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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, education, and health care—beyond the most basic of reproductive 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 privileged 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 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 complete 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, framing 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 statistics 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 
protection, 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 
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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 whatever issues feminists choose to focus on 

should reflect an understanding of how the issue’s impact varies for women in different socioeconomic 
positions. The conversation around work, for instance, 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 respect or protection. Respectability narratives discourage us 
from 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 feminism 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 respected 
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 exclusion of those who are 
trans, intersex, or otherwise inhabiting bodies that don’t fit the narrow idea that genitalia dictates gender. 
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 (including 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 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 appreciate 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 featured 
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 attractiveness, 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 assumption 
that he owed a white woman who wanted it his attention. 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 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 Dunham 
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 empowering or enlightening in deciding that intent trumps impact. Especially when the 
consequences aren’t going to be experienced by you, but will instead be experienced by someone from a 
marginalized community.

It’s not at all helpful for some white feminists to make demands of women of color out of a one-sided 
idea of sisterhood and call that solidarity. Sisterhood is a mutual relationship between 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, ableism, transmisogyny, anti-Semitism, and 
Islamophobia, it automatically works against marginalized women and against any concept of solidarity. It’s 
not enough to know that other women 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 movement’s own 
representatives are engaging with each other oppressively, 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 making them projects to be studied, or requiring them to be more respectable in order for 
them to be full participants in the movement. Respectability has not saved women of color from racism; it 
won’t save any woman from sexism or outright misogyny. Yet mainstream white feminists ignore their own 
harmful behavior in favor of focusing on an external enemy. However, “the enemy of my enemy is my friend” 
only works as clichéd shorthand; in reality the enemy of my enemy may be my enemy as well. Being caught 
between groups that hate you for different aspects of your identity means none of you are safe.

So how do we address that much more complex reality without getting bogged down? Well, for starters, 
feminists of all backgrounds have to address would-be allies about the things that we want. And when we 
act as allies, feminists have to be willing to listen to and respect those we want to help. When building 
solidarity, there is no room for savior myths. Solidarity is not for everyone—it cannot realistically include 
everyone—so perhaps the answer is to establish common goals and work in partnerships. As equal 
partners, there is room for negotiation, compromise, and sometimes even genuine friendship. Building those 
connections takes time, effort, and a willingness to accept that some places are not for you.



Although the hashtag #solidarityisforwhitewomen rose out of a particular problem within the online 
feminist community at that moment, it addresses the much larger problem of what it means to stand in 
solidarity as a movement meant to encompass all women when there is the distinct likelihood that some 
women are oppressing others. It’s rhetorical shorthand for the reality that white women can oppress women 
of color, straight women can oppress lesbian women, cis women can oppress trans women, and so on. And 
those identities are not discrete; they often can and do overlap. So too do the ways in which women can help 
or harm each other under the guise of feminism.

There is a tendency to debate who is a “real” feminist based on political leanings, background, actions, 
or even the kinds of media created and consumed. It’s the kind of debate that blasts Beyoncé and Nicki 
Minaj for their attire and stage shows not being feminist enough, while celebrating Katy Perry for being 
empowering—via the fetishization and appropriation of cultures and bodies of color. Real feminism (if such 
a thing can be defined) isn’t going to be found in replicating racist, transphobic, homophobic, ableist, or 
classist norms. But we are all human, all flawed in our ways, and perhaps most important, none of us are 
immune to the environment that surrounds us. We are part of the society that we are fighting to change, and 
we cannot absolve ourselves of our role in it.

Liberation rhetoric cannot be lubrication for the advancement of one group of women at the expense of 
others. White privilege knows no gender. And while it makes no promises of a perfect life free from any hard 
work or strife, it does makes some things easier in a society where race has always mattered. The anger 
now bubbling up in hashtags, blog posts, and meetings is shorthand for women of color declaring to white 
women, “I’m not here to clean up your mess, carry your spear, hold your hand, or cheer you on while I suffer 
in silence. I’m not here to raise your children, assuage your guilt, build your platforms, or fight your battles. 
I’m here for my community because no one else will stand up for us but us.”

