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vulneRaBle, human, & flawed: Confessions of a Bad 
feminist
by Emily Wessing

Roxane Gay, Bad feminisT: essays. Harper Perennial, 2014. 336p. pap., $15.99, ISBN 978-0062282712.

“The world changes faster than we 
can fathom in ways that are compli-
cated.” (p. ix)

For the levels of nuance that 
emerge through the rest of the book, 
to open with a universally uncontested 
claim seems…out of place. However, 
these are the buzz words — complicated 
and change — that lay the foundation 
for Roxane Gay’s ultimate coinage: bad 
feminist. 

What is feminism? Who does it 
include? Who does it leave out? How 
do we talk about it? The questions are 
there, as they always have been. What 
Gay adds to this conversation is re-
freshingly simple, but daunting. In the 
midst of a notoriously transient cul-
ture, she dares to ask that question, the 
question that many feminists at some 
point have likely pondered: If I can’t 
answer and align my life with those 
questions…am I a bad feminist?

As somewhat of a newcomer to 
feminism myself, I found Gay’s work 
to be exactly what I needed it to be — 
real. Fresh, pithy, cynical, and brilliant, 
the essays help one wade through the 
murky waters of pop culture without 
drowning in convoluted jargon or 
weighty prose. The strength of the col-
lection is the human lens Gay applies 
to areas of feminist thought — media, 
privilege, academia, authorship, ste-
reotypes, violence, and more — and 
the raw capacity with which she deftly 
maneuvers around insecurity and 
imperfection. In six sections broadly 
titled “Introduction,” “Me,” “Gender 
& Sexuality,” “Race & Entertainment,” 

“Politics, Gender & Race,” and “Back 
to Me,” Gay draws on her own expe-
rience, while not delegitimizing the 
experiences of others, to leverage the 
idea that “[f ]eminism can be pluralistic 
so long as we respect the different femi-
nisms we carry with us, so long as we 
give enough of a damn to try to mini-
mize the fractures among us” (p. xiii).

Gay’s introduction provides an 
extended thesis for the subsequent 
sections, seamlessly weaving together 
current events, topical concerns of the 
modern feminist movement, and the 
process of reconciling one’s flaws with 
the adoption of a feminist lifestyle. 
Challenging the groundwork that’s 
been laid in order to liberate her read-
ers and provide an inclusive, forgiving, 
vulnerable environment through which 
to navigate, she declares that “feminism 
is flawed because it is a movement 
powered by people and people are 
inherently flawed” (p. x). The book is 
open-minded and open-ended from 
the start, welcoming feminists of all 
levels and backgrounds to the table, 
while reminding and encouraging 
them to think critically of the culture 
that surrounds them.

“Me” narrows in on Gay’s lived 
experience and personal background. 
She speaks candidly of her existence as 
a black woman and of the desire to be-
long in a society that is known to op-
press. She tackles a spectrum of topics 
including dating, entertainment, privi-
lege, and academia, rooting her discus-
sion in the intimate truth that in each 
venture, one strives to belong. Her 
personal anecdotes are heartbreaking 

and exposed, honest and overwhelm-
ing, and her chapter on the nature of 
privilege covers all the bases in terms of 
definition, acknowledgment, activism, 
moderation, and entitlement. 

“Gender & Sexuality” continues 
to subvert the conventional, Gay’s wry 
sense of humor aptly dissecting the 
realms of stereotypes, female relation-
ships, the representation of women 
in pop culture, authorship, gender 
and femininity, body image, violence, 
and more. This section is chock-full 
of content, and although several of 
the subjects would benefit from more 
thorough analyses, on the whole Gay 
manages to commendably deconstruct 
those hot-button issues that remain 
direct concerns to the feminist move-
ment today, and she does so with tact 
and sensitivity.

The third section, “Race & 
Entertainment,” critiques individual 
forms and figures of popular media, 
with commentaries on The Help, Djan-
go Unchained, Fruitvale Station, Orange 
Is the New Black, 12 Years a Slave, and 
actor/filmmaker Tyler Perry. Although 
many of her critiques are emotionally 
and viscerally driven, Gay challenges 
her readers to delve deeper, prompt-
ing conversations that address racism, 
morality, and media depictions of the 
black community, all while unabash-
edly pushing back against popular 
opinion. “It doesn’t help that so much 
of the black experience, particularly in 
movies, is mediated through the vision 
of white writers and directors,” she 
muses in her chapter on Django, “(as if 
they are the most qualified to speak to 
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black history)” (p. 218). Her responses 
to highly acclaimed works are raw, un-
forgiving, and compelling.

“Politics, Gender & Race,” dedi-
cated to large-scale societal issues, ap-
plies the principles of the “Race & 
Entertainment” section to expand 
the conversation globally, broaching  
off-screen realities to engage subjects 
such as the politics of respectability 
(how a black person “should” behave), 

overcoming racism, supporting those 
affected by it, using social media for 
activism, reproductive freedom (or 
lack thereof ), terrorism, the cycle of 
suffering, and the pursuit of justice in 
a broken world.  “Heroism can be a 
burden” (p. 281), Gay reminds us, but 
she provides a heartfelt incentive for 

action, highlighting the importance of 
striving for change, even when society 
has become exhausting and seemingly 
unsalvageable.

At the conclusion of Bad Femi-
nist, the question remains: Is there a 
way to be a “good” feminist in a fast-
changing, ever-complex world? This 
final section appropriately compresses 
the focus “Back to Me,” as Gay con-
fronts this query, posing a few more 
rhetorical ones of her own. Reassert-
ing her thesis, she argues that “[t]he 
most significant problem with essential 
feminism is how it doesn’t allow for 
the complexities of human experience 
or individuality” (p. 305). Bad Femi-
nist serves as a testament to budding 
feminists in reminding us that being 
human — while complicated — is not 
a hindrance to the movement. Rather, 
it is this necessary vulnerability that 
structures a foundation of courage 
and empathy from which to tackle 
the overwhelming culture we live in. 
Roxane Gay’s work would be a great 
supplement to any classroom, library, 
or bookshelf. If nothing else, it can 
remind us all in our weaker moments 
that we might “rather be a bad feminist 
than no feminist at all” (p. 318). 

[Emily Wessing graduated in 2015, with 
a B.A. in communication arts, English 
literature, and digital media studies, 
from the University of Wisconsin–Madi-
son, where she also served as social media 
coordinator for the Office of the Gender 
& Women’s Studies Librarian.]
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