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For my father and grandparents, who always said I should write.


And for Astrid, who said, “You should write this.”










Introduction


WHEN I WAS TWENTY-SIX, I published a personal essay on passing as both white and straight, of which I am neither. I’m light-skinned and very conventionally feminine, attributes that I’ve found throughout my life make strangers, colleagues, bosses, and subjects I’ve interviewed think they are talking to a white straight woman. This has come with an array of advantages on both a day-to-day level (a police officer has never asked me why I’m loitering) and a professional level (would you have hired me to run this national women’s outlet if I read more queer?).


When I went looking for more documented experiences of passing, everything I encountered seemed to message that this was something that used to happen, therefore implying that it somehow doesn’t anymore. The most recent and robust archives documented Black Americans in the twentieth century who were light enough to re-create their lives as white Americans. Basically decide that they were white and start their lives over as white people who could use the “whites only” drinking fountains, secure more lucrative and stable job opportunities, and marry white partners. There was a tremendous incentive to “cross the color line,” as historians of passing have sometimes described it, as you were guaranteed more freedoms, opportunity, resources, and liberty—all things white society has traditionally guarded.


But I wanted it documented that passing happens now—well beyond Jim Crow laws, the federal recognition of same-sex marriage, and the uptick in mixed-race children being born in the United States. If people think that you are white, that you are straight, that you’re cisgender, that you’re a citizen, that you’re middle- to upper-class, they speak to you and assess you in a different and decidedly advantageous way.


The essay I wrote went viral and I still receive a lot of messages from people all over the world who tell me that I put words to an experience they had never been quite able to distill. I also received a lot of criticism and hate mail—standard fare when you have an opinion on the internet as a woman, as a queer person, as a person of color.


But more disturbing to me than even the most violent or condescending responses was the assertion that I should just be white. That if I was light enough to pass and other white people were buying it, why couldn’t I just ascend to whiteness? Wasn’t this an upgrade? Wasn’t this progress?


Key in this assumption that I would even want to is the unquestioned belief that white is better. That if I am being given the opportunity to be a part of this special club where I’m not racially harassed and managers deem me competent before I even say anything, I should just take it. But even more importantly, I shouldn’t question it.


I knew acutely how powerful bodies viewed me. What I didn’t necessarily know directly at this point in my life was how they viewed the barrier for entry. That’s what women’s media taught me.


At one editorship, we would often receive the print covers (back when people just barely cared about cover reveals) about a day or so before they would go online. It was a somewhat oddly ceremonious but nevertheless exciting tactile experience for editors and writers who largely existed in pinging Slack channels, perpetually cluttered email inboxes, and rapid-fire social media updates; there was very little we could hold in our hands and feel satisfied about. All pride happened largely in the internet ethos. Tweets from virtually anywhere sharing certain pieces, engagement reports that you could pull, a huge bump in traffic that would register across the entire company. Except for one morning a month when an unmarked box would arrive on our floor and the staff would usually gather around while it was opened to reveal all the fresh magazine copies.


In November 2016, the cover star was Nicki Minaj, the face unmistakably hers in all those shiny, pristine stacks. I remember taking one copy in my hands and studying the flattering styling and clean lines of her makeup—thick black eyeliner and a high-neck blouse with heavy pleating. She looked so beautiful and commanding, so instantly recognizable above a caption that read “Anything Jay-Z can do, I can do.”1 Another editor came up behind me as I was beholding a representation of the most influential woman in hip-hop and also remarked on how pretty the cover was. She liked it too, she said just over my shoulder. And then she added, “I love when they make trashy people look good.”


This observation, a throwaway comment she made before putting down her purse and fetching some coffee from the office kitchen, seared into a piece of my brain that I never got back. I remember hearing the sound of her flats as she sprinted away but I became anchored in exactly that gray carpeted spot. I eventually did move. I have a brief memory of going to the bathroom. I went back to my desk. I did my work. I was productive. But those syllables reverberated along my keyboard for months afterward, catching me slightly in the moments where I weighed an edit or checked my email.


What settled deep into my body over time is that people like Nicki Minaj, people like me, people very unlike both of us, would never really fit into this self-styled version of feminism. No matter what words we used in meetings or how we were presented, there was still always going to be some feminist-identified branded content editor who would use words like “trashy” to describe our class, our sexuality, our race, our culture, our politics, our history, and, most importantly, our strategic goals as marginalized genders.


Reactions to my passing piece rushed back too. The parallels between both responses, that you should just be white, that you should just be more respectable-looking, fundamentally fail to question power. Or to reenvision it. What’s more, that we’d always have to achieve or pursue certain conventions to even be seen or addressed.


I saw distinct overlaps with a lot of the messages many other competitor outlets published around that time that aren’t consistent with women’s lives: that you should just get over imposter syndrome and crack the capitalist whip, even when the women reporting to you can barely afford to pay rent. All these scenarios have the trappings and allure of individual gain, and that’s how they are justified: a job you’ve always wanted, an expensive dress you “deserve,” an accolade that you’ve always dreamed of—which, in the short term, are often framed as collective wins for all women or people.


The politics of assimilation are vast and thorny. And for many disenfranchised groups in the United States, taking on the rules and parameters of the oppressor have sometimes been a means to basic survival. You will live another day if you speak this language, if you dress like this, if you marry in this capacity, if you pray to this god, if you conduct yourself in this way.


When I started my career in women’s media, gender was just emerging as an acceptable beat outside the traditional realms of fashion and beauty. This meant that I could openly sit at job interviews with fairly mainstream outlets and discuss the wage gap and pregnancy discrimination without being immediately dismissed as “angry.” I learned somewhere in the middle of my career, though, that in many of the glass conference rooms where I plotted out coverage, the reality of women’s lives stopped somewhere around attaining a white-collar leadership position and achieving a heterosexual marriage with a cis man who also changed diapers. All other “feminist” realities had to orbit around that one, or feign subscription to that ultimate ideal.


To me, the scope of topics was intricate and continuous: birth control, healthcare access, wage gap, parental leave, incarceration, immigration, gun control, job discrimination, affordable housing, assault and harassment, environmental protections, food security, education, small business and enterprise. That line, though, by which gendered problems become “feminist” ones was at times disorientating to even try and identify. Much like a hot kettle that you absentmindedly touch on the stove, I oftentimes didn’t realize I had crossed that line until I abruptly had—colleagues staring at me in meetings as I posed that queer women also endured a high sexual assault epidemic by other women or that the rapidly ascending cannabis industry was a huge slight to the many incarcerated women of color who had been jailed over marijuana possession. What I remember most from these meetings was the silence that settled in afterward. A sort of static motion where opinion pieces or essays or features would be silently weighed against an aspirational reality that I was still trying to understand: independence, financial stability, and increased rights. Sometimes my higher-ups let me pursue these stories and assignments; other times they didn’t.


I learned the words they used, “edgy,” “fresh,” “different,” “shiny,” and later, “woke,” and tried to erect a sphere where most if not all of my stories were accepted. If I had to punctuate my pitches with sanitized corporate-speak to get them past the proverbial and sometimes literal gatekeepers, I was willing to do that. A lot of my thinking around this time period was with respect for the awesome magnitude of the platform available to me. Editing a package on how women feel about gun culture in the United States is impactful if readers who never considered gun control now do. Reporting a story on how male-identified people use makeup outside the mandates of gender is worth whatever internal hand-wringing it took to get it out there if it encourages readers to consider gender limitless. I’m used to code switching: I don’t use the same words and signals and phrasing with my wife in explicitly queer settings that I do in offices with bosses, in settings with primarily straight people, with my family, and when I go to the bank. I considered this just another skill set I’d have to build as a biracial queer woman in a deeply siloed world. Just like everything else. Pile it on.


