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Introduction: What is a bad Feminist
If you read the title of this book collection, you may be asking yourself, what is a bad

feminist? For starters, I like to think of myself as a bad feminist because, as Roxane Gay puts it,
"I am a mess of contradictions." When picturing a feminist, people tend to create different images
in their minds. Perhaps they think of their mother, an author, or hopefully themself, but often this
picture comes with stigma and preconceptions. When first asked if I was a feminist in my first
year of undergrad, I said no because of those preconceived notions. When asked that same
question today, I would answer, "yes, but a bad one." I owe this new answer to the reading and
study of the materials listed in this collection.

Before getting into each book, I want to explain a few concepts and themes. First, I want
to point out that this collection is anti-gender essentialism. Gender essentialism refers to the idea
that there is something innate about gender and some universal component of feminism. Now I
am not here to join this debate fully; however, I believe that one singular thing cannot define one's
personhood. Instead, I suggest that one's identity is an amalgamation of intersecting identities,
experiences, and expressions.

As a result, books within this collection speak to the authors' experiences in various genres
and modalities. I have organized the presentation of this collection into the following sections. (1)
The Theory lays the foreground of the feminist ideology at play. (2) Poetry showcases emotional
power. (3) Non-fiction and Autobiography; the heart and core of the collection. (4) What I call
Soft Fiction and The Biomythography; re-imagining the self.
This collection tells the lived experiences of those who are, as Maggie Nelson calls them, "my
many gendered mothers of the heart." It is a tribute to those who have shown me what feminism
can look like for marginalized groups, people of color, and members of the LGBTQ community.

Section 1: The Theory
To start off this collection, I want to introduce the book that started it all, Gender Trouble

by Judith Butler. Butler is one of my all-time favorite theorists and an inspiration for my own
experience and expression of gender and feminism. This book first came to me in a required
textbook list for a contemporary philosophy class I took. I want to start with Butler here because
this book started the reconceptualization of what feminism and identity politics could look like.
Gender Trouble makes a strong argument against gender essentialism and argues that gender is a
performance influenced by interacting factors of identities.

Another book within the section of theoretical writing is Maggie Nelson's The Argonauts.
After learning about autotheory in my Queer theory class, I have recently purchased this book.
We did not need to read this book, but it was referenced in works of autotheory and has been on
my reading list ever since. Since reading this book, I feel that I have a newfound love for the
experience of living an auto-theoretical life. What I mean by this statement is that one's life is
theoretical. Most feminists know the rallying cry of "the personal is political." Still, autotheory



takes this idea differently and states, "the personal is theoretical." Autotheory and the work of
writers like Nelson encourage me to ground my theoretical concepts in my own lived experiences
and to respect the experiences of others as a working theory.

Section 2: Poetry

In my philosophical studies of modern thought, I am constantly reminded that emotions
are not logical. I have concluded that this is not true, and the exclusion of emotion is
anti-feminist. Therefore I want to introduce a few works of poetry within this section. I feel that
poetry draws from the most emotional experiences of human existence. When reading poetry, a
piece of me resonates so deeply within myself and the writer. This emotion generates the power of
empathy, which is a critical tool for any feminist.

When it comes to feminist poets, Emily Dickson is at the top of many lists. I included her
work within this collection because of its sheer volume and the time she wrote it. I wonder if
Dickson would consider herself a feminist? I resonate most with her poem I'm Nobody! Who are
you? This poem addresses the self as Nobody and the listener as one too. I sometimes feel that I
am Nobody, but who could I also be addressed as Nobody by someone else that is also Nobody. I
believe that this poem speaks to the connection between women in their "nobodiness." This
collection is a pocket edition of about 207 of Dickinson's poems open for emotional exploration.

