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Gender is a consistently mobilised concept in the shift 
from neoliberalism to populist authoritarianism 

The ‘top girls’ project

During the decade from 1997 to 2007, the years of the New Labour government 

in the UK, the idea of the ‘top girl’ came to prominence. This was a figuration 

of young female adulthood that embodied the promise of meritocratic agency.1 

It was the job of the mainstream media, magazines and TV (later supplanted by 

the dominating presence of social media) to popularise the ‘top girl’. This form of 

gendered attention maintained a presence through the financial crisis of 2008. Then, 

perhaps unexpectedly, the emergence of a new feminist movement from around 

2012 onwards suggested that the appeal of this concerted address to women was 

crumbling.2 The corporatist managerialist neoliberal agenda had presented its young 

female subjects with a ‘sexual contract’ that had been predicated on the championing 

of women’s agency without a challenge being mounted to the prevailing male-

dominated status quo.3 But after a decade women were no longer willing to remain 

silent. The spell cast by the allure of ‘female success’ was more decisively broken by 

a resurgence of social awareness about the stark social inequalities that neoliberal 
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economics had brought in its wake. This peaked during the Covid pandemic of 

2020, when attention was drawn to the prevalence of low pay, debt and wage 

stagnation for essential workers (women in particular), and which resulted in a 

series of strikes, such that by 2023 there was in the UK a more widespread re-

politicisation of work than had been the case for many years.4

The economic fall-out caused by neoliberal hedge-fund capitalism had resulted 

in the spread of food banks across Britain, and it had also locked black and white 

low-qualified working-class women into poor working conditions, including 

wage stagnation and zero hours contracts, with little possibility of improving their 

employment prospects through further training in or outside the workplace.5 These 

realities were clear signals that at its heart neoliberalism, despite those flourishes of 

meritocratic support for ‘top girls’, is, and has always been, an economic programme 

with an anti-welfare agenda. This undermines the idea of ‘progressive neoliberalism’, 

as discussed by Nancy Fraser.6 The disciplining role of state welfare systems has 

dominated feminist scholarship in the past, but their provisions alleviated some of 

the burden of social reproduction which has always been women’s responsibility.7 

The recent round of sustained attacks on welfare can therefore be construed as an 

attack on women, a form of economic misogyny. 

Across the Atlantic from 2016 the overt misogyny associated with Donald Trump 

and his followers led to many different forms of feminist activism and campaigning, 

led by young women now angered by the huge disparity between the disingenuous 

promise of post-feminist equality and success, and the daily experiences of sex-based 

violence, harassment and misogyny. This new political awareness on the part of 

young women suggested a more generalised ‘exhaustion of consent’ and a weakening 

of the hegemony that had been constructed around the meritocratic approach to 

women’s issues. 

Our current times, from 2020 onwards, are more violent, more war-torn, more 

conflictual than before. One clear manifestation of this is not just the rising tide 

of violence against women but the escalation of different kinds of violence and 

their live-streaming and dissemination across the social media.8 The visibility of 

the new feminism has prompted alienated young men to form online hate-based 

communities such as the Incels.9 This then becomes a source of violence and 

intimidation. These phenomena coincide with the increasingly predatory powers 

of internet technology and social media, whose platforms have become excessive 
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and addictive, vitriolic and violence-inducing. This upsurge of aggression and 

turbulence in the life of power is concurrent with the rise of the extremist far 

right. And the question here is where does gender fit in? How does feminist 

cultural theory respond? 

The post-feminist dispositif

The term ‘post-feminism’ entered into circulation to demarcate significant changes 

across the mediated landscape in the early 2000s.10 In my own account, young 

women’s lives were the subject of more intense biopolitical attention, a novel form 

of gendered governmentality. Stuart Hall’s conjunctural mode of analysis allowed me 

to trace the cross-articulations between political culture in the decade 1997-2007 

and the popular culture that gave rise to the phenomenon of top girls as the promise 

of agency, the bearers of choice. The image of the high-achieving girl aiming to 

win a place at what was inevitably referred to as a top university became a familiar 

figure across the quality and popular media. The post-feminist moment suggested 

a strong hegemony, of strands being pulled together and aligned. Feminism as a 

political movement was no longer needed; indeed it was repudiated, because what 

was being unfolded as a neoliberal New Labour rationality was an individualised 

address to young women in the form of a new sexual contract. This was, looking 

back, an innovative path for the UK - women being championed as a force for future 

employability while simultaneously being directed to marriage and family life (as 

portrayed through the world-wide success of the Bridget Jones narratives). 

