

Rafia Zakaria



AGAINST WHITE FEMINISM

[image: Penguin Books]



To Rania, my bright and shining star




Author’s Note

A white feminist is someone who refuses to consider the role that whiteness and the racial privilege attached to it have played, and continue to play, in universalizing white feminist concerns, agendas and beliefs as those of all of feminism and all feminists. You do not have to be white to be a white feminist. It is also perfectly possible to be white and feminist and not be a white feminist. The term describes a set of assumptions and behaviours which have been baked into mainstream Western feminism, rather than describing the racial identity of its subjects. At the same time, it is true that most white feminists are indeed white, and that whiteness itself is at the core of white feminism.

A white feminist may be someone who earnestly salutes the precepts of ‘intersectionality’ – the need for feminism to reflect structural inequalities drawn along the lines of race, faith, class, disability, etc., as well as gender – but fails to cede space to the feminists of colour who have been ignored, erased or excluded from the feminist movement. White feminists can attend civil rights marches, have friends who are women of colour, and in some cases be women of colour themselves, and yet be devoted to organizational structures or systems of knowledge that ensure that non-white women’s experiences – and thus their needs and priorities – remain sidelined. More broadly, to be a white feminist you simply have to be a person who accepts the benefits conferred by white supremacy at the expense of people of colour, while claiming to support gender equality and solidarity with ‘all’ women.

This book is a critique of whiteness within feminism; it is directed at pointing out what must be excised, what must be broken down, in order for something new – something better – to take its place. It explains why interventions that simply add non-white women to existing structures have not worked. Because it is a critique, it has not been possible to present the diversity of views that exist among and between feminists of colour. Others are doing this work, but for that effort to be given its due, this project of dismantling a white-centred history and practice has to be undertaken. This book examines what ‘whiteness’ has enabled within the feminist movement; similar work can and must be done on how cis-heteronormativity, ableism, class privilege and other forms of privilege act within mainstream feminism.

The goal here is not to expel white women from feminism, but to excise ‘whiteness’, with all its assumptions of privilege and superiority, so as to foster the freedom and empowerment of all women.




Introduction: At a Wine Bar, a Group of Feminists

It is a warm fall evening and I am at a Manhattan wine bar with five other women. The mood is warm and cheerful. Two of the women are writers and journalists, like myself, and the other three work in the media or the publishing industry. Everyone, except for me, is white. I am excited to have been included this evening, eager to impress and befriend these women I have previously only known professionally through phone calls and emails.

The first hurdle comes when the waiter comes to take our order. ‘Let’s split a pitcher of sangria!’ someone says, and everyone agrees excitedly; then they turn to me, looking for agreement.

‘I’m on some medications, but please, you guys go ahead – I’ll drink vicariously through you,’ I declare with a smile whose wattage aims to cover up the discomfort, my own and theirs. It is the truth, but I feel ashamed saying it. They know that I am Muslim and I imagine them wondering if I am too uptight to belong among them. ‘It’s not a religious thing,’ I add once the waiter is gone. ‘You have no idea how much I would love a glass right now.’ There is laughter all around the table. Now I worry that the laughter is forced and that this audition to belong is already over.

The second hurdle arrives a little later, when everyone except me has been softened by sangria and is exchanging personal stories, bonding in the way you’re supposed to at a wine bar in Manhattan on a warm fall evening. I see it coming when one of the women, a noted feminist author, looks at me mischievously. ‘So, Rafia … what’s your story?’ she asks conspiratorially, as if I’ve been hiding some tantalizing mystery.

‘Yeah,’ one of the others, an editor at a literary journal, chimes in. ‘How did you even come here … like, to America?’

It is a question I detest so much that I once used it in a stand-up comedy set. I am performing now too, but I know a comedic response won’t do; will seem like too much of a deflection. But I am prepared for this moment, not least because it has proven tricky to navigate so many times before. Often (as I dramatized in the stand-up routine) I offer up a few white lies. I tell people I came to America when I was eighteen to go to college and then stayed.

