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editors’ letter

w h a t ' s  a n o t h e r  w o r d  f o r  o b s e s s i o n ?

W hen we firs t discussed do ing  an obsession-themed issue, we w orried  
tha t i t  m ig h t be redundant. A fte r all, we already focus on pop cu ltu re  w ith  
an a tten tion  tha t could be called obsessive (and has been, n o t always char­
itably). So w hat w ou ld  make th is  issue o f  Bitch m ore  obsession-filled than 
any other?

W ell, no th ing , necessarily— except tha t pop cu ltu re  its e lf is b o m  of, or 
at the very least m id w ife d  by, obsessions: o f  creators, o f  fans, o f  markets, 
o f  a dogged hum an  nature tha t chom ps onto pop them es o f  love, sex, fa m ­
ily  feuds, vengeance, and w ho’s w earing w hat to w h ich  awards show like  
so m any chew toys. Creating and m a in ta in in g  serial and s im ultaneous 
obsessions is arguably w hat mass cu ltu re  does best, and in te rrogating  
those obsessions— and the im pulses beh ind  them — is w hat we like  to 
th in k  we do best.

So here we delve in to  obsessions specific (Trina Robbins and Dame 
Darcy on dolls, m u rd e r ballads, and fringes, page 27), general (cu ltu ra l 
hybrid ity , page 34, and record collecting, page 46), po litica l (our in te rv iew  
w ith  Barbara Ehrenreich, page 60 ; ou r governm ent’s m om enta ry  and oh- 
so-convenient concern fo r w om en’s righ ts  in  A fghan istan , page 19), and 
everyth ing in  between (see “ Obsession C onfession,” page 52). A n d  w e’ve 
spared you fro m  m ost o f  ou r ow n obsessions, past and present (Peeps, 
k n itt in g , Pilates, Paul Rudd, Bring I t  On, sock monkeys, Steve Buscemi, 
pad ke m ow  fro m  the Tha i place around the comer, and o u r pets), even i f  
we cou ldn ’t resist the tem pation  to s lip  a few  o f  them  in  (see p ictures at 
righ t). A n  obsession tha t we hope to leave beh ind  fo r now  is typefaces. 
The process o f  choosing ou r lovely new  logo and display type made th ings 
pre tty  font-tastic around the h q  fo r the past several m onths. We’re dam n 
happy w ith  ou r fin a l choice and hope you w il l  be too. — Eds.



d e a r b itc h
S u ic id e  n o te s
I f in d  i t  in te resting  tha t Suicide G irls  
hopes to  be “cu te  and na u g h ty  
instead o f  d irty  and sleazy” (“ Sex,
Dreads, and Rock ’n ’ R o ll,” no. 19). A  
m a jo rity  o f  people invo lved in  the  sex 
in d u s try  are unde r the im press ion  
tha t they con tro l how  th e ir  behavior 
is in te rp re ted , b u t people I kn o w  w ho 
spend tim e  at po rn  sites or in  s tr ip  
d u b s  in te rp re t these w om en  in  w ha t­
ever way gets them  off. W hen w il l  
w om en realize tha t the pow er and 
con tro l they are look ing  fo r m ay lie  in  
the decision no t to [display] th e m ­
selves fo r money? I ’ve been asking th is  question fo r a 
long  tim e , and as long  as the on ly  way fo r a w om an to 
m ake good m oney fast is th rough  sexual explo itation, 
I ’m  n o t sure I ’l l  get an answer.

Erica Greene 
Portland, Ore.

I ENJOY b i t c h ’ s ONGOING EXAMINATION OF THE 
po litics o f  sex w ork , b u t cou ldn ’t  au thor A n n ie  T o m lin  
have been less re luc tan t to  critic ize? The fact tha t a 
w om an decides to take d irty  p ictures and is in  charge o f  
he r s ty ling  doesn’t  have any bearing  on  w he the r o r n o t 
the  photos are a rehash o f  bo ring , boycentric p o m . As 
m ore  and m ore  w om en  produce th e ir  ow n porn , w ha t 
emerges as the m ost relevant question  is n o t w ho ’s 
b eh ind  the  camera b u t w ha t the results are. A n d  I was 
rea lly  d is tu rbed tha t T o m lin  d id n ’t  even try  to address 
the  fucked-up nam e o f  the site— w hy d id  the  s ite ’s cre­
ators choose to associate suicide w ith  som eth ing  sup­
posedly sexy?

A.E. Berkowitz
Oakland, Calif.

I WAS SURPRISED AT HOW MUCH OF “ SEX, DREADS,
and Rock ‘n ’ Roll”  was devoted to  d igg ing  fo r faults. 
A ccusing the Suicide G irls  website o f  dressing up  cheer­
leaders in  H o t Topic makeovers was offensive and 
un true . W h ile  I ’m  sure tha t a few  o f  the g irls  shop at H o t 
Topic, T o m lin ’s com m ent struck m e as e lit is t and f l ip ­
pant: an u n fa ir  judgm en t o f  the m any w om en on the site 
w ho consider th e ir physical fo rm  to be a canvas fo r self- 
expression. H av ing  m et several o f  the m odels in  person, 
I also disagree w ith  you r descrip tion  o f  w e igh t and body

type. W h ile  i t ’s true  tha t the m odels 
tend  to fa ll in to  a W estern standard o f  
beauty, the site s till achieves a fa ir  bal­
ance o f  healthy body types. As fa r as 
the race o f the models, the site chooses 
m odels fro m  the pool o f  whoever 
applies. Very few, i f  any, nonw hite  girls 
ever apply to be models. Th is  question 
is even answered by the site’s faq .

Finally, I disagree tha t SG is s im p ly  
“ a d iffe ren t-look ing  version o f  tra d i­
tio n a l pornography.” A t the very least, 
the message is clear that m em bers 
w ho  do n o t respect w om en  w ho  
choose to expose themselves in  flesh 

and otherwise are unwelcom e.
Steve Sim itzis 

San Francisco, Calif.

T h e  e d ito r s  re s p o n d : A nn ie  T om lin  d id  not, in  fact, 
accuse the s ta ff o f  Suicide G irls o f  dressing cheerleaders 
(or anyone else) in  H o t Topic outfits. W hat she d id  w rite  
was this: “ Despite the ir tattoos, ha ir coloring, and creative 
piercings, they fa ll neatly w ith in  the confines o f m a in ­
stream beauty standards. Im agine g iv ing the varsity cheer- 
leading squad makeovers at H o t Topic, and you w ou ldn ’t 
be too fa r o ff.” We call that k in d  o f  th in g  a description. 
A bou t the lack o f  racial and body-type diversity, jus t 
because they note th e ir awareness o f  the phenom enon 
doesn’t  m ake the  p rob lem  go away.

M o re  c o m m e n ts  o n  s e x  w o rk  in  g e n e ra l
I found  Audrey Brashich’s com m entary on  fem ale chau­
v in is t pigs (“ Stale Cake,” no. 18) tho u g h tfu l, eye-opening, 
and in tr ig u in g , b u t your m agazine is s ta rting  to deserve 
the m otto  “ a fem ale chauvin is t p ig  sex w orke r’s response 
to pop cu ltu re .” Your apparent obsession w ith  strippers 
as fem in is ts  seems to support the idea tha t w om en  have 
an inna te ly  d iffe re n t approach to achieving em pow er­
m ent. N ot to  b u rs t anyone’s A n n ie  S prink le  bubble, b u t 
you can’t  take som eth ing  o rig in a lly  considered m isogy­
n is t (such as p o m  o r burlesque) and make i t  fe m in is t by 
e ither c la im ing  tha t w om en enjoy i t  o r adding w om en o f 
d iffe re n t e thn ic ities or body shapes to the stage. (A s im i­
la r scenario took place w hen blacks in  the 1990s fe lt that 
ebonies w ou ld  enhance th e ir racial p ride  and cu lture, 
w hen really i t  w ou ld  have lowered th e ir  chances o f  grad­
ua ting  fro m  school and tak ing  con tro l o f  th e ir  ow n



lives— th is  is exactly w hat racist w h ite  A m erica  wanted. 
In  the same way, the m edia wants w om en to believe 
they’l l  be con fiden t and strong i f  they strap on a black 
bustie r and s tru t th e ir s tu f f  fo r a m ale— or female— audi­
ence.) I understand the good in ten tions o f  p ro -sex w ork 
fem in ists , b u t in  order to  really challenge gender roles, we 
m us t e ither sw itch them  around or satirize sexist images. 
K ris tina  Sheryl W ong (“The Princess and the Prankster,” 
no. 18) d id  an excellent job w ith  the M iss C h inatow n pho­
tograph, w h ich  lashed back at the trad itiona l image o f 
A sian  w om en as passive, pre tty flowers. But G ennifer 
H irano ’s pathetic attem pt at fig h tin g  against racism  and 
sexism by perpetuating sexist and racist stereotypes herse lf 
completely defeated the purpose and wasted her effort.

Lara Ayad 
Ashbum, Va.

F lip  W ils o n
I found  the article on screenwriter E rin  Cressida W ilson 
(“The In te rio r o f  Secretary,” no. 19) to  be shocking in  its 
c ritic ism  o f  fem in is ts , in  w hat is supposed to be a fe m i­
n is t magazine. W ilson ’s com m ents are ignoran t and 
extrem ely unfa ir. As fa r as having “ a fe m in is t decide what 
you’re allowed to desire" being “ sick,” I can say that I 
m yse lf have been very angered by the advertisements fo r 
Secretary posted around m y  neighborhood.

I know, people like  me don’t  “get” it. W hen fem in ists 
critic ize th is  f i lm  (whether they’ve seen i t  or not), i t  is no t 
censorship or dictatorship— it  is free speech. I have a real 
problem  w ith  sadomasochist culture, because i f  you look 
beneSth the surface you see that every act being depicted 
in  fantasy is actually happening to a wom an somewhere in  
reality. I th in k  i t  w ou ld  behoove m any “ fem in is ts ” to 
embrace art in  w h ich  w om en are in  contro l o f  the ir actions 
and decisions, rather than w allow ing in  (self) destruction.

Charlotte 
New York, N.Y.

SECRETARY CREEPED ME OUT IN  THE EXTREME, NOT 
because s/m is som ehow  u n fe m in is t ( it ’s not), b u t 
because the f i lm  suggests tha t Lee and M r. Grey were 
able to m agica lly d iv ine  each others’ deepest desires 
w ith o u t ever discussing a th in g  about th e ir re la tionsh ip .
I had hoped tha t you r in te rv iew  w ith  W ilson  w ou ld  shed

some lig h t on th is . Alas, i t  seems she’d ra ther display her 
ignorance about fe m in is m  and lack o f  in s ig h t about sex­
uality. Between her and Princess Superstar, I ju s t have to 
say: There m u s t be m ore  talented, articulate, th o u g h tfu l 
w om en in  m edia you could  be spo tligh ting  in  your 
pages. Sheesh.

Hester Gallinule 
Chicago, III.

O n  a ro ll
Thanks fo r Sharon W achsler’s incisive “Access Some 
Areas” (no. 19). I agree tha t the 54 m ill io n  Am ericans 
w ith  disabilities are largely airbrushed ou t o f  the t v  land­
scape. But I  disagree on a few  issues.

Faulting M itch  Longley’s aggressive lawyer on Judging 
Am y because he appears in  inaccessible bu ild ings  misses 
the reality o f  h is ow n experience as a disabled actor w ho 
has w orked h a lf  h is life  in  a wheelchair. Sometimes peo­
ple in  wheelchairs do fin d  ways around inaccessibility 
because they’ve been do ing i t  so dam n long.

CSI deserves so m uch  m ore than a tin y  m ention . First, 
there is Robert David H a ll’s double-am putee coroner. 
Equally im p o rta n t is s ta r/p roducer W illia m  Petersen, 
w ho has been casting disabled characters in  h is  w o rk  fo r 
the last 15 years. Petersen’s ow n character on  the show 
has a d isab ility— a degenerative hearing  d isorder— tha t 
has le t us w itness how  a professional deals w ith  the onset 
o f  d isability.

W achsler doesn’t  m en tion  any o f  the organizations 
w o rk in g  to change the status o f  disabled actors in  
Hollyw ood. The Media Access Office, fo r example, is a 
state-funded p rogram  tha t fo r  20 years has w orked w ith  
t v  shows to get disabled actors onscreen. They also w ork  
as scrip t consultants so H o llyw ood w rite rs  don’t  always 
make rid icu lous  mistakes.

The piece also overlooks extras w ith  d isab ilities. Yes, 
these are small, wordless parts, b u t they s till greatly sh ift 
how  viewers perceive the w o rld  a round them .

W hat about Marlee M atlin? A nd  w hat o f  C hristopher 
Reeve’s postparalysis con tribu tion  to tv?  Wachsler’s piece 
was a nice starting point, bu t I w ish  she’d had m ore space 
to develop the h istory o f  d isability  in  H ollywood as well.

Diane Anderson-Minshall 
Woodside, Calif.

T h e  f a c t  t h a t  a  w o m a n  d e c id e s  to  t a k e  d ir ty  p ic tu r e s  a n d  is  in  c h a r g e  o f  

h e r  s ty lin g  d o e s n ’t  h a v e  a n y  b e a r in g  o n  w h e t h e r  o r  n o t  t h e  p h o to s  a r e

a  r e h a s h  o f  b o r i n g ,  b o y c e n t r i c  p o r n .



M A G A Z I N E S  A R E  A M O N G  T H E  M E D I A  I N  W H I C H  D i s ­
a b ility  is  ra re ly  covered, so I hope  yo u  co n tin u e  to  recog­
n ize  the  in te rse c tio n s  be tw een fe m in is m , pe rcep tions  o f  
the  body, and  d isab ility . I read W achs le r’s a rtic le  a fte r 
w a tch in g  an  episode o f  S u rv ivo r The A m azon , in  w h ic h  a 
d e a f characte r faced a cast o f  D a rw in is ts  w h o  repeated ly 
ig n o re d  h e r s im p le  reques t to  lo o k  a t h e r  w h e n  speak ing  
so th a t she m ig h t  read th e ir  lip s . I t  is  te r r if ic  p ro o f  o f  h o w  
c u ltu re ’s a ttitudes  aga ins t th e  d isab led  are re flec ted  in  and  
pe rpe tua ted  b y  the  m ed ia . Since, as W achs le r w rite s , c u l­
tu re  encourages th e  d isab led  to  express co ns tan t p o s itiv ity  
a nd  g ra titu d e  and  suppress anger, I ’m  guess ing  even 
W achs le r’s s tra ig h tfo rw a rd  d e lin e a tio n  o f  m e d ia  b ig o try  
w il l  cause a defens ive  backlash. Please co n tin u e  to  a llo w  
d isab led  w rite rs  an h o n e s t vo ice a b ou t th e ir  experience in  
society and  p u b lis h  m o re  pieces lik e  th is  one.

Peggy M unson  
Providence, R .I.

S h a ro n  W a c h s le r  resp o n d s: D ia n e  A n d e rs o n -  
M in s h a ll m e n tio n s  som e e x tre m e ly  im p o r ta n t  issues 
th a t I, too , w is h  I ’d  h a d  space to  cover in  m y  p iece. 
U n fo rtu n a te ly , th e  necess ity  o f  ke e p in g  m y  a rtic le  a ce r­
ta in  le n g th  a n d  w ith in  a n a rro w  fo cus— re p re se n ta tio n  
o f  d isab led  charac te rs  o n  p r im e - t im e  d ra m a s  in  th e  
2 0 0 1 -2 0 0 2  n e tw o rk  season— m e a n t th a t I was u n a b le  to  
cover som e  o f  th e  exce lle n t m a te r ia l she h ig h lig h ts , 
in c lu d in g  th e  ra m if ic a t io n s  o f  n o n d is a b le d  acto rs  p la y ­
in g  d isa b le d  characte rs , p lo t d e ve lo p m e n ts  f r o m  la te r 
seasons, g u es t characte rs  w ith  d is a b ilit ie s , a n d  m o re  
a b o u t R obert D a v id  H a ll ’s ro le  o n  CSI.

To c la r ify : I do  n o t fa u lt  a c to r M itc h  L o n g le y  fo r  
Judg ing  A m y ’s flaw s ; I  fa u lt  th e  w r ite rs , set des igne rs , 
a n d  d ire c to rs , w hose  fa ilu re  to  dress a scene w ith  acces­
s ib le  fea tu re s  s u p p o rts  p u b lic  ig n o ra n c e  a b o u t th e  access 
needs o f  w h e e lc h a ir  users. U n fo rtu n a te ly , peop le  do 
be lieve  w h a t th e y  see o n  t v .  A  p u b lic  th a t is  accus tom ed  
to  w h e e lc h a ir  use rs  a p p e a r in g  in  ro o m s  u p  a f l ig h t  o f  
s ta irs  sees l i t t le  need  fo r  ra m p s  o r  e levators.

M y  reason fo r  e x c lu d in g  M a rle e  M a t l in  f r o m  th e  a r t i­
c le  is  th a t she is  a c u ltu ra lly  d e a f p e rson . People w h o  are 
c u ltu ra lly  d e a f do  n o t  id e n t ify  as d isab led ; th e y  id e n t ify  
as m e m b e rs  o f  a l in g u is t ic  m in o r i ty  w h o  use A m e r ic a n  
S ign  Language as th e ir  p r im a ry  language . T h e  scope o f  
m y  a rtic le  c o u ld  n o t  have a llo w e d  th is  com p lex , im p o r ta n t 
issue th e  a tte n tio n  i t  deserves. I hope  th a t a d e a f w r ite r  
w i l l  tack le  th is  in  a fu tu re  Bitch; w ith  th e  C S I h e a rin g -lo ss  
p lo t lin e , M a t l in ’s ro le  o n  The West W ing, a nd  th e  d e a f 
S urvivor co n tes tan t, th is  is  c e rta in ly  a r ip e  to p ic .

F ina lly , C h r is to p h e r Reeve has m ade  every e ffo r t  to  d is-



tance h im s e lf  f r o m  th e  d is a b ility  c o m m u n ity , even g o in g  
so fa r  as to  state p u b lic ly  th a t he  is  n o t in  fa vo r o f  d is a b il­
i ty  r ig h ts ! Reeve’s v e h e m e n t s tance th a t d is a b ility  is  som e­
th in g  o n ly  to  be  to le ra te d  w h ile  b e in g  ove rco m e —  
ce m e n te d  by  th e  in fa m o u s  c o m m e rc ia l in  w h ic h  he 
“ w a lk s ” w ith  th e  a id  o f  b io te c h  e q u ip m e n t— has 
e n tre n ch e d  e x is tin g  d is a b ility  stereotypes. Reeve has done  
e v e ry th in g  he can to  encourage m e d ia  s te re o typ in g  o f  
h im s e lf  as an u b e r-S u p e rc r ip /P o s te r C h ild , fa ir ly  b a s tin g  
h im s e lf  in  th e  m e d ia ’s sy ru p y  o u tp o u r in g  o f  s u p p o rt fo r  
h im  as “courageou s,” “ in s p ir in g , ” “ tra g ic ,” and  “ a ff lic te d .” 
For m o re  o n  th e  d is a p p o in tm e n t and  dam age Reeve has 
b ro u g h t to  th e  d is a b ility -r ig h ts  m o ve m e n t, check o u t 
Ragged Edge (w w w .raggededgem agaz ine .com ).

I ’m  g ra te fu l to  A n d e rs o n -M in s h a ll fo r  ra is in g  th e  b a r 
o n  th is  u n d e re x a m in e d  area o f  d iscou rse . I h o p e  th is  is 
th e  b e g in n in g  o f  a r ic h  d ia lo g u e  in  B itch  o n  d is a b ility  re p ­
re s e n ta tio n  in  p op  c u ltu re .

It all com es back to  biology, d o e sn ’t  it?
I w o u ld  l ik e  to  o ffe r  a n  a lte rn a tive  e x p la n a tio n  fo r  w h y  
th e  m e d ia  re p o rts  th e  n u m b e r  o f  w o m e n  a n d  c h ild re n  
th a t are v ic t im s  o f  tra g e d y  (“W o m e n  a n d  C h ild re n  F irs t!,”  
no . 19). M e lissa  M o rr is o n  p o s its  th a t i t  is  because 
w o m e n , a lo n g  w ith  c h ild re n  a nd  th e  e lde rly , are v iew ed  
as w e a k  a n d  th e re fo re  in  need  o f  p ro te c tio n . A s  a b io lo ­
g is t, I  te n d  to  eva luate  h u m a n  b e h a v io r in  te rm s  o f  evo­
lu t io n a ry  h is to ry . Eggs are e n e rg e tica lly  m o re  expensive 
th a n  sp e rm . Fem ale  m a m m a ls  a lso ca rry  th e ir  y o u n g  in  
th e ir  bod ies , g ive  b ir th ,  a n d  th e n  feed  [th e m ] fo r  a n u m ­
b e r o f  years. C o m p a re d  to  m a le s ’ re p ro d u c tiv e  c o n tr ib u ­
t io n — w h ic h , a t its  m in im u m , lasts  fo r  m o m e n ts — the  
fe m a le  is  c le a rly  th e  m o re  va lu a b le  sex. T h is  is  n o t  to  say 
th a t th e  m a le ’s ro le  is  n o t  im p o r ta n t.  H ow ever, i t  is  in  th e  
e n tire  p o p u la t io n ’s in te re s t to  p ro te c t fem a les , s ince  the  
n u m b e r  o f  re p ro d u c tiv e  fem a les  has a la rge  ro le  in  d e te r­
m in in g  th e  p o p u la tio n ’s g ro w th  ra te  a nd  su rv iva l. I, fo r  
one , f i n d  th is  c o n c lu s io n  ra th e r  e m p o w e rin g .

D a n a  H aggarty  
Victo ria , B.C.

H onor guard
I  was d is a p p o in te d  b y  Ju lie  E h le rs ’s d is m is s a l o f  Women  
W ho Rock (“ M agaz ines  T h a t B ite ,” Love It/S h o v e  I t ,  no . 
19). I ’m  he re  to  d e fe n d  W W R ’s h o n o r! W W R  is  n o t a 
p u p p e t o f  th e  m u s ic  in d u s try  b u t  a fe is ty  m a g a z in e  s tru g ­
g lin g  to  e s ta b lish  a vo ice  o f  its  o w n  w h ile  re a c h in g  o u t to  
a m a in s tre a m  aud ience . 

