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Catherine Rottenberg

THE RISE OF NEOLIBERAL FEMINISM

In this paper, I argue that we are currently witnessing the emergence of neoliberal
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shelves and instant ly became a New York Times’ best-seller. 2 These self-declared



feminist (and not simply a femal e) subject. Indiv iduated in the extreme, this
subject is feminist in the sense that she is distinctly aware of current inequalities
between men and women. This same subject is, howev er, simultan eously
neoliberal, not only beca use she disavows the social, cultural and economic



identities subsequently emerge. One of the hallmarks of our neoliberal age,
Brown proposes, is precisely the casting of every human endeav or and activ ity
in entre preneurial terms (p. 40).



while displacing and replacing their content, this recuperated femi nism forges a
feminist subject who is not only individualized but entrepreneurial in the sense
that she is or iented towards optimizing her resourc es through incess ant
calculatio n, personal initiative and innov ation. Indeed, creative indivi dual
solutions are presented as feminist and progressiv e, while calibra ting a felicitous
work –family balance becomes her main task. Inequality between men and
women is thus paradoxic ally ackno wledged only to be disavowed, and the
question of social justice is recast in personal, individualized terms.

The liberal husk of Lean In

Lean Inis a site in which we can very clearly discern the processes by and
through which liberal feminism is dis articulated, and the neoliber al feminist
subject is born. The book is a mixture of personal anecdot es, motivati onal
language, and journa lism – all of which is larded with ‘ hard fac ts ’ and stati stics.
It is a quick read, and Sandber g is carefu l to introduce pithy and catchy phrases
as a way of attracting as wide an audience as possible. Moreover, she self-
consciously details how she would like her text to be read:



Sandberg mentions by name countries that have been represented endless ly in
Western medi a as torn apart by Islamic extremism. This, as Ann Norton has
persuasiv ely argued, is part of an Islamaphobic discourse that endlessly depict s
the Musl im world as particularly ho stile to women, which then serves to shore
up US national senti ment and nation buildin g (p. 67).

But Lean Indoes not ultimately use this anti-Islam trope to tur n the ‘ gaze of
feminists and other potential critics away from the conti nuing oppression of
women in the West’ (Norton 2013, p. 67). Instea d, Sandberg turns a critical
eye on the USA itself, declaring that despite tremendous progress there is still
work to be done, particularly when it comes to women occupying position s of
power and leadersh ip. In gove rnment, in indus try, and in corpora tions, she tells



are no longer obstructed by discrimina tory laws and exclusionar y instit utions,
what are the causes of (white middle cla ss) women ’ s continued inequality in the
USA? If Betty Friedan ’ s objective was to uncover the powerful cultural norms
and pre ssures of femi ninity, namely, the feminine mystique, which kept white
middle-cla ss women in the domestic sphere in the post- Second World War
era, Naomi Woolf’ s aim was to expose the way in which contemporar y ideals
of femal e beauty – e ndlessly produced in the mass media – helped to create an
atmospher e of self-loathin g and psycholog ical warfare among a new genera tion
of middle-class women who had grow n up in the wake of the women ’ s
movement and who were entering the publ ic sphere in reco rd numbers.
Sandberg, too, is addressi ng a similar question (and a similarly privileged white
[upper] middle-cla ss audi ence), and like Friedan, she is ultimately interested in
encouragi ng women to pursue professional careers. 9 Yet, in contra st to both
Friedan and Wolf,Lean In’ s focus is decidedl y not on confronting or changing
socialpressures, but rather on what ‘ women can change themselves, ’ their
‘ internal obstacles ’ (Sandberg 2013, p. 10). The shift in emphasis: from an
attempt to alter social pressures towa rds interiorized affective spaces that
require constant self-monitori ng is precisely the node throu gh which liberal
feminism is rendered hollow and transmuted into a mode of neoliberal
governmental ity.

The demand for self-realization and self-transform ation is, of course, nothing
new in the USA. It was as Christine Stansel l ( 2010) has so meticulousl y
documented, a central part of the women ’ s movement in the 1970s and has a
much longer history in US culture: from the American Dream discourse and
the Horatio Alger myth, throu gh New Age cults and contemporar y meditation
and yoga tren ds. Indeed, Sand berg dr aws on a wide variety of recognizabl y
American discourses, such as American exceptionalism, as well as the highly
profitable how-to-succeed literary genre, some of which she explicitly
acknowledg es and som e of which serve as the imp licit palimpsest for her brand
of feminism. Anne Appleb aum ( 2013) descr ibes Lean Inas the ‘ first truly
successful, best-selling “how to succeed in busin ess ” motivational book to be
explicitly designed and marketed to women. ’ Yet, despite the hype surrounding
its publication, there is nothing particularly new about Sandberg ’ s book,
Applebaum claims, exceptthe fact of its femal e authorship and its target audience.