But in pointed ways, this march toward alleged gender equality wasn’t like everything else. This was supposed to be the pathway to correction; the means by which we adjusted and standardized a culture that would look better for marginalized genders. This was supposed to be “feminism.”


What seemed to develop into full-fledged stories, though, as opposed to what stayed embryonic in my email inbox, followed an even calculus, a way of viewing the world through a hierarchy of issues. I could assign or edit pieces on the uptick of incarcerated women and girls as incidental to the larger picture. I could assign a story on skin bleaching and the lengths women would go to achieve an evasive beauty ideal. But if I critiqued the values that were at the center of that ideal, that larger picture, my idea was promptly dismissed.


A feminist-identified manager at MarieClaire.com had a very specific way of communicating to me that my ideas weren’t right for the brand. When I pitched stories on trans men weighing their birthing options or teens and tweens partnering with corporate power rather than questioning it, usually over email, my boss would often write back with one word in all-capital letters: “NICHE.”


It was a careful coding, a way of telling me that what was a prominent gender issue to me was a secondary issue to the outlet. Poor women trying to afford diapers was never deemed as central or urgent as white straight women trying to get rich or expounding on their heterosexual relationship problems.


My experiences were not unusual. In 2020, the New York Times reported that Hearst, the company that owns Marie Claire, “has faced staff members’ demands for action on what they described as a culture of discrimination that has long been ignored.”2


By my manager quantifying some gender topics as “niche,” it stifled what stories were told. But even more concerning, it facilitated a weird feminist reality where everyone more or less had enough money to live, where abortion rights were the only reproductive issues often covered, where financial coverage was narrowed to student loan debt or deciding whether to start a business empire. Women and nonbinary people who experienced gendered violence or oppression outside of this lens weren’t covered. Or, worse, given the one-off treatment with a single story versus the continued coverage of women accruing personal wealth in the name of feminism. For the former, their encounters with misogyny were presented as nonessential or peripheral to the bigger feminist call to action. Female entrepreneurs are less likely to receive seed money to start a company, oh, and over here, a trans woman was brutalized. By covering the number of Black women and girls incarcerated once, by investigating impoverished women seeking out black-market abortion alternatives once, outlets much like mine anomolized these realities, advancing the illusion that they were incidental to the broader gender landscape.


This editorial strategy produced a daily feminist-branded rhythm that was so lopsided in its gender concerns, the coverage can be summarized like this: lean in, money is feminist, abortion rights, Taylor Swift got bangs!, Should I have a baby?, 10 eye creams, This Manicurist Is Doing the Most Amazing Nail Art in Quarantine,3 Why We Turn to Gardening in Times of Crisis,4 Uncomfortable Truth: Women Are Allowed to Be Mean Bosses, Too.5


When I’ve navigated feminist-branded environments like conferences, panels, and co-working spaces, this second tiering of women and people is addressed as something that can be corrected through anecdotes: Did you know bisexual women are more likely to experience sexual assault? Did you know trans women are much more likely to experience violence than cis women? Did you know Latinas make less money than white women who are already paid less than white men?


But the only reason these data points are prompted in the first place is because of a centralizing of white feminism. These realities are positioned as alternatives, offered through asterisks, through footnotes, through a bulleting system by which the number one reality is cis, female, white or white-aspiring, middle-class, able-bodied, young, and straight.


In my own encounters with white feminists, though, this allegiance is not addressed in a literal way. It’s not like anyone has ever looked at me in a meeting and said, “Actually, we are only dedicated to white feminism at this brand.” They accomplish this in other, more insidious ways. Much like my boss used to do, there are contemporary codes for relaying this lens.


Here’s another. In 2015, I was offered a job as a news and politics editor of Glamour. As the interview process progressed, I asked the two editors with whom I interviewed where the brand stood on a variety of issues: immigration, gun control, abortion, sex education, federalized parental leave. I wanted more clarity on the stances that I could advocate for editorially if I accepted the job. I wanted to know where they draw the line. The editors exchanged glances and explained that the stance needed to be “pro-woman” across all issues. I asked for more clarity on which specific issues I could cover while simultaneously thinking, I don’t know what “pro-woman” means. They circled the same drain and eventually came back to maintaining that all politics coverage needed to be “pro-woman.”


I didn’t accept the job; and fortunately, I was offered another that made it so I didn’t have to. But that phrasing of “pro-woman” would stay with me as I reflected on the editors’ inability to align with any issue that didn’t evoke mompreneurs on Instagram. It’s when I trace the phrasing “pro-woman” through the length of my editorial career, across the people who have hired me, who have hoped to hire me, whom I’ve worked alongside and negotiated editorial packages and politics and cultural reporting with, that I always end up at the same place: white feminism. And, perhaps most tellingly, even though plurality was often used to convey that this was about “women,” it would really only be one type of feminism that would be incorporated, stealthily positioned as being all-encompassing.


What I ultimately learned, though, is that these weren’t slips or blunders—a simple lack of awareness. White feminism is an ideology; it has completely different priorities, goals, and strategies for achieving gender equality: personalized autonomy, individual wealth, perpetual self-optimization, and supremacy. It’s a practice and a way of seeing gender equality that has its own ideals and principles, much like racism or heterosexism or patriarchy. And it always has.


Like a lot of oppressive precepts, white feminism is a belief system more so than being about any one person, white, female, or otherwise. It’s a specific way of viewing gender equality that is anchored in the accumulation of individual power rather than the redistribution of it. It can be practiced by anyone, of any race, background, allegiance, identity, or affiliation.


White feminism is a state of mind.


It’s a type of feminism that takes up the politics of power without questioning them—by replicating patterns of white supremacy, capitalistic greed, corporate ascension, inhumane labor practices, and exploitation, and deeming it empowering for women to practice these tenets as men always have. The mindset is seductive, as it positions the singular you as the agent of change, making your individual needs the touchpoint for all revolutionary disruption. All you need is a better morning routine, this email hack, that woman’s pencil skirt, this conference, that newsletter.


The self-empowerment approach gets even more dangerous when it’s executed on a large scale: companies, education, and government infrastructure. The relentless optimization of the self often means that systemic and institutionalized barriers, to parental leave, to equal pay, to healthcare, to citizenship, to affordable childcare, to fair labor practices, are reframed as personal problems rather than collective disenfranchisement. If they are one’s own dilemmas to solve, then you engineer an individualized path to overcome them as opposed to identifying, assessing, and organizing against a structured bias together.


White feminism has traditionally straddled this line, advocating for and organizing for personal solutions, historically because people of this ideology simply have more of them.


This doctrine doesn’t prioritize activism that does not put middle-class personal realities, obstacles, or literacies front and center. And to that end, this ideology often doesn’t respond well to efforts to democratize or expand it. That’s because white feminism is ultimately invested in maintaining the superiority of whiteness, specifically in the face of feminism. Supporters of white feminism want to reconcile their feminism with the mythology that they are still special, better, “work harder,” and are therefore entitled to the roles that any combination of race, class privilege, conventional femininity, and/or a cis gender have landed them. White feminism aspires to and affirms the illusion of whiteness, and everything it promises, even if those who practice it are not.





