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Advance Praise for Femmephilia

“I read everything Sophie Lewis writes. She is one of our preeminent feminist voices and a clear, considered voice in the many contemporary debates on gender. Femmephilia is a brilliant collection of her razor sharp essays. From Andrea Dworkin to Shulamith Firestone and back again, she defangs and considers both her enemies and allies.”

—Grace Byron, author of Herculine

“Femmephilia is a joyride. Erudite and incisive, scathing and liberatory, Sophie Lewis’s essays race from pop culture to mythology to feminist theory, literary criticism to political troublemaking to countercultural dreaming, all with a contagious sense of glee. With raucous humor, breathtaking analysis, and a rigorous sense of accountability, these essays destroy convention to instigate freedom.”

—Mattilda Bernstein Sycamore, author of Terry Dactyl

“Sophie Lewis’s Femmephilia is a bouquet of tender, un-shakeable political odes to the femme, be she a transsexual mermaid, a militant housewife, or Hollywood’s irreducible bimbo-par-excellence, Miss Marilyn Monroe. In an era of escalating antifeminist backlash, Lewis refuses the second-wave-revivalist slouch of ‘feminist machismo’ that is lately common, and cherishes, instead, girlhood and softness, trans and high femme artifice, radical redefinitions of hetero-optimism, and the prioritization of mothering and other indispensable ‘rediffusions’ of care labor. It’s high time, Femmephilia demands, that the girls be given our flowers.”

—Jamie Hood, author of Trauma Plot: A Life

“Sophie Lewis’s love letters to the femmes at the heart of femme-inism are fun, sad, erudite, full of longing and urgency. Whether she is reminding us of Marilyn Monroe’s intellect, rewriting the story of Daphne, transing mermaids, cruising utopia with Monique Wittig, or writing about octopus sex, she is funny, irreverent, and sharp as newly manicured nails. This is the right moment for a book of essays on the pleasures, the potential, and the awesome power of femininity.”

—Jack Halberstam, author of Anarchitecture After Everything

“Femmephilia collects seventeen of Sophie Lewis’s essays, drenched in excessive, decorative, provocative, seductive prose, devoted to expansive communist femme-inism, founded in the distinction between insurrectionist femmeness and supposedly natural, normative femininity. The essays are a gorgeous, enthralling, essential addition to our collective intellectual, political, and aesthetic wardrobe.”

—Lisa Duggan, author of Mean Girl: Ayn Rand and the Culture of Greed

“Femmephilia—in the grand tradition of Joan Nestle, Amber Hollibaugh, Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha, Raechel Anne Jolie, and Tourmaline—is a sublimely rendered paean to the sparkly, bold lip—wearing, gender mercurial, world-breaking, world-making, radical multitudinousness of femme. Brilliantly warping and weaving personal reflection and cultural criticism, each essay in Lewis’s florilegium dazzles with its deconstruction of the mechanisms and machinations of femmephobia, while making a powerful case for us all to be femmephiles (and, bear with me, unabashed ‘octophiles’).”

—Lucie Fielding, therapist, sex educator, and author of Trans Sex: Nurturing Trans Erotic Embodiment and Gender-Pleasure

“What better time than an emergency to join Sophie Lewis in ‘squinting at’ and struggling for the femmunist horizon. In that lush future, we’ll work little and care often. The disrespectable, the soft, the creaturely—all are welcome.”

—Heather Berg, author of Porn Work: Sex, Labor, and Late Capitalism

“I can’t think of another writer who has done more to make my world bigger, my commitments stronger, and my heart bolder. This incredible collection confirms Lewis as a vital thinker for our time—generative, generous, witty, and stylish.”

—Keiran Goddard, author of I See Buildings Fall Like Lightning

“There is no one like Sophie Lewis. Every essay is a surprise, each one takes a risk. This book is a bold adventure in feminism that offers an antidote to moral austerity, showing us utopian horizons of a femmeness beyond femininity and inviting us into a world where there is abundance for everyone.”

—Katrina Forrester, author of In the Shadow of Justice: Postwar Liberalism and the Remaking of Political Philosophy

“In the lush and provocative Femmephilia, Sophie Lewis approaches femmeness as a sexuality. By this I mean they ask what would happen if we prioritized pleasure, sex, and care over work, productivity, and capitalism. Drawing on an eclectic archive of femmes and femme positions, Lewis illuminates the hidden structures of femmephobia while offering glimpses into what living in femmeness—regardless of gender!—might look like. For Lewis, it is the femme embrace of excess that offers a way through the muck of the world. And there, most delightfully, we find desire, wetness, and fucking.”

—Amber Jamilla Musser, author of Between Shadows and Noise: Sensation, Situatedness, and the Undisciplined
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A Note on Permissions

Versions of thirteen of these essays have been published previously. A shorter version of “She Gave Herself Freely” originally appeared as “Some Like It Hot” in Harper’s (November 2022).

“The Limits of the Bitch” was originally published as “A Woman Is a Woman?” in The Baffler, no. 62 (March 2022).

“Can the Sireniform Speak?” first appeared in The Drift, issue 11 (November 2023). “The Queen of Sparta’s Vagina” was originally published in Allegory of the Painted Woman, edited by Alexis Blake and Sofia Dati (Archive Books, 2026).

“Femmes Across the Acheron” was originally published as the introduction to Across the Acheron by Monique Wittig in the 2025 reissue of that novel from Winter Editions; an edited version also appeared online at e-flux (November 2025).

A version of “Feminist Misogyny” was published as “The UK’s Anti-Trans Ruling Is a Defeat for All Women” in The Nation (April 23, 2025).

“Battlefield Ecstasies” appeared in The Point, issue 32 (May 2024).

“That Will Not Be a Problem” revises and expands material from “Shulamith Firestone Wanted to Abolish Nature,” published in The Nation (July/August 2021), and “Low-Tech Grassroots Ectogenesis,” published at Brand-New-Life (April 2, 2021).

“On Maintenance and Momfluence” likewise draws on earlier versions published as “The Good-Enough Momfluencer” in The Baffler (July 18, 2023) and “I’ll Do the Dishes” in the London Review of Books 45, no. 9 (May 4, 2023).

