise. In addition to the ‘lean in circles’, 
Sandberg launched an ‘empowerment’ initiative targeted specifically at 
young girls; before considering this, it is necessary to place this activism 
in wider debates about the shifting relations of politics, celebrity, philan-
thropy, gender, and feminism.

Politics, especially in terms of movements seeking social change such 
as women’s liberation, is widely recognized to have dramatically shifted 
over the past fifty years or so (Banet-Weiser and Mukherjee 2012, p. 2). 
Celebrity culture has been crucial to such a radically transformed socio- 
political environment: ‘Social action in the neoliberal era is, thus, char-
acterized by the increasing presence of Hollywood celebrities, pop icons, 
and corporate moguls who have stepped in where the state used to be, 
proliferating privatized forms of welfare and redistribution’ (Banet-
Weiser and Mukherjee 2012, p.  93). Much has been written recently 
on how celebrities deploy their attention capital for philanthropic and/
or activist purposes, and they have been variously described as ‘celan-
thropists’ (Rojek 2011) or ‘celebvocates’ (Tsaliki 2016). As Sarah Casey 
(2015, p. 15; see also Littler 2008) argues: ‘Visibility through connec-
tion to a “cause” is now almost synonymous with celebrity as both an 
expectation and a method to sponsor leverage for individual celebrity 
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“brand(s)”.’10 This is not least the case for contemporary celebrity femi-
nists, like Sandberg, who uses the ‘Lean In’ political initiatives to posi-
tion herself sympathetically, both with audiences and with corporate 
champions. Although there has been considerable debate about the effi-
cacy of celanthropy, and its role in stars’ self-branding, celebrity support 
for charities or campaigns can ensure additional media coverage; attract 
new audiences; and encourage sponsorship and raise public aware-
ness (Hassid and Jeffreys 2015). However, as Alison Trope contends, 
although it is not possible to ‘dismiss the crossover between star and 
philanthropy completely, it is clearly a model we cannot naively embrace 
and celebrate’ (2012, p. 155). Here, therefore, it is necessary to address 
the ideological underpinnings of such initiatives, especially in relation 
to Sandberg’s attempts to repurpose her book’s corporate feminist dis-
course, ostensibly for the empowerment of young girls.

Launched in 2014 to mark the book’s first anniversary, the ‘Ban Bossy’ 
campaign, a joint initiative of the Lean In Foundation and the Girl Scouts 
of USA, questions the gendered assumptions around young girls’ asser-
tiveness. In this regard, seeking to cultivate girls’ desire for future leader-
ship, the banner on the website reads:

When a little boy asserts himself, he’s called a ‘leader.’ Yet when a little 
girl does the same, she risks being branded ‘bossy.’ Words like bossy send 
a message: don’t raise your hand or speak up. By middle school, girls are 
less interested in leading than boys—a trend that continues into adulthood. 
Together we can encourage girls to lead. (banbossy.com)

It seems, therefore, that ‘Ban Bossy’ locates the roots of women’s fail-
ure—for it is indeed positioned as theirs—to effectively ‘lean in’ in their 
later professional lives in childhood. The girl invoked in this material is 
clearly ‘at risk’ (Harris 2004), in need of early intervention to put her on 
the path to full neoliberal postfeminist citizenship, thus negating the need 
for an orchestrated strategy of ‘leaning in’ in adulthood. Seeking to nor-
malize leadership for young girls, Ban Bossy is consistent with Sandberg’s 
overarching ‘Lean In’ brand. Moreover, it further elucidates how celebrity 
involvement in not-for-profit organizations participates in an ‘economy 
of hyperindividualised solutions to broader social and cultural problems’ 
(Littler 2008, p. 245). Given this, Sandberg’s campaign is entirely consis-
tent with the approach taken in her book, thereby representing a multi- 
media extension of her political agenda. In addition to using the resources 
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and guides proffered on the website, girls themselves are encouraged to 
take the pledge, ‘I will #ban bossy’, on various social networking sites. 
Further, as its website makes clear, ‘Ban Bossy’ has a number of corporate 
‘partners’, which is not unusual for community or non-government proj-
ects based on mobilizing the potential of girls (Harris 2004, p. 19) and 
shores up the corporate basis of Sandberg’s feminism. It also deploys the 
celebrity capital of Condoleezza Rice and Beyoncé—both of whom appear 
on the campaign video, the latter confidently pronouncing ‘I’m not bossy. 
I’m the boss’—to garner support for the campaign, which had been cri-
tized for its inherent whiteness.

At the present conjuncture, Ban Bossy is not unique as a celebrity ini-
tiative, nor are projects that take young girls as the figures most in need 
of recalibration. In this sense, it is consistent with the increased trend 
towards ‘empowerment feminism’. These rapidly proliferating ‘girl 
empowerment organisations’, as Banet-Weiser tells us, are on the rise in 
the USA; she conjectures that this is both because girls are seen to be 
a group ‘in crisis’ and because ‘they are seen as an incredibly lucrative 
consumer market’ (2015b, p. 60); these are ‘mutually sustaining’ ways of 
positioning girls (2015b, p. 61; see also Harris 2004). These organiza-
tions have emerged at the same time as the girl is being foregrounded in 
international development discourses. Texts, ranging from policy docu-
ments to international advertising campaigns, commonly invoke assump-
tions about the ‘extraordinary capacity and potency of adolescent girls’ 
(Koffman and Gill 2015, p. 89). It is clear that Ban Bossy, like other girl 
empowerment strategies, presumes a universally experienced girlhood. 
Although the girls it invokes are the middle-class, implicitly white, ‘ideal 
subjects of neo-liberalism’, entrepreneurial actors capable of confidently 
writing their own ‘choice biographies’, they are also coded as ‘vulnerable’ 
(Koffman and Gill 2015, p. 87). While organizations focusing on increas-
ing girls’ self-esteem, leadership, and confidence have laudable goals, it is 
their emphasis on individual subjectivities at the expense of broader social 
critique that renders them especially problematic (Banet-Weiser 2015b, 
pp. 61–2). Consistent with the neoliberal brand economy, girls’ lack of 
confidence is being mined in ways that function to privilege the individual 
as the site of change. In this sense, Sandberg’s use of her attention capital 
for such an initiative represents one of the more limited forms of celebrity 
feminist engagement.

However, as with Lean In itself, the response to Ban Bossy was ambiva-
lent, with many critics unconvinced that the ‘banning’ of this particular 
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adjective was a productive or workable political strategy. One commenta-
tor notes that, despite the star power of the woman behind it, she will not 
be adhering to the banning tactic: ‘I don’t intend to stop using it, even if 
the feminist super-team tells me to. They’re not the boss of me’ (Waldman 
2014). Another expresses concerns about the impact this strategy would 
have on the public perception of feminism, remarking ‘it makes feminists 
look like thought police rather than the expansive forward-thinkers we 
really are’ (Friedman 2014). There was also criticism that the Facebook 
COO was (mis)using her celebrity capital:

If Sheryl Sandberg wants to use her corporate connections to help more 
working women—if she knows better and better the societal barriers hold-
ing them back—why not create a hashtag in the service of an increased 
minimum wage? #BanPoverty, maybe? (Greenhouse 2014; see also Friedan 
2014; Roy 2014)

The reception of Ban Bossy further suggests that the authority of celeb-
rity feminists by no means goes uncontested—even when sponsored by a 
multi-billion dollar, globally successful corporation.

While we may scrutinize Sandberg’s multi-media feminist brand, how-
ever, it is not an adequate critical response to completely dismiss it as 
‘faux feminism’ (hooks 2013), a common gesture that precludes any con-
sideration of why this form, and its personification through this author, 
may be resonating with contemporary audiences. If this is a feminism that 
engages consumers, we need to think through why this might be so and 
what its effects might be—something to which I return in the conclusion. 
As the next author examined here suggests of Sandberg, although not all 
women will be able, or want, to adopt her ‘lean in’ strategy, ‘that doesn’t 
mean that Sandberg has nothing to offer, or that Lean In should be sum-
marily dismissed’ (Gay 2014a, p. 312). Moreover, my criticism in relation 
to Sandberg is not about blockbuster celebrity feminism per se but about 
some of the limits of tethering it to a neoliberal corporate agenda for 
ostensibly feminist purposes.11 Here I have shown how Sandberg’s best-
seller is augmented with other online texts, initiatives, and practices that 
work to broadly circulate her ‘lean in’ feminism, though there has been 
much debate about her politics as well as her celebrity itself. Accordingly, 
although given a heightened platform, blockbuster celebrity feminists 
do not necessarily silence other voices or other ways of publicly figuring 
feminism, and the discursive space they open for public debate over femi-
nism—including questions regarding who is authorized to speak on its 
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behalf—is in itself productive (Lilburn et al. 2000; Whelehan 2000; Taylor 
2008). Moreover, as the next section makes clear, celebrity feminism itself 
is by no means a homogeneous field, even among bestselling authors.

Roxanne Gay and the ‘Bad Feminist’ Subjectivity

Roxane Gay’s Bad Feminist (2014) appeared within a year of Sandberg’s 
text, but clearly moved away from its troublesome individualistic ethos. 
Both were New York Times’ bestsellers, yet the type of feminism they 
articulate—one steeped in neoliberalism and post-racism, the other preoc-
cupied with intersectionality and social justice—could not be more differ-
ent. What are we to make of the fact that such starkly contrasting works 
of feminist non-fiction resonated in such a way as to constitute them both 
blockbusters at virtually the same cultural moment? How did contempo-
rary celebrity culture facilitate the foregrounding of such disparate voices?

Through Bad Feminist, and her celebrity feminist persona, Gay works 
to destabilize the dominant discourses of both postfeminism and post- 
racism. If celebrity results in certain ‘faces of feminism’ coming to shape 
popular understandings of feminism (Sheridan et  al. 2006), then Gay’s 
very public visibility challenges the normative whiteness at the heart of 
much popular feminism. In this respect, she reveals the importance of, 
and the ability to, tell feminist stories differently (Hemmings 2011). As in 
Chap. 6, here I attend to the role that online media play in the construc-
tion and maintenance of Gay’s ‘bad feminist’ persona. In addition, given 
her academic role, I consider how Gay’s micro-celebrity can be read as 
part of the self-branding labour and reputation management that is an 
imperative of the contemporary neoliberal university.

Consisting of a number of memoir-style essays, popular culture cri-
tiques, and celebrations, Bad Feminist has been described as ‘a clarion 
call to bad feminists everywhere—for pluralism, collective effort and 
mutual respect—and the most persuasive feminist recruitment drive in 
recent memory’ (Cochrane 2014). As is often common in the block-
buster, the essays are grouped into five themed sections: ‘Me’, ‘Gender 
and Sexuality’, ‘Race and Entertainment’, ‘Politics, Gender, and Race’, 
and ‘Back to Me’. Cultural politics is a key focus of the book, with Gay 
adeptly covering various forms of cultural production such as teen fiction 
(Sweet Valley High and The Hunger Games), fictional and reality televi-
sion (90210, Private Practice, CSI and Girls, and Flavor of Love and Rock 
of Love), contemporary cinema (Django Unchained and The Help), and 
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popular music. Her focus on popular culture, and figurations of race in 
particular, is important, given that ‘seemingly harmless cultural represen-
tations of black women are incorporated into institutional enactments of 
discrimination’ (Stringer 2007, p.  250). Through drawing attention to 
the constitution of racial difference in films such as The Help, Gay works 
to contest ‘post-racial’ discourses that ‘obfuscate institutional racism and 
blame continuing racial inequalities on individuals making poor choices 
for themselves or their families’ (Squires 2014, p. 6). It is predominantly 
through discursive activism, in her book and through online media, that 
Gay publicly stages her intersectional feminist interventions.

Like Nancy K.  Miller (1991), and indeed many other feminist crit-
ics, Gay uses these essays to ‘get personal’ and most of them do have an 
autobiographical bent, or at the very least make clear the author’s affective 
investments in the texts, cultural practices, or issues she canvasses. Again, 
this foregrounding of an autobiographical ‘I’ has long been a staple of 
the feminist blockbuster, but it takes on another dimension with regard 
to Gay’s racial location. The confessional mode characterizes many of the 
pieces, including her own experiences of sexual assault, and embodiment 
as an American African woman of Haitian descent. For Gay, being the 
text’s eponymous ‘bad feminist’ signals an opposition to the subject on 
whose behalf Western feminism has commonly spoken: white, middle- 
class, heterosexual, cis gendered. This focus on cultural politics could eas-
ily align her with the so-called third wave (Drake and Heywood 1997; 
Henry 2004), as could the book’s emphasis on interlocking oppression 
(Crenshaw 1991), which—defined in opposition to the second wave—
recognizes that the differences among women are as substantial as the 
differences between women and men. That is, ‘third wavers’ argue that 
‘the category of “woman” is no longer the only identity worth examining’ 
(Dicker and Piepmeir 2003, pp. 9–10). However, given the pervasiveness 
of generationalism in popular feminism, it is significant, and productive, 
that Gay does not choose to locate her feminism according to the logic of 
the restrictive wave paradigm (nor does Sandberg).

Despite her institutional location (i.e. within the academy), Gay’s audi-
ence, like the implied readers of all blockbusters, is not predominantly 
other feminist scholars; it is women whose relation to feminist ideas is 
ambivalent at best, and at worst hostile. In the introduction I emphasized 
that celebrity feminism needs to become a more inclusive mode of feminist 
subjectivity, and Bad Feminist is certainly indicative of the ongoing politi-
cal possibilities of the feminist blockbuster. That said, the blockbuster has, 
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unsurprisingly and appropriately, been critiqued on the grounds of privi-
leging of certain voices, and certain feminisms, over others. hooks, for 
example, draws attention to the whiteness of feminist blockbusters and the 
ways in which they overwhelmingly elide racial difference: ‘as more and 
more books by privileged individual feminist thinkers (most white, mate-
rially privileged) are marketed to a mass public and become the “texts” 
that teach these audiences what feminism is or is not, there is danger that 
any critical interrogation of the category “woman” will be erased’ (1994, 
p. 102).12 hooks’ concerns are indeed valid, and are more applicable to 
some texts than others, such as Sandberg’s.

In contrast to hooks’ fears that popular feminism, especially through 
the mainstream publishing industry, will reinscribe the privileging of white 
voices, experiences, and political concerns, Bad Feminist’s most significant 
achievement is arguably in bringing an intersectional approach to popular 
consciousness. As Gay  (2014a, p. iv) notes, ‘feminism has, historically, 
been far more invested in improving the lives of heterosexual white women 
to the detriment of all others.’ In many ways, then, her feminism is clearly 
indebted to critical thinkers like hooks, Adrienne Rich, and Audre Lorde 
who sought to underscore that gender and sexuality cannot be readily 
separated, or foregrounded over, other modalities of difference—though 
she does not make explicit this debt, something that has been the source 
of criticism (Rapp 2014). That is, Gay effectively elides the substantial 
challenges mounted by black and Latina women during the second wave 
and since, regarding the inextricability of racial and gender politics, a com-
mon rhetorical move in popular, and at times academic, historicizations of 
these earlier feminisms (Thompson 2002). Nonetheless, as a blockbuster 
feminist author, Gay does suggest the heterogeneity of celebrity feminism 
as well as illustrating that whiteness need not be one of its constitutive 
elements.

Given the complexities of racial politics in the USA, which co-exist 
with the ‘post-race’ discourses examined in the previous section, the fact 
that Gay’s blockbuster achieved such an expansive reach and that she con-
tinues to be authorized to speak about racial tensions, especially as they 
intersect with gender, itself works to disrupt or destabilize the ‘white-
wash’ (Gabriel 1998) that has long characterized American media and 
popular culture. No other popular non-fictional author has worked to 
underscore the systems of interlocking oppression that mediate how race 
and gender are embodied in the way Gay has done.13 This is not to sug-
gest Gay’s position has gone unchallenged; the trope of the ‘angry black 
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woman’ (Stringer 2007) has been mobilized in representations of her, 
especially online, underscoring that media visibility does not always equate 
with power (Banet-Weiser 2015b). In particular, she has been vilified for 
her appearance, most notably her weight, an issue she takes up in further 
in her forthcoming memoir, Hunger, and which cannot be disentangled 
from her racialized embodiment.

Like other celebrity feminists, Gay uses her polemic to question the 
authorization of some voices over others when it comes to popular femi-
nism. In her introduction, she mounts her own critique of feminism’s 
implication in the circuits of celebrity—despite her own obvious complic-
ity with it:

The problem with movements is that, all too often, they are associated only 
with the most visible figures, the people with the biggest platforms and 
the loudest, most provocative voices. But feminism is not whatever phi-
losophy is being spouted by the popular media feminist flavor of the week 
… Feminism, as of late, has suffered from a certain guilt by association 
because we conflate feminism with women who advocate feminism as part 
of their personal brand … We forget the difference between feminism and 
Professional Feminists. (2014a, p. x)

This seems somewhat disingenuous, as Gay was to become one of the 
‘Professional Feminists’ she here decries; in so doing, she echoes Greer’s 
critique of the celebrification of feminist authors while subsequently 
embracing the cultural visibility it proffers.

The trope uniting the diverse essays in the collection—that of the ‘bad 
feminist’—requires some unpacking here, especially as it has been central 
to her public persona. As a form of subjectivity, ‘bad feminist’ signifies the 
contradictions, ambivalence, and tensions in modern feminism. In terms 
of this subject position, one reviewer notes: ‘“Bad feminist” is a way for 
her to claim the title of feminist while distancing herself from the essen-
tialism that she feels has never represented her, that has at times even 
rejected her’ (McKeon 2014). In order to celebrate, or at least become 
reconciled to, her own ‘badness’, Gay must invoke a feminism that judges 
its proponents: ‘I am failing as a woman. I am failing as a feminist. To 
freely accept the feminist label would not be fair to good feminists. If I 
am, indeed, a feminist, I am a rather bad one. I am a mess of contradic-
tions’ (2014a, p.  314). Her badness, as she tells us, manifests through 
her propensity for all things pink; that she ‘very much likes men’; and her 
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lack of knowledge about cars (2014a, pp. 315–16); she is presuming an 
external feminist gaze judging her performances of gender and feminism. 
In discursively positioning her new, ‘bad’ feminist subjectivity against an 
‘Essential feminism’, rather than performing its disavowal as she claims to 
do (2014a, p. xiii), Gay effectively reinscribes assumptions about a domi-
nant, personally oppressive, feminist orthodoxy that many scholars have 
worked to contest. That is, ‘bad’ feminism can only be defined in opposi-
tion to its ‘good’ counterpart.

The implication, therefore, that she may be judged ‘bad’ invokes a 
‘good’ feminist, who polices the borders of what constitutes appropri-
ate feminism; it also is framed by a narrative of feminism’s homogeneity, 
against which Gay defines her messy, complicated, intersectional ‘brand’. 
Although Gay does not explicitly deploy generationalist discourse, her 
rhetorical manoeuvres are consistent with those who do: ‘Within contem-
porary feminist writing, certain feminisms are depicted as old or outdated 
in order to posit the new generation’s progress and improvement’ (Henry 
2004, p. 6). This has been a common discursive strategy in popular fem-
inist writing, especially from the ‘third wave’ (Bailey 1997; Orr 1997; 
Siegel 1997). However, in her Bad Feminist TED talk (28 May 2015), 
she makes explicit that what she is speaking against is not the feminism of 
an earlier generation but a ‘mainstream’ feminism that excludes women 
of colour, queer women, and transgender women; her feminism is ‘bad’ 
because it is not what she perceives as hegemonic feminism. Despite its 
limitations, she is ultimately unambiguous about her own identification 
with feminism: ‘I am a bad feminist. I would rather be a bad feminist than 
no feminist at all’ (2014a, p. 318).