As part of the poetry section of this collection, I wanted to include the memoir collection
of essays A History of My Brief Body by Billy-Ray Belcourt. I feel that he belongs within this
section because I initially read his works of poetry before finding his essays. Even in the reading
of his writings, he still invokes the emotional experiences of his poems. Belcourt speaks to
different experiences than those previously listed within this collection because they are
nonfemale and non-white. I wanted to explore Belcourt's work and understanding of their
personhood. The memoir delivers these wants in a way that re-imagines indigenous queer lives
through the creative expression of poetry and writing.

Finally, the last book within this collection section is Home Body by Rupi Kaur. I have
been a fan of Kaur's work ever since she publicized Milk and Honey. I decided to include Home
Body within this collection due to its overall message on the imposter syndrome that many
women face. I really connect with Kaur’s experience of this sensation of high pressure and
success. The intersectionality of Kaur's identity as the child of an immigrant and woman of color
heightens her knowledge of this imposter syndrome and her demands. Her simplistic style also
draws out the most basic human emotion while still strictly speaking to her feelings. The
simplistic line drawings within the book reinforce this idea.



Section 3: Creative Non-Fiction and Autobiography,

This section is the most significant component of the collection. It takes the form of
Creative Non-fiction and autobiographical. I have come to learn that feminist work is personal
work. One must include themself and others within the conceptual framework that makes up the
feminist ideology. On top of this, feminists must read and explore the lives of other feminists to
gain empathy within our difference. Hearing about the lived difference of feminists before and
during our movement helps one become a bad feminist in understanding their own contributions.

The first book I want to touch on within this collection is Alson Bechdel's Fun Home. This
book was given to me by my partner after I first learned about the Bechdel test and how it
measures whether a work of fiction showcases women in a sexist light or not. Fun Home tells the
story of Bechdel's childhood through a modality that combines graphic novel and autobiography.
This auto-graphical piece showcases the creative aspects of creative bad feminists in its
communication and form.

Next within the section of this collection is Hood Feminism by Mikki Kendall. I got this
book due to a disagreement I had with a friend. The conversation went something like this…

Me: "Anthony, are you a feminist."
Anthony: "No"
Me: "What do you mean by that?"
Anthony: "I just don't like that feminism is so white-centric." "Are you a feminist"?



Me: "yes, but a bad one."
Anthony: "read Hood Feminism, and then we will talk."

I got the book soon after and read it in a day. I can now have better conversations with Anthony
about his positionality on feminism. The reading of this book was weighty for me. It is not
supposed to be an easy read. Kendall speaks to issues facing women of color in low-income areas
and which mainstream white feminism fails to address the problems within the hood. She argues
for a reconceptualization and showcases the importance of intersectionality.

To juxtapose the reading of Hood Feminism, I also include When Katie Wakes by Connie
May Fowler. This book follows the personal story of a middle-class, educated white woman who
was the victim of intimate partner violence. I first read this book in my feminist psychology class
my first year at Goucher. I feel like this book desires a spot after Hood Feminism because Kendall
talks about the shift in public options when domestic violence became an issue for white women.
I believe what Kendall says about awareness of intersecting identities as not equal is very well
told and essential. It is crucial to include intersecting identities at varying class levels and
different races and identities. Fowler's abuse had other social repercussions than the abuse that
Kendall faced. These two women from diverse backgrounds had different experiences of violence
inflicted on them. I think the thing to focus on in these two feminists' experiences is qualitatively
different. Still, they should not be responded to quantitatively differently. These women should
get the social and legal recourse appropriate to their qualitative experiences.

Next in line is Dear Ijeawele, or a feminist manifesto in fifteen suggestions. I read this
book my sophomore year in my first WGS class. This manifesto falls under the category of
creative nonfiction since it takes the form of 15 "letters" or suggestions. These suggestions are on
how to raise a feminist daughter. The first suggestion in this book is to "be a full person" when it
comes to motherhood. I feel that this concept is vital in bad feminism. Frequently you hear the
saying, "she was someone's daughter, someone's sister, someone's mother." We forget that she is
someone too, "she is someone." Being a full person is the best role model, for your own
personhood is enough.

