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I’d like to be a spoiled rich white girl.


—Venus Xtravaganza















INTRODUCTION



Nice white ladies, and our protection, are fundamental to American culture. And this fact is destroying all of us. You should know that I, myself, am a white woman. I have been helped in my career by many nice white ladies, some of them feminists. I come from a long line of white women ancestors, none of whom would have ever identified as a feminist. When I enter a room, people assume I am a nice white lady. No one can tell just by looking at me that I have spent half my life in a conscious effort to not be a nice white lady. I have learned to disavow the niceness that is a cover for ignoring the pain of others, to distance myself from the safe emptiness of whiteness, and to detox from the poison of ladyhood. Yet, this is what the women in my family hoped for, for me, this narrow dream of nice white ladyhood.


The other thing that you should know about these women I come from, my ancestors in Texas, is that none of them made it past the eighth grade in school. All of them were married by the time they were fifteen years old, and as a point of pride they would have me tell you, not one of those was a shotgun wedding. All of the women I come from were mothers by the time they were sixteen years old.


Not me. I went after as much education as the state of Texas had on offer, divorced a couple of husbands without bearing any children, and found myself in a clutch of radical lesbian feminists. Along the way, I discovered that I was white—my father had told me I was Cherokee. I didn’t fully realize I was white until fairly late in life, in my twenties, when I started reading books by people who were actually Indigenous who pointed out how very common it was for white people to claim Cherokee ancestry when there was none. When I would ask my mother, “What are we?” she seemed less interested in ethnic heritage than my father and would dismiss my question with a quick “Scotch-Irish, I think.” She did not entertain follow-up questions. “Go play outside” was her most common response to my inquiries, genealogical or otherwise.


In a family photo from 1962, I am the baby held in my great-grandmother’s arms. She wears a dress with a floral print, a belt cinched snug under her bosom, wire frame glasses, gray hair swept back in a bun, sensible shoes that lace up the front. What you cannot see in this photo is the tin she carries, a repurposed Vienna Sausages can that she uses to spit out chewing tobacco. My cousins and I called her “Little Granny” because she was quite short and continued to shrink as she aged. It was a rite of passage for each one of us eleven cousins to mark the point at which we grew taller than Little Granny.


Next to her in the photo is my grandmother, “Big Granny,” because she is taller than her mother by a couple of inches. She is a stout woman, funny sometimes, and mean. In the photo, she wears moderately high heels and a dress cut the same as Little Granny’s but in a geometric print. The dresses are so similar I suspect that they are homemade by one of them, both expert seamstresses. Next to Big Granny in the photo is my mother, the tallest by several inches, slim, and chic in dark sunglasses, shorts, and a shirt with giant polka dots and matching sandals. I do not know the particular details of when the photo was taken or what prompted this self-conscious documentation of four generations of our family, but I think about this photo often. I sometimes use it when I give talks about white women and white feminism, because it so clearly locates me at the end of this line of white women who raised me and it makes me think about how very different my life is from theirs.


Just as I inherited this constellation of identities that I have chosen to interrogate and reject, similarly, I want this book to challenge and subvert both “whiteness” and “ladyhood.” This book is not merely an intellectual exercise. Instead, the stakes here are deeply personal for me. I have experienced the destructiveness of whiteness firsthand, in suicide and failed relationships and intergenerational trauma. For me, telling the truth about white supremacy and working to end it are interlaced with my own liberation and yours. I want this book to be a catalyst for dismantling the systemic racism that we, nice white ladies, have upheld. And I want this book to help women raised white to reach beyond the strictures of niceness and the constraints of ladyhood to experience their full humanity and to join the rest of us working toward a better world for everyone.


Although this book is about the distinctive role of white women, from the right to the left on the political spectrum, it is a book meant to be read by everyone. If you are not a white woman, you may have been raised by, worked for, dated, or married someone who was, or perhaps you’re simply curious about the many cultural products that feature white women so prominently. Most of the examples in this book are drawn from the American or British context because of the outsized influence of those two nations. But it is meant for readers beyond those borders because those cultures, designed with white women’s protection in mind, through very real ways are often destructive to people from the Global South. Further, the intertwined notions of “hot, thin blondes” and who is considered a “good mother” and who gets to keep the children they give birth to are part of the reverence for the supposed specialness of white women, and these ideas circulate globally. I want this book to chip away at these burdensome notions that white women as a category are somehow more beautiful, more deserving of protection, or more nurturing than anyone else. I want this to be an invitation to everyone to resist this pernicious set of ideas.


More than merely refusal of a set of ideas, this book points to another way of being in the world. There are white women who have found new pathways to wholeness and resistance. I write about them with the hope that there will be more of us, and new generations in which these conversations will no longer be necessary.


WHO IS “WHITE,” ANYWAY?


When I misbehaved as a child, like when I rode my tricycle in the house over the bedsheet Big Granny was ironing, she was fond of telling me, “When you’re free, white, and twenty-one, you can do whatever you want, but now you’re going to do what I say.” It was both a way of reprimanding me because I was a child, not yet twenty-one, while at the same time letting me know that someday I would be entitled to all the world had to offer someone who was “free” and “white.” But who is “white,” anyway?


The truth is, what it means to be white varies depending on time and place and social context. Sociologists and other academics say things like “whiteness is a social construction.” Another way of saying that is: Whiteness is a made-up category. Who belongs and who doesn’t belong in that category is a list that is constantly changing. Between 2000 and 2010, for example, an estimated 1.2 million Americans of the 35 million who identified in 2000 as of “Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin” or “some other race” on the Census changed their race to “white.”


The notion of being white is a relatively new one, historically, and one rooted in colonialism. When the British colonized much of the world, they began to see themselves as white and superior to the dark Others they were conquering, and they considered themselves to be making the rest of the world a better place. White women, as long as they were of the right class, served as guardians of the race in their reproductive capacity and provided a guarantee that those in settler communities adhered to British morals. One of the recurring themes in the history of colonial repression is the way the threat of real or imagined violence toward white women symbolized the most dangerous form of insubordination. And protecting the supposed virtue of white women was often the pretext for instituting cruel measures against Indigenous populations. In Papua, New Guinea, for instance, a law called the White Women’s Protection Ordinance was passed that made any “native” convicted of rape or attempted rape of a European female eligible for the death penalty.


In the United States, precisely who counts as white is something that has changed over time, and changed rather dramatically. My Little Granny was born in 1886 in either Texas, Mississippi, or Alabama—the records are unclear—at the time when many thousands of southern and eastern Europeans escaped religious persecution and economic hardship by immigrating to the United States. In response to two decades of fearmongering about these immigrants, and how they “brought crime and disease” with them, the US Congress held a series of hearings in the early 1920s. Social science experts of the day testified that immigrants from Middle Eastern nations, India, Japan, and China could never assimilate and, therefore, should be banned from entering the United States. Indeed, one social scientist gave sworn testimony that people from southern Italy were decidedly not white but of a different “race” and therefore incapable of ever assimilating into mainstream American society. The result of these hearings was the Immigration Act of 1924, which put in place restrictive immigration laws for the next several decades. The goal, according to one official, was to “preserve the ideal of American homogeneity.” My Little Granny, with her snuff can, homemade dresses, and sensible shoes, ended up “white” because she was born in the southern United States rather than in southern Italy.


