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Praise for White Tears/Brown Scars


Short-listed for 2020 New South Wales Premier’s
Literary Awards: Multicultural NSW Award


“With scholarly but highly engaging prose, Hamad details white women’s roles in oppression across continents, a much-needed history lesson for those inclined to reduce racism to individual behavior … For readers truly interested in dismantling white supremacy, this is a must-read. An extraordinary book.”


—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)


“White Tears/Brown Scars is a must-read for all white feminists. To develop the feminist coalitions that are so desperately needed in these times, we need frank conversations between feminists of color and white feminists, in which white women take accountability instead of using tears to avoid it. Hamad’s book is an essential resource to help us do this.”


—ALISON PHIPPS, author of Me, Not You


“White Tears/Brown Scars belongs in twenty-first-century feminist canon. It’s grounded in deep historical context, yet thoroughly of the present. It makes bold intellectual arguments, but is extremely readable and grounded in human experience. If you are a white woman, it may make for uncomfortable reading: this book takes the most precise scalpel to the way that white women leverage race and gender of any book that I’ve read. If you are a woman of color, perhaps it will make you feel seen. If you are a man, read it for your own education! Hamad has written a truly exceptional, agenda-­setting work.”


—RACHEL HILLS, author of The Sex Myth


“White Tears/Brown Scars is an essential guide for those who want to be truly intersectional in their feminism. Ruby ­Hamad skillfully distills history, academic research, and lived experiences of women of color to create an engaging inquiry into white supremacy and the role of white women within it.”


—ZEBA TALKHANI, author of My Past Is a Foreign Country


“Searing and wide-ranging … Skillfully blending autobiography, history, and cultural criticism, Hamad makes a devastating case against white women’s complicity in systemic racism. This insistent and incisive call for change belongs in the contemporary feminist canon.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“White Tears/Brown Scars is a powerful and scholarly critique of white-privileged ‘innocence.’ This is essential reading for anyone surprised that 52 percent of white women voters chose Trump. Hamad has written a devastating analysis of ‘the white damsel’ and the way her tears and dual status are routinely weaponised against much of the globe. If (racial) ignorance is bliss, then this book is a shattering of some supremely comfortable white illusions about race and gender, in Australia and beyond.”


—MELISSA LUCASHENKO, author of Too Much Lip


“Reading White Tears/Brown Scars is not an easy experience, but it is a life-affecting one. Despite Ruby Hamad’s remarkably concise but insightful review of racism, colonialism, and life in the modern West, this is a deep exploration of how our circumstances, behaviours, and unconscious attitudes shape power dynamics and our existence as humans on a planet we ravage daily. This is also, more specifically, a nuanced, multilayered portrait of the place of white women in the West, their role in upholding white supremacy as a norm, and how they relate to women of colour.


“As an Arab woman growing up in the West, I had come to accept, too often, the demeaning treatment I received from my white peers, without interrogating it. For me, and for many like me, it has been a case of quiet survival, never raising ourselves too high because when we do, we threaten not only the structures we co-inhabit, but the relationships that work as long as the power imbalance is maintained.


“It is not correct to say that Hamad’s book is simply eye-opening or a revelation. It is an uncovering of so much we have hidden away, afraid to acknowledge even to ourselves. Reading this book, it occurred to me how deeply women of minorities internalize their experiences of mistreatment or discrimination. What you read in Hamad’s book cannot be unread or overlooked or forgotten. But commendably, this book is not a self-pitying rant with no way forward. It prompts every reader to revisit their experiences through a revised lens, but not to remain in a state of anger or repose. This book asks us all how we can live together. It asks not just how we can do better, but how we can do right so that humans, no matter their class, their skin shade, or their cultural conditioning, can claim a place in society that is fair and just to all.


“This book is important not only for what it tells us but for what it asks of us.”


—AMAL AWAD, author of Beyond Veiled Clichés


“A powerful testament, an act of witnessing, a work of depth and scholarship.”


—RASHIDA MURPHY, ArtsHub


“Ruby Hamad blows open inconvenient truths … in this powerful book.”


—Marie Claire Australia


“Hamad deconstructs the colonial narrative of ‘white is right.’ She challenges society to face the discrimination it has normalised, and to commit to a future where white women let go of their privilege and stand with women of colour.”


—The Saturday Paper


“Ruby Hamad should be applauded for writing this well researched and informative book … Hamad has not so much thrown a grenade into the arena, rather she has exposed an unexploded bomb set in the core foundations of western-­settler societies.”