It is only two-thirds of a lie. The truth is, I came to America as a young bride. One night after dinner, sitting on the edge of my bed in mid-nineties Karachi, I agreed to an arranged marriage. I was seventeen; my husband, thirteen years older and a Pakistani-American doctor, had promised to ‘allow’ me to go to college once we were married. There were other reasons why I said yes, but the possibility of going to college in the United States, something that my conservative family would never have allowed (or been able to afford), was a major factor. My life until then had been constrained in all sorts of ways, hardly extending beyond the walls that surrounded our home. I had never experienced freedom, so I gladly signed it away.

Arriving in the United States, I moved directly to Nashville, Tennessee. There I attended a Southern Baptist college (when it was still closely affiliated with the Church, and where exhortations promising fire and brimstone for all non-Baptists were commonplace), which my new husband had selected and enrolled me in and which I was to pay for via student loans. After graduating college, I begged him for permission to go to law school, to which I had applied, earning a partial scholarship. He refused, then relented, then ‘changed his mind’, reminding me that his marital promise had been to let me attend college, not law school.

The transactional nature of our relationship stared out at me. The next seven years did not change things for the better. During our last fight, the police officer who arrived on the scene took his cue from my suddenly calm and courteous husband and told me to ‘patch it up’. It was only much later that I learned that this is what police officers tell women who look to them for help, all the time.

I did not ‘patch it up’; I spent the night clutching my sleeping toddler. The next day, after my husband left to do his morning rounds at the hospital, I took her, a small suitcase of clothes, a box of toys and an inflatable mattress, and drove to a domestic violence shelter, an unmarked and unknown house. A woman with blonde hair and bright blue eyeshadow led me there. ‘Just follow my car,’ she told me when we met at a Kmart parking lot; and I did, the Barney theme song playing on a loop inside my car to keep my daughter quiet.

I calculate the costs of telling the abbreviated version of my story to the literary drinks group. Even if I added a few details, the redacted version would seem curt, closeted. Telling secrets is the material of friendships; I could begin to weave that fabric now, encompassing them in the warp and weft of my story.

But I feel I cannot give them the unedited version. The truth of that ordeal, and what I endured afterwards in my struggle to make a life of my own as a young single mother, seems glaringly inappropriate for the wine bar and my prettily dressed, slightly soused, fashionably woke companions. I have told the whole truth to such women before and the reaction has always been the same. There is the widening of eyes, the looks of seriousness and shock, the hands over mouths, the arms slung around my shoulders. When I finish there is genuine sympathy, a fervent digging around in their own imaginations for some similar story – an aunt, a friend, a personal connection to violence. Then one of two things happens.

If I am lucky, someone makes a joke or suggests a toast and we move on to another topic, which I eagerly take up. More often, there is an uncomfortable silence as everyone stares at the table or at their drinks. Then a grabbing of purses and phones and a smattering of reasons to leave amid declarations of ‘this has been so good’ and ‘we should do this again’ and ‘thank you for sharing your story’. The words are well meant but the tone is unmistakable. I don’t remember ever ‘doing this again’.

I know why. An aversion to acknowledging lived trauma permeates white feminism, which in turn produces a discomfort towards and an alienation from women who have experienced it. I’ve sensed it every time I have found myself in such a conversation, but have only recently been able to recognize its connection to unexplored assumptions of the value of the voices that have experienced trauma.

By and large, there is a division within feminism that is not spoken of but that has remained seething beneath the surface for years. It is the division between the women who write and speak feminism and the women who live it; the women who have a voice versus the women who have experience; the ones who make the theories and policies, and the ones who bear scars and sutures from the fight. While this dichotomy does not always trace racial divides, it is true that, by and large, the women who are paid to write about feminism, lead feminist organizations and make feminist policy in the Western world are white and middle-class. These are our pundits, our ‘experts’, who know or at least claim to know what feminism means and how it works. On the other side are Black and Brown women, working-class women, immigrants, minorities, indigenous women, trans women and shelter-dwellers, many of whom live feminist lives but rarely get to speak or write about them. In the rudimentary sense there is an assumption that the really strong women – the ‘real’ feminists, reared by other white feminists – do not end up in abusive situations.

In reality they do. But their disproportionate access to resources such as money, job security and established social networks means that they end up in shelters or in need of public resources such as Medicaid, food stamps and subsidized housing far less frequently than women of colour in the same position do. Conversely, women of colour – who are more often likely to be immigrant and poor – do have to take help from strangers and the state; they are the visibly needy and the obviously victimized. This imbalance is one of the factors that fosters and maintains women of colour as a passive source of cautionary tales. White women need help too, and they seek it as well, but the cultural attitudes that paint people of colour as freeloaders use any instances of women of colour seeking help as a means to confirm that prejudice.