“Hetero-Optimism, Where Are You?” combines material from “A Pox on Both Your Fatalisms: On 4B and Heteropessimism,” published in Erotic Review, issue 3 (Summer 2025), and “Collective Turn-Off,” published in Mal, no. 5 (July 2020).

A shorter version of “My Octopus Girlfriend” appeared in n+1, issue 39 (Winter 2021). “Mothercorn” was previously published under the title “What Makes Acid Communist Poiesis?” in Esoteric Inhumanisms, edited by Nathan Snaza et al. (Duke University Press, 2026).

“Vampire Mothering” extends a review entitled “A Portrait of Cis-Trans Solidarity,” originally published in The Nation (May 20, 2021).

Finally, “Consider the Lobster” appeared as “Mothering Against Motherhood” in Feminist Theory 24, no. 1 (2021): 65—68, and in zine format at Haters Café; an earlier version was published as “Mothering Against the World” in Salvage, issue 8 (September 2020).


1

Against Nature

When certain feminists first turned against girly things, it was a giant error in Western women’s liberation history. In its joy-oriented solicitousness and relational self-pleasuring, femininity is the domain not only of oppression and stricture but of most of the things that make life worth living, including not only the subsistence of bodies, but also gratuitousness and excess. Although there is conservation and conservatism at stake in many femininities—care, after all, is often counterrevolutionary—there can be no radical change for the good on this earth if the germ of the femme is not at our movements’ core.

To be sure, many of the Western feminist movement’s analyses of the manners, mores, and aesthetics of female subordination—coded under patriarchal class societies as feminine—were frequently on target. When, for example, bourgeois respectability, white beauty, service, hairlessness, modesty, and hetero-sexiness are compelled from feminized people, when we disproportionately are evaluated as people on the basis of our niceness, and when we are unjustly enjoined toward selflessness, then feminine comportment would seem, straightforwardly, to suck. When the privilege of crafting, mending, pleasing, or comforting human beings is gendered, the privilege appears like a burden and a curse.

But the task, if we meet with unfreedom in this domain, is to destroy the unfreedom—not the eros. A feminism that denigrates caretaking is, quite simply, a feminism against itself.

Femininity is weaponized as a racial instrument of labor discipline, shoring up class divisions at the same time as it enshrines aspirational cissexuality, whiteness, and human “value” on the so-called “sexual marketplace” among the waged and the wageless alike. As the sex-worker liberationists of the international 1970s Wages for Housework committee discovered by “counter-planning from the kitchen,” even a potentially revolutionary virtue, such as love, becomes a cage when it is commodified, exacted, extracted, racialized, and gendered.1 But, they insisted, giving up on femininity altogether and abandoning the struggle to actualize a femininity for us and by us would be akin to giving up on love. The revolutionary horizon of these love-utopians was therefore not, as a 1975 pamphlet clarified, wages for housework per se, but actually “wages against housework”—and even more importantly, housework against wages.2

What did these housewife-identified militants mean by this? They wanted to deploy the demand for a wage in a feminist war on capitalist gender—the social factory, as they called it—as part of a world-shattering strategy that necessarily also entailed mobilizing the power of housework for all people, against the wage-relation on a planetary scale. This meant, to them, that all the tasks we currently know as housework— even cleaning bathrooms—would be inherently transformed, conceivably even pleasant, if they were collectively shouldered and placed at the center of society, rather than understood as auxiliary. “We want to call work what is work,” wrote Wages for Housework co-founder Silvia Federici, “so that eventually we might rediscover what is love and create what will be our sexuality, which we have never known.”3 Femininity, for organizers in Wages for Housework subgroups Wages Due Lesbians and Black Women for Wages for Housework, such as Wilmette Brown and Ruth Hall, was best understood as work that women can collectively withhold or refuse in tactical ways in order that we might, one day, return to it under conditions of postwork, post-patriarchal freedom.4 What, after all, could be more important than wresting the valorous labors of people-making and people-pleasing away from the deadening maw of capital?

Bottom line: the ruling classes cannot be allowed to continue stealing the labor that makes human life. Housework cannot, in other words, be work. It must and shall be free, and in order to transform it into a terrain of freedom, we can’t only refuse it. Sure, we might withdraw it en masse along the way, not least in order to make its power felt. But we must never confuse that which is caught for that which is doing the catching. In their book Trans Femme Futures (2024), the communists Nat Raha and Mijke van der Drift show us the way to distinguish. “We didn’t want to give up care,” they write, “even though care showed itself first as servitude.”5 The housework-abolitionist’s issue was, and remains, not with femininity but with femininity’s abuse.
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Conversely, for other second-wavers femininity simply and inherently denoted a shackle or a disease. Tittering, toadying, slavish, sold-out, brainwashed, pathetic, disgusting, mutilated, embarrassing, garish: the tirades of counterrevolutionary second-wave feminists against “unliberated” womanhoods were frequently both shamefully violent and (seemingly) violently ashamed. Betty Friedan saw the woman who internalized “the feminine ideal” as “an anonymous biological robot in a docile mass.”6 Famously, the future Sisterhood Is Powerful editor Robin Morgan issued a press release in 1968 denouncing “the Mindless-Boob-Girlie Syndrome” and calling for a bonfire of “woman-garbage” such as “bras, girdles, curlers, false eyelashes, wigs.”7 Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch was likewise one long, phobic slam on the eponymous castrate women, “feminine parasites,” she saw all around her.8 Later, Andrea Dworkin howled her contempt for “dykettes” and “leatherettes,” by which she meant sex-radical, kink-positive lesbian femmes committed to sex-worker liberation.9 Sheila Jeffreys, a major player in the feminist push to criminalize sex work and transness, has devoted whole books to the “poor sense of self” of lesbians who wear high heels.10

Granted, these tracts would often announce themselves as motivated by pity, compassion, and solidarity rather than by hate. The celebrity anti-rape writer Susan Brownmiller pointedly reassured her readers, in her book Femininity (1984), that she herself hadn’t yet fully risen above the abject, dishonorable multitude of females who wear skirts and perform a “fluttery wave goodbye.”11 Even so, Brownmiller reaffirmed the central (white) cultural-feminist tenet that femininity is the central enemy of women’s lib. The pioneering American ecofeminist theologian Mary Daly cemented the tone of decades of transmisogynistic “radfem” antifemininity to come in books like Pure Lust and Gyn/Ecology that overflowed with disgust at “fembots” and “ladies.” Femininity is defined here as “acceptance of one’s touchable essence,” meaning—for Daly—masochism, death, and sloth.