How I ended up here, at a national women’s outlet circa 2016, with these types of questions and quandaries, says a lot about how feminism originated in the United States to begin with. Historically, the term comes from France. “Féminisme” was first used in 1837 by French philosopher and socialist Charles Fourier6 to quantify the idea that women could live and work as independently as men.7 By the mid-nineteenth century, the term had evolved into English in both Europe and North America, along with a developing movement for women’s rights. The first organized feminist gathering of women in the United States is considered the Seneca Falls Convention held in New York in 1848. Directed by abolitionists and feminists Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott,8 the terms of this battle were clear and beneficial to a specific group: white women who wanted equality to white men, particularly through education, property, and, most importantly, the right to vote. This is when white feminism, meaning shared power over these systems with men, began. Seven decades later, women’s suffrage and the word “feminist” would be fused as one all-encompassing approach to women’s rights in the United States.


The term has come in and out of fashion many times since then. Most recently feminism arrived via pop star endorsements and #MeToo challenges to culture and SMASH THE PATRIARCHY desk mugs, contributing to the cultural narrative that women are collectively enjoying a better way of life. Like because Americans saw a record number of women run for president in the 2020 election9 and “Nevertheless, She Persisted” was memed and successfully weaponized, gender rights have collectively been won or, its slightly more dangerous adjacent theory, are very close to being won. All we need is male partners who actually prioritize childcare, as middle-class mothers bemoan to the New York Times during the COVID-19 pandemic that their husbands simply aren’t contributing to the home in the way that they are.10 Or another historic batch of women serving in Congress.11 Or a female president by 2024.12 We are almost there. We are on the right path. Everyone more or less understands feminism now. It’s just a matter of encouraging more girls to go into STEM fields or showing women that they too can run a company if they want to.


This assumption is just as wildly inaccurate as it is prevalent. But, darker still, the whole Feminism is everywhere now! narrative has an almost gaslighting effect on women of color, in which we’re being told by broader mainstream dialogues that our lives are so much better when we’re actually just an asterisk in a wage gap statistic. Because when you remove white, economically comfortable women from the gender landscape, feminism isn’t quite everywhere. Change in gender politics hasn’t come fast. For many women, it hasn’t come at all.


Between 1980 and 2015, Black women narrowed the wage gap with white men by nine whole cents.13 It’s taken longer than my lifetime to achieve less than a dime of progress. Latinas are even worse off, having narrowed the wage gap by an entire nickel in thirty-five years.14 Meanwhile, our nation is rapidly pricing many of us out of the avenues to upward mobility. The cost of college degrees in the United States has effectively doubled,15 increasing eight times faster than wages. More and more women are being incarcerated in this country; the number of imprisoned women has grown more than 750 percent between 1980 and 2017.16 And from 1991 to 2007, the number of children with a mother in prison has more than doubled.17 Despite that efforts like the Affordable Care Act have insured many, women of color have lower rates of health insurance than white women, barring them from getting treatment for preventable and chronic health conditions.18 The tenuous economic reality by which most women of color live day-to-day in the United States was further underscored during the coronavirus pandemic: many cleaners, nannies, and domestic workers saw their already unreliable incomes instantly vanish as stay-at-home measures grew.19 And relief efforts by the federal government notably did not include many undocumented and immigrant women, women who sustain an entire sector of care work.20


In a time of alleged heightened “feminism,” women of color and poor women are being left behind, and yet the trappings that uniquely target us, like poverty, incarceration, police brutality, and immigration, aren’t often quantified as “feminist issues.”


The reason there is so much dissidence between what a female CEO says you can do and the lived reality of what you can feasibly do is that this type of feminism wasn’t made for us. We need a movement that addresses the reality of women’s lives rather than the aspiration of what they hope to be.


In this urgent time, we need a new feminism with explicitly different strategies and goals. But before we can build a movement, we have to acknowledge the deep and enduring conflicts that have preceded this moment. We need to learn how to recognize and chart the course of white feminism so we can dismantle it once and for all.










Part I The History of White Feminism





To talk about racism within feminism is to get in the way of feminist happiness. If talking about racism within feminism gets in the way of feminist happiness, we need to get in the way of feminist happiness.


—Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life1













Chapter One The Making of a “Feminist”



“FEMINIST” USED TO BE a dirty word in modern popular culture. At the height of her influence in 2012, after being praised for producing “empowerment” anthems for young women, Taylor Swift famously denied that she was a feminist to a Daily Beast reporter. Her response, which would evolve in the coming years, conveyed a belief in gender parity while dodging the term. “I don’t really think about things as guys versus girls. I never have. I was raised by parents who brought me up to think if you work as hard as guys, you can go far in life.”1


It was quintessential “I’m not a feminist, but…” a recurring and well-documented cultural shorthand in which equal rights were espoused but allegiance to feminist ideology was evaded. Swift, while a prominent example of this, was part of a larger cohort of pop icons who made similar statements. That same year, Katy Perry said at Billboard’s Women in Music luncheon, “I am not a feminist, but I do believe in the strength of women.”2 The following year, in 2013, Kelly Clarkson told Time that she has “worked very hard” since she was a teenager, but “I wouldn’t say [I’m a] feminist, that’s too strong. I think when people hear feminist it’s just like, ‘Get out of my way I don’t need anyone.’ ”3 Earlier that year, then newly appointed Yahoo! CEO Marissa Mayer explained, “I don’t think that I would consider myself a feminist. I think that, I certainly believe in equal rights.”4


These shortsighted, yet “I believe in equal rights!” tempered responses were reflective of an outright vilification of feminism in the broader culture. In 2003, Maxim notoriously published a pictorial guide on “How to Cure a Feminist.”5 Around that same time, the proliferation of the term “feminazi” was used across then dominant, George W. Bush–era right-wing culture to describe women who believed in abortion rights, particularly by influential figures like Rush Limbaugh.6 This was coming off the late 1990s, which saw the Riot Grrrl movement give way to a whole Billboard list of underage pop female vocalists with Christian-adjacent values of virginity, when a series of pop cultural digs at feminism was also rampant.


In the 1999 film Election, Reese Witherspoon’s character, a plucky, self-determined know-it-all student who aims to win a high school election, is framed as a villain—a thorn in the side of the relatable and therefore reliable male narrator, played by Matthew Broderick. In 10 Things I Hate About You, another popular teen movie that came out that same year (and a remake of The Taming of the Shrew), the lead character Kat Stratford is similarly maligned for her explicit feminist politics and The Bell Jar consumption. From politics to pop culture, the message was very clear: feminism is bad.


Yet, in other arenas of culture—most notably the internet—gender was a coursing concept. Like a lot of subcultures (and yes, gender politics was definitely an internet subculture in the 2000s), people who thought critically about gender or who wanted to consume it in real time through media congregated around blogs: Jezebel, Feministing, Racialicious, plus a myriad of personal blogs and YouTube diatribes. This was as close as you could get to feminist interpretations of pop culture without physically hosting them in your living room or taking a women’s studies class or accompanying me to queer parties.


