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For the hood that gave me the tools. 

Drexside, the South  Side .  .  .  forever.
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INTRODUCTION

My grandmother would not have described herself as a 

feminist. Born in 1924, after white women won the right 

to vote, but raised in the height of Jim Crow America, she did not 

think of white women as allies or sisters. She held firmly to her be-

lief in certain gender roles, and had no patience for debates over 

whether women should work when that conversation arose after 

World War II. She always worked, like her foremothers before 

her, and when my grandfather wanted her to stop working outside 

their home, and let him be the primary breadwinner, well, that 

seemed like the most logical thing in the world to her. Because she 

was tired, and working at home to care for their children was no 

different to her from working outside the home. To her mind, all 

women had to work. It was just a question of how much, and where 

you were doing it. Besides, like a lot of women of that era, she had 

her own creative and sometimes less than legal ways of making 

money from home, and she utilized them all as the need arose.

9781526622709_txt_print.indd   119781526622709_txt_print.indd   11 23-Nov-20   13:09:1123-Nov-20   13:09:11



xii

introduction

She mandated education for her four daughters, who gave 

her six grandchildren between them, and for any number of 

cousins, friends, and neighborhood children around, the man-

date was the same. Her answer to almost everything was “Go 

to school.” It never occurred to any of us that dropping out was 

an option, because not only was her wrath to be feared, her wis-

dom was always respected. High school was mandatory, some 

college strongly encouraged, and your gender didn’t matter a bit. 

As with work, education was something she believed everyone 

needed to have, and she didn’t much care how you got it, or how 

far you went, as long as you could take care of you.

My grandmother  remains—  despite her futile efforts to make 

me more  ladylike—  one of the most feminist women I’ve ever 

had the pleasure of knowing, and yet she would never have car-

ried that label. Because so much of what feminists had to say of 

her time was laden with racist and classist assumptions about 

women like her, she focused on what she could control and was 

openly disdainful of a lot of feminist rhetoric. But she lived her 

feminism, and her priorities were in line with womanist views 

on individual and community health.

She taught me that being able to survive, to take care of my-

self and those I loved, was arguably more important than being 

concerned with respectability. Feminism as defined by the pri-

orities of white women hinged on the availability of cheap labor 

in the home from women of color. Going into a white woman’s 

kitchen did nothing to help other women. Those jobs had al-

ways been available, always paid poorly, always been dangerous. 

Freedom was not to be found in doing the same labor with a 
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thin veneer of access to opportunities that would most likely 

never come. A better deal for white women could not be, would 

not be, the road to freedom for Black women.

She taught me to be critical of any ideology that claimed to 

know best if those espousing it didn’t listen to me about what I 

wanted, much less needed. She taught me distrust. What pro-

gressives who ignore history don’t understand is that just like 

racism is taught, so is distrust. Especially in households like 

mine, where parents and grandparents who had lived through 

Jim Crow, COINTELPRO, Reaganomics, and the “war on drugs” 

talked to their children early and often about how to stay out of 

trouble. When the cops harassed you, but didn’t bother to actu-

ally protect and serve when violence broke out between neigh-

bors, lectures from outsiders on what was wrong with our culture 

and community weren’t what was needed. What we needed was 

the economic and racial privilege we lacked to be put to work to 

protect us. Being skeptical of those who promise they care but 

do nothing to help those who are marginalized is a life skill that 

can serve you well when your identity makes you a target. There’s 

no magic shield in being middle class that can completely insu-

late you from the consequences of being in a body that’s already 

been criminalized for existing.

There’s probably some value in being seen as a good girl. In 

being someone who values fitting in and embracing the status 

quo. There are rewards, however minor, for those who value 

being seen as that  middle-  class model of respectable with no in-

convenient rough edges. I’ve never found my way there, so I 

won’t pretend to be able to detail the value, or to judge those who 
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can fit into that mold. I’ve just accepted that I never will, that I’ll 

probably never even want to cut away the parts of me that pro-

trude in the wrong directions. I like not living up to the expec-

tations of people who don’t like me. I enjoy knowing that my 

choices won’t be acceptable to everyone. My feminism doesn’t 

center on those who are comfortable with the status quo because 

ultimately that road can never lead to equity for girls like me.