And if white women’s response to that is, as it has been, more whining about how we’re not making 
activism easier for them? We don’t care. We’re not going to care. We can’t afford to, because while Patricia 
Arquette was being lauded for a speech on equal pay that she delivered at the 2015 Academy Awards, one 
that called for “all the gay people and people of color that we’ve all fought for” to “fight for us now,” untold 
numbers of women of color were and are still fighting to get paid at all. That demand for solidarity, beyond 
being utterly tone-deaf, was more of the same one-way expectation.

Excerpted from Hood Feminism by Mikki Kendall Copyright © 2020 by Mikki Kendall. Excerpted by 
permission of Viking. All rights reserved. No part of this excerpt may be reproduced or reprinted without 
permission in writing from the publisher.



Q: What has your experience with the feminist movement been and why did that inspire you to write Hood Feminism?  
My experiences with the broader feminist movement have not been great. Over and over again, when I really 
needed support and solidarity, I found it in the women that mainstream feminism tends to ignore. While 
mainstream feminism was happy to use me as an example to make a point, it was largely unwilling to recognize 
my humanity. When I got death threats, mainstream feminism said it was awful, but feminists in the hood offered 
places to stay, ways to protect myself and my family from harm. As a result, I started to really pay attention to 
the goals that feminism was supposed to have versus the needs of most women. Ultimately Hood Feminism is a 
result of the realization that the hard work of actually pursuing equality is being done by people that the feminist 
movement tries to ignore.

Q: Why do you think this book is necessary in the current social climate? 
There’s been a lot of shock at the way that racism and other forms of bigotry have negatively affected our culture, 
but very little mention of how these things are taught and passed down. It’s not just white men perpetuating 
white supremacist norms. Hate can’t die out when it is being not only directly taught, but indirectly validated and 
normalized by the very movements that should be challenging it. If we don’t address this now, we’re just setting 
up the next generation to face the same problems. 

Q: What are some practical steps for someone who wants to be a better intersectional feminist and transition from 
ally to accomplice? 
Being an intersectional feminist isn’t a real goal—intersectionality isn’t an identity, it’s a way to describe the 
impact that your identity can have on your life, especially in the context of the legal system. To be a feminist who 
recognizes the importance of intersectionality means understanding that it’s not enough to think about what 
will help women like you, you have to think about the impact on all women. So being an accomplice means being 
willing to give up some privilege in order to support equity for all. That might mean being the one to take the 
risk of speaking up about unfair labor practices even if they don’t impact you, or being willing to advocate for a 
marginalized community to have better resources even if it means your community won’t get that extra set of 
perks. Being an accomplice means understanding that it’s better to advocate for everyone to have enough instead 
of pushing for one community to have the most. 

Q: Your viral hashtag, #SolidarityIsForWhiteWomen, helped you find solidarity among other marginalized women 
and people. How do you think social media contributes to modern feminism? 
Even though social media has its flaws, one of its great advantages is how much easier it’s made it for 
marginalized people to find each other and to access resources. It’s also made it possible for communities to 
directly challenge harmful policies before they are enacted and to educate people on why some things simply 
don’t work for the health of their communities. We’re all sharing this planet, but it’s easy to forget that fact when 
you’re in your own bubble. In many ways, the internet makes those bubbles harder to maintain. 
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Q: What would you suggest to women of color, and other marginalized groups, who want to get more involved in 
creating meaningful change for one another? How can people in positions of privilege help to uplift these voices?  
Working together to meet basic needs for everyone is always going to be my answer. We all benefit when everyone 
has a safe place to live, access to education and medical care, and food. Beyond that, in terms of elevating voices, 
we need to be willing to listen to water protectors, climate change activists, and to challenge corporate interests. 
Individual actions are great, but the most effective solutions for many societal ills are going to require solidarity 
across groups. 