This idea of feminist personhood as enough is echoed in Audre Lorde's collection of
essays Sister Outsider. The work draws from multiple intersecting identities that Lorde belongs to
and what makes up her unique complex feminist identity. One of the responses I love reading
Lordes' position is that she is so personal. Although she belongs to identifies that I do not, her
work suggests that one should embrace differences in individuals and acknowledge one for their
identity regardless of its multiplicities. When I talk to people about my favorite philosophers,
Lorde is at the top of my list despite others not categorizing her as such. I hope to read more of
her work.

Within the theme of autobiography is the book Soldier; A Poet's Childhood, by June
Jordan. I recently got this book for my transnational feminist theory course this semester and have
yet to get a chance to read it. Soldier is included in this collection based on my professor's brief



discussion. She informed me of the creativity of the writing style and the other expressions of
intersectionality. Another book from the same course is Christina Sharpe's In the Wake; On
Blackness and Being.

I just finished reading this book and knew it had to be in this collection. Sharpe uses the
multiple definitions of the word wake to re-imagine the archive of the transatlantic slave trade.
Her book includes hunting images of girls that have become ships, old songs, and her
autobiographical work. Sharpe coins this re-imagining as "wake work." To a certain extent, I
believe that that is what feminists are trying to do when they do feminist work. This re-imagining
and retelling of one's life and the re-positioning of the self in another.

Keeping with the idea of re-telling, the next book in this collection tells the story of an
overlooked woman. The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks by Rebecca Skloot follows the lives of
three women. One is the author Skloot, one is Henrietta Lacks herself, and the other is Henrietta's
daughter Deborah. This book is one of my favorite works of creative nonfiction because it
interweaves so many disciplines and elements into one true story. I think Skloot does a fantastic
job recognizing her own positionality in the re-telling of the Lacks story. Through her work with
the family and dedication to the truth, Skloot and Deborah form a friendship over the re-archival
of Henrietta's life. When it comes to telling others stories, it is essential to use as many of their
own words as possible. In Beyond magenta: transgender teens speak out, Susan Kuklin does an
excellent job highlighting the voices of six different trans and gender-nonconforming teens. Along
with Kuklin’s own story, they take the reader on the complex journey of others. I feel that both
Skloot and Kuklin position themself within the levels that they are re-telling in a respectful way
of their differences

With these elements of sameness in difference, intersecting identities, and creativity in
mind, I would like to introduce the core of this collection Bad Feminist by Roxane Gay. I
happened to pick this book up when I was in Boston visiting a friend. I primarily wanted
something to read on the train ride home. I was hooked on Gay's life story and feminist dilemmas
within the first essay. Although Gay and I have very different lives, I can agree with her feeling of
not fitting into the essentialist model of feminism. I feel that Gay showed me that it was okay for
me to be a bisexual feminist and not a lesbian feminist, despite not belonging to either of these



categories. Within my sexuality, there are many contradictions to both straight feminism and
lesbian feminism. That is because I belong in neither group. I had internalized for so long that I
could not have these conflicting views within my own feminist praxis. But Gay showcased to me
that taking pride in one's own contractions makes you a better feminist because you notice the
difference within yourself and in those around you fighting for women's equality. Since I have
these contradictions and because I am a multidimensional being, I am a bad feminist.

Section 4: What I call Soft Fiction and The Biomythography

This final section of the collection is what I call Soft Fiction and Biomythography. The
term and genre known as biomythography originated from Audre Lorde's Zami, a new spelling of
my name: A biomythography. Lorde was able to wave together myth, history, and biography into
a narrative tale of half-truth and half mystic in this story. Lorde herself takes the character of
Zami, who moves through significant life events. Lorde can personify her earlier life in a
somewhat fictional character. This real-life personification allows Lorde to hyperbolize herself in
a serialist kind of way. The Writing of Zami, a new spelling of my name: A biomythography, has
inspired others to follow this same kind of exaggerated truth when it comes to telling their own
stories or the stories of others. The following books in this section take on elements of
biomythography. In emotional truth, but draw on other literary devices and styles such as fiction
and the unreliable narrator. I have started to call this genre of writing soft fiction because it lightly
follows the authors' lives and the experiences they have had.