When I was a kid I thought there must be some way I could 

perform being good, perform being ladylike to the point of be-

ing safe from sexism, racism, and other violence. After all, my 

grandmother was so determined to make it stick, it had to mean 

something. What I discovered was that it offered me absolutely 

no protection, that people took it as a sign of weakness, and that 

if I wanted to do more than survive, I had to be able to fight 

back. Good girls were dainty and quiet and never got their 

clothes dirty, while bad girls yelled, fought, and could make 

someone regret hurting them even if they couldn’t always stop 

it. Trying to be good was boring, frustrating, and at times ac-

tively hurtful to my own  well-  being.

Learning to defend myself, to be willing to take the risks of 

being a bad girl, was a process with a steep learning curve. But 

like with so many other things, I learned how to stand up even 

when other people were certain I should be content to sit down. 

Being good at being bad has been scary, fun, rewarding, and ul-

timately probably the only path that I was ever meant to walk. I 

learned that being a problem child meant I could be an adult 

who went her own way and got things done, because I am not 

so focused on pleasing other people at my own expense. My 
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grandmother was wise for her time, but not necessarily the best 

judge of what I needed to do. She embraced  middle-  class ideas 

of being ladylike because for her that was a path to relative 

safety. For me, it just left me unprepared, and I had to learn on 

the fly from my community how to navigate the world outside 

the bubble she tried to create for me. I am not ashamed of where 

I came from; the hood taught me that feminism isn’t just aca-

demic theory. It isn’t a matter of saying the right words at the 

right time. Feminism is the work that you do, and the people 

you do it for who matter more than anything else.

Critiques of mainstream feminism tend to get more attention 

when they come from outside, but the reality is that the internal 

conflicts are how feminism grows and becomes more effective. 

One of the biggest issues with mainstream feminist writing has 

been the way the idea of what constitutes a feminist issue is 

framed. We rarely talk about basic needs as a feminist issue. Food 

insecurity and access to quality education, safe neighborhoods, a 

living wage, and medical care are all feminist issues. Instead of a 

framework that focuses on helping women get basic needs met, 

all too often the focus is not on survival but on increasing privi-

lege. For a movement that is meant to represent all women, it 

often centers on those who already have most of their needs met.

As with most, if not all, marginalized women who function as 

feminist actors in their community even when they don’t use 

the terminology, my feminism is rooted in an awareness of how 

race and gender and class all affect my ability to be educated, 

receive medical care, gain and keep employment, as well as how 

those things can sway authority figures in their treatment of me. 
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Whether it’s a memory of the white summer camp teacher who 

refused to believe that my vocabulary allowed me to know words 

like sentient or the microaggressions that I experience in my day- 

to- day life, I know that being a Black girl from the South Side 

of Chicago makes people assume certain things about me. The 

same is true of anyone who exists outside an artificial “norm” of 

middle class, white, straight, slim,  able-  bodied, etc. We all have 

to engage with the world as it is, not as we might wish it to be, 

and that makes the idealized feminism that focuses on the con-

cerns of those with the most the province of the privileged.

This experience does not mean that I think of myself or any-

one else as being so strong that human feelings need not apply. 

I am a strong person; I am a flawed person. What I am not is 

superhuman. Nor am I a Strong Black Woman™. No one can 

live up to the standards set by racist stereotypes like this that 

position Black women as so strong they don’t need help, protec-

tion, care, or concern. Such stereotypes leave little to no room 

for real Black women with real problems. In fact, even the most 

“positive” tropes about women of color are harmful precisely 

 because they dehumanize us and erase the damage that can be 

done to us by those who might mean well, but whose actions 

show that they don’t actually respect us or our right to  self- 

 determine what happens on our behalf.