E h le rs  m ig h t  have n o te d  th a t i n  an  in te rv ie w  in  th e  Fall 
2 0 0 2  issue p ic tu re d  in  Bitch, T o r i A m o s  ira te ly  re co u n te d  
th e  “c a p ita lis t g reed ” she expe rienced  as, m o re  o r  less, an





you  m a k e  m e  fe e l like  a

n a tu ra l p a c if is t
The fo llo w in g  e-mail recently showed 
up in m y inbox: “ L isten to  the  
w om en.... As m o the rs , s isters, 
daughters, grandm others, and aunts, 
we w an t na tiona l leadersh ip  th a t 
reflects the values we wom en hold 
dear: peace, com passion, generosity, 
and recognition  o f  the in te rconnect­
edness o f  the  who le  hum an fam ily.”

Then I g o t one addressed to  
wom en and w om en 's  groups, ca lling 
fo r wom en to  speak o u t in a unified 
voice against war. Then another. And 
another.

The idea th a t wom en are uniquely 
a ligned w ith  peace, peacefulness, 
peacemaking, and pacifism  is m ost 
o ften  exp la ined in re la tion  to  
w om en ’s role as m others. Because 
m others are concerned w ith  the pro­
tection  and preservation o f  the lives 
o f  th e ir ch ildren, the story goes, they 
tend  to  concern  them se lves, by 
extension, w ith  the protection  and 
preservation  o f  life  on a broader 
scale. Thus, wom en, as m others and 
caretakers, have an inherent in terest 
in peace and a natural capacity to  
encourage, create, and susta in  it. 
These messages are com ing  from  
and heading to  fem in is ts  and non­
fem in is ts  alike. The sentim ents may 
be pretty— and prettiness may be 
te m p tin g — but I say we d ig  deeper.

The p rob lem  w ith  the  inna te ly  
peaceful wom an is th a t from  some 
angles she looks a lo t like the angel in 
the house, her beliefs based only on a 
desire to  protect her loved ones, not 
on any princip les o f  her own. (And, o f  
course, she invites a few obvious 
ques tion s : W hat o f  w om en w ho 
aren’t  m others? W hat o f  m others 
who are p rim a rily  concerned w ith  
som eth ing  o ther than the protection  
and preservation o f  th e ir children? 
And w hat about fa thers ’ desire to 
p rotect and preserve th e ir ch ild ren ’s 
lives— d on ’t they feel it too?)

But the line tha t keeps ring ing  in 
my head is the one about “ the values 
we wom en hold dear.”  Ah, yes, we 
wom en and our shared, hom oge­
nous values.

We know th is  game, d on ’t we? 
G eneralizations about wom en as a 
category re inforce b io logical deter­
m in ism  and w ou ld  stam p all wom en 
from  the same m old. W hen general­
izations make wom en sa intly and 
superio r and spin lovely yarns about 
lovely peacefulness in the face o f  ugly 
m ilita rism  and brutality, no m atte r 
how fla tte ring  they are, they’ re pretty 
much always wr ong. Take a look at 
the realities o f  many wom en and 
many conflic ts. For instance: 20 to  30 
percent o f  Zapatistas are wom en,

fig h tin g  in w hat many wou ld  argue is 
a ju s t war o f  resistance against an 
oppressive regime. Look at the early- 
2 0 th -ce n tu ry  fem ale  m iss iona ries  
who traveled the globe, spreading 
W estern im peria lism , arguably the 
roo t o f  m odern m ilita rism . Look at 
Condoleeza Rice.

W omen and peace means men 
and war m eans b inary th in k in g  
m eans essen tia l d iffe rences and 
samenesses rooted in sex means 
innate inc lina tions explain all.

N o t helpful.
Now, fo r  all you tru ly  peace- 

inclined wom en out there: W hy be lit­
tle  yourselves and your pacifism  by 
nam ing  it a b io logical inevitability? 
As bell hooks po in ts  o u t in her essay 
“ F em in ism  and M ilita r is m ,”  th is  
“ na tura l”  a n d /o r “ un ique” a lignm ent 
o f  wom en and peace/peacem aking 
writes wom en as passive objects in 
the war-and-peace story, rather than 
as active agents capable o f  con ­
sciously choosing a po litica l stance. 
The values we wom en hold dear are 
varied. Th is self-iden tified  fem in is t 
p a c ifis t th in ks  i t ’s im p o rta n t to  
rem em ber hers is only one voice, and 
though  she hopes others w ill jo in  her, 
she gets worried  when nice fo lks start 
suggesting tha t wom en have a single, 
unified one. — J e s s ic a  H o f fm a n



J a n e  P e tty  C ritic is m  C o rn e r
S o, J a n e  P ra tt had  h e r baby and, som ew h a t 

u n su rp ris in g ly , nam ed it C h a rlo tte  Jane a fte r 
herself. Yes, we know  m en d o  it  all th e  tim e . 

And i t ’s ass-y then , too . Two w ords: therapy fund . 
S ince th is  m ay be th e  f irs t  t im e  any w o m a n , any­

w here, has a cco m p lish e d  a fea t o f  th is  so rt, th e  
M arch  issu e ’s Jane’s D iary is n a tu ra lly  des igned  as a 
sc rapbook  o f  n e w -m o m  m in u tia e : baby’s fo o tp r in ts ! 
A  scrap o f  paper bea ring  a sc ribb led  lis t  o f  co n tra c ­
tio n s  and th e  tim e s  a t w h ich  they  o ccu rred ! A  so n o ­

gram  p r in to u t! M o s t a m a z in g  o f  all, P ra tt announces 
th a t she has a b o u n d a ry  th a t kep t her fro m  p r in t in g  
any p h o to s  o f  th e  baby e m e rg in g  fro m  her vagina. 
(Said b o unda ry  does no t, however, s to p  her fro m  
sh a rin g  an anecdo te  w he re in  fia n c e A n d re w  asks 
th e ir  o b s te tr ic ia n  i f  he can m a s tu rb a te  d u r in g  one o f  
Jane’ s pe lv ic  exam s.)

W h ile  Jane’s been busy c o n te m p la tin g  her m ucous  
p lug, th e  Jane  s ta ff  has a p p a re n tly  m o u n te d  som e  
k ind  o f  c o m p e tit io n  to  see w h o  can surpass the  Pratt- 
ca lib e r levels o f  se lf-obsessed, g ra tin g  m ind lessn ess  
w e ’ve com e  to  depend  on every m o n th . The hands- 
do w n  w in n e r fo r  M arch  is S tephan ie  Trong, w ho , in 
the  fa ir ly  se lf-exp lana to ry  “ S teph Is a Real A ssho le  as 
a G uy,”  gets a d ra g -k in g  m akeover and ven tu res  o u t 
to  sam p le  hookers, H o o te rs , v ideo  pa rlo rs , and s tr ip  
c lubs  in an e ffo r t to  see “ w h a t the  hell tu rn s  [guys] 
o n .”  She says rude th in g s  to  a H o o te rs  w a itress  
("Y o u ’ re ju s t supposed  to  look  good  so we can check 
o u t y o u r ch e s t” ) and fin d s  th a t she on ly  gets excited 
w hen g iv in g  a s tr ip p e r “ th e  look  th a t o n ly  id io ts  like 
Fred D u rs t try  to  pu ll o f f— you know, th e  s tu p id , s to ic  
s ta re  th a t says, ‘ I ow n you, b itc h . '”

M m m . A n d  even th o u g h  T rong h e rs e lf a d m its  the  
persona she adop ted  was in te n tio n a lly  sleazy, she ’s 
c learly  chosen to  cross-dress m o re  fo r  th e  o p p o rtu ­
n ity  to  be ju s t th a t, ra the r th a n  fo r  any real in s ig h t 
in to  w h a t i t ’s like to  be a m an (m any o f  w h o m  d o n ’t, 
in fact, spend th e ir  even ings ta k in g  in x x x  loops  in a 
s ticky v id e o  b o o th ). A sse rtin g  her ow n sexism  fro m  
beh ind  th e  s tu b b le  o f  the  a p p ro p ria te  gender m ay be 
fu n  fo r  Trong, b u t it  m akes fo r  read ing  th a t ’s a b o u t as 
s c in tilla t in g  a s ...h m m , le t’s see, w h a t else is in th is  
issue? W ell, th e re ’ s th e  very sens itive  fash io n  spread 
t it le d  “A s y lu m ," fe a tu r in g  a m ode l styled as a m en ta l 
p a tien t. Bu t a p re tty  one! Like Frances Farm er! W h o  
w as lo b o to m iz e d ! Bu t s till very fa sh ionab le ! O h, and 
Pam A nderson , thanks aw fu lly  fo r te llin g  us th a t i t ’s 
very bad to  be m ean to  o u r w om e n  friends . We d id n ’t  
learn th a t in k inde rga rten , o r  ever. Okay, S tephan ie  
T rong, you w in . You are th e  m o s t s c in tilla t in g  th in g  in 
th is  issue. Bu t th a t ’s really n o t say ing  m uch . — Eds.



I can’t help it— it’s like poking an open wound. 
When I saw a skinny Justin Timberlake attempting to 
effect an “I’m a sexy grown-up" vibe beneath the 
cover line “ Forget Feminism: Why Your Wife Should 
Take Your Name,” I couldn’t resist picking up the 
December 2002 issue of D etails. O f course, the 
cover boy is not the subject of the article they’re 
talking about. Interestingly, neither is feminism. In 
fact, the author of the brief copy that merits this 
teaser mainly just has a beef with the exponential 
growth of surnames brought on by multigenera- 
tional hyphenation. Under the incredibly hostile 
headline “The Name Game: She’ ll Take Your 
Bachelorhood and Your Savings. So Why's She 
Choking on Your Last Name?,” the writer even notes 
that “in fact, there are more reasons for a wife to

hold onto her name 
than there are let­
ters in the alpha­
bet.” In other words, 
having nothing new 
to add to a topic 
that’s been endless­
ly hashed over for 
more than a quarter- 
century, D etails took 
the opportunity to 
bash feminism on 
its cover merely for the purpose of bashing feminism 
on the cover and perpetuating a typical lad-mag, 
puerile, and creepy battle-of-the-sexes view of rela­
tionships. That’s real mature. — Julie Craig

H
aving long admired the British penchant for
sweets, I was thoroughly annoyed to learn 
that I, along with the rest of my sex, have been 

excluded from eating a particular U.K. chocolate bar. 
Last April, Nestle launched a £3 million (about 
$4.8 million) ad campaign to revitalize its 26-year-old 
Yorkie. A new slogan, “Yorkie, it’s not for girls,” 
accompanies a revamped package design, in which 
the “O” of Yorkie consists of the universal bathroom- 
door symbol for woman with a red circle and line cut­
ting through it. Billboards and t v  ads feature such slo­
gans as “Don’t feed the birds,” “Not available in pink,” 
and “King size, not queen size.”

Should we simply dismiss this campaign as being 
lamebrained and forget about it? Or should it be taken 
more seriously as a symptom of backlash against the 
gains of the women’s movement and an embrace of 
retrograde notions of masculinity? Only extraordinarily 
macho, big, bearded, and gruff men appear 
in the ad campaign. Moreover, the . 

words and images clearly define ’ 
manhood in hostile opposition to 
femininity, which is disparagingly por­
trayed as weak and undesirable. In the 
words of Nestle marketing director

Andrew Harrison, “We felt that we needed to take a 
stand for the British bloke and reclaim some things in 
his life, starting with his chocolate. Most men these 
days feel as if the world is changing around them 
and it [has] become less politically correct to have any­
thing that is only for males. It used to be that men had 
some areas of their life that were just for them and 
that was ok.... Yorkie feels that this is an important 
element of men’s happiness and is starting the 
reclaiming process of making a particular chocolate 
just for men.”

Wow, all that from a 70-gram bar of milk chocolate! 
Although Yorkie’s new image may, in the minds of 
those who created it, act as a haven for men, it does 
so only through forcing them to conform to a prede­
termined archetype of who they should be and  
what they should represent.
— Elena Scali



life in the

fastlane
Fast cars, flying bullets, 
and naked women. In 
hot tubs. Making out. 
With each other. 
Sounds like every 24- 
year-old dude’s porn 
fantasy, but, in the case 
of a recent episode of 
Fox’s high-concept cop/ 
action show Fastlane, 

women were the ones orchestrating the frank depiction 
of lesbian sexuality. Lesbian writer Kim Newton penned 
“Strap On,” the episode in which Lieutenant W ilhelmina 
“ Billie" Chambers (Tiffani Thiessen) goes undercover to 
infiltrate a lesbian crime ring. (The title’s double entendre 
so enraged fundamentalists that Fox had to backpedal, 
announcing that “Strap O n” meant “take your gun.” Uh- 
huh.) Though teasers for “Strap O n” hyped the hell out of 
the kisses between Billie and Sara (the suspected ring­
leader, played by Jaime Pressly), Newton chose not to 
play this one up for the guys. Well, not as much as you’d 
expect from a show dubbed by its creator as "the embod­
iment o f Maxim  magazine."

Billie's visit to a lesbian nightclub under the auspices 
of a criminal investigation “keep[s] us spatially bounded 
and locatable,” says Kelly Hankin, author of The Girls in 
the Back Room, a study of lesbian space on film. However, 
because it’s filmed at an actual lesbian-run bar (Los 
Angeles's Girl Bar) and seems to be populated with, well, 
actual (if femmey) lesbians, the scene already makes for 
quite an evolution from earlier cinematic representations 
in which straight characters colonize queer space for het- 
erocentric pleasures. Though the use o f a real dyke bar 
might, according to Hankin, help “authenticate” the 
space for straight viewers, the producers seem to do so 
out o f a desire for aesthetic realism rather than to empha­
size heterosexuality's dominance. Moreover, there is no 
ethnographic arrival scene where the (presumably) 
straight Billie signals her dissim ilarity to the lesbian bar 
patrons (a la The First Wives Club), and there are no other

straight women in the scene to offer audiences their 
usual safe means o f engaging in (and denying) lesbian 

fantasy scenarios.
Further positive notes: Billie is comfortable with 

women hitting on her in a way that’s played for neither 
the ipso facto male gaze nor comic relief. “And she made 
no effort to identify herself as heterosexual to Van and 
Deaq, the men who work for her, [which] also makes it 
clear that she doesn’t really care if people think she’s gay, 
which is a great message,” adds Sarah Warn, editor ofthe 
media watchdog site AfterEllen.com.

There are no fits of giggles or backhanded mouth 
wipes after the kiss (remember when Mariel Hemingway 
planted one on Roseanne?), and, in a prime-time network 
first, the phrase “bi-curious” made it on the air.

But what really sets Fastlane’s lesbo episode apart from 
all the other shows in which high-octane hotties get it on 
is the context. Most of Sara and Billie’s interactions are 
more intimate than sexual: They talk, touch hips, look 
into each other’s eyes. It’s clear that even though their 
relationship was formed under duplicitous circum ­
stances, Billie has developed authentic feelings for Sara. 
And there's no man written in to conveniently reaffirm 
her heterosexuality.

Later, Van and Deaq try to muster the courage to ask 
Billie if she's gay. They chicken out and ask instead if she 
misses being undercover. There’s a quick flashback to her 
dancing with Sara, and, as if to answer the real (albeit 
implied) question, she says, “Yes.” “We want to hint at 
something in Billie’s character— is she bisexual because 
she's doing her job or is she a lesbian?” said executive 
producer John McNamara.

Even if Billie stays in this am biguous lesbo-limbo 
land and never breaks ground as an out dyke with 
unprecedented prime-time screen time, Fastlane offers 
a delightful vision o f a t v  landscape where lesbian 
imagery isn ’t strictly for men’s pleasure. Bonus points 
for Thiessen, who, after the show aired, commented, “ I 
didn’t see what the big deal was all about.”
— Diane Anderson-Minshall



N ational Geographic editor
William Allen has quite the disingenuous 

 take on this spring’s special issue, 
"Swimsuits: 100 Years of Pictures,” insisting that he 
wanted to be “irreverent” and “bring out...a sense of 
fun and wonder." Gee, Bill, are you sure you weren't 
looking to snare some newsstand dollars from buyers 
of the infamous and alarmingly profitable Sports 
Illustrated swimsuit issue (whose size, shape, and 
newsstand timing you’ve conveniently mimicked)? 
The funny thing is, it’s only Geographic’s cover that 
bears any resemblance to S/’s hypercommercial t & a .  

Allen should’ve skipped the model wearing three 
strategically placed shells held together with leather 
laces. It cheapens what’s inside: a thoughtful collec­
tion of vibrant photographs that sketch out a decade- 
by-decade evolution of bathing culture. It’s a shame 
the Geographic decision makers didn’t have the 
integrity to let substance take precedence over skin. 
— Lisa Jervis

making over the makeover
I’d never had a fantasy of being totally dominated by 
someone until I started watching What Not to Wear on 
BBC America. Episodes follow a strict makeover formula. 
We’re first introduced to a woman who has been nomi­
nated by friends for a fashion overhaul. We see hidden- 
camera footage of her doing errands in saggy sweat­
pants, dancing in leopard-print spandex dresses, and 
going to work in frumpy suits. Then hosts Trinny Woodall 
and Susannah Constantine accost her in some public 
place and inform her that her friends think her style needs 
some work, but if she’ll listen to their advice, they’ll give 
her a check for £ 2,0 0 0  (about $3,200) to spend on a new 
wardrobe. The next day they assess the current sad state 
of her closet and give her some tips on flattering outfits, 
and she gets to go spend the money.

I expected W NTW  to be a guilty pleasure along the 
same lines of A Dating Story or 7th Heaven, but it’s turned 
out to be much more meaningful. It’s not just Trinny and

Susannah’s gleeful boss­
iness and the way they 
talk constantly about 
each other’s boobs in 
an unaffected, girl- 
friendy way that I can 
relate to. It’s the way 
the show defies makeover expectations: Rather than 
vaguely unfashionable women with the kinds of bodies 
that make shopping easy being transformed into cookie- 
cutter fashion plates with none of their own personal 
style, What Not to Wear features ladies of all sizes and 
makes them all look good— and yet still completely like 
themselves. TLC has already produced an American ver­
sion that will no doubt be lacking in the British original’s 
self-awareness. I only wish that Trinny and Susannah 
would pay me a visit and ween me off the one pair of jeans 
I wear to work every day. — Marisa Meltzer



From the Little Things Mean a Lot Files:
After decades of couching all m enstrual talk in 
eup h em ism  and d em onstrating 
absorbency with blue fluid (or even 
blue com puter-illustrated fluid), one 
pad and tampon maker has finally 
embraced the color red and the 
word “period.” Kotex is now keepin’  
it real with ads and packages sport-  
ing a big, playful red dot. Yes, it’s a

baby step (and one that was likely focus-grouped to 
death before being taken), but it still makes me feel 
all giddy. — L .J.

N u tri-G ra in ’s new “respect yourself in
the m orning” ad cam paign wears its offensiveness on its 

sleeve. But they’d prefer you to im agine wearing your 
m orning cinnam on roll on your arm s or ass. The idea of 
respecting yourself over what you were able to eat for 
breakfast is repulsive enough even without the sugges­

tion that som ething you did the night before warrants

guilt. D on’t worry, though, ladies, ’cause N u tri-C ra in ’s an 
equal-opportunity insulter: There are also spots featuring 
a guy with a big o l’ H ostess Sno Ball on his gut. Write to 
the N utri-Grain  folks and tell them what you think o f their 
not-so-subtle judgm ental linking o f eating and sexual 
appetite: Kellogg’s Consum er Affairs, P.O. Box CAM B, 
Battle Creek, Ml 49016. — M.M.



on politics by maria raha

veiled intentions
t h e  u .s . m e d i a ’s h u g -a n d - r u n  a f f a i r  w ith  a fg h a n  w o m e n

T o m y  d is m a y , th e  m o v ie
th e a te r c losest to  m y  a p a rt­
m e n t re le n tle s s ly  o ffe re d  th e  

m o s t p i t i f u l  o f  H o lly w o o d ’s already- 
p i t i f u l  fa re — th a t is , u n t i l  S ep tem ber 
11, 2 0 01 , a fte r w h ic h  K andahar, a 
s to ry  o f  a n  e x ile d  w o m a n ’s re tu rn  to  
A fg h a n is ta n , p o p p e d  u p  o n  th e  d u s ty  
m a rq u e e . A s  th e  u s u a l s u p p ly  o f  teen  
sch lo ck  cam e a n d  w e n t, K a n d a h a r 
h u n g  s tead fas tly  o n  fo r  m o n th s —  
p r o o f  th a t  th e  p l ig h t  o f  A fg h a n  
w o m e n  w as b e c o m in g  a d is t in c t ly  
m a in s tre a m  conce rn .

T h e  ro a d  o f  p o s t-9 /1 1  p o p  c u ltu re  
a n d  new s m e d ia  is  l i t te re d  w ith  as 
m a n y  n o d s  to  A fg h a n  w o m e n  as a 
ty p ic a l B u sh  speech is  w ith  re fe r­

ences to  “ th e  e v ild o e rs .” To w it :  A s  
re p o r te d  in  U S A  Today in  F eb ru a ry  
2 0 0 2 , th e  w e b s ite  fo r  th e  R evo­
lu t io n a ry  A s s o c ia tio n  o f  th e  W o m e n  
o f  A fg h a n is ta n  rece ived  such  heavy 
t ra f f ic  a fte r a m e n tio n  o n  O prah  th a t 
i t  c rashed. A s  o f  th is  w r it in g ,  a to ta l 
o f  seven books o n  A fg h a n  w o m e n  
have been  re leased b y  m a jo r  p u b ­
lish e rs  s ince  S e p tem ber 2 0 01 . Just 
w e e ks  b e fo re  th e  U n ite d  S ta tes 
in v a d e d  A fg h a n is ta n , C N N  re -ra n  
Beneath the Veil, a d o c u m e n ta ry  o n  
th e  to p ic .  M e a n w h ile , th e  w o rd  
“ b u rk a ”  becam e  u b iq u ito u s :  I t  
show ed  u p  o n  th e  A m e r ic a n  D ia le c t 
Socie ty ’s 2 0 0 1  W o rd s  o f  th e  Year 
l is t ,  a n d  th e  e d ito rs  o f  th e  A m erican

H eritage College D ic tio n a ry  ru s h e d  to  
in c lu d e  i t  in  th e ir  la te s t e d it io n . Even 
th e  New York Post ju m p e d  o n  th e  
b u rk a  b a n d w a g o n  (a lb e it in  a c o m ­
p le te ly  b iz a rre  w ay), u s in g  th e  w o rd  
to  describe  th e  s h ro u d  w ith  w h ic h  
M ic h a e l Jackson covers h is  c h ild re n .