Reviews of Bad Feminist in the mainstream media were overwhelm-
ingly supportive, with most seeking to emphasize the apparent ‘newness’ 
of Gay’s brand of feminism: ‘In a personal and political way, the book 
tracks one woman’s journey to avoid categorization in any form, all the 
while knowing this is impossible. Gay expands our definition of what 
being a feminist might be someday…’ (Rapp 2014). In the tradition of 
the best ‘consciousness-raising’ texts, it is positioned as having the capacity 
to shift readerly understandings of feminism and race. In the Washington 
Post, Dvorak (5 September 2014) notes: ‘there is no doubt something in 
this collection will make them [readers] view race or feminism—or even 
The Hunger Games—a little bit differently’. In particular, Gay is roundly 
seen to be productively intervening in an ongoing cultural conversation 
over what it means to identify as a feminist in a context where the signi-
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fier is often demonized or seen as irrelevant (McKeon 2014) but remains 
necessary (Schickel 2014). Many reviews seek to address the book’s mar-
ketability, foregrounding especially the role that the trope of ‘bad femi-
nist’ may have in this regard (Rosenberg 2014). In the New York Times, 
for example, Alice Gregory (10 October 2014) questions Gay’s adoption 
of, and motivation for, the ‘bad feminist’ persona: ‘The eager pride she 
takes in being different—“I am an acquired taste”—can read more like 
personal branding than political conviction.’ That feminist investment in 
the construction of a public persona is suspect has dogged all the women 
examined in this book, and Gay is no exception.

mIcro-celebrIty and the genesIs oF the new 
blockbuster

Given that, as I have argued throughout, celebrity is not something 
possessed by an individual, but an ongoing performative practice, it is 
unsurprising that new media are becoming increasingly central in the 
authorization of feminist voices, including those of writers. Prior to the 
widespread adoption of social media by celebrities, including authors, 
Hugh Look argued that ‘the Internet provides a means for star authors 
to reach their public without the intermediation of their publisher, but 
it is not yet a medium in which stars are born’ (1999, p. 12). However, 
the example of Gay suggests that this is no longer necessarily the case. 
In terms of social media usage, she is a prolific Tweeter as well as regular 
contributor to various websites and online opinion and news platforms. It 
would not be an overstatement to suggest that her blockbuster would not 
have come into being had it not been for her immense online presence. 
This represents a noteworthy shift in the production of the feminist block-
buster; here, Gay’s pre-existing audience would have signalled to her pub-
lisher, Harper, her viability as a profit-making author, thereby minimizing 
the risks that investment in a first-time non-fiction author might otherwise 
entail. Moreover, many of the pieces in Bad Feminist were originally pub-
lished via online magazines such as Salon, BuzzFeed, and Jezebel. That is, 
as somewhat of a ‘micro-celebrity’ online (Senft 2008), Gay had already 
established herself as a feminist voice that spoke in new and interesting 
ways to an audience keen to reconsider the meaning of contemporary 
feminism.
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Nonetheless, collation of these pieces and publication in book form 
ensured that Gay moved from the more niche spaces in which she had 
first come to prominence and into a more mainstream imaginary. That is, 
in Foucault’s (1969) terms, through publication of her work in material 
form, Gay effectively morphed from writer to ‘author’, and thereby the 
author-function around her came into being with the appearance of her 
offline published texts. However, the book fails to acknowledge the role 
of various internet sites in its genesis, a significant omission that works to 
privilege its status as a print publication. As Menzies-Pike suggests (2014, 
p. 187), ‘What a list of acknowledgements would reveal is the way the 
internet has shaped Gay’s career. It would signal the importance of online 
publications and journals beyond the mainstream media as incubators 
of new voices.’ It is also important that, far from simply migrating from 
the online sphere to that of mainstream publishing, since Bad Feminist 
appeared Gay has continued to publish intersectional feminist commen-
tary online.14 However, none of this writing has had the public profile or 
same reach as Bad Feminist. Furthermore, the publication of her first work 
of non-fiction, in the same year as her fictional debut, An Untamed State 
(2014e), certainly can be seen to have given her access to myriad main-
stream news sites, thereby considerably extending and boosting the vis-
ibility she may have enjoyed in online spaces. In this regard, as a marker of 
her success and resonance, the USA’s Time magazine even dubbed 2014 
‘the year of Roxane Gay’ (Feeney 2014). Through the publication of her 
blockbuster Gay, like Sandberg, despite their texts’ ideological and rhe-
torical differences, was seen to have initiated ‘the most persuasive feminist 
recruitment drive in recent memory’ (Cochrane 2014). Both are seen to 
be reimagining feminism for audiences desirous of such a reconfiguration.

In some respects, the example of Gay also reveals a shift in how celeb-
rity capital, as a feminist, is now accrued. In terms of the possibilities of 
coming to public visibility in the contemporary environment, it is often 
remarked that the opportunities to achieve fame—without reliance upon 
managers or publicity agents—are greater than at any other time in history 
(Rojek 2011, p. 33; see also Gamson 2011; Marshall 2010a). Nevertheless, 
‘while it is possible for a celebrity to be produced and circulated in alterna-
tive media forms, it remains much more usual for such individuals to be 
rapidly subsumed within the mainstream media’ (Drake and Miah 2010, 
p. 55), such as being taken up by a multinational publisher. Therefore, 
while perhaps Gay may have once been a ‘micro-celebrity’, her status as 
New York Times bestselling author shifts this celebrity into altogether dif-
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ferent terrain—though the self-presentational practices remain largely the 
same (Marwick 2016). Prior to considering this further, it is necessary to 
engage with the role that technology now plays in the creation of block-
busters and their authors.

beIng a ‘bad FemInIst’ In cybersPace

It seems mandatory for authors in the twenty-first century to have a sig-
nificant web and social media presence, and the author of the contempo-
rary feminist blockbuster is no exception. On roxanegay.com, readers are 
given information about the author’s various public appearances, links to 
news coverage and testimonials and reviews of her publications, and to 
her active Tumblr account. There is also a Twitter and Facebook icon 
that leads directly to her sites on these platforms. Of authors’ websites, 
Robinson remarks that the author’s goal must now be ‘to maintain a sus-
tainable presence in an audience-centric environment’; with social media 
being central in the process of becoming a ‘mediagenic author’ (2013, 
pp. 3–4). Similarly, Marshall suggests that ‘official celebrity sites’ are effec-
tively ‘changing the relationships and mediations between user and public 
personality’ (2007, p. 635). Given such sites are fundamentally marketing 
tools, there are, of course, links to online bookstores where readers can 
purchase either An Untamed State or Bad Feminist. Though such a site is 
important, perhaps Gay’s most pronounced online presence comes via her 
Twitter account.

With almost a million followers (as at December 2015), Gay’s Twitter 
feed is instructive in terms of the processes of persona-building that I 
have been mapping here throughout. With an account dating back to 
June 2007, Gay is a prolific Tweeter, generally offering a dozen or more 
posts per day. Much has been made of the ways in which forms of social 
media, and Twitter especially, now permit celebrities to craft themselves 
and enable fans to experience a new form of intimacy with their idols. 
While I explored some of these issues in my analysis of Naomi Wolf’s 
Twitter practices, I found that she uses it less to offer readers access to an 
authentic ‘Wolf’ than as a broadcasting medium, posting dates of tours 
and/or appearances, as well as retweeting affirmative posts regarding her 
much maligned book. What Gay offers differs considerably from Wolf, 
revealing the diversity of celebrity social media practice, including when it 
comes to blockbuster authors.
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As I have mentioned, it is important not to overplay the ‘newness’ 
of the  kinds of self-representational practices facilitated by new media. 
Though tweets can differ considerably, from those gesturing more towards 
interactivity to those following the ‘broadcast’ model, they all ‘share char-
acteristics with the earliest paradigms of stardom in the way they seek to 
manage (online) identity, image and “reality”’ (Thomas 2014, p. 242). 
That is, Twitter does not create these practices but exposes them, and 
‘there remain important continuities and contexts between “old” and 
“new” celebrity behaviours and media forms’ (Thomas 2014, p. 242). In 
previous chapters I have explored various ways in which celebrity feminists 
have intervened to shape their public personas; Twitter usage, therefore, 
merely continues and makes this process further visible (Thomas 2014). 
What it also brings into sharp relief is a persistent anxiety around the 
authority granted women speakers.

As Banet-Weiser and Miltner (2016, p. 171) note: ‘We are in a new 
era of the gender wars, an era that is marked by alarming amounts of 
vitriol and violence directed toward women in online spaces. These forms 
of violence are not only about gender, but are also often racist, with 
women of color as particular targets.’ In line with this observation, Gay 
regularly receives anti-feminist and racist tweets, and has publicly reflected 
on attempts to silence her; she recently expressed her frustration in this 
regard: ‘So fucking tired of the harassment on Twitter. Just goddamn’ 
(3 February 2016).15 Rather than remove herself from this forum, Gay 
(2015b) refuses to be silenced: ‘I allow myself to believe my life experi-
ences have relevance. I allow myself to believe my voice matters in a world 
where as a woman, as a black woman, as a Haitian American woman, as 
a bisexual woman, I am told to remain silent in so many harmful ways.’ 
Despite celebratory rhetoric about ‘hashtag feminism’ as a space for ‘mul-
tiplicity’ and ‘coalition building’ across difference (Clark 2014, p. 1109), 
such trolling must temper claims regarding the feminist potentialities of 
online media (Mantilla 2013). But while departing Twitter was seen as an 
option for Dunham (see Chap. 8 in this volume), who has so many other 
spaces in which to be heard, Gay’s continued use of this space is an impor-
tant political gesture to combat marginalization and invisibility.

Given that ‘interacting with fans is considered a necessary part of acquir-
ing and maintaining followers’ (Marwick 2013, p. 119), Gay is exemplary 
in this regard. As Melissa Maerz (2016) recently observed, on the eve of 
the publication of Gay’s new work of non-fiction, Hunger: A Memoir of 
(My) Body, ‘On Twitter and her popular Tumblr, Gay creates an intimate 
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relationship with readers by using details from her own life to explore the 
anxieties we share as a culture.’ In terms of Twitter content, Gay’s ‘per-
formed intimacy’ (Marwick and boyd 2011) manifests on a number of 
levels; the personal as political is clearly operative and, in Bad Feminist, she 
sees Twitter as just another literary way to do her ‘bad feminism’ (2014a, 
p. 318). She discusses her own cultural consumption, such as the televi-
sion she is currently watching (sometimes the culturally denigrated forms 
that a ‘good’ feminist would denounce); familial dynamics and conversa-
tions she has had with her parents; her teaching; feelings of self-doubt 
(especially around her body); when she is fatigued, upset (‘Crying in my 
office like a boss’, 27 January 2016), or lonely (‘I am so tired. Bummed 
that the other side of my bed is empty’, 12 January 2016). She intervenes 
in ongoing debates, especially about gender and racial inequality; often 
her tweets morph into opinion pieces (to which she links), as when she 
lamented the media focus on the slaughter of a lion in Zimbabwe, and 
extended her tweet about the lack of value placed on black lives (‘I’m per-
sonally going to start wearing a lion costume when I leave my house so if 
I get shot, people will care’, 29 July 2015) into a New York Times opinion 
piece (Gay 2015a). Her Twitter usage, through either explicitly feminist 
or anti-racist tweets, or through fostering a sense of active engagement, 
dialogue, and intimacy with followers, can be seen to be a crucial part of 
Gay’s celebrity practice. It is also impossible to extricate her persona con-
struction and management from her academic labour. That is, as a (then) 
pre-tenured academic, these social media performances, and the construc-
tion of her ‘bad feminist’ public persona more broadly, necessarily have 
broader ramifications.

academIcs and socIal medIa ‘brandIng’: celebrIty 
and the neolIberal unIversIty

Although various ‘cultural intermediaries’ are active in the manufacture 
and maintenance of celebrity, including of feminists, so too is the author 
herself—especially in the context of increased self-branding practices. As 
Marwick (2013, p. 161) notes, ‘blatant self-promotion is now stock in 
trade for not only for up and coming rap stars and actresses, but also for 
software developers, journalists, and academics. Creating a public pres-
ence has become a required part of securing and maintaining a job.’ For 
Gay, a professor of English at Purdue University in the USA, the pro-
duction of a public persona via such as platforms as Twitter is indicative 
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of an increasingly normalized form of labour in which the contemporary 
academic in the neoliberal university is expected to engage: ‘Institutions, 
publics, and some media elites are encouraging academics to be more vis-
ible in the public sphere. From the institutional perspective, it makes sense 
to encourage your academic superstars to represent a university’s brand 
in widely read publications’ (Cottim 2015). Here, then, it is not simply 
Gay’s personal ‘bad feminist’ brand being produced in these public acts of 
persona-building but also her employer’s.

As Moran argues, the hierarchical nature of the academy is seen to lend 
itself to celebrification, wherein a star system has clearly developed (2000, 
p. 158). Although it is difficult to maintain a strict bifurcation between the 
public sphere more broadly and the university, or indeed between a public 
persona and an institutional one, it is clear that Gay’s renown does not 
stem from her institutional affiliation as a literary studies scholar. While 
she is not strictly an ‘academostar’ (O’Dair 2001), given her stardom is 
not a product of her scholarship, like Jacques Derrida’s or Judith Butler’s, 
it cannot be entirely detached from it and her institution would certainly 
benefit from her visibility. Although neither her Twitter account nor her 
publications mention her institutional affiliation in the author biography, 
in authorial profiles and interviews, as well as her opinion pieces in sites like 
the New York Times, it commonly appears and thereby is being invoked as 
a marker of authority. Moreover, her status as a bestselling author features 
on Purdue University’s website, suggesting that this success is important 
in terms of her employer’s own branding.

This example, however, elucidates more about a shifting academic envi-
ronment and management expectations around public visibility. In a con-
text where academics are under increasing pressure to produce work that is 
marketable, Gay’s ‘bad feminist’ public persona, as well as the book itself, 
arguably represents much more than an effort to popularize a particular 
form of feminism. It is, perhaps, a much more strategic response to aca-
demic precarity; as Wernick notes, ‘the adoption of a promotional mode 
has become indispensable to academic survival’ (1991, p. 177). Similarly, 
in light of the changing nature of labour and the academy, Barbour and 
Marshall (2012) argue that we need to consider ‘the creation of authentic, 
intentional, constructed personas that extend the boundaries of an aca-
demic’s individual influence beyond institutional boundaries, and allows 
them to work more effectively in the radically changed worldwide aca-
demic environment’. These comments reveal, therefore, that while Gay’s 
celebrity does not appear to be a direct product of her academic labour, 
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her public persona management necessarily cannot be easily detached 
from this institutional context.

Academics can, and indeed increasingly must, deploy the tools of social 
media to ‘develop a personal brand, to leverage attention to generate 
income or job prospects, and to distill media and public attention of social 
movements’ (Cottim 2015; see also Gill 2014). Arguably, Gay’s Twitter 
account has been used in the service of all of these goals. Significantly, 
when Gay published Bad Feminist she was not tenured (she refers to her-
self therein as having a ‘tenure track’ job), and appeared to remain so until 
very recently.16 In fact, she even used the Twitter platform to announce her 
bid: ‘Ya girl is going up for tenure this year!!!!’ (28 September, 2015), for 
which she received multiple expressions of support and validation.17 Here, 
she makes visible the precarity of the academic environment in which she 
operates, publicly sharing its instabilities and contingencies. In a context 
in which ‘reputation becomes a key commodity’, the labour of updating 
profiles, tweeting, and blogging is normalized as a part of securing and 
maintaining one’s viability in the academic marketplace (Gill 2014, p. 16). 
Related to this, is the unpaid feminist labour in which women like Gay 
are engaged (Banet-Weiser  and Juhasz 2011), something that requires 
further critical attention. In addition to this digital reputation manage-
ment, yet consistent with the market insistence on new modes of public 
visibility, might it now be the case that the ‘blockbuster’ itself and the 
widespread exposure it guarantees, rather than being perceived as suspect 
by the academy or as extraneous to ‘real’ scholarly work, is becoming a 
phenomenon that, in part, will help secure the academic’s position within 
an ever more precarious employment environment? The knotty intersec-
tions of academic and blockbuster celebrity feminism, too, are worthy of 
deeper critical engagement.

However, despite these myriad performances of her ‘public private self ’ 
via social media (Marshall 2010a, b), when asked about what her career 
would look like without it, Gay noted: ‘I think my career would look simi-
lar without social media. I’ve been writing for a long time, publishing for 
a long time. Social media has also helped immeasurably but I think cream 
rises to the top one way or another’ (in Puvanenthiran 2015). Here, she 
obscures the extensive labour she puts into maintaining a public persona 
via forms like Twitter. That said, with the publication of Bad Feminist Gay 
has firmly crossed into mainstream media, regularly writing for  newspapers 
and magazines with high-level distribution such as the New York Times, 
and appearing on various national and international television current 
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affairs programmes. Rather than being confined to her Twitter audience, 
her celebrity practice involves remaining visible in mainstream media sites, 
ensuring that her political stances on a vast array of issues around race 
and gender receive widespread circulation. In this way, her celebrity femi-
nist strategies are multi-pronged, with online, particularly social, media 
 representing only one aspect of this public performance. Importantly, Gay, 
like Sandberg, is illustrative of the multi-modal nature of celebrity con-
struction and maintenance, including when it comes to the blockbuster 
celebrity feminist (Negra 2014). As an intersectional feminist with uncom-
promising politics, she is also indicative of the political potential of the 
feminist blockbuster, and of celebrity feminism itself.

conclusIon

As this analysis has shown, Sandberg and Gay’s texts, as well as the femi-
nism they each publicly come to embody, are markedly different. While 
one offers a form of individualistic feminism that could only be available to 
the most privileged women (Sandberg), the other articulates an intersec-
tional brand that works to publicly critique exclusions of dominant ways of 
figuring feminism (Gay). Moreover, in Sandberg’s ‘lean in’ feminism and 
its extra-textual campaigns, race goes completely unacknowledged, while 
for Gay such an elision is completely unimaginable. Their practices, as well 
as their politics, reveal that blockbuster feminism is by no means static or 
unified, and that they deploy different strategies for branding the self and 
maintaining their attention capital, for contrasting purposes and effects.

As in Chap. 6, this analysis has focused on how the success of femi-
nist  blockbusters relies on other sites and discursive realms, sometimes 
even prior to publication. Here, I have shown how Sandberg has lever-
aged her institutional affiliation with Facebook to build a multi-platform 
brand based on her ‘Lean In’ mantra. The often hostile response to the 
book, and the various associated political initiatives, has demonstrated 
that, even when their politics may be dubious, the blockbuster celebrity 
feminist remains a lightning rod for discursive contestations around the 
meanings of feminism, and in this sense cannot merely be dismissed as 
unproductive. In this vein, Gay’s intersectional feminism illustrates the 
potentialities of the blockbuster form, and the resultant celebrification, 
while also underscoring some of the limitations of the impetus to self- 
brand in the contemporary neoliberal academy and beyond. As this discus-
sion has shown, the feminist blockbuster—as both a genre and a cultural 
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phenomenon—is alive and well. However, it—and the labour involved 
in creating and sustaining the author’s celebrity feminism—has changed 
since the blockbusters analyzed in Part I. The next chapter further under-
scores how convergence culture has become integral to celebrity feminist 
activism, and examines the overlap between blockbuster feminism and 
wider celebrity culture.

notes

  1. The Lean In website also features a ‘Discussion Guide—For All 
Audiences’, proffering chapter-by-chapter questions for readers to 
further consider, seeking to guide readers towards particular inter-
pretations of the text and its key arguments.

  2. As Wendy Brown argues, ‘neo-liberalism normatively constructs 
and interpellates individuals as entrepreneurial actors in every 
sphere of life. It figures individuals as rational, calculating creatures 
whose moral autonomy is measured by their capacity for “self-
care”.’ According to Brown, therefore, neoliberalism ‘carries 
responsibility for the self to new heights’ (2003, p. 3).

  3. In contrast to Sandberg, Gay’s TED talk, titled ‘Confessions of a Bad 
Feminist’ (2015c), appeared following her blockbuster’s publication.

  4. Slaughter herself is well known for her 2012 Atlantic article, ‘Why 
We Can’t Have It All’, which has recently been expanded and pub-
lished as Unfinished Business: Women, Men, Work, Family (2015). It 
has not, however, earned blockbuster status.