—Independent Australia


“[A] blistering take on feminism and race … Ruby Hamad takes readers on an eye-opening historical journey through the oppression and marginalisation of colonised and enslaved women … It’s a book I couldn’t recommend more highly.”


—JO CASE, InDaily


“An informative and compelling read. Ruby Hamad’s work is absolutely essential reading for today—as it helps bring to the fore what was once only suspected.”


—Indian Link


“[An] often confronting and always challenging book… White Tears/Brown Scars is provocative and intelligent… Hamad has written a persuasive book which deserves to be read and thought about carefully.”


—Queensland Reviewers Collective


“Hamad is a writer of formidable talent and perceptiveness. White Tears/Brown Scars is one of the most important books of 2019, and I believe a copy should live on every single bookshelf in Australia.”


—Kill Your Darlings


“I loved Hamad’s book for its unapologetic rigour and sharp threading of racial history … A powerful assessment of the institutional and cultural structures that have shaped the way we operate both as a society and individually.”


—JESSIE TU, Women’s Agenda


“Hamad writes with a vigour and insight that is energising… At once academic and accessible, highly readable … White Tears/Brown Scars packs a powerful punch … A challenging, important read that will benefit all readers, regardless of gender or race.”


—ZOYA PATEL, The Canberra Times


“Hamad’s work is meticulously researched, comprehensively catalogued and makes for a compelling critique of the ways in which the woman of colour is pilloried and crucified at the altar of white fragility … If a politics of solidarity is to have any meaning in a world torn apart by old wounds, let’s join hands and celebrate Hamad’s White Tears/Brown Scars.”


—DR. MRIDULA NATH CHAKRABORTY,


The Sydney Morning Herald
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He hit me and wept …


Then he was first to protest.


—Arab proverb




Author’s Note


Writing about race is a fraught business, as is writing about gender. Words and phrases you assume would be easily received exactly as you intended them are bafflingly interpreted as something else entirely. Concepts such as the meaning of racism itself, arrived at over generations of painstaking scholarship, research, and experience, are stubbornly brushed aside in favor of “the dictionary definition.”


This note sets out the main terms and concepts I use throughout this book, both for the benefit of the reader and to safeguard as best I can against misrepresentations made in bad faith. My own experience as a media writer of twelve years’ standing tells me that this will almost certainly occur regardless, but consider this my best attempt to ward off that regrettable inevitability.


I have opted to use “brown” in the title both as a poetic license indicating a catchall for all those people who don’t qualify as “white,” and to indicate where I place myself in the race scheme of things. However, “brown” (in which I include all nonblack people of color) will be differentiated from “black” throughout the book. It is important to understand that virtually all terms used when discussing race are imprecise because race is an imposition, not a biological reality. As such, who is white and who isn’t is not as simple as it once was. While often used to denote the skin color of Europeans in relation to Native Americans and (enslaved) Africans, “white” is better understood as an indication of racial privilege: who is considered white is less about how pale they are and more about whether they are the right kind of pale. Many Arabs have fair skin, and my own is more olive than brown. This racial ambiguity affords me some degree of acceptance—until my ethnic background is inevitably brought to the foreground. Whiteness, then, is more than skin color. It is, as race scholar Paul Kivel describes, “a constantly shifting boundary separating those who are entitled to have certain privileges from those whose exploitation and vulnerability to violence [are] justified by their not being white.”


Whiteness is the privileging of those racial, cultural, and religious identities that most resemble the typical characteristics associated with fair-skinned (Western) Europeans. Consequently, the terms “white” and “people of color” are not descriptive—they are political. When we talk about “white people,” we are not really talking about skin color but about those who most benefit from whiteness. When we talk about “people of color,” we talk about those who are excluded. I continue to have misgivings about the terms—due to the proximity of “people of color” to “colored” as well as the danger that it can collapse the needs and issues of certain marginalized racial groups into others—but the lack of better terms necessitates their use at times. Expressions such as “nonwhite” imply whiteness is a neutral default, and it can get cumbersome and redundant to list the various categories of “brown,” “black,” “Asian,” “Arab,” and so on individually. A content note: some of the out-of-use historical terms employed by colonizers to degrade women of color are reproduced in this book in order to discuss their meaning and usage. I have chosen, however, not to reproduce certain slurs that are still in widespread use and/or are particularly heinous, though I concede that this is a fine line and a subjective one at that.


Finally, a note on the featured interviews. I spoke with more than two dozen women from across the Western world during the course of writing White Tears/Brown Scars. Not all of them are directly quoted, but all of them informed the shape of this book. It has been quite the eye-opener to discover how similar the experiences of women of color who have never met can be. Some of these women I know personally and/or professionally, some I’d previously interacted with on social media, and others were either referred to me or contacted me directly asking to participate. Interviews took place in person, by telephone, via Skype, and in a few cases over email. Where an asterisk appears beside a name, the interviewee has chosen to remain completely anonymous, and where there is a first name only, that is her real first name.