F ina lly , i t  seem ed, th e  U .S . was 
p a y in g  a tte n tio n  to  w h a t m a n y  fe m i­
n is ts  h ad  k n o w n  s ince  th e  T a lib a n  
to o k  c o n tro l o f  A fg h a n is ta n  in  1 9 9 6 : 
T h e  fu n d a m e n ta lis t  re g im e  w as 
c o m m it t in g  co u n tle ss  h u m a n  r ig h ts  
abuses every day. B e fo re  9/11, ca m ­
p a ig n s  b y  th e  F e m in is t  M a jo r i ty  
F o u n d a tio n  a n d  o th e rs  to  c a ll a tte n ­
t io n  to  th e  obstacles faced  b y  A fg h a n  
w o m e n , to  ra ise  fu n d s  fo r  A fg h a n



women to be educated in  refugee 
and underground schools, and to 
pressure the U.S. government to 
increase aid went largely ignored. 
Politicians in  both parties paid lip 
service to Afghan women’s plight, 
but this recognition didn’t lead to 
any significant action. Even w ith 
support from Hillary Clinton and 
Mavis Leno, wife o f Jay, efforts to 
raise international awareness her­
alded little mainstream attention.

Once Al Qaeda emerged as the 
force behind the 9/11 atrocities, 
however, the Bush administration 
started sounding rather, well, fem i­
nist in  its stance toward the Taliban. 
But Bush, hardly renowned for

championing the rights o f women in 
America, let alone those in  the Third 
World, was not demanding libera­
tion for the women o f Afghanistan 
out o f principle or even compassion. 
I f  Afghan women were to gain free­
dom, it would not be because our 
government deemed their lives 
important, but because their oppres­
sion was justification for the U.S. 
bombing o f their country.

While George rallied the troops 
w ith sweeping generalizations about 
good and evil, Laura was brought in, 
most likely to make his sudden con­
cern for women’s rights seem a bit 
less faux. In November 2001, she 
stepped out o f her usual smiling,

placid place just behind her hus­
band’s shoulder to deliver the weekly 
radio address usually given by her 
husband, on the topic o f Afghan 
women. In her address, she claimed 
that “the brutal oppression o f 
women is a central goal o f the ter­
rorists” and that “the fight against 
terrorism is also a fight for the rights 
and dignity o f women.” (One could 
also apply such sentiments to violent 
protesters outside abortion clinics, 
but the religious right is not the par­
ticular face o f terrorism with which 
either Bush is concerned.) In a May 
2002 speech to the Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Devel­
opment, she declared: “Prosperity 
cannot follow peace without edu­
cated women and children.... When 
women are educated, people’s lives 
improve in  significant other ways as 
well.” While her phrases ring with 
feminist tones, Mrs. Bush’s words 
seem to have little to do w ith a sin­
cere desire to improve conditions for 
women in  Afghanistan. In the typi­
cally illogical black-and-white terms 
o f propaganda, supporting the wel­
fare o f the world’s women means 
supporting the war on terrorism— 
and, more insidious, supporting the 
war on terrorism means supporting 
the world’s women, w ith no further 
action required.

As rhetoric in  support o f Third 
World women flourished, aid pro­
grams for those same women 
remained in  constant jeopardy. In 
November 2001, the State Depart­
ment issued its “ Report on the 
Taliban’s War Against Women,” a 
large portion o f which was devoted 
to the need for improved healthcare. 
But last summer, in  direct opposi­
tion to the report’s recommenda­
tions, Bush withheld $34 m illion in  
funding from the United Nations 
Population Fund, which provides 
global aid (Continued on page 90)



o n  a c tiv is m  by a n d i z e is le r

pagan’s progress
an interview with zine queen-turned-cultural historian pagan kennedy

Pagan Kennedy’s prolific
w riting  career has often 
seemed split into several dis­

tinct parts. As the creator o f the late- 
’8os zine Pagan’s Head, she was a 
wacky chronicler o f publishing gos­
sip, group-house dynamics, under­
ground Americana, and her own 
evolving hairstyles. (All eight issues 
were eventually collected, along with 
additional material about her life as 
one o f the earliest fomenters o f what 
came to be known as the zine revo­
lution, in  ’Zine: How I Spent Six 
Years of My Life in the Underground 
and Finally...Found Myself..! Think.)

As a fiction writer, she’s turned out 
mannered, character-driven works 
such as Stripping and Other Stories 
(1994), Spinsters (1995), and The 
Exes (1998). And as a cultural critic, 
she’s tackled everything from ’70s 
pop culture (in her exhaustively 
researched 1994 survey Platforms: A 
Microwaved Cultural Critique o f the 
1970s) to ’90s post-slackerdom (in 
1997’s Pagan Kennedy’s Living: A 
Handbook fo r Maturing Hipsters, an 
irreverent pruher on living urban, 
creatively unfettered, and outside 
“the program” into the thirtysome- 
thing years).

Most recently, Kennedy has added 
another dimension to her multifac­
eted literary personality by venturing 
into the realm o f biography. Black 
Livingstone, published last year, is the 
story o f William Sheppard, a black 
man born in Virginia who traveled to 
Africa as a missionary and stayed on 
to become an explorer and civil 
rights pioneer in  the Belgian Congo.

Kennedy has always brought a 
political edge to lighthearted topics 
and a trenchant w it to serious ones 
(in Living, she combines the two 
especially well, advocating for the 
environmental and economic bene-



th e  New York Times M agaz ine  w h e re  
I ’m  a llo w e d  to  fo l lo w  s o m e b o d y  
a ro u n d  fo r  days. F o r m o s t m aga ­
z ines , w h e n  y o u  do  th is  i t  has to  be 
som e  ce le b rity -typ e  p e rso n , b u t  I 
w o u ld  love  to  fo llo w  anyone  a ro u n d  
fo r  days. T h a t’s l ik e  a w r ite r ’s d re a m . 
A n d  th e n  n o t to  have any re p e rcu s ­
s io n s — to  be ab le  to  w r ite  a b o u t 
th e m  h o n e s tly  a n d  n o t  ge t in  tro u b le  
fo r  it.

Y o u ’v e  s a id  th a t  you h o p e  to  b e  
“ th e  N o a m  C h o m sk y  o f life s ty le  
w r it in g ,” w h ic h  I ta k e  to  m e a n  th a t  
y o u ’d like  to  in s p ire  p e o p le  to  c o n ­
s id e r  th e  s o c ia l a n d  p o lit ic a l  
im p a c t o f  th e ir  l ife s ty le s . I ’m  th in k ­
ing in p a r t ic u la r  o f  th e  a r t ic le  you  
w ro te  fo r  M s. o n  th e  “ B o s to n  m a r ­
r ia g e ” o f  you  a n d  y o u r ro o m m a te  
(“ S o .. .A r e  Y ou T w o  T o g e th e r ? ,” 
J u n e /J u ly  200 1 ).

I w ro te  th a t in  m y  ea rly  30s, w h e n  
I h a d  m o re  e n e rg y  to  devo te  to  
te l l in g  peop le  h o w  th e y  s h o u ld  live . 
[Laughs.] N o w  I ’ve g o t a l i t t le  m o re  o f  
a l iv e -a n d - le t- liv e  a tt i tu d e . Pagan  
Kennedy’s L iv in g , w h ic h  I k in d  o f  
th in k  is  m y  w eakest b o ok , was g rea t 
fo r  m e  because i t  h e lp e d  m e  f ig u re  
o u t h o w  I  w a n te d  to  liv e  m y  life . 
T h a t w as m y  l i t t le  f ie ld  p ro je c t; I 
w e n t a ro u n d  in te rv ie w in g  p e o p le  
a b o u t h o w  th e y ’d  co n s tru c te d  th e ir  
lives , a n d  t r y in g  to  f ig u re  o u t, H o w  
do  I  w a n t to  do  it?

M e n  d o n ’t  have to  dec ide  so d e f in ­
i t iv e ly  w h e th e r  th e y ’re  g o in g  to  
m a rry  a nd  have k id s ; i t  can ju s t  k in d  
o f  h a p p e n  to  th e m . [W o m e n  are] so 
d e fin e d  b y  th a t, a n d  h a v in g  k id s  is  so 
m u c h  m o re  o f  a b ig  d e c is io n  fo r  us, 
because w e ’re  g o in g  to  do a lo t m o re  
o f  th e  w o rk . So w h e n  I  dec ided  n o t 
to  ge t m a rr ie d  a nd  n o t  to  have k id s , 
i t  w as a lo n g  s tru g g le , a n d  n o w  I ’ve 
com e o u t o n  th e  o th e r side. I t  s t i l l  
in te re s ts  m e , b u t i t ’s n o t l ik e  I ’m  
g ra p p lin g  w ith  i t  in  th e  sam e way. 
T h e n , I w as s tru g g lin g  w ith  th e

q u e s tio n  o f, W e ll, i f  I d o n ’t  ge t m a r ­
r ie d  a n d  I d o n ’t  have k id s , w h a t is 
th e  n a rra tiv e  o f  life ?  I t  opens u p  
in c re d ib le  fre e d o m , b u t  th a t fre e ­
d o m  is  scary. C h ild re n  g ive  a s to ry  to  
y o u r  life ,  a n d  i f  y o u  d o n ’t  have th a t, 
th e n  y o u ’re  re s p o n s ib le  fo r  m a k in g  
u p  th e  s to ry  to  a la rg e r degree. T h a t 
scared m e . A n d  n o w  i t  doesn ’t  re a lly  
scare m e  an ym o re ,

Y our e a r ly  w r it in g  w a s  o b s e s s e d  
w ith  p o p  c u ltu re — m o s tly  o f th e  
’7 0 s , a n d  m o s tly  fa m ily - th e m e d  
s h o w s  like  T h e B rady  B unch  a n d  
The P a rtrid g e  Fam ily. Is  th e r e  a n y ­
th in g  you fin d  o b s e s s io n -w o rth y , in 
e ith e r  a g o o d  w a y  o r a  b a d  w ay , 
a b o u t p o p  c u ltu re  to d a y ?

I ’ve k in d  o f  tu rn e d  aw ay f r o m  it .  I 
can ’t  even re m e m b e r w h y  I was so 
fa sc in a te d  w ith  i t ,  fra n k ly . [Laughs.] I 
t h in k  i t  w as g re a t th a t  I g o t to  
in d u lg e  th a t p a ss io n  fo r  a w h ile , 
because  I ’ve  c e r ta in ly  w o rk e d  
th ro u g h  it .  I ’m  in  s o rt o f  a T h o re a u  
p e r io d  n o w — w e d o n ’t  have a t v  set 
in  th e  house, w e  go o u t to  th e  c o u n ­
t ry  a lo t, s tu f f  l ik e  th a t. I t ’s been 
in te re s t in g  e x p e r im e n tin g  w ith  p op  
c u ltu re  d e p r iv a tio n , a nd  I f in d  a lo t 
opens u p  w h e n  I do th a t. I  l ik e  b e in g  
th ro w n  b ack  o n  m yse lf.

W h e n  y o u ’re  younge r, yo u  d e fin e  
y o u rs e lf  th ro u g h  p o p  c u ltu re . A n d  
[w h e n  you ] dec ide  n o t to  m a r ry  o r 
have  k id s , y o u  have to  la n d  o f  f in d  
y o u r  o w n  w ay to  do i t ,  a n d  I th in k  
n o t  w a tc h in g  t v  h e lp s . B u t m y  
b o y fr ie n d  has a t v , a nd  h e ’s g o t th e  
New York Times c o m in g  in ,  so i t ’s 
k in d  o f  h a rd  n o t to  d ip  in to  i t  w h e n  
I ’m  at h is  house . B u t I  a lso have a 
f r ie n d  in  w e s te rn  M a ssa ch u se tts  
w h o  I go a n d  h a n g  o u t w ith  a lo t, a nd  
th e re ’s n o  t v  anyw h e re  a ro u n d , th e  
ra d io  b a re ly  w o rk s . I t ’s l ik e  b e in g  o n  
a s h ip  in  th e  m id d le  o f  th e  ocean in  
th e  1 9 th  cen tu ry .

Pop c u ltu re  ana lys is  is  l ik e  b e in g  
in  a h a ll o f  m ir ro rs ;  i t ’s a n  end less

re f le c t io n  o f  w h a t p e o p le  t h in k  
a b o u t w h a t peop le  th in k  a b o u t w h a t 
p eop le  th in k .  A n d  i t  can  fe e l ve ry  
u n g ro u n d e d  to  m e. I w ro te  th is  ra n t 
in  L iv in g  as p a rt o f  m y  m o m e n t 
w h e re  I w as tu rn in g  away f r o m  th e  
m e d ia . W a tc h in g  a nd  re a d in g  the  
new s w as re a lly  in te r fe r in g  w ith  m y  
a b ility  to  be an  a c tiv is t. T h a t was 
b e fo re  th e  w eb  re a lly  existed; n o w  I 
th in k  i t ’s a lo t  eas ie r to  read  th e  
m e d ia  an d  be a n  ac tiv is t. B u t th e re  is 
a k in d  o f  to n e  to  th e  new spapers  th a t 
keeps y o u  pass ive— th e re ’s n e ve r 
any in fo rm a t io n  g ive n  a b o u t h o w  to  
w r ite  y o u r  co n g re ssm a n , o r  a b o u t 
w h a t b i l l  is  p e n d in g . I t ’s n o t  set u p  
fo r  ac ting .

D id n ’t  you a t  o n e  p o in t w r ite  fo r  
S e v e n te e n ?

I d id ; I h a d  fr ie n d s  w h o  w e re  e d i­
to rs  the re . O ne  t im e  th e y  asked m e  
to  do  a p iece a b o u t s u m m e r love. 
A n d  I ended  u p  w r it in g  a b o u t h av­
in g  th is  best f r ie n d  a t 15 a n d  ch a s in g  
these  boys, b u t  h o w  th e  rea l s u m m e r 
love  was b e tw een  m e  a nd  m y  best 
f r ie n d . A n d , am a z in g ly , th e y  p r in te d  
it .  A n d  I d id  a p iece a b o u t z ines , a nd  
th e y  p r in te d  p a rt o f  m y  nove l. I h ad  
a n ice  re la t io n s h ip  w ith  th e m .

A n d , o h  m y  god, I ju d g e d  th e ir  f ic ­
t io n  con tes t. I t  was o v e rw h e lm in g . I t  
was so w e ird , too, because I was 
ju d g in g  i t  i n  th e  m id d le  o f  th e  
’9 0 s — ’9 4  o r  ’ 95, I  th in k .  A n d  th e  
f i r s t  year I  ju d g e d , th e re  w e re  a lm o s t 
n o  gay cha rac te rs  in  th e  s to ries . B u t 
th e  second year, a fte r Melrose Place 
h a d  in tro d u c e d  a gay characte r, I ’d  
say a b o u t 10 p e rce n t o f  th e  s to ries  
h a d  a gay character. T h a t w as w h e n  I 
th o u g h t, W ow , p op  c u ltu re  is  really, 
re a lly  p o w e r fu l.  A t  le a s t w ith  
teenagers.

Is th e re  s o m e th in g  s h a re d  by th e  
d iffe re n t to p ics  y o u ’ve  c o v e re d , o n e  
s p ec ific  th in g  th a t ’s d ra w n  you to  
th e m ?  ( C ontinued oh page 91)



o n  la n g u a g e  by Julia S cott

I n m y  s e c o n d  y e a r  a s  a n
undergraduate at Sm ith College, I 
was witness to an epidemic. I t  

wasn’t  a disease, bu t i t  was conta­
gious; i t  wasn’t  deadly, bu t i t  was very, 
very annoying. I t  in fec ted  every 
wom an in  sight and struck at the 
student body’s m ost prized talent: 
our articulacy. Fearful that we w ould  
inadvertently offend one another, we 
stopped speculating, con jecturing, 
contradicting. We stopped th ink ing . 
We “ fe lt.”

I t  struck firs t in  the dorms.
“ But I feel like  tha t’s just absurd, 

you know  what I mean?”
“ Oh, totally. A nd  I also feel like...”
I watched, powerless, as i t  invaded 

all m y classes, fo rm in g  a soporific 
haze that th ickened every tim e  the 
phrase was uttered, d u llin g  the in te l­
lect and tu rn in g  discussions in to  
M iss C ongen ia lity  contests, w ith  
opin ions no sooner expressed than

they were w ithdraw n in  deference to 
others’ “experiences.”

I t  wasn’t  happen ing  on ly  in  
W om en’s Studies 101, w h ich  was 
notorious fo r devolving in to  theatri­
cal consciousness-raising sessions, 
and i t  wasn’t  just “ I feel like .” I t  was 
“ like ,” “ I m ean,” “you know?,” and 
various other colloquial throat-clear- 
ings. T ru th  be told, the problem  had 
festered unchecked fo r years.

I t  gained new prom inence when 
our college president, Ruth Simmons, 
took her private beef w ith  what she 
term ed “mallspeak” to the national 
media. O n the fro n t page o f  the 
Boston Globe, Simmons was quoted as 
saying, “ I t ’s m in im a lis t, i t ’s reduc­
tion ist, i t ’s repetitive, i t ’s imprecise, 
i t ’s inarticu la te , i t ’s vernacular. I t  
drives m e crazy.” Slanguage had 
become substance, and conversa­
tiona l tics became a staple o f  d inner­
tim e debate.

To calm  her nerves, S im m ons 
established a new series o f  speaking­
in tensive course requ irem ents fo r 
incom ing  students and encouraged 
professors to place m ore emphasis 
on oral presentations. The “ Speaking 
Across the  C u rr ic u lu m ” p rogram  
touched a national nerve, and the 
school was featured on A B C ’s Good 
M orning America and Fox News. In  
the meantim e, other colleges, in c lud ­
ing  Wesleyan, Stanford, M IT, and the 
Un ivers ity  o f  Pennsylvania, im p le ­
m ented s im ila r programs.

A t the height o f  the hoo-ha, the 
s ta ff o f  the Sm ith newspaper, the last 
bastion o f  coherence on campus, 
published an editoria l advising every­
one to ch ill out.

We daresay that Smith women, in 
most cases, can control their mouths 
and change their pattern of speech 
depending upon the situation with



practice.... How else would one 

explain Smith’s incredible success 

rate? It is doubtful that [it] could be 

chalked up to wowing employers 

with ever more inventive ways to uti­

lize the lo r d  'dud e . '

The hubbub subsided, but the 
plague did not. I knew I was in trou­
ble the day I found myself in dis­
agreement with another student. “I 
totally see where you’re coming

from,” I prefaced, “but I really feel 
like you could make the opposite 
argument. You know?”

Such locutions are ubiquitous 
among younger women. In response 
to a query I posted on the message 
boards at Chicklit, a website popu­
lated by women who revere correct 
grammar and eloquence (www.chick 
lit.com), one woman wrote:

I do think that in some ways it may be a 

sign o f insecurity to preface statements 

with “I feel...” instead o f “I think...” I’ve 

noticed that a lot o f women do this, even 

correcting themselves mid-stream.

Another weighed in on her own 
experience with indirect speech:

As a person who was often considered 

pushy and rude because I said what I 

thought, I am now careful to affect a 

passive tone o f voice, avoid direct eye 

contact and preface what I say with 

things like “I think,” and “one might

say,” and “some people might think.”

If this is a chick thing, what pro­
voked it? Does it imply insecurity, or 
is it a result o f social conditioning, or 
both? Why do we “feel” the need to 
apologize for our convictions?

In a 1981 essay on men’s and 
women’s speech patterns, Gloria 
Steinem argued that the popularity 
o f assertiveness training for women 
in the 1970s, which she deemed

“more reformist than revolutionary,” 
was partly responsible for a commu­
nication model that sought to assim­
ilate women into traditional “male” 
communication styles. (She also 
noted that female politicians who 
appear “too abrasive or aggressive” 
are frequently ridiculed.) Far from 
condemning the victims o f this gen­
dered social training, Steinem 
encouraged women to take pride in 
their “emotional expressiveness” 
and warned against imitating the 
“male ‘adult’ style.”

Maybe it’s simply that clear, direct 
speech is no longer in vogue. In a 
culture where we are still learning to 
tailor our tongues to politically cor­
rect standards, perhaps candor has 
been the casualty. One man on the 
Chicklit boards had a similar 
thought but couldn’t quite be sure. 
“I’ve always seen it as a symptom of 
society’s undervaluing of thinking 
and intelligence,” he wrote. “O f 
course, that could be just me.”

None o f this would worry me as 
much i f  it didn’t so perfectly con­
form to all those stereotypes about 
women that I want to avoid. You’ve 
heard it all before: Women personal­
ize everything. We’re polite and self- 
effacing. Our speech is theatrical, 
indirect, and badly suited to author­
ity. The first scholarly text to assem­
ble all these notions in one place was 
linguist Robin Lakoff’s 1975 study 
Language and Women’s Place, in

which she equated characteristics 
she observed in women’s spe e c h  
(hesitation, passive tones) with 
weakness and, in turn, femininity 
and deference. Although the work 
has since been subject to heavy crit­
icism (not least for the fact that it 
lacks any empirical basis for its 
claims), Lakoff’s ideas had the effect 
of validating and naturalizing many 
conclusions about women and were 
incorporated into other academic 
studies and pop culture.

Such ideas also reinforced assump­
tions about supposed uniquely femi­
nine talents and limitations; nowhere 
has the effect been more pronounced 
than in the workplace. Many a book 
has been written about women’s lead­
ership styles, and most of them read 
like how-to guides for the average 
working woman burdened with 
insensitive or recalcitrant male subor­
dinates. These trite little manuals 
analyze the inevitable misunder­
standings, (Continued on page 91)



on the page by trina robbins

darcy in wonderland
meet the first lady of goth comics

O ne day in 1990, ca rtoon is t
D ylan  W illia m s  to ld  me, 
“ H e re ’s som eth ing  you’l l  

like ,” and handed me a com ic book 
called Meatcake, by som ebody 
named Dame Darcy. He was righ t. I 
couldn’t  believe th is w om an’s style: a 
m arriage o f  gothic and girly, w ith  
ju s t a soupcon o f  Edward Gorey and 
a fi ne peppering o f  w it. Cavorting 
th rough the pages were bizarre and 
boozy characters— m ostly female—  
w ith  names like  Richard T. D ir t  and 
Strega Pez. There were m erm aids 
and a pair o f  Siamese tw ins named 
H indrence and Perfidia, and all o f  
them  (except the m ermaids) shared 
a p ropensity  fo r  w earing  striped 
stockings, as, I was soon to learn, d id  
the ir creatrix.