What Hall described as New Labour’s ‘double shuffle’ was at least partly realised 

in this close interweaving of popular and political culture.11 The double shuffle 

referred to the residual strands of social democracy (the subordinate parts of 

the shuffle) with which the Blair government was able to gain legitimacy for the 

neoliberal programme it was embarking on. The young women’s meritocracy was 

a key source of delivery for this programme. Post-feminism envisaged women’s 

labour market participation without challenging existing male hierarchies. This 

neo-paternalistic munificence extended its invitation to black and Asian aspirant 

young women; it was deeply managerialist in the Foucauldian sense - a dispositif 

of desire tapped into and unleashed to join the ranks of the top girls. We might 

surmise that this individualising repertoire had a particular appeal to the daughters 

of conservative-minded black and Asian families such as those of Kemi Badenoch, 
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Priti Patel and Suella Braverman.12 These invitations to women, as if putting them 

under a spotlight for success, marked a new pathway for neoliberal governmentality. 

The gender meritocracy was one of the mechanisms with which social democracy 

was simultaneously flagged and buried - women, under the rubric of the neoliberal 

individualisation process, were promoted, but welfare almost fatally undermined. 

Three of the figurations that underpinned my analytic framing for post-feminism 

as a neoliberal dispositif warrant a brief re-visiting.13 

The post-feminist masquerade drew on the original account of womanliness as 

masquerade by the psycho-analyst and personal friend of Freud, Joan Riviere, in 

1929 (further re-worked by Judith Butler in 1990 and 1993).14 Agentic features of 

the post-feminist discursive address to young (and assumed to be white) women 

were predicated on a staged disavowal of ambition and on the pretence of excessive 

feminine frailty and girlishness, whilst also taking up a position of power and of 

female success. The masquerade was always unstable and ambivalent because 

it was underpinned by an anger that such exaggerated affectations of femininity 

were required to assuage patriarchal fears. By assuming an image of girlish and 

fashionable hyper-femininity, the post-feminist masquerade suggested a deferential 

relation to male power and to existing hierarchies while at the same time pursuing 

a professional career. This was post-feminist because the various narratives 

underpinning the figuration emphasised the idea of individual women’s choice. 

There was no actual compulsion - women were adopting a frivolous persona or 

outfit knowing about feminism but intent on preserving a traditionally feminine 

identity which emphasised girlish fragility. After 2012 this masquerade of hyper-

feminine frailty began to fade. A new campaigning energy was unleashed, such 

as in the ‘everyday sexism’ project led by Laura Bates; there were so-called ‘muff 

marches’ and various other actions that showed the depths of anger about sexual 

violence. It was as if the ‘oh silly me’ demeanour of a character like Bridget Jones 

suddenly confronted a moment of rupture, where sexual harassment could not be 

brushed off with a joke. 

The afterlife of the post-feminist masquerade warrants some brief consideration. 

If in their fictive media representations these young women were middle-class 

professionals, journalists, writers or lawyers (Sex and the City, Allie McBeal) or in 

publishing (Bridget Jones), we could infer that this cohort later became part of the 

anti-harassment upsurge that surrounded the Hollywood-led exposure of Harvey 
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Weinstein and the further momentum of the #metoo movement. This aligns with 

a renewed liberal feminism. In the UK it can be seen in the quality media (BBC, 

ITV, Channel 4), especially in late night news and politics programmes such as 

Newsnight, where there is a much more determined stance to tackle sexual abuse 

and violence against women and girls. 

The second figuration was the Phallic Girl, an emboldened femininity, gregarious 

and sexually adventurous, encouraged to meet men seemingly on their own 

terrain. The invitational rhetoric was again predicated on withholding critique. 

As a feature of the new sexual contract - which included a seeming suspension 

of the sexual double standard - young women could now freely participate in the 

hedonistic rituals of male leisure culture, such as casual sex, drinking excessive 

alcohol and drug taking, with, it seemed, impunity. Through the early 2000s this 

figuration of a risk-taking femininity had particular appeal in popular music circles. 

The euphemistic term here was that in the heavily male-dominated music world 

women were expected to be ‘feisty’, i.e. one of the boys.15 However in being feisty 

or phallic here too was there an undercurrent of female anger, suppressed and then 

expressed in a range of pathological ways. The excessive drinking and substance 

abuse eventually exploded into its moment of rupture. A new feminist awareness 

shaped many public discussions about women, addiction and mental ill-health. 

As I argued in 2008, and drawing on Bhabha’s and then Butler’s psychoanalytic 

idea of ‘illegible rage’ (internalised as a rebellion is ‘put down’), this contradictory 

formation of female phallicism could never win, since it always disavowed a feminist 

critique.16 Female phallicism without feminism could only eventually implode. 