But southern Italians, like people from other groups initially categorized as “nonwhite,” became white over the next several decades of the twentieth century. A number of scholars have written about this phenomenon of racial transformation. Noel Ignatiev, an American historian best known for his work on race and social class, wrote about how the Irish, at one point considered “ape-like” and “less than human,” eventually became white. In her book How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says About Race in America, Karen Brodkin documents the way that postwar policies like the GI Bill and those of the Federal Housing Administration effectively translated into de facto “affirmative action” for the male children and grandchildren of immigrants, many of them Jewish, thus promoting the whiteness of southern and eastern Europeans while purposefully excluding African Americans from those crucial mechanisms of economic uplift. Because some immigrant men were able to get good educations and jobs and buy houses through government subsidies, they had the opportunity to access the affordances of whiteness and, specifically, white masculinity.


Brodkin suggests that “becoming white” for Jewish women meant giving up the power they once held in the family in exchange for the lifestyle of bourgeois white women. She argues that to assimilate into the dominant white culture, Jews had to conform to new gender norms and leave behind those they had brought from eastern Europe. In the wake of that shift in gender norms, Jews were left with anxiety and ambivalence, which manifests in, among other things, Jewish American Princess (JAP) jokes and misogyny toward the “Jewish mother.” This anxiety is a brief rupture that, according to Brodkin, masks the larger trend of becoming white, of blending into the dominant white culture. In the bid to assimilate into the category “white,” part of the deal is accepting the gender norms and relationships of the dominant, white culture.


Writer Natasha Stovall points out the way white identity remains diffuse: “Farm-to-table white or Cracker Barrel white? Rust Belt white or Sunbelt White? Electric car white or pickup truck white? Digital white or analog white? One percent honky or precariat ofay? Italian? Irish? English? Ukrainian? Polish?” For white women, specifically, we could ask: Martha Stewart white or Paula Deen white? Real Housewives of Orange County white or Honey Boo Boo of McIntyre, Georgia, white? Catholic, working-class, Kentucky white or Jewish, upper-class, apartment on the Upper East Side and house in the Hamptons white? Ivanka Trump American businesswoman white or Sheryl Sandberg chief operating officer of Facebook white? These distinctions of taste, culture, and wealth divide white women in significant ways. These different shades of whiteness don’t diminish the power of whiteness but rather strengthen whiteness because people reduce these variations into a reassertion of mere individualism.


“I’m not really white, I’m European,” is an actual thing that someone has said to me after a talk I’d given on white womanhood. If not this specific thing, then white women will often say some version of this to me after I make a presentation. It’s a deflection meant to put some distance between their sense of self and what I have to say. It’s this claim to individuality that is one of the main ways that we try to evade understanding our role in white supremacy. To move forward, we have to begin by acknowledging our whiteness in whatever flavor it comes.


ISN’T THIS DIVISIVE?


“Talking about white women just divides us” is something that white people, and especially nice white ladies, say to me often. This ignore-it-and-maybe-it-will-go-away approach to race doesn’t work and, in fact, plays into another kind of racism known as “colorblindness.” White people who were raised in households that valued colorblindness might have been taught that even mentioning race was rude, socially unacceptable, and to be avoided at all costs. But there’s evidence that this isn’t the best approach. We know from child development researchers that even children as young as two years old recognize and respond to racial differences. And researchers have also demonstrated that being able to talk about race and racism actually fosters a decrease in prejudice among children. So, not talking about the social fact of race and racism amounts to a kind of gaslighting, a denial of what is plainly evident in the social world around us. Some of the most ardent proponents of the idea that talking about race is divisive that I’ve encountered are white feminists. It seems that when someone tries to bring up the issue of race and racism within feminism, they are accused of being “toxic” and of making people feel “awkward.”


In 2011, writer and critic Emily Nussbaum celebrated the feminist blogosphere in New York magazine: “Freed from the boundaries of print, writers could blur the lines between formal and casual writing; between a call to arms, a confession, and a stand-up routine—and this new looseness of form in turn emboldened readers to join in, to take risks in the safety of the shared spotlight.” But by 2014, Michelle Goldberg, then a contributing editor at The Nation, wondered if the online version of feminism was over because of “toxic Twitter wars.”


To make her case, Goldberg pointed to the blowback received by producers of the #femfuture report following a convening at Barnard College in New York City. When the meeting and the report were criticized for being exclusionary, the organizers were hurt and some saw the criticism as disproportionate. Goldberg said that the report was “savaged as a cabal by white opportunists” and, later, that there is a “nascent genre of essays by people who feel emotionally savaged” by criticism from other feminists.


Perhaps Goldberg’s use of the word savaged twice in the same article was a coincidence, or merely bad copyediting, but given that most of the critique of the #femfuture report, coauthored by two white feminists, came from women of color, it is worth considering that the word choice here has deeper meaning. It may be that white feminists feel particularly sensitive to any criticism, especially when it comes to matters of race. This is what researcher Robin DiAngelo has called “white fragility,” a kind of hypersensitivity to any critical discussion of whiteness, and it stands in the way of actual solidarity. No amount of positivity, light, and love will help us defeat the patriarchy if white feminists can’t tolerate being criticized.



THE BUILT-IN ADVANTAGE OF BEING A WHITE WOMAN


In the mid-1990s, I was working as a sociology professor when the rise of the popular internet changed the world as I knew it. I left my job in academia to work in the dotcom industry in 2000 and had a great time while the ride lasted. That bubble eventually burst, and I got laid off. My closest friend at that job, the only African American man at the company, also got laid off when the firm’s payroll sluffed off about 330 employees over six months in 2001. Following the layoffs, I spent a year piecing together a living from three or four part-time gigs until I landed back in academia at a job with direct deposit and health insurance. My friend, who had previously worked in journalism (which was also shedding jobs), struggled to find employment and hasn’t worked in a full-time job since then. The last I heard about him, he was living in a homeless shelter. Although there are differences in education and job sector that shaped our dramatically divergent paths out of the dotcom bust, part of the reason I was able to recover from that job loss was because of the built-in advantage of being a white woman when it comes to getting and staying employed.


Recent employment and income data tell this story through numbers. According to the Economic Policy Institute, in 2017, the median annual earnings for full-time, year-round white women workers was just over $46,513. That is 21 percent more than the annual earnings of Black women, whose average was $36,735. Hispanic women earned even less, just $32,002 per year. And when you look at men’s income by race, it tells a further story of advantage for white women. When you consider that most white women who marry (95 percent) marry white men (89 percent), you can see that they have an added advantage because of access to the greater earning power of their partners. Again, according to the Economic Policy Institute, in 2017, white male full-time workers earned an average of $60,388 compared to just $42,076 for Black men and $38,876 for Hispanic men. And, if you take into consideration the disparity in access to the income of those male earners, it compounds the advantage. Black families, for instance, are more reliant on women’s incomes than other families since about 80 percent of Black mothers are the sole breadwinners.