There is also the powerful – sometimes voiced and sometimes implicit – assumption that non-white women suffering trauma is the ‘usual’ state of affairs, because their victimhood stems from their unfeminist cultures; while abused white women are portrayed as an aberration, a glitch, and not a reflection of wider trends or values in white culture. This is a prime example of the double standard by which whiteness, and the feminism that has sprung from it, asserts itself as inherently superior.

This phenomenon strongly discourages women like me from owning up to the hardships we have endured, thus further reinforcing the loop of assumption and seeming supporting evidence around what a feminist looks like: educated, successful, feminist women do not come from backgrounds of abuse, exploitation or trauma, and therefore women who have experienced these things are not credible feminists. The threat of being perceived as substantiating a discriminatory cultural norm – that of the abused woman of colour (and in my case, the immigrant and abused woman of colour) – enforces its own silence.

I know that identifying myself as someone who has done time in the trenches, lived in fear for my life, moved from shelter to shelter, and who carries the scars of that trauma, will win me momentary praise from white women. And in that instant they will say the right things, marvel at my courage, ask questions about what hiding from an abuser was like, what being a single mother entails. But my ownership of this othered identity will also allow them to demote me as being below the women who do the real work of feminism, define its boundaries, its intellectual parameters and policies. ‘Real’ feminists, in their eyes, are fighting for the cause in the public arena, untrammelled by the shifting burden of messy experience.

What I feel in these moments is not imposter syndrome. At the wine bar in Manhattan, I know that I have experienced more and overcome more than the women with me tonight. But I also know that my companions’ world is split into women of colour who have stories to tell (or to be told on their behalf) about their own specific experiences, and white women who have the perspective and authority to wield power responsibly on behalf of everyone. There is a racial hierarchy here that is left unacknowledged and hence intact. Some women are there to show us all why we need feminism, and others are there to make it happen, try to get it to work. This dichotomous view of how feminism works (or indeed how any movement for social change should work) is the central mechanism which slots women of colour’s experiences under the mental label of ‘other’, allowing them to be automatically dismissed in the arena of white feminism.

Another factor at play in this ranking of feminists is the myth of ‘relatability’ – the language of personal preference used to legitimize the narrowness of white empathy, the rigidity of the white imagination. The academic departments, publishing houses, newsrooms, international NGO boards and civil rights agencies of the Western world are filled with white, middle-class women. In order to be welcomed into these spaces of power, I need to be ‘relatable’ to those who fill them, to ‘fit’ into the spaces of power. I must be recognizable in my humanity specifically to white and middle-class people; must accommodate their assumptions about what a good person looks and sounds like – however biased, unreasonable or self-involved those assumptions are – or pay the price with my own exclusion.

On a superficial level, I can demonstrate kinship with middle-class white women via mentions of fervent feminist awakenings in college, dating mishaps on various apps, curated details of an affluent urban life and a diligent skincare routine. I can also demonstrate it by not mentioning the kinds of experiences white people believe do not apply to them – certain kinds of domestic abuse, certain kinds of migration, certain kinds of internecine conflict.

The cult of relatability rationalizes the exclusion of certain kinds of lived experience from the hierarchies of feminist power, with pervasive consequences for feminist thought and praxis. Many institutions involved in feminist policy-making do not just refuse to consider the lived experience of women of colour as a useful perspective for colleagues to bring to the table; they actually treat it as a strike against applicants, claiming they will be ‘less objective’ because of it. During my six years of service on the Board of Directors for Amnesty International USA, I never once saw any of the many prisoners of conscience whose cases had been highlighted by the organization invited to participate in policy discussions, let alone nominated to sit on the board as experts on the problems Amnesty sought to eradicate. Even the abused women’s shelter where I worked in my early thirties had a rule that excluded residents of the shelter from volunteering or working there for several years after they had last used the service.