While Applebaum’ s critique is timel y in that it highlights the specifica lly
entrepreneu rial aspect of Lean In, this kind of criticis m ultimat ely fails to
underscor e what is indeed new in femi nist manifestos like Sandberg ’ s. If we
understand Lean Inas a signif icant interven tion in the feminist discussi on, which
I believe we mus t, then the book can be read as marking (and marke ting) a
change in current articulati ons of ma instream liberal feminism and as
participat ing in the production of a new feminist subject. This subject willingly
and forcibly ackno wledges continued gender inequality but, as I show, her
feminism is so individuated that it has been completely unmoored from any

4 2 4 C U LT U R A L S T U D I E S

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
Su

ss
ex

 L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 0
7:

06
 1

9 
M

ay
 2

01
5 



notion of socialinequality and cons equently can not offer any sustained analytic
of the structur es of ma le dominanc e, power, or pr ivilege. In this emergent
feminism, then, there is a liberal wrapping, while the content – namel y, its
mode of operation – is neoliberal through and through.

Tipping the scales: metamorphosing liberalism into
neoliberalism

True to its title,



treatment, equal institutional access, and women ’ s full integrat ion into the
public sphere are expediently e lided, while climbing the power hierarchy
ultimately becomes thefeminist object ive. Through the book ’ s shifting discursive
registers, Lean In–



ramificati ons of ma le dominanc e and sexism in women ’ s everyday lives, these
lean in groups are geared to enco urage women to help ‘ play the corporate game
more deft ly ’ (McRobbie 2013, p. 24). The very conceptio n of encouraging
women in these groups to ‘ lean in ’ to their indivi dual care ers is antithetical to
working together towards any commongoal.What is reinforced and (re)produced
in these groups, then, is preci sely the entrepreneurial subject who is encouraged
to take her own persona l initiative in order to impro ve her career prospec ts,
particularly in the corpo rate world.

The last cha pter of Lean Inis entitled ‘Working Together Toward Equality. ’
The trajectory of this final chapter parallels the process of liberal feminism ’ s
disarticul ation in the book more generally: initially summoning the hallowed
and today uncontrov ersial liberal politi cal pr inciple of form al equality, Sand berg
very quickly moves on to personal anecdot es as well as express ions of concern
about the increasing numbers of high pote ntial women who are ‘ off-ramping ’
the car eer track, particularly when they have children, concludin g with her by
now familia r solution to the stalled revolutio n: more women in position s of
power. There is no dwelling on the signification of ‘ true equality ’ beyond the
‘ trickle down ’ statem ent that it will be achieved only when more women ‘ rise
to the top of every government and every industry ’ (Sandberg 2013, p. 159).
Indeed, with lightning speed, the text moves from its menti on of equality to
honing in on encouraging women to ‘ seek challenges and lean in ’ (Sandberg
2013). The chapter then ends with a passionate exhortation to indivi dual
women to strive to reach the highest echelons of their respec tive organizations.
This is a strange concept of working together indeed – even from a liberal
feminist per spective – since e ach woman is urged to set her own goals within
her own career path and then reach for them with gusto. Working together this
is not —workin g separatel y for a simi lar but separate goal, perhaps.

In these final pages Sandberg ironi cally converts the notion of ‘ workin g
together ’ into its polar opposite. Moreover, she confidently assumes that having
more women in the leadership position will automatically ensure fairer
treatment for all women, because shared experienc e leads to empathy (p. 171).
This is exac tly the kind of top down approach for which many feminists have
already harshly criticized Sandberg. 10 Not only is the address directed to a tiny
number of women, but her whole agenda operates to inculcate the norms of the
market, which div ide rather than unify even these extremely privileged women.
While this is a key point, my focus here, however, is less on the kinds of
exclusions upon which this kind of femi nism is predicated – which, again, many
critics have rightly been quick to underscore – and more on the hows and whys
of its emergence, even though these aspects are, of course, inextricably
implicated in one another.

No longer concern ed with classic liberal feminist not ions, such as ‘ equal
moral personhoo d ’ or each person ‘ being an end in and of herself, ’ which have a
long history in the West and in the USA (Stansell 2010, Abbey 2011), this new
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feminism inaugura tes a subject who is being called upon to ‘ provide for [her]
own needs and service [her] own ambitions ’ (Brow n 2006, p. 694). She may
conceive of herself as an end, but everyone else becomes mere means. This
feminist subject ’ s ‘ moral ’



most likely) be found by followin g a particular path: only certain choices can
bring women in closer proximity to well-bein g and tru e feminist consci ousness.