Twelve years later, by then hope­
lessly addicted to Meatcake, I took a 
d o ll-m a k in g  w orkshop w ith  the

Dame at Ladyfest Bay Area. Looking 
very m uch like  A lice in  W onderland, 
Darcy le t her magic fingers fly  over 
the m odeling clay, fashioning s lim  
arms and legs, long, delicate bodies, 
and fa iry  faces. The k lu tzy  class 
attempted to copy her graceful fig ­
ures, w ith  varying degrees o f  suc­
cess. W hen the workshop ended, I 
had completed fou r sausage-shaped 
lim bs and a deformed trunk. The 
pathetic body parts lay in  a basket in  
m y back room  fo r m onths before I 
adm itted fa ilu re  and tossed them. 
Darcy’s dolls, I realized, are Darcy 
herself, so nobody else can really 
make them . Finally, I bought a doll 
fro m  her. Now i t  sits on m y shelf, a 
t in y  Darcy doppelganger.

I ’ve since learned tha t Darcy 
makes m ore than comics and dolls. 
She tours around the w orld  w ith  her 
bands P lanet F illy  and Aye Aye

Captain and apparently plays every 
stringed ins trum ent in  the know n 
world. She writes, models, makes 
animated film s, and stars in  her own 
cable t v  show, Turn o f the Century, 
clips o f  w h ich were recently turned 
in to  a movie. Last w inter, Ten Speed 
Press released her firs t book, a collec­
tion  o f  stories illustrated in  character­
istic Darcy style. Frightful Fairytales is 
what the brothers G rim m  m igh t have 
w ritten  i f  they had been sisters, and a 
litt le  loopy at that. I s im ply had to 
in te rv iew  th is Renaissance Dame, 
bu t when I firs t phoned Darcy, she 
was about to leave on a tr ip  to Japan 
and Australia. I fina lly  reached her 
back home in  Los Angeles, six weeks 
later. Despite su ffe ring  fro m  the 
m other o f  all je t lags, she cheerfully 
discussed m urder ballads, septuage­
narian  dolls, and the friendsh ips 
shared by stringed instrum ents.



O k a y , so  f irs t  o f a ll, te l l  m e  w h a t  
you w e re  d o in g  in A u s tra lia .

I was in  A u s tra lia  a nd  Japan p ro ­
m o t in g  a nd  s ig n in g  F righ tfu l F a iry ­
tales, b u t  I  also ju s t  re leased a c d  

ca lled  M y  Eyes Have Seen the G lory. 
A n d  I  was to u r in g  and  
p e r fo rm in g  as w e ll as 
d o in g  b o o k  s ig n in g s .

All r ig h t, lis te n , I ’m  
g o in g  to  s ta r t  a t  th e  
v e ry  b e g in n in g , okay?
W h a t m a d e  you d e ­
c id e  to  d o  c o m ic s?

I ’ve a lw a ys  d o n e  
s e q u e n tia l a r t.  T h e  
f ir s t  b o o k  I w ro te  was 
w h e n  I was 2. I t  w as a 
l i t t le  series o f  p ic tu re s  
a b o u t cats b e in g  in  
love. I  w ro te  a to n  o f  
bo o ks  a fte r th a t; m y  
m o m  has a lo t  o f  
th e m . S ince I was 8, I 
re a lly  w a n te d  to  be an 
a n im a to r. W h e n  I was 
in  h ig h  schoo l, I  g o t a 
Love and Rockets com ic, 
a n d  i t  m ade  m e  re a lize  
th a t  y o u  can  be an  
u n d e rg ro u n d  ca rto o n ­
is t  fo r  a l iv in g . I m ean ,
I h a d  seen R o b e rt 
C ru m b ’s b ooks , a n d  H eavy M e ta l 
m a g a z in e . I k n e w  th a t co m ics  d id n ’t 
ju s t  have to  be l ik e  th e  ones in  th e  
paper; I k n e w  th e y  c o u ld  be w e ird . 
B u t i t  d id n ’t  becom e a re a lity  to  m e , 
th a t I c o u ld  w r ite  m y  o w n  c o m ic  and  
have i t  p u b lis h e d , u n t i l  I saw  Love 
and Rockets, a n d  I re a lize d  th is  b o o k  
w as a b o u t these  p u n k - ro c k  g ir ls , 
k in d  o f  l ik e  I  was, a n d  th a t i t  was 
abou t, y o u  kn o w , th e  d a ily  l i fe  o f  
these  g ir ls . I s ta rted  m a k in g  m o re  
c o m ic s  w i t h  th a t  id e a  in  m in d .  
S ta rtin g  to  d ra w  co m ics  was a good  
w ay to  b e g in  th e  process o f  b e in g  an 
a n im a to r  w ith o u t  th e  expense a nd  
t im e  o f  a n im a tin g . I w e n t to  San

F rancisco  A r t  In s t itu te  a n d  m a jo re d  
in  f i lm  a n d  s tu d ie d  a n im a tio n , b u t  I 
s t i l l  do  co m ics  because th e y ’re  ve ry  
in e xp e n s ive  to  p ro d u ce . I t ’s ju s t  in k  
a n d  paper.

W h e n  d id  th e  f irs t  M e a tc a k e  c o m e  
o u t?

I  s ta rted  s e lf-p u b lis h in g  Meatcake  
in  1 9 8 9 . I ’m  c u r re n t ly  d ra w in g  
no . 13 fo r  F an tag raph ics. I  love  b e in g  
a c a rto o n is t a n d  I ’l l  a lways m ake  
co m ics , b u t  I ’ve a lways in te n d e d  to  
be a f i lm m a k e r  a nd  an  a n im a to r  a nd  
m a ke  a t v  series, a n d  I  ju s t  d id  
co m ics  in  th e  m e a n w h ile  because I 
w a n te d  to  be p ro d u c tiv e  a n d  m ake  
s o m e th in g  w h ile  I  w as w a it in g . A n d  
as soon  as m y  co m ics  cam e o u t, I 
w e n t a ro u n d  to , y o u  kn o w , V ia c o m  
a n d  M T V  a nd  N ic k e lo d e o n  a n d  an y ­
o ne  I  c o u ld  th in k  o f  a n d  asked th e m  
to  h ir e  m e  as a n  a n im a to r  a n d

asked th e m  to  p ro d u ce  m y  t v  show. 
T h is  w as w h e n  I w as l ik e  22. A n d  
n o n e  o f  th e m  p ro d u c e d  m y  t v  

show, b u t  th e y  h ire d  m e  as an  a n i­
m a to r, a n d  I  g o t to  w o rk  w ith  a 
b u n c h  o f  d if fe re n t co m p a n ie s . I was 

in  N e w  Y o rk  C ity  
fo r  seven years and 
I n e v e r g o t m y  
t v  sh o w  p ro d u ce d ; 
everybody k e p t say­
in g ,  Y o u  s h o u ld  
m o ve  to  H o lly w o o d . 
A n d  I  was lik e , O h , 
i t ’s g o in g  to  suck. 
Is  i t  w o r th  it?  You 
kn o w , fo l lo w in g  th is  
d re a m  a ro u n d . I fee l 
lik e  tha t Chaka K han 
song— “ H e ’s m o v in g  
to  H o lly w o o d .”  I ’ve 
liv e d  h e re  fo r  a 
year an d  a h a l f  a nd  
i t  re a lly  d id  su ck , 
b u t n o w  e ve ry th in g ’s 
fin e .

L e t ’s ta lk  a b o u t  
y o u r b o o k , b e c a u s e  
I love y o u r book . I ’m  
s u re  o th e r  p e o p le  
h a ve  ta lk e d  a b o u t  
y o u r s im ila r ity  to  
E d w a rd  G o re y . In  

th is  b o o k  e s p e c ia lly , i t ’s th e  c o m b i­
n a tio n  o f, a s  you say , fr ig h tfu l a n d  
ju s t  d a r lin g  V ic to r ia n , s w e e t  fa iry -  
n e ss . T h e  Q u e e n  o f S p a d e s  is o n e  
o f m y  fa v o r ite s , w h e re  s h e  h a s  th e  
“ fr in g e  h o ld e r” fo r  w h e n e v e r  sh e  
n e e d s  to  a d d  fr in g e  to  s o m e th in g .  
I t  m a k e s  so  m u c h  s e n s e .

Yeah, w e ll, I re a lly  love  G orey, b u t 
I th in k  w h a t h a p pen ed  is  m o re  th a t I 
re a lly  l ik e  il lu s tra to rs  f ro m  th e  la te 
1 9 th  ce n tu ry , a n d  so d id  G orey. So I 
so rt o f  s ta rted  e m u la t in g  th a t style 
b e fo re  I saw  h is  w o rk , a n d  th e n  
w h e n  I saw  it ,  I was h a p p y  th a t th e re  
was so m ebody  else w h o  h a d  a s im i­
la r  sty le . M y  p a ren ts  w e re  h ip p ie s ,



b u t w e  h ad  an  a n tiq u e  h o m e , w ith  a 
lo t  o f  a n tiq u e  s tu ff,  a nd  m y  m o m  
was re a lly  cra fty , a n d  she m ade  h e r 
o w n  c lo thes  a n d  l ik e d  to  e m b ro id e r  
a n d  s tu ff. A n d  m y  dad  w as a fo lk  
m u s ic ia n  a n d  p a in te r. I used  to  p e r­
fo rm  w ith  h im  a ll th e  t im e . A n d  he  
ta u g h t m e  to  p a in t  a nd  d ra w  a n d  
s tu ff. A n d  even th o u g h  w e  w ere  l iv ­
in g  in  th e  ’70s, i t  w as ve ry  m u c h  n o t 
l ik e  l iv in g  in  th e  ’70s, p a r t ly  because 
I was a c h ild  a nd  p a rt ly  because [we 
liv e d  in ] Id a h o  [and  it ]  w a sn ’t  re a lly  
u p  to  date  as fa r  as w h a t was g o in g  
o n  a t th e  m o m e n t. T h e  c o m m u n ity  
w e liv e d  in , i t  was l ik e  l iv in g  in  one 
o f  th o s e  tra in -s e t  to w n s — a l i t t le  
c h u rc h , a l i t t le  store , a l i t t le  p la y ­
g ro u n d , a l i t t le  schoo l. I t  was a t im e ­
less p lace. W h e n  I  go b ack  to  Id a h o  
Falls now , e v e ry th in g ’s s t i l l  th e  sam e.

I  re a lly  lo ve d  A  C h ild ’s Garden o f  
Verses, by  R obe rt L o u is  S tevenson. I t  
h a d  il lu s tra t io n s  th a t lo o k e d  ve ry  
P re -R aphae lite . A n d  I ha d  a lo t o f  the  
A lice  in  W onderland  s tu f f  w ith  th e  
John  T e n n ie l i l lu s t ra t io n s .  [A lic e ] 
was a b ig  dea l to  m e . I h a d  a re a lly  
good  b o o k— i t  was th e  u n a b rid g e d  
A lice  in  W onderland  a n d  i t  a lso h a d  
o th e r p o e try  w o rk s  b y  Lew is C a rro ll. 
A n d  I s ta rted  re a d in g  th a t w h e n  I

was p ro b a b ly  8 o r  9 , a n d  I ju s t  w e n t 
c razy a n d  m e m o r iz e d  a lo t  o f  th e  
p o e try — I w as re a lly  in to  w r it in g  
p o e try  a t th e  t im e . L o n g  s to ries  th a t 
rh y m e d . Som e o f  th e  books th a t I 
w ro te  w h e n  I  w as 8 o r 9  w e re  these 
lo n g  s to ries  th a t rh y m e d , w ith  l i t t le  
p ic tu re s .

W h a t a b o u t y o u r d o lls?  I lo ve  y o u r  
do lls . T h e r e ’s a  m a g ic  to  y o u r d o lls . 
I s e e  y o u r d o lls  a ll a s  lit t le  D arc ys .

I ’m  t r y in g  to  m a ke  fa ir ie s . M y  
m o th e r ’s g o d m o th e r had  n in e  c h i l­
d re n , a n d  she liv e d  in  th is  a m a z in g ly

m a g ica l, g ia n t V ic to r ia n  ho u se  in  
Pasadena, C a lifo rn ia . A n d  h e r b ack­
y a rd  h a d  a ll these  b lo o m in g  flo w e rs , 
a n d  a b ig  s ta tue  o f  M ary, a nd  I ’d  go 
o u t in  th e  backya rd  a n d  lis te n  to  the  
w in d  c h im e s , a n d  I  c o u ld  see th e  
fa ir ie s  f ly in g  a ro u n d  a n d  h e a r th e m  
s in g in g . A n d  I  used  to  ju s t  s tand  
th e re  lo o k in g  a t th e m  a n d  lis te n in g  
to  th e m  s in g in g . I be lieve  in  fa ir ie s  
a n d  ghosts , a n d  I love  m e rm a id s , 
a nd  I  be lieve  in  w itc h c ra ft.

B a c k  to  th e  d o lls — h a v e  you re a d  
W om en Who R un w ith th e  Wolves? 
T h e  a u th o r, w h o  is a  J u n g ia n  p sy ­
c h o a n a ly s t ,  d e c o n s tr u c ts  fa iry  
ta le s  a n d  fa b le s . A nd  th e r e ’s th is  
o n e  s to ry  o f  V a s ilis a  a n d  B a b a  
Y a g a ....

O h, I ’m  rea lly , re a lly  in to  th a t 
s to ry ! She ’s g o t a l i t t le  d o ll, a n d  th e  
d o ll ta lks  to  her.

T h a t  m a d e  m e  th in k  o f  th e  d ra w in g  
in F rig h tfu l Fairy ta les , o f th e  p o o r  
l i t t le  g irl w h o s e  fa th e r  is a  g a m ­
b ler, a n d  s h e ’s g o t h e r  b ro o m , a n d  
in h e r  p o c k e t th e r e ’s a  l it t le  do ll 
w h o  a ls o  h a s  a  b ro o m .

Yeah, I re a lly  love  th a t story. D o lls  
have a re a lly  b ig  s ig n ific a n c e  in  m o s t

p e o p le ’s lives . I b e t eve rybody you  
k n o w  has a d o ll.

O h , a b s o lu te ly . As you k n o w , I c o l­
le c t th e m . A nd  I ’m  s u re  you c o lle c t  
th e m , rig h t?

I have one  specia l d o ll,  Isabe lle . 
W h e n e ve r I ’m  n o t a t h o m e , I  re a lly  
m is s  h e r; I can ’t  b r in g  h e r o n  to u r  
w ith  m e  because she ’s w ay  too  fra g ­
ile . She’s 7 6  years o ld . She used  to  
p a rty  m o re , but, th e n  h e r n e ck  r ip p e d  
a n d  I h ad  to  take  h e r to  the  
d o ll h o sp ita l, a nd  i t  was 
a b ig  t ra u m a . So

n o w  she takes i t  easy. I  th in k  o f  h e r 
as b e in g  k in d  o f  m y  a lte r ego; she ’s 
been  th e re  fo r  m e . She’s even go t 
h e r  o w n  l i t t le  ro o m . I l iv e  in  th is  
b e a u t ifu l V ic to r ia n  house  in  Echo 
Park. I t ’s l ik e  a d o llh o u se , a n d  m y  
ro o m  lo o ks  l ik e  a d o ll sh ip . A n d  in  
m y  ro o m  is  a s m a lle r  ro o m , and  
th a t ’s Is a b e lle ’s ro o m . She has a l i t ­
tle  bed  a n d  a l i t t le  t ru n k ,  a n d  she 
used  to  have a l i t t le  p ia n o , b u t  i t  go t 
le f t  in  N ew  Y o rk  w h e n  I m oved . A n d  
she has h u n d re d s  o f  cabare t cos­
tu m e s  because w e  u se d  to  p e r fo rm  
every w e e k  in  N e w  Y o rk . A n d  she 
s t i l l  p e rfo rm s , because th a t ’s th e  one 
th in g  she ’s re a lly  good  at. She has a 
l i t t le  b a n jo  a nd  a l i t t le  ta m b o u r in e , 
a n d  I p la y  those in s tru m e n ts , too.

W h a t e ls e  d o  you p lay?
I p la y  b a n jo , ta m b o u r in e , 

s in g in g  saw, a u to h a rp , an d  
I s ta r te d  p la y in g  m a n ­
d o lin , b u t  i t  b ro ke . So I 
can ’t  re a lly  o f f ic ia lly  say I 
p lay  th a t. I a lso p lay  e lec­
t r ic  bass. M y  dad plays 
gu ita r, ban jo , bass, m a n ­
d o lin , and  au to h a rp  too.
O nce  y o u  le a rn  a 
s tr in g e d  in s tru m e n t, i t ’s

easy to  trans la te  th a t 
to  o th e r s tr in g e d  
in s tru m e n ts .



I ’v e  ju s t  s ta r te d  ta k in g  u k u le le  
les so n s.

U ku le les are adorable. I ’ve been 
booked w ith  uku le le  players a lo t at 
shows, and I th in k  th a t banjos and 
uku le les are friends. They k in d  o f  
come fro m  the same place. I t ’s like  
th is  jazz-baby th in g ; uku le le  rea lly  
took  o f f  in  the ’20s. I t ’s a good 
in s tru m e n t to  sta rt w ith  because you 
can lea rn  a few  chords on  i t  and 
come u p  w ith  a song p re tty  easily.

I have a bluegrass a lb u m  th a t was 
ju s t released on  a Seattle label called 
Bop Tart Records. A n d  then  D am e  
D arcy ’s Greatest H its  has a ll ban jo, a ll 
the  tim e — ju s t a ban jo  bonanza. A n d  
m y  dad’s on  there, s ing ing . T here ’s 
one l it t le  track o f  m e and m y  dad 
w h e n  I  was 7 o r 8, maybe. I t ’s rea lly  
cute. I learned h o w  to  p lay the  auto ­
harp  w hen  I  was 5, fo r a ta len t con­
test. A n d  I s t ill p lay one o f  the songs 
I p layed then. I t ’s called “ G reen­
lan d ,”  and i t ’s about a w h a lin g  sh ip  
th a t gets sunk.

O h , y es . “ G re e n la n d  is a  d re a d fu l  
p lac e , a  p lace  th a t ’s n e v e r g re e n /  
W h e re  th e r e ’s ice  a n d  s n o w  a n d  
th e  w h a le  f is h e s  b lo w .. .”

Yes! H o w  do you  k n o w  th a t song?

B e c a u s e  I lo ve  o ld  fo lk  son g s!
T h a t song’s co m in g  o u t on  m y  

next record  w ith  Aye Aye Captain. 
We do sea chanteys, b u t we also do 
ro ck  songs and change o ld  tra d i­
tio n a l s tu f f  in to  rock  s tu ff. W e’re 
a lm ost done m ix in g  it.

I ’m  ju s t ta k in g  a  w ild  g u e s s  th a t  
you a ls o  do  a  lo t o f  m u rd e r  b a lla d s .

I was nam ed after a m u rd e r ba l­
lad. I t ’s called “ Darcy Farrow.” I t ’s 
about a g ir l, k in d  o f  a cow g irl. She 
had a w h ite  horse, and the horse 
th re w  h e r and she died, and her 
lover shot h im s e lf  in  the  head and 
they  were b u rie d  together in  the 
snow. T h a t’s the song I was nam ed

after. M y  parents were p re d e te rm in ­
in g  m y  fate. M y  dad ta u g h t m e 
“ G reen land” fo r  a ta len t show at m y  
school. A n d  i t ’s a rea lly  m o rb id  song 
w ith  sw earing  in  i t  and sailors dying. 
I t  was p re tty  heavy fo r  m y  dad to 
th in k  to teach m e th a t one w hen  I 
was 5. H e d id n ’t  s ta rt o u t w ith  som e­
th in g  cute.

A  lo t o f  the  stories in  Meatcake  are 
based a round  fa iry  tales and a round  
m u rd e r ballads because they ’re  so 
ro m a n tic  and b e a u tifu l b u t so tragic. 
Same as life .

A n d  you  a ls o  to o k  s o m e  o f yo u r  
s to r ie s  fro m  th e  b o o k  W isconsin  
D e a th  Trip, r ig h t?  [W is c o n s in  
D e a th  T rip  is h is to ria n  M ic h a e l 
L esy ’s 1973 a cco u n t o f  th e  d e p re s ­
s ion a n d  p o ve rty  th a t le d  to  a  
b iz a r re  s e r ie s  o f  m u rd e rs , s u i­
c ides, a n d  ep iso d es  o f  insan ity  
a m o n g  th e  res id en ts  o f  a  ru ra l 
W isconsin tow n in th e  la te  19th  
century. — Ed.] I s a w  th e  m o v ie  o f 
it  ju s t  b e c a u s e  I ’d re a d  y o u r  
c o m ic s .

W isconsin D eath  T rip  was m y  b ib le  
fo r years. Since the  en tire  to w n  was 
acting  tha t way, and they were in  the 
m id d le  o f  now here , the  weirdness 
ju s t became no rm a lity . A n d  g row in g  
u p  in  Idaho Falls, Idaho, is very s im ­
ila r  to  tha t, in  a way. W h en  I le ft 
Idaho  and w e n t to  a rt school, Tw in  
Peaks had ju s t started. David  Lynch 
is fro m  M issou la , M ontana, and I 
knew  th a t he was w r it in g  about the 
way th ing s  rea lly  are in  sm a ll ru ra l 
to w n s , and  h o w  th in g s  get th a t 
dem ented and b iza rre . I had ju s t le ft 
th is  tow n , and n o w  there  was a fic ­
tio n a l to w n  on  t v  tha t was so s im ila r  
to the  way m y  life  was in  Idaho. I 
rea lly  like  D avid  Lynch.

S o  w h a t ’s n e x t fo r  you?
I ’m  w o rk in g  on  ano ther g raphic 

novel, Gasoline. A n d  s im u ltaneously, 
I  w o u ld  like  to  m ake i t  in to  a screen­

p lay so th a t i t  can becom e a m ovie , 
and try  to  get i t  p roduced here. I t ’s 
a postapoca lyp tic  a c tion -rom ance - 
adventure.

