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Introduction

Trap Feminism

This for my jazzy bitches, classy bitches,

Oh yeah, my ratchet bitches.

—Yo Gotti, “I Wanna Fuck”1

Throughout my entire college career, and for years after, I was the proud owner of a 2007 Pontiac Grand Prix. I named her Sandy because she was the exact same hue as the manufactured beaches off Lake Michigan. A few years later, after the Fetty Wap song dropped, I nicknamed her my “Trap Queen” because for the better part of a decade she’d made sure I made it to classes, to work, to get my hair done, to pick up weed, to rescue homegirls from the homes of shady niggas, to pull off getaways after my homegirls got payback on those same niggas, to countless dick appointments, and into two car accidents. Sandy had heated leather seats and a sound system that allowed everyone to hear me coming from a block away when I had the volume all the way up. Some of the best and worst times of my life happened in the driver’s seat (and sometimes the back seat) of that car. You’ll hear quite a bit about Sandy later. Her name is probably the only one besides mine that hasn’t been changed for this book.

Anyway, I was definitely in Sandy’s driver’s seat when I heard Memphis rapper Yo Gotti’s “I Wanna Fuck” for the first time. I was three years into college at the best public institution in Illinois, without a degree in sight thanks to my struggling GPA. My cousin had recently graduated high school and joined my friends and me in the midwestern cornfields to attend the local community college. She was living without parental supervision for the first time in her life, and it didn’t take long for her boyfriend from Chicago to join her in her off-campus apartment. The three of us spent a lot of time together riding around and smoking weed, which probably explains my GPA. It was on one of our many trips that her boyfriend slid his bootleg copy of Yo Gotti’s mixtape Cocaine Muzik 4 into Sandy’s CD player. He never got it back.

The disc quickly collected scratches from going in and out of my rotation. I listened to track 4, “I Wanna Fuck,” the most because the first verse felt like it had been written for me. I was occasionally jazzy, sometimes classy, but mostly ratchet—just like the women he was shouting out at the top of the verse. And though I’ve never sucked dick in a club, which was another one of his identifiers of such a lady, there was an incident at the now-closed Lux Lounge in Washington, DC, where a dude put his dick in my hand and I took my precious time removing it. The point is, as a sexually open-minded Black girl, I felt seen by Gotti. This verse was his playful ode to those among us who were willing to put our wigs in a rubber band and let loose during a night out. It’s not often, in any genre of music, that women who also looked forward to the . . . after-the-club activities have been celebrated, as opposed to shamed and shitted on for it.

The more I listened to the song, the more attention I paid to the second part of the verse, where Gotti took his affirmation a step further. Right after a particularly childish line where he tried to distance himself from cunnilingus by suggesting that he only ate at Waffle or Huddle House, he laid out one of the most thoughtful, empathetic, responsible, and equitable casual sex scenarios that I’d ever heard in this context. I was grateful for a reference to his favorite condom brand, even if it was the gold-wrapped Magnums that smell like a literal latex factory and make the inside of my vagina feel dry and itchy like a burlap sack. Safe sex is an underrated wave that more people should be on but is often glossed over in music, movies, and TV, where sex is frequently depicted with an undertone of urgency and reckless spontaneity.

Gotti also completely detached himself from the hypocritical, shame-on-you-hoe finger wagging that male privilege emboldens so many Black men to do, especially in hip-hop. In fact, he explicitly stated that he could still respect her after their first-night encounter because, shit, he was there too. At one point in the verse he was almost encouraging her to stand pridefully in her decision and not use intoxication to justify her decision to bust it open for a Memphis nigga. In other words, Gotti didn’t devalue or dehumanize this woman because she decided to give him some pussy. He wasn’t ashamed, and for that very reason, he didn’t think she should be either. I wish I could say every man I’ve fucked made me feel the same way. But this verse would do.

