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INTRODUCTION 
James Baldwin argued "to be a Negro in this country and to be relatively 
conscious is to be in a rage almost all the time.” As our nation transitioned from 
the Obama years to Trump’s America, Solange’s album, A Seat at the Table, gave 
voice to the struggle to maintain black humanity and sanity in the context of this 
constant rage. Solange found this voice by entering into conversations with 
everyone from her parents, to the rapper-polymath Master P, to the actress 
Amandla Stenberg. She allowed their stories to merge with her own, and gave us 
a chance to listen in on the co-creation that became her astonishing album. 

In October, the Elle.com Scholars, accompanied Melissa Harris-Perry to Stanford 
University for an event featuring Solange and MHP in a wide-ranging conversation. It got 
us thinking, and on the trip back to Wake Forest University, senior Ann Nguyen 
suggested we develop a Seat at the Table syllabus inspired by the crowd sourced 
Lemonade Syllabus  curated by writer and educator Candice Benbow. We called 
Candice who talked with us about her process,  helped us create a structure for this 
syllabus, and supported us every step of the way.   

We issued a call for submissions to young women ages 16 to 30. Many people resisted 
the idea of an age limit, but it was important to us to put young women at the center of 
the conversation. 

Like Solange, we asked young women to think deeply about resisting racism, 
understanding gender and sexuality, the role of important relationships in their lives, and 
how they nurture themselves. We even encouraged girls to think about taking a seat at 
the lunch table by remembering the books, music, and art that made them feel included 
as middle and elementary school children.  

Like all conversations, these sometimes went to unexpected places. Some of the 
submissions were books and articles we expected; but some submissions were original 
artwork, poetry, and stories. We are excited to share this syllabus with you and to 
continue the conversation. 

Sincerely,  

Elle.com Scholars
The Elle.com Scholars 

http://ajccenter.wfu.edu/research/elle-com-scholars/
http://ajccenter.wfu.edu/research/elle-com-scholars/


Elle.com Scholars 
Discuss Curating 
the Seat at the 
Table Syllabus

https://youtu.be/Uz5A2EqAJTY
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“Walk in your ways, so you 
won't crumble 

Walk in your ways, so you can 
sleep at night 

Walk in your ways, so you will 

wake up and rise” 

Rise



Q: How has black anger 
been part of the work of 
social change?

“When black folks get mad, we get clear. Our anger, our rage is 
rooted in the fundamental proposition that we are somebody, 
that our lives matter, that our dignity is to be respected. When 
black folks get mad, we put the world on notice. Our rage is 
eloquent. Black rage looks like Serena Williams slaying white 
girls on the tennis court. Black rage looks like Maxine Waters 
reading congresspeople and journalists for filth. Black rage 
looks like Michelle Obama showing up to 45’s inauguration in a 
ponytail. When black folks get mad, things are ‘bout to change. 
Watch out.”  

https://soundcloud.com/user-711377400/interlude-when-black-folks-get-mad

Interlude 
with  
Brittney 
Cooper

Assistant Professor of Women’s and Gender 
Studies and Africana Studies at Rutgers 
University and co-founder of the Crunk 
Feminist Collective.

http://www.brittneycooper.com/
https://soundcloud.com/user-711377400/interlude-when-black-folks-get-mad
https://soundcloud.com/user-711377400/interlude-when-black-folks-get-mad
http://www.brittneycooper.com/


Our Sister Killjoy by Ama Ata Aidoo 

Still, I Rise  by Maya Angelou 

The Black Woman: An Anthology, by 
Toni Bambara 

Butterfly by Bilal feat. Robert Glasper 
& Angela Davis 

Maud Martha by Gwendolyn Brooks 

Fruitvale Station, A film by Ryan 
Coogler  

Freedom is A Constant Struggle: 
Ferguson, Palestine, and the 
Foundations of A Movement 
by Angela Y. Davis 

