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INTRODUCTION


June Eric-Udorie


THERE WAS ONCE a time when I didn’t have the language for the discrimination and gender inequality I witnessed inside and outside my childhood home. As a young girl growing up in Lagos, Nigeria, I’d see stories on the news about men beating up their wives, and the people around me would say things like, ‘That’s what she deserves.’ I listened as older women gossiped about grown men leering (or worse) at teenage girls, and watched as they shrugged their shoulders, calling it “unfortunate”. When I asked my mother about these things, she ignored me and changed the subject, or asked if this was the sort of behaviour – asking about things that were not my business – I planned to take to my husband’s house. ‘Why can’t it be my house? Why is it always his house?’ I would retort, angry that I couldn’t legally own property because I was born a girl. ‘Mechi onu, shut up!’ she would shout back. ‘What is wrong with you, ehn? You think this is how you will find a husband? Ngwa, get out of here.’


In my Nigerian home, there was a clear set of norms that governed how a girl should behave. ‘Good’ girls, my mother taught us, were seen and not heard. Good girls knew they would grow up to be wives and mothers. Good girls would be submissive to their husbands; they would never use their voices. Good girls crossed their legs, wore long skirts, prayed and were active in church, were never loud or boisterous, kept their opinions to themselves, didn’t look at boys, and always focused on school. Good girls didn’t rebel.


For a long time, I tried to be a ‘good’ girl. I was an exemplary student and active in Sunday school. Even after I moved from Nigeria to a UK boarding school when I was ten, I held on to traditional expectations of girls and women. When I was fourteen and my family was visiting our old church in Lagos over the Christmas holiday, the youth pastor asked me to stand up, and pointed me out as a role model for all the young women in this church. I knew why he’d picked me. I didn’t talk to boys; I had many Bible verses memorised; I advocated against abortion; I wore a purity ring and was saving myself for my husband.


By the middle of the following year, I’d thrown my purity ring in the bin, stopped praying, and come to believe that abortion is a woman’s choice. I let go of the homophobic teachings I’d internalised from the Pentecostal church, and argued with my father that gay people do deserve the right to marry. Where did this change come from? Feminism. Namely, Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, which a teacher had given me that year. And after that, Naomi Wolf’s The Beauty Myth, which I’d bought myself. So much went over my head as I read these books at age fifteen. But the feminism I encountered in them seemed so simple and appealing.


It was a struggle to end the oppression women faced.


I was not aware then of the myriad ways in which mainstream feminism has historically excluded marginalised women. And it would be even longer before I understood that twenty-first-century feminists were still battling those issues. All I knew was that feminism seemed to be the most useful tool available to me and to other women to fight against the oppression stacked against us. And so, I called myself a feminist, at home, in public, with friends, and at church.


When we returned to visit family in Lagos the next Christmas, one of the youth leaders cornered me and said, ‘That feminism thing you’re doing, we don’t do that here.’ I smirked at her, before answering back, ‘I’m sorry, but I’m doing this everywhere.’


AT SIXTEEN, I was full of passion for feminism and desperately wanted to contribute to the discussions online and in the media. In 2014, I created a Twitter account and started interacting with feminists there. At the same time, I began sending editors pitches for stories I wanted to write on feminism, politics and pop culture. After seven months of failed pitches, I co-wrote a column in the Guardian with Carlene Firmin, founder of the MsUnderstood partnership, on protecting children and young people from sexual abuse. This marked the beginning of my writing about feminist activism, campaigning and organising for major UK news outlets.


The editors to whom I pitched my stories were almost exclusively white women, and the vast majority of them identified as feminists. Good, I thought, excited at the idea that I would be edited by other feminist women. As these editors worked on my pieces, I, in turn, started reading their journalism and following them on Twitter. At first, I internalised their discriminatory views. But Twitter exposed me to Black feminist scholarship, and as I started reading tweets and articles by Flavia Dzodan, Reni Eddo-Lodge, Mikki Kendall and Jude Wanga, my perspective shifted. It quickly dawned on me that their feminism didn’t care about a Black, queer, disabled young woman like me. Their feminism was for the most part entirely focused on the experiences of women who were white, wealthy or middle-class, heterosexual and able-bodied. Feeling powerless, I made the choice to ignore their blind spots and carried on accepting writing assignments. But it was horrifying to watch these editors, and so many others who prided themselves on being feminists, ignore women of colour and dismiss the concerns raised by LGBTQIA+ women. In one case, an editor criticised the idea that people should be able to define their own gender, arguing that men can’t just decide that they’re women. Many editors complained when marginalised women asked for more inclusion in feminist discourse, saying that they were asking their white female counterparts to be perfect. One editor went so far as to argue that being ‘trans’ is a cover-up that male rapists employ to gain access to the spaces frequented by women and non-binary folks.