The great lie of relatability is its implied claim that there is one truly neutral perspective, one original starting point, against which all else should be measured. Relatability is just subjectivity dressed up as objectivity. The question we’re not supposed to ask when presented with the ‘problem’ of insufficient relatability is: ‘Relatable to whom?’ And so the stories of women of colour are often told, but the perspective gained from living such stories never becomes part of the epistemology of feminism.

The functional dichotomy between expertise and experience is in no way incidental. Many white feminists have forged successful careers in punditry and policy on the basis of formal expertise – accumulating qualifications, conducting research, getting published in journals and books. They have staked out a professional space in which ideas can be constructed and dismantled. And because access to educational and professional opportunities is unevenly distributed in favour of middle-class white people, this emphasis on expertise becomes a kind of gatekeeping of power that locks out people of colour, as well as working-class people, migrants and many other groups. The introduction of a different kind of authority into this space, then – one founded in lived experience which these ‘experts’ may not share – is seen as a threat to the legitimacy of their own contribution to women’s rights, as if feminist thought and praxis is a zero-sum game, with one kind of knowledge supplanting the other.

The anxiety around the challenge to the primacy of expertise, which goes hand in hand with a challenge to whiteness and its hoarding of power, leads to a particular kind of racialized calculus. If an experience or characteristic is associated with a non-white group, then it is coded automatically as valueless, and in turn anyone associated with that experience becomes themselves devalued. This is the way that hegemony protects itself: silencing and punishing difference by stripping away its legitimacy. These kinds of motivated value judgements are at the heart of white supremacy. And this is how white supremacy operates within feminism, with middle-class white women at the top ensuring that the credentials that middle-class white women have remain the most valued criteria within feminism itself.

Sitting at the wine bar, I am aware of all of this. And I can feel my rising anger at having to ‘keep it light’ and accommodate the expectations of people unfamiliar with all the things that can and do go wrong for women like me. But a voice deep inside me insists, ‘You’ve come so far.’ I know precisely what that means: I want to have a voice in a way women like me – single mothers, immigrant brides, abuse survivors, women without safety nets or connections or fancy college degrees – rarely get to have. And I almost have it, I tell myself. I’m so nearly there. It’s just the difference between being proud of my truth and censoring it.

Tonight, I choose the latter. ‘Oh, I was married young and went to college in the US,’ I say breezily. ‘He was a jerk.’ I roll my eyes. ‘So I divorced him and never looked back.’

It is just the right amount of information. ‘Good for you!’ one of them gasps. ‘Wow, I haven’t even been married once and you’ve already been divorced,’ laughs another from the end of the table. The conversation moves seamlessly on. When the bill comes for the three pitchers of sangria, it is divided equally among us all. I pay a full share, even though I have nursed a single Diet Coke. Nobody cares to notice.

Literary theorist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak first pointed out how Europeans assume that they know the ‘other’, placing it in the context of the oppressed, in her groundbreaking essay ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ Her famous articulation of ‘white men saving brown women from brown men’1 is a theoretical framework that undergirds much of this book. Spivak identifies the ways in which colonial populations (the ‘subaltern’ of her essay’s title) were historically locked out of power by their imperial oppressors, unable in any sense to ‘speak’; I am interested in examining how women of colour today are given some chances to speak but are still not heard. Unlike Spivak’s work, this is not a book about feminist theory but rather feminist practice and its problematic genealogies: the injustices of the past which persist and re-emerge in new forms in the present.

In the gender-only narrative that has long dominated mainstream feminism, all women are pitted against all men, with whom they seek parity. In this struggle, white women have taken for themselves the right to speak for all women, occasionally allowing a woman of colour to speak but only when she can do so in the tone and language of white women, adopting the priorities, causes and arguments of whiteness. But the assumption that women together stand with the same disadvantages against men is flawed. All white women enjoy white racial privilege, whereas women of colour are affected not simply by gender inequality but also by racial inequality. A colour-blind feminism thus imposes a cost on women of colour, erasing a central part of their lived experience and their political reality. This makes it impossible more generally to see the ways in which a white-centric feminism is not serving their needs.

Growing up in Pakistan, I saw my mother, my grandmother and my aunts survive terrible suffering of all sorts. They experienced migrations, devastating business losses, inept husbands, lost relations, legal discrimination and so much more, without ever giving in to despair, without ever abandoning those who relied on them, without ever failing to show up. Their resilience, their sense of responsibility, their empathy and their capacity for hope are also feminist qualities, but not ones that the current feminist arithmetic will permit. In the value system of white feminism, it is rebellion, rather than resilience, that is seen as the ultimate feminist virtue; my maternal forebears’ endurance is labelled a pre-feminist impulse – misguided, unenlightened and unable to deliver change.