Q: What advice would you give to marginalized people who are feeling disenchanted with the current state of 
feminism, but who want to contribute to the intersectional movement? 
Work on your community’s health. And by that, I don’t just mean your neighborhood; I mean your city, your state, 
and so on. Push politicians to do the right things. Share whatever resources you can and be willing to step outside 
of your comfort zone. This is a relay race, not a marathon. Once you accept that we all have a duty to make a 
better future by addressing problems in the present, it’s easier to stop focusing on what isn’t working and start 
creating something that does. If current mainstream feminism isn’t addressing your needs, you can both demand 
that it does better and look for ways to help yourself and others at the same time. 



In Kendall’s introduction to the book, she warns us, “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.” Did you find 
sections of this book uncomfortable to read? Which ones, and why? Did it change your thinking 
about any issues?

In “Solidarity Is Still For White Women,” Kendall tells us that many white feminists dismissed her 
#solidarityisforwhitewomen campaign as “infighting.” Have you ever experienced what might be 
considered infighting in your community, or in campaigns in which you’ve been involved? What was 
your reaction to it at the time? Did Kendall’s reframing of infighting change your thinking about it? 

Kendall writes, “It’s not enough know that other women with different experiences exist; you 
must also understand that they have their own feminism formed by that experience.” As examples, 
she cites the belief that women who wear the hijab must be “saved” from mandated veiling, and 
reproductive-justice arguments that suggest that giving birth to a disabled baby is a reason to 
abort. Can you think of any other examples of how feminism is weaponized against other women 
“for their own good”?

What types of negative narratives have you heard in your life about food stamps and other meal 
assistance programs? Does Kendall address those arguments in her book? What does she say about 
them?

In her discussion of sexual abuse and rape of Black women, Kendall argues, “It’s easy to blame the 
patriarchy, to rightfully point at the men who rape and hold them accountable. What’s harder is to 
notice the women who sometimes passively direct rapists toward their victims by contributing to 
the hypersexualization of women of color under the guise of empowerment.” What does Kendall 
mean by this? Can you think of any recent pop culture examples of appropriation that may fall into 
this category? Is this framing new to you?

In “How to Write About Black Women, “ Kendall writes, “The people most addicted to maintaining 
the status quo are those who reap the greatest rewards.” Can you think of ways in which you’re 
gaining or losing rewards from your own identity? What would you gain or lose in a society that was 
truly equal? 

Kendall cites the body positivity movement as one that is intended to be inclusive and yet 
frequently pushes out women of color. In what ways might this unintentional, but harmful, 
exclusivity occur? Can you think of any other movements that function in similar ways? 
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In several essays, Kendall discusses the relationship between white feminism, which is almost 
entirely focused on dismantling the [white] patriarchy, and Black feminism, which is not. “When 
white women pathologize the problems in communities of color while ignoring the danger that they 
face from the white male patriarchy,” she writes, “they create a framework where they need people 
of color, especially Black women, to be perfect representations of a brave feminism they refuse to 
embody themselves.” What does she mean by this? What are the subconscious conflicting attitudes 
a white woman might have toward the patriarchy? What are the conflicting attitudes a Black woman 
might have towards toxic masculinity in her own community? 

According to Kendall, pro-choice activists often use the language of eugenics to argue their 
position, whether intentionally or not. How does that make it easier for pro-lifers to argue with 
them? How could pro-choice activists better articulate the necessity of a woman’s right to choose?

How are the challenges of parenting as a Black person different than those of parenting as a white 
person? If you are a parent, does Kendall’s discussion of parenting while marginalized make you 
think about your own parenting struggles differently?

In “Allies, Anger, and Accomplices,” Kendall talks about how common it is for self-proclaimed allies 
to feel defensive, to constantly center themselves, to feel uncomfortable around anger, and to fall 
prey to white saviorism. If you consider yourself an ally, do any of these common pitfalls resonate 
with you? What mistakes have you made in the past while “trying to help,” and how can you be a 
better ally or accomplice in the future? If you are a person of color, in what ways have you been let 
down by allies in the past?

After reading this book, how would you articulate the goal of white feminism? What about hood 
feminism?
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