Antifemininity feminism, with its aversion to gratuitous, unserious gender, is far from a relic of a bygone era. It thrives in the twenty-first century, just like antifemininity generally. Mainstream media op-eds and keynote lectures by cultural feminists still routinely express repulsion vis-à-vis what the British columnist Victoria Smith calls “markers of female submissiveness” such as breast implants, make-up, the sex industry, and sports lingerie.12 Catharine MacKinnon, the powerhouse lawyer of US “dominance feminism”—a branch of feminism that locates gender oppression’s wellspring in heterosexual intercourse—persists in proclaiming femininity to be nothing more, and nothing other, than women’s acquiescence to their violent sexualization by men.13 In 2009, the far-right philosopher Nina Power wrote—as a then still ostensibly socialist feminist—that “contemporary breasts resemble nothing so much as bourgeois pets: idiotic, toothless, yapping dogs with ribbons in their hair.”14

More recently, avowed radical feminists, such as Kathleen Stock in the UK, have vied to outdo one another in denigrating the former OnlyFans™ star entrepreneur and record-beating sexual laborer Bonnie Blue, calling her a “meat puppet” sociopathically devoid of shame, an apocalyptic embodiment of capitalism’s “endpoint,” a “disgusting” and antifeminist stain on humanity, and so on.15 The Guardian US columnist Moira Donegan (a self-described follower of Andrea Dworkin) bewailed the 2025 Blue Origin™ trip into space taken by pop star Katy Perry and five other women, not for destroying the planet’s resources or belonging to a private enterprise owned by the digital genocidaire Jeff Bezos, but for espousing “a childlike, girlish silliness that insults women by cavalierly linking their gender with superficiality, vanity and unseriousness” (or . . . putting “the ass in astronaut,” as Perry put it wittily).16

All the above exemplifies what I think of as feminist machismo. There is nothing insulting about being compared to children, or girls; nor do silly, vain, superficial, and playful affects, asses, gamely proffered holes, or sluts, deserve any of this abjection. Furthermore, repugnance in the face of monetized sex is not liberatory; it is, in fact, misogynist. While the sex industry should indeed be abolished along with all other sites of capitalism, this is not because sex in particular must never be work; it is because all work is degrading. There are plenty of difficult specifics about doing commodified sexual labor in our world; especially when it is criminalized, stigmatized, and pushed underground, but also on its own terms. Feminists who exceptionalize prostitution in their anticommodification worldviews, however—for instance, “sex should never be for sale,” an idealism oddly impervious to the fact that it practically never hasn’t been—may think they are defending “natural” female dignity, but they are merely shoring up anti-femme morality, that is, the wife—whore hierarchy.

Make no mistake: macho feminists’ individual targets are sometimes richly deserving of feminist, race-critical, and/or anticapitalist criticism. Just not for the respectability-related reasons that animate the feminists in question. From the enduring gender pay gap within labor markets to the unwaged housework gap in nuclear households, the near-ubiquitous capture, coercion, and control of femininity is a scandal. At the more granular level, too, there is much to criticize about the cosmetics industry’s role in the antiblack eugenicism of feminine beauty standards, for instance; or the poor labor conditions plaguing feminized industries, from retail and hospitality to sex work and pornographic content creation. I have massive beef with the right-leaning capitalists Katy Perry and Bonnie Blue. I will happily sit and issue critiques of specific uses of femininity qua nationalism or accumulation strategy all day long, based on politicians’ sales pitches, reading the news, or following developments in Hollywood and the arts.

Femininity itself, however, overflows the dams and pipes laid out for it by the Man. It is impossible for “him” to divert it completely. It is more than man-made.
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This brings us to the relationship between the feminine and the femme, a racial and classed delineation that has been richly theorized by left thinkers for decades, including Kara Keeling, Treva Ellison, Omise’eke Natasha Tinsley, and Rhea Hoskin.17 Legions of femme elders, largely those active in poetry, Black liberation movements, indigenous organizing, queer mutual aid, sex-worker campaigns, disability activism, and/or survivor-led anti-violence work, have proffered definitions of femme that hinge on the politicization of so-called “nature” and the rerouting of the “given” in pursuit of relational abundance. Thus, feminine/femme is the difference between (for Tinsley) pink and “negress pynk,” between (for Ellison) work and “werqing it,” or between (as I extrapolate) motherhood and mothering.18 In their landmark “Fem(me) inist Manifesto” of 1996, the sex-radicals Lisa Duggan and Kathleen McHugh express this distinction like this: the femmes, together, repudiate “the fate of Girl-By-Nature” in favor of the open field “Girl-By-Choice.”19

Femmes say: We don’t necessarily know what a femininity without reference to masculinity might be, but it is we, femmes of all lands, future-bound lumpenproletarian scientists, who are going to find out. “Realness,” as the mainstream popularization of drag races has made known, is a science native to Black and brown ballroom voguers and queens at the bleeding edge between labor and play: “werq.” But even for those who proceed in this futurism as traitors to whiteness from within, femme is a matter of making it by faking it. “I’d prefer to look a little fake,” writes Eileen G’Sell in Lipstick (2026)— her call to “turn classical femininity on its classist head” for a femme-friendly future—”It feels a lot more honest.”20 Pig-mented wax really can breed honesty, as G’Sell suggests, in the sense of sensuous wisdom—perhaps especially in those of us harboring lingering attachments to whiteness and bourgeois ideas about naturalness. But of course everyone on earth can avail themselves of this education-cum-pleasure from time to time and, honestly, perhaps should. “A new shade of lipstick,” G’Sell writes, “openly affirms that ‘this face, too, is temporary,’ just as it declares that ‘this person’s story is still being written.’”