Some of these figures did then speak out about sexual violence and harassment or 

coercive control in and around the music industry, attributing their alcohol or other 

addiction issues to the abuse they had experienced.17 Feminism could not have 

saved Amy Winehouse. But the circumstances of her time in the spotlight chime 

closely with this post-feminist account, such as her stated resistance to feminism, 

the ‘internalisations of complaint’ vivid in her lyrics (‘I’m no good’) and her ‘one of 

the boys’ stance in her attitude to addiction (‘They tried to make me go to rehab 

but I said, “No, no, no”’). Her persona suggested the existence of a grey zone, a 

heterosexual space of young woman’s self-beratement. It is only in the last five years 

that the music industry has addressed the overwhelming male dominance across the 

sector and has taken steps to develop career pathways for women.18 The illegible 

rage of the phallic girls of the early 2000s was closer to the surface, and more easily 

https://genius.com/291629/Amy-winehouse-rehab/They-tried-to-make-me-go-to-rehab-but-i-said-no-no-no
https://genius.com/291629/Amy-winehouse-rehab/They-tried-to-make-me-go-to-rehab-but-i-said-no-no-no
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converted into the legible rage associated with contemporary young women’s often 

student-led and queer feminist activism. 

The third figuration that warrants re-examination is that of neoliberal leadership 

feminism; here there is the promise, again, of agency as the mark of the top girl who 

has also by now assumed an upper middle-class status as a result of the advantages 

of the meritocratic gender system. Feminism in this guise refers to individualised 

pathways for empowerment with the help of various mentorships and training 

programmes.19 Sheryl Sandberg’s model of female success provides this kind of 

template for women’s leadership across corporate culture and in the New Public 

Management, i.e. in the social institutions (most markedly in the universities and 

the Business Schools). It is different from liberal feminism, less socially engaged, 

more competitive and corporate. Neoliberal leadership feminism was also directed 

towards the family as a business-like structure, which could enhance female success 

through a strict regime of body self -maintenance, children as human capital and 

husband as a kind of business partner. This is also a favoured trope in magazines 

like Forbes and Business Insider. This figuration of neoliberal leadership feminism 

undergoes some adjustments and challenges with the further successes of the far 

right in recent years, and in particular with the election victory of Donald Trump in 

November 2024. The women who occupy posts at the top of the US administration 

appear to have been shoehorned into an even narrower feminine ideal. There has 

been a full resumption of white patriarchal domination, remarkably few women 

of colour, and a noted absence of older women.20 Emboldened right-wing women 

leaders on the global stage take pride in a brazen flaunting of contradictions. This 

is most pronounced in the personas of Alice Weidel in Germany’s AfD and Giorgia 

Meloni in Italy.21 In the case of Meloni there is the narrative of the working-class girl 

in the single parent household, achieving high office through self-entrepreneurship, 

self-discipline, being a caring mother, and herself single parenting. Weidel’s lesbian 

partnership with an Asian woman and adopted children can be haughtily dismissed 

as irrelevant as she pursues the anti-migration agenda in Germany. A profile on Alice 

Weidel in the Financial Times notes: ‘Asked to explain the apparent incongruity 

between her private life and her party’s opposition to “gender and woke ideology” in 

2023, she said: “I am not queer. I am just married to a woman who I have known for 

20 years.” Or, as one senior party official put it: “She is just gay by biology but not 

by political conviction.”22
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The tradwife as white supremacy maternal-nationalism

In this section I explore the phenomenon of the Tradwife: the white, blonde, 

woman in an apron, extolling the joys of homesteading and child rearing as well as 

submission to her husband.23 I attribute to this persona a key role as multi-purpose 

gender vector that quite directly connects neoliberalism with the new far right. 

In this respect she enables and embodies social change, the ‘swing to the Right’.24 

This is a figuration that works by seeking nostalgically to restore and re-embed 

both white domination and traditional gender roles and family life. Civil rights, 

feminism and anti-racism are the targets. And at the same time the tradwife imagery 

has succeeded in finding a seemingly harmless presence as a new trend within the 

entertainment apparatus, and specifically the women’s magazine and lifestyle genres. 

The tradwife phenomenon was prefigured during the Covid pandemic at a time 

when feminists and others on the left were supporting the often low-paid essential 

workers, and emphasising the importance of the care ethic, all the while, of course, 

from the lockdown conditions which also saw a sudden spotlight shone on the 

daily activities of domestic life such as cooking, baking, cleaning and so on.25 The 

lockdown period also saw renewed attention being paid to domestic pleasures. This 

provided fertile ground for right-wing women influencers and bloggers, who began 

to promote the tradwife as an advocate for racial supremacy and ethnonationalism. 