I’m a feminist. Mostly. I’m an asshole. Mostly. I say these 

things because they are true, and in doing so, the fact that I am 

not nice is often brought up. And it’s true: I’m not really a nice 

person. I am (at times) a kind person. But nice? Nope. Not un-

less I’m dealing with people I love, the elderly, or small children. 
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What’s the difference? I am always willing to help someone in 

need, whether I know them or not. But niceness is more than 

helping; it is stopping to listen, to connect, to be gentle with 

your words. I reserve nice for people who are nice to me or for 

those who I know need it because of their circumstances.

There are people in feminist circles who are nice, who are 

diplomatic, with soothing ways and the warm personality that 

enables them to put up with other people’s shit without com-

plaining. They have their lane, and for the most part I think they 

handle things well. But my lane is different. I’m the feminist 

people call when being sweet isn’t enough, when saying things 

kindly, repeatedly, is not working. I’m the feminist who walks 

into a meeting and says, “Hey, you’re fucking up and here’s how,” 

and nice feminists feign shock at my harsh words. They soothe 

hurt feelings, tell people they understand exactly why my words 

upset them, and then when the inevitable question of “She hurt 

our feelings, but she has a  point—  how do we fix things so that 

we don’t harm a coworker, community, the company again?” 

comes up, the same nice feminist voices say the same things 

they had been trying and failing to convince people of before.

Only now people can hear them, because my yelling made 

folks pull their heads out of the sand. After the pearl-clutching 

about my meanness passes, what’s left is the realization that 

they have wronged someone, that they have not been as good, as 

helpful, as generous as they needed to think they were all along. 

That’s the point of this book. It’s not going to be a comfortable 

read, but it is going to be an opportunity to learn for those who 

are willing to do the hard work. It’s not meant to be easy to read, 
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nor is it a statement that major issues facing marginalized com-

munities cannot be  fixed—  but no problem like racism, misogy-

noir, or homophobia ever went away because everyone ignored 

it. I don’t and won’t pretend to have all the answers. What I do 

have is a deep desire to move the conversation about solidarity 

and the feminist movement in a direction that recognizes that 

an intersectional approach to feminism is key to improving re-

lationships between communities of women, so that some mea-

sure of true solidarity can happen. Erasure is not equality, least 

of all in a movement that draws much of its strength from the 

claim that it represents over half of the world’s population.

I learned feminism outside the academy first. You could al-

most see the ivory tower from my porch, but while reaching it 

was supposed to be a goal, there was minimal interaction from 

the students and staff at the University of Chicago with the resi-

dents of my neighborhood, Hyde Park. For all practical purposes, 

between the university warning students away from engaging 

with the neighborhood and the lack of information about how 

someone could even begin to access the opportunities that the uni-

versity offered to people who weren’t us, the ivory tower might 

as well have been the moon. Getting a job as a caregiver, as a 

custodian, or in a dining facility was relatively transparent, but 

as for accessing anything else? There was no clear path. The 

 feminism at the University of Chicago on offer to the  low-  income 

Black women living in the neighborhood might as well have been 

a scene from The Help. The idea that we might have greater aspi-

rations than to serve the needs of those born into a higher socio-

economic level didn’t seem to be more than a fleeting thought for 
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most; for a very few who were committed to a sense of equity, 

access came with the price of respectability. It was like getting 

the proverbial Golden Ticket of Willy Wonka fame, only the 

odds were probably better at the Chocolate Factory.

Hyde Park has gone through a lot of changes, for the better 

in terms of services as the population grows, and financially for 

the worse as gentrification means the housing prices are going 

up and pushing out the very people who need those services 

the most. Resources for residents are pouring in as many  long- 

 term residents are being forced out. Currently, the university is 

slightly more welcoming to locals, but is still primarily inter-

ested in being accessible to those who are (or aspire to be) mid-

dle class or wealthy. I don’t know how the new Hyde Park will 

engage with the locals who remain the working poor, but so far 

all signs point to heavier policing and a complete lack of interest 

in maintaining the area as mixed race and mixed income.