Femmes are cyborg code-tinkerers and identity-composters, attuned to the pleasures of fetish and seduction, as much as to the death, or dying, that is part of living. They are propagandizing the commune-ism of living big, dying well, and making things look and feel like love. I am reaching mentally here for the spirits of Marsha Johnson, Madeline Davis, Carol Leigh, Sylvia Rivera, Minnie Bruce Pratt, and Amber Hollibaugh, who all, in various ways, understood the wayward potency of “extravagance, ornament, and shine” (in Saidiya Hartman’s phrase). I’m thinking, too, of Tourmaline, Juliana Huxtable, and Miss Major.21 Of Lorelei Lee, Raechel Anne Jolie, Lucie Fielding, and Moses Moon (aka thot-scholar).22 If femininity conceals itself as a noun, these philosopher-militants suggest, femme reveals itself as a verb, dialectically. Here is a force that brings capital’s false antinomies of whoredom v. wifehood, feminism v. care, faggotry v. parenting, crashing down. Which means I am also thinking of the men man enough to do femme exquisitely.

Wielded by diverse groups racially relegated to the outside of cis womanhood, the world-birthing, abolitionist affordances of Black femmeness have existed for centuries, “in subaltern and fugitive form,” argues the feminist researcher Ashley Coleman Taylor.23 In this view, while the word “femme” itself may only be several decades old, it nonetheless describes unsanctioned and illegal citations of womanhood by enslaved and sex-working populations over a much longer period. Hence, the queer-of-color critic Amber Musser theorizes its force in terms of a mimetic (imitational, citational) anti-whiteness, and Raha and van der Drift gloss it simply as “politicized trans and queer femininity”—the glitchy “turn around” of the norm.24 Femininity, these feminists contend, has often been used against nonwhite female people not as a cage but as an excluding wall. But the femme-feminine dialectic throws open a world of antiracist, abolitionist, and queer-of-color feminisms. If, in other words, femme is dispossessed femininity, what defines it is its immanent freight of freedom; its refusal to be repossessed, made proper, or institutionalized.

In the seditious undertaking of caring aggressively for the “wrong” things in aid of a “wrong” future, the very invisibility of femmeness—for instance, when it passes for femininity, despite its queerly artificing self-consciousness, in the eyes of those who don’t know how to see it—can become part of what is weaponized. “The invisible,” speculates Musser in her femmeness-of-color manifesto Sensual Excess, “is what holds the universe together and what provides the conditions of possibility for being.”25 Opacity is a strength. It doesn’t necessarily matter who knows it: femmes have already more or less inherited the earth.

[image: image]

But let’s back up for a moment to remember the word’s origins. The historical consensus is that “femme” or “fem” came to us from the 1950s working-class lesbian scenes and speakeasies in Chicago, Los Angeles, and New York. There, it named the homosexual women who demurred from androgyny mostly in one direction (glamor) rather than the other (studliness). Refusing to desexualize themselves, femmes declined to make their lust for butch sisters look discreet. Indeed, “one of the significant things that femme-butch couples do,” as the proto-Afrofuturist Jewelle Gomez wrote, “is remind everyone that lesbians are having sex.”26 As such, femmeness denoted sexually appetitive queer femininity, especially in nonwhite US milieus. (Gomez continues: “I grew up in a lower working-class, colored community where butches and femmes were an ordinary expression of sexual identity.”)

Not only Gomez but many American femmes of color who came of age in the mid-twentieth century—and many working-class lesbians generally—felt deeply confused by the controversy that erupted in the late 1970s within the women’s movement around butch/femme aesthetics. This was the time when cultural feminists like Dworkin, Morgan, Daly, and Brownmiller began villainizing both butch and femme identities (but mainly femme ones) as male-serving, unfeminist, and debased. It was when self-described “women against pornography” denounced sapphic leather scenes as degenerate, pedophilia-enabling, and fascist, while butch/femme romance literature was censored by lesbian feminist presses, among other lowlights in the feminist “sex wars.”27 Recognizing no distinction between femme and femininity, and no redeemable potential in the latter, the anti-kink consensus among middle-class “political lesbians” rounded on lipstick-wearing “dykettes” like Gomez with astonishing venom. Lipstick, you see, signaled rank obeisance to men. So did trafficking in the “male” concepts of topping and bottoming.

It should be growing apparent, at this point, that antifem-ininity and femmephobia are substantially the same thing— even as femininity and femmeness are not. The capitalist value-circuit that manifests socially as condescension toward the color pink does not, in itself, discriminate much between the fascist lady’s bubblegum-hued submachine gun and the Street Transvestite Action Revolutionary’s fuchsia off-the-shoulder dress. But from our vantage, the relation between femininity and femmeness should be understood as part of the relation between capitalist housework and communized love. Our wager? That, by inhabiting the space of womanhood or the kitchen politically—by occupying it way too much, the most—we help to turn the whole system inside out.

This assumes that there is a blessed kernel inside the social construct “Woman” that deserves to be lifted up and actualized, even as the rest is destroyed and transformed. And that, incidentally, is what abolition means, in the strict sense of positive supersession. To borrow from Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha’s Femme Shark Manifesto, “WE’RE GIRLS BLOWN UP, TURNED INSIDE OUT AND REMIXED.”28

Femininity promises destiny, as though imagining a temporarily embarrassed Natural Woman latent in every girl, like the millionaire proverbially lurking inside every American. Femme, on the other hand, embodies gender’s lumpen-proletarian class-consciousness and bespeaks the cyborgian hustle of the gender-dispossessed. Another way of saying this is that femininity is to femme as “Nature” is to “naturecul-ture”—Donna Haraway’s term for the techno-animalistic mixed-up-ness of our bodies’ history-saturated, “cyborg” composition.29 The defining characteristic of the feminine is self-invisibilization, since it is passed off as natural, as non-work, but the hallmarks of the femme are self-conscious labor, historicity, non-innocence, and unashamed artifice.

In villainizing the power and pleasure of the womanish tout court, cultural feminists threw out the bubblebath and the baby. But, at the same time, unfortunately, some practitioners of butch-femme lesbianism (feeling understandably defensive) grew increasingly insistent that the term femme belongs exclusively to lesbians and cannot be ascribed to other queer femininities. It’s a sad circumstance, but, ultimately, the politics of this gatekeeping gesture are as dubious as the appeal to history associated with it. The word has had a subterranean history of designating a diffuse, more-than-lesbian web of antipatriarchal modes of life ever since it was coined.30 “Femme” and “fem” pointed to a viral desire far in excess of gender or sexual identity. Across all kinds of milieus, the ranks of those dubbed femme have comprised bisexual non-butch women, “effeminate” men, drag queens, street queens, trans girls (even if they date men), and hookers of all orientations. Not all feminine women are femmes. And not all femmes, by any means, are women.

