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COMMENTARY AND CRITICISM

Who will save us from the Pantsuit Nation? Reading liberal 
media in the age of Trump

Melissa Phruksachart

new York university

While liberal feminists did not propel Hillary Clinton to a presidential victory in 2016, they 
made an impact on Trump resistance movements in early 2017. The widespread popularity 
of the Hillary-Clinton-supporting Pantsuit Nation Facebook group and the Women’s March 
on Washington in January 2017 illustrate the newfound vigor around the category of 
“woman” as an organizing rubric. However, as white bourgeois women’s concerns took epis-
temic precedence over the experiences of women of color, both of these efforts found them-
selves grappling with the same charges of racism that have plagued US women’s political 
movements from nineteenth-century suffrage to 1970s women’s liberation. Though blog-
gers, online commentators, and other alternative reporters have been quick to acknowledge 
these continuities, mainstream US liberal media coverage of the Women’s March ultimately 
produced a narrative that reinforced the legitimacy of technocratic and white-centered 
leadership, despite the racial and ideological diversity of the organizers. It is telling of whose 
voices determine the narrative that, when liberal white feminists suggest that women of 
color are being “divisive,” the mainstream liberal media reports on the “fractious women’s 
movement” (Amanda Hess 2017).

This essay compares coverage of the Women’s March on Washington by the New York 
Times and Vogue magazine to examine the narrativization around a crisis of leadership among 
contemporary women’s movements. I begin by briefly tracing how critiques of white femi-
nism jumped from Twitter to Facebook during the rise of the liberal feminist political affinity 
group Pantsuit Nation. I then review the Times’ and Vogue’s coverage of dissent within the 
Women’s March, the elevation of the multiracial organizers as a solution to this dissent, and 
the circulation of the march’s platform of principles as a stand-in for the work of political 
education. In drawing attention to the particular affective investments circulating within 
these reports, I want to signal the limits of liberal media institutions’ ability to report on the 
fissures within liberalism itself.

While the white-centeredness of mainstream feminism has long been acknowledged in 
academic and activist circles, social media platforms like Twitter have made marginal voices 
and publics more visible to media stakeholders with financial, social, and cultural capital 
(see, for example, the popularity of the #SolidarityIsForWhiteWomen hashtag created by 
black feminist Mikki Kendall in 2013). This conversation shifted its center of gravity from 
Twitter to Facebook during the rise of the Pantsuit Nation Facebook group, which was created 
in October 2016 as a space for Hillary Clinton supporters to convene online. It grew to more 
than 2.5 million people in less than three weeks, in part fueled by the vulnerability Clinton 
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supporters felt in expressing their intentions to vote for her in more public arenas (Annie 
Correal 2016). As the group grew rapidly, conversations moved away from Clinton and 
focused more on congratulatory white femininity. One member pointed out that a popular 
narrative posted by users on the Facebook page was, “white feminist does something to 
help someone/anything any decent human being should do and would like to share for 
maximum applause and fanfare please” (witsandsass 2016). In part, this was because posting 
guidelines encouraged “personal, ORIGINAL, impactful stories” and actively discouraged “calls 
to action” (Christina Cauterucci 2016). Yet when women of color feminists highlighted this, 
their comments were met with dismissal and accusations of divisiveness (Brittany T. Oliver 
2016). These conversations came to a head in the days leading up to Christmas, when the 
group’s founder, Libby Chamberlain, revealed that she had negotiated a deal for a coffee 
table book using Pantsuit Nation content without intent to share the profits. Members 
expressed their disappointment that what had been a space for discussion and community 
was being turned into a commercial endeavor. Moreover, it seemed clear that the book 
would be interested in celebration at the expense of critique; on the Pantsuit Nation Facebook 
page, Libby Chamberlain (2016) forecast it as a “beautiful, holdable, snuggle-in-bed-able, 
dogear-able, shareable, tearstainable” item.

By insisting on solidarity through the negation of analysis and self-reflection, members 
of the Pantsuit Nation produced what Erin Gloria Ryan (2016) called a “humming positivity 
machine,” a discursive contraption that steamrolled dissent in favor of “happy” words (in the 
Ahmedian sense) such as “inclusion” and “diversity.” This intersection of affective and corpo-
rate languages was in part influenced by Sheryl Sandberg’s bestseller, Lean In: Women, Work, 
and the Will to Lead (Sheryl Sandberg and Nell Scovell 2013). Rather than offer structural 
critique around existing conditions, the book is a primer on how women can orient them-
selves affectively and psychologically toward professional success as a feminist act. As a 
result, challenges to white supremacy in feminist movements by women of color, in particular 
black women, are often met with defensiveness, anger, and dismissal. As Sara Ahmed (2010) 
notes, those who attempt to draw attention to problems (i.e., racism) that others do not wish 
to perceive as problems become understood as feminist killjoys—mood-ruiners.