PART ONE THE SETUP




INTRODUCTION


White Tears


We talk about toxic masculinity but there is [also] toxicity in wielding femininity in this way.


—Luvvie Ajayi


I am so uncomfortable having this conversation,” said Fox News host Melissa Francis during a live broadcast of the network’s panel program Outnumbered on August 16, 2017. The previous day, U.S. president Donald Trump held a press conference denouncing the Charlottesville riots that ended in tragedy when a white supremacist drove his car through a group of people protesting a far-right rally, killing thirty-two-year-old Heather Heyer. Trump had audaciously claimed “both sides” were to blame for the violence—and that there were “very fine people” on both sides. This sparked countless debates across the country, much like the one Francis was engaged in with her co-panelists Harris Faulkner, Juan Williams, and Marie Harf.


Defending Trump, Francis claimed he was being misrepresented and had never tried to apportion equal blame. When her cohost attempted to correct her, she became visibly emotional. “I know what is in my heart and I know that I don’t think anyone is different, better or worse, based on the color of their skin,” her voice cracked. “But I feel like there is nothing any of us can say right now without being judged.” No sooner had the word judged left her lips than the tears started. The panel fell into an awkward silence for a moment and it was left to cohost Faulkner, a black woman, to calmly step in and, without a trace of emotion in her voice or on her face, to respond. “You know, Melissa, there have been a lot of tears on our network and across the country and around the world,” Faulkner began quietly but firmly while the other woman closed her eyes and shook her head as if in pain. “It’s a difficult place where we are but it’s not where we’ve been, it’s where we are … and we can have this conversation. Oh, yes we can.”


What should be remarkable about this clip is that it is the black woman who remains stoic and almost expressionless while the white woman is freely emotional and teary. Keep in mind, this is all in the midst of a conversation about race taking place in the same week that white supremacists had staged rallies waving Nazi and Confederate flags and shouting slogans such as “blood and soil” and “Jews will not replace us.” I say it should be remarkable because, sadly, it is all too unremarkable. It has been so common for so long for people of color to tiptoe around the feelings of white people that until relatively recently it was barely ever commented on in the mainstream. Indeed, after Faulkner’s comments, two of the other hosts, including Williams, who is a black man, quickly tried to soothe Francis, repeating how much they hated to see her cry.


How is it that we have been so conditioned to prioritize the emotional comfort of white people? Why does the sight of a white woman crying provoke such placatory responses, even in a context such as this where people of color have every reason to be scared, upset, and even angry? It was not until the following year that I finally began to understand just how crucial it is that we answer these questions.


Fast-forward to August 2018, and I almost missed the message in my Twitter inbox from a journalist in the United States asking to speak to me about an article I’d published in Guardian Australia three months earlier. That piece had proved to be very popular and very polarizing and had resulted in far more global attention than I was used to or felt comfortable with, and, still reeling from it all, I assumed she was messaging me to ask if she could interview me for a story. I cautiously agreed to supply my email but was unprepared for what came next.


Lisa Benson, an Emmy-winning African American television journalist in Kansas City, was writing to me not to request an interview, but to let me know that shortly after my piece was published in May, she had shared it to her private Facebook page, where two white female colleagues, Christa Dubill and Jessica McMaster, had seen it. The next day, Dubill and McMaster complained to management and Lisa was suspended immediately for “creating a hostile working environment based on race and gender.” Shortly thereafter, she was terminated from her contract.


A little backstory: Lisa had already sued her television station employer for racial discrimination, alleging her race was used to determine which stories she was assigned. This included being sent on her own to interview a Ku Klux Klan member in his home, a situation that was both uncomfortable and possibly unsafe. A separate lawsuit was brought by another colleague of hers, a male African American sports anchor who claimed he was routinely passed over for promotions in favor of less qualified white men. Lisa was still working for the organization while awaiting her court date, and she told me she had shared the article in the hope that her colleagues would understand and empathize with her situation. Instead, it appears they used it as a handy justification for getting rid of a “problem” employee who’d inadvertently broke one of white Western society’s unspoken but most binding rules: don’t challenge or even acknowledge implicit racial bias—if you do, be prepared to suffer the consequences.