There are certainly risks attendant on welcoming the concept’s applicability to a wider range of queer femininities than the one found in specifically butch/femme female homosexuality. Rightly, the writer, theorist, and leatherdyke Cosima Bee Concordia rails against the “nebulous” way that “femme” is nowadays sometimes used as “a queered replacement for essentialist ‘divine feminine’ shit”—a usage that amounts, in her opinion, to little more than “women lite,” encrypting an unwoman-ing of trans women.31 Nonetheless, the expanded category is too important to revolutionary thought, and to the communization of care in particular, to be relegated to the narrower description of gay women’s choice of sex-object.

Femmunism, to borrow McKenzie Wark’s coinage, is a communism, precisely because it beckons and tends to the beautiful deliciousness (a necessarily vulnerable valence) in every person.32 It goes hand-in-hand with the honor amongst rioting shirkers, uppity pornworkers, modern-day pétroleuses, and decolonial thieves that Heather Berg calls “hooker com-munism”—the anticapitalism of “lumpens.”33 For this reason it could not, I think, be trans-exclusionary if it tried, because insofar as cisness is the naturalization of assigned sex, femme is its whorish antithesis. Femme secretes a labor politics, because it amounts to knowing who—namely, workers, not nature, nor self-valorizing value—really makes the world. It’s an anti-ableism in that it’s inherently incompatible with organicism, austerity, repro-normality, productivity, and “sloth.” And (on this point) just because Mary Daly is my enemy doesn’t mean she is wrong: femme-inism does in fact preach “acceptance of one’s touchable essence.”

Femme is indispensable to anticapitalism because it tilts our collective horizon away from anti-utopian compromise and toward what makes life worth living: roses with our bread, and hormones too.34 Our minimum demand, as Judy Thorne conjures it, must be for “abundances of care and pleasure that preposterously overshoot what would have been necessary to merely reproduce labor power.”35 Of course it cannot and shall not be women’s work alone to generate the abundance we all deserve. Women may have to, paradoxically, withdraw and strike from this labor to further the urgent cause of ungendering and generalizing it. Everyone will have to get involved. Yet, it is an error to deny that, for historical reasons, care communization is a girly matter; a womanish, femme-flavored cause. That impulse reflects nothing, ultimately, but a capitulation to the culture’s simultaneous trivialization and senti-mentalization of the feminine. Forcing a hollow androgyny upon the issue of care is unlikely to convince or recruit anybody. Besides, as theorist Emma Heaney writes, “For people to assert femininity for its own aesthetic and social possibilities, not for the small compensation of gender-normative, which is to say racial and class, benefit, is to militate against cisness.”36

The femme-inism I espouse upholds a femininity both “for itself” and necessarily geared toward solidarity with other feminized people, whatever their expressive affinity. The erotic appreciation of female masculinity is part of that. But so is the honoring of other forms of disalienated gender pleasure, communally luxurious unproductivity, and ornamental excess that are currently understood as “girly,” frivolous, and potentially detrimental to both “right reproduction” and the economy. Instead of drawing the borders of femme with reference to butchphilia, then, I propose we delimit it in terms of an anti-macho orientation of affinity-based love for women (be they butch or not) in the broadest sense. This is a matter of systemic urgency, although too few revolutionaries seem to know it. Frustratingly, it has been “also in communist traditions,” as Heaney charges, that “the horizon of women’s freedom is dogged by a silly attachment to the cisness of the bourgeoisie, the mode of expression of which is an allergy to girl stuff, stemming from a chump’s acquiescence to capital’s ruse that dignified work is the production of surplus value.”37 There is no labor on earth more worthwhile, in reality, than painting the town red, wiping a tear away, kissing it better, or slipping someone a pill.
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It is apt at this juncture to acknowledge the salience in most queer communities today of the ethos-cum-orientation, or preference-cum-commitment, known as “femme for femme” (or “femme4femme”), often overlapping with “t4t” (trans for trans).38 I happen to hold both t4t and femme4femme in high esteem, not least because I belong to a (so far) thirteen-year-long lesbian domestic partnership with a woman to whom both sets of ethics are very important. I must clarify, however, that when I propose a politics of femmephilia, I am talking about something even more capacious than femme4femme, at least as it is commonly understood.

More than envisioning the people who currently feel themselves called to the identity “femme” directing their energies toward one another, the femmephilic horizon I’m squinting at is non-identitarian, antiwork, and universalizing in its movement of mutual holding, decorating, exalting, and babying. This is less about connecting existing femmes and more about unleashing the femme in all of us, in the sense of care-hunger and pleasure-giving. The way I put this in my first book, a call for the mothering or manufacture of all by all, was “full surrogacy now.”39 Femme, by the same token, strikes me as potentially a fully-fledged worldview for contemporary antifascists, inoculating us against moralism, productivism, and respectability.

Femme-inism ought to be one name for the commune-building endeavor that will unleash gender abundance, demystify labor, and rediffuse earthly responsibilities across the whole of humanity. Glimpses are everywhere already. In your own social circles, I would bet, there are all kinds of butch identities who excel exquisitely at the thoughtful, nurturing, often courageously gritty, shit-kicking arts of the femme. Every dad you know must become a mother-er, and every patriarchal mom a femme daddy. Even pregnancies can be femme-inine, despite the decidedly uncomradely intercellular traffic that rages at the level of the hemochorial placenta.40 In the essays that follow, the appetites of occultist homemakers, traumatized vampires, productivity-sabotaging cats, and mythic multispecies damsels from disparate epochs of the West build the dialectical antithesis to the ideology of nature known as “femininity.”

None of this is private. None of it is low priority. It’s a matter of class war, which is to say, of the self-abolition of the workers, which is to say, an attempt to birth a way of being together that might be worthy of the name “human.” It’s a matter of earthly survival.

While, historically, many classic feminisms, in the process of seeking to destroy woman, have denigrated vast numbers of women, too, the distinguishing feature of the femme-inism we must espouse is its lavish dignification of actually-existing citers, emulators, and do-ers of womanhood. By no means, though, does such a commitment to femmephilia preclude enmity toward people who happen to be feminine, or even opposition to given feminisms and femininities. It doesn’t even preclude critiques of femmes. Femmephilia, by virtue of caring for the whole web of life, is a discerning, courageous, and belligerent profemininity politics.