To be clear, Yo Gotti didn’t write a feminist manifesto. Having followed his career and different interviews he’s done, I would argue that he could benefit from a YouTube video or two on Black feminism. If I’m lucky, he’ll read this book, but I digress. Gotti did lay out an alternative to how women, especially Black women, in similar situations are too often represented: acting only on the sexual desires of men, of lesser moral character for doing so, and not worth the respect of the same men who want to fuck them. I was already hyperaware of this dynamic and actively navigating it in my personal life. However, this verse made me reconsider how women were being talked about in trap music—a hip-hop subgenre that expresses some of the realities and aspirational views of Black folks from the hood—and how those narratives held up against the regular degular women I knew in the real world. From that moment, I felt like I needed to relisten to all the trap music I loved and reconsider what I was being offered.

Despite its mainstream popularity, trap music is still considered one of hip-hop’s lowest forms. Part of this stems from elitist assumptions about Southern Black culture, including the accents and unique version of African American vernacular, and respectability politics. However, trap music is also often dismissed because of its representation and treatment of women. As a feminist, I’d often considered the question of why I not only subjected myself to it but also reveled in it. Sitting with Gotti’s verse pushed me beyond my frequent cop-out response: “Trap music is problematic and sexist, but I like the beats.” Like every other staple of Black women’s lives, it was more complicated than that.


trap:

Atlanta slang for the specific dwelling or neighborhood where drugs, guns, or other illicit products or services are sold. The term is multifaceted and flexible. When used as a verb, “trapping” means hustling. You can use “trap bitch/nigga,” or simply “trapper,” to describe someone who hustles, typically in an underground economy. Trap music got its name because its pioneering artists were indeed trap niggas, and the lyrical content reflects the realities of the trap.



Still, it felt initially counterintuitive to look for examples of affirming language in trap, a genre that had been labeled aggressively reductive. But there was a reason some trap songs made me put more bass in my voice when I shouted the lyrics over Sandy’s speakers, or put my hands in the air at the club. I suddenly paid more attention to all the times Gucci Mane also openly rapped about his partners having abortions. I thought differently about Travis Porter letting a female’s voice dominate their single “Make It Rain” with a straightforward demand: “You wanna see some ass, I wanna see some cash.”2 And what about all of the female rap I’d been devouring since I was old enough to control the radio?

Female rappers have often echoed the sentiments of male rappers: that sex and desire are indeed transactional. But the formula laid out on Trick Daddy’s 1998 single “Nann,” when the baddest bitch, Trina, insisted, “You don’t know nann hoe done been the places I been, who can spend the grands that I spend, fuck ’bout five or six best friends,”3 implied that there was also an art to the specific role women played in those interactions. On “Big Ole Freak,” Megan Thee Stallion says, “You can’t take no nigga from me, I got mind control.”4 That’s not the position of a passive receiver of male attention but that of a strategic mastermind set on creating sexual relationships on her own terms. Over decades of listening to female rappers, I learned to prioritize my own desires, ambitions, and pleasures, because for all the ways that they might reflect how men talk about us in their rhymes, these women are also adding a key piece of nuance that these niggas would rather everyone overlook: women, especially Black women, are inherently valuable.

This was the beginning of trap feminism for me: the moment I realized I was evolving not away from trap but in a full circle back to it. I wouldn’t accept the idea that no good could come out of trap music. I wanted to reconcile the fact that some of my favorite trap songs made me, a queer Black woman, feel good, proud, and even inspired. Perhaps not all of the lyrics about women were cause for outrage or dismissal; actual descriptions of Black girl joy, Black girl genius, and Black girl survival were at play, even if unintentional.

In the past, trap seemed to be at odds with the rest of my identity as a feminist. I’d been advocating for Black women, leading organizing efforts around issues like free access to birth control, and teaching incoming freshmen about rape culture. But now it no longer seemed contradictory to be bumping Gucci or Jeezy at full volume while whipping Sandy around campus. I’d taken a gender studies course with the brilliant Dr. Ruth Nicole Brown about Black girlhood, where we were encouraged to sit with the fullness of being both Black and girl identified. She was one of the first people to put the bug in my ear that what other people saw as chaotic, deviant, or just ghetto as hell was the stuff Black girl fire was made of. My grades finally improved when I changed my major to gender studies, and I learned how to take deeper dives into the media I was consuming. I was listening to trap differently, and I didn’t have to justify shaking my ass to Waka Flocka Flame, while still demanding respect as a woman. I didn’t know it, but I was formulating the basis for what would become my personal soapbox, my philosophy, and my own dogma: trap feminism.