The article that apparently cost Lisa her contract and brought us into each other’s orbit was titled “How White Women Use Strategic Tears to Silence Women of Colour.” It was one of hundreds I’ve written over the past decade or so while I’ve been working in the media. This one, however, was a particularly painful and personal column to write, drawing on an emotional and psychological journey during which I had slowly (perhaps too slowly) and devastatingly come to realize that the way society saw me, the way people interpreted and responded to my behavior and my words, had very little to do with me as a person, my motivations, or the situation at hand, but everything to do with their ingrained perceptions of me based on my ethnicity. I highlighted what I had by then come to realize was a pattern so predictable it worked like a blueprint, predetermining how interpersonal conflict between women of color and white women plays out.


Brown and black women, I wrote, are deeply impacted, often without realizing it, by the grind of living in a society that does not recognize, let alone reward, their value. Overwhelmingly disbelieved when they try to shed light on their experiences of gendered racism, the lack of support they receive adds to the initial trauma, leaving them questioning reality as well as themselves. Most devastating is when this happens in interactions with white women, often women they consider friends or at least friendly. Drawing on the concept of what author Luvvie Ajayi has referred to as the weaponizing of white women’s tears, I outlined how, when challenged by a woman of color, a white woman will often lean into her racial privilege to turn the tables and accuse the other woman of hurting, attacking, or bullying her. This process almost always siphons the sympathy and support of any onlookers to the apparently distressed white woman, helping her avoid any accountability that may be due and leaving the woman of color out in the cold, often with no realistic option—­particularly if it is a workplace interaction—but to accept blame and apologize.


At the time of writing the column, I was attempting to make sense of a number of conflicts I’d had that followed this unwritten script and left me wondering why, whenever I tried to approach a white female friend or colleague about something she had said or done that had had a negative impact on me, I somehow always ended up apologizing to her even though I was certain I was the one who had been wronged. With diminished confidence and second-guessing my own recollection and interpretation of events, I was left floundering, either angry and unheard or terrified I would lose a friend or a job if I didn’t back down.


It was the work of black and brown women that helped me dissect what was happening. Women like Sister Outsider, who tweets under the handle @FeministGriote, who wrote a fantastic thread about the experiences of the many black women who have “a story about a time in a professional setting where she attempted to have a talk with a WW [white woman] about her behavior & it has ended with the WW crying … The WW wasn’t crying because she felt sorry and was deeply remorseful. The WW was crying because she felt ‘bullied’ and/or that the BW [black woman] was being too harsh with her.” The end result, due to the potency of white women’s tears, is that the black woman is left with the options of either apologizing or risking being “blackballed” or fired. The world doesn’t stop for the tears of black women, Sister Outsider concluded, and it is up to white women to stop this destructive behavior.


I shared these tweets as well as Ajayi’s piece on my public Facebook page, asking brown and black women if they’d experienced anything similar. The response was so overwhelming that it was clear the phenomenon was not a bug in our society but a feature of it. One Arab woman, Zeina, shared her experiences of being “petted” by older white women drawn to her thick, curly, waist-length brown hair. One at her workplace “kept touching my hair, pulling my curls to watch them bounce back. Rubbing the top. So when I told her to stop and complained to HR [human resources] and my supervisor, she complained that I wasn’t a people person or team member and I had to leave that position for being ‘threatening’ to a coworker.”


What makes white women’s tears so potent and renders black and brown women so apparently “aggressive”? In her blog post, Ajayi explains that what makes the distress of white women so powerful is its association with femininity and helplessness. “These tears are pouring out of the eyes of the one chosen to be the prototype of womanhood; the woman who has been painted as helpless against the whims of the world.”


Ajayi’s words hit me not so much as a revelation as an unveiling. They led me to look back over my life, forcing me to recognize with some degree of horror that what many people see when they look at me is a generic facsimile of an Arab, someone without their own inner world. “The manufactured reputation Arabs have for being threatening and aggressive follows us everywhere,” I wrote. “In a society that routinely places ‘wide-eyed, angry and Middle Eastern’ people at the scenes of violent crimes they did not commit, having a legitimate grievance is no match for the strategic tears of a white damsel in distress whose innocence is taken for granted … Whether we are angry or calm, shouting or pleading we are always seen as the aggressors.”


Was I nervous about writing all this? Yes. So nervous, in fact, that I considered withdrawing the piece. This was not because I don’t stand by it—I do. Rather, it was because I knew there would be resistance to its contents and inconvenient truths. I knew I would be accused of dividing the sisterhood and of racism against white women. And I knew it would be another mark against my name in the suffocatingly white Australian media space that loves to extol the virtues of “diversity” but had already been slowly marginalizing my public presence year after year. Even knowing all this, I knew I couldn’t withdraw it and that these kinds of things have to be said precisely because they make people uncomfortable, in the best way—the way that forces them to examine their own implicit biases and question their own relative power and privilege.