These days, although Postcollege Me is welcome and has, in 

fact, spoken several times at the University of Chicago, I doubt 

that the girl I was would be able to even see the ivory tower, be-

cause gentrification would have forced me so far away from this 

beautiful area. It wasn’t until I went to college at the University 

of Illinois that I really engaged with feminist texts as things that 

were meant to provide guidance and not simply to be part of the 

same literary canon as all the other books in the library that re-

flected a world I had not been able to access. There were some 

exceptions, but so many feminist texts were clearly written about 

girls like me, instead of by girls like me. By the time I reached a 

place to engage with feminism versus  womanism—  the former 
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being paying more lip service than actual service to equality, the 

latter being closer but still not inclusive enough of people who 

were engaged in sex work, in vice, as a way to pay the bills and as 

a way of  life—  neither felt like they fit me or my goals completely. 

Girls like me seemed to be the object of the conversations and 

not full participants, because we were a problem to be solved, not 

people in our own right.

This book is about the health of the community as a whole, 

with a specific focus on supporting the most vulnerable mem-

bers. It will focus largely on the experiences of the marginalized, 

and address the issues faced by most women, instead of the is-

sues that only concern a  few—  as has been the common practice 

of feminists to  date—  because tackling those larger issues is key 

to equality for all women.

This book will explain how poor women struggling to put 

food on the table, people in inner cities fighting to keep schools 

open, and rural populations fighting for the most basic of 

choices about their bodies are feminist concerns, and should be 

centered in this movement. I will delve into why, even when 

these issues are covered, the focus is rarely on those most se-

verely impacted. For example, when we talk about rape culture 

the focus is often on potential date rape of suburban teens, not 

the higher rates of sexual assault and abuse faced by Indigenous 

American and Alaskan women. Assault of sex workers, cis and 

trans, is completely obscured because they aren’t the “right” 

kind of victims. Feminism in the hood is for everyone, because 

everyone needs it. 
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SOLIDARITY IS STILL 
FOR WHITE WOMEN

As debates over last names, body hair, and the best way 

to be a CEO have taken center stage in the discourse 

surrounding modern feminism, it’s not difficult to see why some 

would be questioning the legitimacy of a women’s movement 

that serves only the narrow interests of  middle-  and  upper-  class 

white women. While the problems facing marginalized women 

have only increased in intensity, somehow food insecurity, edu-

cation, and health  care—  beyond the most basic of reproduc-

tive  needs—  are rarely touted as feminist issues. It is past time to 

make the conversation a nuanced, inclusive, and intersectional 

one that reflects the concerns of all women, not just a privi-

leged few.

In 2013, when I started #solidarityisforwhitewomen, by which 

I meant mainstream feminist calls for solidarity centered on not 

only the concerns but the comfort of white  middle-  class women 

at the expense of other women, many white feminists claimed it 
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was divisive and called it infighting, instead of recognizing that 

the problem was real and could not solve itself. They argued 

that the way to fix feminism wasn’t by airing its proverbial dirty 

laundry in public. Yet, since its inception, mainstream feminism 

has been insisting that some women have to wait longer for 

equality, that once one group (usually white women) achieves 

equality then that opens the way for all other women. But when 

it comes right down to it, mainstream white feminism often 

fails to show up for women of color. While white feminism can 

lean in, can prioritize the CEO level at work, it fails to show up 

when Black women are not being hired because of their names 

or fired for hairstyles. It’s silent when schools discriminate against 

girls of color. Whether it is the centering of white women even 

when women of color are most likely to be at risk, or the com-

plete erasure of issues most likely to impact those who are not 

white, white feminism tends to forget that a movement that claims 

to be for all women has to engage with the obstacles women who 

are not white face.