T h is  w ho le  try ing-to -ge t-in to -the- 
m ovies business is such a boys’ club. 
E veryth ing  I do is th is  w e ird  boys’ 
c lub— except the d o ll m ak in g . C om ­
ics is a boys’ c lub, f i lm  is a boys’ 
c lub, and rock  bands and the  m us ic  
in d u s try  is a boys’ c lub. A n d  m y  take 
on  a ll th is  s tu f f  is rea lly  fe m in in e , 
b u t the  fie lds I w a n t to  w o rk  in  are 
very m ale  dom ina ted . I  w o rk  w ith  
o the r w o m e n  film m a ke rs  and a n i­
m ators a ll the  tim e , b u t w h a t hap­
pened a lo t w h e n  I was w o rk in g  w ith  
[Tu rn  o f  the Century  director, producer, 
and ed ito r] Lisa H a m m e r— she shot 
and edited everyth ing  herse lf, and I 
k n o w  h o w  to edit, too, and w o u ld  be 
w ith  h e r the re  fo r the  e d itin g  p ro ­
cess. A n d  [guys] w o u ld  be like , “ Oh, 
these are yo u r movies? W ho  helped 
you  m ake them ?”

Fuck you! W h a t do you  m ean, w ho 
helped us m ake them ? For people to 
be saying th is  in  the  ’90s m ade m e 
so m ad. A n d  these guys were f i lm ­
m akers. A n y  m onkey  w h o  goes to 
f i lm  school can lea rn  h o w  to push  an 
e d itin g  bu tton .

G ra b  y o u r  d o lly  a n d  h e a d  o n  d o w n  
to  y o u r  lo c a l in d e p e n d e n t  b o o k s to re  
fo r  a  c o p y  o f  F r ig h tfu l F a iry ta le s ,  a n d  
k e e p  y o u r e y e s  p e e le d  fo r  th e  J u n e  
2 0 0 3  r e le a s e  o f  D a m e  D a r c y ’s 
M e a tc a k e  C o m p ila t io n .  A n d , o h , k e e p  
up  w ith  D a m e  D a rc y ’s m a n y  d if ­
f e r e n t  d o in g s  a t  w w w .d a m e d a rc y .c o m . 
R e tire d  c a r to o n is t  T r in a  R o b b in s  
tu rn e d  h e r  ta le n ts  to  fe m in is t  p o p  c u l­
tu r e  m o re  th a n  10 y e a rs  a g o , w h e n  s h e  
w r o te  h e r  f i r s t  b o o k  o n  w o m e n  
c a r to o n is ts , th e  n o w  o u t -o f -p r in t  A  
C e n tu ry  o f  W o m e n  C a r to o n is ts . S in c e  
th e n , s h e ’s w r it te n  10 m o re  b o o k s , 
in c lu d in g  o n e  a b o u t d a rk  g o d d e s s e s  
( E te rn a lly  B a d ) a n d  h e r  la te s t ,  T e n d e r  
M u rd e r e rs :  W o m e n  W h o  K ill. A s id e  
fro m  w r it in g  a b o u t  w o m e n  w h o  k ill, 
s h e  s till lik e s  to  w r ite  a b o u t  k ille r  
w o m e n  c a r to o n is ts .



open le tte r

Dear Fox,
Thanks, Fox. I  m ean, I hate you, 

Fox. I m ean...w hen does Tem ptation  
Is land  3 start, again?

T h is  is w h a t i t ’s com e to. W hen  
W ho W ants to M a rry  a M u lt im il l io n ­
a ire?  p rem ie red  back in  2 0 0 0 , i t  was 
undoubted ly  the m ost jaw -dropp ing ly  
tacky te lev is ion  concept since...well, 
ever. A  b u n ch  o f  w o m e n  in  w edd ing  
gow ns com p e ting  to  m a rry  some 
guy^whose o n ly  kn o w n  fea ture  was 
th a t he had money? W h a t cou ld  be 
m ore  sym ptom a tic  o f  pop cu ltu re ’s 
d isda in  fo r  gender equa lity  than  a 
show d e te rm ine d  to  p ortray  w om en  
as soulless, marriage-obsessed gold  
d iggers and m e n  as s ilicone-breast- 
addled Neanderthals?

Tem ptation Is lands 1 and 2?
W ho W ants to Be a Princess?
Love Cruise?
Joe M illio n a ire ?
M aybe you ’d lik e  to  be re m e m ­

bered fo r  in c re d ib ly  w itty , cu ltu ra lly

re le v a n t p ro g ra m m in g  lik e  The 
Simpsons and T h a t ’70s Show. B u t 
don ’t  k id  yourse lf, Fox. Your legacy is 
rea lity  t v . Cheesy rea lity  t v . Your 
legacy is a ll-A m erican  w o m e n  w ith  
p re -le a th e ry  faces and  ta n n e d  
breasts s tra in in g  against b ik in i tops, 
and m en  coated in  the  en tire  con­
tents o f  a bottle  o f  L.A. Looks h a ir 
gel. Y our legacy is Darva Conger.

There  are people w ho  c la im  th a t 
the  p rob le m  w ith  you, Fox, is  tha t 
you ’re  pe rp e tua tin g  the  idea th a t 
w o m e n  are co llective ly va in , shallow, 
m an ipu la tive , and m oneygrubb ing . 
I don ’t  agree. You m ay be perpetua t­
in g  the  idea th a t w o m e n  w ho  expect 
to f in d  love and happiness in  the 
rea lity  t v  circus are va in , m a n ip u la ­
tive, and m oneygrubb ing , b u t th a t’s 
rea lly  ano the r issue. No, m y  p rob ­
le m  w ith  you  and yo u r p ro g ra m ­
m in g  is s im p ly  tha t, as sickening ly, 
g id d ily  sleazy as i t  is, you ’ve suc­
ceeded. You’ve overru led  the  people 
w ho  k n o w  better, the  ones w ho  decry

gender s te reotyp ing  in  th e ir  da ily  
in te rac tions, the  ones w ho  cam pa ign  
against in s titu tio n a l instances o f  the 
k in d  o f  sexism  yo u r p rog ram s p u t 
fo rth , the  ones w ho  rea lly  w a n t to 
believe th a t people aren’t  as d u m b  or 
m ean  as th e y  act. Those people 
g lued  to  the  set fo r  every episode o f  
Joe M illio n a ire , to m  between despis­
in g  M elissa and h o p in g  she w o u ld  
“w in ” ? T h a t was us. You can’t  w r in g  
y o u r hands at the h o rro r  o f  i t  a ll 
w h e n  one o f  those hands is h it t in g  
the  “on” b u tto n  and the  o the r is d ig ­
g in g  in to  a bag o f  ke ttle  com .

Once u po n  a tim e , we were s till 
capable o f  be ing  shocked by som e­
th in g  lik e  W ho W ants to M a rry  a 
M u ltim ill io n a ire ?  N ow  you ’ve got us 
n u m b e d  by th e  ever-esca la ting  
insanity. Y our latest entry, M a rr ie d  by 
A m erica , takes as its  p rem ise  the  fact 
th a t m arriages and divorces can be 
entered in to  and shaken o f f  as l ig h tly  
as d a n d ru ff, w ith  about the  same 
e m o tiona l w e igh t. B ridezillas , yo u r



one-off special about nuptial insanity, packed a reception- 
hall’s worth of misogynist stereotypes—women are vac­
uous! obsessed with weddings! capable of violent rages 
when not treated like princesses and given very expen­
sive jewelry!—into an hour-long special, but the only 
public protest was mounted by a Boston-based group 
called the Bridal Survival Club, who just wanted people 
to understand that being a bride can be very stressful. 
The rest of us were thinking, Okay, but when does Man 
vs. Beast come on? I want to see that Olympic sprinter try 
to outrun a giraffe! That, Fox, is the extent to which 
you’ve made us your bitch.

And maybe the worst thing about it is that you’ve con­
vinced the other networks that you’ve got the right idea. 
ABC, for instance, probably used to laugh up its Brooks 
Brothers sleeve at your tawdry efforts to become a prime­
time contender. Now it ’s broadcasting Are You Hot? and 
enticing viewers to listen to Bachelorette Trista Rehn dis­
cuss her inability to have what she insisted on calling an 
“O.” With competition for ratings and ad dollars increas­
ing all the time, what could possibly be next in the reality 
sweepstakes? Who’s Got the Shiniest Cervix? Who Died and 
Left the Best-Looking Corpse?

Television analysts seem to think that the proliferation 
of reality shows has increased in direct proportion to peo­
ple’s fear about the world, that they function as necessary 
escapism in a climate of constant anxiety. But is it our own 
growing misanthropy that’s responsible for the creation of 
reality programming, or is the programming itself mak­
ing us increasingly misanthropic? You didn’t invent real­
ity t v , of course. But you’ve certainly gone further than 
anyone in hijacking what “reality” actually means.

Maybe I ’ve got you all wrong. Maybe you’re on our 
side. Maybe all these dating-and-mating shows are part 
of some grand evil-genius plan to rid the world of the 
shallow, the sexist, and the greedy by pairing them up 
and hoping that the rules o f Darwinism will ensure that 
they eventually dumb themselves out of existence. But I 
suspect that in your own cynicism you think these people 
are the fittest, at least for your purposes. That the ones 
who believe love can be won, or bought, or dialed in by 
the viewing audience are a lot more useful than those of 
us who don’t, and we’re the ones who will, in the end, 
quietly go away.

I love you, Fox. Shut up, Fox. And, Fox, please pass the 
kettle corn.





B a l l s  O u t

Gurinder Chadha talks about her big fat footie film,
Interview by Andrea Richards



GURINDER CHADHAS CINEMATIC LANDSCAPE
bursts w ith the sort o f cultural cross-pollination that we 
encounter all the time in  the real world, but to which 
Hollywood seems oddly, w illfu lly  oblivious. In exploring 
the experiences o f first- and second-generation im m i­
grants, she makes a point o f showing characters audi­
ences aren’t used to seeing onscreen. Her debut feature, 
the critically acclaimed Bhaji on the Beach (1993), follows 
a group o f British-South Asian women on a day trip  to 
the seashore and poignantly illuminates the varied con­
flicts o f their lives. What’s Cooking? (2000) portrays four 
ethnically diverse yet sim ilarly dysfunctional Los 
Angeles families as they each prepare Thanksgiving din­
ner. The entertaining film  opened the 2000 Sundance-  
Film Festival and earned Chadha a London Film Critics 
Award for best British director. 

As a Kenyan-born Anglo-Indian, Chadha, who began 
her career as a BBC reporter and documentarian, is at 
home w ith hybridity. And her artistic choices celebrate, 
without simplifying, the complexify o f hyphenated iden­
tities. In  all her films, individuals struggle to balance 
their personal desires with the pressures they feel from 
various parts o f their lives, and families attempt to 
achieve some sort o f unity while avoiding conformity or 
uniformity. History and tradition may go head-to-head 
with modernity and social change, but, she suggests, we 
can still have our chapatis and eat them too.

These themes converge once again in  Chadha’s latest 
film , Bend It Like Beckham, which poses an interesting  
question: What i f  David Beckham— star Manchester 
United football player and tabloid-staple husband of 
Victoria Adams (a.k.a. Posh Spice)—had been a girl? 
More specifically, a London-dwelling Sikh girl whose 
football playing is lim ited to pickup games in  the local 
park—which is too much for her traditional patents, 
who th ink she’d be better o ff learning to cook aldo gobi 
and marrying a nice Indian boy.

Jess, the 18-year-old heroine o f Bend It Like Beckham 
(played by charismatic newcomer Parminder Nagra), 
pursues her dream o f becoming a professional football 
player and along the way learns to bend a lot more than 
the path o f a soccer ball. This coming - of- age story 
explores the confines o f fem ininity and cultural identity 
w ith humor and understanding. I t ’s a feel-good comedy 
with enough action-packed footie-pitch sequences to 
knock your cleats off, as Jess and her best friend, Jules, 
find camaraderie and confidence on the field; confront 
basic female-athlete issues such as taunting from guys, 
accusations o f lesbianism, and interference from disap­
proving parents; sort out the love triangle that arises

with their coach; and balance family demands w ith their 
own ambitions (pivotal plot point: Jess’s big sister’s wed­
ding is on the same day as an all-important match).

Even reviewers who’ve criticized the film  for being 
formulaic can’t resist its charm. As Australian critic Paul 
Byrnes notes, “Much o f the script, cowritten by Chadha, 
is predictable, but films are like other people: i f  they 
make you laugh, you warm to them.” Yes, i t ’s got a utop­
ian ending, but happy endings are what some movies 
are all about. As for me, I ’m  darn happy to see a couple 
o f smart and talented girls actually win, and to see eth­
nic diversity portrayed as a given in  everyday life. So are 
film goers: Beckham scored the seventh highest ever 
opening-weekend grosses in  the U.K., and girls in India 
were so inspired by the film  that they started the coun­
try’s first girls’ football league. Plus, it ’s been a favorite 
at festivals around the globe, winning the audience vote 
for best film  at the Sydney Film Festival and the Prix du 
Public audience award at Switzerland’s Locarno Film 
Festival. (The film  opened statewide on March 12.)

Bitch caught up with Chadha by telephone as she was 
on location in  India, mixing-the music for her latest tilnTT” 
a suitably expectation-defying Bollywood-style musical 
version o f Pride and Prejudice.  I t m ight seem like an 
unlikely match, but it  isn’t  so odd when you consider 
that Chadha and Jane Austen share an obvious affection 
for  their characters, and both love to point out, w ith 
p unchy irreverence, the absurdity in  the social mores o f

their respective eras. I t ’s another perfect project for a 
director who’s bent the rules with some fancy footwork 
o f her own.

What inspired you to make a film about girls who want to be 
professional football players?

Seeing how much football takes over life in  Europe 
and Britain during the World Cup. I t ’s a national phe­
nomenon. Anytime England plays, especially against



especially from the Indian family’s point o f view. So I 
took these two national obsessions and combined them.

How have reactions to the film varied in different countries?
The response in India has been particularly interest­

ing. The success here has been enormous, and it ’s taken 
everyone by surprise, particularly because the indige­
nous Bollywood film  industry is in a terrible state at the 
moment. There have been very few hit films over the last

Germany or Argentina, the whole country stands still. 
No one is on the streets—everyone is at the pubs, or at 
home glued to the television. I thought, My god, this 
game has taken over the national psyche. Wouldn’t it 
be great to take all this energy, this world of football, 
and make it a woman’s world? An Indian woman’s 
world, at that.

I needed something to balance this fervor around foot­
ball as a national pastime, and I thought, marriage—



year in  Ind ia , and w hen Beckham came out, the whole 
country, in c lu d in g  the f i lm  industry, took to it. G iven 
tha t the f i lm  is in  English and not your usual sing ing- 
and-dancing affair, the fact tha t the pub lic  in  Ind ia  liked  
i t  so m uch  was very su rp ris ing .

I live  in  England and am  considered w hat they call 
here in  Ind ia  an n r i ,  nonresident Ind ian . I was b rough t 
up  in  B rita in , and I ’ve never lived  in  Ind ia— in  fact, m y 
grandparents le ft Ind ia  in  the late 1800s and m oved to 
East A frica , w h ich  is where I was born. B ut one o f  the 
really sweet th ings  tha t occurred w ith  the f i lm ’s popu la r­
ity  is tha t w hen I w alked dow n the street in  Ind ia , people 
w ou ld  come up  and te ll me how  m uch  they liked  it. O f

course, film m ake rs  get tha t everywhere, b u t here they 
said, “W e’re really p roud  o f  you— you’ve made Ind ia  
p roud .” I t ’s a b it  w eird , since I ’m  n o t fro m  Ind ia , b u t i t ’s 
also w onderfu l to be embraced like  that.

I set ou t to make a f i lm  that was go ing to be popu lar 
w ith  audiences in  England, pa rticu la rly  g irls . I w anted to 
te ll the story fro m  a g ir l’s p o in t o f  view, about the idea o f  
w ho decides and defines w hat fe m in in ity  is. O f course, 
in  Beckham the g irls  have th e ir ow n ideas; Jess is push­
in g  the boundaries o f  w hat i t  means to be a g ir l and 
Ind ian , in  a typ ical k in d  o f  way, and Jules is push ing  
them  in  a very contem porary, tom boyish, assertive type 
o f  way. A n d  the g ir ls ’ parents a ll have d iffe ren t ideas o f  
w ha t i t  means to be fem in ine , too. Basically, the w hole 
f i lm  is a discourse on fe m in in ity , so I knew  tha t w om en 
and g irls  w ou ld  enjoy it, b u t I wasn’t expecting i t  to  reach 
so m any people o f  d iffe re n t age groups. The box office 
num bers we had in  B rita in  [suggest] tha t nearly every­
one in  the coun try  w ho goes to the cinem a w ent to see 
Beckham. That means old pensioners, grandparents, and 
really young k ids— 5- and 6-year-olds. I d idn ’t  expect the 
f i lm  to have such w ide  appeal. 

I w en t ou t to Manchester to  do a q&a, and they to ld  me 
i t  was on three screens in  the m u ltip le x  and they were all 
sold out. A nd  I thought, W ell, they m us t have a b ig  Asian

com m unity . A n d  then  w hen I walked in to  the theater, 
[the audience] was com plete ly w h ite . In  fact, the tabloids 
in  B rita in  don ’t  discuss i t  as an In d ia n  f i lm ; they con­
sider i t  fa ir ly  and squarely a B ritish  comedy.

Do you think that's a reflection of how much the concept of what 
it is to be British has opened to multiculturalism?

Totally and utterly. W hen I made I 'm  British But... [a 
30-m inu te  docum entary exp loring  second-generation 
B ritish -S o u th  A sian  iden tity  and acid bhangra m usic] in  
1989, i t  was a d iffe re n t w orld . A n d  now  i t  makes m e 
proud  to come fro m  England, because the w hole  debate 
about cu ltu ra l id e n tity  has opened up. Now i t ’s n o t jus t

w rite rs , artists, and in te llectua ls— such as the w o rk  o f  
Salman Rushdie or film s  like  M y Beautiful Laundrette—  
w ho have pushed those boundaries; i t ’s po litic ians and 
all sorts o f  o ther people w ho have said, Fair’s fa ir— I ’m  a 
part o f  B ritish  cu ltu re , so accept it. I t ’s extrem ely diverse. 
I love that, and I ’m  not sure i t ’s like  that in  o ther coun­
tries. C erta in ly the rest o f  Europe isn ’t  acknow ledging 
and accepting d iversity in  such a tho rough  way.

I actually got a le tte r fro m  Tony B la ir saying how  
m uch  he loved the f i lm  and tha t i t  con firm ed  fo r h im  
how  w onderfu l B rita in ’s m u ltic u ltu ra lis m  is. I t  had a b it 
o f  a po litic ian ’s sp in  on it, b u t i t  was s till nice.

Gender expectations are just one of the traditional values Jess 
runs up against. She fails in love with her Irish soccer coach, and 
that creates a whole host of other racial and cultural clashes.

I hate the w ord  “clash,” as in  “cu ltu re  clashes.” I don ’t 
th in k  o f  those encounters as clashes at all. I  come fro m  
a very priv ileged position: Those o f  us w ho are b ilin g u a l 
and p lu ra l cu ltura lly, w ho have access to so m any cu l­
tures tha t make up w ho we are, see the w o rld  very d if ­
fe ren tly  than people w ho on ly speak one language and 
have on ly  experienced one cu ltu re . Those people are 
generally m ore  fea rfu l o f  d ifference, whereas w e’re com ­
fortable w ith  i t  and [see i t  as] som eth ing  to be enjoyed.



M Y  M O M ’ S  

W H O L E  M I S S I O N

w h e n  I  w a s  g r o w i n g  u p  w a s  g e t t i n g  m e  

t o  c o o k  p e r f e c t  I n d i a n  f o o d — i t  d i d n ’ t  

m a t t e r  w h a t  I  w a s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n .  I  n e v e r  

w a n t e d  t o  p l a y  f o o t b a l l  s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  b u t

I  D I D  A L W A Y S  W A N T  T O  D O  

T H I N G S  D I F F E R E N T L Y .

Why did you choose David Beckham as Jess’s idol?
In  a f i lm  tha t was about g irls  rede fin ing  fe m in in ity , I 

needed to make sure the hero was a m an w ho was w o r­
thy  o f  Jess’s attention. Beckham is a fantastic m an— a 
great athlete, devoted husband, lov ing  father. H e pushes 
the boundaries o f  w ha t is considered m asculine— he’s 
no t afra id  o f  h is  fe m in in e  side. H e wears a sarong, has 
h is nails done, wears nice clothes, and likes to get h is ha ir 
done. H e ’s a huge gay icon, and he doesn’t  shun that—  
he ’s qu ite  happy about it. M ore than  that, he’s a m an  
w ho ’s n o t afra id  to a dm it he was w rong  and goes on t v  
to apologize fo r being im m ature . H e has single-handedly 
changed the  way foo tba ll players are seen in  B rita in . 
H e ’s a fantastic role m odel.

The conflict between the football match and Jess's sister's wed­
ding is interesting, especially because the marriage ceremony 
isn't portrayed as lust a stifling bore. Though Jess clearly wants 
to be at the game, that space of tradition and family 
isn't a place of oppression. Beckham seems to both highlight 
and Question the importance of family and tradition.

The p o in t is tha t these th ings aren’t  m u tu a lly  exclu­
sive. You can be one th in g  and another th in g  too— th a t’s 
w hat the f i lm  is saying. The in te rcu ttin g  o f  footba ll and 
the m arriage— Jess changing fro m  a p in k  sari to  a 
H ounslow  H arrie rs  foo tba ll u n ifo rm  and go ing fro m  the

dance flo o r to  the  foo tba ll fie ld  in  a tw o -m inu te  m o n ­
tage— shows tha t these are bo th  parts o f  her. I t  seems 
extreme, b u t i t  makes perfect sense tha t th is  is how  i t  
m ig h t be fo r an In d ia n  g ir l to  play football.

How did your personal life inform the film?
I t ’s autobiographical in  tha t i t ’s set where I grew up, 

in  a house s im ila r to  the one I grew up in , and Jess’s par­
ents are m u ch  like  m y own. For instance, m y  m o m ’s 
w hole m iss ion  w hen I was g row ing  up  was getting  m e to 
cook perfect In d ia n  food— it  d id n ’t  m atte r w ha t I was 
interested in . I never w anted to play foo tba ll specifically, 
b u t I d id  always w an t to  do th ings  d iffe ren tly . A n d  I was 
lucky enough to have a fa ther w ho liked  tha t I d idn ’t 
w an t to do the expected. So, in  tha t sense, the f i lm ’s na r­
rative fo llow s m y ow n story.