Eventually, my silence made me uncomfortable, and it shifted to rage. Instead of continuing to pitch to these editors, whose views I was scared I was internalising like I’d done with my family’s and church’s views while growing up, I picked up books by Black women: Angela Davis, Audre Lorde, bell hooks and Patricia Hill Collins. Reading bell hooks’s Feminist Theory, I came across a definition of feminism that I felt included me, that made me feel understood and seen:




Feminism is the struggle to end sexist oppression. Its aim is not to benefit solely any specific group of women, any particular race or class of women. It does not privilege women over men. It has the power to transform in a meaningful way all our lives … Feminism as a movement to end sexist oppression directs our attention to systems of domination and the inter-relatedness of sex, race, and class oppression. Therefore, it compels us to centralize the experiences and the social predicaments of women who bear the brunt of sexist oppression as a way to understand the collective social status of women in the United States.





hooks makes it clear that the purpose of feminism is not to benefit any one group of women while leaving the others behind. She also argues that women’s intersecting identities should be central to feminist analyses.


After reading this chapter, I found it hard to reconcile ascribing the word feminist to Black feminist thinkers such as the ones I’ve mentioned, as well as to those white feminists who, to me, held classist, racist, cissexist, Islamophobic, ableist and transphobic views. Could the latter group even be considered feminists? I found it difficult to see how they could, given that, for example, when campaigning for equal pay, they would only talk about the gender pay gap, which by default focuses on the gender pay gap between men and white women, which adheres to a narrative that the gender pay gap is not racialised, for instance, thus ignoring the fact that Black women, Latina women and disabled women were earning even less than their white female counterparts. I did not understand how they could be called feminists while they spoke for Muslim women in the debate on whether the hijab is oppressive, denying Muslim women their agency. As a Black woman, I was offended when I attended a feminist rally in London and saw a white woman holding a sign that read, WOMAN IS THE NIGGER OF THE WORLD. In the 2017 Women’s March, millions of women and men marched worldwide to protest at the election of Donald J. Trump as the US president and rising levels of fascism and xenophobia. Many of the women wore pink ‘pussy hats’ as a response to Trump’s comments about grabbing women ‘by the pussy’. It was an empowering sight of unity and resistance to see tens of millions come together, all of them marching for a common cause. But it also stung when I thought about the gender-nonconforming people and trans women for whom the pink pussy hats suggested that womanhood is contingent upon having a vagina, thereby excluding them. I found it painful to stomach how many women marched carrying signs with slogans like PUSSIES AGAINST FASCISM and VIVA LA VULVA. With such signs, did they not see how they were furthering the cissexist idea that trans women are not ‘real’ women because they do not have vaginas?


When I looked at all of these examples of blind spots and wilful exclusion in mainstream feminism, I had to ask: Why is it so hard for privileged feminists to see our humanity – to see my humanity? Don’t white feminists know that they have so much more privilege and power than the average trans woman, queer woman, or woman of colour? Why are they always asking that I think only of my gender – putting aside the fact I am Black, queer, and disabled – in service of the ‘wider cause’? What kind of feminism is that? Unsurprisingly, this is a question that women like me have been asking for centuries.


In 1851, African-American abolitionist and women’s rights activist Sojourner Truth attended the Women’s Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio. After a number of activists had already spoken in favour of women’s suffrage, Truth rose to speak. According to some reports, the white women around her tried to silence her, fearing that she would change the subject to emancipation. In what is now a famous speech, Truth declared:




I think that ’twixt de niggers of de South and the women of de North, all talking about rights, the white men will be in a fix pretty soon. But what’s all this here talking about? That man over there say that women needs to be helped into carriages, and lifted over ditches, and to have de best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into carriages, over mud-puddles, or gives me any best place! And ain’t I a woman? Look at me! Look at my arm! I have ploughed, and planted, and gathered into barns, and no man could head me! And ain’t I a woman? I could work as much and eat as much as a man – when I could get it – and bear the lash as well! And ain’t I a woman? I have borne thirteen children, and seen most all sold off to slavery, and when I cried out with my mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard me! And ain’t I a woman? Then they talks ’bout this ting in de head; what this they call it?’ [‘Intellect,’ whispered someone near.] ‘That’s it, honey. What’s that got to do with women’s rights or nigger’s rights? If my cup won’t hold but a pint, and yours holds a quart, wouldn’t you be mean not to let me have my little half-measure full?’