  5. See: http://www.ted.com/talks/sheryl_sandberg_so_we_leaned_
in_now_what/transcript?language=en.

  6. Faludi (2013) cites a number of effusive comments from those 
who had viewed the talk.

  7. This is problematic as ‘reactionary arguments about “feminist nar-
cissism”’ have been ‘central to the vilification of feminist politics’ 
(Tyler 2005, p. 26).

  8. For an analysis of feminist blogging, see Frances Shaw (2013) and 
J.M. Keller (2015).

  9. Valenti published a popular feminist book in 2007, Full Frontal 
Feminism, and has translated the capital generated online into 
mainstream media visibility, with regular Guardian columns.

 10. See Casey (2015) for an examination of the activist possibilities of 
celebrity feminism.

224 A. TAYLOR

http://www.ted.com/talks/sheryl_sandberg_so_we_leaned_in_now_what/transcript?language=en
http://www.ted.com/talks/sheryl_sandberg_so_we_leaned_in_now_what/transcript?language=en


 11. As we saw in Chapter 6, Wicke (1994) makes a similar comment in 
relation to Naomi Wolf.

 12. Similarly, Aileen Moreton-Robinson (2000) has argued that the 
subject at the centre of Australian feminist discourse is largely 
unmarked, and her whiteness in particular invisibilized.

 13. Although hooks has made similar arguments, her books have not 
been bestsellers in the way Gay’s has and her media presence has 
not been as extensive.

 14. For example, from October 2014 she acted as Editor of The Butter, 
a ‘vertical’ of online site, The Toast.

 15. That said, in a response to a recent Tweet asking why she won’t 
lose weight, Gay replies: ‘You created an account just to ask that? 
Fuck you, you fucking coward’ (26 January 2016), or she responds 
with humour: ‘By all means, continue to treat me with blatant 
rudeness and disrespect. Please. It brightens my day’ (16 January 
2016).

 16. She announced that her tenure bid was successful on Twitter (29 
February 2016).  Her tweet—‘Tenure. Shrug’—suggests some 
ambivalence about the achievement.

 17. This was not the first time Gay referred to seeking tenure on her 
Twitter. For example, on 21 February 2015 she remarked: ‘Filling 
out tenure documents really makes you rethink your life choices.’
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CHAPTER 8

Amy Poehler and Lena Dunham: Celebrity 
Memoirs, Comedy, and Digital Activism

IntroductIon

This chapter engages with two blockbusters, Amy Poehler’s Yes Please and 
Lena Dunham’s Not That Kind of Girl, by authors whose initial celebrifica-
tion was not reliant upon their articulation of a feminist identity; that is, their 
fame stems largely from their work as television writers, comedians, actors, 
and directors. Nevertheless, in late 2014, their non-fictional bestsellers came 
to be important vehicles in the maintenance of their celebrity feminism. In 
the twenty-first century, the ways in which the celebrity feminist is constituted 
and reaffirmed has, in many senses, altered, as have the kinds of women who 
are being celebrified. However, as in the previous chapter, here I want to 
argue that what has remained a core part of this celebrification and its main-
tenance is the bestselling work of non-fiction, the ‘blockbuster’. That is, such 
blockbusters are, if not its originating feature in the case of these two women, 
yet central to the ‘performative practice’ (Marwick and boyd 2011) of celeb-
rity feminism. As has always been the case with feminist blockbuster authors, 
there has been significant public debate, in online media and in more tradi-
tional forms, about their books, and especially their feminism.

Rather than their feminism being initially responsible for the public 
visibility of the authors in question, in these examples it now appears after 
some degree of recognition has already been achieved, making it a vehicle 
for buttressing rather than establishing renown; that said, the elevation to 
bestselling author transforms and secures their feminist celebrity. In the 
current environment, celebrity feminism has also become more obviously 



part of an intermedial network (Negra 2014), though as earlier chapters 
have shown, multiple forms of media have always been integral to ensur-
ing that the blockbuster continues to culturally reverberate. In terms of 
doing the work of publicly constructing feminism in certain ways, I argue, 
the blockbuster remains pivotal.

The women examined in this chapter—Poehler and Dunham—are 
themselves cultural producers, writing, directing, and often starring in 
works they have created. These are not simply celebrities who later pro-
nounce some affiliation with feminism, a category I further discuss in the 
final chapter. Instead, feminism is in many ways central to the many cre-
ative projects in which they have been involved, thus suggesting that the 
blockbuster alone is not the only way in which these women seek to con-
struct feminism. In this sense, these figures represent a complex amalgam 
of those whose fame is a direct product of their feminism (celebrity femi-
nists) and the female stars who proclaim a feminist identity during some 
stage of their careers (celebrity feminists). Despite their fame preceding 
their blockbusters, I demonstrate how, like all other authors here, they 
deploy it to ensure that their brand of feminism reaches as many women 
as possible. The blockbusters they have produced are forms of memoir, 
coupled with elements of the advice manual. Though there does appear 
to have been a proliferation of celebrity feminist autobiographical narra-
tives over the past few years, I argue that there has been a much longer 
tradition of foregrounding the self in popular feminist non-fiction, which 
is also consistent with celebrity culture’s desire to access the interiority of 
the figures upon which it relies.

In addition to their blockbusters, and in line with my approach through-
out, I consider the series of online texts and initiatives in which these 
women have been engaged and which are also crucial to the overall perfor-
mance of their celebrity feminism. In particular, I am concerned with how 
these celebrities intervene in public conversations around female subjec-
tivity through deploying participatory media forms for patently feminist 
purposes, something that has been largely overlooked in efforts to over-
state convergence culture’s empowerment of ‘ordinary people’ (Turner 
2010). In doing so, I consider the assumptions they make about audi-
ences, especially the young women they largely target, and about feminism 
and its continuing viability and necessity. As I will show, like all block-
buster authors examined here, Poehler and Dunham are heavily involved 
in feminist ‘discursive politics’ (Young 1997), through their memoirs but 
also via various online platforms and public campaigns.
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comedy, celebrIty memoIrs, and FemInIsm

Poehler and Dunham are both central to remarkably successful, female- 
centred comedies, in Parks and Recreation and Girls respectively, as well 
as being involved in the production of films (Mean Girls, Baby Mama, 
and Sisters in the case of Poehler, and Tiny Furniture for Dunham). As 
Amanda Lotz argues: ‘Scholars generally concur that feminist discourse 
is predominantly found in the comedy genre because of narrative and 
generic qualities that both introduce and then contain potentially sub-
versive content’ (2001, p.  111). Similarly, Linda Mizejewski notes that 
‘women’s comedy has become a primary site in mainstream pop culture 
where feminism speaks, talks back, and is contested’ (2014, p. 6), a point 
substantiated by figures such as Amy Schumer, Sarah Silverman, and 
Mindy Kaling. Poehler and Dunham, in particular, have secured stardom 
through a creative practice located in the intersection of feminism and 
comedy, and their blockbusters are no exception.

In the twenty-first century, in some ways a radically different time from 
that in which Brown, Friedan, and Greer wrote their initial bestsellers, the 
feminist blockbuster is often a much less polemical piece of writing, and 
one that focuses more on the individual’s gendered experiences as a way of 
engaging with feminist concerns. Such books are, by and large, less about 
offering grand narratives or pronouncements about the need for wider struc-
tural change or social upheaval (as in other iterations of the blockbuster), 
than in showing how a feminist life, including its attendant tensions, may be 
lived in the twenty-first century. They offer no prescriptions, just personal-
ized, humorous narratives about their own experiences of navigating and 
negotiating the ongoing difficulties of being gendered feminine in a context 
where such subjectivity continues to be devalued and even pathologized. 
For some, this makes them deeply problematic, as I will show.

The celebrity ‘autobiography’, although commonly ghost written 
(Yellin 2015), is becoming increasingly popular as a genre. While this may 
be seen as a corollary of foregrounding the self in neoliberal discourses, 
such forms have long been important in feminist terms. Feminism has 
always had a ‘strong interest in the autobiographical, beginning with 
the attempt to connect the “personal” with the “political”, and the 
 concomitant emphasis on women’s experience as a vital resource in the 
creation of women’s knowledge’ (Cosslett 2000, p.  2; see also Smith 
and Watson 2010). As noted in the Friedan chapter, memoirs represent 
significant textual vehicles in the construction of a particular public self, 
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one that often contradicts and/or purports to access an ‘authentic’ self-
hitherto obscured by celebrification. Viewing them as the non-fiction 
equivalent to ‘chick lit’, Suzanne Ferriss (2014) has dubbed celebrity 
autobiographical texts like Tina Fey’s Bossypants (2011) ‘chick non-fic’, 
a classification also applicable to Poehler’s Yes Please and Dunham’s Not 
That Kind of Girl. Ferriss argues that, despite claims to reality, such texts 
deploy remarkably similar tropes and techniques to ‘chick lit’ fiction to 
write certain feminine selves into being. As she notes, however: ‘These 
are not the voices of fictional protagonists of chick lit but of actual 
thirty- or forty-somethings publically navigating the shoals of personal 
relationships, family life, and professional challenges, the stock conflicts 
of chick lit’ (Ferriss 2014, p. 206). It is also a sub-genre now apparently 
favoured by female celebrities.

These memoirs are being used to give some texture to lives only oth-
erwise accessed in snippets through news and magazine coverage, or 
interviews on entertainment networks, with the autobiographical form 
necessarily providing the sense of intimacy upon which fandom relies. In 
particular, it is said to be through representations of their fallibility that 
they seek to secure readerly identification (Ferriss 2014, p. 209); that is, 
while they are indeed crafting a particular persona, the inclusion of comi-
cally portrayed moments of failure or despair from various stages of their 
lives seemingly renders the sense of closeness or intimate bond even more 
authentic. In commercial terms, they pose reasonably low risks to pub-
lishers, bringing with them as they do a more or less guaranteed audi-
ence: ‘The authors of chick non-fic who write about their own experiences 
are also public personalities speaking in the voice of their celebrity selves. 
Owing to their carefully crafted public personas, they have attracted loyal 
fans, the likely target audiences for their books’ (Ferriss 2014, pp. 206–7). 
Their celebrity also helps to ensure that the book’s publication is itself 
newsworthy, and media commentary on Poehler and Dunham’s bestsell-
ers was extensive. In the next section, I engage with Poehler’s Yes Please, 
before moving on to consider the various online activist ventures through 
which she also publicly performs and negotiates her feminism.

Amy Poehler’s Blockbuster and Online Feminist Activism

Amy Poehler is most well-known for her seven-season appearance on 
Parks and Recreation (2009–15, NBC), a mockumentary featuring 
Lesley Knope, the earnest city council worker who eventually becomes 
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mayor of fictional town, Pawnee. The character’s feminism has been 
roundly praised, including in the Huffington Post, where Rachel Khona 
(2015), bidding farewell to the ‘fictional feminist icon’, noted that she 
‘boldly brought feminism to the small screen showing us that women 
can be career-focused, smart, bossy, feminists and at the same time love 
men, love life and really love waffles … She shows us how awesome 
feminism is simply by being herself.’ Such comments are also applicable 
to Poehler herself, who is renowned for her Saturday Night Live feminist 
comic skits with Tina Fey, especially those featuring impersonations of 
Hillary Clinton and Sarah Palin. Her comedy does have a distinctly femi-
nist tenor, and publicly she routinely claims a feminist identity. Unlike 
the celebrities who later make very vocal pronouncements about their 
sudden feminist awakening, Poehler’s position is more like that articu-
lated by Baumgardner and Richards: ‘The presence of feminism in our 
lives is taken for granted. For our generation, feminism is like fluoride. 
We scarcely notice we have it—it’s simply in the water’ (2000, p. 71). 
For example, asked by Time Out magazine about how feminism informs 
her work, Poehler said: ‘It’s always just been in my nature—it’s just kind 
of my everyday. Sometimes I access it in a conscious way, but it wasn’t 
always the headline of stuff that I was doing’ (in Pitt 2013). The danger 
of such a position, of course, is that feminism becomes, in the logic of 
postfeminism, taken for granted (McRobbie 2009) rather than an ongo-
ing political project. Nevertheless, both Poehler and her celebrity femi-
nist sidekick, Tina Fey,1 have garnered media coverage centring on their 
feminist identification,2 suggesting that celebrities—even if not initially 
famous for their feminism—occupy an important role in terms of the 
negotiation of the public meanings granted feminism, including through 
social media practices.

Although Poehler rejects Twitter because of its focus on ‘self-disclosure 
and self-promotion’ (in Combe 2014), she is involved in new media in 
other ways, such as websites, YouTube, and online television series: ‘So, 
although the fame game is being recalibrated across an expanding range 
of media sources, including Twitter, it seems that celebrity political per-
formance varies considerably’ (Tsaliki 2016, p.  253). This comment is 
relevant to blockbuster celebrity feminism, as well as celebrity feminism 
more broadly. Prior to considering some of her online activism, I want to 
address the publication of Poehler’s ‘memoir’ as one crucial aspect of her 
celebrity feminist performance.
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sayIng yes to FemInIsm: amy Poehler’s Yes Please

Yes Please reached the number one spot on the New York Times bestseller 
list (16 November 2014) and remains in the top ten as at November 2015. 
Covering Poehler’s professional and personal lives in equal measure, Yes 
Please is not a chronological memoir. As Zach Dione (2014)  remarks 
in Rolling Stone: ‘Yes Please is a 329-page nonlinear hopscotch across 
Poehler’s life and career, from Chicago’s Second City and the creation of 
the Upright Citizens Brigade to the glory days of SNL and Parks and Rec’. 
Nor is it solely a memoir; it appears, in many places, as Poehler concedes, 
like ‘an open scrapbook’ (2014, p. xvii). In the Preface, ‘Writing is Hard’, 
she remarks:

In this book there is a little bit of talk about the past. There is some light 
emotional sharing. I guess that is the ‘memoir’ part. There is some ‘advice’, 
which varies in its levels of seriousness. Lastly, there are just ‘essays’, which 
are stories that usually have a beginning and an end, but nothing is guaran-
teed. Sometimes these three things are mixed together, like a thick stew. I 
hope it is full of flavor, but don’t ask me to list all the ingredients. (2014a, 
p. xviii)

In her characteristic comic voice, Poehler advises readers to not necessarily 
expect a clear narrative thread. Given its positioning as a form of memoir, 
discourses of authenticity are central: ‘I tried to tell the truth and be funny. 
What else do you want from me, you filthy animals?’ (2014a, p. xvi). Her 
book, therefore, seeks to both inform and amuse.

Yes Please features many photographs, lists, copies of hand-written 
notes, and double pages featuring platitudes; that is, it contains ‘a lot of 
filler’ (Garner 2014). Like Bossypants, much of it is centred on Poehler’s 
professional identity, including her interactions with various celebrities. 
The narrator also displays much affection and respect for the women in 
her life, with an entire chapter devoted to Poehler’s relationship with Fey. 
That said, her personal life too features heavily and, as Dwight Garner 
(2014) remarks in the New York Times, ‘There’s a lot about childbirth 
and raising sons in “Yes Please.”’ The book also outlines her charity work, 
with a chapter on her work in Haiti working with the Worldwide Orphans 
Foundation (WOF), a move that some reader-reviewers saw cynically.3

Her memoir does not have a singular key feminist ‘message’ like some 
of those examined earlier, and is definitely not a manifesto or polemic; 
its feminism is largely subtle and integrated in Poehler’s observations 
about gendered experiences, and especially those about working as a 
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female comedian (much as in Fey’s Bossypants). Statements like this 
are indicative of the book’s quiet feminism: ‘It takes years as a woman 
to unlearn what you have been taught to be sorry for. It takes years 
to find your voice and your real estate’ (2014a, p. 65). As Rodriguez 
(2014) notes of the book, ‘Feminism isn’t a topic of conversation, 
but it informs every conversation’ (original emphasis). Nonetheless, 
the book’s structure reflects the liberal, or perhaps neoliberal, brand 
of feminism that underpins the loosely united pieces. Broken into 
three parts, ‘Say whatever you want’, ‘Do whatever you want’, and 
‘Be whoever you want’, the book’s feminism revolves mostly around 
the idea of respecting other women’s life choices, a gesture which of 
course obscures the conditions of possibility governing such choices 
(Rodrigues 2014). ‘Good you, not for me’ (2014a, p. 149), as she puts 
it, seems to encompass her philosophy about judging (or rather not 
judging) other women and their choices, and it is a phrase that caused 
contention in the feminist blogosphere.

Yes Please, like many of the other blockbusters examined here, has been 
critiqued on the grounds of its author’s privileged feminism; the following 
title is indicative in this regard: ‘“Yes Please” is White Liberal Feminism in 
Full Force’ (Rodrigues 2014). In contrast, feminist web magazine Bustle 
applauds Poehler, featuring a piece entitled: ‘3 Times Amy Poehler said Yes 
to Feminism in Her Memoir, and We’re On Board, Naturally’ (Rodriguez 
2014). In it, referring to Poehler’s approach to career, motherhood, and 
relationships, Maddie Rodriguez (2014) praises the accessibility of her 
feminism:

The world—especially women teetering on the edge of feminism, the “I’m 
not a feminist, but” women—also need representations of feminism like 
Poehler’s. A feminism that doesn’t take centre stage 100 percent of the 
time, but is always present. Feminism that is inherent and integrated into 
one’s sense of self … Feminism that just is. (original emphasis)

On the Ms. magazine blog, Audrey Bilger (2014) concurs: ‘It’s not clear 
why the words “feminism” and “feminist” don’t actually appear in the 
book; however, there’s no doubt that her memoir earns the F-word seal 
of approval’ (original emphasis). While of course we could see this lack of 
explicit invocation of the signifier ‘feminism’ as consistent with approaches 
that render feminism the unspeakable ‘f-word’, these online commenta-
tors conversely interpret this implicit engagement as representing femi-
nism’s thorough acceptance and indeed normalization.
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Nevertheless, on 30 January 2014, Poehler appeared on the front cover 
of USA’s Elle magazine, reaffirming the crucial role of women’s maga-
zines in popular and especially celebrity feminism. In the accompanying 
interview, challenging celebrity refusal to identify as feminist, Poehler 
comically remarked:

I don’t get it. That’s like someone being like, ‘I don’t really believe in cars, 
but I drive one every day and I love that it gets me places and makes life so 
much easier and faster and I don’t know what I would do without it.’ But 
that’s everyone else’s trip, not mine. (in Combe 2014)

Such public adoption of an overtly political subjectivity not only ensures 
feminism’s visibility in a context where postfeminist discourses have 
become hegemonic but may, concomitantly, encourage other young 
women to (re)consider their own relationship with feminism (Keller 2015, 
p.  278). In keeping with this identification with, and commitment to, 
feminism, in 2012 Poehler developed an online initiative aimed at young 
girls, suggesting that feminism had already become fully incorporated 
into her celebrity ‘brand’.

amy’s smart gIrls: doIng celebrIty FemInIst 
actIvIsm onlIne

As we saw with Sandberg, an integral part of Poehler’s celebrity feminist 
practice has been the establishment of an online feminist initiative aimed at 
young girls, Amy Poehler’s Smart Girls. Given all the media ventures—film 
and television production, publishing, and various online initiatives—in which 
she is now involved, Elle magazine even described her as a ‘media mogul’ 
(Combe 2014) but Amy Poehler’s Smart Girls is perhaps the most prominent. 
It spans all key forms of social media: Twitter, Instagram, Facebook (with over 
1.2 million ‘likes’ as at January 2016), Pintrest, and YouTube. The fact that 
Poehler’s name features in the initiative clearly shows how integral her celeb-
rity capital is to its branding and ultimately its success. In addition to being 
indicative of the way celebrities now routinely deploy their attention capital 
for charitable or  philanthropic purposes, Smart Girls is consistent with the 
growth in GEOs, ‘girls empowerment organisations’ (Banet-Weiser 2015), as 
discussed in Chap. 7. Perhaps in response to Sandberg’s campaign, which she 
had previously satirized by quipping that her follow up to Yes Please would be 
titled ‘Lean Out’ (Poehler 2014a, p. 238),  the Smart Girls website features 
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a graphic with the following quotation, in upper case to accentuate the senti-
ment, from Poehler: ‘I LIKE BOSSY GIRLS. I ALWAYS HAVE. PEOPLE 
FILLED WITH LIFE.’ Poehler’s branded empowerment, then, looks a little 
different to Sandberg’s, though they both work, in neoliberal fashion, to vary-
ing degrees, to ‘market’ empowerment to what are perceived to be vulnerable 
young women (Banet-Weiser 2015).

