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28 April 2013 – “A handbag!” Lady Bracknell, The Importance of being Ernest, Oscar Wilde 

“The Birkin bag is a handbag by Hermès, handmade in leather and named after actress and singer 

Jane Birkin. The bag is a symbol of wealth due to its high price and elusiveness to the public.  Its 

prices range from £6,000 to £100,000 ($9,000 to $150,000). Costs escalate according to the type of 

materials. The bags are distributed to Hermès boutiques on unpredictable schedules and in limited 

quantities, creating scarcity and, intended or unintended, exclusivity.” Wikipedia. 

I like handbags, nice colours and shapes (never a shoulder bag since I injured my left shoulder 

because of chronic carriage of one) but I have to admit that I would never spend that much on one, 

even for ‘best’, and anyway I need one that can take my purse (large), hairbrush (small), 

stethoscope, laptop (on occasion), chewing gum, lipstick (several), set of nail files, cuticle oil and 

hand cream, three pens (at least), hospital and university ID cards (on a lanyard), full set of house 

and car keys, gloves (October to March), tube pass, phone, paper handkerchiefs, diary from 2011 (it 

has a good tube map), small notepad (26th volume since 2009). 

At this time, so soon after the death of Baroness Thatcher, we are all reminded of her Spitting Image 

puppet, in its manly suit and tie, wielding her bag as a weapon to beat her male cabinet into 

submission, and this symbol was also used in a newspaper cartoon commemorating her passing with 

the handbag featured in a display of Exorcet missiles, the symbol of the powerful woman. 

 A couple of years ago I attended a national gathering of representatives of UK medical schools, and 

was interested in the discussion of the letter that Dame Sally Davies had just sent out concerning her 

wish to encourage Athena SWAN awards.  For those who are not familiar, this is a Charter that 

recognises higher education institutes’ efforts at improving participation and leadership by women 

in Science, Engineering and Technology.  I was gratified to hear one of the worthies speak strongly 

about how important this was, being linked to eligibility for NIHR research funding.  “That’s really 

good” I thought “the tide is changing, the value of developing the women is being recognised”.  

He continued, “We really have to  pay attention to this. I’ve spoken to Sally and can tell you she’s 

coming at this with handbag flying”. 

With such few words the whole atmosphere changed.  Now the edict was proposed to be the whim 

of an emotional (hormonal?) woman, not the economically sound, and rational response to the 

changing gender balance in medicine and science graduates and wasted potential of women who 

drop out , burn out or fail to progress, because of social and cultural barriers.  

So should I dispose of my handbag, this symbol of femininity, power and emotion?  Where do the 

men put all that stuff that I deem essential to carry? Or maybe I need to get a Birkin? 
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