13th, Film by Ava 
Duvernay  

Dope, Film by 
Rick 
Famuyiwa 

I, Too by Langston Hughes 

How It Feels to Be Colored Me by Zora 
Neale Hurston 

The Color of My Words by Lynn Joseph 

A Small Place, by Jamaica Kincaid 

Passing, by Nella Larsen 

Black Women in White America: A 
Documentary History by Gerda Lerner 

This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by 
Radical Women of Color Cherrie 

Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua 

Pushout: The Criminalization of 
Black Girls in Schools by 

Monique Morris 

Binti by Nnedi 
Okorafor 

Citizen by 
Claudia 
Rankine 

RESISTING RACISM
Resisting racism can be about developing positive self-image, being fluent 
in a language others denigrate, drawing strength from the wisdom of 
ancestors who struggled before you, and learning who to trust when allies 
are needed. 



Black Skin, White Masks  by Frantz Fanon  

Homegoing Yaa Gyasi 
Black Looks by bell hooks 

The Montgomery Bus Boycotts and the 
Women Who Started It, by Joann Robinson 

Black Looks by bell hooks 

How We Become Human Joy Harjo 

Color Struck, by Zora Neale Hurston 

Nobody Marc Lamont Hill 
 
To Be Young, Gifted, and Black Nina Simone 
Dear Continuum: Letters to a Poet Crafting 
Liberation by Mariahadessa Ekere Tallie 

Telling Histories: Black Women Historians in the 
Ivory Tower by Deborah Gray White 

The Sisters are Alright: Changing the Broken 
Narrative of Black Women in America by Tamara 
Winfrey-Harris 

“I want to love every nook and cranny about 
myself, I yearn for the day that I don’t wish the 
scrub my skin of the melanin that continues 
to stain it 
  
Because as much as you tell me that 
I’m beautiful, as much as you tell me 
that my vernacular is flawless, as 
much as you tell me that you are worth 
being here, 
I will never believe you, I’ll never believe in 
the false promises of my so-called home  

Not until we stop telling ourselves, no not until you stop telling 
us that all we need to do is white out our flaws” 
Maybe the stains on my skin will disappear after the next 
cleansing of our nation.”

“Melanin Stained Skin” 

Submitted by Jeraldyne Norman, 18



“Don’t Touch My 
Hair”

 
“Don't touch my hair 

When it's the feelings I wear 
Don't touch my soul 

When it's the rhythm I know 
Don't touch my crown 

They say the vision I've found 
Don't touch what's there 

When it's the feelings I wear” 



Q: What is the most poignant 
lesson of womanhood you 
learned from your mother?  
“Most of the lessons on black womanhood that I got from my mother weren't posed as 
such. They were just lessons on how to live your life, take care of your family, and survive. 
It wasn't feminism, it was survival. So this advice that she passed on to me via her mother/
my grandmother didn't begin "as a woman" or "as a black woman" or anything like that. 
It was simply: "If you're going to let people shit on you, you'd better get used to the 
smell." 

I know that my mother and grandmother's experiences as black women that made this 
important enough to pass on to me. They knew that the world is full of unfairness and 
people who will try you just because they can, and they knew that people who are brown 
and who are women get it three times over. Whether at work, on the street, or in a grocery 
store, they knew what was awaiting me. They knew that I was going to have to learn to 
yell and not be afraid to do it if I was going to survive, let alone be any kind of measurable 
success.  

It was either you speak up, you fight, or you get left with nothing, and that's the case for 
black women in many arenas these days, including (and perhaps especially) mainstream 
Feminism. To this day, I hear both my mother's voice and my grandmother's voice in 
moments when I feel wronged but am hesitant or afraid to speak up, and then, I usually 
open my mouth.” 
  