The Smart Girls website features regular articles giving advice to young 
readers, while the Facebook page provides links to interviews with inspi-
rational women from various backgrounds/industries, as well as relevant 
current affairs material. The initiative also spawned a number of online 
series, including Smart Girls at the Party, Book Report, Girls of the World, 
She Said, and Ask Amy.4 Poehler outlines the premise underpinning Smart 
Girls at the Party, co-created with friends Meredith Walker and Amy Miles: 
‘We wanted to build a brand that attempted to combat the shit young 
people see every day online … Our hope is for people who can’t stand to 
look at another awful website highlighting some fame obsessed garbage 
person’ (2014a, pp. 325–6). Here, as is common, the initiative is set up 
in opposition to a vacuous celebrity culture; in doing so, Poehler obscures 
how fandom and audience investment in her is integral to its success.

With the upbeat motto ‘change the world by being yourself’, Smart Girls 
articulates a message of self-acceptance for young girls, and provides advice 
on how to negotiate the tensions of adolescence and conflicting expec-
tations of how to be a good female citizen; it is also consistent with the 
approach taken in Poehler’s blockbuster book, including its use of humour. 
In its ‘About Us’ section, the Smart Girls website is framed in this way:

Amy Poehler’s Smart Girls organization is dedicated to helping young people 
cultivate their authentic selves. We emphasize intelligence and imagination 
over ‘fitting in.’ We celebrate curiosity over gossip. We are a place where peo-
ple can truly be their weird and wonderful selves. We are funny first, and infor-
mative second, hosting the party you want to attend.  (amysmartgirls.com)

This goal of cultivating an ‘authentic self ’ is entirely consistent with ideas 
of an entrepreneurial self whose ‘authenticity’ will serve as a bulwark 
against social inequality and discrimination, which, as young girls, they 
will invariably come to face. In terms of addressees, these are postfemi-
nism’s ‘can do’ girls (Harris 2004, p. 10), those who are positioned as 
responsible for their own life trajectories, urged to deploy individualized 
tactics of resilience and self-confidence to guarantee their success.
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Smart Girls has also made its feminist politics explicit through an inter-
vention into celebrity culture itself. At the 2015 Emmy Awards, Poehler 
spearheaded the #SmartGirlsAsk campaign on Twitter, where questions 
from users were posed to stars on the red carpet as they entered the cer-
emony. The campaign was launched in an effort to combat the banal, 
and often sexist, questions to which actors are commonly subjected at 
awards ceremonies, the most obvious being ‘Who are you wearing?’, a 
question largely if not solely directed towards women. Alternative ques-
tions included: ‘How do you think the film industry could better portray 
the lives, struggles and joys of real women?’ and ‘What prominent female 
entertainment figure would make a great late night host of a talk show and 
why?’ (Fisher 2015). Celebrities such as Britney Spears, Hillary Clinton, 
and Shonda Rhimes also intervened, posting questions via their Twitter 
accounts using the hashtag (Fisher 2015).

Through this initiative, Poehler used her celebrity capital to attempt 
to redirect the media’s representational practices; that numerous celebri-
ties participated is itself a reflection of Poehler’s extensive celebrity net-
work, as well as indicating the extent of the Smart Girl community. In 
such instances, ‘Twitter’s digitally networked action would capitalize on 
the personalized social networking between celebvocates and their fol-
lowers and among followers themselves to spread the word for the “good 
causes”’ (Tsaliki 2016, p. 238). Clearly a political gesture, this interven-
tion into deeply gendered ways of figuring celebrities represents one of the 
more productive uses of ‘attention capital’, necessitating a way of thinking 
through such interventions that moves beyond figuring them as cynical 
and ineffectual modes of political practice. Such initiatives necessarily raise 
questions about fandom and ‘how social media can be used as a tool to 
promote specific causes and to secure an active response from fan net-
works’ (Bennett 2014, p. 138). As Lucy Bennett (2014, p. 139) argues:

Although traditional celebrity involvement in philanthropy and activism has 
often relied on appeals to fan bases, social media now allows celebrities the 
possibility to instantly secure mobilisation and direct action from an audi-
ence without the filters of news media.

The success of the ‘Smart Girls Ask’ hashtag is undoubtedly bound up in 
such a process, in which Poehler’s celebrity (feminism) is central.

As Couldry (2016, p. 110) argues: ‘celebrities, or would-be celebrities, 
and their promoters, need to be ever more active in securing or sustaining 
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their celebrity status, and digital media platforms fortunately provide ever 
more channels for doing so’. In this vein, Amy Poehler’s Smart Girls has 
its own dedicated YouTube channel. As van Dijck argues: ‘A far cry from 
its original design, YouTube is no longer an alternative to television, but 
a full-fledged player in the media entertainment industry’ (2013, p. 127). 
Given this, it is not surprising celebrities are taking it up in varied ways, 
to maintain their visibility as well as to become involved in various causes. 
As Littler (2008, p. 239) argues, public involvement in causes represents 
‘a way for celebrities to appear to raise their profile above the zone of 
the crudely commercial into the sanctified, quasi-religious realm of altru-
ism and charity, whilst revealing or constructing an added dimension of 
personality: of compassion and caring’. In this way, Poehler is seen to 
be selflessly sacrificing her time, and her apparent expertise, for the bet-
terment of young, implicitly needy, girls, thereby clearly coding her as a 
celebrity with a feminist agenda, helping to brand her as a celebrity who 
cares. Although it would be easy to dismiss this project entirely as a cynical 
branding exercise, such a presumption would simplify a complex ideologi-
cal, representational and moral project.

YouTube has been overwhelmingly framed as ‘everyday people [seizing] 
the means of cultural production and distribution’ (Burgess et al. 2013, 
p. 109; see also Jenkins 2006; Bruns 2008); but increasingly—as Poehler 
demonstrates—it is just not ‘ordinary people’ making use of this platform. 
While there has been scholarly focus on YouTube’s enabling of micro- 
celebrities (Marwick 2016), much less attention has been paid to how 
celebrities in the more traditional sense are using this platform, not to 
mention how they are using it for distinctly feminist purposes. As Turner 
remarks: ‘the techniques of micro-celebrity … have been “borrowed back” 
by the “real” celebrities—those who operate within mainstream commer-
cial media structures—in order to increase their control over their own 
celebritisation’ (2014, p. 73, original emphasis). Relatedly, Van Dijck has 
mapped the shift from ‘active user agency to passive consumer behavior’ 
and indicates that the claim that the majority of YouTube content comes 
from ‘amateurs’ has come under significant strain (2013, p. 116), a claim 
also destabilized by increased celebrity usage of the platform to engage 
directly with audiences.

A YouTube video series, Ask Amy (Poehler 2014b), responds to ques-
tions largely from teenage girls. As at January 2016, there are 28 uploaded 
videos, which cover intimate topics such as friendship; jealously; stress; 
courage; parents; power; letting go; anxiety; empowerment; and love. In 
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taking young girls as subjects in need of advice to manage their very girl-
hood, the Ask Amy videos are consistent with figurations of young girls 
as simultaneously empowered individuals and as in crisis (Banet-Weiser 
2015). As addressees, and as those who seek Amy’s advice, girls as consum-
ing figures are targeted as most in need of assistance to become efficient 
entrepreneurial girl subjects. Contemporary girlhood is no longer neces-
sarily predicated on a ‘ritualistic denunciation’ of feminism (McRobbie 
2009, p. 18), but, interestingly, Ask Amy, like Yes Please, appears rather 
covert in its embrace of feminism.

Ask Amy can be seen as part of a wider trend towards ‘crowd sourc-
ing’ celebrity interviews, where the professional interviewer is effectively 
removed and audiences are invited to pose questions to their idol. As 
Bethany Usher (2015, p.  306) argues, celebrities ‘encourage their fol-
lowers to participate in this performance through the reward of direct 
interaction’, which they use ‘to extend promotion and build celebrity 
brands’. Often this is directly linked to the promotion of a new prod-
uct (Usher 2015), as in the case of Dunham’s Ask Lena YouTube series, 
attached to the publication of Not That Kind of Girl. However, in both 
these instances, it is not necessarily unimpeded insight into the celebrity’s 
private life that fans seek (though this is part of what they receive), but 
advice about how to negotiate the tensions of being gendered feminine. 
The end result for the celebrity, however, is the same: a particular persona 
is constructed via these audience interactions, one that is empathic, open, 
compassionate, and patently feminist.

While the realm of celebrity is often seen as ‘a mediatized public sphere 
where entertainment is privileged over information, affect over mean-
ing’ (Lewis 2010, p. 234), Poehler’s YouTube activity challenges such an 
assumption as it seeks to reposition her from comic entertainer to authori-
tative voice on everyday issues relevant to teenage girls. Each response, 
offered by Amy herself, often in personal spaces, like her kitchen or car, 
and at times with little or no make-up, provides personal insights into the 
specific problem that followers have asked about; this arguably  represents 
a refigured form of celebrity intimacy. Given that celebrity personas are 
constructed in large part ‘through [online] public interaction with fans’ 
(Marwick and boyd 2011, p.  155), videos such as these, responding 
directly to fans’ questions, are important both for the producer and the 
consumer. Almost all responses serve to universalize the ‘problem’ for 
which the viewer seeks advice, ‘everybody experiences that’ is a refrain 
common to nearly all videos, thus helping create the sense of a supportive 
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online community being facilitated by Poehler, while self-help rhetoric is 
also a key characteristic of the responses. These videos substantiate the 
claim that ‘advice-giving represents a key discursive formation defining 
feminist media production across second and third [and now fourth] wave 
feminist practices of communication’ (Rentschler 2014, p. 77). Moreover, 
such ‘emotion work’ and expressions of support and empathy can them-
selves be seen as important forms of political activity (Rentschler 2014, 
p. 77).

In terms of production, Ask Amy YouTube videos are constructed to 
appear like those of the amateur ‘produser’ (Bruns 2008) simply talking 
into their webcam, once again seeking to shore up the sense of ‘ordinari-
ness’ and further situating Poehler as just ‘one of the girls’. The confessional 
voice with which her blockbuster readers would be familiar, and which is 
integral to celebrification (Redmond 2008), is also evident here. As Lewis 
(2010, p. 583) argues, media celebrity ‘involves being presented as a kind 
of exemplar of “ordinariness”’, something these videos clearly overplay in 
an effort to establish authenticity and genuineness. While television has 
been seen as central in these processes of ‘ordinarization’ (Bonner 2003; 
Lewis 2010), this example suggests that YouTube is now being recruited 
in the service of such orchestrated familiarization. In a move away from 
the alienation and distanciation traditionally associated with spectacle and 
stardom, ‘celebrity lifestyle experts present us with images and modes of 
advice embedded in, rather than abstracted from, everyday life’ (Lewis 
2010, p. 586). Through these videos, Poehler is clearly positioned as a 
kind of celebrity ‘lifestyle expert’, such as those found on reality television, 
and whose increasing presence is seen as indicative of the privatization of 
citizenship (Lewis 2010). Accordingly, she could be seen merely as the 
model citizen of neoliberalism. But there is no doubt that this initiative is 
informed by feminism.

Amy Poehler’s Smart Girls, and especially Ask Amy, are clearly represen-
tative of a new way of popularly figuring feminism. As Banet-Weiser and 
Miltner argue: ‘While popular feminisms have varied goals and different 
means of expression, there is a predominant theme: what women need is 
self-confidence … in their inner selves, they simply need to be more con-
fident and sure of themselves to overcome the often structural and soci-
etal problems that are keeping them down’ (2016, p. 172). Through the 
videos, Poehler seeks to provide young women with the tools to become 
these confident, self-actualizing subjects. Deploying the rhetoric of choice 
and agency throughout, she is also positioned as a kind of sisterly figure, 
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helping girls navigate universalized difficulties of feminine adolescence. As 
is common in girl empowerment rhetoric, difference is flattened out and a 
common girlhood is evoked (Gill and Koffman 2014). However, impor-
tantly, Poehler lacks the scrutinizing and judgemental gaze that Alison 
Winch (2012) sees as marking the contemporary postfeminist ‘girlfriend 
culture’ exemplified by makeover reality programmes; she is a much more 
empathic figure whose advice is clearly underpinned by a feminist ethic of 
care towards those seeking her counsel. However, it is worth noting that 
in October 2014, Legendary Entertainment purchased Smart Girls at the 
Party; this corporate investment, as the coming section on Lenny’s Hearst 
buyout illustrates, is indicative of what is increasingly perceived to be the 
current commercial viability of feminism itself.5

Through a combination of her comedy, her book, and her online 
empowerment initiatives, Amy Poehler is one of Hollywood’s most vis-
ible feminists. The feminism she embodies, based as it is in ‘respecting’ 
other women’s choices and in fostering improved self-esteem and con-
fidence, bears the marks of its neoliberal postfeminist time and thereby 
cannot simply be uncritically celebrated but nor should its flaws render it 
entirely ineffectual. Here, I have located the blockbuster within a series 
of other mutually reinforcing, cross-platform, celebrity feminist practices, 
where the different ‘Poehlers’ are presumed indistinguishable, authentic, 
and most of all, accessible. Like Poehler, Lena Dunham’s blockbuster is 
but one aspect of a wider intertextual network through which her celebrity 
feminism is performed and publicly negotiated.

Lena Dunham, Not That Kind of Girl, and Celebrity Digital 
Media

Lena Dunham, creator of the hit HBO television show, Girls (2012–), is 
routinely positioned as the voice of her purportedly ‘postfeminist’ gen-
eration. Much debate has been staged around the extent of the show’s 
(and indeed its creator’s) ‘brand’ of feminism; and in this regard her 
memoir is no exception. In Not That Kind of Girl: A Young Woman 
Tells You What She Has ‘Learned’ (2014), the narrator frames the text 
as significant in feminist terms: ‘There is nothing gutsier to me than a 
person announcing that their story is one that deserves to be told, espe-
cially if that person is a woman’ (2014, p. xvi). In addition to looking 
at her memoir, this section will explore how digital media have become 
a central part of the book promotion apparatus as well of maintaining a 
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viable celebrity self. With regard to her attempts to shore up her feminist 
credentials, it examines how Dunham deploys her celebrity capital to 
create her own form of feminist media and online feminist community 
through her Lenny e-newsletter.

Importantly, Dunham is not simply a celebrity who has recently 
decided to incorporate feminism into her celebrity brand, in the way some 
other politicized stars (such as Emma Watson) have done. On the con-
trary, her work, preoccupied as it has been with gendered subjectivities, 
sexuality, and gendered intimacies, has always displayed a heightened form 
of ‘feminist literacy’ (Hogeland 1998). And, unlike some other celebri-
ties, Dunham has never steered away from public feminist identification. 
When asked by fellow celebrity feminist, Roxane Gay (2014d), about how 
feminism influences her work, Dunham replied: ‘I just think feminism is 
my work. Everything I do, I do because I was told that as a woman, my 
voice deserves to heard, my rights are to be respected, and my job was to 
make that possible for others’ (original emphasis). Here, Dunham identi-
fies how critical feminism is, not just to her own life but to her politics and, 
relatedly, her creative practice.

Girls, the auteur, and FemInIsm

Lena Dunham’s Girls has been airing on HBO in the USA since April 
2012; in February 2016 it will enter its fifth season. As its website brands 
it: ‘the show is a comic look at the assorted humiliations and rare tri-
umphs of a group of girls in their mid-20s’. Often figured (not without 
debate or controversy) as the current generation’s Sex and the City, it 
similarly tracks the lives of a group of female friends living in Brooklyn 
(as opposed to Manhattan). The central protagonist, Hannah Hovath, 
is a struggling writer, whose failures, professionally and personally, are at 
the centre of the narrative arc. Her fellow millennials, likewise, embody 
angst and entitlement, as they negotiate the tensions and contradictions 
of being gendered feminine. Critically the programme is often seen to 
represent a new form of ‘quality’ television (Fuller  and Driscoll 2014), 
frequently associated with HBO, while Dunham’s celebrity has, at least 
partially, been predicated on her auteur status (Nelson 2014).

In feminist terms, the series is in many ways contradictory, but its 
‘explicit address to feminism and its evasion of a range of contemporary 
feminist expectations are equally crucial to how this series compels con-
tinuing conversations about feminism’ (Fuller and Driscoll 2014, p. 253). 
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Rather than representing a reinscription of postfeminist cultural logics, 
Girls has been to seen engage with such discourses only in an effort to 
scrutinize them (Bell 2013, p. 363). Feminist criticism has, however, been 
largely preoccupied with why Girls ‘failed to manifest the Perfect Feminist 
TV series’ (Fuller and Driscoll 2014, p. 255). As Fuller and Driscoll argue, 
this expectation is one commonly levelled at series with female creators/
directors but rarely at those authored by men. Likewise, female celebrities 
are expected to be the embodiment of the ‘Perfect Feminist’, an expecta-
tion from which male celebrity ‘feminists’ are immune (see Cobb 2015). 
In particular, Dunham has been heavily criticized for her privilege and the 
‘stark whiteness’ underpinning Girls’ diegetic world (Gay 2014a; see also 
Freeman 2014).6 While a textual analysis of Girls is beyond the scope of 
this book, it is clear that these assumptions about the TV series’ ambiva-
lent feminism have also dogged Dunham’s status as a celebrity feminist. 
However, like those of all celebrities, her feminist star text is established 
across multiple media platforms, including her recently published bestsell-
ing memoir.

lessons From lena: Not that KiNd of Girl

Not That Kind of Girl entered the New York Times bestseller list on 19 
October 2014 at number 2. Random House reportedly paid Dunham 
a $3.7 million advance for the work (Freeman 2014). Like Poehler’s, 
Dunham’s is not an autobiography in the traditional sense, though it 
clearly adopts a confessional mode, covering her personal experiences 
of various health conditions, such as endometriosis, anxiety, and obses-
sive compulsive disorder, as well as sexual assault and issues around con-
sent. Generically, the book was largely positioned as life writing, with the 
blurb describing it as ‘a candid collection of personal essays’. Celebrities, 
as Redmond argues, ‘rely on the confessional to authenticate, validate, 
humanize, resurrect, extend and enrich their star and celebrity identities’ 
(2008, pp. 109–10). As a common ‘revelatory mode of self-enunciation’, 
the confessional mode, as the chapter on Friedan has shown, ‘has become 
one of the dominant ways in which fame is circulated and consumed’ 
(Redmond 2008, p. 110). Rather than simply using her memoir to cre-
ate a sense of intimacy with fans, Dunham announces that she is sharing 
her stories in the hope of helping other young women, with the book’s 
didactic goal made explicit in the subtitle: A Young Woman Tells You What 
She’s ‘Learned’. Positing gender as something to be ‘learned’, Dunham 
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implicitly conceptualizes it as a doing rather than a being (Butler 1990) 
and, throughout the book, maps her own negotiation of this compli-
cated, ongoing process. She does not privilege one specific way of ‘doing’ 
femininity but offers a confessional insight into this process, as she seeks 
to mine her ‘missteps’ (2014, p. xvii) ostensibly for the benefit of other 
women; in this respect, it appears to be a bildungsroman for millennials.