Even so, I was unprepared for the response. By the end of the day, the piece had been picked up by The Guardian in the U.S. and the U.K. and all hell seemed to break loose. I was already bracing myself for those people I knew would be willing and able to misrepresent my ideas—not just to discredit the column as a piece of writing, but to discredit me as a person. I had, however, assumed the backlash would be contained to Australia and, within that, mostly to feminist circles already familiar with many of the concepts described, such as “white tears,” which has gained currency across the internet and in activist spaces as a riff on “male tears.” Neither of these concepts mocks legitimate distress: they refer to the fragility with which some individuals who belong to a dominant group respond when their dominance is questioned. Overwhelmed by the global backlash, I deactivated my Twitter account and sent a panicked midnight email to Guardian Australia begging them to take the piece down. But then it struck me that this was precisely the reaction the online mob wanted. More importantly, even if I did retract the article, it wouldn’t be enough; they weren’t acting out of genuine critique but from fury that I’d taken what was common knowledge among communities of color and lobbed it into one of the bastions of white liberal media. I also knew from watching the public humiliation of women of color before me that an apology would not placate them but would only validate their narcissistic injury. They would use it to attack me and discredit everything I said and did from that moment on. I fired off another email instructing my still blissfully sleeping editors to ignore the previous one, and I reactivated my Twitter account to cheekily let the world know that I definitely was not sorry by posting a link to the Tom Petty classic “I Won’t Back Down.”


That decision proved to be a profound one, as the abuse gave way to global messages of support. White women told me they had seen this very thing happen too many times; some were ashamed to admit they were guilty of it. Men revealed that they either knew all too well what I was talking about, or that I had given them a framework through which to interpret behavior they had noticed but could not fully explain. But most importantly, there were the testimonials from women of color who shared their stories, their tragedies, their stolen years spent wondering why this kept happening to them, why they were “going crazy.”


It’s become a cliché for writers to note that online haters are far louder than lovers, that detractors can’t wait to tell us exactly what they think of us (not much!) while those who value our work often opt to do it quietly. But this time, the positive response had shouted down the very loud and very numerous haters. It was at that point I realized this was bigger than me. Bigger than my piece. But what, exactly, is this?


The term “white fragility” was coined by sociologist Robin DiAngelo to describe the defensiveness into which many white people retreat in any discussion that reminds them of their race. DiAngelo, who is a white American, has worked as a diversity trainer in the United States, crisscrossing the country to run workshops for mostly white people on how they can contribute to a more racially inclusive workplace. In her book White Fragility, published in 2018, DiAngelo describes white fragility as a state of stress set off by the discomfort and anxiety white people feel when their internalized sense of racial superiority is challenged:


Socialized into a deeply internalized sense of superiority that we either are unaware of or can never admit to ourselves, we become highly fragile in conversations about race. We consider a challenge to our racial world­views as a challenge to our very identities as good, moral people. Thus, we perceive any attempt to connect us to the system of racism as an unsettling and unfair moral offense. The smallest amount of racial stress is intolerable—the mere suggestion that being white has meaning often triggers a range of defensive responses. These include emotions such as anger, fear, and guilt and behaviors such as argumentation, silence, and withdrawal from the stress-­inducing situation. These responses work to reinstate white equilibrium as they repel the challenge, return our racial comfort, and maintain our dominance within the racial hierarchy.


It is crucial to understand what we are talking about when we talk about “white tears.” The kind of distress we are analyzing may well feel genuine, but it is neither legitimate nor innocent. Rather than denoting weakness, it signals power: “Though white fragility is triggered by discomfort and anxiety, it is born of superiority and entitlement. White fragility is not weakness … it is a powerful means of white racial control and the protection of white advantage.” DiAngelo explores white fragility in explicitly race-based workplace interactions between women, but the issue goes further back in history and deeper into the present, and it is important to look at gendered racial dynamics beyond the professional context. These dynamics also shape and taint interactions between white women and women of color in social situations. The catalyst need not be explicitly about race: the act of being challenged or politely disagreed with or, heaven forbid, “called out” by a woman of color about almost anything at all is enough to raise the defenses and trigger a reaction based not on the immediate situation but on the mechanisms of white fragility.