Agency in this figuration is concentrated in the domestic environment. The virtuous 

stay-at-home mother, dependent on her male breadwinner husband, and devoted 

to bringing her children up without relying on childcare, is endlessly busy. Her 

agency is also expressed through the vocabulary of choice: she chooses the pathway 

of sexual submissiveness to her husband, allowing him to retrieve the lost status as 

head of household which decades of feminism has deprived him of. 

The rise of platform capitalism has unleashed the more participative potential 

in the cultural spaces of what were formerly women’s magazine genres. At the 

same time, the gatekeeping role of the professional editor is swept away in times 

of influencer culture, and podcasting. This at least partly accounts for the huge 

quantity of inflammatory and far right material across this landscape of YouTube, 

Facebook, Reddit, TikTok, Instagram, not to mention the locations of the darker 

web. Platform technology was able to harness the Covid experience and the 

sudden attention to domestic life, and with the pre-existing magazine format 

providing various opportunities for content creators, it did not take a great deal of 
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effort to further promote the growing backlash against feminism and ‘wokeness’ 

in the context of the culture wars agenda led by the likes of Steve Bannon. Right-

wing women could create their own tradwife subcultural spaces and ‘grow’ a 

follower base. 

This was opportune for the right, giving them a sudden relevance on matters 

of gender. There have long been fraught debates involving stay-at-home ‘moms’ 

defending their choices and challenging the low status often accorded to being a 

housewife, blaming feminist professionals for this disparaging image. These debates 

were largely fought out in the US and among white women. Early on Angela Davis 

made the point that black women remained in the workforce for the better part of 

their lives.26 Throughout the 1970s socialist feminists in the UK, especially black 

feminists, avoided this US-led debate because working-class women and especially 

black and migrant woman had always worked outside the home. The 1950s image 

of the aproned housewife at the ironing board has been primarily linked with 

American post-war prosperity and the rise of consumer culture. It signifies nostalgia 

and fantasy of a wealthy domestic lifestyle. 

In the UK in the 2020s, leaving the labour market to be a stay-at-home mum 

is not an option, even when the exceptionally high cost of childcare is factored 

in. Women are highly active in the labour market in the UK: 10.42 million are 

full time, and 5.96 million are part-time, according to the ONS in 2024. We can 

assume then that the popular formats of lifestyle and home make-overs and jam-

making activity function as soothing and escapist entertainment genres and popular 

fantasy material.27 But what is the fantasy and how does it endure? Lauren Berlant 

examines this as part of the many ‘cruel optimism’ genres.28 What we desire (House 

Beautiful, Houses and Gardens, Country Life) is also part of the architecture of our 

pain and oppression. In these fantasies for the good life, we are deeply attached to 

the sources of our own inequality, since it is the capitalist economy that produces 

the inequities of wealth, the violences of patriarchal domination and the hardships 

of labour and racism. But there are also black feminist perspectives on the fantasy 

of ‘house beautiful’ that argue that this domain has to be understood not only as 

key to capitalist consumer culture but also as a sanctuary, a space for care and 

replenishment from the violences of racism. The home is the site of community, 

family and everyday life, it is where emotional bonds are formed and sustained. 

The online platforms provide a deregulated frame for making the presence of 
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right-wing women ethnonationalists seem innocuous - as merely another addition 

to the genre. Drawing on the flowery ‘cottagecore’ aesthetic, this kind of calm 

and relaxing domestic scene can seem less pernicious even to feminist scholars.29 

The tradwife is a figure wielding ideological power against a backdrop where 

neoliberalism had already re-sanctified the family as the key site for privatised 

reproduction, as a way of overseeing the hollowing out of the state, and its role 

in socialising various aspects of what had been women’s role such as childcare. 

The far right can pick up on those themes, proclaiming values that recall the Nazi 

idealisation of womanhood through the invoking of Kinder, Kuche und Kirche. 

Many of these white women are also religious, from evangelical backgrounds or 

with Mormon church membership. According to ‘extremist research’ scholars, 

the material is often aimed at recruitment into the activities of far-right groups, 

alongside a monetising strategy. The breezy tone about having more (white) babies 

and the satisfaction that accrues from being a ‘submissive’ wife gains support from 

well-funded organisations such as Red Ice. This relatively new way of promoting 

reactionary values through absorbing and adopting some of the most everyday 

features of popular culture marks a significant success for far-right political culture 

today. Invoking nostalgia for pre- ‘woke’ and pre- civil rights times, the whiteness 

of the tradwife is staged both as ‘normal’ (given the long tradition of women’s 

magazines featuring white models on the cover) and, simultaneously, as - in inverted 

commas - a defiant boundary-marking activity. As a floating signifier ‘she’ is able to 

come across as a seemingly harmless trend, a wardrobe and set of fashion choices 

often indistinguishable from nostalgia brands and Mum-based hobby and crafty 

websites, and operating within the online world of hashtags, posts, followers, blogs 

and content creation. 

