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group was mostly men, so he reasoned that they needed 
women. This could be the only possible reason that I was 
invited. He shamed me for my acceptance of the invitation. 

His feminism would not allow him to participate in such 
a group because of their gender politics. Thus, he was a 
better feminist, and I was a bad one. 

The whole exchange shocked me. How dare he suggest 
that I was a bad feminist? What did he even know about 
my feminism or my credentials? I was angry and hurt. 

I wondered briefly if there was something wrong with 
my feminism. I found myself wishing that I employed the 
label to match my practices. If only I had Bad Feminist then, 
I might have swatted him with it. What he didn’t realize is 
that “bad feminist” is now a compliment. His insult is now 
a point of pride.

The makings of a bad feminist
Roxane Gay calls her feminism “bad” as a way to sig-

nal her fallibility and her humanness, not wrongness. If 
humans are messy and contradictory, then so are the social 
movements we participate in. Feminism, then, reflects our 
messy lives. How could it not? 

Gay zeroes in on my longstanding disquiet with feminism, 
especially the disconnect that occurs between ideology, ideals, 

and embodied practices. I experienced this discon-
nect firsthand. I refused a label while I prac-

ticed it. I’ve spent much of my life trying to 
reconcile what I imagine feminism to be with 
the life I have, afraid that I wouldn’t measure 
up. None of us can measure up to any ideal.

Helpfully, Gay reminds us that feminism is 
never one thing (and feminists aren’t either).

Thank you, feminism
Gay made me realize how important feminism has been 

to my life by demonstrating how important it has been to 
hers. She writes, “Feminism has helped me believe my voice 
matters, even in this world where there are so many voices 
demanding to be heard” (x). In her book she shows all of us 
how feminism can make us believe all women matter too. 

Bad feminism, then, is about supporting women. Maybe 
we don’t act in the ways we think we should. Maybe we 
make choices on which we don’t agree. Maybe we argue 
and fight, but this doesn’t mean we should abandon one 
another or feminism. 

Bad Feminist tells me to be kinder to myself and to 
get mad about our culture’s treatment of women. It also 
reminds us feminism is messy, contradictory and human. 

Gay directs us to this truth page after page. She cautions 
against placing her on a pedestal, and I won’t. What I will 
do, however, is tell you all to read this book. Make time for 
Gay’s essays. Let them speak to you and heal you. 

I can’t help but wonder what higher education would 
look like if we adopted Gay’s bad feminism. Would our 
institutions become better for women? Could we dismantle 
the masculine culture of academia? What would the acad-
emy look like if bad feminists were in charge? I’m not quite 
sure, but I’m willing to try.

By Dr. Kelly J. Baker

As I write this piece, a Bad Feminist pin rests in front 
of my keyboard. A Bad Feminist mag-

net graces the front of my refrigerator, 
and my black Bad Feminist t-shirt with hot 
pink lettering rests snugly in my dresser. 
I’m even contemplating a tattoo with the 
words etched into my wrist. If you couldn’t 
already tell, I am a fan of Roxane Gay’s Bad 
Feminist, a masterful collection of essays 
that combine smart cultural criticism on 
gender and race in popular culture with wrenchingly per-
sonal essays. Gay’s insights manage to get under my skin 
and dwell. Her words haunt but also inspire me. 

The F word
Like Gay, my relationship with the label “feminist” 

has been tumultuous at best. I embraced “feminist” as a 
seventh-grader to proclaim my support of women’s equal-
ity. This seemed like an easy choice because who wouldn’t 
want women to be equal to men? 

As a twelve-year-old, I wanted to counter my biologi-
cal father’s use of Rush Limbaugh’s “feminazi” to deride 
feminists and women more generally. This was an act of 
protest and survival. My initial adoption of femi-
nism didn’t remain. 

Early in undergraduate years, I shed the 
label. I became nervous about what people 
would think of me if I identified as a femi-
nist. I still supported what I imagined the 
tenets of feminism to be, but I hesitated in the 
description. 

I bought into the vision of feminism that its detrac-
tors portray: strident, unyielding and unwelcoming. I still 
believed in gender equality, equal pay, reproductive freedom 
and bodily autonomy. In practice, I was a feminist, but the 
word tripped me up. I found myself uttering, “I’m not a 
feminist, but …” in conversations. 

Graduate school clarified the social need for feminism as 
well as my personal need, but the word proved to be prob-
lematic. I noted the way male colleagues acted toward women 
who proclaimed their feminism with sighs, eyerolls, guffaws, 
and snorts. I observed how professors assumed feminist 
scholars were too subjective and not rigorous enough. 

The derision and hostility that feminism engendered even 
inside the academy gave me pause. If feminism couldn’t 
find a home in academia, where would it be accepted? (I 
found pockets of safe space.) My feminism became stealthy 
and quiet, even as I studied and taught gender theory. I was 
happy with my background feminism. I knew what I stood 
for. Who cared if I labeled myself a feminist or not?

Feminism: More than just a name
At my previous university, a senior male colleague pulled 

me into his office to explain that he was a better feminist 
than I was. This was not a random encounter. I was invited 
to participate in a methods and theory group, and he was 
not. He wanted me to know that I was only a token. The 

IN HER OWN WORDS

Dear Readers: I’m a Bad Feminist

Bad 
Feminist reminds 

us feminism is messy, 
contradictory and  

human.
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