Before getting into the books that have followed the lead of Lorde's writing of Zami, I
want to bring your attention to one of the first popularised lesbian fiction novels, The Well of
Loneliness by Radclyffe Hall. Written around the 1920's Radclyffe tells the story of young lesbian
women. Although the book is classified as fiction, the events and characters loosely follow the
author's life. In the mids and aftermath of WW2, there was a rise in the art form of surrealism.
The Well of Loneliness follows this trend in presenting characters and narratives. The release of
this book led to public backlash, and it was even banned for a while. Like any good book,
Radclyffe's work is still controversial. However, at the end of the day, this book's closing message
speaks to the battle for equality and inclusion of LGBTQ+ members. Radclyffe's last line reads,
"Give us also the right to our existence" (437).

Along with this soft fiction, the category is Trumpet: A novel by Jackie Kay. Unlike The
Well of Loneliness and Zami, this book is not based on the author's life. Instead, the somewhat
fictional story follows the life of American jazz artist Billy Tiptons who was living as a closeted
transgender man. This book belongs within this collection because it deals with elements of toxic
masculinity and father-son dynamics. Earlier in this collection, I touched on the relationship
between mother and daughter when raising a feminist. I feel that we often overlook the critical
relationship between father and son when creating a new generation of feminists. I find the use of
fiction to retell another's story a very tricky dance of truth and myth. However, Kay does a



wonderful of showcasing the difficulties children face in our society when they belong to a queer
family.

Turning back now to books more closely related to biomythography, I would like to
introduce you to one of my new favorite authors and their work; Juliet Takes A Breath by Gabby
Rivera. Rivera is a Goucher Alumni and came to Goucher to speak on Latinx Joy. I went to this
talk as an assignment for my Latin America class and was fascinated by Rivera's presentation.
When the speech was over, the audience was given signed copies of Rivera's fictional
semi-autobiographical novel Juliet Takes A Breath. The story loosely follows the life events of
Rivera, as they find their own form of feminism that does not fit the cic-white feminist model. I
highly recommend this book to any Goucher student interested in writing.

Last but not least is a book that I consider many things, and the embodiment of the soft
fiction and reimagined self. Fierce Femmes and Notorious Liars by Kai Cheng Thom is a
somewhat fictional autobiographical novel that reimagines the typical trans narrative.

Within the book, we follow the story of a nameless character who moves
to the "Street of Miracles," where she is adopted into a transgender gang.
Cheng uses hyperbole, surrealism, and metaphor to showcase her
emotional experience. Fierce Femmes can be used as a survival guide for
those who find themself in a similar situation as our protagonist hence
her being nameless. I feel that work like this allows the reader and the
author to have a connection beyond just the words on the page. It leaves
room for the imagination. For the self to become true. For one to accept
their conditions and become a bad feminist.

Conclusion

Within this collection, I have spoken to many things. Throughout these books, one can see
the many lives of "my many gendered mothers of the heart." Bad feminism is many things;
among them are its differences and similarities. One of the goals of this collection is to shine a
light on these differences. As feminists, we must dismiss the idea of essentialism and that our
operations are the same. We must listen to one another's stories and tell our own. There are many
ways to say our truths and the more creative that form takes, the more emotional impact it has.
Creativity allows for expression in a way that science and fact lack. We must embrace the
imaginary and construct new realities for the revolution. I hope you have enjoyed learning about
my journey of becoming a bad feminist and how these authors have taught me that creativity and
freedom of expression are ways "bad feminists" can share their stories. I know the answer to the
question "are you a feminist," and I hope you do too.
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as a queer Latinx woman. When she takes an internship across the country to work under one of
her feminist icons, she quickly learns that their feminist ideologies are very different. Due to the
intersectionalities of Juliet's identities, she feels that she does not fit the white feminist model.
Over time Juliet empowers herself in her own culture, sexual identity, and race to promote
diverse identity within feminist ideology. Juliet takes a breath fits well into the themes of this
collection since it is self-inspired. In a beautiful act of self-love, Juliet creates space and
acceptance for herself and, in doing so, helps others feel the same. The idea that those who do
not fit into the straight cis white feminist ideology are bad feminists falls short within this story.