Reading these words, I felt an instant jerk of recognition. The issue that Sojourner Truth faced in 1851 is one that Black women and many other women who feel excluded by feminism are still grappling with today. Like me, Truth was fighting for women’s issues, but also for Black women’s issues. ‘I feel I have the right to have just as much as a man,’ she said in 1867. ‘There is a great stir about coloured men getting their rights, but not a word about the coloured women; and if coloured men get their rights, and coloured women not theirs, the coloured men will be masters over the women, and it will be just as bad as it was before.’


Despite Truth’s speech and her sustained activism in the decades following the convention, the suffrage movement in the United States continued to exclude Black women and women of colour. In 1869, white women suffrage leaders including Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony rallied against the Fifteenth Amendment, which enfranchised freed Black men, accusing the Republicans of ignoring fifteen million women’s rights in favour of empowering two million Black men. Anthony declared, ‘I will cut off this right arm of mine before I will ever work or demand the ballot for the Negro and not the woman,’ ignoring the fact that there are people who exist at the intersection of Negro and woman. Fast-forward to the 2016 presidential election, when thousands of white women flocked to Susan B. Anthony’s grave to cover it with their ‘I Voted’ stickers, many of them ignorant of or privileged enough to disregard her racist legacy, thus sweeping it under the rug. Meanwhile, in the UK, white British suffragettes often compared the plight of women to slavery without weighing how entitled and ludicrous that false equivalence was. For example, in 1913, Emmeline Pankhurst said, ‘I would rather be a rebel than a slave.’ On both sides of the Atlantic, renowned white feminist activists did not come close to understanding that Black women experience both racism and sexism.


It wasn’t until much more recently that a word describing the experience of existing under multiple oppressive systems entered the lexicon. In 1989, Black feminist legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the term intersectionality to encourage us to think about the ways in which racial and gender discrimination overlap. In her words: ‘Intersectionality … was my attempt to make feminism, anti-racist activism, and anti-discrimination law do what I thought they should – highlight the multiple avenues through which racial and gender oppression were experienced so that the problems would be easier to discuss and understand.’ Though Crenshaw originally intended the term to apply to Black women, the theory has been widely adopted and expanded. Intersectionality offers us a way to understand how multiple structures – capitalism, heterosexism, patriarchy, white supremacy, and so on – work together to harm women: women who are poor, disabled, queer, Muslim, undocumented, not white, or a combination of those things. Intersectionality is a way for marginalised women to talk about how their lives are affected by multiple oppressive structures – ableism, racism and sexism, for example – that thus hit them harder and cause them to exist in double or even triple jeopardy.


Failing to take these intersections into account means leaving a huge swath of women out of feminist politics. But mainstream feminism – often referred to as ‘white feminism’ – is still catching up with this idea. Many feminists are still ignoring the women who don’t fit into the white, cisgender, heterosexual, upper- or upper-middle-class, able-bodied mould, and focusing only on the concerns of women like them. And while some white feminists have blind spots around disability, race, sexuality and other marginalised identities, others are outright discriminatory and exclusionary. This is not a new phenomenon.


From Sojourner Truth’s day on, feminists of all ages and types have ignored or actively excluded marginalised groups. At a National Organisation for Women meeting in 1969, Betty Friedan argued that lesbian women were a threat to feminism because they were a distraction from the group’s goals of economic and social equality. In response, queer women involved in the National Organization for Women and the Gay Liberation Front created the group known as Lavender Menace, protesting at the exclusion of lesbian women from the Second Congress to Unite Women in 1970. Following this, at the next national conference of the National Organization for Women, the delegates adopted a resolution that recognised lesbian rights as ‘a legitimate concern for feminism’.


For the past five decades, many feminists have refused to acknowledge that trans women are women. In her 1999 book, The Whole Woman, notable and well-respected third-wave radical feminist Germaine Greer shared her trans-exclusionary views, writing:




Governments that consist of very few women have hurried to recognise as women, men who believe that they are women and have had to castrate themselves to prove it, because they see women not as another sex, but as a non-sex. No so-called sex-change has ever begged for a uterus-and-ovaries transplant, if uterus-and-ovaries transplants were made mandatory for wannabe women they would disappear overnight. The insistence that man-made women be accepted as women is the institutional expression of the mistaken conviction that women are defective males.