In Not That Kind of Girl, Dunham suggests that Helen Gurley Brown’s 
Having It All (1982) provided the inspiration for her text, a gesture that 
seeks to place her in a long lineage of outspoken feminist authors/celebri-
ties (although it also aligns her with postfeminism, wherein the trope of 
‘having it all’ for women marks the ongoing tensions between the public 
and private spheres). Making clear her debt to Brown, she notes: ‘I am 
a girl with a keen interest in having it all, and what follows are hopeful 
dispatches from the front line’ (2014, p. xvii). It is this location on the 
‘front line’ that Dunham claims to be the basis of her authority; she is, she 
wishes readers to believe, despite her immense public profile, commercial 
success, and resonance, an ‘ordinary girl’. Therefore, as is often the case 
with blockbusters, her claims to authority are personal, although placing 
the word ‘learned’ in scare quotes functions to call into question the value 
of the coming advice. The book is broken into five sections—‘Love and 
Sex’, ‘Body’, ‘Friendship’, ‘Work’, and ‘Big Picture’—each made up of 
short autobiographical essays, interspersed with lists such as ‘15 things 
I’ve learned from my mother’ and ‘13 things I’ve learned are not ok to 
say to friends’. In the New York Times, Michiko Katutani (2014) describes 
the book as ‘a kind of memoir disguised as an advice book, or a how-to 
book (as in how to navigate the perilous waters of girlhood) in the guise 
of a series of personal essays’. Indicative of the feedback loop in which 
celebrity feminism is implicated, Roxane Gay (2014c) reviewed the book 
for Time magazine, concluding: ‘Dunham is not only a voice who deserves 
to be heard but also one who will inspire other important voices to tell 
their stories too.’ By contrast, in The New Republic James Wolcott (2014) 
described the book as ‘callow, grating and glib’. Like other blockbuster 
celebrity feminists, therefore, Dunham appears to be a polarizing figure.

Unsurprisingly, given its marketing as a memoir, the book became 
enmeshed in discourses of ‘authenticity’, as Girls itself has (see Woods 
2015).7 With it, and its ‘remorseless self-exposure’ (Freeman 2014), 
Dunham is considered to be giving readers/fans access to an unmediated 
self, however impossible such a project might be: ‘With “Not That Kind 
of Girl,” Ms. Dunham brings a similar candor to the story of her own life, 
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getting as naked in print as her alter ego Hannah often does in the flesh’ 
(Katutani 2014; see also Freeman 2014; Jones 2014). However, while 
not in itself an innovative literary trope, Dunham herself cautions against 
assumptions of simple verisimilitude that came to be inscribed in most 
reviews: ‘I’m an unreliable narrator’ (2014, p. 51). Positioning Dunham 
as the ultimate celebrity oversharer, one commentator remarks: ‘The ques-
tion is, after all this can there really be anything left for Lena to share?’ 
(Jones 2014). This question presumes that Dunham’s self-exposure, both 
physically and in terms of the intimate details she shares about herself, is 
excessive, and needs to be regulated or curtailed; this approach to women’s 
voices, of course, is nothing new. Contrastingly, another reviewer views 
this self-disclosure as the book’s greatest virtue: ‘this very inviting voice 
has spilled intimacies on every page’ (Dry 2014; see also Baum 2014). 
Regardless, it is clear all reviewers, consistent with the ‘autobiographical 
pact’ (Lejeune 1989), presume the veracity of Dunham’s truth-claims.

As noted earlier, celebrity autobiography is an ever-expanding sub- 
genre of life writing. As Lee argues, we use ‘the autobiographies of the 
famous to understand not just the individual, her cultural products, and 
her experiences of celebrity, but also her strategies of brand management’ 
(2014, p.  87). Dunham’s book is just one text in the vast intertextual 
network that constitutes her celebrity (feminist) sign; that is, like those 
of all celebrities, ‘her memoir cannot be read as a discrete, self-contained 
text’ (Yellin 2015, p.  13) but instead needs to be seen as having been 
‘supplemented by a repository of stories and impressions that circulate 
around her star image’. Across such texts, Dunham’s cross-platform voice 
merges and is conflated, especially with that of Hannah (McRobbie 2015; 
Woods 2015). That is, Girls and her other media interventions are seen to 
act as a kind of unified feminist ‘performance’, which some have dismissed 
as ‘quasi-feminism’ (McRobbie 2015, p. 15). I am not, however, inter-
ested here in whether Dunham—or indeed any of the authors examined 
here—is feminist ‘enough’ or the ‘right’ kind of feminist but in the politi-
cal conversations she has precipitated, including around the meanings of 
feminism. As Dunham herself once tweeted: ‘The debate about good and 
bad feminism makes me want to take a nap for a year’ (in Fuller and 
Driscoll 2015, p. 253).

Due to new media technologies ‘the process of maintaining a stable 
star persona isn’t what it used to be’ (Muntean and Petersen 2009), nor 
are the processes of book promotion and marketing (Murray 2015). 
Promotional material for Not That Kind of Girl even included the cre-
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ation of a dedicated YouTube channel shortly before the book’s publica-
tion, featuring short Ask Lena (Dunham 2014b) videos, where Dunham 
responds to questions posted by fans. Topics, if not responses, are often 
explicitly feminist in nature and those covered include: Dunham’s own 
feminism; ‘bad sex’; OCD (from which the author confesses she suffers); 
bullies; death; friendships and romantic relationships; and being ‘plus 
size’. As in Poehler’s Ask Amy videos, Dunham’s common refrain is the 
empathic ‘I know exactly how you feel’, and she gives practical advice 
on how women can take care of themselves, physically and psychically. 
As the use of such promotional videos elucidates, more traditional types 
of celebrity are increasingly utilizing the same tactics of self-presentation 
upon which the so-called micro-celebrity so heavily relies (Turner 2014). 
Dunham is often self-deprecating about the value of her advice, and these 
videos are framed as an extension of her memoir’s narrative voice ‘tell-
ing us what she’s learned’. These kinds of initiatives are more than likely 
becoming a publishing house staple, extending the idea that the visible 
author is more effective than paid advertising (Moran 2000). Such epitex-
tual performances are also central to the creation and maintenance of an 
‘authentic’ (feminist) self in which readers can affectively invest, and pub-
lic engagement with fans has itself been seen as central to the process of 
persona construction (Marwick and boyd 2011, p. 155). As I have noted, 
Dunham’s persona is presumed to be consistent across myriad texts, but 
this sense of consistency is, of course, the product of much labour.

However, it was not only through online activities that the book, and 
its author’s feminism, were being publicized; Dunham formally linked her 
promotional activities to her feminist politics, by teaming up with Planned 
Parenthood during her 2014 USA book tour (Nash and Grant 2015). In 
a press release about the partnership, she remarks:

I’m thrilled that Planned Parenthood is my guest on my book tour … 
Planned Parenthood will have a presence on my tour so that people can learn 
about Planned Parenthood health services and the invaluable  information 
that Planned Parenthood educators provide, and become involved as advo-
cates and volunteers. (‘Planned Parenthood Joins Lena Dunham Book Tour 
in Nine Cities 2014’)

On behalf of the reproductive rights organisation, Dunham marketed a 
fundraising pink t-shirt, pronouncing—in the same font as the book’s 
cover—‘Lena loves Planned Parenthood’. Here, she quite literally wears 
her feminist politics on her sleeve. Described by Dunham on Twitter 
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as ‘the official shirt of my book tour’ (Stampler 2014), thus making it 
a form of authorial epitext which shores up her literary text’s feminist 
credentials, it was sported by various celebrities, including Poehler, on 
Instagram, thus reaffirming their own (and Dunham’s) feminist identi-
ties as well as increasing the visibility of Planned Parenthood.8 In this 
way, and like fellow blockbuster authors, Dunham uses the promotional 
mechanisms surrounding her book not just to foreground the book as a 
commodity but a particular form of feminism, one that has reproductive 
rights at its core. In a context where women’s reproductive freedom is 
being called into question, and although the efficacy of celebrity activism 
has been the subject of much debate (see Chap. 7 here), such explic-
itly feminist celanthropic interventions are symbolically and politically 
important. They also reveal that Dunham’s feminist politics are integral 
to her public persona, and shape her social media practice in ways that 
have irked some consumers.

dunham’s twItter retreat

As many feminist scholars have demonstrated, integral to contemporary 
celebrity culture, and indeed to postfeminist media culture more broadly, 
is the extreme shaming of women’s bodies (Wearing 2007; Holmes and 
Negra 2011; Winch 2012). Celebrity gossip magazines gleefully provide 
photographic ‘evidence’ of cellulite-ridden thighs and other weight-
related bodily transgressions. Attempts to resist or contest this evaluative 
gaze are not given much traction, with Dunham being one notable excep-
tion. It is not simply in the context of Girls that this occurs; Dunham 
regularly posts photographs to Instagram and formerly Twitter, consis-
tent with her body pride politics, confidently displaying herself in various 
states of undress.9 However, unfortunately, despite her persistent attempts 
to destabilize assumptions around the ‘appropriate’ or legitimate female 
celebrity body, Dunham has been subject to intense vitriol and what has 
been variously labelled misogynistic ‘e-bile’ (Jane 2014a, b) or ‘networked 
misogyny’ (Banet-Weiser and Miltner 2016) following her uploading of 
many of these images. Rather than acting as a utopian space in which all 
voices can be equally heard, the internet has proved to be a haven for, 
often anonymously delivered, anti-feminist sentiments.

After experiencing first hand how ‘gendered vitriol is proliferating in 
the cybersphere’ (Jane 2014b, p. 558), in September 2015 Dunham took 
a very public stand against Twitter and the hostile discursive environment 
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it fosters. She stated: ‘I don’t look at Twitter anymore. I tweet, but I 
do it through someone else. I don’t even know my Twitter password, 
which may make me seem like I’m no longer a genuine community user.’ 
Given that ‘authenticity’ in social media practice is a quality highly prized 
by fans (Muntean and Petersen 2009), this frank admission is perhaps 
remarkable and potentially alienating. However, Dunham noted that she 
sees the maintenance of a Twitter account with which she is only mar-
ginally involved as a better alternative to being emotionally ‘unsafe’ (in 
Ward 2015), thereby shining a spotlight on the potentially ‘toxic’ nature 
of online environments for feminists (Thelandersson 2014):

I think even if you think you can separate yourself from the kind of verbal 
violence that’s being directed at you, that it creates some really kind of can-
cerous stuff inside you, even if you think, ‘Oh I can read like 10 mentions 
that say I should be stoned to death.’ That’s verbal abuse. Those aren’t 
words you’d accept in an interpersonal relationship. […] For me, personally, 
it was safer to stop. (in Ledbetter 2015)

Celebrities have long expressed concerns about the effects of celebrifica-
tion, which mainly relate to lack of privacy or loss of control over their 
image (Moran 2000; Rojek 2001; York 2007), and social media have 
undoubtedly intensified this pressure, especially through the kinds of 
abuse Dunham outlines here. Choosing to remain on Instagram, which 
she identifies as a ‘more positive community’ (in Dodge 2015) and which 
she has used in support of political campaigns like Planned Parenthood’s 
‘Women are Watching’, she does not reject online media outright, but 
rather differentiates between platforms that facilitate productive public 
building and those that can be seen to foster hate speech. This withdrawal 
is, in itself, a significant feminist intervention by a celebrity with the capital 
to publicly foreground, and critique, digital misogyny.

That her decision garnered such intense media attention also suggests 
the way in which engagement with various social media platforms has been 
completely normalized as a celebrity performative practice, including for 
feminists. But, most importantly, her retreat draws public attention to one 
of the greatest limitations of new media and especially women’s participa-
tion in social networking—surveillance, judgment, regulation, and, worst 
of all, intense misogyny. If social media are now vital to the maintenance 
of celebrity feminism, then such misogyny, as well as the kind of overt rac-
ism experienced by authors such as Gay, could come to seriously threaten 
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its viability. However, while forms like Twitter may act as important vehi-
cles for/of celebrification, they are not the only means to secure or sus-
tain renown, or to establish a sense of intimacy with readers, including 
for blockbuster feminist authors. Showing how other online forms can 
be more productively used than social networking platforms, Dunham 
launched her feminist e-newsletter, Lenny, in September 2015.

leNNY: a celebrIty FemInIst’s e-newsletter

Despite Dunham’s public detachment from Twitter, she has certainly 
not removed herself from all forms of online media; in 2015 she spear-
headed a number of new media initiatives, such as Lenny, branded a femi-
nist e-newsletter, and a podcast series, Women of the Hour (produced by 
Buzzfeed). In terms of the former, she even explicitly framed the venture, 
initially founded and funded by herself and Girls co-producer Jennifer 
Konner (Lenny is a portmanteau of their names), as a way of creating a 
more productive online space: ‘the Internet has the power to take you into 
quiet places—something we don’t usually use it for’ (in Petersen 2015). 
Such media interventions work as important ways in which Dunham can, 
despite contests over how feminist, postfeminist, or unfeminist her series 
is, work to establish her identity as a celebrity feminist as well as to create 
online feminist communities.

The inaugural issue of Lenny, a newsletter that subscribers receive twice 
a week, was released on 29 September 2015. In contrast to Poehler, whose 
initiative uses empowerment rhetoric without being framed as an explicitly 
feminist site, Dunham’s Lenny is overt about its ideological positioning. 
Talking about Lenny, the launch of which received extensive media cover-
age, underscoring the role of her celebrity capital in its visibility (and indeed 
viability) she told Entertainment Weekly: ‘We want to be a useful place for 
women to go to think about feminism, to promote equality and to, you 
know, learn about tube tops! We’re so excited that people have responded as 
hungrily as they have …’ (in Li 2015, original emphasis). In this statement, 
seeking to reconcile feminism with formerly trivialized preoccupations (here 
signalled by an interest in women’s fashion), Lenny appears to reinscribe 
third wave rhetoric and its celebration of devalued, feminized cultural prac-
tices (Baumgardner and Richards 2000). However, while there may appear 
to be points of discursive overlap, a notable difference is that Dunham and 
Konner seem much less interested in positioning themselves according to 
the restrictive wave model or differentiating themselves from their feminist 
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‘mothers’; as many feminists critiquing wave metaphors and generational 
logics have shown, ‘matricide’ (Rich 1976; see also Henry 2004; Taylor 
2008) is a common symbolic gesture in attempts to revitalize feminism but 
its absence here, as in the previous chapter, is noteworthy.

On the contrary, through showcasing interviews with prominent 
second  wave celebrity feminist, Gloria Steinem, as well as well-known 
supporter of women’s rights and 2016 USA Democratic Presidential 
candidate, Hillary Clinton, Lenny (and thereby Dunham) is refusing to 
perform the disavowal of anterior forms of feminism upon which both so-
called third wave and postfeminism are largely predicated. Instead, it works 
to stage cross-generational conversations, thereby underscoring intergen-
erational commonalities rather than differences. Therefore, the cultural 
amnesia that is often said to characterize young women’s engagement with 
feminism (Taylor 2009) seems to be absent from this initiative, again dem-
onstrating how much celebrity feminism can be seen to destabilize (or at 
least not reinscribe) the deeply flawed wave model.

With Lenny, it is clear that Dunham leverages her celebrity capital to 
draw upon likeminded celebrities to attract readers to the newsletter—
and indeed to a particular form of feminism itself. In addition to inter-
views with Clinton and Steinem mentioned above, she has published thus 
far articles by actors who have publicly identified as feminist (something 
I discuss further in the concluding chapter of this book). For example, 
Hunger Games’ star Jennifer Lawrence (2015) wrote a piece critiquing 
the gender pay gap and associated expectations around women’s passiv-
ity in Hollywood (‘Why Do I Make Less Than My Male Co-stars’ (14 
October)). Moreover, as Lenny has developed, the kinds of voices it privi-
leges and the experiences it renders visible, in interviews, articles, or advice 
pieces, appear to have diversified, perhaps in response to critiques of the 
whiteness of Dunham’s own feminism as manifest in other textual spaces.

Of the audience they were seeking to attract and the approach to 
feminism that the newsletter would be taking, Dunham noted: ‘We’ll be 
allowed to show the ugly and complicated thought processes that go into 
forming your own brand of feminism, and your own identity, because 
it’s not all clean back here’ (in Peterson 2015). This rhetoric around the 
‘messiness’ of feminism, and the necessity of negotiating one’s own form 
of feminism, is something we can also see underpinning Gay’s ‘bad femi-
nist’ subjectivity, and an emphasis that feminism is not incompatible with 
other popular cultural activities/texts is also a key feature of both authors’ 
rhetoric. When users subscribe to the e-newsletter, opting in to this femi-
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nist community, they receive an email from Dunham and Konner thanking 
them for their subscription; it also outlines the patently feminist philoso-
phy of Lenny and its creators. The welcome email, though not explicitly 
invoking the signifier ‘feminism’, reads:

Our subscribers are everything to us, because we want to entertain and 
inform you, but we also want to make the world better for women and the 
people who love them. That means keeping abortion safe and legal, keep-
ing birth control in your pocket and getting the right people elected, all the 
while wearing extremely fierce jumpsuits. (in Bonner 2015)

As many scholars have argued, new media now work in a significant way to 
facilitate forms of intimacy and sociality between celebrities and ‘ordinary’ 
people (Rojek 2011; Click et  al. 2013), and this personalized message 
is evidence of that. Moreover, here, they are attempting to bring into 
being a community of like-minded women; they seek to hail such women, 
whom they encourage to effectively spread the word of Lenny’s arrival and 
its governing philosophy. In particular, the feminist issue Dunham and 
Konner most clearly foreground is reproductive rights, around which they 
seek to mobilize women.

As this example, and indeed those in the previous chapters, reveals, 
celebrity feminism—even for authors of bestselling works of non-fiction—
is heavily reliant upon multiple media platforms. In this instance, as part 
of her wider project of feminist discursive activism, Dunham appeared to 
be effectively creating a media channel to bypass major media corpora-
tions. However, Lenny was not to remain the entirely independent femi-
nist publishing initiative it was first framed as being. Although initially 
funded by Dunham and Konner, its website now brands it ‘A Part of 
Hearst Digital Media’—the company responsible for Cosmopolitan (link-
ing Dunham again with Brown), Elle, and Marie Claire.10 As part of the 
recent deal, Hearst’s magazines will publish material from Lenny the day 
after it reaches subscribers, alongside regular magazine advertising, while 
Hearst will also own the media rights to the newsletter (Peterson 2015). 
Rather than being an online form that anyone could have produced, 
the site has huge commercial and technological support and serves to 
illustrate the inextricability of online platforms from the multinational 
corporations who power them (Peterson 2015). The Lenny buy-out thus 
substantiates the following claims regarding the limits placed on how we 
might make productive use of the internet: ‘the online world is increas-
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ingly governed and delimited by private interests who own and control 
the platforms and affordances in and through which we express our-
selves, and, as a result, is shot through with promotion and marketing’ 
(Hearn and Schoenhoff 2016, p. 203). Moreover, the Hearst buy-out 
example underscores the need for consideration of corporate engage-
ment and cross-platform interactions rather than artificially separating 
new media from what have been problematically dubbed ‘heritage’ or 
‘legacy’ forms of media (Turner 2016a) like magazines. That is, it is 
not possible to conceptualize new media as existing in a utopian space 
outside or beyond the commercial networks that constitute other forms 
of media.

This initiative represents, in a very real sense, the inseparability of new 
media from other platforms and institutions. In this way, it is useful to shift 
the discourse from ‘social’ to ‘connective media’ (Lovink 2013), a term sig-
nalling not just the potential connectivity across citizens and borders but also 
commercial enterprises. Feminists, like those from other politically progres-
sive movements, must recognize, and develop new strategies for dealing with, 
such an environment. Through this deal, as with Brown’s ‘Woman Alone’ 
column and Friedan’s ‘Notebook’, Lenny’s audience moves far beyond those 
who have identified with its mission to readers of women’s magazines who 
may not have consciously elected to receive the newsletter but who come to 
access its content within the frame of Cosmo or Vanity Fair. Perhaps, then, we 
should commend Dunham and Konner for their recognition that the circula-
tion of what might broadly be constituted feminist material is reliant upon 
these new kinds of commercial, and technological, arrangements.

