
When yet another fave has fallen 
into the category of ‘problematic’, 
along with the misogynists, racists, 
rape apologists and homophobes 
that went before them, calling 
out the missteps of celebrities 
might seem minor. But what better 
time to explore the importance 
of acknowledging wrongdoing 
than when so many seem to be 
struggling to do just that? 

So many of them are the ones we 
had high hopes for: the ones who 
make us say, “But we were all 
rooting for you.” There’s Caitlyn 
Jenner, whose Vanity Fair cover Vanity FairVanity Fair
appearance felt like a hopeful 
moment for the trans community, 

and is apparently here to stay. 
There’s French president Emmanuel 
Macron, whose election win looked 
like it could signal at least a slowing 
of the far-right sentiment sweeping 
Europe, right before he ruined 
everything for the naïvely optimistic 

as he blamed African women 
“having seven or eight children” for 
our continent’s problems. 

Then there’s the trickiest of 
problematic faves: the white 
feminist. Kim Kardashian has made 
immeasurable steps as a business 
woman and has created a literal 
modern-day empire, but continues 
to appropriate and insist that white 
supremacist violence is best faced 
with ‘positivity’, a stance adopted 
when she was critiqued for her 
collaboration with notably racist 

being-at-least-a-little-bit-racist 
Lena Dunham and Amy Schumer, to 
queens of appropriation Miley Cyrus 
and Iggy Azalea, they seemed for a 
brief moment to be living out their 
feminist truth, but intersectionality 
was not to be. Let’s not start on 
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Every now and then, there’s a case 
of a celebrity making a sincere 
apology for something that they 
got very wrong, then doing better. 
There was Chris Hemsworth 
apologising for past appropriation 
in light of the Dakota Access 
Pipeline protests, and prominent 
feminist Gloria Steinem revising her 
past trans-exclusionary thinking to 
declare that “trans lives should be 
celebrated, not questioned.” 

Of course, apologies are few and far 
between, and there are those whose 
actions are too reprehensible to 
rethink any time soon: Bill Cosby, 
Woody Allen, R Kelly and the like. 

It hurts because we cared. We 
don’t want to stop singing along 
to ‘Ignition’ and we don’t want 
to delete Chris Brown’s ‘With 

And that’s precisely why you 
can do better
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heard Okmalumkoolkat and felt 
like something had changed for 
local music, or the way that his 
surprisingly personal lyrics caught 

certainly don’t want to remember 
that when I read that he’d sexually 
assaulted a woman in Australia, 

reasons that it couldn’t be true – my 

come to believe that their friends’ 
accusers are lying. We all buy into 
the “real men don’t rape” myth 
eventually, but the sooner that we 
learn that the people committing 
sexual assault are very real, the 
better. We realise that we can’t 
divide people neatly into the 
categories of “bad” and “good”, 
with one category to be wary of and 
another eternally trustworthy, and 
it becomes clear why we need to 
keep each other in check.

We’ve got to do this with our peers 
because it’s exhausting for people 
of one group to constantly explain 
their existence to another. Instead, 
it’s about how you react when 
you’re the one being called out, and 
when it’s in your own power to keep 
a cool head, reconsider what you’ve 
done or said, and keep moving. 
Learning about why what you said 
or did was wrong – and doing this 
by Googling the issue for yourself 
rather than asking a woman to 
educate you on the nuances of 
everyday sexism. The person calling 
you out might not be polite, and 
they don’t have to be. 

Distancing yourself from a problem 
doesn’t make it go away. And so 
it’s worth keeping in mind that no 
matter how many valuable words 
you have to say on a topic, you’re 
not immune to getting it wrong 
sometimes. 

All our faves are problematic, and 
so are all of us. 

Perhaps it isn’t too optimistic to 
think that your response could 
be the beginning of a knock-on 

take a mature approach to being 
called out, they might realise that 
defensiveness helps no-one, while 
unlearning might.

“Defensiveness  
  helps no-one, 
  while unlearning 
  might.” 
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