Furthermore, the notion of pursuing happiness is identified with an
economic model of sorts in which each woman is asked to calculate the rig ht
balance between work and family. The promise of emancip ation and happin ess
this feminism holds out hinges not only on one ’ s active desire to cultivate a
profession andon having a spouse and children, but also on one ’ s abilit y to
calibrate a perfect equili brium between the private and the public spheres.
Happiness, therefore, plays a crucial role in this new feminism: it becomes the
objective of a particular calculus, functions as a normalizing matrix, and serves
to deflect attentio n away from the process by which neoliber al femi nism is
rapidly displacing mainstrea m liberal feminism.

As I have argued elsewhere, advocating a happywork –family balance is one
of the ways in which the emerg ent feminism disavows the gendered
contradiction s cons titutive of the public-private divide within the liberal
imaginati on, while simultan eously providing fertile grou nd for the expansion
of neoliberal rationality. 11 The widespread mobilization and acceptance of terms,
such as a happywork –family balance operate, in other words, to shore up the
gendered presupposi tions that make the liberal production of space possible –
namely, the public-private distinction – while allowing for the continued
evisceration of the foundatio ns upon which that spatiali ty has been built. The task
of pursuin g happin ess cons equently not only orients us away from countering the
rise of neoliberal feminism, but also from attemptin g to imagine spatiality and
social relations in new ways.

To make good on the new millen nium ’ s feminist promise, then, it seems
that ‘ pr ogressive ’ ambitiou s women are compell ed and encouraged to pursue
happiness through constructing a self-tailored work –family balance. The turn to
a notion of a happy balance, moreover, helps to further convert mainstrea m
liberal feminis m from a discourse – even if tangentially – concerned with social
pressures to one that produces a subject who is constantly turned inwards,
monitoring herself. After all, the goal of cra fting and maintaining a felicitous
equilibrium – which might entail, for instance, making up lost time wi th
children after investin g too ma ny hours at work, or findi ng creative solutions to
unexpecte d conflicts, such as planning an impor tant conference call after the
children ’ s bedtime – is elusive, since well-bein g is famo usly difficult to gauge,
but, as a consequence of affect ’ s very elusiveness, req uires constant calculation
and optimizing of per sonal resources. Thus, the quest for not just a sane
equilibrium but a satisfying equilibrium further inscribes an entr epreneurial
subject and a market rationality – since in order to be successful and content,
even for a period of time, efficiency, innovation and a cost-benefit calculus are
paramount.

This new feminist norm appear s to have already taken hold in the US
cultural imagination. In a July 12, 2013 article in the New York Times, for
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example, Kate Taylor describes a rising pheno menon among middle-cla ss
undergrad uate women in elite universities. Holdin g up women like Sandber g,
Slaughter and Marissa Mayer as their role models, 12 Taylor describes how
potentially high-achievi ng young women are no longer interested in investing in
relationships during their college years – years when they feel they need to be
concerned with building their professional resumés. The reaso ns these university
students give for their decision to find ‘ hookup buddies ’ rather than boyfriends is
the ‘ low risk and low investmen t of hooking up. ’ Their orientatio n is one
thoroughly informed by a cost-ben efit metrics. Importantl y, however, these
women do not reject the family part of the equation. Rather, the women
interviewed by Taylor declare d that they would likely defer marriage until their
late 20s or e arly 30s when they felt they had alread y e stablished themselves
professionally. This careful calculation in the present, in other words, will make
it possible to craft that elusive work –family balance later on.

Sandberg ’ s ‘ how-to-reinvigora te-feminism ’ pr ogramme is not only a
New York Timesbest-seller, but her TED talks have attracted millions of
viewers. Her message, though – as I have indicated – is not unique. Indeed, the
buzz surrounding Sandberg ’ s book occurred in the wake of the media hype



precisely to facilitate each woman ’ s abil ity to continue cultivating their
professional ambition s while fulfilling their desire for a sati sfying family life.
Slaughter does gesture more towards the need for instit utional change than
Sandberg, yet change is ultimately understood as the consequence of hig h
powered women taking per sonal initiati ve and demanding things like flex
time. Moreover, Slaughter calls upon the same elite cadre of highly successfu l
women – thus initiating the identical top-down, elitist and exclusionar y
approach. The very turn to a language of affect, namely, the importance of the
pursuit of personalhappiness (through balance), unravels any notion of social
inequality by placing the responsibil ity of well-bein g, as well as the burden of
unhappin ess, once again, on the shoulders of individual women.