There’s also a good bit of evidence that we, as white women, are the main beneficiaries of affirmative action policies. The Department of Labor estimates that six million white women workers are in higher occupational classifications today than they would have been without affirmative action policies. This pays off in dividends in the labor force and to (mostly) white men and families.


Although some people of color have been helped by affirmative action, data suggest that women—white women, in particular—have benefited disproportionately from these policies. In many ways, affirmative action has moved white women into a structural position in which they share more in common with white men than they do with Black or Latina women.


Even in the private sector, white women have moved in and up at numbers that far eclipse those of people of color. After IBM established its own affirmative action program, the numbers of women in management positions more than tripled in less than ten years; overwhelmingly, these were white women. Data from subsequent years show that the number of executives of color at IBM also grew, but not nearly at the same rate.


Given these incredible employment gains by white women, it might seem logical that this demographic would be among the biggest supporters of affirmative action. This is not the case. White women often feel aggrieved because of these same policies.


After I finished my PhD at the University of Texas at Austin, I applied for a teaching position at a small college. When I didn’t get that job, I was disappointed. The chair of the search committee, a white man, told me, I think in an attempt to console me, “Our hands were tied, we had to give it to her.” The “her” he was referring to was the just-as-well-qualified woman of color who got the position. By telling me this, he was implying that affirmative action policies in hiring are unfair to white women and, specifically, that her hire had caused me injury. I can’t know his intention in telling me this, but I do know that such stories are an invitation to racial resentment even as they obscure the many ways white women benefit from affirmative action policies, as when we get to count as diversity in an otherwise all-white-male company, organization, or institution.


When Abigail Fisher sued my alma mater, she claimed that UT had discriminated against her in the undergraduate admissions process. Her case went all the way to the Supreme Court. Since the 1970s, the most common plaintiffs in lawsuits against universities for discrimination in the academic admissions process have been white women: Abigail Fisher (Fisher v. University of Texas); Barbara Grutter (Grutter v. Bollinger); Jennifer Gratz (Gratz v. Bollinger); and Cheryl Hopwood (Hopwood v. Texas). Despite their incredibly privileged structural position within the United States, these white women still felt aggrieved because they assumed that if they didn’t get into their top choice of school, a person of darker complexion and lesser qualifications had taken a spot that rightfully belonged to them. Fisher, like so many white women of her generation, seems to believe that her peers who are Black and Latina have it “easy” when it comes to getting into college, as if they only had to send in their photograph with their application to gain admission.


The popular culture narratives about affirmative action would have us believe that it is a system that offers unfair advantage to Black, Indigenous, or other people of color. Yet, the reality is that it’s white women who benefit most, and it is advantage they pass on to their families.


PASSING ON ADVANTAGE THROUGH WHITE FAMILIES


My family didn’t have any wealth to pass on to me. Even though neither of my parents left any sort of inheritance for me, I’ve witnessed up close the way white people pass on their housing wealth. Around the same time that I first moved to New York City and discovered that I couldn’t actually afford to pay my rent on an assistant professor’s salary, a colleague of mine—a white woman like me—bought an entire brownstone in Brooklyn. She made the same crappy salary I did, but she was different from me in two salient ways. First, she’d had the good sense to have middle-class parents who died properly, with insurance benefits and home equity to pass on to her, unlike mine who died without any of that. Second, she’d married a higher-earning white man. She and her husband went on to have a couple of (white) children and will, I expect, pass on the equity in their single-family brownstone to them. My former colleague and her husband are good people and progressive liberals. She was probably at the Women’s March wearing a pink hat she’d knitted herself. And she and her husband are passing on their financial advantage to their children, locking in the racial wealth gap for another generation.


Despite all the hand-wringing in the news about economic insecurity among white voters, white women in the United States are doing pretty well for themselves when you consider their access to white family wealth. Wealth, in fact, is a more enduring marker of economic advantage than income. Think about the difference this way: income is what you get weekly or monthly, and wealth is what you would have if your income stopped. Even average white families have a huge wealth advantage, but they don’t realize it. Census data reveals that the median assets of white families amounted to $132,483 in 2013, compared to just $9,211 for Black families. Yet white Americans, and especially higher-income-earning whites, vastly overestimate the progress toward economic equality between Blacks and whites, according to a 2017 article published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.


White families are twice as likely to be millionaires as they were a generation ago. The richest one hundred families control more wealth than all the Black people in the United States. The list of the ten richest families in the United States looks like an L.L. Bean catalog: white people are everywhere. The bootstrap lie would have you believe that these ten families worked harder or were smarter than everyone else and that’s why they have so much wealth. But the current members of the ten richest families list didn’t earn that money themselves. All ten are on that list because they inherited wealth from a rich white forebear.


During the early twentieth century, instituting a significant tax on large inherited estates was viewed as a major win for the progressive effort to reduce the gap between rich and poor. A hundred years later, and after a twenty-year campaign by the Right, the estate tax has been rebranded as the “death tax.” Anti-tax libertarians like Grover Norquist would have us believe that “eliminating the death tax” will “create jobs,” even though there’s little evidence to support such claims. Doing away with the estate tax also keeps billions out of the tax base—billions that could be used to help decrease inequality—while increasing the federal debt by between $1.9 trillion and $2.2 trillion over the next decade. Nonetheless, making it easier for the wealthiest white families to pass on their assets is a dearly beloved plank in the GOP’s agenda; the latest tax legislation was written to give billions more to these few families.


The estate tax applies to only a tiny fraction of American families, but middle-class white families hoard wealth, too. For them, the wealth is in their houses. A recent Center for American Progress report provides more data on this: For 2016, the median wealth for Black families was $17,600, and for Latinx families it was $20,700. The median wealth for white families was $171,000. Most of this difference can be attributed to home ownership. For the majority of white families, their greatest asset is their home, and they’re far more likely than families of color to own a home.


The wage gap also contributes significantly to the wealth gap. White men are still paid more than every other racial and gender group, and white women are the highest paid group of women. Better wages mean more money to invest in home equity. At the same time, Black families have been systematically ripped off in the housing market. Because of the racist practices of the Federal Housing Administration, banks, and real estate agents—like redlining, racially restrictive covenants, and racial steering by real estate agents—home ownership continues to work in favor of white families.


Even the language “the wealth gap” from the well-meaning Center for American Progress report misses the role that white families play in perpetuating these inequalities. The report describes Blacks as “struggl[ing] to keep pace with their white counterparts,” which makes the wealth gap sound like a failure on the part of Black families to “keep pace.” The truth is that white families took advantage—and continue to take advantage—of racist housing policies and pass the resulting equity on to their (presumably white) children.