Trans women are often derided or erased, while prominent 

feminist voices parrot the words of conservative bigots, fram-

ing womanhood as biological and determined at birth instead of 

as a fluid and often arbitrary social construct. Trans women of 

color, who are among the most likely targets of violence, see sta-

tistics that reflect their reality co- opted to bolster the idea that 

all women are facing the same level of danger. Yet support from 

mainstream white feminists for the issues that directly impact 

trans women has been at best minimal, and often nonexistent. 

From things as basic as access to public bathrooms to job pro-

9781526622709_txt_print.indd   29781526622709_txt_print.indd   2 23-Nov-20   13:09:1123-Nov-20   13:09:11



3

solidarity is still for white women

tection, there’s a dearth of mainstream white feminist voices 

speaking out against  trans-  exclusionary policies and laws. A 

 one-  size-  fits-  all approach to feminism is damaging, because it 

alienates the very people it is supposed to serve, without ever 

managing to support them. For women of color, the expectation 

that we prioritize gender over race, that we treat the patriarchy 

as something that gives all men the same power, leaves many of 

us feeling isolated.

When the obstacles you face vary by race and class, then so 

too do your priorities. After all, for women who are struggling to 

keep themselves housed, fed, and clothed, it’s not a question of 

working hard enough. They are leaning in, but not in search of 

equal pay or “having it all”; their quest for equal pay starts with 

equal access to education and opportunity. They need feminism 

to recognize that everything that affects women is a feminist 

issue, whether it be food insecurity or access to transit, schools, 

or a living wage. Does that mean that every feminist has to be at 

every event, know every detail of every struggle? No.

It does, however, mean that the language surrounding what-

ever issues feminists choose to focus on should reflect an under-

standing of how the issue’s impact varies for women in different 

socioeconomic positions. The conversation around work, for in-

stance, should recognize that for many people, needing to work 

to survive is a fact of life. We can’t let respectability politics 

(that is, an attempt by marginalized groups to internally police 

members so that they fall in line with the dominant culture’s 

norms) create an idea that only some women are worthy of re-

spect or protection. Respectability narratives discourage us from 
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addressing the needs of sex workers, incarcerated women, or 

anyone else who has had to face hard life choices. No woman has 

to be respectable to be valuable. We can’t demand that people 

work in order to live, then demand that they be respected only 

if they do work that doesn’t challenge outdated ideas around 

women’s right to control their bodies. Too often mainstream fem-

inism embraces an idea that women must follow a work path 

prescribed by cisgender white men in order for their labor to 

matter. But everyone, from a person who needs care to a stay- at- 

home parent to a sex worker, matters and deserves to be re-

spected whether they are in their home or in an office.

This tendency to assume that all women are experiencing the 

same struggles has led us to a place where reproductive health 

imagery centers on cisgender  able-  bodied women to the exclu-

sion of those who are trans, intersex, or otherwise inhabiting 

bodies that don’t fit the narrow idea that genitalia dictates gen-

der. You can have no uterus and still be a woman, after all. 

 Employment equality statistics project the idea that all women 

make  seventy-  seven cents to a man’s dollar when the reality is 

that white women make that much, and women of color make 

less than white women. Affirmative action complaints (includ-

ing those filed by white women) hinge on the idea that people of 

color are getting the most benefit when the reality is that white 

women benefit the most from affirmative action policies. The 

sad reality is that while white women are an oppressed group, 

they still wield more power than any other group of  women— 

 including the power to oppress both men and women of color.

The myth of the Strong Black Woman has made it so that 
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white women can tell themselves that it is okay to expect us to 

wait to be equal with them, because they need it more. The fact 

that Black women are supposedly tougher than white women 

means that we are built to face abuse and ignorance, and that 

our need for care or concern is less pressing.

In general, white women are taught to think of whiteness as 

default, of race as something to ignore. Their failure to appre-

ciate the way that race and other marginalization can impact 

someone is often borne out in popular media. Consider the ham- 

 fisted misstep of Lena Dunham’s HBO show Girls, which fea-

tured an  all-  white cast of twentysomething women and men 

living in Brooklyn, New York, being heralded as a show for all 

young women despite its complete exclusion of women of color. 