Greer was espousing the same trans-exclusionary feminism that prominent second-wave feminist Janice Raymond had embraced two decades earlier, when she argued that ‘all transsexuals rape women’s bodies by reducing the real female form to an artifact, appropriating this body for themselves … Transsexuals merely cut off the most obvious means of invading women, so that they seem non-invasive.’ Today, many feminists still hold trans-misogynist views, and can be found arguing that trans women are a violent threat to cisgender women in lavatories. The arguments of these trans-exclusionary radical feminists, or TERFs, are not only false, but represent a reprehensible failing on the part of feminism to include and advocate for a community of women that is already under attack. The rates of assault and murder on trans women are shocking. According to the National Center for Transgender Equality, more than one in four trans people have suffered a bias-driven assault, with higher rates for trans women and trans people of colour. A 2011 study from the Anti-Violence Project found that 40 per cent of anti-LGBT murder victims were transgender women. Mainstream feminism’s refusal to take intersectionality into account and to advocate for a group of women who are among the most threatened has devastating consequences.


AS A RESULT of the marginalisation and exclusion that persists to this day, being active in the feminist movement can be an anger-inducing, isolating and exhausting experience. Sometimes I avoid attending feminist group meetings unless they are led by a Black woman, because I’m tired of being asked to leave my Blackness at the door. Other times, I worry about going to Black feminist group meetings because of the homophobia that is endemic in many Black communities. I spoke to a friend, another Black queer woman, about this, and we both wondered: What would happen if we were openly queer in these spaces? What if I walked into that room as openly bisexual? It seemed too difficult, too dangerous. When I do attend feminist gatherings, I come expecting to struggle to read the material. I’m visually impaired, and I’ve never been in a feminist space that has catered to a woman like me.


Sometimes I wonder: What would my life be like if I had more power and privilege? Imagine not having to worry about whether a professor will accommodate you in their classroom; not needing to brace yourself for the cost of prescriptions you need to manage your mental health. Imagine not having to pass on attending a queer feminist meeting for fear of racism. Imagine how luxurious it would be to not have to navigate the daily microaggressions that come with living and studying, or working, in a predominantly white environment.


In my work as an activist, I regularly speak on panels and at workshops. More than once, a white woman has cornered me afterwards to thank me for not being like other Black women. ‘They’re so angry!’ they say. ‘I don’t get it, June. Why do they hate us?’ In most cases, I smile and nod, before leaving the area as quickly as possible. I try to keep my emotions under control. O Zugo, that’s enough, I whisper, soothing myself in Igbo. Don’t show them you’re angry – don’t let them win.


In my early activism – whether I was campaigning against female genital mutilation or successfully petitioning the UK government to keep feminism on the A-level politics syllabus – the fear of being stereotyped as an Angry Black Woman haunted me. I did everything I could to prevent myself from being seen that way. I strived to be measured as I spoke; I made myself smaller; I tried to make my points about exclusionary feminism without raising my voice. But I’m not invested in that any more. Why? Because I am angry. I’m pissed. I’m so angry and I’m so tired of mainstream white feminism. And why shouldn’t I be? I’ve spent the past five years watching white women ignore women like me who exist on the margins. It’s infuriating to watch prominent, often career feminists debate whether women can ‘have it all’ when I can’t stop thinking about my Black and trans siblings dying at the hands of the police. And then there’s the recent election of Donald Trump. Throughout his presidential campaign, Trump attacked women and immigrants, using racist, homophobic, and xenophobic rhetoric. But come election day, 53 per cent of white women voted for him, compared to the 94 per cent of Black women and 68 per cent of Latina women who voted for Hillary Clinton – pointing again to the privilege that allows white women to remain ignorant of and insulated from the issues facing women of colour, Muslim women, immigrants, and other marginalised groups, a problem that also plagues mainstream feminism.