Of course, the American dream that’s been sold to us is one of home ownership and of people being able to provide for their families. But taking care of people we love can’t be an excuse to actively disadvantage other people’s children. White parents who want the best for their kids must find a way to give it to them without pulling up the ladder behind them. To point this out is not to call all white people with kids bad parents; it is to remind them that any action on behalf of one’s own family has consequences beyond it.


Consider the issue of school segregation, a classic case of white families—especially white mothers—hoarding resources for their children at the expense of their nonwhite peers. Reporter Nikole Hannah-Jones has documented white parents’ efforts to fight the desegregation of public schools, a fight that recalls the violent opposition to integration of the 1960s and the busing riots of the 1970s but that persists today, even in self-proclaimed liberal communities like many in New York City.


The problem of wide gaps in school funding is directly linked to housing segregation, but it doesn’t have to be this way. We could fund all schools equally so that all children have access to the same quality education. Instead, we have built—and white families continue to insist upon—a system in which being able to afford a more expensive house means you can send your child to a better school. That’s a form of hoarding of opportunity for the children in one community at the expense of all children.


When we form families, we draw a circle around the people we care about. Those within the circle are deserving of our fullest care; those outside, less so. That circle of kinship represents love and acceptance, and too often, white women are instrumental in the decision to stash wealth in white-only families and pass on their advantage for generations to come. Part of what we’re passing on, too, are our ideas about what it means to be a woman, and in our society, that’s always shaped by the racial category we find ourselves in.


NICE WHITE LADIES


“Pretty is as pretty does” was a phrase my mother was fond of saying to me. I didn’t know the origin of the phrase, I just knew that it meant being cute wasn’t going to allow me to get away with anything and I’d better behave myself. As I learned much later in life, this edict was part of the code of ideal white Southern ladyhood. In her book Being Ugly: Southern Women Writers and Social Rebellion, Monica Carol Miller writes that tenets like “Pretty is as pretty does” and “You can never be too thin or too rich” and “Don’t be a slut” were used throughout the twentieth century to reinforce the status quo of white-supremacist, sexist Southern society in which people recognize, and most importantly, stay in, their proscribed roles.


But surely, outside the South and in the twenty-first century, this notion of white womanhood no longer holds sway? On the contrary, the idea of being a nice white lady is still a powerful force today, and not just in the South.


A key feature of one type of contemporary white womanhood is being nice and nonconfrontational. In 2019, when celebrity lesbian Ellen DeGeneres spent her Sunday afternoon in the luxury box at a football game in Texas with former president George W. Bush, people were incensed that she would have such an easy rapport with someone who many believe is a war criminal. For her part, DeGeneres used the opening of her show to address the controversy, saying, “Just because I don’t agree with someone on everything doesn’t mean that I’m not going to be friends with them.” Ellen concluded, “When I say, ‘Be kind to one another,’ I don’t mean only the people that think the same way that you do. I mean, ‘Be kind to everyone, it doesn’t matter.’” Many said that her position as a lesbian icon made friendship with George W. Bush antithetical. The fact is that DeGeneres’s brand of kindness is really just about avoiding social confrontations and awkwardness by being nice to everyone, even to those who have made the world a worse place. I know, because I recognize this tendency toward niceness in myself.


On a recent afternoon, when I was hanging out at my local library for an afternoon of writing, the announcement came on overhead, “The library is closing, please exit.” I packed up my belongings and prepared to leave. Along with several other patrons who were leaving, I stood in line at the bathroom. As we waited, an older white gentleman, perhaps in his eighties, struck up a conversation. I wanted, more than anything, to have a pleasant exchange with him and go on my way. When the Asian woman in the bathroom was, in his opinion, taking too long, he began to say derogatory things about her. He questioned whether she was allowed to be in the building at all and wondered aloud if she could “even speak English”—and I said nothing. My desire to confront this man’s obvious racism and boorish behavior was quashed by my compulsion toward niceness. In that moment, I gave in to the desire to be a nice white lady and let it override my better instincts to speak up.


The underbelly of the “niceness” is the harsh commands of the slave mistress and the colonial overseer. Historian Stephanie Jones-Rogers writes in They Were Her Property that white women in the United States were enthusiastic in their cruelty as owners of enslaved people on plantations. White women throughout colonialism have wielded power over subjugated people, as Vron Ware writes in her book Beyond the Pale. And these historical legacies continue to shape contemporary relationships between women today. On the Upper East Side of Manhattan, for example, it’s possible to see these dynamics every day. The neighborhood bounded by 59th Street and 96th Street, Central Park and Lexington Avenue, includes the richest zip codes in the world. And there, nice, rich, white ladies employ Caribbean and US-born Black women to tend their children. Riding the bus along Lexington Avenue, I have heard girls as young as four or five telling their caregivers, “You are not the boss of me. I’ll have you fired.” This is the voice of the overseer, made new for the twenty-first century.


NICE WHITE LADIES IN NEED OF TRUTH AND TRANSFORMATION


As white women, we need to tell the truth about ourselves and we need transformation. The results of the 2016 election were made possible by nice white ladies, the majority of whom (53 percent) put their interest in whiteness above everything else, including the collective good. And when some of us went out to protest the results of that election, we looked like we were showing up in superficial ways that performed justice, like those signs at the Women’s March that said “If Hillary was President, I’d be at brunch now.” Though those events were a wake-up call for some, for others they were just the latest in a long history of white women showing up for themselves, but not for anyone else. We need to grow and move past this; we need to learn to undo the damage we cause as nice white ladies. But how?


This book is meant to offer a reckoning for the damage we’ve done, as white women, as well as a road map for undoing white womanhood and the destructiveness it causes. In the pages that follow, I explain that “Karens,” who call the police on Black people doing ordinary things—from sitting in a Starbucks, to napping in their college dorm, to setting up a barbeque grill in a park, to bird-watching—have gone viral because these white women feel entitled to police others. This “can I speak to your manager” way of going through the world is elemental to the destructiveness of white womanhood. This history stretches from the recent past, with white women prosecutors, and into the deep past, through centuries of colonialism.


White feminists need to find the courage to be critically self-reflexive about how whiteness shapes our capacity to think about gender. For me, it’s important to critique white feminism because our effort to smash the patriarchy is hindered by a gender-only feminism. This kind of feminism replays a cycle of harm, especially toward Black and other women of color, and also queer, gender-nonconforming, and transgender women of all races. It is the opposite of sisterhood, the antithesis of feminism. In the chapter on white feminism, I take a hard look at why marching in pink pussy hats and “leaning in” and hashtagging #MeToo may not be the kind of feminism we need if it silently reinforces ideas about the specialness of white womanhood.