Even in the heyday of the feminist movement in the early 1970s, the call for
self-transform ation or self-empowerme nt was accompan ied by some form of
critique of systemic male domination and/or structural discrimi nation. Today,
by contrast, the emerg ent femi nism is contracting, shining its spotlig ht, as well
as the onus of responsibility on each femal e subject while turning that subject
even more intensiv ely inward. As a result, neoliberal femi nism is – not
surprisingl y – purging itself of all elements that would orient it outwards,
towards the public good. Yet, simply claiming that this discourse is not reall y
feminist or constitutes some sort of backlash against ‘ true ’ feminism is too easy
and, I believe, misguided, bot h because such a claim assumes that there is one
true definition of femi nism (and that ‘ we ’ have or know it), and because it misses
the opportun ity to understa nd the kind of cultural work the emerge nce of
neoliberal femi nism – which tracts like Lean Inand ‘Why Women Still Can’ t
Have It All ’ ref lect and (re)prod uce – is curren tly ‘ doing. ’

***

By way of conclusion, I would like to offer a set of speculations about why
we are witnessing the emergence of a neoliberal feminism. To begin wi th, it is
important to ask the question of why neoliberali sm acknowledges and revives a
discourse about con tinued gender inequality at all. This in and of itself seems
somewhat paradoxic al, given neoliber alism ’
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progressiv e superiorit y (Puar 2007, Eng 2010), neoliber al feminism may be the
latest discurs ive modality to (re)produce the USA as the bastion of pr ogressive
liberal democrac y. Rather than deflectin g internal criticism by shining the
spotlight of oppressive practices onto other countr ies while overtly showcasing
its progressive superi ority, this discurs ive formation actually generates its own
internal critique of the USA. Yet it simultaneou sly ins cribes and circumscribes
the permissi ble parameter s of that very same internal critique. In this way, the
USA can continue touting its much more enlightened because self-critical and
always-improvinggender relations, while conti nuing to mobilize ‘ gender equality ’
as the benchmar k for civilization. This, too, helps to neutralize criticism from
other strands of feminism, as well as from other countries about continued
gender inequality inside the USA, helps to forget, yet again, racial inequality by
focusing on a post-racial and individu alized ( ‘ progressiv e ’) feminist subject, and
serves to justify continued imperialist interventi on in countries that do not
respect the liberal principle of gender equality. On the other hand, the turn
‘ inward ’ – both to the USA and into interio rized affective spaces – helps to
further entrench neoliber alism by ‘ responsibilizing ’ women and by producing
individuated feminist subjects who have transmuted liberatio n into self-care and
melded neoliberal rationality with an emancip atory project.

It seems clear that there is fer tile ground for the emergent neoliberal
feminism. The fact that Sandberg and Slaughter have so quickly become highly
visible representa tives of mainstream feminism seems to point to a much br oader
truth about contemporar y US society. Rather than end on a defeati st note,
however, I suggest that we need to retu rn to the insights of Stuar t Hall ( 2011)
and Wendy Larner (2000), who have been car eful to underscore that
neoliberali sm is not a seamless mono lithic apparatus. Despite the power and
influence of neoliberal rationality, it is also constantly generating internal
contradiction s and incoher encies. Conseq uently, if there are still to be
alternative vision s to the ‘ neoliberali zation of everythin g, ’ then it may be
more urgent than e ver to change our own critical or ientation. Rather than
simply rejecting or denouncing these neoliberal feminist manifestos, perhaps we
may do better by identif ying and working within the potential fault lines of their
logic and concei ts. To begin with, then, we could highlight the gaping
irreconci lability of the notion of ‘ true gender equality ’ with the turn towards
happiness and intrica te processes of indivi duation. After all, the turn to positive
affect and to intensified indivi duation in neoliberal feminism is exactly the turn
away from the questio ns of social justice, and the common good that were, at the
very least, a source of tension wi thin classic liberal feminism. Indeed, glaring
inconsiste ncies emerge as these manifestos move from a discourse of equal rights
and social justice to a discou rse of positive affect. In ‘Why Women Still Can’ t
Have It All, ’ for example, Slaughter acknowledges that the crisis she explores is
one that is most relevant for ‘ high pot ential ’ upwar dly mobile women, and yet
she calls for a nationalhappiness project. If the feminism that Slaughter advocates

T H E R I S E O F N E O L I B E R A L F E M I N I S M 433

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
Su

ss
ex

 L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 0
7:

06
 1

9 
M

ay
 2

01
5 



does not address and cannot take into account the reality of the vast majority of
US women, then a national project it clearly is not. Thus, while undersc oring
these contradiction s and incoher encies, we would also do well to point out that
the personal well-being of women like Sandberg and Slaughter, who likely
constitute less than 0.1% of the genera l population, is increasing ly coming at the
expense of the 99.9%, namely, the overw helming majority of poor, workin g
class, and middle-class women in the USA.
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