I said “trap feminism” out loud for the first time during a road trip from Washington, DC, to Chicago. By that time I’d already been writing about pop culture through a feminist lens at Feministing.com. I was calling out Miley Cyrus for cultural appropriation during her weird twerking phase and advocating for more representation of fat girls on-screen. I’d finally seen myself through six years of undergrad (I had to transfer to a completely new university because I’d exhausted all of my financial aid appeals at the university in the cornfields) and had a gender studies degree to show for it. I’d been recognized as a reproductive justice activist. I was a “good” feminist.

Midway through our twelve-hour ride, my homegirl and I exited the highway at a rest stop to grab some Burger King and empty our bladders. Somehow we found ourselves staring at a bulletin board with the faces of missing persons looking back at us. An overwhelming amount of them were Black girls still in their teens. These flimsy pieces of paper likely to be overlooked were probably the strongest effort that would be made from the authorities to bring any of them home. It’s one of those hard pills you learn to swallow as a Black girl, and rather than rage against it, you just try your damnedest not to go missing.

Neither my homegirl nor I wondered if any of those Black girls staring back at us had had an unfortunate run-in with a serial killer or were captured to have their organs harvested on the black market. With our Whoppers in hand and bitter resolve in our hearts, we both resigned ourselves to the more familiar, but just as disturbing, possibility: these girls were most likely in the company of Black men and working in the sex trade at their behest. We shared a brief, silent moment filled with recognizable disgust and anger, having been confronted once again with the reality that Black women often face the most intimate forms of violence at the hands of Black men.

Male rappers still sell a fantasy of pimping women who are so enamored by their men’s charms that they’re willing to seduce and sleep with other men to make the man they’ve devoted themselves to richer. They sell a version of pimping that ignores the social, economic, and physical risks for women in these relationships, assuming that the kind of women who get into the game are already too far gone. No one takes the time to separate the pimping that rappers talk about from the reality of sex trafficking for most young Black women: getting turned out by grown, manipulative, violent, and lazy ass men who aren’t willing to make money by more ethical means, like, in my opinion, sucking dick to earn it themselves.

Back in the car at the rest stop, homegirl and I spent a bunch of time talking about the dissonance of being Black girls in community with Black men but also subject to their sexism, and that of the rest of the world. At some point in the dialogue, probably in between recounting the first time an adult man propositioned me to “get some money from these niggas,” which he clearly wanted to pocket for himself, and still loving Lil Wayne’s verse on “Where da Cash At,” I mentioned my love for Gotti’s “I Wanna Fuck” verse. As we danced through words and whatever music Sandy was playing, we laughed and tsked as we easily transitioned from joy to shame to optimism to hopelessness. It was complicated, and that was okay. “This whole conversation is like . . . trap feminism,” I suggested. I glanced over at her, waiting for a reaction that would tell me whether or not this was corny. It wasn’t. She agreed, and that was my green light to keep going and keep talking.

Eight years later, trap music is already giving way to something else. The hood (the ghetto, the place where poor Black folks hustle and get by the best way they know how with sometimes tragic and sometimes brilliant outcomes) is no longer central to the experiences of artists in the genre. There is an entire new class of rappers who seem to have hopped straight from the depressed, angsty corner of Tumblr and onto SoundCloud. They rock rainbow-colored hair and pop antianxiety meds before they party. Some of these lil niggas aren’t niggas at all but white boys from obscure parts of America. But no matter what generation or genre of hip-hop we look at, or how much it evolves, men remain at the center. The codes inscribed onto women, gender, and sexuality remain relatively the same. Niggas with face tattoos and low-cut fades, former drug dealers, or even hotep-adjacent niggas like Kendrick Lamar and J. Cole all still describe the same type of bitches in their songs. Women who are thick, but not plus-size, with little waists and big butts. They describe sexual partners who are just as obsessed with their wealth as they are and eager for an opportunity to be in proximity. The women are assumed to be looking to men for a dollar, a come up, the promise of love and loyalty, or all of the above. All of these rappers want access to those women, like accessories, and feel emboldened to dictate the standards they think those women should live by.