Echoing some of the lessons learnt from neoliberal leadership feminism, the 

tradwife is no victim: she has made her own choices, including to depend on a male 

breadwinner while also, frequently, developing home-based entrepreneurial skills. 

This carefully deployed, often playfully ambivalent, configuration of far right-wing 

values merging and overlapping with the world of celebrity, entertainment and 

lifestyle provides a template for our present times of the ‘great moving right show’. 

The tradwife in many US-based websites is not just a passive figure tending to the 

children while baking cookies, she is also an expert on topics from nutrition to child 

psychology. She might also have recently set up collaborations with brands as a 

mum-influencer, or she might have devised her own recipes and turned these into 
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a branded line of products. The absence of topics such as contraception, abortion, 

menopause and domestic violence, not to mention financial independence and 

pensions, makes for content that relies on a re-working of past ideas of virtuous 

femininity; homesteading activity is part of a moral duty to reproduce the race, while 

also upholding Christian family values - a figuration of white supremacy maternal-

nationalism. 

From neoliberalism to the new far right: feminism and the 			 
‘Pink Ladies’ 

How have the forces of the far right sought to counter, deflect or extinguish the 

cultural signs of feminist vitality? The Reform Party agenda in the UK, the repetitive 

anti-woke tropes of the right-wing press, alongside the influence of Trump ideas 

and policies being enacted in the US, suggest that there will inevitably be a rolling 

back of DEI (Diversity, Equality and Inclusion) initiatives in the UK. Do we see a 

shift in editorial stances within the genre of the commercial women’s magazines? 

- not so much an anti-feminism, more a scaling down from those issues which 

have previously been aired more regularly, including rape and domestic violence, 

unequal pay, menstruation and menopause politics, everyday sexism and so 

on? Are employers also abdicating from obligations and commitments? Are we 

witnessing some sense of retreatism from the popular feminist moment? The force 

field of the right now occupies a dominating position, and a cultural hegemony 

is being sought, even in a context where material factors for women, alongside 

the feminist awareness that still exerts some presence, might militate against the 

securing of consent to these tradwife values. The existence of white women aligning 

themselves with the new hard right, standing for office within the Reform Party, 

taking part in anti-migrant protests and finding a social media voice as part of 

the populist right online communities, marks a gendered presence alongside the 

more embedded masculine culture of the far right. So there are re-alignments, 

mismatches, contradictions, there are appeals by the hard right in the UK to attract 

white working-class women to its ranks; and there are also attempts on the part of 

the Keir Starmer government to win back this cohort, the Northern working-class 

pro-Brexit and so-called ‘left behind’ ordinary voters, in our case, here, women. If 

‘ordinary’ is (wrongly) coded white, then this call panders to the resentment and 

anti-multiculturalism of low-income voters whose fears have already been whipped 

up by tabloid and social media moral panics. We can site Keir Starmer’s - now 
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regretted - ‘island of strangers’ populist intervention in this vein.30

How does this new, more authoritarian, power work, and what is its underlying 

logic? Political theorists refer to the rise of neo-fascism. What would it mean to 

view these phenomena through a specifically feminist lens? Hall’s article from 1979 

was remarkably prescient in that he saw the emergence of Thatcherism as a long-

term shift helped in no small way by the demonisations of the left across the right-

leaning popular media of the time.31 Alongside this, ‘massive efforts’ were devoted 

to managing an economic crisis; and these efforts were also ‘formative’ for the 

restructuring of the capitalist state. With a raft of policies and programmes, the aim 

was to create a new settlement or ideological order, the ‘swing to the Right’. As Hall 

understands it, the neoliberal project laid out by Thatcher also gives birth to a new 

‘historical bloc’ of the radical right, in this case as a distinctively British entity.

 In a number of articles published in the years before he died, Hall returned to 

the analysis of the build-up of the right-wing hegemony in the UK, from Thatcher 

through the New Labour years and its so-called Third Way politics, and then the 

post-2008 financial crisis period. Once again this work foregrounds the ideological 

ground as a space where the stakes are highest, and for this reason, and unlike 

most political economy accounts, Hall (and his co-author Alan O’Shea) is always 

looking at the tabloid press and media for the vernacular of everyday life. A number 

of terms re-appear such as ‘condensation’, ‘recomposition’ and the ‘logic of the new 

populism’. Elements are fused together, it is claimed, to create a dense ideological 

landscape. Words, catchphrases, familiar idioms and images flooded the popular 

mass media. 