Sharpe, C. E. (2016). In the wake: On blackness and being. Duke University Press.

In the Wake: On Blackness and Being, is a work by Cristina Sharpe that brings in works of
literature, visual material and autobiography to re-archive the narrative of the transattlantice slave
trade. Sharpe speaks to the current day experiences of African Americans by referring to the the
wake as the ripple effect of slavery. The integration of multiple modalities is what brings these
untold stories to life and showcases the importance of the creative.

Skloot, R. (2010). The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks. Gale/Cengage.

The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks is a work of creative nonfiction by Rebecca Skloot. The
book follows the author Skloot in her investigation and retelling of the Lacks family story.
Henrietta Lacks cell line, known as HeLa, is an immortal cell line used in research and scientific
advancement. In the 1950s, when Lacks was undergoing treatment for cancer, doctors removed
a sample of her cervix without her consent. The research done on the cell helps researchers
better understand the effects of AIDs, cancers, and toxins.. The reader is immersed in the
experiences of Rebecca as she follows the story of Henrietta and, as a result, an understanding
of Deborah and the entire Lacks family emerges. In Skloot's telling of Henrietta's life, the reader
flips back and forth through time and space and the growth and trust between Skloot and
Deborah grows. The juxtaposition between these two women could not be any more clear. But
overall, they were connected by their curiosity for the same women. A woman whose life had
saved and helped countless others. Through their work together they were able to uncover her
story and tell the world about who she was and in the process learned about themself and built a
friendship out of trust and understanding.

Thom, K. C. (2019). Fierce Femmes and Notorious Liars: A dangerous trans girl's confabulous
memoir. Metonymy Press.

I consider Fierce Femmes and Notorious liars to be many things. Initially published in 2016, the
book is both a survival guild, a surrealist novel, and a memoir that follows the energy and style of
the biomythography. The story itself is about the life of an unnamed transgender girl who runs
away from home to the "Street of Miracles." Once there, she is adopted by her found family and
then a gang set of avenging the murder of a fellow femme (trans women)—metaphors and
hyperbole flow throughout the book to highlight the effect of trauma our protagonist must face. In
the end, she must be true to herself to keep the loved ones she has found. The style that Thom
wrote this book in speaks truth to the feelings and experiences of the author's own life. The
events and stories of them have been exaggerated and mythologized. Creatively, Thom spun the
classic transgender narrative and offered the advice she wished she had when she was young.
One of the central themes of this book is the lies the main character must tell herself for
protection. Sometimes truth and fiction are not that far apart and are only divided by one lie said
to the self. Lorde's Biomythography inspired Thom to create this book and the myth and
autobiography show. Its place in this collection represents a serial story of the trans narrative.



Wish List

Barnhart, D., & Mahan, I. (2018). Women of resistance: Poems for a new feminism. OR Books.

This book was recommended to me by a friend because it showcases the work of creative
activists in the wake of the 2016 election. I hope that in reading it it can connect to the themes of
poetry as emotional power and the creation of new feminists. The book also seems to cover
intersecting idenitys and advocates for queer people and reproductive rights.

Bechdel, A. (2020). The essential dykes to watch out for. Mariner Books.

The Essential Dykes To Watch Out For is the closest thing I could find to the illustrated book
version of Bechdel's original comic strip series Dykes To Watch out For. I have seen a few of
these comic strips here and there but have never seen the whole collection. I feel that the
imaginative story of young lesbians living in what could be Minneapolis would provide some
comedic relief to some of the more severe books within this collection. Plus, I love comics.