More important still is the response from onlookers, for it is how they choose to interpret and respond to the conflict unfolding before them that determines the outcome and reinforces the respective behaviors, dooming them to be replayed again and again. When I began this book, my central question was: What happens when racism and sexism collide? My answer begins with the realization that the way people regard and treat us comes down to how well we match the stereotypical features associated with our perceived gender. Because women of color are always perceived as lesser women, then whatever the intersection—be it gender identity, sexuality, disability, or something else—every experience of marginalization is made more acute when race is thrown into the mix. And it impacts our lives in ways many of us may have never considered.


Women of color who attempt to address an issue that is detrimental to them in some way almost invariably come up against a wall of white fragility so immovable, so lacking in empathy, so utterly unrepentant, that the first few times it happens, you naturally assume you are imagining it, that you are the problem, that you should have gone about things differently and you will go about things differently from now on. So you do. You adjust your reactions, you try to play nice, you watch your tone. But it keeps happening—angry, sad, yelling, begging, it doesn’t seem to matter—until at some point you, as a woman of color, realize in shock that regardless of the facts of the situation, the real problem isn’t even about you. It is how white society regards you. It is how white society treats you. Because you, as a woman of color, do not measure up to their image of what a woman is and should be in order to be believed, supported, and defended.


Many white women reading this now will know exactly what I am talking about, because this very thing happens between men and women: the condescending dismissals, the exaggeratedly mystified claims of unprovoked hysteria and unhinged emotion, the gaslighting. What I and many women of color before me, and no doubt after me, are asking is that white women open their minds and hearts when women of color talk about the double whammy we are dealt. That even as we agitate against the sexism of a male-dominated society, because it is also a white-dominated society we are also assailed with racism, and often this comes from white women who turn their sanctioned victim status on us. White women can oscillate between their gender and their race, between being the oppressed and the oppressor. Women of color are never permitted to exist outside of these constraints: we are both women and people of color and we are always seen and treated as such.


As a black woman, Lisa Benson does not experience sexism in the same way white women do, nor does she experience racism in the same way as a black man. Rather, she is subjected to both racism and sexism at once, a compounded form of oppression now known as misogynoir. Similarly, because I am an Arab woman my work has made me a frequent target of online abuse, including epithets such as “whore for Hezbollah” and declarations that I “have clitoris envy as well as penis envy” (an allusion to female genital mutilation). The details and severity often differ, but what is common about the experiences of women of color is an unspoken assumption that we always lack a defining feature of womanhood that white women have by default.


When Lisa first reached out to me, I was overcome with intense guilt about what I had done to her, that she had lost her job because of me, that I should have known better. But this reaction is itself internalized racism, scolding people of color for whatever bad thing happens to us, telling us it’s our own fault, keeping us in check by taking away our will to speak. Self-blame is a potent teacher: it can drain your self-belief, make you want to hide, compel you to beg for forgiveness even when you have done nothing to be forgiven for, all in the hope you can somehow undo the abuse, the scorn, the injustice, and go quietly back to where you were before.


Only … where were we before? Where was I before I wrote that article? Where was Lisa? We were unknown to each other on opposite sides of the world, both of us attempting to assert and defend ourselves, only to be branded “combative” and “bullies.” Even before we speak, women of color are positioned as potential aggressors. Look closer at the interactions you see at work, on social media, at social functions. Make a note of just how often a woman of color who stands her ground, demands respect, or gives anything less than overwhelmingly positive affirmation to others is met with harsh rebuke and swift ostracism.


This nexus of race and gender, which can feel less like an intersection on a road being traveled and more like a permanent address to which we are chained, means that women of color are rarely given the benefit of the doubt, and even more rarely considered worthy of sympathy and support. If we are angry, it is because we are bullies. If we are crying, it is because we are indulging in the cult of victimhood. If we are poised, it is because we lack emotion. If we are emotional, it is because we are less rational human and more primitive animal. A white woman may well be punished for an emotional outburst when interacting with men, but if she is engaged in a terse interaction with a woman of color and she becomes emotional, by which I mean either angry or distraught, with or without actual tears, the deeply embedded notions of gender and femininity are triggered and it is the white woman who is likely to be vindicated.


How so? Because, as academic and author Richard Dyer writes, “White people set standards of humanity by which they are bound to succeed and others bound to fail.” Over the course of centuries, as the proponents and beneficiaries of colonialism, whites have set the standards both for humanity as a whole, embodied in the white man, and for femininity that is designed to complement the white male and so is embodied in the white woman. In settler-colonial societies, and it is countries that began as settler colonies that are my greatest focus in this book, women were assigned dual roles and regarded as protected victims but also unsuitable for governing alongside white men or of living freely. When white women attempted to assert themselves, as the white suffragettes (themselves frequently openly racist) discovered for many a decade before they finally succeeded, they were treated with derision and accused of being unnatural. Married women were legally considered virtual property and rape within marriage impossible—the marriage contract was itself irrevocable consent. But when white women were perceived to be threatened by Indigenous or enslaved populations, and this was a manufactured threat to keep both the Natives and white women in their place, then they were jealously guarded as white men have always guarded what they consider to be their property, and the men of color who were alleged to have threatened or abused the white man’s “property” were punished severely, disproportionately, and horrifically. It is impossible to say how many innocent black men in the colonies that became Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), Australia, and the United States were jailed or killed on the pretext of having victimized a white woman.