So it’s no surprise really that the first time I heard Beyoncé’s 2013 song “***Flawless,” which included a clip of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s explosively popular 2012 TEDxEuston talk “We Should All Be Feminists,” I expected the sound bite to cut right before the word “feminist.” That’s how sanitized the mainstream culture was of that term. The fact that the word and its extended definition were included in their entirety came across as very, very intentional.


The pivotal moment when Beyoncé stood before prominent “FEMINIST” signage at the 2014 MTV Video Music Awards7 drove home the signature pink-and-black possibility that you could be an internationally top-selling female vocalist and care about systemic gender inequality—or so I thought. Like many journalists and writers at the time, I initially saw this strategic declaration as progressive, informed by the fact that I had honestly never seen anything like this come out of pop culture in my relatively brief lifetime, nor had others.


Barbara Berg, a historian and author of Sexism in America, told Time after the VMAs that “[i]t would have been unthinkable during my era.”8 Roxane Gay, who had just published her essay collection Bad Feminist a few weeks before, said on Twitter, “What Bey just did for feminism, on national television, look, for better or worse, that reach is WAY more than anything we’ve seen.” And Jessica Valenti facetiously tweeted a screencap of Beyoncé’s shadowed silhouette before the blaring “FEMINIST,” stating, “Really looking forward to the next magazine piece calling feminism dead or irrelevant.”9 Unequivocally, Beyoncé had moved the proverbial needle between pop culture and feminism.


But when you see “FEMINIST” as a set prop during the VMAs, what does that even mean? What does a feminist stand for?


If you asked suffragettes—the elite white women who built the first wave of American feminism—the term “feminist” evoked obtaining the vote and having access to what their husbands, fathers, sons, and brothers had.


That’s the feminist credo that motivated blooming suffragette Alice Paul to join the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), circa 1910.10 She believed she should be able to pursue the same professional and educational opportunities available to the men in her community. As far as she was concerned, she always had—until she left her isolated home and realized many women couldn’t.


Even though she was born in 1885, Paul was raised to believe in gender equality from a very young age. She played sports like field hockey, baseball, and basketball and was an excellent student, particularly an ardent reader. Her parents were Quakers, a faith that had many “radical” teachings, including spiritual egalitarianism between men and women and no official religious ministers or ceremonies.11 “I never had any other idea… the principle was always there,” Paul later said of the atypical opportunities she took for granted.12 But although these principles were central to her home, faith, and community, Paul would realize they were not reflected in society. Many American laws and political practices kept women in secondary positions to men. And not being able to participate in an alleged democracy by voting was, to women like Paul, the biggest disenfranchisement.


Raised on a sprawling farm in New Jersey, Paul and her three younger siblings had access to a lot of comforts for the early twentieth century: indoor plumbing, electricity, and a telephone.13 Most of the labor on the “home farm,” as Paul called it, was completed by hired laborers and domestic workers;14 her father was a very successful businessman15 and the president of a bank in Moorestown, New Jersey.16


With the bulk of the household labor managed, Paul’s mother, Tacie, was able to make other investments in her daughter. Tacie hosted and attended regular suffrage meetings, both on the farm and elsewhere. She started bringing her eldest daughter with her to listen as women openly discussed the ongoing failure to get states to ratify a women’s suffrage amendment. That had initially been the plan laid out by iconic suffragettes from the 1890s: Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Lucy Stone. Get the states on board with amendments and then pressure Congress to approve a federal amendment.17 But this strategy had stalled. And now, sitting in a new century, in parlor rooms and farmhouses and kitchens, women still did not have the right to vote.


Around the time Paul began attending suffrage meetings with her mother, the plan had shifted again. NAWSA had decided to implement a “society plan” to draft influential people, including privileged women and college-educated women, into the gospel and societal necessity of suffrage.18


Paul would grow up to put this plan into action, but not exactly as the ladies who sipped tea in her living room had imagined. After graduating from Swarthmore College in 1905 (her grandfather, another champion of equality between men and women as it stemmed from Quaker faith, had cofounded the institution), Paul traveled to England to study social work at a local Quaker college.19 Historians credit her time in England with radicalizing Paul in her political strategies; while studying, she passed a large crowd heckling a woman speaking publicly to the urgency of women’s suffrage. The screams and verbal harassment from the crowd were reportedly so loud that you could barely hear the speaker. The chaotic public demonstration (this was not her mother’s demure suffrage meetings) piqued her interest and she introduced herself to the woman who had been yelling at the crowd.20 Her name was Christabel Pankhurst, and she was the daughter of Emmeline Pankhurst, both deeply radical British suffragettes photographed often in the press for fighting back when mobs heckled them. The Pankhursts were routinely arrested for breaking windows, throwing rocks, and engineering rowdy, public demonstrations to publicize the need for suffrage. The more pictures of them getting handcuffed in the London newspapers, the better.


Paul was fascinated by this approach; it ran so counter to how her mother and other Quaker women organized quietly around petitions and prayers. The way their meetings were always sequestered in the private spaces of homes and living rooms, away from public view and scrutiny. Militant British suffragettes wanted to be seen, and they were willing to defy the conventions of gender and social order to achieve that. Paul quickly joined their efforts. The good and quiet little girl from New Jersey who was valedictorian at Swarthmore21 was now getting arrested in the name of suffrage, going on hunger strikes, and being forcibly fed while imprisoned.22 (She later told a newspaper in Philadelphia that she never broke any windows, though.)23


By the time Paul arrived back in the United States by way of the steamer ship Haverford,24 she was intent on bringing wide-sweeping, public demonstrations to American suffrage. And she credited her education from British suffragettes with illuminating that necessity. In 1910, she reported this update on how British women were progressing with the cause: “The militant policy is bringing success.… [T]he agitation has brought England out of her lethargy, and women of England are now talking of the time when they will vote, instead of the time when their children would vote, as was the custom a year or two back.”25


After formally joining NAWSA, Paul set her sights on planning a big spectacle for women’s suffrage in Washington, D.C. With friends and activists Crystal Eastman and Lucy Burns, Paul envisioned a huge parade up prominent Pennsylvania Avenue to coincide with President Woodrow Wilson’s inauguration.26 With all the press in attendance, no one would be able to ignore them.


The idea was power. The big victory was the vote. When that right was achieved, young white women everywhere knew they could enter and influence institutions, whether they be politics or commerce. They could be recognized outside of the home to shape and impact the politics that governed the country. Simultaneously, they set a template for how this ideology would thrive: by partnering with power and consumerism.


As Betty Friedan would say in her widely sold book The Feminine Mystique five decades later, “The feminist revolution had to be fought because women quite simply were stopped at a state of evolution far short of their human capacity.”27










Chapter Two Who Gets to Be a Feminist?



IF “FEMINISM” IS PRESENTED as a hot new trend among elite women like Beyoncé, then that same math works backward too: elite women are, and always have been, the trendsetters for feminism. They will dictate the decor in the proverbial “room of one’s own.” Feminism will ultimately be framed as having a certain fashionability, and it’s very easy to look out on the cultural landscape to discern who the trendsetters are.