The point is not to apologize for feminine fascists. The point is that when a given discipline of femininity presses itself into service for fascism, misogyny, nationalism, white supremacy, xenophobia, “comp-het,” whore-stigma, and so on, it is not the femininity per se that we will attack. When the TV show South Park targeted former US Homeland Security Chief Kristi Noem as “ICE Barbie,” for example—mocking her makeup, hair, and cosmetic surgery for being ultrafeminine as much as her policies for being white-supremacist—this obscured, rather than clarified, Noem’s fascism.41

No less committed to the abolition of gender’s hierar-chized historical form than any extant strain of radical feminism I know of, femmephilic feminism calls forth the utopian potential in all gendernauts’ mutually entangled becoming— be they butch, femme, or neither. It whispers an inquiry or an invitation to the erotic well-being latent in every living thing. Femme, it bets, is femininity’s truth and its undoing: world-making against nature.
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These essays appreciate femmes as disparate as Marilyn Monroe and Diane di Prima and criticize femmephobia in permutations ranging from Andrea Dworkin to Walt Disney Studios. Some of them grapple with the prevailing argument—advanced in different ways by utopian family-abolitionists, sex-separatist femopessimists, and anti-utopian homonationalists alike—that the only way for females to become fully human is to forsake femininity. Other essays propose femmephilic ways of reading narratives of multispecies erotic encounters, either mythological or documentary, thwarted or consummated, explicit or ambiguous, against the grain. Sometimes, I am vindicating examples of the desire for communal luxury and postwork psychedelia while mounting a plea for the generalization of gestationality writ large: an ethic of diffusely generalized inter- and intragenerational mothering. Elsewhere, I am interrogating cultural shibboleths such as tradwifery, mommy-influencers, “4B,” heteropessimism, and the category of “essential labor.” Novels, memoirs, poems, visual art exhibitions, movies, scholarly monographs, social media controversies, anarchist movement archives, and news items from the trenches of trans rights activism all fuel the analysis. I take my figures of femme-ness, and their opposites, from diverse historical periods, as well as different media traditions, so as to approach my dialectic from as many different angles as I can think of.

My intention is to transmit to your gaze, throughout, the glimpses of femme-inism I’ve gathered in my cultural criticism, while also naming the obstacles interfering with the femmephilic horizon and tracing the contours of a mode of reproduction predicated on interdependent free time, not work. The best, or perhaps the only, way I know how to connect us with this future, for now, is through this kind of text—a florilegium. But I’ve also included some of the tenderest skin I have, personally, in the game.

The final essay of the collection tells the story of how my mother, Ingrid, died in late 2019, which also happens to be the year I published my first book about the politics of “mothering against motherhood” and family abolition. Amid the chaos of these circumstances, compounded by the fact that I lived on the other side of the world from her and was facing immigration issues, I noticed that people on the internet were using the term “momrade.” Could I attempt, I wondered, to be something like a momrade now, to someone who had, for decades, femmephobically opted out of mothering me? After playing my role in the inadequate “death-doula-ing” of Mum—or “Mumputz,” as she preferred to be called—I turned to theorists like Alexis Pauline Gumbs and Helen Hester to guide my grief-filled ruminations on kin-making. The ultra-privatized world of 2020 was telling me at every turn that, in losing my mom, I had lost my ultimate source of care. In fact, what I gained through her dying was an even deeper commitment to care’s communization. For mine, for everyone’s, and for her sake.


2

She Gave Herself Freely

About a year into the global coronavirus pandemic, hunkered down in West Philadelphia and searching for a lifeline, I corralled five of my best beloveds worldwide into an exclusive institution. We were called the Marilyn Appreciation Society—the M.A.S.—and we committed to converging across our various time zones to watch the movies of Marilyn Monroe. We planned to see all the greats and a new tribute, called Blonde, long in the works and promised to be arriving imminently, based on the novel of the same name by Joyce Carol Oates. The group chat, on Signal, was inaugurated with a go-round of peroxide-perm selfies, courtesy of a Marilyn filter, and my tech-savvy wife solemnly arranged the streaming. My friend Richard, tuning in from Newtown, Wales, provided scholarly background on the various genres—noir, Western, sex comedy—and promised to dig up podcast episodes he remembered as having conveyed, above all, Marilyn’s “courage, and rage at all the people who abused her.” Judy, in Manchester, England, sent transcribed dialogue, passionate fashion impressions, and key insights: “This is the most homo shit I’ve seen in my life”; “Which one is Clark Gable?”; “GET AWAY FROM HER.” My younger brother, in the RhoneAlpes region of France, likewise appraised outfits and, chiefly, struggled with his Wi-Fi connection. He demonstrated his respect for Marilyn by referring to her as “Mazza,” in accordance with the UK convention whereby Jeremy Corbyn, for instance, is rendered “Jezza.” For my part, I alternated between thirsty exclamations, LOLs, and deposits of Marilyno-logical facts for everyone’s edification. We did not predict that it would get very deep.

But the pandemic, as you may have noticed, has ended up being rather long. By the summer of 2021, the M.A.S. had watched and rewatched all the Monroe greats: Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, The Seven Year Itch, Some Like It Hot, Niagara, The Misfits, Bus Stop. We now saw Monroe, aka Norma Jeane Baker (née Mortenson), aka Zelda Zonk (the sexy-space-alien pseudonym she used to travel incognita), as our comrade— proletarian and perhaps queer—pushing mightily, humanely, through the seams of whatever inhuman role the industry had fitted her with this time. Here was Marilyn, as Roslyn Taber in The Misfits, screaming, screaming, screaming at the men of the town: “You’re only happy when you can see something die. Why don’t you just kill yourself and be happy!” Here was Sugar Kane Kowalczyk in Some Like It Hot, offering sisterhood and acceptance to “Daphne,” a creation of the movie’s Jerry, played by Jack Lemmon, who was trained in movement for the role by the trapeze artist and transfeminine icon Barbette. And here was the intense sleep deprivation of the character credited only as “The Girl” in The Seven Year Itch, a story nominally about male fantasy, which, surely, the M.A.S. agreed, was in fact about Marilyn dropping a plant pot from her balcony onto the head of a consummate misogynist in the apartment below, killing him instantly, only to find that his ghost lingers around in the summer heat, paranoidly accusing her of accusing him of rape.