What makes these representations popular is that they have a purchase on 

practice, they shape it, they are written into its materiality. What constitutes the 

danger is that they change the nature of the terrain itself on which struggles of 

different kinds are taking place (p58). 

This then marks a point of transmutation, when the terrain is changed and when 

the politics of language and image create a new kind of ‘common sense’. Echoing 

Gramsci, Hall and O’Shea explain the significance of ‘common sense’:

It is a form of ‘everyday thinking’ which offers us frameworks of 

meaning with which to make sense of the world … It is not the 

property of the rich, the well-educated or the powerful, but is shared 
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to some extent by everybody, regardless of class, status, creed, income 

or wealth. Typically, it expresses itself in the vernacular, the familiar 

language of the street, the home, the pub, the workplace (p64). 

The vernaculars of everyday speech, language and idioms in Britain today, especially 

in England, are re-figured and refracted so as to bring them into a tight alignment 

with right-wing ideas about nation, family and law and order, as if this is where 

they naturally belong. There is a spiral of fears, moral panics and scapegoating. And 

as these are repeated and amplified, they achieve a kind of truth effect, which will 

shape popular opinion and influence voting behaviour. The fine-tuned attention to 

ground-level popular truth formation, and to language - including, in the case of this 

article, to the ways in which people comment on topics, seemingly unfiltered, on 

The Sun website - has been a defining feature of the British cultural studies tradition. 

It is akin to a socio-cultural ‘mass observation’ project. This kind of detailed study of 

media imagery is not found in the writing of the contemporary political theorists of 

neoliberalism, from Wendy Brown to Melinda Cooper to Will Davies. But if we bring 

my feminist-inflected Hallian perspective, as presented here, into conversation with, 

for example, Will Davies, we can perhaps develop a fuller understanding of what is 

at stake in the politics of gender in these current right-wing scenarios. 

Neoliberalism has now transmuted into forms of authoritarian populism directly 

linked to the rise of the far right.32 It is also clear that neoliberal rationality can be 

re-scripted so that it is more compatible with the rise of ethnic neonationalisms. 

It is just a matter of mutating to embrace - for example - nation-branding, anti-

multiculturalism, scepticism about supra-national organisations and the disparaging 

of international law. There has been an undermining of human rights discourse, and 

of the value of institutions such as the ECHR and the ICC. The failed promises of 

the neoliberal times, and the economic crises that impacted on ‘ordinary people’, 

have resulted in a ramping up of the authoritarian underpinnings which were so 

disguised during the New Labour years of prosperity euphoria. 

The ‘top girls’ phenomenon, discussed at the start of this article, encouraged 

forms of competition and optimisation of human capital, the production of life, 

vitality (as ‘resilience’ and wellbeing) and wealth creation through ‘contraceptive 

employment’ and social reproduction (marriage and planned parenthood).33 But 

these biopolitical programmes fell by the wayside in the years following the financial 

crisis. Life planning and the spreadsheet mentality of self-responsibilisation for 
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young women lost their meaning. This disenchantment feeds into the process 

- described by Foucault and updated by Will Davies - whereby a population 

becomes part of a populist upsurge based in resentment and anger.34 A field of 

visible ‘counter-conduct’ activity can pull to the right as well as to the left. There 

is disruption and social disorder, protests and campaigns. This is not to suggest 

that young women en masse are necessarily drawn to populist politics, more that 

the feminist wave and mobilisations - for example against sexual violence - point 

to a disaffected population of women and a political consciousness now alienated 

from ‘progressive’ neoliberal capitalism. Without subscribing to an economic 

determinism, it is nevertheless possible to factor women’s political anger into the 

current ideological battles and culture wars fought over the politics of gender. 

If women are so visibly politicised as a seemingly irreversible force for ‘popular 

feminism’, it is no wonder that the right-wing devotes new time and energy into 

appropriating some of this energy and channelling it to its own agenda, with the 

requisite funds always available (examples here include anti-trans gender wars, and 

the ‘dangers’ to women and girls posed by male migrants). 