With an emphasis on commercial viability, Dunham and Konner 
explained the buy-out to Lenny readers: ‘Why are we doing this? Because 
we want Lenny to be a self-sustaining, kick-ass, women-run business for a 
long, long time. We want to … get our content to as many people as we 
possibly can’ (in Ingram 2015). Here, they retain the feminist principle of 
a woman-only enterprise, but acknowledge that this is contingent upon 
corporate support, while the point about making their overtly feminist 
material accessible to a broad audience itself echoes the impetus of the 
feminist blockbuster. Moreover, just as the blockbuster requires the sup-
port of a commercially successful publisher, with widespread resources and 
promotional strategies, so too these new media initiatives require sub-
stantial investment from those with the capital to help sustain them. The 
initiative underscores ‘that much participatory and activist culture is rarely 
positioned completely outside of commercialization’ (Shaw 2014, p. 276; 
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see also Wicke 1994; Banet-Weiser and Mukherjee 2012). Lenny, and 
especially the Hearst deal, offers further evidence of the unsustainability 
of such a politically pure ‘outside’, and highlights the importance of such 
connections for feminism in the twenty-first century.

Aside from its feminist work, Lenny is indicative of a wider ten-
dency among celebrities to seek out ‘alternative means of publicity’ in 
an attempt exercise some control over their representation (Marwick 
and boyd 2011, p.  155), and, like other forms of digital media, it is 
undoubtedly an important vehicle for Dunham to communicate with, 
and expand her network of, feminist fans. Furthermore, while celebrities 
transforming themselves into media producers is not necessarily innova-
tive, and nor is the use of the newsletter form for feminist purposes, the 
online media environment provides the opportunity for famous women 
like Dunham and Poehler not just to contribute to the construction of 
their public personas but to help actively mediate public conversations 
around feminism itself (something that Dunham also does through her 
television series). Though Lenny can be seen as analogous to feminist 
zines,11 especially in its collaborative approach, it is significantly differ-
ent—not just because of the way in which it has now been subsumed 
into the mainstream media, through the Hearst deal, but also because of 
its co-creator’s extant celebrity. There is no doubt that with this initiative 
the controversial author/auteur is using her attention capital to secure 
support for this venture as well as buttressing that capital. Nonetheless, 
though in its infancy, as a representational space created by and for 
women, Lenny is important in feminist terms; an explicitly political 
intervention into the digital media landscape, it seeks to host productive 
conversations around femininity, sexuality, race, creativity, fashion, art, 
and feminism, especially reproductive rights, illustrating the generative 
capacity of celebrity feminism.

conclusIon

In this chapter I have shown that what constitutes a ‘feminist block-
buster’ has necessarily altered and with it the blockbuster celebrity femi-
nism identified in the first part of this book. The women featured here, I 
have argued, act as a kind of bridge between those considered earlier and 
those celebrities who, having achieved notoriety in their chosen fields, 
later publicly claim a feminist identity—to whom I briefly turn in the 
concluding chapter. That is, in the case of Poehler and Dunham, femi-
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nism is not the initial source of their renown, but nor is it something 
with which they chose to associate themselves once established. Rather, 
it has always been an important part of their public identities and, 
indeed, has contributed greatly to their success as writers, directors, and 
performers. As authors, these women have suggested generic changes 
in the feminist blockbuster form itself. While the confessional voice, to 
varying degrees, has always been central to polemical feminist writing, 
the memoirs of these funny feminists suggest that it is predominantly 
through life writing, and coming to feminist consciousness style narra-
tives, that their literary feminism manifests. In addition, these examples 
have revealed that humour is central to keeping feminism in the public 
imagination, something demonstrated earlier in the section on Greer’s 
comedic television performances.

These women, too, have been shown to use their celebrity capital for 
various feminist media and political projects, prompting the questions: Is 
this now the core ground for celebrity feminist activism? If so, what might 
we make of this presumption of girls and young women, in particular, as 
needing feminist care from their idols? Given that such campaigns and 
online media aimed at young girls who are purportedly ‘in crisis’ prolifer-
ate, it is incumbent upon us to think through the politics of the subjects 
they seek to bring it into being, and to/for what ends. Of these kinds of 
interventions, Lewis (2015) argues: ‘Our celebrity feminists laureate [in 
which he includes Tina Fey as well as Dunham] are not actually femi-
nists, then, but lobbyists for specific causes that fall under the umbrella 
of feminism.’ While for Lewis such a situation is lamentable, is the kind 
of feminist celebrity activism in which Poehler and Dunham are involved 
necessarily problematic, merely evidence of celebrities seeking to be pub-
licly seen to be ‘doing good’ (Tsaliki 2016, p. 235)? My analysis of their 
respective projects would suggest not, and certainly we should not dismiss 
them in favour of a ‘real’ or more ‘authentic’ feminist activism occurring 
outside the zone of celebrity (Wicke 1994). Finally, as their blockbust-
ers have been produced after their celebrification, these women represent 
a different mode of blockbuster celebrity feminism—but, nonetheless, 
these non-fictional bestsellers, along with their authors’ online activism, 
have proven integral to their celebrity feminist practice. Building upon 
this work on Poehler and Dunham, in the concluding chapter I move the 
focus towards some of the other ways in which celebrity and feminism can 
be seen to intersect, and also consider what the role of the blockbuster and 
its feminist authors might be in the future.
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notes

 1. Fey and Poehler are routinely positioned as offering not just similar 
comedic work but as having similar relationships to feminism. Like 
Poehler, Fey produced a bestselling memoir, Bossypants, in 2011. 
Fey and Poehler’s celebrity feminism cannot easily be extricated 
from their other forms of performance, which involve often caustic 
critique of gender norms and double standards. They have co-
hosted the Golden Globe awards three times; most recently, they 
opened the ceremony with a monologue publicly celebrated for its 
feminism (Freeman 2015). Significantly, although Fey has been 
the subject of a number of academic journal articles and book 
chapters (Lauzen 2014; Mizejewski 2014; Patterson 2012), which 
all take up the question of her publicly performed feminism, 
Poehler has not yet been the subject of any scholarship. This is 
remarkable, given that Poehler’s feminism is much less ambivalent 
than Fey’s.

 2. In an article in Salon, ‘Tina Fey and Amy Poehler: Hollywood’s 
Imperfect Feminists’, Daniel D’Addario (2014) criticized them for 
what he saw as their limited form of feminism.

 3. See reader reviews on: http://www.amazon.com/Yes-Please- 
Amy-Poehler/product-reviews

 4. In what is a contemporary form of ‘sisterhood’, Poehler has also 
worked to increase opportunities for other female writers and 
directors through online media channels like YouTube. For exam-
ple, Broad City, a web series that was eventually produced by 
Poehler, and subsequently taken up by Comedy Central.

 5. ‘Through the acquisition, the female-targeting brand will have 
access to Legendary’s fully supported platform—which provides 
advertising, marketing, audience development and production 
infrastructure—for which it will develop branded premium con-
tent’ (Sandberg 2014).

 6. See also Bell (2013) for an analysis of this issue.
 7. The book became enveloped in controversy when Dunham’s nar-

rativization of sexual experiences in the same room as her sister 
came to figure in the mainstream media as a form of child abuse   
(see Flood 2014; Tolentino 2014).

 8. I am indebted to my Honours student, Samantha Elass, for bring-
ing these celebrity endorsements of Dunham’s planned parent-
hood shirt on Instagram to my attention.
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  9. For an analysis of the role of Dunham’s body in Girls’ reception, 
see Marghitu and Ng (2013).

 10. As its website suggests, ‘Hearst Magazines is one of the world’s 
largest publishers of monthly magazines, with 21 U.S. titles and 
close to 300 international editions. Hearst Magazines also pub-
lishes 19 magazines in the United Kingdom through its wholly 
owned subsidiary, Hearst Magazines UK’ (https://www.hearst.
com/magazines).

 11. See Piepmeier (2009) for an extended analysis of feminist zines.
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CHAPTER 9

Conclusion: The Future of Celebrity 
Feminism—Contemporary Celebrity 

Culture, the Blockbuster, and Feminist Star 
Studies

IntroductIon

In the contemporary context, Wicke’s (1994, p. 758) comments—that 
‘the energies of the celebrity imaginary are fueling feminist discourse and 
political activity as never before’—are even more salient than when they 
were initially made. Here, therefore, I am going to engage with some 
other ways in which feminists are now being celebrified, and especially 
ask whether these new ways of authorizing feminists work to ameliorate 
some of the limitations identified in the previous chapters, or whether—as 
I suspect—they raise a series of other concerns that need to be addressed. 
To do so, here I home in on two significant recent shifts impacting how 
feminism comes to publicly mean: the increased prevalence of celebrities 
publicly adopting a feminist identity; and the development of internet, 
participatory, or convergence culture and the so-called democratization 
of celebrity. Both phenomena reveal shifts in terms of representation and 
public self-representation that have specific ramifications for feminism, 
however we may figure it in the twenty-first century.

Following previous work undertaken with Hannah Hamad (2015), 
here I consider feminism and celebrity culture more broadly, focusing on 
2014 and 2015 in particular, when many celebrities very publicly claimed 
a feminist identity, prompting debate about what constitutes feminism and 
who gets to speak on its behalf—questions that celebrity feminism, and 
indeed feminism more broadly, has always provoked. Though superstars 
such as Beyoncé, unlike blockbuster celebrity feminists, have not achieved 



celebrity on the grounds of their feminism, they—representing as they do 
new ways of publicly embodying feminism (Weidhause 2015)—provide an 
opportunity to broaden our understanding of the complicated relationship 
between celebrity and feminism. However, questions provoked by such 
identifications include: Are figures like Emma Watson, through publicly 
staged associations with feminism, the new voices working to shape the 
identity of modern feminism, in the way I argue blockbuster authors have 
always done? And if so, what does feminism come to mean in and through 
them? Here I will also be further exploring how new media may impact 
upon the type of women we may see being authorized to speak for/about 
feminism (themselves by no means the same thing). Finally, after address-
ing whether the historically central role of the blockbuster, in terms of 
producing and sustaining celebrity feminism, will continue into the future, 
I conclude by considering how empirical research into the uses of celebrity 
feminism may work to extend the kinds of analysis I have offered here. To 
begin, I discuss the boom in celebrity identification with feminism in a 
representational landscape often characterized as ‘postfeminist’.

***

As Hannah Hamad and I (2015, p. 124) recently observed in a special 
Celebrity Studies Forum section on ‘Feminism and Celebrity Culture’:

Media culture in 2014 was littered with touchstone moments that saw some 
of the highest profile female celebrities, as well as many male celebrities, 
openly identify as feminist. This could be seen in declarations that ranged 
from those carefully orchestrated to garner high-profile publicity, to others 
that were more responsive to unforeseen events or reactive to what was fast 
becoming a celebrity zeitgeist.

In this vein, on 19 December 2014, the Ms. Foundation, in conjunction 
with Cosmopolitan, announced their list of the ‘top ten feminist celebri-
ties of 2014’. Emma Watson (known for her portrayal of proto-feminist 
school girl, Hermione Grainger in the Harry Potter film franchise and, more 
recently, as the UN Women’s Goodwill Ambassador) topped the list, which 
featured other prominent defenders of women’s rights, including Tina Fey, 
Meryl Streep, Beyoncé, and Laverne Cox. These are all women who have 
used their celebrity capital, the platform they have from which to speak 
authoritatively, to raise awareness about ongoing gendered inequalities. The 
list was reportedly initiated to ‘highlight the resurgence of support for the 
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word “feminist”’. The press release featured the following quotation from 
the Foundation’s President and CEO, Teresa Younger: ‘We celebrate all 
feminists every day, but today we’re giving a hat tip to celebrities who are 
helping to promote women’s equality. Every celebrity on the list has either 
embraced the term “feminist,” spoken out for women’s equal rights or bat-
tled against sexist oppression’ (in Aran 2014). It is significant that feminism, 
once again, becomes conflated with the quest for ‘equality’.

Rather than the contempt for celebrity culture articulated by some sec-
ond wave activists, this list and the following justification of it reveals a 
fundamental shift in the way in which the feminism–renown nexus is being 
figured in the twenty-first century: ‘Celebrities who embrace feminism or 
speak out for women’s equality are helping to spread the word and build 
support for women’s rights. With this survey, we’re expanding the conver-
sation about women’s empowerment to even more people’ (Younger in 
Aran 2014). Younger’s comments here invoke the consciousness-raising 
potentialities of celebrities who publicly and unashamedly take up a femi-
nist subject position. In a representational landscape where feminism is 
often disavowed, being conceptualized as victim of its own success (Gill 
2007; McRobbie 2009; Negra 2009; Taylor 2012), alongside the ‘I’m 
not a feminist but’ propensity among young women in the 1990s and 
2000s (Scharff 2011), such explicit identifications arguably have great 
political and symbolic import. Moreover, they can help shape how audi-
ences respond to feminism itself, and transform understandings of what 
remains a heavily loaded term in the popular imaginary. However, the 
hierarchical nature of such a list, which deems Emma Watson the number 
one celebrity feminist, was seen to render it less than unproductive, shift-
ing the focus as it necessarily does from other kinds of feminisms, includ-
ing in the celebrity sphere (Aran 2014).

As Drake and Miah argue (2010, p. 56), ‘The prominence of celebrity 
in media representations raises questions of the symbolic power of celeb-
rity culture in defining our sense of cultural identities—what we think of as 
glamorous, for instance, or fashionable, or cool, or sexy.’ This seems to be 
with the case with feminism, which appears to be both ‘fashionable’ and 
‘cool’ among stars (male and female alike), with celebrities more often than 
not expected to defend their disidentification, as if association with femi-
nism has been totally normalized. These performative utterances, where 
such celebrities effectively bring themselves into being as feminist by pub-
licly naming themselves so (Butler 1990), have been occurring relatively 
regularly over the past year or so in the Western mediasphere. Perhaps the 
most well-known example is Beyoncé’s proclamation, during the 2014 
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Video Music Awards (VMAs), where the word ‘feminist’ appeared quite 
literally in neon lights, during her performance of the song ‘Flawless’ (see 
Valenti 2014a; Weidhause 2015). In the context of celebrity identifica-
tions, as in others, ‘what feminism actually means varies, literally, from one 
self-declared feminist to the next’ (McRobbie 2009, p. 2). As McRobbie 
continues, such indeterminacy or variability in terms of feminist princi-
ples and practices ‘does not reduce its field of potential influence, quite 
the opposite’. However, such potential is managed and contained in ever 
more complicated ways, as McRobbie’s work makes clear.

There has been intense public debate about these self-identifications 
and, conversely, disavowals, by celebrities. In terms of those who came 
to publicly associate themselves with feminism throughout 2014, media 
response to them ‘reveal[ed] little or no consensus on feminism among 
celebrities (what it is, what it should be, what is at stake for celebrities 
in self-identifying as feminists or not), and some reveal standpoints on 
feminism more reminiscent of the individualist, apolitical or backlash dis-
courses of millennial postfeminism’ (Hamad and Taylor 2015, p. 125). 
That is, these public endorsements are rarely left to stand uncontested and 
‘opinions on the feminist political efficacy of these celebrity self-outings 
have—unsurprisingly—been divided’ (Hamad and Taylor 2015, p. 125), 
further illustrating that it is within the mediasphere, including online, 
that discursive struggles over the meanings of contemporary feminism are 
predominantly being conducted. Critique of the celebrity articulation of 
feminist positions has been extensive, further revealing that it was not only 
during the peak of the women’s movement that celebrity and feminism 
were seen to be uneasy associates.

Those who choose to intervene politically in debates around what a 
feminist subjectivity might now look and feel like often have to endure 
intense scrutiny, especially from within the feminist blogosphere: ‘Nearly 
every time it happens, a fierce debate ensues among the online commen-
tariat over whether or not the celebrity lives up to feminist ideals and 
politics’ (Cobb 2015, p. 136). These judgements, as Cobb persuasively 
argues, are deeply gendered, given that male celebrity self-identification 
is routinely celebrated while women’s  is questioned.1 Nevertheless, 
while this focus on whether celebrities identify with feminism is limited 
(see Banet-Weiser 2015), it is worth attempting to come to terms with 
what might be driving these escalating public endorsements, and how 
they might be working to shape popular debates about feminism and its 
efficacy.

274 A. TAYLOR



The growth of celebrity culture more broadly, as well as the affordances 
of new media, have been seen as central to this intensification of celeb-
rity intervention into public debate around feminism: ‘media interest in 
celebrities, and celebrities’ interest in utilizing the extensive digital media 
platforms afforded by their fame, ensures that celebrities take a high pro-
file in setting the public agenda of feminist debate’ (Brady 2016, p. 6). 
However, while otherwise astute, such a comment downplays the way in 
which celebrity feminists have always ‘set the agenda’, in terms of mediat-
ing how feminism comes to mean in the popular imaginary. Nonetheless, 
celebrities whose fame comes from something other than their feminism 
(as opposed to the celebrity feminists I focus on) are undoubtedly active 
in these public conversations in ways they have not been historically, and 
certainly not in such numbers.

These public proclamations of feminist identity are most remarkable in 
that they emerge from a context that some have dubbed ‘post- identity’ 
(McNay 2010), where the instability and indeterminacy of identity calls 
into question a stable, unified political subject of social movements like 
feminism. Others, such as Wendy Brown (1995), have questioned the 
‘wounded attachments’ and ressentiment upon which identity politics are 
built. Despite such critiques, what I call feminist border policing (see also 
Simic 2010) is now most evident around the figure of the celebrity who 
publicly pronounces an affiliation with feminism. These women, like their 
blockbuster counterparts, appear to be intensely anxiety-provoking fig-
ures, revealing both a discomfort with opinionated women in the public 
sphere and concerns about the ‘discursive power’ (Marshall 1997) embod-
ied by these female celebrity figures. Accordingly, to mitigate such power, 
they are subject to attempts to manage and regulate them, including from 
other women (and even other feminists).

These kinds of popular feminist articulations have been routinely dis-
missed on the grounds of their subject’s privilege; the following is indica-
tive of such a position: ‘pop star feminist celebrities like Beyoncé and Swift 
may do more harm than good …’ (Hopkins 2016). However, as I have 
argued of blockbuster feminism, we need a more nuanced approach to 
these increasingly common gestures of feminist affiliation than reproach. 
In this regard, I concur with Anita Brady, who has recently argued that:

the value of celebrity feminism might be precisely in the inability of feminists 
to agree on which celebrity feminists are hurting or hindering “feminism”. 
It is the demonstration and production of this permanent contingency with 
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regard to who gets to count as a legitimate feminist that I would argue is 
the substance, and the work, of celebrity feminism. (2016, p. 10, original 
emphasis)

In Brady’s reading, it is this contingency that renders celebrity feminism 
most generative. Given, then, that the ‘imposition of definitional clo-
sure’, in terms of feminism, can itself be seen as ‘an inevitably reduction-
ist and exclusionary act’ (Taylor 2008, p. 172), as can the presumption 
of a singular, privileged form of feminist identity, celebrity feminism may 
allow us to view such boundaries as productively porous rather than 
as fixed, constraining certainties. Moreover, given that celebrity culture 
can now be seen as an ‘essential component of public debate about the 
issues that require public resolution’, including those around women’s 
position in Western culture, it is impossible to simply dismiss celebri-
ties as ‘external to the world of public issues’ (Couldry and Markham 
2007, p. 404). That is, we should not be surprised about this intensi-
fied celebrity involvement in what we can broadly designate the field of 
feminist politics, and arguably we can expect it to escalate even further. 
So, what kinds of feminism are these celebrities investing in and working 
to promote?