Without really intending it, we allowed Marilyn’s performances to inspire in us a wide-ranging critique—of misogyny, of Hollywood, of Americana, of the bourgeois white nuclear family. We cherished the strength, darkness, and utopianism we found in Monroe, and we wondered how so many could miss it.

Though Marilynism proved contagious, the obsession had originally been mine. In 2014, I had an abortive exchange I’ve never let go of with a very handsome man of the British far left. I expressed to him my gushing enthusiasm for the treatment of Monroe in Jacqueline Rose’s Women in Dark Times, a book that had just come out. “Why should I give a fuck,” replied the handsome man, “about an actress who once fucked a president?”

In retrospect: at least he called her an actress. Back then, I was happily ignorant of the industrial scale of the phenomenon the scholar Sarah Churchwell has called “trashing Marilyn”; in reviewing three hundred biographies of Monroe, Churchwell found that the vast majority were a type of aggressive antihagiography. But I would soon learn. I would also come to understand that Marilyn worship and Marilyn trashing usually share an important assertion: that whatever Monroe accomplished, she did by accident. Whether we are posing as feminist defenders of the star or merely as admirers of Tinseltown, Churchwell writes, “we insistently, defensively, self-deceptively proclaim that she does not matter, that she is minor, worthless,” even “in the teeth of inescapable evidence of her persistent, sustained, astronomical value to our culture.”1

Churchwell’s “we” is appropriate here. I have been guilty of the same. It’s a funny thing: ever since my mother died, now almost seven years ago, I have been fixated on other women who were, like her, impossible, hilarious, horny, suicidal, bookish, and intermittently threatened with psychiatric confinement. First, it was the feminist revolutionary Shulamith Firestone; now, it is Marilyn. There’s something of my mum in them both, or vice versa. No doubt this only part-conscious research project I have undertaken has had something of a will to redemption in it. I suspect the creation of the M.A.S. was undergirded by a desire to discover, forgive, and accept the Anglophilic, alcoholic German woman who bore me. I think of Monroe as Sugar Kane, and her thigh flask falling off as she dances; the bottle of liquor of which she says, “I’ll bring this back when it’s empty”; in Bus Stop, the string of drool forming between Cherie’s mouth and her arm as she raises up her puffy, tear-streaked face.2 While loving Mum remains tricky, I love both Shulie and Marilyn with an almost frightening ardor.

My mind’s coupling of the latter two originally seemed to me eccentric in the extreme, though their politics were in fact similar (both were leftists), as was the boldness, the fullness with which they committed to their lives. Their approaches to the world were extraordinarily different—one conceived of a “smile boycott,” a proposition for women and children to withhold their social labor; one smiled for her supper—but it was something else that led me to see them in opposition. It was the long black hair of the stern theorist from New York on one side, the ecstatic white halo of the Hollywood star on the other. That is to say: it was misogyny. Specifically, the denigration of the femme subtype of femininity as void of intellect, strength, and even valid will. It was the same impulse that insists that society’s interest returns to Marilyn again and again for frivolous reasons—the same that diagnoses her, often, as an “unlikely feminist.”3

A photograph of my mother—”Mumputz”—circa 1968, seems to me breathtakingly Marilynesque: her naturally platinum blond hair waving but short, a roundness about her open smile. She’s leaning back against a fence in the countryside, holding with both hands a bouquet of flowers she’s just plucked, and laughing almost defiantly. She looks like a parody of a bride, carrying a bit of the winking knowingness of Monroe and Jane Russell at the end of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes just before they walk down the aisle. When the photo was taken, my mother belonged to a Maoist cadre at the University of Gottingen. To get there, she’d had to break free of her parents in Hanover, who thought girls shouldn’t go to university—defying especially my late Opa, who fought for Hitler. I know from her anecdotes that she enjoyed the culture that feminist and gay radicals had helped create on campus, but she never joined the organized feminists of her time. I think she felt, as did that earlier ingenious comic Mae West, “Men are my kind of people.”4 She would have been hostile to Monroe’s self-presentation, despite (or maybe because of) the resemblance between them, missing all that the woman actually said and did, not understanding the liquid magic of what Monroe created, which poured through the strictures of her time and finds its way still through ours.

Perhaps what I am ultimately trying to do is atone for the femmephobia of the past, and for my own. Perhaps treating Monroe’s memory with the partisan softness I now feel can be a small contribution to a world where women need not be so unhappy.
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A responsible but restless leader, I purchased The Marilyn Encyclopedia as well as six Marilyn biographies to read on the side, including one by Michelle Morgan, which (I warned you) is subtitled, in part, “the Birth of an Unlikely Feminist.”5 The hook for these volumes never seems to be the artist’s self-creation, as it is for so many biographies of other charismatic stars. For Monroe, whose life is often cast in the shadow of her early death, at age thirty-six, it always has to be something else: conspiracy, exploitation, objectification, feminism, mental illness. The transformation of normal Norma Jeane (“String Bean” in school) into Marilyn, while part of her mythos, is oddly not consistently credited to Monroe, and even rehabilitative projects tend to express surprise that she was its true author. It is as though the power of what she created obliterated its own history.

From the beginning, Monroe’s contemporaries understood her unworldly charm to be accidental and tied to a supposed infantile nature. According to Clare Boothe Luce, Hollywood studios in the ‘40s were actively on the lookout for a “true Lolita” type, imbued with “the quality of innocent depravity [that] can be found only in a female ‘juvenile delinquent.’“6 Top executives recognized this sacred broken-ness in Monroe early on, and licked their lips. They also understood that she was a charity case: they could eternally underpay her. At the peak of her stardom, she earned 10 percent of what the pedigreed actress Elizabeth Taylor earned at the peak of hers.