Will Davies argues that in this wider context the politics of sovereignty re-

emerges with an unapologetic show of ‘raw power’.35 Sovereign power exerts itself 

over territory and borders; it implements a fatal move away from the ‘production 

of life’ to the ‘permission to kill’. These two forms of modern power can co-exist, 

but, with one gradually coming to eclipse, the other, sovereign power, is now in the 

ascendant. If there is a loss of trust in the neoliberal programme, the state begins 

to adopt more authoritarian measures, and there is an intensification of the various 

ideological messages across the popular media. The permission to kill ethos, even 

if we interpret it metaphorically, replaces the biopolitical project. There is no longer 

the invitation to self-optimise: it has become increasingly impossible to plan a life 

that includes home ownership, motherhood, parenthood and a stable income. The 

ruptures produced by the realisation of this, and the exhaustion of consent to the 

neoliberal regime, provokes the reactionary turn. I interpret ‘permission to kill’ here 

in relation to the relentless dismantling of social provision and the consequences 

this has, especially, for working-class, black and ethnic minority and lower middle-

class women (a sizable cohort). Davies refers to the lowering of age in current UK 

mortality rates as a sign of the poor health of the nation. But there are also more 

specific vectors - maternity death rates for example, especially among women of 

colour; and, as the NHS is starved of funds, more cases of unnecessary neonatal 
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deaths are reported. The abandonment of youth provisions has real consequences 

for the family lives of poor, often female-headed households, where the mother 

might be holding down two or even three part-time jobs. The reliance of swathes 

of now middle-aged and elderly women across the country on the minimum wage 

is an under-reported feature of the late neoliberal work society. One question, then, 

is which female demographic is attracted by the far-right social-media podcasters 

and demagogues who champion the anti-woke agenda? Do these addresses work 

as subjectivising powers? Do they create reactionary anti-feminisms and twisted 

(‘doppelganger’) versions of pro-woman sentiment, as in the pink banner protests 

led by white women against migrant asylum seekers in the UK summer 2025?36 

Permission to kill can also be understood as part of a shift to a more violence-

inducing, violent-tolerant and conflict-driven society in the UK. 

Conclusions: notes on fascist mediatisation 

The times of now are strewn with signs and symptoms of impending fascism, 

running from the seemingly jocular asides overheard at parties for ‘tech bros’, to 

more fully fledged actions like the ICE deportations currently underway in the 

US, or Trump’s sacking of the head of US national statistics when displeased by 

the publication of unwelcome statistics.37 Given the existence of these proto-fascist 

currents in so many different corners of everyday life, many of which appear to 

be generated and sustained by online communities and far right podcasters and 

conspiracy theorists, a key question from a feminist cultural studies perspective is 

how we understand women’s participation in these neofascistic movements and 

communities, and how women are positioned within the new fascist imaginaries. 

These are big questions that I can only flag up here, and of course there have 

already been many important contributions to this discussion.38 Rey Chow’s work is 

interesting in this regard.39 The question is familiar: what drew the masses to fascism 

in Germany; how did the populist mentality emerge? Challenging the Freudian 

concepts of projection and introjection, and the idea of fixing on and expelling 

by means of projection uncomfortable or disturbing aspects of ourselves, Chow 

discards explanations based on the dichotomy between inner (repressed violence) 

and outer worlds (fear and hatred), and instead focuses on the powerful ideological 

addresses of the Nazis by means of their ‘technological idealism’. There is a flattening 

or surfacing process where inner and outer realms merge and are ‘mediatized’. The 
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uses of film by the Nazis in Germany prompts her to argue that the people did 

not so much recognise themselves through film but as film and as spectacle. This 

reiterates thinking that was prevalent in the 1980s - that fascist politics were not just 

a matter of working-class false consciousness, misidentification and ressentiment, in 

a context of economic crisis; they were better understood in terms of the powerful 

ideological processes of interpellation and subjectivisation that Ernesto Laclau 

understood as key to the development of populist movements.40 

In effect the word ‘propaganda’ was a misnomer.41 With the new widely available 

media technologies, especially radio, the Nazis were able to disarticulate class 

interests and working-class solidarity and re-attach those kinds of expressions to 

the ideals of nation and unity. Radio could extend and amplify already existing 

vernacular rituals and traditions such as local festivals. By mixing old with new 

forms of visual and audio media, the Nazi Party found a formula for appealing to 

those ‘ordinary people’. Drawing on the work of Thomas Elsaesser, Chow notes how 

in the 1970s the film-maker Fassbinder explored the theme of fascist sensibility 

through the idea of exhibitionism. Some of Fassbinder’s key working-class characters 

appeared to find themselves as spectacle, echoing the ‘mass spectacularisation’ 

that the Nazi machinery was able to utilise especially in their favoured cinematic 

genres. The mastery of technology permitted mass nationalist interpellation through 

mediatisation. The large-screen media of cinema was able to mobilise the intensity of 

feelings of love and surrender to the leader through iterations of family, nation and 

Aryan purity. 