No attention can be garnered by Pakistani feminists unless they do something that is recognizable within the white feminist sphere of experience – skateboard while wearing their headscarves, march with placards, write a book about sex, run away to the West. The truth that resilience may be just as much a feminist quality as rebellion is lost in the story of feminism that is written and populated entirely by white women. This too is a legacy of white supremacy: feminism itself has never been disaggregated from the white gaze. It has become the only kind of feminism we recognize or even have language for. And that means that, most of the time, when women speak ‘feminism’ they unintentionally take on the cadence and concerns of whiteness.

The consequence of being unable to separate whiteness and feminism’s agenda is that feminists everywhere continue to be tied to the history and trajectory of white feminists. Black schoolgirls are taught about the renowned suffragist Susan B. Anthony, unknowingly imbibing reverence for a woman who, annoyed by the progress of the 15th Amendment, which would give Black men the vote, told Frederick Douglass, ‘I will cut off this right arm of mine before I will ever work or demand the ballot for the Negro and not the woman.’ South Asian feminists who adore Jane Austen’s heroines as models of strength, wit and judgement are also absorbing Austen’s imperialist views – her justifications for white colonizers taking over land without native consent. In countless cases like this, the uncritical presentation of white feminism as the definitive and only kind of feminism covertly recruits women of colour with its own content.

There are two antidotes to this.

First, we must excise white supremacy from within feminism. The disproportionate space that has been taken up by whiteness in the movement, and the implicit suggestion that this imbalance exists because only white women are actually feminists, must be repopulated by robust accounts of other feminisms: those that were actively suppressed or erased by colonial domination and silenced by whiteness, and those that have been eclipsed by the obliviousness, past and present, of white privilege.

Second, since experience engenders politics, both must be reintroduced into the necessary vocabulary of feminism. The erasure of non-white women’s experiences has meant the erasure of their politics from mainstream feminist conversation, and both must be urgently revalued as integral to the feminist canon. To make their experience explicit, feminists of all kinds must work to develop their own genealogies, to look at the women in their lives and in their own histories who have not been considered ‘feminist’ because they do not mirror the projects and priorities of white women.

This work has already been started by the many non-white writers committed to telling the stories of women of colour. Voicing and documenting experience is valuable in and of itself: a vital affirmation of humanity and an expression of collective solidarity, each of them an important kind of self-care and community care for women of colour and other marginalized women. But it is also a catalyst to revitalize the political, so that feminism’s strategies and goals reach beyond white and middle-class interests and draw in those of all the women whose stories and politics are presently invisible, and whose needs, having been systematically underserved and elided for centuries, are most urgent.

This book is a call to action; a demand for collective rather than only individual or personal improvement; a look to the larger community rather than just oneself. The story of feminism which our daughters learn tomorrow must be different from the one we know today. It is not enough for alternative narratives of women of colour simply to exist; they must actually influence the content and the course of the movement for gender parity. And before this can happen, white women must reckon with just how much white privilege has influenced feminist movements and continues to influence the agenda of feminism today. These are not novel suggestions, but they are ones that have long been ignored with alarming obstinacy.

I am tired of the pretence of engagement even as white feminists in power cling on to their fear, their filters, the subtle and not-so-subtle ways in which they include and exclude. I want to be able to meet at a wine bar and have an honest conversation about change, about transformation, about how we can bring a failed system down and build a new and better one.
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In the Beginning, There were White Women

In 2007, the much-celebrated feminist playwright Eve Ensler wrote an essay for Glamour magazine. ‘I have just returned from hell’, it began, going on to detail her visit to the Democratic Republic of the Congo, where she had met ‘girls as young as nine [who had been] raped by gangs of soldiers’. According to its title, the article is about ‘Women Left for Dead – and the Man Who’s Saving Them’, but this is not immediately clear. Even while detailing the anguish of Congolese women, Ensler manages to keep the attention on herself. ‘How do I convey these stories …?’ she asks. ‘How do I tell you …?’ Then, ‘I stay for a week at Panzi. Women line up to tell me their stories.’