For so many of us, when we get an inkling that something might be wrong with the way our lives are organized or what we’ve come to believe about ourselves, we turn to the array of healing products and services on offer in late capitalism known as “self-care.” The trouble with this, as I point out in one chapter, is that the wellness industry connects the “light and love” it’s selling to a particular kind of white-hetero-lady identity, one that seems natural and benevolent. Once the discussion in those spaces turns to having your chakras realigned or anchoring your pelvic wall, you’re urged to put aside any unpleasant thoughts (about race, or social inequality, or climate change, or why your husband won’t do more of the housework) and focus on yourself. It is this turn inward, to the exclusion of all others, that is an essential component of whiteness and why it is a mainstay of the current wellness industry. For some white women, these elixirs offer a respite from their daily lives, and for a tiny few, wellness represents a billion-dollar business. The image of white women as becalmed practitioners of mystical stretching is then repackaged by news outlets that speculate that the “yoga vote” will somehow save us all from fascism. (It didn’t; although Donald Trump was voted out in 2020, this was not thanks to white women; 53 percent of white women voted for Trump in 2016 and 55 percent of white women voted for Trump in 2020.) But this version of light and love doesn’t reach much beyond the end of an individual yoga mat and it’s not going to make the world better for anyone, except maybe Gwyneth Paltrow and her bank account.


Some white women have responded to social discomfort differently, by trying to escape whiteness altogether. Some have tried a spray-on tan or a different hairstyle, or they have adopted a knock-off version of African American Vernacular English. It can be puzzling to understand why white women like Rachel Doležal or Jessica Krug would adopt a Black identity. Or why women like Andrea Smith, Elizabeth Warren, or BethAnn McLaughlin might claim a Native American identity when no Indigenous people claim them. In one chapter, I look at the desire of white women to consume, and be consumed by, Otherness. This behavior begins to make sense when we understand the cultural and spiritual bankruptcy of whiteness and how agonizing it can be to sit with white identity once you see the destruction it has caused and realize your own complicity in that devastation.


Another chapter explores a more cutthroat version of white womanhood, one that is plain to see when it comes to segregation and hoarding resources in education. In 2018, when a middle school in the predominantly white neighborhood of the Upper West Side in Manhattan announced plans to desegregate the school by including more Black and Latinx students, white parents were furious. One white mother was particularly incensed at what she believed was the threat to her child’s education, when she said: “You’re talking about an eleven-year-old and… telling them that you’re going to go to a school that’s not going to educate you the same way you’ve been educated. Life sucks!” This mom on the affluent Upper West Side is just one recent example of the role white women have played in maintaining racial segregation, and it is primarily in, through, and on behalf of white families that this happens. In a chapter to follow, I explain that one of the defined responsibilities of white ladyhood is to create, reproduce, and protect white families. White women are crucial to the endeavor of hoarding resources—like educational opportunities—for their families. If we’re to undo the damage caused by white womanhood, we’ve got to reimagine a new way to form connection that moves us away from the insular “my family first” ethos and toward an expansion of who we choose to care about.


Whiteness operates unconsciously. And, like most unresolved conflicts operating at the subconscious level, it wreaks havoc when not addressed. The CDC reports that rates of chronic pain and mental distress among white people have risen, and for an increasing proportion of white women this ends in death by suicide. Could it be that there is a psychic numbness required to trade one’s full humanity for the social standing conferred by whiteness? In a final chapter, I explore the toll that being a nice white lady takes on all of us and the very personal pain it has caused me.


In the end, though, it doesn’t have to be this way.


We can learn a different way to be in the world. In the conclusion, I write about some inspirational figures who have been successful at rejecting the role of nice white lady to help dismantle white supremacy. I also describe my own struggle, failures, and transformation in doing this work. This book is a call to think together about the truth of what we’ve been told we are entitled to as white women, of who we really are, and how we might join with other people who are already engaged in the work of liberation. My hope for this book is that it will call in all white women—rather than “call out” or “cancel” anyone. The invitation here is to tell the truth about white supremacy, to uncover our role in it, to think differently about our place in the world, and to begin the work of transformation necessary so that we are no longer contributing to the destruction of ourselves, those around us, and the world we live in. So that we can finally join with everyone else working to get free.
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“KARENS”: WEAPONIZING WHITE WOMANHOOD


“Hi, I have two gentlemen at my café that are refusing to make a purchase or leave. I’m at the Starbucks at 18th and Spruce.” That’s what the manager of the Philadelphia Starbucks told the dispatcher when she called 911 in April 2018. It was 4:37 p.m., two minutes after Rashon Nelson and Donte Robinson had arrived. Most news reports described her as a “Starbucks employee” or as the store’s manager. Few noted that she was a white woman, but it’s as significant to the story as the fact that Nelson and Robinson, the people she called the police on, were Black men.


“It’s always a Karen. I learned something, if you go to a white people’s party, just say you know ‘Karen,’ they will take care of your ass the whole day.… ‘Have a pumpkin spice latte!’” Comedian Jay Pharoah included this riff about white women in his 2015 stand-up show called “Can I Be Me?” and claims he’s the originator of the “Karen” meme. Memes, these ideas that circulate through the culture through social media, can be hard to trace back to their origin. The website Know Your Meme suggests that the Karen meme didn’t take off until 2019, but that seems a bit late. In fact, it was in 2018 that a succession of recordings went viral of white women calling police on the ordinary activity of Black people, including the white woman at Starbucks who called the police on two Black men sitting in a coffee shop. It was also in 2018 that Alison Ettel called the police in San Francisco on an eight-year-old girl selling water without a city permit, and Ettel became “Permit Patty.” That same year, Jennifer Schulte called the police from a public park in Oakland because Black people were setting up a grill, and she became the meme “BBQ Becky.” These different nicknames got flattened into one meme: “Karen,” as a shorthand for entitled white women calling 911, asking to speak to a manager, or otherwise behaving badly. In the midst of the global pandemic, several Karen memes circulated of white women angrily refusing to wear a mask.


“Memes have power above and beyond just humor,” says André Brock, a scholar who studies digital Black cultures. “We often use metaphor, which is often at the heart of memes, and emotion or affect to make shorthand of things which deeply affect us.” Part of what people are pointing out with the circulation of these memes is the lethal power of white women. “These memes are actually doing logical and political work of helping us get to legal changes or legislative changes, which is really something to be said,” says Apryl Williams, a sociologist who has conducted computational research on these memes. She contends that they are valuable because they “actively call out white supremacy and call for restitution. They really do that work of highlighting and sort of commenting on the racial inequality in a way that mainstream news doesn’t capture.”


Each time one of these incidents makes the news, I think about the way we are connected, these Karens and me. We are the descendants of white women who instigated, encouraged, and benefited from white supremacy, shoulder-to-shoulder with white men. It’s this destructive history that simmers underneath the internet memes. Understanding this, and how integral it is to American society today, can help us understand the world white women have cocreated with white men.


Of course, part of me wants to disavow my connection to these Karens. Sharing the meme on social media is a way I can signal that I understand the harm she causes and that I am not like her. My retweet of a Karen meme says, “I get it,” “Don’t associate me with her,” and “I would never do this.” Yet I, like her, want the power to dial 911 and summon protection. But there’s a tradeoff in this. My desire for protection and power to summon help from 911 means that I’m activating the launch codes for my body to become a missile that destroys lives and whole communities. One gesture of my nice white lady finger at someone darker, a request to speak to the manager, that call to 911, and my white/queer/femme body becomes an assault weapon. The reality is that none of the women who get spoofed in a Karen meme are ever in any danger, nor did they need the protection of the state when they called 911.