As I have argued, much scholarly work on the ways in which feminism 
is represented in and through mainstream media culture has underscored 
that liberal feminism (Douglas 1994; Dow 1996; Henderson 2006)—
as the least disruptive to the status quo—is the form most commonly 
endorsed (or at least not as derided as its more radical counterparts). In 
this way, these celebrity testimonials regarding feminism’s continuing 
validity/necessity are entirely consistent with the dominant way of fig-
uring feminism in the mainstream mediasphere, and they—most prob-
lematically—reinscribe its elisions. Emma Watson’s comments (below) 
exemplify the tendency in media engagements with feminism, dating back 
at least to Friedan and The Feminine Mystique, whereby it comes to be 
reduced to the search for reformist policies that will help effect gender 
‘equality’. She tells those who are unclear: ‘For the record, feminism by 
definition is: “The belief that men and women should have equal rights 
and opportunities. It is the theory of the political, economic and social 
equality of the sexes”’ (Watson 2014). Given that, popularly, she has been 
embraced as—in Elle’s terms—the ‘fresh face of feminism’ (Keller and 
Ringrose 2015), Watson’s speech and the extensive public response that 
followed are worth some brief consideration here.
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HermIone does FemInIsm

Harry Potter star Emma Watson was appointed UN Women  Goodwill 
Ambassador in July 2014. The HeforShe campaign, dubbed ‘a solidarity 
movement for gender equality’, was spearheaded by Watson and launched 
during her speech at the UN headquarters in New York on 20 September 
2014. The speech, which went viral and was described by Vanity Fair 
(among others) as ‘game-changing’ (George 2014), received extensive 
media coverage, as well as endorsement from other celebrities via social 
media platforms such as Twitter. In particular, its message—which was by 
no means innovative or original: feminism is not a dirty word, and men 
need to get on board—precipitated public debate, to a large extent online, 
about the role of celebrity in feminist politics, and especially about privi-
lege. As Michelle Smith (2014) notes:

the ability of a white, privileged celebrity to act as a spokesperson for wom-
en’s rights on a global scale is immensely fraught … The voices of women 
who lack the privilege of a wealthy, white woman like Watson—those who 
suffer most at the hands of gender inequality—have not been given the same 
platform or the same global attention. (see also Mackenzie 2015)

Such critiques have been common, and Watson herself is self-reflexive on 
this point about feminist authority:

You might be thinking who is this Harry Potter girl? And what is she doing 
up on stage at the UN. It’s a good question and trust me, I have been asking 
myself the same thing. I don’t know if I am qualified to be here. All I know 
is that I care about this problem. And I want to make it better. (Watson 
2014)

Here, Watson positions herself as an ‘ameliorative actor’, moved to act com-
passionately in light of the state’s failure to do so and, in line with neoliberal 
imperatives, further shift the redemptive focus from government policy and 
legislative solutions to individuals and corporations (Berlant 2004; Furqua 
2011). Although it has been her seeming lack of awareness about her own 
privilege that appears most irksome to feminists, Watson has also expressed 
some anxiety over her authority to speak in other spaces, including Twitter 
where she responded to a question, through #AskEmma, about the white-
ness of her feminism: ‘I want as many people as possible to feel seen, heard 
and included in this movement’ (9 October 2015).2
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However, despite this professed desire for inclusiveness, ongoing criti-
cism of Watson, especially online, reveals that celebrity feminism continues 
to be dismissed, as emphasized here throughout, in favour of some form 
of ‘authentic’ feminism beyond its boundaries (Wicke 1994; Brunsdon 
1997).3 Whatever we may think of her politics, her adoption of a femi-
nist identity may encourage other young women (and audiences more 
widely) to rethink their perceptions of what feminism is or, perhaps more 
importantly, to negotiate with her way of embodying feminism and cre-
atively develop their own in response (Ringrose and Kellner 2015). That 
said, the exclusions of Watson’s brand of feminism are indeed trouble-
some in terms of race, class, gender, and sexuality, so perhaps we should 
not be surprised—or even be buoyed up by the fact—that its elisions have 
prompted intense debate about the ongoing exclusions of dominant ways 
of figuring feminism.4 Another recent incident that, in both the main-
stream media and the feminist blogosphere, many framed as indicative 
of the inevitable limitations of the collision of celebrity and feminism was 
Patricia Arquette’s 2015 Oscars speech.

tHe ‘Wrong’ KInd oF FemInIst?
Patricia Arquette’s speech at the 2015 Oscars, after she won the Best 
Supporting Actress Academy Award for her role in Boyhood, generated 
intense debate about what feminism is and could be in the twenty-first 
century. In her acceptance speech, she sought to draw attention to per-
sistent gendered inequalities, expressing gratitude ‘to every woman who 
gave birth, to every tax payer and citizen of this nation we have fought 
for everybody else’s equal rights, it’s our time, to have wage equal-
ity once and for all, and equal rights for women in the United States of 
America’ (Arquette 2015).5 Many viewed the comment as offensive, espe-
cially in terms of its assumption that white women have been left behind 
in social movements seeking equality; debate on social media especially 
was intense, with celebrity feminists like Roxane Gay tweeting: ‘The idea 
that queers & POC have had their time in the struggle spotlight long 
enough. Eek. Ma’am. Congrats on yr Oscar tho. You are talented’ (22 
February 2015). Feminist online sites, as well as mainstream newspapers, 
were preoccupied with what Arquette’s comments revealed about the lim-
its of celebrity feminism.

Commentators viewed the incident as evidence of the kind of ‘over-
simplified feminist messages’ that come to circulate ‘when we’—implic-
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itly those charged with policing feminism’s borders – ‘allow celebrities to 
become spokespeople for feminism’ (Kilpatrick 2015, emphasis added). 
In ‘The Trouble with Celebrity Feminism’ (2015), Aya de Leon, writ-
ing for feminist site bitch, questioned the class and racial privilege of the 
women publicly speaking on feminism’s behalf, and used the incident to 
mount a wider critique of celebrity feminism itself: ‘Our celebrity culture 
highlights and celebrates pop stars when they dare to talk about feminism, 
sometimes to the detriment to activists who have actually committed their 
lives to building feminist movements.’ Although de Leon makes a number 
of important points, she reinscribes the opposition between ‘real’, activ-
ist feminism versus a popular or celebrity version, which has long been 
deployed (including in the case of blockbuster authors) to discredit the 
latter, arguing that celebrities fail to offer ‘fleshed-out political platforms’, 
or  undergo ‘movement or leadership training or education’ in the way 
movement leaders supposedly do. Here, there is the presumption that 
celebrity feminists do not have the cultural competence or authority to 
speak on feminism’s behalf, lacking the appropriate background, politics, 
or skills to make adequate political interventions. For this commentator, 
there is a correct way of publicly ‘doing’ feminism, at which celebrities 
invariably fail; such sentiments are common (McDonald 2015), including 
from blockbuster celebrity feminists.

In ‘Emma Watson? Jennifer Lawrence? These Aren’t the Feminists You 
Are Looking For’, published in The Guardian, Roxane Gay (2014c) also 
took feminist celebrities to task, similarly invoking an opposition between 
‘real’ feminist work and the superficial pro-equality utterings of a handful 
of (predominantly) Hollywood stars: ‘There is nothing wrong with celeb-
rities (or men) claiming feminism and talking about feminism … We run 
into trouble, though, when we celebrate celebrity feminism while avoid-
ing the actual work of feminism.’ Here, reminiscent of the contempt for 
celebrity feminism articulated by hooks (1994), for Gay ‘celebrity femi-
nism’ is necessarily the derided second term in the recalcitrant authentic/
celebrity feminism binary. Given her own thorough implication in the cir-
cuits of fame (though, as a feminist who has been celebrified, her celebrity 
is of different tenor to that of the women she criticizes), such comments 
are somewhat disingenuous and represent the kind of border policing she 
purports to decry through her own ‘bad feminist’ subjectivity. She con-
cludes by figuring celebrity feminism a mere distraction: ‘So long as we 
continue to stare into the glittery light of the latest celebrity feminist, 
we avoid looking at the very real inequities that women throughout the 
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world continue to face.’ As Marwick and boyd argue, ‘for something to be 
deemed authentic, something else must be inauthentic’ (2011, p. 124); in 
Gay’s critique of celebrity feminism, she implicitly embodies the former. 
This is especially significant, as in Bad Feminist she actually  takes issue 
with the idea that ‘there are right and wrong ways to be a feminist’ and 
remarks that some women unfairly endure ‘consequences for doing femi-
nism wrong’ (Gay 2014a, p. 304).

These public disagreements over what it means to be a feminist, as if 
there were a singular, privileged ‘model’, and more overtly staged, spec-
tacularized battles between celebrities such as Annie Lennox and Beyoncé 
(Weidhause 2015) or Sinead O’Connor and Miley Cyrus, are indicative 
of the persistent idea that celebrity feminism ‘is at odds with the aims and 
strategies of the feminist movement’ (Brady 2016, p. 2). Such a notion is 
problematic, not least because it presumes that feminists are unified and 
that feminism has ‘a clear agenda and boundaries’ (Keller 2012, p. 433). 
For the critics considered above, as well as some feminist scholars, celeb-
rity association with feminism is the ultimate manifestation of ‘faux femi-
nism’ (McRobbie 2009), which merely packages it in a neat, commodified 
form. These critiques, too, tend to homogenize celebrities who identify 
with feminism, collapsing often diverse political positions and obscuring 
the work of women like star of Orange is the New Black and trans activist 
Laverne Cox  (Romano 2014), as well as singer-songwriter Beyoncé, in 
challenging the privileged, often white and cis-gendered feminism that 
dominates mainstream media (Weidhause 2015). Given the variety of 
feminism offered by stars, as by women in general (Keller 2016; Schraff 
2011), it is more apt to speak of celebrity feminisms (while some, of course, 
become more visible than others). To return to Gay’s assessment, though, 
feminism being espoused by those under ‘glittery lights’ in itself is not the 
issue, but the limited, often liberal, version embodied by such figures is. 
That is, as with blockbuster celebrity feminism, we can identify the limita-
tions of their politics without seeing these limitations as an unavoidable 
consequence of the celebritization of feminism (Wicke 1994). As Wicke 
suggests, feminism does not stand ‘on an exalted moral or political, or 
even theoretical, plane’, in a ‘privileged autonomous space’ exempt from 
celebrity culture: ‘stigmatizing it or prematurely moralizing over it ignores 
its reality and its political potential’ (1994, p. 754). Adding another layer 
of complexity to these debates, co-existing with celebrities who do identify 
with feminism are those who refuse to associate themselves with it in any 
form.
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celebrIty dIssIdents: FemInIst dIsIdentIFIcatIon 
In tHe medIaspHere

As Jessica Valenti (2014b) observed in The Guardian: ‘Feminists are 
everywhere these days. Beyoncé performed in front of the f-word in tow-
ering lights, feminism is being celebrated on magazine covers the world 
over, and every young female celebrity gets put through the “are you 
or aren’t you” feminist bona fides test.’6 In such an environment, femi-
nism is often dismissed as having done its work, as having been thor-
oughly incorporated into public culture; while this is commonly seen to 
constitute our contemporary postfeminist representational environment, 
Jo Reger (2012, p. 4) dubs this ‘nowhere-everywhere feminism’: ‘Just as 
contemporary feminists exist in a time when they are told that feminism is 
nowhere [as she suggests, most evident in proclamations that it is “dead”], 
they also live in a time where feminism is everywhere.’ And celebrity cul-
ture is by no means immune from this duality; for some, self-identification 
is confidently proclaimed to be unnecessary due to the diffusion of femi-
nist ways of comprehending social relations throughout all forms of public 
discourse and relevant institutional spaces.

Binary oppositions have always been mobilized in media coverage of 
feminism, with different groups of women pitted against each other, usually 
through the ubiquitous trope of the ‘cat fight’ (Douglas 1994): mothers 
versus daughters, liberals versus radicals, anti-sex versus pro-sex, activists 
versus academics, and so on. The opposition between celebrities who do 
and do not explicitly identify with feminism is the latest manifestation of 
this prolonged discursive trend. For some, the ‘f-word’ is still a signifier 
that may damage a celebrity’s brand. However, as Shelley Budgeon notes, 
‘Non-identification may display a refusal to be fixed into place as a femi-
nist, but may also be a sign of the inability to position oneself as feminist 
because of confusing and contradictory messages about what feminism 
really is’ (2001, p. 23). It is, nevertheless, significant that female celebrities 
are being expected to justify their lack of identification with feminism, and 
that this in itself is newsworthy. For example, in addition to regular news 
stories on individual celebrity hostility towards feminism, in December 
2013 the Huffington Post featured an article titled ‘10 Celebrities Who Say 
They Aren’t Feminists’ (17 December), including Katy Perry, Lady Gaga, 
Madonna, and Kelly Clarkson, while Shailene Woodley, Geri Halliwell, 
and Kaley Cucuo all received extensive media coverage in 2014 for their 
refusal to identify as feminist.

CONCLUSION: THE FUTURE OF CELEBRITY FEMINISM—CONTEMPORARY... 281



It is common for such women to ‘conflate feminism with misandry’ 
(Hamad and Taylor 2015, p. 125) or, as is the case with Big Bang Theory 
star Cucuo, to reject it on the grounds that it supposedly exists in oppo-
sition to femininity, and the traditional gendered position she chooses 
to adopt in her marriage, from which she professes to receive so much 
pleasure (Saad 2015). Even in such disavowals, then, these celebrities 
are working to circulate certain understandings of feminism—whether 
audiences take them up is another question. These celebrity disavowals 
substantiate the claim that, when it comes to feminism, the postfeminist 
context is peppered with ‘utterances of forceful non-identity’ (McRobbie 
2004, p. 257) but—as argued earlier—such denunciations exist simultane-
ously alongside, and are arguably outnumbered by, passionate expressions 
about feminism’s continuing efficacy and viability as an identity. It appears 
that feminism has become a key addition to the celebrity brand, and that 
those who fail to make such an addition are regularly judged harshly—
though so are its proponents. As the above discussion makes clear, the 
intersections of celebrity culture and feminism are now ‘myriad, compli-
cated and contradictory’ (Hamad and Taylor 2015, p. 125). In addition 
to the charged celebrity identifications and dismissals by women discussed 
above, there are other developments that may require us to rethink the 
celebrity–feminism relationship as a key site through which feminism is 
accessed: the appearance of so-called micro-celebrities and the participa-
tion of ‘ordinary people’ (Turner 2010) in the blogosphere and various 
forms of connective media.

‘FourtH Wave’ FemInIsm: onlIne actIvIsm 
and celebrIty democratIzed?

Social media, as the chapters in Part II have suggested, have come to 
represent a site where diverse feminist voices can contribute to public 
debates and contests over the meanings of feminism (in its past, present, 
and future imaginings). Feminism, as Valenti (2015) argues, is now more 
accessible than ever. She suggests that, rather than having to seek out a 
feminist organization or enrolling in a women’s studies class—or indeed 
consuming a blockbuster—‘Now women stumble across feminism while 
they’re on Tumblr or Facebook, reading about everything from politics 
to pop culture, and have the ability to learn more in just a few clicks.’ 
Valenti’s comments neatly encapsulate the role of digital media in making 
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feminism accessible in ways it may not have been previously (although she 
elides the e-misogyny of which I have previously spoken).

Increased internet activism, and social media-based campaigns com-
monly, following Twitter, labelled ‘hashtag feminism’, are often seen 
to mark a resurgence of feminism that has, not unproblematically, been 
dubbed the ‘fourth wave’. On Bustle, Kristin Sollee (2015) identifies six 
constitutive elements of fourth wave feminism: it is queer; sex-positive; 
trans inclusive; anti-misandrist; body positive; and, finally, it is digitally 
driven. Significantly, however, contra these designations of a new ‘wave’, 
Keller found that the feminist girl bloggers she interviewed understood 
their ‘feminist identities in more fluid ways’ and did not seek to effect a 
pronounced break from their predecessors (2016, p. 115), and the women 
I have discussed, such as Lena Dunham or Roxane Gay, similarly do not 
invoke the wave model to describe their discursive activism. So while I 
remain deeply sceptical of the deployment of the wave metaphor and its 
attendant generational metaphors to temporally differentiate online activ-
ism from earlier forms, the past few years do seem to have witnessed a shift 
in public contestations around the meanings of feminism, not least due 
to social media and the popularity of the blogosphere for the articulation 
and public performance of progressive politics. As Banet-Weiser (2015) 
describes, in recent years:

feminist manifestos have crowded most media platforms, making a particu-
lar feminist subjectivity and its parent political commitments both hyper- 
visible and normative within popular media. Instagram and Twitter hashtags 
like #girlboss, #nomakeupselfie, #maletears, misandry-oriented ironic tum-
blrs and blogs, and fashion sites like The Man Repeller have exploded within 
digital media.

As these comments make clear, different forms of feminism are perva-
sive in various online spaces.7 Such activism, of course, is remarkable in a 
Western context otherwise deemed ‘postfeminist’, and much scholarship 
has focused on the feminist possibilities of digital media (Keller 2012, 
2016; Shaw 2013; Casey 2015). There is no doubt that the capacity for 
feminists to speak, both to feminist publics and to wider audiences, and 
themselves engage in feminist media practices and creative labour, has 
increased due to new media technologies (Baer 2015, p. 2). However, as 
I have suggested, this is not a situation that can be uncritically celebrated, 
especially given that online participation is inevitably constrained by ‘hier-
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archies of power that interweave offline and online contexts’ (Page 2012, 
p. 192), including in terms of gender.

As the list with which I started this chapter suggests, feminism now 
appears to have a certain cachet—though so does a rebranded misogyny 
(Banet-Weiser 2015), especially online—something that must always act 
as a counterpoint to celebrations of feminism’s more pronounced public 
presence. That is, this visibility should not imply that feminism is now 
allowed to stand uncontested or that it has simply become a commonsen-
sical discourse immune to challenge. On the contrary, as shown here in 
my sections on Lena Dunham and Roxane Gay, feminists also experience 
vitriolic and misogynist attempts to silence them on social media (Jane 
2014a, b), reaffirming that arguments about democratization must always 
be nuanced—not least when it comes to feminism. Nevertheless, feminists 
are using the same tools to speak back to online misogyny. In Australia, 
for example, in November 2015 a public campaign was launched to show 
solidarity for one of the country’s most outspoken feminist advocates, 
journalist Clementine Ford. The #EndViolenceAgainstWomen campaign, 
launched by Australian journalist Kerry Sackville, sought to target the 
authors of misogynistic taunts received online by Ford. As Sackville told 
Daily Life, ‘The campaign was born of reading through the messages on 
Clem’s social media posts and I was horrified. There are men threatening 
to rape, maim and murder her … I want these men to know that if you 
attack one of us, you attack all of us’ (in Moran 2015). Such experiences 
are not uncommon for publicly visible feminists, especially for micro- 
celebrities like Ford, and Sackville’s campaign sought to offer public sup-
port to Ford as well as to ‘call out’ such deeply troubling, misogynistic 
behaviour.

As Joshua Gamson (2011, p.  1067) notes, in an environment of 
increased participatory media, ‘Alternative visions of celebrity are thriv-
ing, many of them more egalitarian than their predecessors.’ Although 
at times their localized fame is translated into forms more reminiscent 
of traditional celebrity (Turner 2014), feminist micro-celebrities generally 
speak to a small, often self-contained audience, so, in addition to attempts 
to the silence them outlined above, their capacity to inform or extend 
the meanings of feminism for a large audience in the way bestsellers and 
their authors patently still do is hampered in ways we cannot ignore. For 
some, the opportunities provided by new media enable us to sidestep an 
inequitable distribution of newspaper column or televisual space, allowing 
myriad voices to insert themselves into previously tightly controlled dis-
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cursive spaces. And in many ways this is the case. Conversely, a number of 
media and cultural studies scholars (Hindman 2009; Turner 2010) have 
problematized the idea that increased access to and participation in vari-
ous forms of media necessarily results in democratization. Turner (2006), 
for example, argues that the greater involvement of ‘ordinary people’ in 
the media should not be figured in terms of democratization but as a 
‘demotic turn’. In his rendering, the demotic turn does not necessarily 
result in the empowerment forecast by some critics.