Having just recounted a horrific story about ‘Alfonsine’, rather than inviting the reader to reflect on it, she writes: ‘I look at Alfonsine’s petite body and imagine the scars beneath her humble white clothes. I imagine the reconstructed flesh, the agony she experienced after being shot. I listen carefully. I cannot detect a drop of bitterness or any desire for revenge.’

Writing about the surgery that is needed to repair the fistulas suffered by so many women victims, she again rejects a simple third-person account that would focus on the patient and instead says: ‘I sit in on a typical operation in a clean, safe, but seriously underequipped operating room (nurses use torn pieces of a green dressing gown to tie the women’s ankles to the stirrups). I am able to see the fistula.’

Her repeated emphasis on what she herself is doing and hearing, rather than on what she sees and hears, strongly suggests that her goal is to show the crucial role that she, a white woman, is playing in the lives of these women. She is eager to enlist Glamour’s readership as well: they can write to the Congolese president, or they can donate to the hospital where the rape victims are being treated or the rehabilitation centre where ‘they’ll learn to become political leaders’, through Ensler’s own website.

Ensler’s article demonstrates how the white saviour complex intersects with feminism in the twenty-first century. A white woman takes on the task of speaking for raped and brutalized ‘other’ women, positioning herself as their rescuer and the conduit through which emancipation must flow. It is also an example of how the plight of ‘over there’ exists as a foil against which the successes of women in the West can be judged. ‘How lucky we are,’ readers of Ensler’s article are encouraged to conclude, mournfully shaking their heads at the circumstances of women who live in less civilized parts of the world. In such cases, it is notable that the naming or erasure of non-white women’s identities is entirely at the whim of the white woman telling the story. In cases where names should be mentioned, say those of the nurses and other medical staff (but which would perhaps draw attention away from the white woman’s central role as saviour), they are left out; in others where confidentiality would be helpful, such as not photographing victims like ‘Nadine’, we are told that she agreed to be photographed if her name was changed.

The 2020 Annual Letter issued by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation provides another example of this calculated and deliberate phenomenon, particularly as it relates to the optics of white women benevolently helping Black and Brown people.1 The first image used in the report sets the tone: it features Melinda Gates bending down to meet the eyes of an unnamed Black woman who is wearing a mask and lying in a hospital bed. The subject’s anonymity is typical of this kind of iconography. We may assume that the name has been omitted to protect the woman’s privacy, but the pattern continues throughout the text. Even when the people of colour depicted are appearing in a professional capacity, providing rather than receiving care, where there would be no need for anonymity, their names are left out. Bill and Melinda themselves, the focal white people in the photos, are the only people ever named in these group photos. A visit to the Gugulethu Community Health Clinic features unnamed Black and Brown ‘staff’. The section on gender opens with an image of Melinda flanked by two unidentified, diminutive Indian women.

So effective is this mode of virtue signalling that it has even become a trend on dating apps. A website called Humanitarians of Tinder is devoted to pictures of valiant and loving and oh-so-adventurous white women (and some men) dishing out hugs, cuddling babies and partaking in customary ‘native’ dances.2 The same template used by Ensler and Gates to harvest public approval or drum up financial backing is here reapplied to the task of attracting sexual and romantic partners. As ever, the Black and Brown faces are mere props in a white enterprise.

This habit of centring the white woman when talking about the emancipation of women of colour is not just a recent cultural trend limited to dating apps, fashion magazines and billionaire philanthropists, however. The white feminist saviour complex first took shape in the late colonial era.

In the home countries of white women, nineteenth-century gender roles and enduring male privilege constrained their freedoms significantly. But setting off for the colonies allowed these women a unique kind of escape. In India or Nigeria they had a significant advantage: white privilege. Still subordinate to white men, by virtue of race they were nevertheless considered superior to the colonized ‘subjects’. This superiority automatically granted them greater power and also greater freedom.

‘I am a Person in this country – they all think I was a Person!’ wrote an effusive Gertrude Bell to her parents in March 1902.3 She was writing from Jerusalem, where she had gone to learn Arabic and to get away from the unkind tittering of London society. Bell’s outburst was revealing. In her thirties and with a
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