In 2016, it was The Wing, which I was a member of from 2017-2018, “an exclusive social club for women”1 with high-profile founding members across entertainment, media, politics, business, and the digital influencer space, like then president of J.Crew Jenna Lyons, editor Tina Brown, Man Repeller founder Leandra Medine, rapper Remy Ma, among many others. Upon opening their first location in New York City, cofounders and CEOs Audrey Gelman and Lauren Kassan told multiple outlets that the club drew inspiration from the American women’s social clubs of the turn of the century while also offering members a highly curated “network of community,” according to The Wing’s website.2


In the 1910s, it was the suffragettes actively courting the interest of popular actresses Mary Pickford and Ethel Barrymore,3 both young, glamorous women who were challenging conventional understandings of gender with their very public personas and professional prowess, dual aberrations for women of the time. Pickford was one of the first American actresses to be a powerhouse with instant name recognition. She set the template for hearing the name “Jennifer Lawrence” or “Julia Roberts” and knowing exactly who that is, down to their hair color, dress, and most recent films. Billed by her name, a rarity in early American cinema,4 she expanded her influence from the big screen to controlling virtually every aspect behind it: writing, costumes, lighting, makeup, casting, and set design.5 Her professional titles would go on to include producer, screenwriter, and, later, studio executive—she would cofound the film studio United Artists Corporation with other big names like Charlie Chaplin.6 Barrymore was equally recognizable, considered “the first lady of the American stage,”7 with an iconic upswept hairstyle8 that was emulated by fans. From the acclaimed Barrymore acting dynasty, Ethel stood out for her unparalleled talent but also for her multidisciplined passions: she read Henry James, she wrote short stories, she wrote plays—and she had “swish.”9 In short, both women were brands.


Since the beginning of organized women’s rights in the United States, white feminism has lurked, adapted, and endured—rebranding and reincarnating alongside the revolution of its day. Women like Barrymore and Pickford lended a chic allure to suffrage with the added dimension of instant press coverage. (In 1910, when Barrymore attended a suffrage meeting, the New York–based Morning Telegraph went with the headline “Ethel Barrymore is a suffragist.” The musical nature of that headline is the mellifluous sound of a suffrage PR director getting promoted.)10


As white women began advocating for the vote and challenging the traditions, social etiquettes, and decorum that limited their social participation beyond the domestic sphere, they encountered a serious PR problem. Because women who spoke publicly, before large crowds and in public spaces, were deemed deviant—breaking from what was considered respectable lady behavior—they realized they essentially had to change the public perception of what a suffragette is.11 But they had a new platform to consider that radical suffragists before them did not have: growing consumer culture. Since the 1880s, the development of department stores and the mass production of wares made stores the new centralized place for Americans. And with the impetus to sell, these stores, managers, and advertisers had to orchestrate elaborate fantasies by which to get people, namely women, to buy.


Suffragettes embarked on their branding challenge by usurping the channels of mass culture to remake their image in what America, tradition, and power valued: whiteness; thin, able bodies; youth; conventional femininity; middle-class motherhood; heterosexuality; and a dedication to consumerism above all else. This depiction of a suffragette, a young white woman who sheltered white children and wore her hat just so as to indicate a certain class and respectability, was outlined in-house and exported virtually everywhere. Maud Wood Park, a suffragist and founder of the Schlesinger Library, where I executed much of the research for this book, put the strategy this way: “People can resist logic but can they resist laughter, with youth and beauty to drive it home? Not often.”12 The publicity of women’s suffrage was, from the onset, engineered not to challenge or educate the American public on women’s expanding roles—it was to affirm that suffrage shared them.


Relatively quickly, the appearance of the suffragette on posters, signs, and advertisements (because they did make straight-up advertisements for suffrage) was the type of young woman the average American would want to extend rights to,13 because she didn’t digress too far from what women are supposed to be or who is deemed a woman in the first place. She was not a scary “other” with horns and a “shrill” voice who was “trying to become a man” and vote. She was soft, feminine, fair-skinned, and therefore unthreatening to business as usual.


Suffragettes of this strategy also envisioned the conflation of a political and commercial identity, an enduring political strategy. Using this specific “face” of suffrage, they were keen to capitalize on commercial influence and get their stylish suffragettes in store windows, magazine advertisements, and with accompanying political gear for purchase. Macy’s was declared the “headquarters for suffrage supplies” in 1912, offering an official parade marching outfit that included hat pins, lanterns, a sash, and a war bonnet, among other need-to-have accessories.14 NAWSA, along with many other suffrage groups, would establish suffrage stores within prominent shopping districts, cementing the idea that you could, and in fact should, buy your feminism.


Businesses were all for the merging of politics and products. In the 1910s, as suffrage began to blossom into growing popularity, many stores profited on the trend by using suffrage colors and branded paraphernalia in their window displays, including the very elite Fifth Avenue boutiques in New York City. Macy’s created a special suffragette window display with official suffrage white hats, complete with yellow trimming, adorned with “votes for women” flags or pennants. By 1920, those trinkets would expand to include mass-produced playing cards, drinking cups, luggage tags, fans, dolls, hats, valentines, and a variety of official suffragette-endorsed attire.15


White feminism isn’t new, but it has found new life. The same platform that motivated the middle-class and upper-class suffragettes to partner with commercial retailers, endorsing an official “suffrage blouse,” a “suffragette cracker,” and “womanalls,” lives on today. And it’s the posh women, like Barrymore, like Pickford, like founding members at The Wing, who relay these messages and products through mass culture. Beginning an explicitly feminist mission from within posh circles runs just as deep as the movement itself. Throughout my own career, people I’ve worked with and interviewed have assured me that this strategy is unintentional, and that everyone is welcome to the movement, if they just claim the “F” word. But, like any sorority, white feminism does have specific parameters for anyone who wants to join their cause. Just ask those beyond the parameters.


When I arrived at my private women’s college as a first-year in the fall of 2005, Mills College did not have a formalized trans admission policy—because, for years, they didn’t feel they had to. The women’s seminary, founded on a legacy of the cis daughters of wealthy families being sequestered with books before landing husbands, gave way to more overt radicalism in the 1960s and 1970s. This tension, between the conventionally feminine, the traditionally ladylike, the performance of gender as your parents and grandparents would like it, and deeply radical queer and race theory as your professor and first girlfriend would like it, is super concentrated—and you can encounter the entire spectrum simply on a fifteen-minute walk to class.


It’s the reason why you walk by the three-story, white-frosted building that is Mills Hall, a Victorian dollhouse that is life-size. In the late 1800s, it housed the entire school: the students, whom I always envision in white nightgowns who sleep in a long row of twin beds; the classrooms, where they read from identical books; the teachers, who told them how to think. Over a century later, Mills Hall still stands like the heart of the campus—the place where I’ve waited for my professors to receive me for office hours, the narrow, carpeted stairs I climbed to my literature classes that carry the exact intimacy of a grandmother’s house. There’s a piano on the first floor that I’ve never heard played, portraits of past college presidents whose voices I’ve never heard, and hardwood floors that I know the exact decibel of when a student walks in a hurry.


It’s the ghostly remnants of a type of womanhood that you’ll then go to class and deconstruct, analyze, hold in your hand, and ask why? Why? Why? You’ll write papers about it. You’ll check out endless books about it. You’ll see you’re hardly the first person to ask but actually part of a long legacy of people who have asked before you. You’ll use their questions to try and answer your own, but you’ll do it beside long glass cases of vintage tea cups all over the campus. You’ll walk through a prim rose garden on your way to a class about gender oppression. You’ll do your French colonialism reading in a dining hall with doilies and delicate lamps. You’ll be asked to look critically at so many social conventions and classist standards in an environment that has been fundamentally shaped by them.