Interlude 
with  
Tracy  
Clayton

Photo Credit Jon Premosch / BuzzFeed 

Co-host of Buzzfeed’s Another Round



UNDERSTANDING 
GENDER AND SEXUALITY

Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, 
Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment 

by Patricia Hill Collins 

Black Sexual Politics: African Americans, Gender, 
and the New Racism by Patricia Hill Collins 

Ain’t I a Woman: Black Women and Feminism by 
bell hooks 

Feminism Is For Everybody bell hooks 
Black Queer Studies: A Critical Anthology by E. 

Patrick Johnson and Mae G. Henderson (editors) 

Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power by Audre 
Lorde 

Zami: A New Spelling of My Name Audre Lorde 

Talkin' Up to the White Woman: Indigenous 
Women and Feminism Aileen Moreton-Robinson 

We Should All Be Feminists by Chimamanda 
Ngozi Adichie 

I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings by Maya 
Angelou 

Phenomenal Woman  by Maya Angelou 

Grown Woman by Beyonce 

Love Conjure/Blues by Sharon Bridgforth 

A Voice from the South by Anna Julia Cooper 

Bananas, Beaches and Bases: Making Feminist 
Sense of International Politics by Cynthia 
Enloe 

Liberated Threads: Black Women, Style, and 
the Global Politics of Soul by Tanisha Ford 

Reading Black, Reading Feminist: A Critical 
Anthology by Henry Louis Gates 

Many young women are learning to resist racism, understand our womanhood, shape our 
sexuality, explore our complex identities, and resist multiple forces seeking to limit the full 
expression of our authentic selves all at once. This is what speaks to us at the intersections. 



The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison 

The Womanist Reader: The First Quarter 
Century of Womanist Thought by Layli 
Phillips 

"Let’s Talk About Sex” by Salt-n-Pepa 

“None of Your Business” by Salt-n-Pepa 

The Queer Pop Mixtape by steadwell 

For Colored Girls Who Have Considered 
Suicide/ When the Rainbow is Enuf by 
Ntozake Shange 

Paris is Burning by Jennie Livingston 

Feminism without Borders: Decolonizing 
Theory, Practicing Solidarity by Chandra 
Talpade Mohanty 

Solange’s ‘Don’t Touch My Hair’ Is An 
Anthem Reclaiming Black Autonomy by Natalege Whaley.  

Global Critical Race Feminism: An International Reader by Adrien Katherine Wing

Reflection of Self 
Empowerment,  

by Natashia Lee, 18 



“We bowed our heads 
We broke our bread that night 

Shook our hands 
Then conquer and divide 

This used to be home 
This used to be what we know 

What used to belong 
Now good and gone 

And I don't know where to go 
No, I don't know where to stay 

Don't know where to go 
And I don't know where to stay 

Where do we go from here? 
Do you know?”

“Where Do We Go”



In the Microphone 
Check conversation with MHP, Solange 
discussed the value of interviewing her 
parents. 

That was one of the best things I could have 
ever done for myself as a mother, as a wife, 
and as a human. All of the things that I had so 
much anger and resentment towards, I 
understood so much clearer. My dad and I had 
some challenges in our relationship, but 
through that process we made a lot of strides. 
Not only did it bring us closer, but it brought 
my son’s father and I closer together. It’s just 
been a domino effect the overall project had. 
It’s really been a blessing. 

Interlude 
with  
Solange 

 

from Microphone Check on October 27, 
2016. Stanford University, sponsored by  

Stanford Arts 



ROLE OF 
RELATIONSHIPS
No one takes the journey of self-discovery or resistance alone. Even when the work of 
finding ourselves requires us to be in relationship with others. Here is art, music, 
literature, scholarship, and popular culture young women submitted as they thought 
deeply about meaningful relationships. 

da Kink in My Hair by Trey Anthony 

Black-ish, created  by Kenya Barris 

Divines by Houda Benyamina 

But Don't Call Me White: Mixed Race 
Women Exposing Nuances of Privilege and 
Oppression Politics by Silvia Cristina Bettez 

“Daddy” by Beyonce 

“Daddy Lessons” by Beyonce 

Mama's Girl by Veronica Chambers 

Love Letters to Our Daughters: A Collection 
of Womanly Affirmations by Angel C. Dye 
(ed.) 