This culture of fear has stayed with us. This weaponization of White Womanhood continues to be the centerpiece of an arsenal used to maintain the status quo and punish anyone who dares challenge it. Western society is built on a foundation of profound inequality that persists but that many people remain invested in denying, and though less attention has historically been paid to the role of gender in the construction of race and racial dynamics, as well as in the global interactions between the West and “the Rest,” I want to address how women of color fit into this dynamic. Although strides in legal rights and some gains in “diversity” and representation have been made, what our society has yet to confront seriously is what I believe is the greatest obstacle to liberation and equity: the conscious and unconscious biases against women of color that we all carry and that are shaped and cemented by years of socialization into a system that is fundamentally racist and sexist.


In order to understand these biases and the damage they cause—as well as how they are so commonplace that they remain invisible to many—we need to study the stories that occur when race and gender collide in Western capitalist society. For it is here that the biases governing all our lives come into play, shaping and tainting interactions between women but also reflecting wider society in the process.
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Lewd Jezebels, Exotic Orientals, Princess Pocahontas


HOW COLONIALISM RIGGED THE GAME AGAINST WOMEN OF COLOR


The oriental woman is no more than a machine: she makes no distinction between one man and another … What makes this woman, in a sense, so poetic, is that she relapses into the state of nature.


—Gustave Flaubert describing
Egyptian women to Louise Colet, 1851


I know the track from Spencer’s Gulf and north of Cooper’s Creek—


Where falls the half-caste to the strong, “black velvet” to the weak—


(From gold-top Flossie in the Strand to half-caste and the gin—


If they had brains, poor animals! we’d teach them how to sin.)


—Henry Lawson,
Ballad of the Rouseabout, c. 1900


In March 2012 “Alana,” a young fan of the hit dystopian fiction series The Hunger Games, logged on to Twitter under the now-defunct handle @sw4q to share her thoughts on the first film installment of the much-loved trilogy. The Hunger Games world is a post-apocalyptic future where people live permanently on the edge of starvation. As described by the author, Suzanne Collins, many of the main characters range from dark-skinned to, as in the case of protagonist Katniss Everdeen, olive-skinned. In the movie adaptations, Katniss is played by blond actor Jennifer Lawrence, who dyed her hair brown for the part. As Alana would demonstrate, the early debates over whether or not Lawrence was too white or too curvy to play the near-emaciated Katniss quickly gave way to something far more insidious.


One of the first book’s most adored characters is Rue, a twelve-year-old innocent whose violent death is avenged by Katniss. Even before the film hit cinema screens, fan forums were rumbling with discontent—a rumbling that would rise to a roar within days of the film’s release as more and more fans took to social media to vent their fury at the casting of young black actor Amandla Stenberg as Rue. In the novel, Katniss is instantly drawn to Rue, who seems to remind the older girl of her own younger—though fairer—sister, Prim: “And most hauntingly, a twelve-year-old girl from District 11. She has dark brown skin and eyes, but other than that, she’s very like Prim in size and demeanor.” In keeping with the book’s descriptions of the other characters, Rue’s race isn’t expressly stated or emphasized—a deliberate literary device meant to indicate many generations of race mixing. However, with dark skin and eyes, it’s reasonable to assume she is at least likely to look black.


Well, not according to many of the book’s fans—­including Alana, who tweeted, “Awkward moment when Rue is some black girl and not the innocent blond girl you imagine.” It was one of hundreds of negative comments posted across social media and fan forums that became so ubiquitous they were compiled into a Tumblr blog named Hunger Games Tweets. Many of the tweets were like Alana’s, somewhat sheepish but frank about their prejudices, while others ranged from confusion: “Why is Rue a little black girl?” to outright hostility: “And for the record, I’m still pissed that Rue is black. Like you think she would have mention that?”


Of course, “she,” meaning Collins, did mention that. What was most disturbing about these tweets, aside from their point-blank refusal to see “some black girl” as an innocent child, was the ease with which self-professed fans of the trilogy ignored the obvious cues placed by the author by defaulting Rue to white in their imaginations, and then reacted with fury when the film’s producers followed the descriptions laid down in the book. The attachment to the ideal of blond female innocence was so strong that young white fans had turned Rue into an archetype the author had deliberately set out to subvert.