That’s why, when I was eighteen, I found a vintage Mills yearbook in my dormitory library that had sweet, pearl-wearing graduates on one page and a photograph of a talent show featuring a blackface performance on another. Why I have a memory of hearing a fountain gurgle after attending a class in which Simone de Beauvoir described white women as “slaves.” (When asked for comment in 2020, Renee Jadushlever, vice president for Strategic Partnerships at Mills College, told me, “Mills College yearbooks are created independently by students. As an institution, Mills does not condone wearing blackface and works consistently to increase our racial sensitivity as a community, including bringing awareness to issues of cultural appropriation. We strive to foster an inclusive environment that recognizes and respects everyone.”)


It’s a similar logic that led to an informal student policy in which students assigned female at birth could continue their Mills education after coming out as trans men, or genderqueer, or gender-variant. But when it came to trans women sharing our libraries, sharing our locker rooms, our dormitories, there was no such avenue formally in place. I remember students softly toying with this seeming hypocrisy in a space where all our professors used the term “partner” to describe their relationships and we would try and study the syllables for signs of queerness. The fact that we often couldn’t tell was lauded as both progressive and limiting.


That’s why it was deeply disappointing to me when these same women with whom I studied Judith Butler, with whom I learned that gender was a performance, with whom I sat on professors’ floors, with whom I used to read bell hooks, would eventually rationalize that we needed our own space as cis women. Trans women, who were “different,” needed their own space too. And they weren’t sure Mills College, or women’s colleges broadly, were that space.


There is the way your stomach falls when someone you thought you knew so well so fundamentally disappoints you that you don’t even know what to say. I remember not even having language at first, just these sort of guttural responses that I would find the sentences for a couple years after graduation. I recognize their calculations now as part of a much broader continuum in how resistance to progress gets expressed: but this measure asks that we give something up, but this will change our experiences in an environment that is supposed to be for us, but we will be inconvenienced, but this isn’t how we do things, but this isn’t our history.


But that’s the point. You give it up. Because that history, that assumption, that insulation, that environment is erected on an assumption of superiority.


The way I was able to articulate it a few years after I left was that our college was founded on the societal assessment that women were a marginalized gender. Now, we know that there is more than one.


When I shared this with a woman I graduated with—a women’s studies major—she argued that they were still better off having their own college, their own environment that better “catered to their needs.”


Like when the queer women’s website AfterEllen.com published a piece proposing that trans inclusion has ultimately meant anti-lesbianism.16 Another, published in 2018, posited that encouraging lesbian-identified women to embrace “girl dick” is “mak[ing] it unacceptable for women to be able to set their own intimate and sexual boundaries.”17 This practice can be traced through the ill-destined Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival, which notoriously excluded trans women,18 down through lesbian separatism of the 1970s; lands and communities that generally exercised very limited understandings of gender. (In a 2019 Facebook statement, Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival founder and organizer Lisa Vogel denied the scope of this exclusion, writing “We did ask one trans woman to leave the festival in 1991. Period. No other trans women were asked to leave or not allowed to purchase tickets before or after that time in 1991. Prior to this, and after this transgression, we had a commitment to not question anyone’s gender… long before hipsters were giving their preferred pronouns in every possible moment.”)19 History has more than demonstrated that cis women exclusively getting together, sticking a proverbial flag in the ground, and using words like “ours” has overall not been a smart or nuanced operation.


What I remember saying to the women’s studies major is, You do realize that we are the men in this situation, right?


To a young woman who had academically studied structural patriarchy, she admittedly couldn’t and wouldn’t connect the dots. As cis women, we were the oppressors here, wavering on sharing “our” space because it would de-prioritize us. Not everything, every resource, every gender pronoun, every salutation, every space would be for us anymore. We would exist along a spectrum of marginalized genders and no longer be the default as cis women.


But this runs counter to what elitism is in the first place. The whole concept of “private,” “exclusive,” and “respectable” is that you keep some people out—a thread you can trace through suffragettes looking to attract the right kind of public face of feminism to my private women’s college to The Wing. And it’s this fear—of being decentralized through policy and admissions and of suddenly not being “elite”—that feeds the fire of white feminism.


For groups outside this notion of “elite,” even erecting their own missions hasn’t necessarily inoculated them from white feminism. In the beginning of the twentieth century, a number of female activists in Latin America and the Caribbean began envisioning a global feminist movement that was rooted in equal pay, maternity rights, women’s suffrage, and sovereignty of their respective nations. Described as a “Pan-American network” by Katherine M. Marino in her book Feminism for the Americas: The Making of an International Human Rights Movement, “They saw women’s rights as explicitly linked to their nations’ quests for sovereignty. [They] believed that organizing collectively for international women’s rights would ground a Pan-Hispanic feminism that would challenge U.S. empire in the Americas and would make women’s and nationally ‘equal rights’ mutually constitutive goals.”20


One of these activists was Clara González, a feminist from Panama and the first female attorney from her nation, who was very much informed by the class disparities within her country and the United States exercising increased control over her home. In addition to having a strong allegiance to all women workers, she watched as the U.S. renegotiated the terms of their treaty and control over the Panama Canal in 1926. The language that González often used to articulate her feminism drew considerably from the Panamanian conversations around sovereignty that were prevalent at the time, Marino writes.


Other women agreed with González’s growing assertion that a Pan-American feminism would involve resisting United States imperialism, as a nation of that scale, power, and amount of resources would forever be dictating to them their own terms for existing and therefore limiting their rights. In the beginning of 1928, two hundred women, including feminists from the United States, attended a conference in Havana, Cuba, to announce “a new movement for women’s rights.”21 An explicit part of their discussion and platform was critiquing the alleged superiority of the United States in their discourse and strategizing. At the time, the American feminists, specifically a suffragette named Doris Stevens, seemed to be on board with this.


Six months after the Havana Conference, as it would come to be known, González traveled to Washington, D.C., to cofound an organization with Stevens called the Inter-American Commission of Women (IACW). The organization would eventually grow to twenty-one members, the intention being to have one representative from each Western Hemisphere republic. González’s arrival coincided with a photoshoot with Stevens for the National Woman’s Party, capturing the women mid-conversation under palm trees. The headline chosen to accompany the image of an American feminist and a Panamanian feminist strategizing international coalition building was the declarative “Feminismo.”22 The emblematic photograph, along with text detailing their friendship and shared commitment to equality, would be exported to thousands of readers all over the world, finding space in newspapers in Brazil, Chile, Uruguay, Cuba, the United States, and Panama, among other countries.