In the Oakland case, Jennifer Schulte witnessed a Black family setting up a barbeque grill in a public park and something in this quotidian act of using shared space set her off. And when the Black people in the park used their phone to record a video of her talking to 911, she cried and ran away. I could speculate about what was going on inside Jennifer Schulte’s mind that day: her phantom fear, her seeming pathological need to control others in a public place, her apparent desire to see others suffer. But I’m less interested in her inner world than I am in how we got here as a culture.


What I want to understand is this: How did we, white women, help create a world that gives us this lethal power? Why do we often feel afraid and entitled to protection? And why do we frequently cry and run away when this gets pointed out to us? And is there a way that we can turn, face ourselves, and help to dismantle this system of violence that we’re currently nurturing?


LOCATING NICE WHITE LADIES IN HISTORY


There is a history to white women’s lethal power, but it can be hard to locate despite the central role we hold in the culture. We are everywhere, yet we are often unspecified. I have a Google alert set for the term “white women.” Almost every morning, the search algorithm crawls the Web for occurrences of these two words together and automagically sends me an email. What I’ve gleaned from these morning emails is that the word women modified by white most often shows up in research and news articles about health disparities, as in, “African-American women are 3–4 times more likely to die of pregnancy-related causes than white women.” Or we appear in reports about voting, as in, “Black female voters are multiple times more likely to vote Democrat than white men or white women.” There are frequent stories like the one about Jennifer Schulte (“BBQ Becky”), Alison Ettel (“Permit Patty”), Amy Cooper (“Central Park Karen”), and other white women caught on video behaving badly. But there is also a kind of void when it comes to white women, a missing narrative about white women as a collective with a specific history.


Without recognizing this history, the news items about BBQ Becky, Permit Patty, or Central Park Karen devolve into opinion pieces and meta-news items that ask if nicknames in such cases are “too cutesy” or why the internet is shaming white people. In the case of Justine Sacco, the white PR executive who tweeted just before she got on a flight to South Africa: “Going to Africa. Hope I don’t get AIDS. Just kidding. I’m white!” and who was fired from her job at IAC by the time she landed, she became the signifier for internet shaming. Her experience became the focus of countless essays, podcasts, and even a book by Jon Ronson, So You’ve Been Publicly Shamed. But what these hot takes miss entirely is the fact that white women collectively wield a deadly power.


I was in my twenties when I realized that I was white and how that was connected to being a white woman. When I started graduate school in 1986, I still harbored the fantasy that my great-grandmother was Cherokee. Fortunately for me, a professor gave me a copy of Vine Deloria’s Custer Died for Your Sins, and in reading his words, I saw the story my family told about the “inherited” beaded moccasins for what it was: a threadbare but comforting lie about who we were. Easier to believe that our ancestors had been on the Trail of Tears (as my father had told me) than to come to terms with the much uglier truth that our family had benefited from the theft of Indian land. During my childhood, I believed the lies about our racial heritage, and I’d only come to recognize my own whiteness relatively late in life. At least, because of the slowness of this realization, I hadn’t invested a lot of years or emotions into whiteness as an identity. That experience gave me the ability to see whiteness from a different angle, as if from outside it, even though I was inside it all along.


I also didn’t learn about the racial terrorism of lynching—and who the intended beneficiaries were—until I was in graduate school. In the public school system that I grew up in, the legislature mandated two years of Texas history and one year of US history—to reinforce the state’s sense of its own importance with schoolchildren—but there was nothing in the curriculum about lynching. I had some vague notion that lynching meant hanging, but in fact, it refers to any extralegal murder. Before a widespread court system, vigilante justice was commonplace, and one of the most common reasons for lynching was being a horse thief, which, according to one account, was how one of my ancestors met his end. Before the end of slavery, white people—mostly men—were lynched. But it was after slavery that lynching became a campaign of racial terrorism, and the targets of this form of violence became predominantly Black and Brown people. From approximately 1877 to 1950, thousands died from lynching. In Texas, where I grew up, hundreds of Mexicans and Mexican Americans were lynched. When lynching became racialized, it also became a thoroughly sadistic ritual in which Black men were often tortured, castrated, and dismembered before their bodies were hung for display. In total, some four thousand all across the United States were murdered this way. What lingered in my mind as I read these historical accounts is that these lynchings had so often been carried out in defense of white womanhood. In graduate school, I was a student who wanted to know why, and how, we got here.


Beginning in the 1600s and through to the mid-nineteenth century, white women in the United States were witnesses to, beneficiaries of, and active participants in the practice of enslaving human beings. The women’s history I’d been taught as a student at a small state college in East Texas reassured me that white women had a minimal role in slavery and were possibly even “allies” to enslaved people. But historian Stephanie E. Jones-Rogers sets this record straight in her book They Were Her Property: White Women as Slave Owners in the American South. In it, she documents women’s economic investments in slavery. At a time when white women generally did not own property, they were more likely to inherit enslaved people than land. I was taught in an early women’s studies class about women making progress in being able to own property, but in fact this “progress” came through changes to the law that enabled white women to own slaves. This form of inherited wealth gave white women a kind of provisional power: it enabled them to attract wealthier potential husbands and, once married, gave them more power in their marriages. As one reviewer of Jones-Rogers’s book noted, “If their husbands proved unsatisfactory slave owners in their eyes, the women might petition for the right to manage their ‘property’ themselves, which they did, with imaginative sadism.” And it is the “imaginative sadism” that comes through in historical accounts of white women as slave masters.


Even the very intimate familial caretaking that we now tend to think of in glossy, soft-focus terms like “maternal instincts” was routinized in brutal and violent ways under slavery. White women expected enslaved women to serve as wet nurses, that is, to breastfeed their infants for them. Although earlier historical accounts insisted this happened rarely, the practice was actually widespread. In Jones-Rogers’s book, she tells the story of one woman whose enslaved mother always gave birth at the same time as her mistress so she would be available to nurse the white baby. Being forced to lactate for the convenience of white women, and all that implies—captivity, rape, being used for “breeding”—was but one part of the elaborate cruelty of slavery. This is what I mean by a world that is cocreated: within this system, enslaved women were regularly brutalized by white men for their sadistic pleasure, and for the convenience of white women, which is its own form of sadism.


What white people built and benefited from in the system of slavery lingers today. Scholar Joy DeGruy has documented the Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome (PTSS) of Black Americans who are descendants of enslaved people. She traces how the trauma of that brutal institution gets passed on intergenerationally, like any other family trait. And what is it that the white slave-owning mistress handed down to white women today through this intergenerational process of transmission? The sadism that summons death by dialing 911, the callous disregard for suffering, and the bounty of white wealth. Slavery remains with us in the here and now.