As if to prove this was no mere fluke, two years later a similar outcry greeted a 2014 remake of beloved Depression-era musical Annie starring Quvenzhané Wallis. As the Hunger Games furor was raging in the background, eleven-year-old Wallis was wowing audiences and critics with her acting chops. At the ripe old age of nine, she had become the youngest-ever Oscar nominee for Best Leading Actress for her star-making turn in Beasts of the Southern Wild, a role she performed at the age of six. This mattered not, however, to many fans, for whom the notion of a cheeky imp like Annie embodied in the figure of a black girl seemed impossible to countenance. The resulting outrage inspired an exasperated internet meme that quipped: “500 years of white Jesus and one black Annie and you still mad?” It’s true this case differs from Rue’s in that the character of Annie was historically written as “white”; however, she is not based on a real person. In any case, given the fictional nature of both films as well as the general lack of representation of women of color on-screen, far more important is the sheer scale and venom that greeted the casting of two preteen black actors. Clearly these were characters that white people felt ownership of. This betrays a deep and ugly problem that goes right down to the very foundations not only of American society, but Western society in general—in particular, those societies that began as European settler colonies.


The perceived incongruity of a Rue and an Annie who are both black and innocent—and therefore lovable—was not about respecting the source material, since the on-screen Rue was as the book described her. It was a resurfacing of the anxieties and entitlements of the white settler-colonial identity, an identity that has long claimed innocence for itself and guilt for everyone else. More insidious still is the association between female innocence and sexuality, which, although unspoken by the outraged fans, is nonetheless the driving force behind the refusal to see black girls as innocent and lovable. From the very beginnings of settler colonialism, innocence was forcibly stripped from black girls and women through a pervasive and endemic process of hypersexualization and exploitation by white men that disregarded their personal autonomy, violated their bodies repeatedly, and then projected the responsibility for this fetishization and objectification back onto the women themselves.


Throughout the slavery era and peaking in the antebellum South, the dominant image of the black woman was that of the insatiable Jezebel. Black historian Deborah Gray White explains that the Jezebel archetype was constructed as the mirror opposite to the ideal Victorian-era lady of the house. Godless and promiscuous, “she did not lead men and children to God; piety was foreign to her. She saw no advantage in prudery, indeed domesticity paled in importance before matters of the flesh.” The Jezebel was a sensual, animalistic creature governed by her physical sensations and carnal desires. Wildly promiscuous and perennially immoral, the word “no” was outside her vocabulary. Dissatisfied with black male sexual partners, she eagerly sought out white men to copulate with; she was always there for the taking. So driven by sexual urges was she that raping a black woman was considered impossible, both legally because of her status as property and morally because there was no way she could not have wanted it.


The rape and exploitation of enslaved black women was not just rampant, it was endemic. The writings of former slaves such Harriet Jacobs, as well those of sympathetic white women like abolitionist Sarah Grimké, paint a picture of black girls in their early teens getting routinely bribed with presents and “favors,” such as promises of better treatment, for agreeing to sex with white plantation workers or relatives of the owner. Resistance was met with punishment by way of a whipping. “When he make me follow him into de bush, what use me to tell him no? He have strength to make me,” one enslaved woman is quoted in the book Intimate Matters: A History of Sexuality in America. Such testimony led the authors to conclude that the rape of female slaves was likely the most common form of interracial sex. The dehumanization and hypersexualization of black women was so systematic it was woven into the very fabric of society: their optimal breeding times were the topic of dinner conversations, and they were sold at market in little to no clothing as potential buyers prodded and poked their frequently pregnant bodies to assess their “breeding” potential. Often forced to dress in rags, with legs, arms, and sometimes chest showing, they provided a deliberately marked contrast to the fully and heavily clothed white women, which, as bell hooks has noted, both reinforced their supposed innate lack of chastity and morality and exposed them to yet more abuse: “the nakedness of the female slave served as a constant reminder of her sexual vulnerability.”


We cannot put a number on how many black girls and women were sexually abused, but we do know that such abuse was the defining feature of their enslavement, prompting Jacobs to proclaim, “Slavery is terrible for men, but it is far more terrible for women.” The abuse of black women served at least three functions: it terrorized the black population in order to reinforce white domination, it provided a source of continuous labor, and it was a sexual outlet that white men took advantage of in order to maintain the illusion of the moral superiority of white society in an era of supposed sexual chastity.
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