Concurring with Turner’s (2010, pp. 128–9) approach, and its chal-
lenge to the ‘myth of digital optimism’, I would argue that just because 
(some) feminists can access Twitter accounts or produce blogs, does not 
mean that all women are heard equally or even have unfettered access to 
high-speed broadband (Taylor 2011). And though, of course, the act of 
speaking publicly as a feminist (indeed as a woman) is significant in and of 
itself, one presumes that it is this potentiality for being heard that attracts 
politicized women to participate in various forms of social media—some-
thing that, despite more celebratory accounts, remains unevenly distrib-
uted (Turner 2010). Important political questions that need to be asked 
of new media include: ‘Who gets to participate and on what terms? What 
are the implications of this participation? And what forms of privilege are 
necessary to be viewed as capable of participating at all?’ (Hasinhoff 2014, 
p.  270). Moreover, within the Twitterverse, as in media more broadly, 
there is a star system operating and some voices always appear more 
‘equal’ than others, as evidenced by measurements as basic as the number 
of followers one may accumulate on Twitter, how many times one may 
be ‘retweeted’, and whether online celebrity plays out in other contexts.

Has the celebrity zone, when it comes to feminism, thereby been 
democratized, as many ‘digital optimists’ would have it? Perhaps, in some 
respects; however the celebrity field remains fundamentally hierarchical 
(Rein et al. 1997), in this sub-category as much as in any other. As Sean 
Redmond reminds us, ‘Celebrity culture is centrally involved in produc-
ing the illusion of greater democratization but in fact masks the truth that 
power remains in the hands of the select few’ (2016, p. 80; see also Turner 
2006). This is no less true in the zone of celebrity feminism, including 
in its ‘micro’ manifestations. That is, the more celebratory claims about 
new media’s feminist potential can be seen—to appropriate Sara Ahmed’s 
words—as ‘a fantasy of inclusion that conceals its own exclusions’ (2000, 
p. 4). Hence we must be mindful not to overstate claims about democ-
ratization, including when it comes to feminism. Nonetheless, given that 
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commentators in other fields are also helping to craft the meanings of 
feminism in the current environment, for the remainder of this chapter I 
consider the future of the blockbuster and its potential for feminist cele-
brification, as well as possible research directions for feminist star studies.

blocKbuster celebrIty FemInIsm, noW and Into 
tHe Future

What of the feminist blockbuster in the context of online feminisms, and in 
a representational environment in which the adoption of a feminist identity 
by celebrities has been entirely normalized? Is it still viable, as a form of femi-
nist discourse and cultural product? Is feminist fame garnered from the pub-
lication of a bestselling work of non-fiction now possible in the same way it 
was pre- and during the women’s liberation movement? Despite arguments 
about the ‘death of the book’ (and indeed the ‘death of feminism’) preva-
lent in the 1990s especially, the examples considered in the second part of 
this work suggest that demand for accessible feminist non-fiction remains 
strong. Indeed, the past decade or so has witnessed increased publisher, 
and reader, investment in popular feminist books. For example, other high-
profile feminist non-fictional books published in the UK, the USA, and 
Australia in the past year include Rachel Hills’ The Sex Myth (2015), Laurie 
Penny’s Unspeakable Things (2015), Anne Marie Slaughter’s Unfinished 
Business (2015), and Polly Vernon’s Hot Feminist (2015). But is this still 
where women predominantly access feminism—through such popular lit-
erary texts—or is it through online newspaper columns, blogs, tweets, or 
Facebook pages, or indeed an amalgam of these?

Given that there are more examples of the blockbuster, and that femi-
nism itself is not ‘original’ or ‘novel’ in the ways it may have been in the 
1960s and 1970s, the potential for ‘big books’ purporting to represent 
modern feminism may have somewhat diminished (not to mention that 
there are now even more feminisms). Although at this point it is difficult 
to know for sure, arguably today’s ‘blockbuster’ authors will not main-
tain decades-long visibility in the way that Brown, Friedan, and Greer 
have done—something which reveals much about feminism in its past, 
present, and future variants. That is, the cultural and affective power of 
the contemporary blockbuster cannot be considered commensurate with 
that of its antecedents. The reasons for this are over-determined, but it 
is worth sketching out a few key (at times overlapping) factors here that 
may impact the ability of contemporary feminist non-fiction to resonate 

286 A. TAYLOR



in the same way as earlier books: the diffusion of feminism throughout 
Western media and popular culture as well as the recognition/articulation 
of many different feminisms; changes in the publishing industry as well as 
audiences’ cultural tastes and preferences; a postfeminist representational 
environment wherein feminism has been perceived to have done its work; 
the expansion, including the so-called ‘democratization’, of celebrity cul-
ture; and, relatedly, the development of convergence culture.

These shifts notwithstanding, and in relation to the new environment 
in particular, I would argue that it is not that bestselling works of feminist 
non-fiction have been superseded by online commentary or other new 
media discursive interventions, but that they are one nodal point in a much 
larger communicative network that includes (but is not limited to) forms 
such as social media. That is, celebrity feminism is a cross-media phenom-
enon (Negra 2014), of which the blockbuster is just one aspect, and it 
can both pre-date and follow the creation of an author’s specific form of 
feminist ‘brand’ (as my chapter on Poehler and Dunham has suggested). 
Rather than supplanting blockbusters, then, new media, including online 
activism, work to augment blockbuster celebrity feminism in significant 
ways, including through their affordances in terms of self-branding.

The feminist blockbuster itself, therefore, continues to be commercially 
viable and to precipitate intense discursive contestations over the mean-
ings of feminism, suggesting little diminution of its cultural and political 
significance. As I hope to have shown here, moreover, it is still possible 
to make the bestseller list on the back of a patently feminist work of non- 
fiction, a condition that speaks both to the commercial viability and per-
ceived necessity of this form of cultural production. In addition, a public 
persona secured primarily on an author’s feminist enunciative practice, via 
the blockbuster, continues to be possible (though of course some voices 
continue to be privileged over others). It is not just the contemporary 
blockbuster that is evidence of the persistence of this cultural form, how-
ever; all the books discussed in Part I remain in print and continue to cul-
turally reverberate, as do their authors, not least because of the extensive 
labour they each put into their own persona-building (despite claims that 
this is a recent phenomenon in regard to feminists). Friedan and Brown 
retain the status of celebrity feminists, even post-mortem, while Greer 
remains a key feminist player in the mediasphere, though not without con-
troversy. Furthermore, these blockbusters and their authors, along with 
those examined in Part II, reveal that (despite the ‘wave’ model) there has 
never been a singular feminism, nor a singular mode of performing celeb-

CONCLUSION: THE FUTURE OF CELEBRITY FEMINISM—CONTEMPORARY... 287



rity feminism; instead, multiple, at times contradictory, feminisms have 
existed in and through them, revealing that this field is complicated and 
contested, and will undoubtedly continue to be into the future.

Generically, as is inevitable, the feminist blockbuster has not remained static. 
As the chapters in Part II of this book have made clear, the autobiographical 
‘I’, and especially the confessional mode, have become even more pronounced 
than in the earlier forms I have studied. Though of course Brown, Friedan, 
and Greer, to varying extents, used personal ‘authenticating anecdotes’ (Pearce 
2004) to help buttress their often polemical claims, their books are less easily 
generically categorized as ‘memoirs’ than those of Poehler, Dunham, Gay, and 
even Sandberg. Indeed, while I was writing this conclusion, Gloria Steinem’s 
memoir, My Life on the Road (2015), was published, suggesting that narratives 
about the feminist past, as articulated through its most famous figures, con-
tinue to be highly marketable. Given that through celebrity culture we to seek 
to gain access to the authentic self that ostensibly lies beneath its public perfor-
mances (however impossible this goal may be), does the blockbuster’s narra-
tive voice satisfy the intimacy and authenticity desired by audiences, or—when 
it comes to feminism—does telling personal tales, politicizing the personal, 
simply have the most potential to resonate? I could myself proffer a response to 
some of these questions, based on my own uses of feminist non-fiction books 
and the authors who signed them, but perhaps we need to look elsewhere to 
gain a better sense of why readers have invested, and indeed continue to invest, 
literally and affectively, in these books and these authors.

Throughout I have made claims about the cultural reverberations 
of these figures and their blockbusters. Future studies could engage in 
empirical work around how these voices have worked to shape ‘real’ wom-
en’s perceptions of, and affective responses to, feminism; indeed, such 
work would respond to Turner’s (2014) exhortation for celebrity studies 
to move beyond critical approaches predominantly concerned with the 
celebrity-as-text to more fully come to terms with the ‘social function’ 
of celebrity and the kinds of interventions it might make into the social 
(Bratich 2007). As Turner argues, ‘while there is general agreement that 
celebrity contributes to the construction of cultural identities [including 
feminist ones], there is no agreement on exactly how that occurs, or to 
what effect’ (2016a, p. 110). Given that the ‘audience is central in sus-
taining the power of any celebrity sign’ (Marshall 1997, p. 65), feminist 
star studies (in the dual sense I noted at the beginning) could also benefit 
from an engagement with audiences about the celebrities they believe to 
be noteworthy, or who help to shape their understandings of feminism. 
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Doing so, would necessarily impact the kinds of women chosen for analy-
sis as well as the analysis itself.

In this regard, as Heather Mendick et al. (2015, p. 375) argue, ‘taking 
everyday uses of celebrity as our starting point impacts which celebrities 
we study … [and] can disrupt our settled ideas about what makes a public 
figure significant and to whom’.8 Are blockbuster authors most resonant 
with audiences, or are celebrities such as Watson and Beyoncé the ones 
now helping to shape understandings of feminism? What types of femi-
nist politics might celebrities facilitate, or conversely impede? How might 
women’s own feminist media practices work to challenge the authority of 
these privileged voices? Along these lines, Jessica Ringrose and Jessalyn 
Keller (2015, p. 132) examined how girls respond to celebrities who iden-
tify as feminists, with their interviews pointing to the ‘nuanced and com-
plex ways in which young people are problematizing celebrity feminism’. 
They found that rather than simply uncritically adopting the kinds of femi-
nism made possible by such figures, ‘girls are intent on shaping their own 
debates, producing their own media, and negotiating the contradictions 
presented by celebrity feminism with a great deal of wit and sensitivity’ 
(Ringrose and Keller 2015, p. 135). Given that, perhaps in addition to 
new media forums, young women now access feminism predominantly 
through these celebrity figures, we cannot simply dismiss the realm of 
celebrity outright as ‘liberal feminism’s vessel of choice’ (Griffin 2015, 
p. 165). More such work, then, would add some texture to arguments, 
such as the one made here, about the ideological and cultural work being 
done by celebrity feminists—and indeed who they might be, from the 
audience perspective.

Similarly, while this study has not focused on reader and/or fan 
responses to these ‘blockbusters’ and their celebrity authors,9 which can 
take the form of personal letters, letters to the editor, or more recently, 
Amazon or goodreads.com reviews, and other forms of online media such 
as blogs, there is potential for work that seeks to further tease out the 
affective investments that readers have made/are making in such texts and  
their authors, and the public responses they are driven to circulate as a 
result. For example, the Friedan and Greer archives both contain hun-
dreds of letters from appreciative, largely women, readers; such letters, 
illuminating as they do just how deeply the book resonated with contem-
porary readers, are themselves worthy of extensive critical engagement. In 
terms of blogs and other forms of participatory media, what are so-called 
‘citizen critics’ (Eberly 2000) making of these texts and their authors, 
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and how are they publicly interacting with these feminisms? I have 
briefly provided some insight into these processes, especially in Chap. 6,  
where I discussed fan Twitter responses to Wolf’s latest book as integral 
to her attempts to challenge her diminishing celebrity feminist capital, but 
a study that focused solely on reader engagement with these and other 
texts positioned as representative of modern feminism would also help 
to augment the kinds of claims I am making here about the reverberative 
power of these particular women. Who is consuming these blockbust-
ers, and otherwise engaging with their authors and their feminisms? Are 
some readers eschewing the blockbuster altogether in favour of the seem-
ingly more democratized, less privileged voices circulating via new media? 
It would also be valuable to explore the kinds of feminist publics, and 
indeed networked counter-publics (boyd 2013;  Keller 2016), brought 
into being in and through these figures and their publications. Moreover, 
further consideration of the ‘presumed intimacy’ (Rojek 2015) said to 
have resulted from the social media reconfiguration of formerly parasocial 
celebrity/fan interactions would also help thicken this consideration of 
the social function of celebrity feminists, particularly in its authorial forms.

The latter raises a further point regarding the role of the celebrities who 
are accumulating this ‘attention capital’. That is, there is a need for critics 
to further explore ‘the perspectives of celebrities themselves’, asking ques-
tions such as ‘What are the qualities and characteristics of their lived expe-
riences as celebrities?’ and ‘How do they see their own celebrity?’ (Ferriss 
2010, p. 394). Within the parameters of my chosen methodology I have 
attempted to flesh out answers to these questions, but, where possible, 
empirical work centring on the ‘lived experiences’ of these women qua 
celebrities would further work to destabilize the focus on either industry 
or audience discussed earlier (York 2013), perhaps illuminating why and 
how particular self-representational strategies have been deployed over 
others. Studies attending to celebrity feminism as lived would add another 
layer to our understanding of this complicated phenomenon.

It is also necessary to acknowledge that what I have been mapping 
are very specific Western forms of celebrity feminism and feminist iden-
tity building. There is, as noted, a need to maintain geographical dif-
ferentiation (Ohlsson  et al 2014) when it comes to attempts to come 
to terms with the impact of individual celebrities. As Olivier Driessens 
(2013, p. 643) argues, ‘every culture or nation has its own heroes, stars 
and celebrities. Most people’s fame does not reach beyond cultural or 
national boundaries, which makes celebrity culture essentially a plural 
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and heterogeneous phenomenon.’ Shifting the focus to other cultural 
contexts would undoubtedly complicate this picture of Anglo-American 
celebrity feminism, and more work on transnational celebrity feminism 
could also provide some insights into how shifting contexts of reception 
alter the forms of feminism that circulate in the wake of such books, and 
how celebrities operate in different contexts. Is the feminist blockbuster 
a key way of celebrifying women in other locations? If so, what kinds of 
feminisms are offered through such texts and authors? What is the key 
mode of feminist public subjectivity in Europe, Africa, or Asia? Has digital 
feminism produced micro-celebrities who are working to change the pub-
lic conversations around feminism in these spaces? Work based on such 
questions would help further underline the cultural specificity of celebrity 
feminism.

As I have argued, there are now a number of ways in which feminism 
and celebrity can be seen to explicitly intersect—most obviously through 
feminists who have been celebrified and, more recently, through celebri-
ties who come to identify as feminist at some stage during their career, 
and use their public persona to articulate political positions broadly con-
sistent with feminism. There are, too, increasing numbers of ‘ordinary’ or 
‘micro’-celebrities who seek to intervene in these debates over the mean-
ings of feminism through various forms of social media, garnering high 
public visibility and illustrating that the yoking of celebrity and feminism 
continues to evolve. Although markedly different, these modes of feminist 
celebrity help to shape the kinds of feminism circulating publicly—perhaps 
in different ways to their counterparts in the publishing sphere.

Despite this, it is still necessary, I would argue, to refuse the conflation 
of celebrities who chose to identify with feminism (celebrity feminists) and 
those who are famous because of their feminism and its public articulation 
(celebrity feminists).10 This has nothing to do with authenticity or the 
feminist border policing that I have problematized here—it is simply to 
acknowledge those whose feminism follows their stardom and those whose 
fame is a product of their feminism, a point that has a bearing on their rep-
resentations and self-representations, as well as on the kinds of affective 
investments audiences make in them and their feminisms. Maintaining this 
distinction, therefore, recognizes that the media—and consumers—have a 
different relation to these blockbuster celebrity feminists than to celebri-
ties who come to identify as feminist. Both forms, however, contribute 
significantly to public understandings of feminism, and thereby require 
further critical interrogation.
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Celebrity feminism, and the bestselling feminist non-fiction from 
which it has largely emerged, have both changed little and changed 
markedly since the first blockbuster studied here was published. Here 
I have shown that, despite now being augmented by various forms of 
new media, the feminist blockbuster remains a viable commodity, and 
still represents a key means through which particular forms of feminism 
come to circulate and, subsequently, come to be debated and contested. 
And it continues to act as an important vehicle in the process of fem-
inist celebrification. As a form of ‘performative practice’, blockbuster 
celebrity feminism now seems to rely on even more media platforms. 
But it also appears to encompass various kinds of feminist activism and 
campaigning, through which celebrities work to establish their feminist 
credentials and secure their feminist ‘brand’—itself not inevitably prob-
lematic. This does mean, however, that the terrain of celebrity femi-
nism is becoming ever more complicated, requiring a nuanced critical 
vocabulary to help us come terms with the ideological and cultural work 
it is doing. The intersections of feminism and contemporary culture only 
seem to be intensifying, in ways that we perhaps could not have imag-
ined in the mid-twentieth century when the earlier blockbusters were 
produced. The ‘celebrity zone’, as Wicke (1994, p. 776) so persuasively 
argued a few decades ago, is one of which feminists must ‘pay heed’; this 
zone, as my analysis has shown, is rapidly transforming, raising a number 
of political, critical, and practical issues that feminist media and cultural 
studies needs to address.

notes

 1. Some celebrity men have received much coverage on the basis of 
their public identification with feminism, including in magazines 
like Marie Claire (see Thorp 2015). Prominent male ‘feminists’ 
include Gordon Levitt, Matt McGlorry, and, more controversially, 
Aziz Ansari. Like their female counterparts, the feminism they 
espouse is more often than not the liberal variety, with ‘equality’ 
discourses being mobilized as the basis of their affiliation. See 
Ziesler (2014) and Cobb (2015) for critiques of the celebration of 
such figures.

 2. Problematically, though, as Michelle Smith (2014) argues, even 
her delivery, so-called ‘feminine appearance’, and her heterosexual-
ity were heavily scrutinized.
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 3. Indeed, within celebrity studies, Watson has not been subject to 
critical attention, despite audience investment in her and her femi-
nism (Mendick et al. 2015, p. 375).

 4. Most recently, in September 2015 Watson received intense criti-
cism after provocatively suggesting ‘some of the best feminists I 
have encountered are men’ (in Day et al. 2015).

 5. See: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6wx-Qh4Vczc
 6. However, much of this commentary about the politics of celeb-

rity identification with feminism, coming as it does from feminists 
such as Jessica Valenti in her regular Guardian columns, reveal 
the extent to which feminists are not simply ‘misrepresented’ but 
actually have become the media. Women like Valenti also point to 
another area of under-examined celebrity: the celebrity feminist 
journalist, women whose journalistic capital is predicated largely 
on their feminism and their intervention into various public 
debates through a patently feminist lens. Others may include 
Hadley Freeman in the UK and Clementine Ford in Australia.

 7. For example, the Everyday Sexism Project is one of the more success-
ful, well-known online campaigns; originally begun as a website and 
a Twitter hashtag, the initiative encouraged women to post their 
everyday experiences of sexism online as a way of repudiating claims 
about the demise of sexism. Not insignificantly, in terms of my argu-
ment regarding the ongoing pull of non-fictional feminist literary 
texts, these stories were collated by the project’s initiator, Laura 
Bates, in 2014 and published in book form. Similarly, Australia’s 
online Destroy the Joint Facebook group, established ‘for people who 
are sick of the sexism dished out to women in Australia, whether 
they be our first female Prime Minister or any other woman’, pub-
lished a series of essays in 2013 (Caro 2013).

 8. For my purposes, it was interesting that Beyoncé and Emma 
Watson (along with other women such as Kim Kardashian and 
Kate Middleton) were among those invoked by Mendick et al.’s 
participants as being most significant (Mendick et al. 2015, p. 375). 
This example buttresses Mendick et al.’s claim that, through sim-
ply performing textual analyses of those ‘we assume to be culturally 
significant’ we miss the opportunity to capture ‘how people use 
[celebrity] culture in their everyday meaning-making practices’.

 9. This lack of attention to fandom is partly due to my attempts—fol-
lowing York—to problematize the critical focus on industry/pro-
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duction and consumption over agentic celebrities themselves. 
Nonetheless, there is important work that still needs to be done 
around celebrity feminism and audiences, including consumers of 
blockbusters.

 10. In addition to celebrities who later add ‘feminism’ to their brand, 
there have also recently been other high-profile feminist activists such 
as Russia’s Pussy Riot and Femen, and some consideration of their 
role as celebrities is also worthy of further critical engagement.
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