Or, more recently, Dunham and Amy Schumer’s  cringe-  inducing 

conversation about whether Odell Beckham Jr. was in the wrong 

for not expressing any interest, sexual or otherwise, in Dunham 

while they were seated at the same table at the Met Gala.

Somehow the fact that Beckham was absorbed in his phone 

meant that he was passing judgment on Dunham’s attractive-

ness, and not that his mind was simply elsewhere. Despite the 

fact that he never said a negative word, he was dragged into 

their personal narrative in part because of the unspoken as-

sumption that he owed a white woman who wanted it his atten-

tion. Now, I don’t expect Dunham or Schumer or feminists like 

them to listen to Black women or other WOC. It’s not an innate 

skill for white people, and for white feminists who are used to 

shutting out the voices of men, it can be especially difficult to 

hear that they have the power to oppress a man. But that doesn’t 
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change the history of Black men being demonized or killed for 

expressing an interest in white women. Nor does it change the 

negative impact that a white woman’s tears can still have not 

only on a Black man’s career, but on his life. The fact that Dun-

ham apologized and that she didn’t mean to do harm is pretty 

much meaningless. The harm was done, and her casual racist 

assumptions still meant Beckham spent days in the news cycle 

for imaginary body shaming.

When white feminism ignores history, ignores that the tears 

of white women have the power to get Black people killed while 

insisting that all women are on the same side, it doesn’t solve 

anything. Look at Carolyn Bryant, who lied about Emmett Till 

whistling at her in 1955. Despite knowing who had killed him, 

and that he was innocent of even the casual disrespect she had 

claimed, she carried on with the lie for another fifty years after 

his lynching and death. Though her family says she regretted it 

for the rest of her life, she still sat on the truth for decades and 

helped his murderers walk free. How does feminism reconcile 

itself to that kind of wound between groups without addressing 

the racism that caused it?

There’s nothing feminist about having so many resources at 

your fingertips and choosing to be ignorant. Nothing empower-

ing or enlightening in deciding that intent trumps impact. Es-

pecially when the consequences aren’t going to be experienced 

by you, but will instead be experienced by someone from a mar-

ginalized community.

It’s not at all helpful for some white feminists to make de-

mands of women of color out of a  one-  sided idea of sisterhood 
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and call that solidarity. Sisterhood is a mutual relationship be-

tween equals. And as anyone with sisters can tell you, it’s not 

uncommon for sisters to fight or to hurt each other’s feelings. 

Family (whether biological or not) is supposed to support you. But 

that doesn’t mean no one can ever tell you that you’re wrong. Or 

that any form of critique is an attack. And yes, sometimes the 

words involved are harsh. But as adults, as people who are doing 

hard work, you cannot expect your feelings to be the center of 

someone else’s struggle. In fact, the most realistic approach to 

solidarity is one that assumes that sometimes it simply isn’t your 

turn to be the focus of the conversation.

When feminist rhetoric is rooted in biases like racism, able-

ism, transmisogyny,  anti-  Semitism, and Islamophobia, it auto-

matically works against marginalized women and against any 

concept of solidarity. It’s not enough to know that other wo-

men with different experiences exist; you must also understand 

that they have their own feminism formed by that experience. 

Whether it’s an argument that women who wear the hijab must 

be “saved” from it, or  reproductive-  justice arguments that paint 

having a disabled baby as the worst possible outcome, the reality 

is that feminism can be marginalizing. If a liberation move-

ment’s own representatives are engaging with each other op-

pressively, then what progress can the movement make without 

fixing that internal problem?

Feminism cannot be about pitying women who didn’t have 

access to the right schools or the same opportunities, or mak-

ing them projects to be studied, or requiring them to be more 

respectable in order for them to be full participants in the 
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