At the time, González was reportedly excited to work closely with Stevens, given her endorsement of anti-imperialism tactics at the Havana Conference. In practice, though, González, and many of her fellow Pan-American feminists, would learn that Stevens had little interest in dismantling the hegemony of the United States. More tellingly, once the IACW was established and further conferences were organized to bring Pan-American feminists together, Stevens took it upon herself to define for the commission what constituted “feminist” topics and what was superfluous to their mission. Much of what was stripped from conversation were topics that were essential to Cuban feminism, like the United States presence in Cuba and the rise of U.S. duties on Cuban sugar, two factors that compromised the economic stability of women sugar cane workers. Cuban feminists were adamant that the IACW—a transnational women’s group—address these important issues. Marino writes:




A number of Cuban feminists had written to Stevens before the Havana conference requesting that the IACW oppose the rise of the U.S. duties on Cuban sugar. The question had become critical after the stock market crash in 1929, when Cuba’s single-crop export economy deteriorated. The value of the island’s sugar production had been collapsing; it would plummet from nearly $200 million in 1929 to just over $40 million in 1932.… In Cuba, the U.S. duties directly affected the livelihoods of many female sugar cane workers and families who suffered from increasing costs of living.23





But Stevens rejected these assertions, citing the IACW focus on “feminism” solely. What she couldn’t and refused to account for was that the American influence on their economy was foundational to their feminism, as it greatly impacted their experiences of gender within their country. These economic imperatives just weren’t crucial to Stevens’s personal comprehension of feminism as a white American woman. And, in a dynamic I know very intimately, this lack of proximity to her own personal navigation of feminism rendered these issues irrelevant. She wrote, “We have had people that wanted… to come and talk about various things, to talk about peace, and anything but feminism.”24


Stevens also had ample opportunity to collaborate with those who had a better grasp on the urgency of U.S. duties on Cuban sugar when organizing the conference. González suggested perhaps having an international lawyer establish the agenda of topics and offered the services of her friend, Cuban feminist Ofelia Domínguez Navarro. Stevens declined, saying that Domínguez could endorse the topics that had already been assembled, but she could not suggest or finalize additional ones.


White feminists have pulled this time-honored power play with me within my career too. The labyrinth is, essentially, “You can endorse my ideas or not speak.” And so the multinational conference on women’s rights was held without mention of the pressing precarious economic landscape in which Cuban women were now finding themselves, thanks to the Great Depression in the United States. (To make the environment even more hostile for Cuban feminists, Stevens described Gerardo Machado y Morales, the then president of Cuba who demonstrated a lackluster allegiance on voting rights for women and had permitted violent attacks and consequent murders of women protestors,25 as “a feminist president.”26 Machado, a dictator who had crafted a specialized task force to deal with protesting feminists on the ground,27 also sponsored the conference.)


Domínguez, a Cuban feminist, was done—and she had originally backed Stevens when the IACW was established in 1928. In what I recognize now as a long historical script of women of color and queer people dipping out from organizations run by ignorant white ladies who wish to stay that way, Domínguez decided that Latin American women needed their own group to achieve their needs. In the press, she observed that the power dynamics in the IACW were ultimately unequal and that the structure “demonstrates once again our condition of being a subject people to the empire of strength, to treaties enforced upon us.”28 Continuing to lend “cooperation to these congresses,” she elaborated, was overall less constructive than founding their own group as “women of our country.”29


So she turned inward to other feminists in Latin America. She wrote to her friend Paulina Luisi, a feminist activist from Uruguay and the first woman to receive a medical degree in her country, that she wanted to establish a new movement of Latin American women to “jolt our continent!”30 Foundational to this effort was that they build “a brave and strong resurgence against the yankee imperialism that depersonalizes us.”31 That’s when Stevens weighed in with the white feminist opinion no one asked for.


At this time, President Machado was waging violent tyranny against the people of Cuba, resulting in a civil war. A “secret police” by Machado was carrying out bombings, gunfights in the streets, and assassinations, resulting in a number of citizen disappearances. And the United States supported Machado as a leader, prompting further reassessment of the influence and presence of America. Yet, despite the many textures to this civil unrest and violence, Stevens was critical of Domínguez and her allies for not prioritizing women’s suffrage in this climate.


Domínguez, with what I can only imagine as the patience of a saint, responded to Stevens that “… they would not promote suffrage, detailing the many travesties of justice under the Cuban dictatorship that would make women’s suffrage meaningless and explaining that feminists were targets of physical violence and imprisonment.”32


Stevens’s response was “terse,” according to Marino, as she indicated no support for the woman she had been so keen to build a commission with only three years before. She stated, once again, that they were missing an important window for suffrage—which Domínguez had just detailed as nonsensical to their political reality while her fellow countrypeople were being violently killed. (Stevens wasn’t content with just telling Domínguez that she was doing feminism incorrectly—she also wrote to the secretary of Unión Laborista with her didactic Why aren’t you pushing for suffrage?).


Stevens’s lack of understanding for the violence and political landscape in Cuba was further evidenced when she characterized the protesting of activists and Machado’s tyranny as a “somewhat hysterical civic crisis.”33 Marino writes that even the Cuban feminists who were on cordial terms with the IACW were “deeply upset”34 by this gross reduction of their civil war, activism, and political priorities. This same tactic of diminishing resistance and organizational efforts to achieve human rights as “hysterical” or “hysteria” had been, after all, employed by critics of the suffragette movement. Stevens’s willingness to resurface this same terminology in responding to explanations from Latina feminists mimics the power structure she and her cohort had been rallying against. Clearly, though, this lens did not extend beyond white American women who sought rights in a very specific United States framework.


A big part of what imbued Stevens to speak this way to Latin American feminists was that she was feeling very high and mighty from achieving women’s suffrage in the United States about a decade before. She made the grave imperialist mistake of upholding her own country’s political tactics as the sole way of achieving a goal, rather than an experience to offer colleagues. This is ultimately about power more so than historical precedence. What’s implicit in her exchanges with Domínguez is her assumption that Cuban feminists didn’t know what was best for them, their rights, or their country. And because the United States had achieved women’s suffrage first, that entitles her to dictate how Cuban feminists fight for their own rights. (Absent from these letters to Domínguez, as far as I can tell, is any interrogation as to, perhaps, why the United States was able to pass the Nineteenth Amendment with the systems present: like capitalism, commercialism, consumer culture, and racism, among other dynamics.)


After Domínguez went public with her assertions that Latin American feminists would not find liberation through the IACW, Stevens doubled down on her dismissiveness. And in a quote that I read from the 1930s that echoes all the way through my women’s media meetings in the 2010s, Stevens said she “deplored the division of women into North and Latin American women.”35 (The Organization of American States, which oversees the IACW, did not respond to my repeated requests for comment.)


The “stop being divisive” mandate is the big verbal flag of white feminism, and one that I can sense coming from many sentences away. In an effort to raise fundamental differences in experiences of gender—because they are being overlooked—you are told that you are being “divisive.” This attempt to recode lived experience and systemic barriers as “divisive” is not only an attempt to dismiss them under white and straight and cis and able-bodied homogeny, but to uphold white feminism as the feminism. Because ultimately, what you are proposing deviates from that feminism—and that’s why you said it. The assumption here, though, from white feminists is that you don’t want to accomplish that deviation or that you don’t know that these experiences, this data, these statistics, these laws will demand a recognition of an alternate system of justice. Of the many failures of this common phrasing to shut down more nuanced conversations about gender, the most insidious is the casual expectation that you want to be like them or advocate for their causes. This is white supremacy in practice and a common way to homogenize the feminist experience as the white feminist experience.


Other ways of protecting the power structure, specifically as it preserves white Western dominance, obviously aren’t just verbal—they are straight tactical.