If you have invested in those kinds of gender dynamics, it’s easy to deduce that trap music, or hip-hop in general, is only meant to speak to and represent men. And so long as this is the case, trap feminism is necessary. Thankfully, I’ve rarely been the kind of bitch rappers spit about. I’m built differently, physically and mentally. I prioritize Black women in all things, and I’m always going to question the assignments given to me. Being this way has put me in the perfect position to see that trap music is actually rich with nuances we’ve overlooked, and there’s even more sitting right on the periphery.

Female rap was the first frontier for trap feminism, way before I had a name for it. I already mentioned the blueprint Trina set for me. But I was just as enamored by the likes of Foxy Brown, Jackie O, La Chat, and Shawnna. I’m proud to bear witness to the new crop of female rappers blossoming right alongside the dudes. Bbymutha has four kids, proudly rocks synthetic wigs as opposed to twelve-hundred-dollar virgin hair bundles, and will tell you so on a track. City Girls, the rap duo who repopularized the word “period,” enjoy a reckless disregard for men and the law in their pursuit of cash. Doja Cat is giving Tyler, the Creator a run for his money as an imaginative MC and a lusty admirer of white boys. Rico Nasty and Asian Da Brat are musical iterations of Audre Lorde’s “The Uses of Anger.” Yes, I said it. These are just a few examples in a beautiful range of female rappers envisioning so many different versions of Black girlhood that claps right back. Black women’s greatest strength is that we are always more than what everyone says we are, and we’ve never been afraid to put people on notice about it, both on and off mic. We live lives that are complex, political, and sometimes contradictory.


hotep:

An Egyptian word that means “at peace.” However, it is used colloquially by Black folks to describe people who are aligned with sexism, homophobia, respectability, and a lot of conspiracy theories, all in service of being “pro-Black” or Afrocentric. They often tend to romanticize the continent of Africa, using terribly painted images of pharaohs and other African monarchs to represent their views or identity.



I know women who’ve fucked people on the first night and still made it to their corporate jobs or college classes, on time, the next day. The strippers I know are also writers, anime geeks, parents, weed aficionados, cooks, and students. And then there is me: Educated, but always willing to throw these hands. With a head full of foundational feminist texts and theories that helps me question everything I once thought I knew about gender and race. And with a deep love for Gucci Mane, the same rapper known for such gems as “Imma treat her like a dog, feed her like a dog, beat her like a dog, then pass her to my dogs.”5 Fat, and sometimes struggling to find clothes that fit my body, but still feeling like a bad bitch and aspiring to be an ever badder. Fuck what you heard—Black women have never been basic. Whether you believe us or not is up to you.

I developed trap feminism as a framework to understand how Black women have influenced and are influenced by trap culture, a term that deserves a little bit of clarification. I had the opportunity (on the Clubhouse app) to ask producer Mike Will Made It how he felt about trap culture being appropriated and diluted with the spread of the music. He responded with the observation that even the phrase “trap culture” waters down what he understands trapping to be: hustling. I agree with him. Most of the time in this book I’ll be using “trap culture” as a way to talk about the economies, language, and ideologies of young people in the hood, not the music industry or the personas of its artists. However, as a media scholar and professional, I can’t ignore the ways in which trap music is meant to be reflective of the raw spirit of the trap itself in addition to communicating the sexual, financial, and cultural aspirations of its young people. Trap feminism lives right at this intersection between the reality and the rehearsed, overhearing the conversations between the two and trying to sort through what all of it means, using my own lived experiences as points of reference.

Beyond its purely intellectual endeavors, trap feminism is also a guiding principle in how I live my life—a belief system that informs my specific version of empowerment. Just like the musical genre and the broader culture it represents, my trap feminism isn’t perfect. It’s not diplomatic or polished. It’s not organized or even decipherable to everyone. But it works to describe a certain kind of ethos that serves Black girls who grew up physically fighting for the shit we believe in, those of us who aren’t afraid to say “Fuck these niggas” and ride for our homegirls just as hard as we’ve been taught to ride for men. Trap feminism says that Black girls who have ever rocked bamboo earrings, dookie braids, Baby Phat, lace fronts, or those who have worked as hoes, scammers, call-center reps, at day cares, in retail, and those who sell waist trainers and mink lashes on Instagram are all worth the same dignity and respect we give Michelle Obama and Beyoncé. In the face of anti-Black sexism, racism, and capitalism, we navigate our creative expression, our sexual desires, and our difficult decisions every day without a framework. But we deserve a framework, and we actually need it the most.