A handful of white women did resist the institution of slavery and advocated for social justice, such as the Grimké sisters, but history tells us that white women who fought against white supremacy were exceedingly rare. More typical of the history of nice white ladies is the United Daughters of the Confederacy.


White women, explains historian Elizabeth McRae, “did all… kind[s] of work to sustain the ideology and politics of white supremacy” in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Although white men may be recognized as official “spokespeople,” it is white women who have always done the “daily, mundane work” of ensuring that “the public history of the nation… privileged white experiences and white leaders.” A key organization in the work of maintaining the ideology of white supremacy after the end of the Civil War was the National Association of the Daughters of the Confederacy. It was founded in 1894 by Caroline Meriwether Goodlett and Anna Davenport Raines to “tell of the glorious fight against the greatest odds a nation ever faced, that their hallowed memory should never die.” The organization, which eventually became known as the United Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC), was concerned with raising money for the construction of statues and other public memorials to the Confederate dead as a way to keep the cause of white supremacy vibrantly alive. As the Civil War faded from memory, white women took it upon themselves to ensure the Confederacy and its cause never faded from public consciousness.


According to historian Karen Cox, it is critical to recognize that the women of the UDC went beyond this goal of memorialization and became active agents in the politics of vindication, a goal that focused their attention on the education of the next generation of Americans in both the North and the South. They pressured textbook committees to spotlight narratives that either minimized the brutality of slavery, diminished the role slavery played in the founding of the United States, or worked to erase the presence of Black people from US history altogether. The UDC held essay contests on the importance of referring to the Civil War as the “War Between the States” and on why it was an extended “battle for states’ rights” and not a conflict over slavery. And the nice white ladies of the UDC hosted teacher trainings and speaker series at universities to reinforce this skewed pedagogy.


In interviews, Bryan Stevenson, the attorney and founder of the Equal Justice Initiative, has said, “The North won the Civil War, but the South won the narrative war.” He says it’s part of why we, in the United States, have never really come to grips with white supremacy. I agree with Stevenson. And, I would add, if we’re going to tell the truth about white supremacy in this country, we have to lay a good deal of responsibility at the doorstep of the nice white ladies in the Daughters of the Confederacy. Today, there are more than fifteen hundred public monuments and statues to the Confederacy that fought to uphold slavery, and those all exist because white women raised money for them, oversaw their construction and the stories they told, and organized the fanfare of an unveiling ceremony for each one. The UDC is still active, and as of 2015, had over nineteen thousand members, and on its website claims to be merely a “women’s organization,” a turn that was already happening at the beginning of the twentieth century. In 1912, just eighteen years after its founding, the UDC claimed that it was an ally of other women’s organizations, especially those within the growing peace movement. As the women of the UDC focused their political energy on vindicating the South, other white women were focused on voting rights.


In 1866, the year after the Civil War ended, white suffragists Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton formed the American Equal Rights Association (AERA), an organization dedicated to the goal of suffrage for “all regardless of gender or race,” and two years later, started their newspaper called The Revolution. But it became clear pretty quickly that their idea of a revolution was one that benefited white women. That same year, 1868, the Fourteenth Amendment granted citizenship to everyone “born or naturalized in the United States,” which meant that formerly enslaved people were now citizens. Then debate ensued about the Fifteenth Amendment, and white women saw their rights as pitted against Black men’s rights. At a pivotal convention in May 1869, abolitionist Frederick Douglass argued that the AERA should support the amendment, written to protect against discrimination based on race, color, or “previous condition of servitude,” while continuing to fight for women’s suffrage. Stanton not only disagreed with Douglass but also stood to give an address filled with racist stereotypes: “Think of Patrick and Sambo and Hans and Yung Tung, who do not know the difference between a monarchy and a republic, who cannot read the Declaration of Independence or Webster’s spelling book, making laws.… [The amendment] creates an antagonism everywhere between educated, refined women and the lower orders of men, especially in the South.” Expressing her opposition to the amendment, Susan B. Anthony said, “I would cut off my right arm before I would ever work or demand the ballot for the negro.”


In 1894, the same year the UDC was founded, Ida B. Wells, an investigative journalist, suffragist, and civil rights activist, was invited to speak about her anti-lynching campaign in Great Britain by Lady Henry Somerset, head of the British temperance movement. Lady Somerset also invited Frances E. Willard, national president of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, to share the stage with Wells. Wells knew she had to persuade the white liberals of the day to understand her cause, and she used the occasion to do just that. Willard, who came from an abolitionist family and who was an advocate for women’s suffrage, was typical of white liberals at the time who believed in the inherent inferiority of Black people. Wells wanted to expose this. When Lady Somerset asked Wells what she thought of Willard, Wells read an interview Willard had given to the New York Voice in which Willard had said, “‘Better whiskey and more of it’ is the rallying cry of great, dark-faced mobs. The [local tavern] is the Negro’s center of power… [and] colored race multiplies like the locusts of Egypt. The safety of [white] women, of childhood, of the home, is menaced in a thousand localities.” Lady Somerset was so angry about Wells’s disclosure of this information that she sent a telegram to abolitionist Frederick Douglass demanding that he publicly reprimand Wells, which he did not do. Lady Somerset and Frances Willard were the nice white ladies whose positions were emblematic of that era, as was their opposition to early Black feminists like Wells.


Regarding the period in the United States from 1848 to 1920, one historian, Louise Newman, refers to the rise of a “white woman movement” that affirmed white women’s racial similarity to white men while at the same time asserting their gender difference from those men because they believed white heterosexuality, and all the binary differences it suggests, formed the bedrock of white civilization. When the Nineteenth Amendment passed in 1920, giving white women the right to vote, Black women, Indigenous women, and many Latinx women in the Southwest were still barred from voting because of racist voting restrictions. When those women reached out to the main suffrage organizations of the time, they were ignored, according to historian Lisa Tetrault. “They say basically, ‘Help us, we still can’t vote,’ and those organizations basically say, ‘That’s a race question, it doesn’t concern us,’” Tetrault explains.


Most historical accounts of the campaign for suffrage whitewash the overt racism, or minimize it as an understandable by-product of that historical period, rather than address it head-on as a cornerstone of white women’s political organizing. In the 2014 documentary by Ken Burns and Paul Barnes, Not for Ourselves Alone: The Story of Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, race is barely mentioned. The 2015 film Suffragette reproduces this history and sanitizes it through an all-white-women cast and a script that doesn’t give voice to the stories of women of color. Instead, we get this version of history in which white women’s racism is reimagined as a noble struggle for justice rather than the intense campaign for white women’s voting rights ahead of Black men’s and Black women’s voting rights. When some white feminists wanted to put a statue of Susan B. Anthony and Cady Stanton in Central Park, Brent Staples, an editorial writer for the New York Times, criticized the planned sculpture for presenting a “lily-white version of history.” Many people organized to have the statue changed, and when it was installed in the summer of 2020, it had been amended to include Sojourner Truth, the early Black feminist who was often at odds with the nice white ladies of the suffrage movement.