The facts of Monroe’s structural “delinquency” are endlessly repeated: born in 1926, she was “fatherless,” and her mother, who was later hospitalized for paranoid schizophrenia, gave her over to foster parents before she was two weeks old. She bounced between foster homes and an orphanage and was maltreated by several stand-in parents (“like my being forced to live in a closet for days,” Marilyn said in 1962), as well as sexually abused by an adult boarder at one of her homes, who locked her in his bedroom and groped her when she was eight.7 Years later, Monroe said that the pain of not being believed by her foster mother caused her to stutter for the first time. But, in Lois Banner’s 2012 biography, Marilyn: The Passion and the Paradox, the effects of trauma are much more sensational: “We now know that such abuse can produce lesbianism, sex addiction, exhibitionism.”8

At sixteen, the exhibitionist lesbian sex addict was married off to the boy next door (who soon enlisted and was deployed to the South Pacific) and began working as a Rosie the Riveter. An army photographer approached her at a defense factory and memorialized her face next to the OQ-2 Radioplane, the first American drone. She soon graced the covers of myriad magazines: by the time she was twenty, more than thirty titles. Here, all of a sudden, was “Miss Cheesecake,” an honorific bestowed in ‘51 and ‘52 by the lusty readers of Stars and Stripes magazine (and, since the ‘60s, a moniker in the ballroom drag milieu, where it denotes pure sexiness).

Determined to become the next Jean Harlow, in 1946, Norma Jeane got an agent, divorced her husband, and christened herself Marilyn Monroe. Movie jobs involving proper billing would not start coming in for another four years. Dead broke at twenty, in 1947, she sought to get adopted by the married film-biz couple John Carroll and Lucille Ryman (“Oh this poor little child, this stray kitten,” thought Lucille, unbothered by Marilyn’s near-immediate attempt at seducing John). Marilyn sometimes procured food for herself, Ryman reported, “by offering herself for quick sex with men in cars on side streets near Hollywood or Santa Monica Boulevard.”9

The much better-known gig she took was posing nude for a photographer acquaintance, accepting fifty dollars for an image that changed hands a few times before reemerging unexpectedly as the first Playboy centerfold, essentially setting up Hugh Hefner for life. “I was hungry,” Monroe said, unapologetically, years later.10 She went on to make two dozen movies, care for many animals, love many people, found her own film production company, and study Konstantin Stanislavski under the founder of the Actors Studio in New York. “Actress must have no mouth,” she wrote in one of her notebooks, which she filled diligently with poetry and method homework: “feeling only—all I have to / do is think it.”11 The eloquence of this thought and feeling, incarnated as affect, proves every year to be deathless. Marilyn impersonators, biopics, fiction, and fan fiction are small industries in their own right.

Purely for the benefit of the M.A.S., I read two well-reviewed works of literary Marilyn fiction: Andrew O’Hagan’s The Life and Opinions of Maf the Dog, and of His Friend Marilyn Monroe, and Joyce Carol Oates’s aforementioned doorstopper, Blonde.12 Marilyn herself favored Dostoevsky, Freud, Joyce, Rilke, and Proust. And, in fact, O’Hagan’s pompously erudite canine narrator (named after a real dog given to Marilyn by Frank Sinatra in 1961—”Maf” was short for “Mafia”) would prefer it if his owner didn’t read so much: “I wished I could tell her to leave all that to the mutts: anybody can read a book, but Marilyn could make people dream.”13 The novelist’s—or the dog’s—point here seems to be that Monroe’s substance interfered with her persona. Fittingly then, the inner workings of her mind get little attention in his whimsical, Shandean novel of ideas.

Blonde, a Pulitzer finalist and an unsparing, self-conscious attempt at a great American novel, sets out to fictionalize the entire life of the star, also at a type of distance, beginning with Monroe’s traumatic childhood and ending in her lurid murder by an FBI sharpshooter. The author’s grand theme is mythic, presenting the universal, eternal abuse of Woman. The resulting saga is hellish—”Why,” the question is posed, “did the world want to jam itself to the bloody hilt like a great tumescent sword in Marilyn?”—and the protagonist is a kind of void: the author often calls her “the Blond Actress,” “the Girl,” “the Girl with No Name,” and “the Beggar Maid.” She is “trapped in this blond mannequin with the face.” Oates’s archetype, as such, does little other than gaspingly suffer. Alone in a bathhouse, JFK says to Marilyn: “You’re alive to be touched. To be breathed on like a flame. Alive to be hurt, even!”14 Despite all the active ways Monroe touched the world back in her real biography, Oates seems to agree: to live to be touched is a bad thing.

After Oates saw a rough cut of the film adaptation, directed by Andrew Dominik, in the summer of 2020, she called it “brilliant” and expressed surprise that it was “an utterly ‘feminist’ interpretation.”15 When I was finally able to view the film, two years later, I agreed, though I wondered if our reasoning differed. Ana de Armas, who plays Monroe, treats her subject with a care that bends the allegory of the original, dystopian story back toward the specific, namely: a working-class performer’s labor, both artistic and sexual. Commentators have harped on the fact that de Armas, who was raised in Cuba, retains some of her accent in the film, giving us an aurally Hispanic Marilyn. But the lilt translates Monroe’s class distinction, and the industry disadvantage of her lifelong stutter, to the present. Whereas Oates’s heroine, her face in JFK’s hands, thinks, “Oh I hoped I was beautiful for him and not sweaty,” and as the novel only alludes to Monroe’s sexual services, de Armas spends more than a minute staring down the camera, in a frighteningly tight close-up, while she sucks the president’s just-out-of-frame cock. This actor is not out for pity: against the grain of a voiceover expressing dissociation (“Who brought me here, to this place?”—she did, who else?), de Armas broadcasts palpable rage.

In an essay published in 2000 in the London Review of Books, O’Hagan says that a particular female Monroe biographer “is hard on the men who tried to transform her.”16 He doesn’t mention Joe DiMaggio, though the baseball star, who sought to turn Monroe into a housewife, is undeniably one of these men. DiMaggio is also widely believed to have pummeled the actress following the filming of the most famous scene in cinema history: the white dress, the wind from below. While this beating was rendered in swooning alliteration in Blonde the novel—the final blow “sending The Girl with No Name staggering against the silk-wallpapered wall, sweet as any home run”—the film places it offscreen, a choice I appreciated.

Of all the hundreds of Monroe biographies in existence, O’Hagan claims, there are but two “good books;” both are, coincidentally, written by men. When I dip in, I find that both authors are enthralled with DiMaggio and perceive a magnanimity in his role as husband. One writes that DiMaggio was given “cause” for his rages of jealousy: “There is within every man a limit.”17 In fact, had Monroe not divorced him, the biographer claims, she probably would have remained alive.
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