Certainly, the idea o f  n o t w an ting  to fo llo w  the typ ical 
m ode l o f  w ha t everyone expects you to be— I always d id  
tha t g row ing  up, and I try  to now  as a director. I try  to do 
film s  and take on subject m atters tha t people don’t  
expect o r don’t  believe a f i lm  could [capture]. B u t then  I 
do it, and i t ’s a ll very logical and makes sense.

Like a comedy about female football players?
Exactly. I f  you’d to ld  m e 10 years ago I ’d be d irec ting  a

m ovie about foo tba ll tha t w ou ld  be a huge success, I



w o u ld  have th o u g h t you  were m ad. I d id n ’t  even watch 
foo tba ll.

Do you now ?
I do, I love it. I f  I ’d been in to  foo tb a ll in  such a b ig  way 

before I m ade the m ovie , I don ’t  th in k  I w o u ld  have ever 
m ade it. I w o u ld  have been too in t im id a te d  about m ak­
in g  the  foo tb a ll loo k  great. W hereas w h e n  I  m ade 
Beckham, I  was in terested  in  m a k in g  the  g irls  look  
s trong  and p o w e rfu l w hen  they played, n o t necessarily in  
the specific  m oves o f  a foo tb a ll game.

A  few  years ago, in  Los Angeles, I  w e n t to  the W om en ’s 
W o rld  C up fin a ls  at the  Rose B ow l and saw the  U.S. p lay 
C h ina. T h a t b lew  m e  away. The players looked  fantastic, 
and the  s ta d iu m  was f il le d  w ith  9 0 ,0 0 0  people— the  vast 
m a jo r ity  o f  w h o m  were young  g irls  and th e ir  fathers. 
The g ir ls  were ju s t ju m p in g  u p  and dow n, su pp o rtin g  
these w o m e n  athletes, and th e ir  dads were r ig h t there, 
in to  i t  as w e ll. I t  was the m os t exc iting  th in g  I ’d seen in  
a lon g  tim e  and a real em o tio na l m o m e n t fo r m e. I t  was 
then  tha t I  th o u g h t about cap tu ring  th a t exc item ent— o f 
a ll these g irls  su pp o rtin g  o ther g ir ls — in  a fi lm . A n d  I 
th in k  the f i lm  caught th a t level o f  excitem ent, w here  i t  
sucks you  in to  the  action  and doesn’t  le t you  go.

W ere th e re  any s p e c if ic  cha llenges  to  m ak ing  th is  fi lm  th a t 
d iffe re d  fro m  yo u r o th e r fe a tu re s?

I ’d  done com edy and dram as before, b u t n o t th is  k in d  
o f  action, so the  foo tb a ll sequences were n ew  to  m e. 
Everyone to ld  m e th a t foo tb a ll f i lm s  don ’t  w o rk , so I  was 
de te rm ined  to  m ake the  foo tba ll loo k  good. We choreo­
graphed lots o f  the  sequences, and I w o rked  w ith  m y  
cam eram an, Jong L in , to  m ake sure we never shot the 
foo tb a ll sequences the  way i t ’s done on  t v — the way 
m os t people are used to seeing it. I  was as in terested in  
w h a t the  players were d o in g  w ith  th e ir  faces as w h a t they 
w ^re  do ing  w ith  th e ir  feet. I m ade sure th a t I com b ined  
the  d ram a o f  the  faces w ith  the  sk ills  on  the  fie ld .

You m ade som e d a ring  ca s tin g  d e c is io n s . For the  ca p ta in  o f the  
H ounslow  H a rrie rs  team , you c a s t p op  s ta r  Shaznay Lew is ( fo r ­
m e r s in g e r fo r  A ll Saints) in  h e r f i r s t  sc reen  ro le . And fo r  Jess’s 
fa ther, Mr. Bham ra, you chose  B o llyw ood  s ta r  Anupam  Kher, in  h is  
f irs t-e v e r  E ng lish-language ro le . W ere you ne rvous a b o u t e ith e r 
o f th e se  c ho ices?

No, I ’m  never nervous once I  m ake a decision. A n d  
those were ins tin c tive . Shaz is a b ig  foo tba ll fan  and 
she used to  play. I  w an ted  to m ake sure the  team s were 
rea lly  m ixed  racia lly  as w e ll, and I w an ted  good m us ic  
fro m  g irls  fo r  the  f i lm . So i t  m ade sense to  ta lk  to  Shaz.

A n d  she d id n ’t  w a n t a b ig  part; she ju s t w an ted  to  expe­
rience w h a t f i lm in g  is like . I  th in k  she fo u n d  i t  qu ite  
hard , p lay ing  foo tba ll in  the  h o t sun  every m o rn in g . B ut 
she was great— she’s so believable as a young  g ir l  fro m  
H ouns low , b u y in g  h e r clothes in  the  m arke t, w h e n  in  
rea lity  she’s a m u lt im il l io n a ire  pop star.

W ith  A n u p a m , w e ll, the re  are In d ia n  actors in  B rita in , 
o f  course, b u t they were e ithe r too young  o r too o ld. So 
m y  th ough ts  w e n t to  In d ia , and I  th o u g h t i t  w o u ld  be 
exc iting  to  cast A n up a m . W e m et, and I like d  the  way he 
conducted h im se lf. H e rea lly  unders tood  the  s tillness o f  
the  character, and i t  was in te re s tin g  to  w a tch  h is  B o lly ­
w ood style m ix  w ith  the  B rit is h  acting  tra d itio n , w h ic h  is 
m ore  n a tu ra lis tic . H e b ro u g h t h is  B o llyw ood tra d itio n  
and ca lm ed i t  dow n, b u t s t i l l  ke p t the  em otiona lity .

Tell m e ab o u t y o u r nex t film .
Basically, th ree  w ords describe th is  pro ject: cheeky, 

irreve ren t, and a ffectionate— b oth  to  Jane A u sten  and to 
B o llyw ood cinem a. W e’ve adapted the  Bennets to  the 
B aksh is, w h o  live  in  n o r th e rn  In d ia . Darcy is an 
A m e rica n  w ho  comes to  In d ia  fo r  the  w edd ing  o f  one o f  
h is  college mates. W h en  he arrives in  Ind ia , he meets 
the  L izz ie  Bennet character, Lo lita  Bakshi. O f  course, the 
tw o  o f  th e m  don ’t  h it  i t  o ff; he ’s very pom pous and 
th in k s  A m erica  has everyth ing , and she’s the  opposite  
and th in k s  In d ia  is w here  i t ’s at. So the  tw o  o f  th e m  
com e in to  con flic t, in  th a t rom an tic-com edy k in d  o f  way.

It 's  a m u s ica l, r ig h t?
Yes, I ’m  here d o in g  the songs now. I ju s t d id  one yes­

terday th a t was like  a reggae-ska show  tune, w ith  a b ig  
h o rn  section. A ga in , I can’t  qu ite  describe i t  cu ltu ra lly , 
b u t i t  fits , co m in g  fro m  m e. I t ’s a com bo o f  a ll the th ing s  
I am. Darcy’s A m e rica n — and so is m y  husband, so I ’ve 
gotten  to k n o w  a specific  type o f  A m e rica n  person and 
pa rt o f  A m e rica n  cu ltu re . T h is  f i lm  w il l  be B ritish , 
In d ia n , and A m erican .

As a w rite r, d ire c to r, and p roducer, a re  the re  any p a rts  o f th e  f i lm -  
m ak ing  p rocess  you p a r tic u la r ly  obsess over?

I love the  e d itin g  process. You realize  tha t th ing s  you 
shot one way can w o rk  in  d iffe re n t ways, and you  can 
com b ine  scenes and actions and m u s ic  and juxtapose 
th ing s  and get m ore  m ea n in g  ou t o f  w h a t you  o rig in a lly  
set o u t to  do. For m e, th a t’s w here  i t  a ll happens and the 
m ag ic  starts co m in g  together.

C a tc h  B e n d  I t  L ik e  B e c k h a m  a t  y o u r lo c a l th e a te r .  A n d re a  
R ic h a rd s  is th e  a u th o r  o f  G ir l D ire c to r :  A  H o w -T o  G u id e  fo r  
th e  F irs t -T im e , F la t -B ro k e  F ilm  a n d  V id e o  D ire c to r .



F a n t a s t i c  

V o y a g e  N o y  T h ru p k a e w  i n t o  t h e  w i d e ,  w i l d  w o r l d  

o f  s la s h  f ic t io n

T h e  K iss  w a s  n o t a t a ll like  K irk  h a d  e xp e c te d ...
“Spock, wait... wait," he whispered desperately.... “ I can’t... 
We can’t... You... God, Spock... I want you. Don’t you under­
stand? I want you so much!” Kirk still couldn’t believe that 
the Vulcan knew what he was getting himself into. But 
Spock was pressed tightly against him and Kirk could feel 
the hardness. Spock’s cock was pushing into his hip, hard as 
rock and insistent.... Spock smiled then, only a short, ghostly 
smile, but it was there.
“Jim.”
“Yes?”
“You talk excessively.”
—from “Christmas Gifts...or Blue Seduction,” by kira-nerys

Don’t  worry, Star Trek fans— you d id n ’t  m iss 
an episode. But i f  you haven’t  been po ring  
over fanzines or tro llin g  the  web, you m ig h t 
no t have come across the ju icy  encounters, 

gender play, and fiercely fe m in is t th e o riz in g  fo u n d  in  
the w o rld  o f  slash fic tion .

Named after the punctuation m ark between the names 
o f  its  lover-heroes (e.g., K irk /S pock), slash fan  fic tio n  
was bo rn  at the end o f  the ’60s, w hen inventive  viewers 
started penn ing  steamy rendezvous between Captain

K irk  and Mr. Spock in  fanzines. But i t  wasn’t  u n t i l  the 
’90s tha t slash fic tio n  tru ly  flourished, w ith  the advent 
o f  the In te rne t and its discussion groups, where a grow ­
in g  subculture  o f  w rite rs , editors, and readers could 
share and critique  each o ther’s w ork. As the nu m b e r o f 
stories increased, so too d id  the range o f  po ten tia l p a ir­
ings. In tre p id  slash w rite rs— p rim a rily  w om en w rit in g  
fo r other wom en— gleefu lly found  the love tha t dare no t 
speak its nam e between ju s t about everyone: Starsky 
and H u tch , Luke Skywalker and H an  Solo, even H arry  
Potter and Draco Malfoy. (H P /D M  authors hasten to 
assure readers tha t th e ir stories feature the characters in  
th e ir  late teens.) Slash attends to fem ale /fem ale  p a ir­
ings, too, b u t the vast m a jo rity  o f  i t  focuses on m en.

The re la tionsh ip  dynam ics in  slash have become jus t 
as varied as the couples. In it ia lly  steeped in  firs t-tim e  
m ale love between tw o com rades-in-arm s, slash has 
developed in to  a free-for-all, exp loring s/m com plexities, 
m ale pregnancy, and o ther fligh ts  o f  w rite r ly  fancy. 
Slash also attracts c ritica l a tten tion  fro m  social theo­
rists, m any o f  w h o m  ponder one o f  the m ore  in te resting  
questions about the genre: W hy do slash w rite rs , w ho 
are p redom inan tly  s tra igh t w om en w r it in g  fo r other 
w om en, create f ic t io n  th a t focuses on m a le /m a le





rom an tic  relationships?
A lth o u g h  theories  
abound— m ale  re la ­
t io n s h ip s  are tru ly  
egalitarian, w om en 
characters are too 
b o r in g  to  w rite  
abou t— slash has 
become so diverse 
tha t i t  easily thw arts  
anyone try in g  to fin d  one 
genera liz ing princ ip le .

W ith  slash’s steamy com bina tion  o f  gender-bending 
plots and playfu l  raunch, i t ’s no surprise that cu ltu ra l 
theorists, fem in is ts , and everyday pop cu ltu re  mavens 
have found  i t  so in tr ig u in g . Like all fan fic tion , slash 
tu rn s  pop cu ltu re  consum ers in to  creators and thrives 
on a sort o f  dialogue between fan and character. But it  
goes one step fu r th e r than  m ost fan fic  by openly in te r­
rogating  static pop cu ltu re  notions o f  m asculine and 
fe m in in e — experim enting  w ith , d iscarding, o r re inven t­
in g  ideas about gender.

In  try in g  to un tang le  the theoretica l com plexities o f 
slash, I found  tha t to  analyze it, I  had to try  to w rite  i t—  
I had to grapple w ith  m y particu la r experience w ith  slash 
before I  could get a sense o f  the general. In  so do ing, I 
discovered some o f  the fe m in is t a llu re  o f  the genre: 
Slash enables its  w r ite rs  to  subve rt t v ’s tire d  
m ale /fem ale  re la tionships w h ile  in te rac ting  w ith  and 
show ing m astery over the o rig in a l raw  m ate ria l o f  a 
show (key fo r a ll fanfic). W ritin g  m ale characters as 
lovers allows a riche r sense o f  poss ib ility  than dup lica t­
in g  the w e ll-w orn  b o y /g ir l rom ances coughed up by 
m ost t v  shows.

In  add ition, slash is steeped in  a co m m u n ity  that

am plifies the fe m in is t qua lities o f 
m uch  o f  the genre. W h ile  n o t a ll 
slash is self-consciously po litica l, 
m any slash w rite rs  id e n tify  as

_____ fe m in is ts  and engage w ith  one
another in  vigorous dialogues about 

gender. In  w r it in g  about m en  and d is­
cussing the process, m any w om en are tak ing  

tha t room  o f  one’s ow n to another level. They’re 
no t on ly  lay ing  c la im  to images o f  m en

b u t recon figu ring  m ale behavior— a
pow erfu l way 

to make m en  the ir 
own, too.

E arly  slash re lies on a 
fa m ilia r  pa tte rn . Two 
m en serve together fo r a 
greater purpose— explor­

in g  the galaxy, perhaps, or investigating

crim e . The hazards o f  the job b rin g  
them  closer: as macho discourse w ou ld  

have it, those w ho sp ill b lood together 
become as close as those bound by it. W ith  

 danger comes conflic t, fevered words tha t can barely 
 m ask the slow ly creeping awareness, the flu sh  across 
the face at the o ther’s nearness. Stamm ered confession, 

b liss fu l reciprocation, ecstatic consum m ation ! A  de li­
cious fo rm u la .

M uch  o f  early slash fo llow s th is  “ firs t-tim e  love” 
schema, in  w h ich  tw o m en  w ho have always id e n tified  as 
s tra igh t fa ll in  love w ith  each other. W hy w ou ld  slash 
w rite rs  dw ell on such a theme? A  lo t o f  the good firs t­
tim e  pieces read like  rapturous coming-of-age stories, 
w ith  equal parts lu s t and self-discovery— a firs t tim e , too, 
perhaps, fo r m any o f  the w rite rs , w ho, be ing w om en, 
have like ly  never had boy-on-boy sex. T h e ir heroes are 
ju s t d iscovering th e ir m an ly  love, and the w rite rs  are 
lea rn ing  r ig h t along w ith  them . For m any w rite rs, slash 
is also a venue fo r sexual exp loration and experim enta­
tion , and w hat better way to chart new  te rrito ry  than  to 
use tw o u n fa m ilia r bodies in  search o f  love?

O ther authors feature protagonists w ho are already 
gay, and they scrip t stories tha t deal w ith  specifically 
queer issues, such as com ing  ou t o r coping w ith  hom o­
phobia. Some o f  these stories develop in te res ting  con­
texts fo r the trea tm ent o f  gay re la tionsh ips: Vulcans 
embrace same-sex re la tionsh ips, say, o r cu ltures o f  the 
fu tu re  have set aside certa in protections fo r queer peo­
ple. O ther w rite rs  p u ll ou t lit t le  tricks, like  spores and 
a lien abductions, to  explain th e ir characters’ sudden 
change of heart. Both techniques reflect an inventive-



ness, one in service of a more reality- 
based piece and the other a more fan­
ciful, whimsical story. With either 
approach, slash writers often show 
themselves to be much more  
thoughtful about gender issues  
than the run-of-the-mill t v  shows  
they use as fodder—not surpris-  
ing in a niche genre that's free 
from moneymaking and sponsor- 
appeasing concerns. Slash makes for 
a refreshing change, tackling homosex-  
uality and gender issues head-on rather 
than referring to them subtextually or not at all.

Slash doesn’t lim it itself to vanilla man-love, however: 
Many pieces explore decidedly unegalitarian dynamics. 
The first slash piece I read was a multipart account of a 
very unusual X-Files relationship: the enslavement of 
Agent Mulder by his boss, Assistant Director Skinner. 
Graphics accompanying the story showed Skinner’s bald 
head superimposed on some leather daddy’s body, with 
a groveling Mulder clutching his boots. Other slash 
is infused with a hurt/comfort element: 
one character suffers some unspeak-  
able pain or torture, and the other 
offers nurturing solace. 

One subset of slash is the 
oft-scorned "Mary Sue” story,  
where the writer inserts a  
new player, often a thinly 
veiled version of herself, 
into a dalliance with a 
favorite character. Mary 
Sue fiction tends to feature 
simpering female charac­
ters flirting with a manly  
object o f desire, missing 
many of the tantalizing possi-  
buities of slash. Instead o f reen- 
visioning t v  stories, Mary Sue slash 
too often seems to settle for instant 
libido gratification for only one person—the 
writer.

In recent years, the genre has expanded to include 
real-people slash (r p s ) and even boy-band slash (b b s ). 

One writer, displaying a Spock-worthy command of 
logic, defends these latest offshoots, arguing that pro 
wrestlers, siliconed celebrities, and prefab boy-lpand 
members are largely manufactured personas designed 
for our amusement anyway—so why not just run with 
them? (Many writers of fictional-people slash, however,

frown on the morally dubious r p s  

genre.)

T hen they’re not 
e xperimenting with 

 the genre, slash 
authors—a very self- 

aware, self-analyzing communi­
ty—are discussing gender, queer- 

 ness, and feminism in all their dif- 
 ferent forms. Add this to a lively aca- 

 demic debate on slash, and you have a 
rich melange that makes the idea o f a 

grand unified theory o f slash seem laughable. 
One critic may posit that slash is a space where female 
writers can create the “ideal” human in a misogynistic 
world: male body, male power, female ways o f relating. 
Another w ill argue that slash provides a space for 
women to work out their gender issues, a place where 
they can dump the unwanted restrictions of “feminini­
ty.” Slash is gay. Slash isn’t gay. Slash is neither, or a lit­

tle of both. Slash lets women assert power over men 
 the way the patriarchy asserts power over

women. Slash lets women humanize 
and redraft masculinity. Slash is 

about nooky. Slash isn’t about sex 
at all. Slash allows women 

ways of writing (collaborative, 
participatory) that subvert 
male ways o f writing (copy- 
righted, absolute, and 

 closed).
 Evolutionary psycholo-
 gists Catherine Salmon and 

Donald Symons, coauthors
of Warrior Lovers: Erotic 

Fiction, Evolution, and Female 
Sexuality, argue that the pre­

dominantly female-written genre 
speaks to differences in  mating 

 behavior between men and women. 
According to Darwinian psychology, our 

hunter-gatherer forebears had different needs—the men 
to impregnate as many women as possible; the women 
to find a nice, stable, dependable man to provide for 
them. Pom reflects the male desire, say Salmon and 
Symons, and romance novels reflect the female. As for 
slash, perhaps the erotic fanfic gives modem women a 
way to have their cake and eat it too. The genre illustrates 
how “some women prefer the fantasy of being a cowar­
rior to that of being a Mrs. Warrior,” say Salmon and



Symons, but the relationships’ emphasis on friendship, 
loyalty, and fidelity also reflect Darwinian desires for a 
responsible guy who will stick around.

To a feminist reader, this analysis has some clear flaws, 
especially the way it strains to explain the gender uncon­
ventionality of slash in such retrograde, traditional terms. 
Certainly some women prefer being cowarrior to Mrs. 
Warrior. And others may imbue 
their slash relationships with 
“womanly” qualities of 
loyalty and good com­
munication. But 
it ’s frustrating 
that Salmon

and Symons try to reduce the 
work o f female slash writers 

down to an essentialist baby- 
making vs. gender-equality 

conflict, ignoring examples 
of fanfic that don’t fit into 
that mold.

More palatable is the 
scholarship of Constance 
Penley, who takes a femi­
nist approach to slash 
analysis. Penley argues 
that female slash 
authors focus on 
male/male relation­
ships because they’re 
the most egalitarian. 
Basing her theories 

on Kirk/Spock 
(K/S) slash, 

Penley cri­

tiques the flat characterization of female t v  characters 
and the limitations of what t v  and media culture depict 
as male/female relationships. But in real life, she also 
argues, women’s bodies are too often layered with nega­
tive meanings—and therefore become the site for politi­
cal, social, and moral struggle. K/S slash is a rejection of 
those problematic bodies and of t v ’ s flat female charac­
ters, serving instead as a subversive rewriting o f the 

script in which lovers can share love and work 
and still be equal. Penley’s analysis does have 

its limitations, however, in that it doesn’t 
cover slash other than K/S.

The more slash—and slash theo­
ry—I read, the more convinced I 
became that no one analysis could 
explain the varieties of slash, the 
bent of all slash writers, the polit­
ical leanings, the gender fuck- 
ings, the story rogerings that 
happen on a daily basis on the 
Internet.

By now, I had a keen apprecia­
tion for the time and dedication it 

takes both to write and to analyze 
slash. And I was developing a nag­

ging little desire to read it, even when I 
was working on other things. It was time 

to try writing it.
Whom would I pair up? What show did I know 

enough about? The X-Files, perhaps—it would be the 
perfect opportunity to right all of creator Chris Carter’s 
wrongs. Which couple? Should I try a straight one? It 
wouldn’t be slash, strictly speaking, but it could be fun. 
Scully and Mulder seemed the natural pick, but I couldn’t 
bring myself to do it. When The X-Files was on the air, I 
was always hoping the pair would avoid the inevitable 
Moonlighting downfall of sexual denouement, and I was 
annoyed that, after all the near-kisses, Carter brought 
them together in an orgy of cheesiness in the series 
finale. I could attempt to redraft the past, but the idea of 
writing an altemate-universe story didn’t appeal. What I 
wanted was to craft something original within the stric­
tures and plot lines of the show. Was there anything new 
to explore with these two?