The problem with mainstream feminism, again and again, is the frivolity of the issues it is concerned with: manspreading, ‘girl power’ and female ‘empowerment’, articles with headlines like CAN YOU BE A FEMINIST AND WEAR MAKEUP? As they fight these lesser battles, white women ignore the ways that their Black and brown, disabled and trans sisters are still shackled by multiple forms of oppression. In the United States, Black women and girls make up only 13 per cent of the population, but according to a 2015 #SayHerName report by the African American Policy Forum, they account for 33 per cent of all women killed by the police. The #SayHerName movement was put together by the African-American Policy Forum to make visible the names of Black women killed by the police, who were often sidelined in the conversation in favour of Black men. Where was mainstream feminism when Rekia Boyd was killed, when Sandra Bland was killed? What about Alteria Woods or Charleena Lyles? Where were white women when Black women marched, asking that they #SayHerName? In the UK, an organisation called Women’s Aid found that one in two disabled women will be abused in their lifetime. Half! What has mainstream feminism done to bring attention to that? In 2015, Amnesty International published research and policy recommendations in support of the ‘decriminalization of all aspects of consensual adult sex’, sometimes referred to as ‘the New Zealand Model’. Prominent British feminists attacked Amnesty International for not following the Nordic Model, which does not criminalise the selling of sex, but does aim to punish clients by criminalising the purchase of sex. Despite the fact that in the report Amnesty made it very clear that they were responding to the wishes of sex workers, white feminists from Hollywood, including Lena Dunham, Kate Winslet, Meryl Streep and Emma Thompson, joined with their British counterparts in criticising the human rights organisation, signing an open letter asking Amnesty to reverse its position. Do these women just not care about the voices of sex workers? What makes it so hard for them to respect their stated wishes? Then there’s rural America, where in 2015, pregnant women were 64 per cent more likely to die of complications than women in urban areas. The time and distance from hospitals with resources and specialists for obstetric emergencies renders so many women vulnerable. Did we see mainstream feminists rallying around this issue? Or the fact that, according to the National Latina Network, one in three Hispanic or Latina women have experienced physical violence from an intimate partner in their lifetime? Where is the mainstream feminist outrage about that?


When white feminists focus their attention on issues that mostly affect affluent, cisgender, heterosexual, white women like themselves, they fail to address life-or-death issues facing millions of women of colour, disabled women, queer women, trans women, poor women and other marginalised groups. I wonder: Do these so-called feminists ever stop to consider the fact that there are women who can’t even get through the door – whether because of racism, fatphobia, homophobia or transphobia – let alone into the boardroom? And when we fail to think of these women – to advocate for them, to rally for them, and to listen to them – it’s the equivalent of saying that their lives, their experiences and their struggles aren’t important. This kind of feminism is not only wrong but also dangerous. Mainstream feminism’s lack of an intersectional focus could be a mortal threat to its very existence if a plurality of women and non-binary folks don’t see it as a tool that has the power to change their lives.


INTERSECTIONALITY MATTERS. It has always mattered. Long before the word existed, it was a lived experience for millions. And yet, current mainstream feminist politics still takes a one-size-fits-all approach. Returning to bell hooks’s definition, feminism aims to end sexist oppression for all. So how can a feminism that excludes tens of millions of women succeed?


If feminism is to cease to be a movement for the few, privileged women must start listening to women who are poor, women who are undocumented, women who are queer, women who are on the margins of society, elevating those voices instead of their own. White women must also acknowledge their privilege, despite the fact that they face sexist oppression. Often, when marginalised women ask white women to do so, they complain that it goes against ‘unity’ and finding ‘common ground’. White women often call for a ‘sisterhood’ that requires marginalised women to subsume part of our identities in service of the battle for gender equality, to separate our identities in the politics we practise. For me, this is impossible – how can I separate my Blackness from my womanhood? And is it really a ‘sisterhood’ if I cannot bring all of myself to the room? I want no part of a feminism that asks me to ignore parts of my identity. And neither should you. Instead, I seek a feminism that, as Audre Lorde wrote in 1984 in her seminal speech, ‘The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House’, acknowledges privilege and is open to difference:




As women, we have been taught either to ignore our differences, or to view them as causes for separation and suspicion rather than as forces for change. Without community there is no liberation, only the most vulnerable and temporary armistice between an individual and her oppression. But community must not mean a shedding of our differences, nor the pathetic pretense that these differences do not exist.





Of course, no political movement is going to be perfect. There’s bound to be disagreement. And challenging each other is healthy. But if the aim of feminism is to end multiple forms of oppression and transform our lives – all of them – then we must heal fractures, build bridges, and come together as we work towards achieving that goal. I agree wholeheartedly that building an (albeit imperfect) united sisterhood that focuses on the liberation of all women is a necessary step. But we won’t get there by abandoning our own concerns and shutting off parts of ourselves.


We will only get there when privileged feminists start listening – really listening, no matter how uncomfortable it might be – to women like me, who exist on the margins, and amplifying our voices.


