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 R ecently, I was 
having dinner 
with a friend who 
was searching for 
a way to express 
her frustration 
with a co-worker, 

a woman whose ruthless tactics she 
didn’t respect. She let out a deep, 
world-weary sigh. Then, definitively 
she said, ‘She’s very ambitious.’  
I nodded, knowing that she wasn’t 
describing a quality so much as 
summing up a type. She might as well 
have said, ‘She’s the sort of woman 

who would sleep with your husband 
when you’re nine months pregnant.’

The implications were clear: 
Devious. Heartless. An anaconda.  
But even more disturbing than her use  
of the A-word in this context was my 
instinctive understanding of what she 
meant by it. Being seen as ambitious 
is no longer an asset. When applied to 
a woman, it’s a scathing attack. And 
the professional ramifications may  
be further reaching than after-hours 
gossip sessions. If ambitious women 
are considered by colleagues to be 
inherently untrustworthy and 7 
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ambition is declared, it vaults them  
into a league that circumvents having 
to actually prove anything. Does this 
make them brave? Hardly. Savvy? 
Perhaps. But ultimately, it reveals 
nothing more than how unoriginal  
they are, repeating an empty business-
speak mantra. Genuine ambition 
doesn’t need to be sign-posted; its 
rewards speak for themselves.

The issue becomes more confused 
when an industrious woman defends 
questionable acts, simply as part and 
parcel of being driven. When lingerie 
entrepreneur Michelle Mone publicly 
dumped Penny Lancaster, Rod Stewart’s 
wife, as an Ultimo bra model, and 
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underhand in their tactics, perhaps our 
drive is actually hindering our careers, 
rather than propelling them forward. 
Ironically, ambition just may be the 
new glass ceiling.

So when did ambition become  
a dirty word, a flaw to be distrusted,  
or a lethal rash that’s contagious?  
I remember when being ambitious  
was a good thing. It meant having  
a goal, being motivated and aspiring  
for more. If you were an ambitious 
student, you wanted to do well. 
Growing up, I thought of it as an 
attribute. The opposite of lazy, 
ambition meant you were a grafter  
who wanted to excel. It defied  
category and, most of all, gender. 

Somewhere along the way, between 
wanting to do well and wanting to be 
liked, things got complicated. Ambition, 
as a grown-up, was redefined. In the 
early 1990s, I recall walking down  
the street in New York and staring at a 
poster for Madonna’s Blond Ambition 
tour. Something had shifted. Female 
ambition had become a marketing 
image. The term was co-opted, used  
to represent self-promotion and  
getting ahead at all costs.

 Since then, our perception  
has become tainted: the 
ambitious woman at the  
next desk is no longer  
the aspiring, hard-working 

professional – she’s the one who will 
mow you down to get whatever she 
wants. While it’s celebrated in a man  
as an inherently masculine trait, ambition 
in a woman places a suspicious red  
flag against her character. The double-
standard polarises the genders even 
more and becomes just one more  
thing for women to feel bad about. 
Nowadays, we’re more likely to deny 
our ambitiousness, believing that if 
a woman really wants to succeed,  
she’d better hide it.

Lately, I’ve noticed that seemingly 
the only women who willingly  
describe themselves as ambitious  
are doing so for effect – cultivating  
an image. For instance, the women  
on The Apprentice who say things  
like, ‘I’ve always been very ambitious,’ 
when they want instantly to be seen  
as a threat. As though once their 
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replaced her with Rod’s ex Rachel 
Hunter, she shrugged and said, ‘I am 
highly ambitious and make no apologies 
for that.’ Wanting to get attention for  
her product is certainly a shrewd sales 
manoeuvre and inspired publicity stunt, 
but using her ambitiousness as a get-out 
clause is just another way of saying, 
‘Don’t blame me, blame my job.’  
This blurs the line between a business 
strategy and a personality issue. The 
means to the end might be unpalatable 
for some, but shouldn’t we be examining 
the tactics, rather than condemning 
ambition in general?

When we talk about ambition in  
a negative way, the qualities that 7 
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Kate Winslet
‘I’m ambitious in that  
I like to play parts that 
are challenging, but  
I wouldn’t say I have  
an ambition to win  
tons of awards.’ 

Angelina Jolie
‘The kids are my 

priority, so it’s possible 
that, from now on, I will 
make fewer movies… I no 
longer have the ambition 
I had in my twenties.’

Madonna
‘I’m tough, ambitious 
and I know exactly 
what I want… if  
that makes me  
a bitch – okay!’

Cat Deeley
‘I think it’s 
healthy ambition 
that I have.  
I don’t think you 
can accomplish 
everything you 
want to if you’re  
a pushover. I’m 
passionate about what 
I do and I want people 
around me to have 
that same work ethic.’

Emma Bunton
‘Yes, I’m ambitious, but 
not horribly. I wouldn’t 
want to step on anyone.’
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helping those at the bottom – endearing 
her to people who are searching for 
answers. She comes across as soft  
and unthreatening.