All About Love: New Visions by bell hooks 

Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora 
Neale Hurston 

The Fifth Season by N.K. Jemisin 

Milk and Honey by Rupi Kaur

Lucy: A Novel by Jamaica Kincaid  

Love and Cherish by Fred Mathews  

The Cooked Seed: A Memoir by Anchee 
Min  

Sula by Toni Morrison 

Beloved by Toni Morrison  

Home by Toni Morrison  

Insecure created by Issa Rae and Larry 
Wilmore 

Teaching My Mother How to Give Birth by 
Warsan Shire 

Hide Your Shea Butter by Crystal Valentine 
and Aaliyah Jihad 

The Color Purple by Alice Walker 

In Search Of Our Mothers' Gardens: 
Womanist Prose by Alice Walker 
   
“Dear Mama” by Tupac Shakur 



My grandmothers were strong.  
They followed plows and bent to toil. 
They moved through fields sowing seed. 
They touched earth and grain grew. 
They were full of sturdiness and singing. 
My grandmothers were strong. 

My grandmothers are full of memories 
Smelling of soap and onions and wet 
clay 
With veins rolling roughly over 
quick hands 
They have many clean words to say. 
My grandmothers were strong. 
Why am I not as they?

“Lineage” by Margaret 
Walker 

Submitted by  
Lydia Johnson, 27

“This poem makes me proud of all the struggles that black women have faced and 
survived before me, but it makes me feel judgmental of myself because my own 
challenges seem light in comparison. But that doesn’t really seem fair.” 



“Baby, let's know when to let go 
Know when to let go 

Take it off tonight 
Break it off tonight 

Baby, you know you're tired 
Know I'm tired 

…. 
Baby, it's war outside these walls 

Baby, it's war outside these doors, yeah 
A safe place tonight 

Let's play it safe tonight 
Baby, you know what you're fighting for” 

Borderline



Q: What does it 
take for black people to 
know what they are truly 
worth?  

I would like to see is us understanding our value and our worth outside of a desire for 
acceptance and validation from white people and white institutions. I think what we have 
to understand is that who we are, what we create, the community that we build is valuable 
insomuch that it brings to us a sense of dignity and respect and love for one another and it 
doesn’t matter then if white people and white institutions view that as deficient. That white 
people and white institutions are not the great arbiter of cultural relevance, of artistic 
quality. That what we have and what we’ve done has shaped and molded culture, the way 
that we’ve innovated language and music, the way that we have formed new bonds of 
family and community in the face of grave and dark and violent oppression has been 
emulated and in many times and many ways stolen from us and that that has value – and 
it’s not because white people wanted to steal it from us, it has value because it helped us 
survive. It has value because we created it out of nothing out of the rubble. We can know 
our worth when we accept that we have worth outside of what white people have 
determined for us. 

Interlude 
with  
Mychal Denzel 
Smith

Author of Invisible Man, Got 

the Whole World Watching 
Credit: Syreeta McFadden

https://soundcloud.com/user-711377400/interlude-mychal-denzal-smith

https://soundcloud.com/user-711377400/interlude-mychal-denzal-smith
https://soundcloud.com/user-711377400/interlude-mychal-denzal-smith


Living with joy, safety, and deep fulfillment in a world that seeks to subjugate 
and destroy you, may be the most radical political act of all. Recognizing that 
nurturing ourselves and each other is difficult, and meaningful work,  these 
are the sources young women offered as sites of nourishment. 