Mulder and his boss Skinner could be good, as my s/ m  

slash reading had proved. Mulder and former nemesis 
Krycek could also be exciting—love overcoming hate. Or 
Scully’s second partner, Doggett, paired with Mulder, 
their tussling over Scully a mere surrogate for the lust 
blooming within them....

And suddenly I had my own explanation -for why



s la sh -lo v in g  s tra ig h t w o m e n  m ig h t  w r ite  m a le /m a le  
re la tio n s h ip s : T h e  re la tio n s h ip s  b e tw een  m a le  charac­
te rs  a llo w  a w r ite r  to  s tr ik e  a h a rm o n io u s  ba lance 
b e tw e e n  w o rk in g  w ith in  th e  fra m e w o rk  o f  a sh o w  and  
s p in n in g  a ta le  o f  h e r  o w n  im a g in a t io n . T h e  bes t s lash 
I ’ve read  cap tu res  th e  rh y th m  o f  th e  ch a rac te rs ’ speech, 
p robes  th e ir  psycho logy, a n d  show s a m a s te ry  o f  c o m p li­
cated p lo ts , a ll w h ile  ta k in g  th e  characte rs  in  n e w  d ire c ­
tio n s . A n d  a lth o u g h  a s im ila r  sense o f  p o s s ib il ity  co u ld  
a w a it a w r ite r  d e lv in g  in to  unexp e c te d  m a le /fe m a le  p a ir ­
in g s  (S cu lly  a n d  S k in n e r, fo r  ins ta n ce ) o r  trys ts  be tw een  
tw o  fe m a le  charac te rs  (say, B u ffy  a n d  W il lo w  o n  Buffy  the 
Vam pire Slayer), m a le /m a le  p a ir in g s  add  an  extra  d im e n ­
s io n — th e  o p p o r tu n ity  to  re c ra ft m a s c u lin ity  its e lf. A n d  
fo r  w o m e n — s tra ig h t o r  q u e e r— w h o  w r ite  s lash f ic t io n , 
th is  c e rta in ly  seem s to  add  a n  e x tra -e n tic in g  cha llenge , a 
sense o f  g o in g  w h e re  n o  w o m a n  has gone  be fo re .

In h e re n t in  th is  sense o f  p o s s ib ility  w ith  m a le  charac­
te rs  is  an em bedded  c r it iq u e  o f  th e  fe m a le  ones. O n  The 
X-Files, fo r  ins tance , S cu lly  w as a fa sc in a tin g , co m p le x  
w o m a n , b u t  she was ju s t  a b o u t th e  o n ly  steady fem a le  
cha rac te r o n  th e  show. A n o th e r  fe m a le  agent, M o n ic a  
Reyes, was in tro d u c e d  in  th e  la s t tw o  seasons, b u t  h e r 
characte r was fa r less co m p le x— p lu s , she was ir r i ta t in g  
a n d  u n w o r th y  o f  lo c k in g  l ip s  w ith  Scully. F le sh in g  h e r  o u t 
w o u ld  take  to o  d a m  lo n g , a nd  i t  m ig h t  be seen as exces­
sive re w r it in g  b y  slash fans, w h o  are s tick le rs  fo r  p rece­
dents. C re a tin g  a w h o le  n e w  fe m a le  character, m e a n ­
w h ile , seem ed too  M a ry  Sue. I th o u g h t b r ie f ly  a b o u t try ­
in g  a d if fe re n t show, b u t, l ik e  Penley p o in ts  o u t, th e  
fe m a le  characters  in  m o s t show s are underd eve lop ed , 
a n d  th e  d y n a m ic  o f  th e  fe m a le /m a le  re la t io n s h ip  is 
t ire d — I d id n ’t  w a n t m y  s to ry  to  w in d  u p  s o u n d in g  l ik e  a 
b ad  H a rle q u in . T h e  b o y /g ir l  te x t fe lt  done— th o ro u g h ly  
chew ed  a nd  w o rr ie d  over fo r  years b y  sweaty t v  w r ite rs .

B u t w r it in g  a ta le  o f  m e n ’s love  m ade  th e  p o s s ib ilit ie s  
s izz le . I t  w o u ld  be l ik e  c ra ft in g  a son n e t, a v illa n e lle , 
s o m e th in g  w ith  m e te r, m e th o d , a n d  m y  o w n  m adness. 
T h e re  was also th e  s a tis fa c tio n  o f  te a s in g  o u t a sub tex t. 
T h o se  lo n g  g lances a n d  th e  tense , f ra u g h t m o m e n ts  
co u ld  a ll m e a n  s o m e th in g  q u ite  d if fe re n t  i f  I lo o ke d  at 
th e m  in  th e  r ig h t  way. F in d in g  th a t su b te x t b e tw een  m e n  
a n d  w o m e n  was n o  fu n — i t  was a g ive n . I n  an y  case, a 
m a le /fe m a le  re la t io n s h ip  d id n ’t  fe e l as i f  i t  c o u ld  be 
m in e . M a le /m a le  re la t io n s h ip s  p ro v id e d  ju s t  th e  r ig h t  
ba lance: th e  ro o m  fo r  b o th  a lleg iance  to  a n d  in d e p e n d ­
ence f ro m  th e  o r ig in a l m a te ria l.

I t  is  p rec ise ly  th a t q u a lity  o f  o rde red  fre e d o m  vth a t 
exp la ins  w h y  science f ic t io n  has becom e such  fe r tile  
g ro u n d  fo r  slash. Science f ic t io n  is  deep ly  concerned  w ith  
u top ias , dystopias, p o ss ib ilit ie s , a lte rna tives, and  fantasies,

b u t i t  is  also deep ly  b o u n d  to  th e  o rd e r and  lo g ic  o f  science 
(how ever fa n c ifu lly  con s tru c te d  i t  m a y  be). For a ll its  
w h im s y  and  strangeness, science f ic t io n  also m ir ro rs  o u r 
o w n  rea lity . A n d  slash seem s to  re fle c t th a t c o m b in a tio n .

M a n y  s lash w r ite rs  are c o m p e lle d  to  re d ra ft m a le  c h a r­
acters so th e y  are a b i t  m o re  c o m m u n ic a tiv e  a n d  te n ­
de r— q u a lit ie s  s te re o typ ica lly  associa ted w ith  w o m e n . 
B u t th e re  are p it fa lls  i f  one  goes to o  fa r. Som e s lash  s to ­
r ie s  have la n te rn -ja w e d  guys c o m in g  h o m e  w ith  f lo w e rs  
every day, ty in g  o n  p in k  ap ro n s , w e e p in g  o ve r lo s t fo o t­
b a ll gam es. These  stereotypes, “ fe m in in e ” o r  n o , are b o r­
in g  desp ite  th e  genders  in vo lve d . B u t m o re  th a n  th a t, 
these  ta les are n o t  sexy. T h e re  is  ju s t  to o  m u c h  sam eness 
to  th e  characte rs— b o th  m e n  so so ft a n d  s q u ish y— th a t 
one  has n o  sense o f  h o w  th e ir  d iffe re n ce s  c o u ld  be c o m ­
p le m e n ta ry , o r  h o w  th e y  are d if fe re n t  charac te rs  a t a ll.

A n d  th e re ’s a n o th e r reason  n o t to  p u s h  a m a s c u lin e  
cha rac te r in to  u n b e lie va b le  h e ig h ts  o f  fe m in in ity — it  v io ­
la tes th a t de lica te  ba lance  in  fa n f ic  b e tw een  p re ce d e n t 
a n d  im a g in a t io n . A  w r ite r  w h o  f r i l ls  u p  a b u tc h  m a le  
ch a rac te r m a y  e a rn  th e  w ra th  o f  som eone  l ik e  Jane a t the  
w e b s ite  C itiz e n s  A g a in s t Bad Slash, w h o  w rite s :

There seems to be an overwhelming tendency in  the slash 
community to make masculine characters so fem inine that 
you could change one o f the names to “Mary" and it wouldn’t 
make a difference.... Even i f  we’re w riting  stories about an 
alternate universe, it ’s always more interesting when the dia­
logue and actions o f the character are somewhat true to life. 
The neat th ing about slash is that you get to see characters act 
out what you don’t  see onscreen, but i t  loses its appeal when 
the character is so “feminized” that you can’t  recognize him.

W h ile  Jane does seem  to  b u y  in to  s ta tic  m a s c u lin e  a nd  
fe m in in e  codes o f  behav io r, in  th e  w o r ld  o f  s te re o typ ica l 
t v  g e n d e r ro les , h e r  c r it iq u e  m akes  sense. F o r th is  rea ­
son, exaggerated fe m in in e  ch a ra c te ris tics  s tic k  o u t ju s t 
as m u c h  as m a s c u lin e  ones. S o m e tim e s  s lash w r ite rs  e rr  
in  th e  o th e r d ire c tio n , w r it in g  ream s a b o u t s to ic , u n c o m ­
m u n ic a tiv e  h o t m e n  h a v in g  sex. A n d  w h ile  th a t can be 
fu n  fo r  a w h ile , th e  s to ries  th a t have rece ived  th e  m o s t 
a cc la im  in  th e  s lash w o r ld  are ones th a t sh o w  w h y  these 
m e n  are w ith  each o th e r a nd  w h a t’s b e h in d  th e  sex. T h e y  
a lso fle s h  o u t th e ir  he roes w ith  q u a lit ie s  th a t are a c o m ­
b in a t io n  o f  t ra d it io n a lly  m a le  beh a v io rs  (assertive, c o n f i­
d e n t) a n d  fe m a le  ch a ra c te ris tics  (n u r tu r in g ,  c o m m u ­
n ica tive ). In  o th e r w o rd s , th e  bes t p ieces fe a tu re  p layers 
w h o  are m o re  l ik e  re a l p eop le  th a n  th e  cha rac te rs  yo u  
f in d  o n  t v .

In te re s tin g ly , u n e x p lo re d  fe m a le /fe m a le  t v  re la t io n ­
sh ip s  seem  to  h o ld  a s im ila r  (C on tinued  on page 92)



lost in the grooves
searching for signs of female life amid the record bins by layla cooper

illustrations by keren richter

P icture th e  person whose life revolves 
around dusty record shops, credit-card debt, and 
vinyl-packed floor-to-ceiling shelves that would 

undoubtedly spell big trouble in an earthquake. The per­
son who reorganizes records in times of stress or bore­
dom. The person who comes to your apartment and with 
one look sizes up your c d  collection, knows Goldmine 
front to back, and sees the sun only when venturing out 
to a flea market to rifle through boxes of worn Herb 
Alpert l p s  in the hope of unearthing some pristine 
Fairport Convention. It’s a guy, right?

Though any woman who has spent hours sifting 
through the vinyl racks in search o f that elusive gem 
knows that a life o f obsessing over rare import-only sin­
gles and limited-edition pressings isn’t exclusive to 
men, it ’s all but impossible to talk about female record 
collectors without referencing their male counterparts

or responding to the sexist assumptions stemming 
from the male-as-record-collector model. Most music- 
loving women, collectors or not, have a veritable 
anthology o f tales about being ignored by male clerks 
in record shops or having guys attribute their taste in 
music to the influence of boyfriends. (“He sure did a 
good job with you,” a male bandmate once said to me, 
referring to my older boyfriend—as i f  the guy found 
me one day at the mall listening to Tiffany singles and 
proceeded to steal me away and fill my head with the 
sounds o f Television and Kraftwerk.) Maybe I have 
been turned on to a band or two by a male friend or 
boyfriend. But when two male friends share musical 
knowledge, such power hierarchies are rarely assumed. 
And nobody ever surmises that the person most instru­
mental in shaping my early interest in music could 
have been a woman.





Longtime record collector fen Matson, who catalogs 
her collection of more than 3,000 45s (consisting mainly 
of “independently produced arty punk and pop from 
1978 onward”) on her website, www.cyclespersecond 
.com, comments, “It ’s still quite an anomaly to be 
female and a record collector, as I see every time I go to 
a record fair and find myself one of the only women in 
line, out of 75 or so waiting to get in for early admis­
sion—the hard-core collectors.” While Matson has got­
ten used to being in the record-geek minority, she 
reports that some of her peers haven’t acclimated as 
well to the often rude, smarmy, or condescending treat­
ment heaped upon female patrons by “record clerks or 
other music know-it-alls, the land who take great pleas­
ure in letting you know how much more important 
minutiae they know about this band’s lineup changes or 
that label’s catalog-numbering system than you do.” And 
yes, she continues, “Men are also hit with that kind of 
snobbery, but women are by default assumed to not 
know anything.”

Lee Ann Fullington’s four-year tenure at a New York

City record store had such a pro­
found impact on her that she 
decided to research independent 
record shops for her doctoral 
dissertation at England’s Insti­
tute o f Popular Music at the 
University of Liverpool. Fulling- 
ton reports that at her workplace, 
staff members were generally 
respectful regardless of gender, 
but that male customers would 
often ask her to ‘“get him’ (mean­
ing one o f my male coworkers), 
because as a woman, I couldn’t 
possibly know anything.”

G eekin’ Out on the  
Silver Screen
Since serious record collectors 
are a small subset of the popula­
tion, mass media hasn’t exactly 
overflowed with stories devoted 
to the pastime. But when record 
collecting does make it into an 
article, film, or book, it’s nearly 
always portrayed as a singularly 

straight-white-male pathology. Most recently, the books- 
turned-films High Fidelity and Ghost World have solidi­
fied popular opinion of vinyl aficionados as lonely, anal- 
retentive, socially awkward guys who nevertheless feel 
superior to those who don’t share their obsession. (High 
Fidelity’s sad-sack protagonist Rob, for example, main­
tains that “you can’t be a serious person” i f  you have 
fewer than 500 records.)

Vinyl, Canadian filmmaker Alan Zweig’s 2000 docu­
mentary on record collecting, may be the definitive por­
trayal o f the assumed divide between the collecting 
behavior o f the sexes. (Vinyl shows collecting in its most 
ludicrous and neurotic forms; one guy in the movie 
claims he is trying to collect every record ever made— 
but never listens to any of them.) Though a handful of 
women are among the film ’s subjects, Zweig’s attitude 
toward them differs so much from his treatment of his 
male subjects that one wonders why he bothered to 
include them at all. Most of Zweig’s male subjects 
are filmed in front of record collections that extend 
beyond the limits o f the frame (presumably for great dis-



tances), fo r  ins tance , 
w h ile  h is  fem a le  sub­
jects h o ld  one o r tw o  
reco rds f ro m  a sm a ll 
stack in  fro n t o f  them .

In  h is  essay “ S izing  
U p  Record C o llec tions” 
in  the  1997 antho logy 
Sexing the Groove: Popu­
la r  M us ic  a nd  Gender, 
a u tho r and co llector W ill  S traw recalls be ing  in terv iew ed  
by Zw eig, and adds th a t w h ile  m ore  than  100 record  co l­
lectors were in te rv iew ed  fo r  V iny l, o n ly  five  were w om en. 
“ [Zweig] had tr ie d  (he c la im ed, co nv inc ing ly ) to  f in d  
m ore  fem ale co llectors, fo llo w in g  up  on  every lead and 
m a k in g  sure th a t h is  search was w e ll pub lic ized , b u t had 
m e t w ith  no  success,”  reports Straw. Good in te n tio n s  
aside, V in y l reveals h o w  l i t t le  Z w e ig  kn ow s abou t 
w o m e n — and h o w  l it t le  he assumes w o m e n  k n o w  about 
m us ic . Over the  course o f  h is  f i lm , the  5o ish  Zw eig 
repeatedly b lam es h is  lack  o f  ro m a n tic  a ttachm ents on  
h is obsession w ith  co llec ting  records. In  one o f  h is  m any 
m ono logues, he c la im s th a t were he to  m eet the  r ig h t 
w om an, he w o u ld  get r id  o f  a ll h is  records— “except the 
ones she likes, you  kn o w  [m a k in g  a sour face], the  Joni 
M itc h e ll.”  Later in  the  f i lm , Zw eig  inv ites  a w o m a n  he 
m eets on  the  street in to  h is  house to  be in te rv iew ed. H e 
te lls h e r she looks exactly like  h is  im ag inary, ideal m ate 
and asks h e r to  p ick  ou t some records th a t she’d like  to 
hear, m e n tio n in g  in  the  same breath  tha t he has a ( lim ­
ited) m e n ta l l is t  o f  the  m u s ic  he th in k s  a ll w o m e n  like . 
She glares at h im  and explains th a t h e r tastes don ’t  stop 
at M itc h e ll and Bob Marley.

H ad Zw eig  tru ly  expected to f in d  a few  obsessed 
fem ale record  collectors, he w o u ld  have located them . 
However, he m akes i t  c lear th ro u g h  the  trea tm en t o f  h is 
case studies and the tone o f  h is  com m enta ry  tha t he 
th in k s  record  co llec ting  is exclusive ly the  d om a in  o f  
socia lly  m alad justed  m en.

In  fact, fro m  the  way record  co llec ting  is fram ed  in  
V iny l, and in  H ig h  F ide lity  and Ghost W orld, there  doesn’t  
seem to  be m u c h  to recom m end  i t  to w o m e n  or m en. 
The  crux  o f  record-co llector id e n tity  is lim n e d  m ost 
te llin g ly  in  H ig h  F id e lity ’s record-shop scenes, in  w h ich  
the m ale  employees m ake to p - io  lis ts  o f  favorite  tunes 
b u t seem to  re lish  the lis ts  m os t fo r  the  o p p o rtu n ity  they 
p rovide  to  in s u lt and m ock  one ano the r’s tastes. I t ’s

w o rth  n o tin g  tha t w om en  aren’t  scorned as know -no th ings 
in  H ig h  F ide lity— at w orst, they ’re s im p ly  n o t in terested 
in  the  cu ltu re  o f  co llecting , as w ith  Rob’s estranged g ir l­
fr ie n d , Laura; at best, they ’re eager custom ers o ffe r in g  a 
chance fo r Rob’s colleagues to  show  o f f  th e ir  boundless 
know ledge. The  fact tha t the shop guys reserve th e ir  
sharpest v itr io l fo r  fe llo w  (male) co llectors— w itness the 
scene w here  a spectacled in d ie p h ile  in  search o f  a rare 
Capta in  Beefheart p ress ing  w anders in — reveals the  self- 
ha tred  b eh ind  the  b lu s te r and the  vo lu m in o u s  lis ts. 
Perhaps m ale  collectors lik e  Zw eig  and the  m e n  o f  H ig h  
F ide lity  s im p ly  don ’t  w an t w om en  to share th e ir  status 
because they can’t  stand to  see th e ir  con flic ted  selves 
re flected in  th e ir  ro m a n tic  counterparts.

You S p in  M e  R ig h t  ’ R o u n d
So w ith  record  collectors cem ented in  p opu la r cu ltu re  as 
pasty, insecure, self-obsessed guys u s in g  th e ir  thousands 
o f  a lbum s as e m o tiona l insurance  against hav ing  m ean­
in g fu l re la tionsh ips , w h y  w o u ld  w om en  even w a n t to 
jo in  the  c lub  to beg in  w ith?  For co llectors o f  any gender, 
m y s e lf inc luded , i t ’s u sua lly  n o t a choice.

In  ju n io r  h ig h , I ate lu n ch  w ith  m y  science teacher 
because I d id n ’t have any fr ien d s  to  s it w ith . K ids ro u ­
tin e ly  th re w  sp itba lls , gum , and even p a in t at m e d u r in g  
school. B u t th e n  I fo u n d  o u t about a lternative  m us ic  and 
r io t g rrr l. Once I d iscovered the  th r i l l  o f  so rtin g  th rou g h  
a lbum s at the local p u n k  shop, I was hooked. C o llecting  
v in y l he lped m e feel okay about be ing  ostracized by m y 
peers; I f in a lly  had so m e th ing  they d id n ’t.

Som etim es I w o u ld  sk ip  school and take the  com ­
m u te r bus th a t ra n  tw ice  da ily  between m y  parents ’ 
house and dow n tow n  to loo k  fo r  new  records I had read 
about in  the m u s ic  m agazines and m a il-o rd e r catalogs I 
to ted  a round. Eventually, I m ade frien d s  w ith  some 
com ic  b o o k - lo v in g  boys at school w ho  lis tened  rap tly  as 
I f i l le d  th e ir  ears w ith  useless punk -rock  triv ia . I had an



o lde r fem ale  pen pal w ho  opened m y  eyes to  am azing  
independent m us ic  scenes a ll over the country. She w ro te  
m e le tte rs  d e ta ilin g  h e r new est m us ica l purchases, 
w h ic h  I  im m e d ia te ly  ran  o u t and bought, too.

M us ic ian , m u s ic  jo u rn a lis t, deejay, and record  co llec­
to r M e re d ith  Ochs had a s im ila r  in tro d u c tio n  to  co llect­
ing . “ G ro w ing  up, I fe lt like  a b ig  freak,”  she explains. 
“ M us ic  was a language th a t I understood. I t  was m y  p r i­
vate sanctuary, a sa lvation fo r  m e. A  reco rd  saves m y  day, 
every day."

Ochs, n o w  a c o n tr ib u tin g  e d ito r at G u ita r  W orld  w ho  
m o o n lig h ts  as a s inger and g u ita ris t fo r  the  pop /co u n try - 
rock  com bo the  D a m n  Lovelys, began h e r love a ffa ir  w ith  
v in y l at the  tende r age o f  8. (“ I  begged m y  dad to  take m e 
to  the  C o lony Record Shop in  T im es Square, and I 
b ou g h t Som ething New  by the  Beatles.” ) She recalls tha t

h e r in te re s t in  m us ic  sp routed d u r in g  a b o u t o f  in s o m ­
nia. “ M y  parents gave m e a l it t le  rad io  th a t I w o u ld  lis te n  
to  at n ig h t, and I had  th is  co m p u ls ion  to  w r ite  dow n  a ll 
the  nam es o f  the  songs and bands.” G ro w ing  u p  ju s t o u t­
side o f  N ew  York C ity  in  the  late ’70s and early ’80s, 
Ochs was exposed to  the  p u n k  and new-wave songs 
played on stations like  W L IR  and W F M U . (She has hosted 
a rad io  show  on  the  la tte r fo r  the  past 12 years.) She p ro ­
fesses to be ing  “way in to ” bands like  the  Jam, the  Clash, 
and X  as a teenager and cites the  f ir s t  Pretenders a lb u m  
as c ritica l fo r her. She a ttribu tes  h e r co llec tion  o f  a 
w h o p p in g  25 ,000  l p s  and c d s  in  p a rt to  the  p rom os she 
receives as a record  reviewer, b u t m os tly  to  m any  a fte r­
noons spent ru m m a g in g  th ro u g h  p iles o f  used records 
in  out-o f-the-way stores.