To those women with privilege, this is what we need from you: Organise with us, but let us be the authority on our own experiences and in our activism. Don’t speak for us – we can speak for ourselves. And if we can’t, because it’s too dangerous or the consequences might be too much to bear, then use your privilege to raise our voices and our struggles. Show up and show out for us. Put yourselves and your bodies on the line. Yes, that means attending that rally about police brutality and showing up for that vigil when yet another trans woman of colour is murdered. When you organise, look at who’s in the room, and who’s not, and do what you can to get them in the room. If that fails, go to where those women are. Move beyond the digital sphere to accommodate women who can’t access it because of poverty, geography, a lack of internet literacy, age, and other factors. Consider each issue through as many different lenses as you can: race, class, disability, sexuality, poverty, neuroatypicality and gender identity. Broaden your view of what is considered a feminist issue. Pay us for our work and organising. Help us when we run for office. Bail our families out of jail. Volunteer with immigrants’ rights groups. Campaign for better access to family planning services, for better childcare, for better health care. Make your organising rooms and marches accessible for disabled women. Use our preferred pronouns. Fight against mental health stigma. Work to do this in every aspect of your life. But crucially, don’t come to us for the solutions to problems that were not caused by us. Take initiative. Learn. Make mistakes. Do better.


To my marginalised sisters: I see you. I know how hard it is to move through the world while living at the intersection of oppression. I know what it’s like to have no money, to be poor and homeless and roaming the streets, to perm your hair for a job interview, to walk into a room and wonder if the people present will see you as human. I also realise that I might not know your struggles, or fully understand all that you’re experiencing right now. But I take heart from the fact that, despite the odds stacked against us, so many of us are thriving. Yes, some of us are struggling to survive and some of us are dying, but those of us who can are fighting for you, and we will remember your names and your stories. We have to keep going. It seems simple to say, and harder to do, but in a world where we experience extortionate levels of violence and so much is stacked against us that you may wonder if this world even wants us alive, our mere existence is a radical act. Take care of yourselves. Put yourselves first. Find moments of joy. Celebrate yourselves. Hold on to all the good we’ve done – and are yet to do. Listen to and learn from your sisters: undocumented women, trans women, Black women, disabled women. Hold their hands. Work across lines of marginalisation. Support each other. Keep fighting, the best that you can. Keep trying, the best that you can. Learn. Make mistakes. Do better.


For those not already versed in the challenges facing, and debates within, feminism today, reading this anthology is a great place to start. For those of you who, like me, live and breathe these issues, I hope you’ll find some common truth, or see experiences like yours represented in this collection, which includes only marginalised voices and so puts them front and centre.


For privileged women, I hope it will help you begin to grasp the struggles of women who are different from you, as well as why some marginalised women who believe in equality nevertheless struggle to identify with feminism. I am one of those women.


I chose to call this anthology Can We All Be Feminists? because as a marginalised woman, I’ve sometimes wondered if feminism has space for me. In my late teens, I discovered womanism, a term coined by Alice Walker that explicitly focuses on the experiences of Black women. For some time, that label felt more apt because of Walker’s spotlight on Black women’s needs and her inclusion of queer women, writing that a womanist is ‘a woman who loves another woman, sexually and/or non sexually’. I felt like womanism wouldn’t leave me out in the way that feminism often did. Ultimately, I’m comfortable with calling my beliefs by either term – feminism or womanism – because I still believe that feminism can improve, can be so much better, and has been and will continue to be a powerful framework for women to achieve so much. But I know that many other women feel excluded by feminism, or see it as useless because it is not concerned with the issues that affect them.


In this anthology, you’ll hear from seventeen women as they grapple with their relationship to feminism, especially as it relates to their marginalised identities. Novelists Brit Bennett and Nicole Dennis-Benn examine religion and lesbianism respectively, with the additional lens of Black womanhood. Performance artist Selina Thompson discusses the issue of fat and feminism. Gabrielle Bellot and Juliet Jacques remind us of the precarious position in which trans women find themselves. Frances Ryan chronicles the issues facing disabled women. And Wei Ming Kam demonstrates how immigration is a feminist issue. These are just some of the voices in these pages. Of course, there’s no way this anthology can raise every issue and represent all women. It’s impossible to do that. But we’ve done our best to bring together as diverse a group of women as possible. I hope their insights and arguments will challenge you, galvanise you, and start conversations.


Despite its shortcomings, I’m really grateful for feminism. Thanks to feminism, I found my voice and my purpose: campaigning, fighting and standing up for the rights of all women. Feminism also gave me the permission to reject the notions of being a ‘good’ girl. I like being a rebel girl. I hope this anthology helps spark your own rebellion. I have no idea where it might take us. But let’s begin.




NO WAVE FEMINISM


Charlotte Shane


IF YOU FEEL like feminism is failing you, you are not alone. I sometimes have the impression that I’m as thoroughly feminist as I am thoroughly human, that feminism is as intrinsic to my constitution as my skeleton is to my body. But in my thirty-five years, I’ve struggled with or outright rejected feminism on several occasions: first, as an ignorant adolescent (‘What do women need feminism for if we’ve already got the vote?’); then, as a sex worker who saw how regularly and even gleefully feminists stoked the public’s long-standing antipathy towards professionally sexual women; and now, again, as someone moving ever further into the far left, who cannot abide the forms of feminism that embrace and are complicit with the worst aspects of liberalism.