In the 1920s, after white women had won the vote, people began to talk about the modern era and the rise of the “new woman.” This referred to the emergence of flapper girls, when fashion favored bobbed hairdos and shorter dresses with more skin revealed, a change that many women experienced as liberating. At the same time, the appearance of the automobile dramatically changed social relationships and made a new kind of dating possible so that courtship could take place away from home and the gaze of chaperones. The 1920s is also the decade in the United States when white women were doing another type of organizing, with the Ku Klux Klan. In 1924, thousands donned all white and marched down Pennsylvania Avenue in the nation’s capital in support of a white nation. At the time, there were millions of white women in the Klan.


This is also the time period of the Great Migration of African Americans out of the southern states, pulled northward to the Upper Midwest and to California and the Pacific Northwest by the promise of a brighter future for their children. The way this story is commonly told today is by reporting that African Americans were seeking economic opportunity in the North, and though that’s partially true, this mass relocation of people takes on another dimension when you see it in the context of the terrorist campaign of lynching across the South in which white women played a role.


In 1917, as part of what later became known as the East St. Louis Massacre, a group of white women beat a group of Black women with “fists, stones, and sticks” as the latter begged “for mercy” while the white women “laughed.” The events in East St. Louis launched an intense, widespread campaign of racial terror throughout the United States from 1917 to 1923, a movement often fueled by white-owned newspapers reporting fabricated instances of Black men assaulting white women. During the Red Summer of 1919, at least ninety-seven lynchings were recorded, thousands of Black people were killed, and thousands of Black-owned homes and businesses were burned to the ground in three dozen cities across the United States. One of the first people killed in violence in Washington, DC, in 1919 was a twenty-two-year-old Black World War I veteran named Randall Neal. In May 1921, the Greenwood section of Tulsa, Oklahoma, a prosperous Black urban area, was bombed and completely destroyed after a young Black man named Dick Rowland happened to get in the same elevator as a white woman. The elevator ride was retold among the white community as an “assault,” and then white people grabbed their torches. In the first week of January 1923, Black people were massacred and the town of Rosewood, Florida, was destroyed after a twenty-two-year-old white woman said a Black man had assaulted her.


The Great Migration, then, becomes clearer when we recognize that time and again Black people were forced to run for their lives, often chased by white mobs sometimes composed of white women with “fists, sticks, and stones,” and more often made up of white men who would publish, believe, and defend the false narrative of white women’s innocence.


One of the worst economic depressions in the United States stretched from the 1930s through 1945, when entering World War II served as a catalyst to jump-start the economy. During this time, people of color were hit harder with economic troubles than white Americans. And yet, when you look at the representations of the Great Depression, it is a photo of a white woman that has become the iconic image that represents that era.


The popular culture of the 1930s is one that reifies this kind of angelic innocence fantasy of white women and white girls. Two examples illustrate this: Snow White and Shirley Temple. These artifacts live on beyond the time for which they were created and resonate in other eras even to today. In large part, the popular culture of the 1930s promoted tropes of purity, innocence, and wholesomeness as defining features of white femaleness. People bought into these fantasies in droves, and the legacies of these roles persist dangerously today. At the same time, an economic depression and an ongoing campaign of racial terrorism against African Americans were occurring, yet white maidenhood became the story that we were telling ourselves about who we were in the United States.


The period following World War II gave rise to the suburbs and dramatic changes in the way many Americans lived. This was also a time of racist deed restrictions. In suburbs like Levittown on Long Island, houses were sold only to white families. These societal shifts also produced another persistent trope of white womanhood: the newly reimagined ideal of the housewife, whose role in this period ballooned—as illustrated, as one example, by the increasing complexity of recipes and cookbooks, which seem almost designed to fill the time of women who were no longer working outside the home.


The intended audience for these kinds of schemes was always the white suburban housewife, never Black women. When Black women were shown in advertisements and in popular culture, they often were depicted as domestics. Black women were relegated to working as maids and nannies for white women, or they worked in a very limited set of clerical jobs.


In the United States, the civil rights movement in many ways began in 1955 in response to the murder of Emmett Till. The sepia-toned history we often hear about the civil rights movement is that it was a nonviolent movement, and certainly nonviolence was a principle held by the movement’s leaders. But it was also an incredibly violent movement, and violent on the part of the state and on the part of white people who resisted integration. White women were part of that violence.


“In my opinion, the guilt begins with Mrs. Bryant.” With those words Mrs. Mamie Till-Mobley lay the blame for her fourteen-year-old son’s lynching in Mississippi on Carolyn Bryant, the white woman who testified in 1955 that Emmett Till made an advance on her.


Till’s lynching was a spark that helped ignite the civil rights movement. And until recently, historians widely agreed on this point: Emmett Till did what Bryant accused him of and, in doing so, violated social mores of the Jim Crow South, unjust as those mores were and appalling as his punishment remains. In other words, they believed Bryant. As historian John David Smith told PBS in 2003, “Till crossed the line of white propriety; he committed what whites considered a betrayal of racial lines. Till insulted Bryant’s wife and insulted the very bases of white racial control and hegemony.” Or so Carolyn Bryant claimed.


Now in her eighties, Bryant has changed the story she told under oath. In 1955, she said Till whistled at her, grabbed her by the waist, and “verbally threatened her.” But in a 2007 interview, she told Duke University researcher Timothy Tyson “that part’s not true.” In Tyson’s 2017 book, The Blood of Emmett Till, Bryant is quoted as saying that “nothing that boy did could ever justify what happened to him.”


Late in 2018, the Department of Justice reopened the case of Till’s murder, although it’s not clear whether this action was related to the revelations about Bryant’s false statements in court. DOJ officials said that they had “new information” but did not specify what it was. Some speculate that Bryant—who now goes by Carolyn Donham—could face charges. If she does face legal consequences, it will diverge from the norm in instances like this. A white woman customarily goes unchallenged when she turns her social power into a bomb thrown at Black and Brown people. Bryant is the foremother of contemporary white women who call the police on Black people sitting in a Starbucks, barbecuing in a park, or napping in a dorm. These white women know that their accusations have power, that they are readily believed, and that they face few consequences for words that can and do end lives.


Throughout these same decades of American history, only a handful of white women seemed to resist the white power structure. Viola Liuzzo, an Italian American white woman, a wife and mother of five, left Chicago to join the civil rights movement in the South. She was driving some workers who were registering voters in Mississippi when she was shot and killed by the Klan in 1965. In Deep in Our Hearts, a book from 2000, the authors profile nine white women who were part of the freedom movement for civil rights. It’s difficult to find a much longer list of white women who were doing this kind of work. There weren’t thousands, hundreds, or even scores of white women risking their lives for the movement, while so many African Americans were risking theirs. The big picture of white women in US history and in colonialism is this: millions of white women have been heavily invested in violence, domination, and the suffering of racialized Others, while only a handful have tried to resist the invitation to join white men in this terrorism and oppression.
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