Conversely, Martha Stewart, a 
woman with her own media empire, 
gets taken down for being too imperious. 
Where Oprah is authoritative, Martha 
appears to be arrogant. Now she seems 
to be working hard at softening her 
image. To be who she really is would 
mean paying the price for being too 
aggressive. Only now, after having 

spent time in prison, 
has she been redeemed. 
People suddenly find 
her more relatable. 
Which raises the 
question: if a woman 
suffers some sort of 
adversity and comes  
out the other end, does 
this make her ambition 
more acceptable?

After all, everyone 
loves a survivor. It’s 

interesting that only after they’d paid  
a price were Martha Stewart and  
the much-maligned Hillary Clinton 
embraced for their strong ambition.  
It seems a lot also depends on how 
far-reaching the benefits of a woman’s 
ambition can be. Take Madonna, for 
instance. Even if her relentless drive 
has less to do with a feminist mandate 
than an inability to detach from her 
image and ego, she has inspired women 
to believe they are entitled to get what 
they want. She has also managed through 
will and determination not to fade into 
obscurity, an inspiring model for women. 
Heather Mills, on the other hand, appears 
blatantly ambitious. And no matter how 
much she tries to couch it in charity work, 
we still get the sense it’s only about her 
own self-serving need to be recognised.

For me, ambition has always been 
self-defined. It’s ambitious of me to get 
to the gym. It’s ambitious of me to host 
a dinner party. Some days, my ambition 
is to get showered and leave the house. 
I know that others might view me as 
ambitious because I have achieved a 
certain level of success with my work, 
but I don’t think of myself as such – 
and not because I’m uncomfortable 
with the word. It’s because I don’t have 
a masterplan. I’ve never calculated 
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define it are neither male nor female – 
they are just unattractive. If someone is 
manipulating you, does it make it any 
more acceptable if they’re male? It 
seems to me that while a woman might 
conceal her ambitious nature because 
she’s afraid to seem pushy, cunning or 
undesirable, a man doesn’t feel the 
need. And if someone doesn’t like him 
for it, chances are, he doesn’t care. Men 
are generally less likely to subject 
themselves to the emotional turmoil 
that comes from analysing the dynamic 
in every relationship. 
It’s doubtful Alan Sugar 
is lying in bed at night 
wondering why 
someone hasn’t emailed 
him back and what that 
might mean. 

I know firsthand how 
being plagued with 
constant introspection 
hinders one’s ability to 
move forward. If you’re 
a sensitive person, you 
suffer. If you’re able to effortlessly 
move on and not take things personally, 
you don’t. People who constantly 
question themselves and agonise over 
whether they are seen as a good person 
are going to get in the way of their own 
success. So it’s possible that part of the 
reason women experience a backlash 
from being ambitious is because it 
seems to indicate they are unfeeling 
and insensitive.

Striking the perfect balance 
may be the only way to 
dodge the criticism. Oprah 
Winfrey is one of the most 
powerful, influential and 

unarguably ambitious women in the 
world. Her empire is vast – there’s the 
TV show, the magazine, her network, 
the book club that jump-started the US 
publishing industry, and then there’s 
her philanthropy: the Angel Network 
charity, the school for girls in South 
Africa, and so on. Yet curiously, unlike 
many other successful businesswomen, 
she’s not criticised for it – she’s rightly 
praised for her ambitious achievements. 
This is largely because her message is 
about self-empowerment – achieving 
on your own merits, not by trampling 
on others and, when you’re at the top,  

‘Ambition  
itself needs  
an overhaul 

– women 
should not 

have to defend 
or explain it’
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where I wanted to be and I’ve never had 
goals. I’ve discovered what I want by 
experiencing what I don’t want. And 
when I’ve been given opportunities, 
I’ve really made the most of them.  
I tend to think of ambitious people as 
those who have a blueprint of where 
they want to be – then follow the steps 
and get there by design.

A ll of which leads me to 
believe that ‘Ambition’ 
itself needs an image 
overhaul. Women should 
not have to defend or 

explain it, or proceed with caution out 
of fear of being judged. There will 
always be a need to strike a balance 
between being tough and being 
abrasive. Ambition is about propelling 
yourself forward on your own merits, 
rather than trampling over others to get 
to the prize. We need to invest more in 
the work, not the concern of how we’re 
seen for pursuing it. ‘I think we need  
a new word for ambition,’ my friend, 
Syeda, says. ‘I just think of myself as 
hard-working and very good at my job.’ 

Maybe a new word for ambition  
is talented. Ambition suggests the 
capacity for duplicity, whereas talent 
infers that you excel in what you do.  
In some ways, talent has become just  
as oblique as ambition, but I can’t see 
anyone having objections to being 
labelled incredibly talented. e

Tell us what you think
Is ambition a dirty word, or is  
it something women should be  
proud of? Email your thoughts to: 
redmagazine.co.uk.