The more I learn about the intersecting, oppressive forces that continue to shape the Western world – colonialism, patriarchy, capitalism, xenophobia and racism – and the network of cruel social machinery to which these systems give rise – incarceration, crippling debt, disenfranchisement, deportation and so on – the less sense it makes to use gender as the primary lens through which to regard human-engineered suffering. Feminism doesn’t feel like the sharpest weapon to wield against white supremacy or border policing, for instance, or even the best tool with which to approach basic civic concerns like vibrant schools. That’s not because those issues don’t impact women; obviously, they directly and indirectly impact many. But they don’t necessarily impact women more or in dramatically different ways than they do men. In other words, the most significant challenges those issues present aren’t tethered to one’s sex. And so prioritising gender above other aspects of identity limits one’s realm of ethical response.


Here’s an example. American prisons often keep female prisoners shackled while they give birth. There are variations on the theme: Some women are shackled during labour, some are unshackled during but then shackled again almost immediately afterwards, and almost all are shackled while heavily pregnant. There’s some variation of what shackling entails, too. It can mean being cuffed at the wrists, or at the ankles, or both – or cuffed to a hospital bed, or chained at the waist. Articulating these details makes the sadism even starker.


A class action federal lawsuit in 2017 alleged more than forty women at the Milwaukee County Jail suffered this horror. It was preceded by lawsuits in 2014 and 2016 against the same jail for similar alleged practices. But the appalling practice is hardly confined to one city or even one state. In 2015, New York prisons were found to be shackling prisoners in labour in spite of a state law that made it illegal to do so. And according to a 2016 report by the Prison Birth Project and Prisoners’ Legal Services of Massachusetts, jails and prisons in Massachusetts were guilty of similar violations.


Most feminists probably agree that this is a feminist issue; the topic accordingly receives coverage on feminist websites and sometimes in women’s magazines. But does a feminist obligation to attend to the rights of the imprisoned extend only as far as pregnancy and labour? Is it a feminist issue when a non-pregnant woman is shackled? Or when she is caged for years and exploited for her labour, denied face-to-face visits from loved ones, held captive in a compound in the name of ‘justice’? If the answer to these questions is yes, then is it also a feminist issue when men are shackled during various health emergencies – seizures, say? (In 2014, a male inmate in Colorado died after undergoing several seizures while in restraints and receiving no medical treatment.) Is it a feminist issue when incarcerated men are denied the right to visit family, or exploited for their labour? Is it a feminist issue that so many men are raped while in prison? Or does feminism’s responsibility begin and end with gender-based mistreatment?


The feminists hired by prominent media outlets often advocate for measures that would result in higher levels of incarceration. They write op-eds in favour of further criminalisation around sex work, and call for longer prison sentences for men convicted of assault – which we’ve known for decades is not necessarily synonymous with ‘men who’ve committed the crime’. They also, disturbingly, relish the theatre of sentencing like that enacted by Judge Rosemarie Aquilina, who told serial sexual abuser Larry Nassar that if she could, she would ‘allow some or many people to do to him what he did to others’. (So, sexual violation is an atrocity … unless it happens to the right person?) They capitalise on women’s justified fear and anger around mistreatment by men to shore up the status quo, to suggest that our current problems are not the result of fundamentally unjust institutions, but rather institutions that are only incidentally sexist. That means those same institutions could become less so with the right adjustments, like more draconian sentencing for crimes against women, or more female judges.


But the prison system is racist and brutal by design, not by accident or mismanagement, just as the court system regularly fails the most vulnerable because it was built to protect the powerful. ‘The challenge of the twenty-first century is not to demand equal opportunity to participate in the machinery of oppression,’ revolutionary thinker Angela Davis has written. ‘Rather, it is to identify and dismantle those structures.’ Yet leveraging our existing legal system for criminalisation remains the go-to strategy for most feminists when it comes to dealing with objectionable behaviour. Criminalisation entails fines and incarceration; it does not meaningfully concern itself with rehabilitation, education, victim care, or prevention. Its ability to deter other potential offenders is unproven – or, arguably, proven to be non-existent, as is especially demonstrable with laws against drug use and possession – and the recidivism rate is astronomical. Moreover, the legal system is not accessible to everyone. Undocumented people cannot use it. People leading already criminalised lives, like sex workers, often cannot use it, and marginalised people are also discouraged from or outright prevented from using it by a slew of means. (The most obvious of which is usually time and money.)