If you want to break it down into academic jargon, here’s how I wrote about it in a college essay: “Trap feminism acknowledges the ways in which Black girls might benefit from and enjoy performing racialized gender in ways that have been deemed inappropriate, reductive, and unproductive.” For example, white folks, and even some bougie Black folks, think that Black women wearing bonnets outside the house is ghetto, tacky, and classless. However, not only do we face consequences for having hair that is seen as disruptive, unkempt, or unprofessional, but also getting our hair done often costs money and time. In order to maximize that investment, Black women use items like bonnets to preserve our hairdos for the moments when they need to look their best. Or we’re covering unkempt hair while in between hairdos. It’s a strategic decision that allows us to manage our personal upkeep on our own terms. This is just one example of Black-girl expression that gets shitted on, but there are so many more.


dookie braids:

Jumbo box braids.

lace fronts:

Lace-front wigs are those where either human or synthetic hair has been tied to delicate, sheer lace by hand. This allows the wearer to have a natural, custom hairline. They were once reserved for actors and other performers, but Black women and queer folks are pioneering new ways to style and wear them daily.



These are the kinds of performances and expressions of Black femininity—our style, our language, our expressions, etc.—that are often mined, extracted, and appropriated by outside communities and institutions but still read as useless when enacted by Black women. I’ve found that we engage some of these modes of expression, like twerking, just for fun. But others, like making sure our hair lasts for two weeks at work so that we’re not accused of looking incompetent, are actually methods of survival and creativity. Trap feminism is often hiding in plain sight: at a Hot Girl Summer pool party, in your nigga’s DMs, or in line at the public-assistance office.

In the time since that road trip when I first uttered the phrase “trap feminism” to my friend, I’ve added another gender studies degree to my credentials. I wrote a thesis on Black girls and memes and called it “Bitches Be Like . . .” I’ve covered hip-hop, especially its female players, for the past few years as an entertainment editor for several major women’s publications. This book builds off that expertise. It rests on the shoulders, and is in some ways an update, of Joan Morgan’s 1999 hip-hop feminist text When Chickenheads Come Home to Roost. My love for trap makes me what Roxane Gay would call a “bad feminist.” Dr. Ruth Nicole Brown made space for me to celebrate Black girlhood in this specific way.

I can articulate trap feminism because I’ve read feminist theory and explored the entertainment industry in my career, but that’s not why I understand it at such a cellular level. Before I had a name for it, and before I realized female rappers were so often talking directly to me, trap feminism was written into the codes I learned growing up broke, curious, Black, resilient, and female in some of the worst parts of Chicago. It’s what I learned through fistfights, sex work, queerness, and fatness. It was part of a tool kit I used to survive, thrive, and be able to tell somebody else about it. It’s still how I navigate and make sense of the world.

That’s why this book isn’t just an analysis of trap music or just a straightforward feminist textbook. It’s also a retelling of those formative experiences. A lot of my life is filled with what other people see as only ratchet chaos, trifling debauchery, and that strong dissonance my homegirl and I were trying to break down on a road trip with Sandy. It’s a look back at the lessons I’m glad I’ve learned, the ones I wish I’d never had to, and how I’m a more solid bitch because I did. This is not a self-help book, but it is about how I built confidence and figured out self-love in the face of a rhetoric that said I shouldn’t. There were days when self-preservation was all I had, and on other days I found myself transcending boundaries and sometimes my wildest dreams. Trap feminism makes sense of all of it.

Even though these stories are mine, I’m not alone in them. I know girls like me, I grew up with girls like me, and I’ve lived a lot of what you’ll read here with girls like me by my side. Today, I’m perhaps most aware of all the girls like me I’ve never met and never will meet. None of us needs validation from anyone else but ourselves, and by the time you finish this book, you hopefully won’t be tempted to question the perceived self-assurance of the next Black girl you meet. But while we don’t require acknowledgment, we deserve to be seen. It’s time for us to be our own master teachers and name our experiences for what they are, as we live them. I’ve been paying attention to these details for a while now, and lucky for you, I took some notes.