Chow refers to the power of the ‘blown-up’ image as a cognitive mechanism of 

the technological age. Can we adopt these ideas of ‘blow-up’ and ‘exhibitionism’ 

to finally reflect on the astonishing powers of social media, which has created 

a mediatised world, where personal exhibitionism is a normative feature of 

everyday life, where mass spectacularisation allows the ordinary man or woman 

to host their own TV channel and broadcast to the world? People do indeed 

now know themselves as spectacle. They know themselves in terms of their 

followers, they are, de facto, their media profile. If, as Will Davies argues, the crisis 

of neoliberalism sees a population become ‘a people’ and thus ripe for populist 

mobilisation, the opportunity for the far right is self-evident. Steve Bannon, the 

right-wing Gramscian, might well be the person who, more than a decade ago, 

saw that the ‘ordinary woman or man’ who becomes an influencer or podcaster in 
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the service of the far right is a potent tool in the new ‘culture wars’. There is the 

almost guaranteed effect of exhibitionism and self-spectacularisation. Herein lies 

the potency of the tradwife phenomenon. 

Stuart Hall has encouraged us to address the long duration of the great moving 

right show and to emphasise the role of culture, media and the vernacular features of 

everyday life in the recent consolidation of right-wing value frames in contemporary 

British society. It has been my aim here to point to the place of young women in the 

unfolding of neoliberalism’s rationality as meritocratic opportunity. Forced to reckon 

with the limits of this opportunity when the illusion of female success implodes 

and shows itself to be unsustainable, we see not only an intensification of social 

media-led misogyny, but also the production of new cultures of aggression and racial 

hostility, as in the tradwife imaginary. Alongside this, the embedded anti-welfare 

agenda, as the leading driver for the dismantling of social democracy in the UK, has 

had particular implications for women. 

Let me conclude with some pointers that might suggest a possible counter-move 

away from these fascist futures. First, the tradwife phenomenon could reveal itself 

as a male fantasy fanned by the anti-feminist enthusiasms of, for example, Steve 

Bannon and J.D. Vance. As a political address to women its reach will be limited, 

given the racialised exclusions as well as economic harm intended by its logic, not 

to mention the sexual danger to women who adopt this back-to-the-home agenda, 

and whose loyalty to the male breadwinner would proscribe any discussion about 

domestic violence or issues of coercive control. Indeed, in the prevailing lexicon 

of common-sense, it fails dramatically. The tradwife is an anti-common sense 

formation. The isolation and meaninglessness of repetitive chores in the home 

quickly rises up as a counter to short-lived fantasies of escaping the world of paid 

labour. The idea of having several children remains unappealing to women across 

the world, as global demographics show. The white supremacy of the tradwife 

phenomenon will be rejected by women of colour and their allies, along with the 

pro-natalism of the so-called Great Replacement agenda. This does not detract from 

its pernicious presence as part of the everyday fare of popular culture. 

The second factor that would impede the move to the far right is the staying 

power and longevity effect of solidaristic and intersectional feminisms. The resolve 

needed to sustain political struggle across so many antagonistic forces is considerable 

but not impossible. We cannot underestimate the powers of the right to intensify 
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and accelerate its aim of defeating or deflecting and re-defining feminism and its 

resort to political violence. The Pink Ladies’ anti-migrant protests are testimony to 

successes of populist mobilisation. Gender is clearly being mobilised as a multi-

purpose vector of change, but this is not uncontested, either in left-feminist political 

culture or in civil society. 

There is, finally, a third factor for challenging the cultural hegemony of the right, 

which is the renewal of a representational feminist politics. This can take many forms, 

but one traditional connection that needs to be remade is between feminist theorists 

and women who might be considered part of the so-called ‘left behind’ populations. 

It is surely more apposite to talk again about black and white working-class women 

who have been pushed downwards as part of the polarisation effect of neoliberal 

capitalism and its persistent and pan-geographical low-wage economy. What avenues 

might there be for feminist academics to revive the tradition of popular adult 

education and open pedagogy, free at the point of delivery and directed in various 

formats for the different sectors of this population? This would be in line with the 

earliest informal teaching activities undertaken by Stuart Hall. In times of political 

violence this might also be a way of evading the left tendency to despair, a way of 

overcoming the sense of nihilism in which this proto-fascist present seeks to envelop 

us. Popular pedagogy can also be something of a counter to the social media effect, 

and a way of dislodging the idea that this is how it is going to be, from now on.42 

Angela McRobbie is Emeritus Professor at Goldsmiths University of London, an 

Associate Editor at Soundings and Chair of the Stuart Hall Foundation.
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