NURTURING OURSELVES

Girlfriends by Mara Brock Akil 

I am not my hair by India Arie 

Video by India Arie 

won't you celebrate with me by 
Lucille Clifton 

Not Alone by Monica A. Coleman 

Love in My Language by Alexandra 
Elle 

Lost & Found by Lianne La Havas 

Child of the Dark by Carolina Maria 
de Jesus  

Early Georgia by Anne Muldrow 

Soothe Your Nerves by Angela 
Neal-Barnett 

Telefone by Noname 

The Misadventures of Awkward 
Black Girl by Issa Rae 

Salt Nayirrah Waheed 

HEAVN Jamila Woods of Chicago 

“I used to make homes in people. 
I’d breathe the air straight out of mouths and never 
think it could come from anywhere else. I’d bury my 
bones in their bones and dig holes for my fears in 
their hearts. I survived on the backs of other people. 
[…] 

I’d find my solace in people and be ready to set 
myself on fire if it fell apart. And it always falls 
apart. But when the shelter for my sanity could only 
be found inside of someone else, what do I do when 
we fall apart? Well. 
I’ve fallen apart before. I’ve looked in the mirror and 
not seen myself before. I’ve spent a lot of time at the 
bottom of the barrel. I’ve seen the bottom of some 
bottles. I’ve seen the bottom of my soul before. It's 
gotten dark.  

I’ve become darkness before. 
I’m light now, though. I don’t make homes in people 
anymore. I’m home. I breathe my own air and have 
hood flowers growing in my own heart. I know that 
heart better than I ever could. I’m freer than I’ve 
ever been. My love is freer than it’s ever been. My 
love is better than it’s ever been.” 

From Kelsey Walker, 23



“You did it from the get go, get go 

Let's go, let's go, let's go look for magic, yeah 

They not gon' get it from the get go, get go, 
get go, get go 

Don't let, don't let, don't let anybody steal 
your magic, yeah 

But I got so much y’all 

You can have it 

Yeah”

I Got So Much Magic, 
You Can Have It



“I am magic because of all the 
black women who have come 
before me, and because of their 
struggle and powerfulness that they 
share with me. And I am magic 
because of my hair, my strength, my 
intelligence, my family, and my 
history.”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wUZUnenL2ts

Interlude 
with  
Marley Dias

Founder, 1000 Black Girl Books. 
Editor, “Marley Mag” on Elle.com  

Q: What makes you magic? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wUZUnenL2ts
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wUZUnenL2ts


A SEAT AT THE LUNCH 
TABLE
A Seat the Lunch Table is about celebrating the experiences of girls for a younger 
audience than the 16-30 year olds who submitted most of the items on this syllabus.  
These are sources to help girls cultivate the magic within.  

Purple Hibiscus by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie  

Dancing in the Wings by Debbie Allen 

I Can Do It Too! by Karen Baicker 

Ruby Bridges Goes to School: My True Story by 
Ruby Bridges 

The House on Mango Street by Sandra Cisneros  

Crooked Smile by J. Cole 

The Watsons Go to Birmingham by Christopher 
Curtis 

Black Girl by Kai Davis 

Copper Sun by Sharon Draper 

Grace for President by  Grace DiPucchio 

Jamaica’s Find by Juanita Havill 

Happy to Be Nappy by bell hooks, illustrated by 
Chris Raschka 

Amazing Grace by Mary Hoffman 

Aunt Flossie's Hats (and Crab Cakes Later) Elizabeth 
Fitzgerald Howard 



Kira-Kira by Cynthia Kadohata 

     The Colors of Us by Karen Katz 

I Know A Lot! by Stephen Krensk 

Africa is Not a Country by Anne Sibley O’Brien and Margy Burns 
Knight 

Tar Beach by Faith Ringgold 

Esperanza Rising by Pam Muñoz Ryan 

Hidden Figures Young Readers’ Edition by Margot Lee Shetterly 

Unpretty by TLC 

I Love My Hair! by Natasha Anastasia Tarpley 

The Logan Family Series by Mildred Taylor 

Brown Girl Dreaming by Jacqueline Woodson 



Thank you Solange, 
  

for welcoming us to the table and making 
us a part of the conversation.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Thank you, 

to each and every contributor of this syllabus.