Chapter 1

Bad Bitches Only

Why this bitch keep hittin’ my line?

She knowin’ she ain’t no dime and shit.

—Gucci Mane, “Pussy Print”1

I’m fat. Let’s start there. Not only am I fat, the ancestors saw fit to deny me the proportions that are so frequently admired in other Black women. Rather than collect my excess in rounded hips and ass, most of it has decided to settle in my arms, back, and what I affectionately call my tire: the circumference around my lower abdomen, which includes the space above where my ass crack ends and my sagging belly. “Flat” is an understatement when describing my ass. My butt is more square shaped than anything else, and from certain angles it appears to be actively trying to squeeze itself into the rest of me, perhaps hoping even after all of these years to get some of the jiggle the rest of my body has in abundance. I’m tall—not WNBA tall, but at five foot eight, I’m taller than most women—and my legs didn’t seem to get the memo about what size the rest of my body wanted to be. If I’m a size 22 up top, I’m a size 18 in the legs. For the sake of comparison, it was once said on Facebook that I’m shaped not unlike a wisdom tooth. On my more disparaging days I feel boxy. When I’m feeling more gracious and accepting, which is the majority of the time, I settle on “wavy” as a good descriptor of what I look like. It’s more than curvy but soft and jiggly. According to the kids (by “kids,” I mean folks of all ages who body-shame on the internet), I’m “built bad.”

I’ve always been fat. I didn’t get pregnant or have a medical condition that caused me to gain weight. My metabolism didn’t slow down as I got older, causing my weight to suddenly skyrocket. I was called Buddha Baby when I was an infant because I was so round and damn near bald. There’s a picture of me sitting on top of one of my granddaddy’s Cadillacs, not even a year old yet, with the strap of my summer onesie falling off one shoulder and exposing a whole infant boob. In fourth grade, I wore a stretchy knit dress that touched my ankles along with my first pair of chunky, platform heels (if two and a half inches count as heels). I felt sexy and cool, like the sixth Spice Girl. Seeing me in the getup, my granny couldn’t contain her laughter or her assessment that I actually looked like “a stuffed sausage.” My body has always been in excess of what is deemed acceptable and appropriate, and outside what we’re told is sexy and pretty. In elementary, middle, and high schools I was one of the fat kids. It was a sin made worse as I aged, and instead of acclimating, I just became more wavy. I have been reminded of this failure often and loudly.

There is a myth that Black people aren’t fat phobic—and bigger Black women, by extension, are confident and unaffected by their size—and we need to put that to rest right now. Generally speaking, Black people do have a higher tolerance for body fat on feminine bodies than other groups do. We like our women to have “some meat on their bones,” “something to grab on to,” or to put it plainly, we like them “thick.” But thick and fat are not the same thing. The difference between being a “big fine” and just being “big” has as much, if not more, to do with body shape as it does with body mass. A woman twice my weight can still be stamped “bad bitch” if she carries her weight everywhere but her midsection. Hourglass and pear-shaped women are typically celebrated amongst Black folks and idolized in trap music. Young Dolph said, “If she ain’t got a fat ass, then she can’t get up in this car.”2 Describing a girl he shouldn’t have to fuck “for free,” Drake said her “stomach on flat flat . . . ass on what’s that.”3 I could go on for days, but you get where I’m heading here. There is a formula for what makes a bad bitch, and it starts with an impressive hip-to-waist ratio. Right beyond that, though, are the familiar trappings of fat phobia.