These patterns were also present in Facebook discussions about the Women’s March on 
Washington. Like Pantsuit Nation, the idea for the march started among small groups on 
Facebook the day after the election and quickly went viral. As it grew, it also received push-
back from black and women of color feminists for its inattention to intersectional feminist 
philosophy and activism. In response, the organizers invited a number of prominent women 
of color activists to their team and released a platform of principles that was intended to 
model a capacious, progressive, and intersectional feminism.

The mainstream media attempted to address the visible and loud dissent from women 
of color, but ended up reproducing a dynamic that centered upon whiteness. A January 9, 
2017 New York Times article by Farah Stockman set up a false equivalence between Jennifer 
Willis, “a 50-year-old wedding minister from South Carolina” (implicitly white) and Shishi 
Rose, a “black activist from Brooklyn.” The black activist had written a post on the march’s 
Facebook wall which, according to the Times, “advised ‘white allies’ to listen more and talk 
less.” The article follows, “Stung by the tone, Ms. Willis canceled her trip,” and it gives much 
lip service to the varied experiences of white women: besides Willis, Stockman also inter-
viewed Candice Huber, a bookstore owner; “a New Jersey woman”; “a young white woman 
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from Baltimore”; another unnamed and unidentified woman on Facebook; historian Anne 
Valk; march originator Bob Bland; and Gloria Steinem. Stockman quoted only two women 
of color, Linda Sarsour, an Arab American activist who was brought on as a co-organizer of 
the march after it received flak for being too white, and Rose, the activist from Brooklyn. 
With white women at the moral and narrative center of the article, the comments section 
of the online version of the article quickly filled with vitriol against the hubris of minoritized 
women who asked others to “check their privilege.” The focus on feelings, in which white 
hurt played better than black anger, obscured the material history of inequality between 
women and the work of intersectionality as an intellectual formation.

If the Times focused on word-slinging in the trenches, a January 10, 2017, Vogue online 
article attempted to smooth things over through a photoshoot of the march’s leaders. Julia 
Felsenthal’s article, “These Are the Women Organizing the Women’s March on Washington” 
(2017) featured an admittedly gorgeous photograph of the march organizers in their mul-
tiracial glory. The article attempts to set the record straight around the controversies sur-
rounding the organization of the event. The organizers show a united front, acknowledging 
the difficulties of marshaling a group with myriad constituents. The article’s narrative centers 
the Palestinian-American Sarsour as the protagonist, illustrating her religious identity 
through a description of “her own face framed by a fuchsia head scarf.” While it paints her as 
a confident and more-than-capable activist, the article pays less attention to the valuable 
work that women of color activists like Sarsour lend when they step into white mainstream 
organizations and more on how much Sarsour was learning by being part of this white-led 
group. As the rare Muslim-American woman public figure, Sarsour is centered into the media 
spotlight in both the Times and Vogue articles as proof of the march’s success in taking seri-
ously women of color.

While the figureheads of the march ticked all the diversity boxes, they did little to stem 
on-the-ground conversations on the event’s Facebook page, where one could still observe 
white women’s indignation at having to take the concerns of black women seriously. The 
march’s platform, “Guiding Vision and Declaration of Principles,” while commendable, was 
largely symbolic, and served as a convenient means to ignore the racism of liberal allies at 
the ground level. Since its circulation in January, the platform has been largely forgotten, 
and it has not been re-centered as the organizers have moved on to other actions.

In sum, narratives like those in the Times and Vogue reinforce the idea that the right 
leadership can swoop in, hair freshly blown out, to offer a fix. This model presumes that 
solutions happen from the top and not the bottom, something increasingly up for debate 
since the Occupy Wall Street movement highlighted the imbalance of wealth, power, and 
opportunity between the 99 and the 1 percent. The backlash against the Pantsuit Nation 
book deal suggests the limited extent to which the lived experiences of the many can be 
transformed into gain for a select few. Indeed, we are at a critical juncture in which grassroots 
organizing and electoral politics are coalescing in unforeseen ways. Our prospects for the 
future are dim if resistance movements, and the media covering them, are oriented by a 
similar will to power as Trump himself. Will American feminist movements continue to scram-
ble for cosmetic diversity at the highest levels of symbolic leadership, as many corporations 
and universities currently do? Or will they find a way to work on the ground, complicating 
notions of intersectionality, good intentions, and privilege, to produce a bottom-up, not 
top-down, politics?
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