In addition to elbowing Latin American feminists out of positions of control, Stevens also used money to determine how and when they participated in dialogues on women’s rights. Marino observes of the time and financial needs of the activists:




Money was always vital to international feminist organizing, which required convening individuals at various worldwide destinations. The work of the affluent U.S., British, and European women in the International Council of Women and the International Alliance of Women had long revealed that women from countries with financial resources generally assumed the positions of power, reproducing hierarchies that placed women from the United States and Western Europe over those from the “global South.”36





The way this dynamic manifested within the Pan-American feminist movement was that Stevens, positioned as the leader of IACW and from a wealthier nation, could have a hand in attendance at conferences and events. Stevens had entire financial control over the funds of the IACW, money she procured from donors in the United States. She reportedly used this money to pay for everything from photographers to translators. But what she expressly did not use this money for was facilitating travel for Latina feminists she disagreed with to travel internationally and make a case for their causes.


Marino points out in her research that Stevens did not officially take a salary for her role in the IACW, but she did use the money she fundraised to pay for her own trips abroad. For Latin American commissioners, however, she advised that they secure travel funding from their respective governments. Many could not, and so these representatives were unable to attend these international conferences where critical agendas were set and crucial topics were raised. Stevens also put up further obstacles for equal representation and visibility:




Stevens did give salaries to several NWP [the National Woman’s Party in the United States] members who worked with the commission, but González received no such salary, even though she was head of research for the IACW and for the first few years one of the only Latin American women working in D.C. When Stevens invited González to stay at the NWP headquarters, she did not offer free room and board, stipulating a rent of eighteen dollars a month.


For González and other Latin American feminists, these dynamics underscored U.S. economic imperialism over Latin America.37





Paired with this tendency was Stevens’s shrewd dedication to publicity (photographers were a part of the budget for a reason), in which she was eager to capitalize on the optics of working with Latin American feminists without actually encouraging dialogue and shared goals. This strategy, however conscious or unconscious, of reducing women of color to decorative or cosmetic roles in bigger organizations has historically been one of their imperatives to leave these enterprises and start their own. Marino writes:




The National Woman’s Party avidly utilized González in its promotion of the commission—spotlighting the many accomplishments of the thirty-year-old lawyer whom the press called “Panama’s Portia.” However, Stevens never offered the funding that would make possible González’s travels to various international conferences, which provided the key staging grounds for the Equal Rights Treaty. González’s exclusions from these venues was significant. The fact that Stevens was parsimonious with González, yet offered some funding to other Latin American commissioners who supported Stevens’s vision more than she perceived González did, is also noteworthy. Though Stevens wanted González’s legal research work, she definitely did not want her interference if there was a chance that González would champion an agenda different than her own.38





NWP did not respond to my repeated requests for comment.


Regardless of what an enterprise tells you about their mission, why you’re needed, and the work you can accomplish together, history and lived experience have revealed that when it comes time to actually implement these changes, the gatekeepers become more tight-fisted over retaining tradition. The reason they do this is because actually integrating the changes and perspectives that often come with these communities compromises the power structure that has either anointed them or facilitated their ascension. Any threat to that, whether they recognize it directly or not, is met with fear, suspicion, dismissal, or resistance.


That’s often the part of the utopian mixed-race queer gender-diverse reality white feminists and their allies don’t account for when they are Instagramming “Empowered women empower other women” graphics. Having these voices, these perspectives, these ideas, creates less space for people who have traditionally held these roles, these titles, and operated this platform. Having more women of color writers on a staff means there will not be as many roles reserved for white women. Hiring a queer person means there will be fewer straight people to agree with you on all your heteronormative editorial decisions. Ceding power not only means welcoming brown and Black people to your meetings—it inherently asks you to give up something too. And that’s the second half that we have not yet engineered cutesy Pinterest-able sayings for, that I have yet to see being sold on Etsy or hanging in an aspirational woman’s office. Denouncing white supremacy means that I will no longer be supreme. Fostering diversity in my workplace means I will talk less as the dominant power in the room. Being pro-LGBTQ doesn’t entitle me to explain to my lesbian colleague that her relationships are “easier.”


A student group approached me with such a problem when I was a Joan Shorenstein fellow at the Harvard Kennedy School in the spring of 2019. An assembly of graduate students were cataloguing a series of changes they wanted to bring to the faculty in order to reflect stronger racial literacy in their programs and diversity among the professors. A point I counseled one of the writers on was that he directly address that hiring more professors of color ultimately meant hiring fewer white professors. This was anticipatory on my part, in that my predicted response from Harvard was a script I can recite from memory, from my own negotiations with power. It usually goes something like this: We would like to do X but we just don’t have the resources right now and it’s a really tough time for us and it’s really not the time to explore X as much as we would like to. Also, we need to set aside X for X, which is a priority because of AGEISM/CAPITALISM/RACISM/HETERONORMATIVITY/CLASSISM [PICK ONE OR FIVE].


My advice to the graduate student was that he address those “priorities” head-on to question both what is deemed a priority, but also to acknowledge frankly that the student group was asking them to hire fewer white faculty. This frankness challenges the assumption of white professors being a priority in the first place.


Lobbying for these types of structural transformations would be purely exhausting even if it was straightforward. But, in my experience and that of others, it isn’t. This endeavor is full of pitfalls within a labyrinth of manipulations and mirrors, often designed to ensure that the powers that be remain unchallenged. When the appointed agents of change push too hard, they are frequently relegated to what author, academic, and feminist Sara Ahmed defines as “institutional polishing.” In her book Living a Feminist Life, in which she interviews “diversity workers”—people hired to improve a number of structural failures within various professional settings—Ahmed observes:




Diversity too is a form of institutional polishing: when the labor is successful, the image is shiny. The labor removes the very traces of labor.… The creation of a shiny surface is how an organization can reflect back a good image to itself. Diversity becomes a technique for not addressing inequalities by allowing the institutions to appear happy.39





She elaborates that, “Diversity becomes about changing perceptions of whiteness rather than the whiteness of organizations.”40 And this is the searing reality that, once I’ve encountered it face-to-face, I cannot unknow. That I take with me back to my desk and that clouds my ability to edit efficiently. That you want to keep this the same and you want me to help you do it.


Through her photography budget and publicized relationships with Latin American feminists, Stevens was asking González to do the same.





Stevens’s legacy reveals a lot about white feminism’s core mechanics when employing and building relationships with other ideologies, social justice practices, and feminisms. Chief among them, though, is the acute ability to craft contemporary images that tell a story of progress (Here I am posing casually with a pioneering feminist from Cuba under palm trees!) while maintaining power structures as is. This dangerous maneuver allows white feminism to usurp the accolades, scholarship, efforts, and knowledge of people of color, of queer people, of disabled people, of all disenfranchised people and use it against them within the very institutions they hope to change.


A word I’ve often heard in professional settings to code this relationship is “credibility.” Having a person from X background or X identity write this piece, tweet this piece, endorse this piece, edit this piece, gives it “credibility.” Having a Black editor within a certain vertical gives the content “credibility.” Having a woman in a position of power gives the company “credibility” post-#MeToo.


But what is often being masked here is that the structure of the institution itself does not allow for marginalized identities to flourish, nor is a literacy of these experiences and realities a requirement for the staff as a whole. So a single person who is Muslim, who is gay, who is transgender, who is fat, who is nonbinary, who is a woman, is hired to do the work of optically transforming the organization and, allegedly, the interior.


González found herself in a position of institutional polishing the IACW, of lending “credibility” to an imperialist white-middle-class organization that didn’t care about her rights, the women of her country, or the other Latin American feminists she was working with.


So she withdrew her efforts.
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