Birdsong, M. (2020). How we show up: Reclaiming family, friendship, and community. Hachette
Books.

This book was recommended to me by a close friend who is interested in studying family
dynamics. The work itself criques the idea of a nuclear family and how it leads to happiness.
Rather than reinforce this idea Mia Birdsong looks at alternative family structures and other ways
one can reach self satisfaction. I believe that this book would mirror Hood Feminism well, in
provide different types of support to those who come from diverse backgrounds.

Fox, H. (2020). How it feels to float. Penguin Books.

When I was doing some investigative work to create this collection, I came across the book How
it Feels to Float. From the brief overview of what I have found, the story follows a young girl as
she tries to come to terms with the death of her father and the grief that it brings her. I know that
grief does not seem to be an issue that is inherently feminist, but we have to remember that we



are bad feminists. Issues of emotion and trauma must be on the table. I feel that the way the
main character details her grief and the ghost of her father could make for an exciting
perspective within this collection.

Frye, M. (2007). The politics of reality: Essays in feminist theory. Crossing Press.

This is a collection of Political essays by feminist philospher Marilyn Freye. I have never read any
of Frye’s work but it has been recommended to me by professors. Within this collection focuses
mostly on oppression and the structural forms of it. I want to learn more about structural as
political and how oppression is the result of systems that have been in place since our nation's
creation.

Kaur, R. (2021). The sun and her flowers. Memories of Ages Press.

The Sun and Her Flowers is the second poetry book published by Rupi Kaur. Like her other
poetry books this one follows the same simplistic language and short lines. The structure of The
Sun and Her Flowers follows the life cycle of a flower. I have really been drawn to this concept of
Blooming when it comes to ones feminist idenitity. This interest mostly stems from my work and
publication in Bloom magazine two years ago. The themes of these poetry books focus around
the idea of trauma and healing. Due to the emotional vulnerability and story of becoming that
Kaur presents in this work, I feel that it would fit well within this collection.

Jackson, M., (unknown) The Morgan Sampler

Within my wishlist I would like to include my own work. Last semester I created a book alteration
of The Piaget Sampler. I alerted every chapter and page of the book to reflect my own
experiences and life. I changed the title to The Morgan Sampler. I hope that one day I can
contribute my own feminist experance to the existaning body of literature out there.

Lorde, A., & Gay, R. (2020). The Selected Works of Audre lorde. W. W. Norton & Company.



This is one of the most recent compilations of Audre Lorde's work. Although I have read most of
the essays that make up this collection, I would like this book within my collection because they
are presented in an alternative order. On top of this there are edits from Roxane Gay along with
an introduction from her. I feel that this piece combines two of the core writers of this collection
and I would love to see their work in tangent.

Lorde, A., & Smith, T. K. (2020). The cancer journals. Penguin Books.

The Cancer Journals was initially created in 1980 by Audre Lorde. In this work of nonfiction, she
tells her struggle with breast cancer. She raises awareness of social justice issues related to
women of color. This within the nature of healthcare and the treatment of women of color bodies
are essential issues within feminism. This book would be a challenging read because it would
push me to see one of my favorite writers in pain. But I want to learn about her pain and feel it
with her so that I can be more educated on breast cancer and its effect on women.

Rivera, G. (2017). America Chavez. Marvel Comics.

America Chavez is the first Latin- American LGBTQ superhero character to star in an ongoing
Marvel comic series. I first learned about this comic series when Gabby Rivera, this character's
original creator, came to Goucher on their book tour. I was struck by the creativity used to
describe the hero's origin story. The charter herself hails from a planet of all women. This means
that she has two mothers. I love the creativeness that Rivera used in both images and text to
explain how the love of the two women combined created our hero. I often have trouble
describing how I have two mothers. I am frequently asked if I am adopted as a follow-up question
to "I have two moms." I hope that more stories like America Chavez can be out there for children
who have same-sex parents or those who don't.