This instinct to turn to the state is not unfamiliar to me. I, too, learned from a young age that laws and courts and police are the way to deal with almost everything: You notice something is wrong, you get a law passed or use an existing law to stop it, and the problem is solved. This is not how our current laws work in practice, and it is incumbent upon us to face that fact with honesty and creativity. When activists speak out against police and prisons, people immediately demand that they offer a replacement apparatus, but it is an impossible demand. The transformation needs to be more profound than a simple swap. Prison abolitionist Mariame Kaba speaks on this point with great eloquence: ‘We have to transform the relationships we have with each other so we can really create new forms of safety and justice in our communities. [The work of abolition] insists that it is necessary that you change everything.’ [Emphasis added.]


Many feminists, though, have lost their foremothers’ radical vision of changing everything. Instead, they are ready to work within the tight confines of an ineffective system, and they endorse and invest in a de facto police state. The ‘feminist’ modifier itself is useless for indicating a stance on this issue, as it is for many others: protecting the rights of trans women, for instance, or even the legality of abortion.


This tension is long-standing and perhaps inevitable given that feminism is assumed to galvanise people under a banner of gender rather than shared ideological and moral commitments, as a formal organisation, like a political party or a local activist group, would. There’s no explicit platform for feminism because it’s an idea, ownerless and atomised, based on the observation of one specific, persistent source of imbalance in a stunningly unfair world. It can be invoked (cynically or sincerely) by anyone, which is part of why it’s been so easily co-opted by corporations who use superficial gestures of pro-women sentiment for brand management, and by a mainstream media that anoints celebrities like Lena Dunham, Taylor Swift and Amy Schumer as the vanguard of righteous, pro-lady politics.


Aside from for-profit institutions muddying the waters, there’s also the matter of individual dissent. Even groups with clear and detailed mission statements run into internal disagreement. That’s healthy and good. But today’s concept of feminism provides such a wide net that some women (and men) assume gender alone makes one eligible for membership, regardless of actual convictions. ‘Feminist’ has become synonymous with hollow phrases like ‘female empowerment’ and ‘strong women’ and ‘girl power’. If a woman’s ambition were automatically feminist by virtue of her gender alone, that would hold true whether she’s directing her energies into exploiting workers in other countries, trying to overturn affirmative action, or working to keep her neighbourhood free from immigrants.


Sheryl Sandberg’s Lean In campaign notoriously exemplifies this sort of self-serving attitude. In her 2010 TED Talk and 2013 book of the same name, Sandberg exhorted working women to throw themselves into the corporate world, implying that women’s general lack of representation in the boardroom was a function of their own timidity and emotionality rather than workplace discrimination or intractable secondary obstacles (like being unable to afford childcare, or simply not wanting to sacrifice quality of life for a title). Why is it important that women assume more prominent roles in corporations? Because their absence indicates sexism, and sexism is bad. Or because they’d bring ‘diversity’, and diversity makes a company stronger. A number of similar platitudes could be offered in response to this question, but none would be sufficient. By assuming that having more women is better, period, we relinquish the opportunity to question what it is the corporation does (read: who it harms and how it harms them), what’s inherently good about climbing to the top of any hierarchy, or how it socially benefits all women for one particular woman to earn an obscene amount of money.


The feminism espoused by Sandberg goes by many names – neoliberal feminism, white feminism, corporate feminism – but whatever it’s called, its priority is to help a small number of people further consolidate power and money without rocking the proverbial boat. Few systems are threatened by slotting women into roles traditionally held by men, because absolute wealth and absolute power tend to corrupt absolutely. Few want to dismantle the means by which they achieve tremendous success; rather, they want to further consolidate that success in all its forms: influence, wealth, and so on. If patriarchy’s worst offence were keeping women out of the workplace, then sure, women like Sheryl Sandberg would be triumphs of the cause. But the notion that women shouldn’t work outside the home was always unique to the white upper and middle classes. Poorer women never had the option to stay at home, and Black women in the United States have virtually always been expected to work, if not in the fields then in white homes as ‘domestic’ servants. The far more noxious effects of patriarchy, like rendering women incapable of exercising autonomy over their reproduction or paying them lower wages for their work, can and do endure even with more women ‘on top’. You never have to look very far to find female politicians voting to make abortion less accessible, or female activists trying to take down Planned Parenthood, just as you don’t have to search very hard to find powerful women who explicitly blame other women for their own sexual assault or who, à la Ann Coulter, go so far as to suggest women shouldn’t have the right to vote.
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