You ever peep how many exceptions to the hourglass standard are made for Black girls who are thinner? Think: Rihanna, Ciara, Halle Berry, Tyra Banks, or any of the unshapely, skinny light-skinned girls you went to school with. We call those women who are shaped less like hourglasses and more like the hour hand on a clock “slim thick” or “model material” and keep it moving without comment. Have you ever noticed that there are no such concessions made for fat Black girls, ever? White beauty norms will always find themselves a seat at the table, even ours, and that includes vicious fat phobia. If you’re a Black girl like me, with the misfortune of being both fat and “built bad,” existing outside the aesthetic rules means that you’ve committed an egregious act against the social order. Women who find themselves too far away from the center of beauty norms are often treated as if they’ve committed treason, our aesthetic a public-facing betrayal of our refusal to conform, our refusal to go to any lengths necessary to be valuable to society—specifically, to its men.


bad bitch:

A woman/femme who impresses herself and others by way of her body, success, attitude, style, fashion, values, and/or behavior.



Beauty is a politicized concept precisely because it maintains what bell hooks calls “imperialist, capitalist, white supremacist patriarchy,”4 a system of oppression that gives all of us something to aspire to. As such, sexism simultaneously serves the interests of men and capitalism by assigning value to only those women who are read as beautiful by cultural gatekeepers. It creates a culture in which women are taught to lead with their bodies, to remain open to their bodies being judged at any moment and all moments, and to internalize those judgments as commentary on their place within the culture. Rewarding and praising women who meet these standards, while shaming or erasing those who don’t, in turn, reinforces the masculinity and heterosexuality of the men around them because the presumed desires of men are the litmus test. In order to formalize and institutionalize this process, feminine beauty has become an actual form of capital and currency that everyone gets to leverage, directly or indirectly, depending on their level of privilege. The thing about any ethos is that much of it relies on some “mythmaking”: a top-line, fantasy version of events has to exist in order to set the standard for everyone else to aspire to. This narrative is typically what serves white supremacist capitalist sexism the best. It’s the center of a wheel, and those closest to that center benefit the most from it, creating an optic of exclusivity and inaccessibility that helps keep those on the margins the most disenfranchised, despite the fact that we do so much work to keep the shit spinning.

Trap culture is heavily invested in the ethos of bad bitches only. Here achieving feminine beauty comes with the promise of access to wealth, love, happiness, and autonomy. A bad bitch on a nigga’s arm, then, is meant to send a message about his financial and social status, his style, and even his manhood. This is part of the reason why girls like Lira Galore, Miracle Watts, Bria Myles, and Alexis Skyy—all of them with fat asses, flat stomachs, and millions of followers on Instagram—become celebrities in their own right. They represent an explicitly feminine version of a Black American dream that puts them in league with the rich and powerful just because of the presumed influence that accompanies their serpentine frames.

Bad bitches are supposed to make niggas move differently in their pursuit of them. They are the exceptional creatures who can temporarily pull niggas away from their more pressing matters, like making money and supporting their friends and family. Bad bitches are their hobby, a recreational activity that comes with the territory of being coined up and widely respected. In almost every version of the trap ethos, niggas open their wallets and dole out gifts in the form of big Chanel bags for bad bitches to carry around in all different colors; brand-new Range Rovers for bad bitches to drive to spas and Gucci stores; designer clothes and expensive lace-front wigs for bad bitches to wear; diamond jewelry that makes bad bitches look more expensive; and cosmetic surgery procedures that make bad bitches even badder. If she’s both a bad bitch and conveniently loyal to him, he may even soften a little bit emotionally. In these cases, bad bitches get the love and loyalty of men who have been socialized not to give either. But there is no happily ever after, or even once upon a time, without a body that serves this narrative.

So what happens to women like me, who upon first glance aren’t what most people would call a bad bitch? According to the ethos, women who don’t live up to the feminine ideal—your basic bitches, your ugly bitches, and especially your fat bitches—signify struggle, poverty, poor taste, and lesser value. In any version of the story, they don’t exist or have any access to men who can provide the blessings that bad bitches get. I’ll never forget how this rhetoric showed up when Usher, the veteran R&B singer I’ve loved since I was a little girl and an artist who has committed to maintaining trap-music influences in his music, was involved in a sex scandal in 2017. Court documents were leaked that revealed he’d settled a lawsuit for over a million dollars with a woman who accused him of exposing her to genital herpes. After the news went public, more women lawyered up and came forward with their own accusations against the singer, and one of them was a fat woman named Quantasia Sharpton.

When women come forward about being wronged in any capacity by men they’ve slept with, especially men who
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