For som eone w ith  so m any records, O chs’s connection  
to  each one is im press ive ly  palpable. “ Records are like  
read ing  a book,” she enthuses, e xp la in ing  tha t M ichae l 
Stipe once m en tio ne d  A lex  C h ilto n , w h ic h  tu rn e d  her on 
to B ig Star, w h ic h  tu rn e d  h e r on  to  Jim  D ick in so n  and 
co un try  m u s ic  (“ som e th ing  I  never th o u g h t I ’d l ik e ” ).

Jen M atson ’s co llec ting  p roc liv ities  also surfaced early. 
A  self-described com p le tis t w ho  owns m u lt ip le  pressings 
o f  m any records, she recalls, “W h ile  the  co llec ting  bug  
d id n ’t  h it  fu l l  fo rce  fo r  m e u n t i l  the  m id d le  o f  h ig h  
school, there  w ere  signs early on. I t  w asn’t  enough fo r 
m e to  get a ll o f  D u ra n  D u ra n ’s a lbum s; I needed the 
im p o rt-o n ly  7 -inch s ing le  w ith  the poster sleeve, o r the 
Canadian s ing le  ve rs ion  o f ‘S k in  Trade’ w ith  the  banned 
sleeve.” Once M atson  discovered h e r loca l m u s ic  scene, 
i t  was fu l l  steam  ahead: “ I was go ing  in to  Boston to  see 
shows w henever I could, ta p in g  each s ta tion ’s loca l rad io  
show  each w eek and m a k in g  m ix  tapes fro m  tha t, lo o k ­
in g  up  band  m em b e rs ’ nam es in  the  phone book to  call 
th e m  and request an in te rv iew  o r a review  copy o f  th e ir  
record. Som etim es I can’t  believe h o w  pers is tent I was—  
I was o n ly  15 o r 16 w h e n  I started do ing  th is .”  M atson 
says th a t w h ile  she d id  have fem ale  fr ie n d s  w ith  w h o m



she attended shows in  h ig h  school, “ i t  was the  guys I 
w o rked  w ith  at a record  store w ho  were rea lly  in to  the 
co llec ting  th in g .”

B l in d in g  U s  w i t h  S c ie n c e
I t ’s n o t ju s t the  fe llas w ho  are te llin g  the  w o r ld  th a t on ly  
m e n  can amass the  v in y l w ith  tru ly  p rope r zeal. M us ic

c r it ic  Katy St. C la ir recently  penned a c o lu m n  fo r  Bay 
A rea weekly the East Bay Express tit le d  “ H appiness Is a 
Slab o f  V in y l.”  T he re in , she in fo rm e d  readers tha t:

R ecord  geeks are  a lo t  o f  th in g s : obsess ive , s e m i-b ro k e , 

p e d a n tic , a n d  p ro n e  to  f its  o f  m a tc h in g  se co n d h a n d  f la n n e l 
s h ir ts  w ith  a rg y le  sw eate r-vests . B u t o n e  th in g  th e y  a in ’t  is  
fe m a le . N o  o n e  has eve r c o m e  u p  w ith  a g o o d  e x p la n a tio n  fo r  
th is .  A f te r  a ll, w o m e n  c o lle c t s t u f f  l ik e  th e  be je sus— B ea n ie  
B ab ies, Gone W ith  the W in d  d e co ra tive  p la te s , fo re s k in s — a n d  

w e  a lso  a p p a re n t ly  l ik e  m u s ic , o r  F io n a  A p p le  w o u ld n ’t  have 
a career. B u t m o s t ga ls d o n ’t  have th a t c u r io u s  re c o rd -co lle c to r 
m e n ta lity .

Now, w e ’ve already established th a t record  co llec ting  is 
genera lly  perceived to  be a m a le -dom ina ted  pastim e. B ut 
w h y w o u ld  a w o m a n  w ho  m akes h e r l iv in g  w r it in g  about 
m u sic s trike  such a low  b lo w  to w o m e n ’s m us ica l taste 
(or lack thereof)?  Over d in n e r one n ig h t, I to ld  St. C la ir 
th a t I in te rp re ted  h e r F iona A pp le  c o m m e n t as m ean ing  
th a t w o m e n  like  o n ly  m u s ic  th a t’s em o tiona l, accessible, 
m e lod ic— in  short, an O prah  book in  sonic  fo rm . “They 
do,”  she rep lied . “ I t  was hyperbole, b u t overall, I do th in k  
I  was r ig h t.”

St. C lair, w h o  cred its her m o m  fo r  tu rn in g  he r on  to 
m us ic , chalks up  the  lack o f  fem ale  record  geeks (“ I have 
never seen a w o m a n  b uy  a [Charles] M in g u s  reco rd ” ) to 
s im p le  bio logy. “ I tend  to  have an o ld -fash ioned  v iew  on 
the w ho le  b o y /g ir l th in g ,” she says. “ I f  you  give a baby 
g ir l a b rick , she’s go ing  to  p u t a dress on  i t  and m ake i t  
in to  a baby. I f  you  give i t  to  a boy, he ’l l  th ro w  i t  th ro u g h

a w indow . There  is som e th ing  super le ft-b ra ined  and 
m ale  about obsessive record  co llec ting  th a t is n o t attrac­
tive  to w o m e n .”

W h ile  St. C la ir ’s theory  th a t w o m e n  are b io log ica lly  
d riven  to  be m ore  in te rested  in  co llec ting  Beanie Babies 
(or fo resk ins, w hatever th a t means) than  rare jazz l p s  is 
in s u lt in g ly  reductive, she’s n o t alone in  h e r th in k in g . B u t

fo r  those o f  us w ho believe th a t whatever b io log ica l d if ­
ferences exist between m en  and w o m e n  are a m p lif ie d  
and uph e ld  by social c o n d itio n in g , the  com m ents  o f  
M ichae l K ram er m ake a lo t m ore  sense.

K ram e r is a graduate  s tu d en t and c o fo u n d e r o f  
U n ive rs ity  o f  N o rth  C aro lina  at Chapel H i l l ’s M us ic  in  
Context, a series o f  lectures and d iscussions on  the re la­
tio n s h ip  between m u s ic  and h istory. H e  expla ins tha t he 
sees the  socia lly  im posed  gender conventions b e h in d  the 
m en-can’t-ta lk-about-the ir-fee lings stereotype as be ing  a 
m a jo r co n tr ib u to r to  com p le tis t record -co llecting  pat­
te rns. K ram er theorizes th a t obsession w ith  a band o r an 
a rtis t is at its  core an em o tio na l experience w ith  ele­
m en ts  o f  a ttrac tion  and desire. A n d  i f  a ll th ing s  em o­
tio n a l are associated w ith  fe m in in ity  and weakness, and 
are there fo re  to  be avoided— as m e n  have h is to rica lly  
been socia lized to  believe— m e n  m u s t m ake th e ir  con­
nection  to  m u s ic  less dem onstrative . “ I t ’s em ascu la ting  
to  be a fa n ," he c larifies . “ Forces are l im it in g ,  so th a t the 
m ale experience is m ore  about hav ing  authority . Collect­
in g  is s u b lim a tio n : an a tte m p t to repress and red irec t 
socia lly unacceptable fee lings .”

K itty  E ng lish ’s experience bears o u t the  idea th a t 
the m a te ria l features o f  co llec ting  are genera lly  w h a t’s 
m ost va lued— on the surface, at least— am ong  her m ale 
counterparts. E nglish , a deejay w ho has hosted a show 
at the U n ive rs ity  o f  C a lifo rn ia  at Berkeley’s K A LX  fo r 
years and estim ates th a t she owns about 2 ,0 0 0  l p s , says 
th a t h e r m ale  peers don ’t  cons ider h e r a bona fide  collec­
to r because she owns a d isp ropo rtiona te  n u m b e r o f  com ­
p ila tio n  a lbum s as opposed ( C ontinued on page 93)



O b s e s s i o n  C o n f e s s i o n

TALKING ABOUT OBSESSION IS TRICKY. Much like humor, it means different 
things to different people. The word is often used to denote the point 
at which devotion takes a sinister turn—there’s a reason, for instance, 
why the phrase “ obsessed fan” has a very different ring from “ adoring 
fan.” But obsessions aren't always a bad thing. An obsession with, say, 
constructing the perfect lemon meringue pie is likely to yield delicious 
results over and over again. Die-hard activists generally can be 
described as obsessed. In daily life, we often use the term more casu­
ally than seriously, and we assume people know that when we say we're 
obsessed with Joe Millionaire, it doesn’t  mean we’re, you know, 
obsessed with Joe Millionaire.

So maybe we should ask, When does enjoyment or desire become 
obsession? And when does obsession stop being absorbingly fun and 
start being scary? Obsessions come in all flavors, all sizes, and all inten­
sities. When we conceived this issue, we knew it would be a good 
chance to air our own obsessions— colorful, laughable, and even, well, 
shameful as they are. But are we obsessed—or just, you know, 
obsessed? You’ll have to decide for yourselves.



MY MOTHER SAYS I was
born with a worried look on 
my face. In a picture taken 
a few hours after my birth, 
my eyes stare straight ahead 
in a familiar expression that 
often gets mistaken for 
worry. I see it as proof of my 
early recognition of the 
gigantic, confusing world I 
had just entered.

This recognition led to a 
childhood spent pondering life’s questions (albeit in a 
random, kidlike way) and, when the answers proved 
impossible to come by, to an uncharacteristically opti­
mistic halfhearted belief in fate. I’ve never been religious 
in the traditional sense, but in an attempt to give my life 
a greater sense of certainty, I devised a complicated, 
romantic set of superstitions, little rituals guaranteed to 
bring me good luck—or at least tell my future. Would I 
have to go to a drafty, musty boarding school like my sto­
rybook heroines? Not if I avoided breaking a spider’s 
web. Would my best friend love me forever? Yes, if I blew 
all the fluff off a dandelion. Would I pass tomorrow’s 
math test? It depended on what object I found on my 
watte home from school.

The search for the perfect object began as a way to 
pass the time. When I was in second grade, my parents 
built a house way out in the country at the end of a half- 
mile of gravel road. In order to catch the school bus each 
morning, I had to hike to the end of the road and wait by 
the highway. I’d often complain about the walk, but I 
actually enjoyed it, and as I made my way home each 
afternoon, I’d scan the familiar path for a significant 
object, a totem—a crow’s feather, a smooth stone—that 
just might hold a clue to my future. ,

As I got older, my childhood superstitions faded until 
I was left with just one—the search for the object that

could predict my fate. To this 
day, when I am troubled by 
something, I’ll head out on a 
walk, and instead of looking 
up at the sky or at the trees 
or the faces of the people I 
pass, I’ll keep my eyes fixed 
on the ground, searching for 
the thing that jumps out 
at me, yelling, “Look here!” 
When I hear an object call, I 
pick it up and then wait to 

understand what it is trying to tell me. In my basement 
I keep a musty cardboard box stuffed with the treasures 
I find. It is my obsession, and until now it has been a 
mostly private one.

A little over four years ago, my husband and I decided 
that it was time to have a baby. But instead of conceiving 
in the first month of trying, as I’d always expected to, my 
body rebelled. As winter turned into spring, I grew more 
and more despairing. Then one weekend, when we were 
away in the country at my family’s house, I took off for a 
walk alone, heading up a hill to the edge of a bluff that 
looks over the adjacent valley. As I walked, I thought 
about the future, about what might happen if I actually 
did have a child, if I was even suited to be a mother.

When I reached the top of the bluff, I sat on a rock to 
rest and looked at my shoes. Stuck in my left lace was a 
feather, blue-black and glossy with a bright red tip. I 
wasn’t sure what the feather meant, but I knew from 
years of looking for meaning in little things that it was 
significant. I stuck the feather in my pocket and brought 
it home, where I put it in a small box that I stashed in a 
drawer in my bedside table. Like magic, my worries 
about conceiving faded. A month later I was pregnant, 
and nine months after that, I gave birth to a beautiful 
baby girl with red hair as bright as the tip of my feather. 
—ANDY STEINER



I WAS NEVER A VERY INDEPENDENT CHILD. In  pub lic , I 
needed the sense o f  security tha t came fro m  c lin g in g  to 
m y parents— w ith  one exception. A fte r a ha lf-hou r o f  
be ing wedged in to  and ou t o f  school clothes at Km art, I 
w o u ld  beg to be le ft alone to indu lge  m y love o f  school 
supplies.

A  day could disappear w h ile  I stood in  tha t aisle, jus t 
look ing  at perfectly new  stu ff. There were the usual 
beauties— shiny staplers and hole punches, boxes fu l l  o f  
unsharpened, unchewed pencils w ith  p ris tine , v irg in  
erasers on top, the “ adu lt” scissors we s till cou ldn ’t  have 
in  class. Compasses, protractors, and those w e ird  ru lers 
tha t had three sides’ w o rth  o f  m easurem ent. (W hat the 
heck were those for, anyway? They seemed like  some­
th in g  on ly M ike Brady w ou ld  need.)

M y favorite  item s were ones you hard ly  ever see any­
m ore, and w h ich  even then weren’t  o f  m u ch  use to me. 
Nobody’s life  demands a s ingle pencil th a t’s red on  one 
end and b lue on  the other, though  i t  came in  pretty 
handy d u rin g  the 1976 wave o f  b icentennia l-re lated col­
o rin g  assignments. A n d  I was crazy about the typew rite r 
erasers, fro m  the pencil-style ones you had to sharpen to 
the p izza-cutter wheel eraser, bo th  o f  w h ich  had lit tle  
brushes on the end fo r sweeping away your eraser dust. 
So tiny ! So tidy! So clearly at the root o f  m y fu tu re  fasci­
na tion  w ith  Sanrio m icro-goodies.

I w ro te  as a ch ild , and erased as a ch ild  (w ith  tin y  
erasers tha t sm elled o f  vanilla). But as I became a

w om an, I p u t ch ild ish  th ings beh ind  me. (Except fo r  tin y  
pencil sharpeners shaped like  coffeepots or the heads o f 
various P ow erpu ff g irls . I m ay be grow n, b u t I ’m  no t 
dead.) I le ft school beh ind  fo r  c ru m m y office-tem p jobs. 
A n d  fro m  school supplies I graduated to the hard  stu ff: 
o ffice supplies. H ang ing  folders, paper by the ream, 
desk blotters, and Parker pen re fills  as fa r as the eye 
could see. A ll  brand-new, u n like  m y wardrobe, and 
unsusceptib le to fick le  changes in  fash ion. A ll  use fu l 
b u t m any unnecessary— like  Chanel earrings w ith o u t 
the buyer’s remorse.

The fact tha t I need at least some o f  these th ings and 
use them  daily hasn’t  d im in ish e d  the pleasure I take in  
buy ing  them . I t ’s n o t like  w o rk in g  in  a chocolate factory 
and los ing  your taste fo r candy. Rather, they b rin g  a taste 
o f  ch ildhood de ligh t to  occasionally m undane w o rk  and 
rem a in  am ong m y favorite th ings, as w e ll as a l in k  to m y 
firs t taste o f  independence.

P.S. M y favorite  stationers’ closed five years ago to 
make way fo r yet another coffee shop on a street already 
fu l l  o f  them . W h ile  w r it in g  th is  I was distressed to  fin d  
m y second-favorite go ing  ou t o f  business, m ost like ly  
the v ic tim  o f  ne ighbo ring  big-box retailers w hom  I can’t 
in  good conscience support. I f  you have a local stationers’ 
or sm all o ffice-supply store in  you r area, fo r heaven’s 
sake, use it. O fficeM ax doesn’t  care w hen you ru n  ou t o f  
sealing wax, and tha t’s a dam ned shame.
— HEATHER SEGGEL



I t ' s  a  

D i s n e y  w o r l d  a f t e r  a l l

SOME MAKE PILGRIMAGES to the fina l resting place o f 
Elvis or Jim M orrison. I visited W alt D isney’s grave. A nd  
judg ing  fro m  the cards and flowers I saw there, I ’m  no t 
the only one w ho’s been insp ired by his accomplishments.

I ’ve been a D isney fan  fo r as long  as I can remember. 
M y m o the r started m e ou t young w ith  a Golden Books 
series, and p u t decals o f  M ickey and M in n ie  on m y bed­
room  w all. As I grew older, i t  became m y l ife ’s goal to 
v is it D isneyland. W hen I f irs t m et the m an w ho’s now  
m y  husband, he was surprised by m y  glee at h is adm is­
sion tha t he was once a Jungle Cruise skipper. A fte r he 
got over h is  bad m em ories o f  c ru is in g  its stench-filled 
waters on the hottest o f  sum m er days, we took several 
tr ip s  to the park together; now  we have an annual pass. 
We go to a ll the an im ated features the n ig h t they open 
and buy up the accom panying dvds and toys like  crazy.

D isney has always s ign ified  som eth ing  to me that 
brands like  Barbie don’t. The fantasy o f  a happy ending 
is a fo rm  o f  escapism fro m  the everyday, and tha t’s 
som eth ing  D isney stories have in  droves. Bizarre as i t  
sounds, w hen I was at the appropriate age to play w ith  
her, Barbie seemed too rea l-life  to  me: She was a doctor, 
she was a m other, she played tenn is and sang in  n igh t- 
clu b s. A n d  even w hen she was a princess, i t  seemed con­
trived, like  she was try in g  too hard. D isney never had any 
k in d  o f  rea lism  problem .

Despite m y fixa tion  on  D isney o ffe rings— and the 
jokes fro m  m y friends and fa m ily— I never saw m yse lf 
as obsessed. Sure, maybe it's  a lit t le  odd fo r a 27-year-old 
w om an to  in s is t on sleeping w ith  a D isney p lush  toy, bu t 
am  I really the on ly  one?

I ’m  not. In  fact, some people have taken th e ir in terest 
in  the w o rld  o f  D isney and tu rned  i t  in to  a career. David 
Koenig, fo r instance, began researching h is firs t book,on 
D isneyland in  1987, and since then  has pub lished tw o 
m ore, along w ith  countless articles. H e ’s a co lu m n is t fo r 
the web-based them e-park guide MousePlanet, and is

regularly used as a source on a ll th ings D isney by the 
L.A. Times, USA Today, a ll fo u r m a jo r t v  netw orks, and 
m any na tiona lly  syndicated rad io  program s.

Koenig doesn’t  see h is  Disney-based career as an 
obsession, e ither— especially since he ’s heard so m any 
stories o f  D isney fans tak ing  th e ir devotion m uch  fu rth e r 
than he or I ever w ould . There ’s the guy w ho sports 
m ore than  a thousand Disney- 
related tattoos, in c lu d in g  all 
101 o f  the dalm atians, o r the 
p a rk ’s v is ito rs  w ho  dem and 
dates w ith  fem ale characters 
l ik e  A lice  in  W onderland .
D isney lore  even includes the 
ta le o f  a g roup  o f  o n lin e  
friends w ho  used to m eet regu­
la rly  at W alt D isney W orld  fo r 
breakfast, u n til an argum ent 
about princesses escalated in to  
a fu ll-fledged w ar that included 
death threats and eventually 
dem anded FB I invo lvem ent.
Let’s ju s t say tha t there ’s some­
th in g  about D isney that can 
b rin g  ou t people’s strongest 
feelings.

G iven cu rren t events, W alt’s 
w o r ld  sounds in c re a s in g ly  
idea lis tic  and appealing to me, 
w h ich  is precisely w hy I con­
tin u e  to collect m y princess 
do lls  and m ake m y  tw ice- 
m o n th ly  visits to D isneyland.
Call i t  obsession i f  you w ill, b u t I prefer to th in k  o f  i t  as 
fascination and insp ira tion.

Just don’t  te ll m y boss, ’cause he m ig h t th in k  i t ’s k inda 
w eird . — CARLY MILNE



B r o h e m i a n  

R h a p s o d y  

One Part Bohemian (stylish shoes, excellent record collection, 

meaningful books on the nightstand) and One part Bro (emotional 

detachment, enthusiam for lad mags, a penchant for fart jokes)

I AM, AND HAVE ALWAYS BEEN, A GIRL’S GIRL. Friends 
call m e after breakups. I have strong op in ions  on m a t­
ters fro m  low-rise jeans to fo rm u la tions  o f  the P ill. A nd  
despite i t  all, I  have a secret obsession w ith  a certa in k in d  
o f  boy: the k in d  w ho’s in  bands— or w ho looks like  he 
could be— w ho makes m e feel le ft ou t yet also sucked in , 
whose a llure  lies in  an u tte r ind iffe rence  to m y  devotion. 
S tanding outside a club one n igh t, I tr ie d  to expla in to 
m y  fr ie n d  George m y sim ultaneous fascination w ith  and 
repu ls ion  by the postm odem -ratta il-adom ed guys inside 
p lay ing  a h ips te r version o f  w hite-boy funk . “ Oh, yeah,” 
he said. “ I t ’s because they’re b rohem ian .” Finally, m y 
obsession had a name.

Recent obsessional activ ity includes standing at the 
local newsstand devouring  a Strokes cover story in  Spin 
and, less than a week later, tap ing  In te rpo l’s p e rfo rm ­
ance on Letterman. As o f  th is  w rit in g , I ’ve watched it  
three tim es. W ith  each v iew ing, I get a sort o f  contact 
h ig h  o f f  o f  th e ir cute boyness, fo llow ed by a serious bout 
o f  se lf-loath ing stem m ing  fro m  the  n o tio n  tha t I ’m  
do ing  som eth ing  that, w h ile  n o t fla t-ou t self-destructive, 
is probably n o t so good fo r me.

One part bohem ian (stylish shoes, excellent record col­
lection, and m ean ing fu l books on the n ightstand) and 
one part bro (em otional detachm ent, enthusiasm  fo r lad- 
mags, a penchant fo r fa rt jokes), the brohem ian arose to 
f i l l  the archetype gap between macho asshole and sensi­
tive g irly-m an tha t appeared along w ith  the m ainstream ­
in g  o f  underground cu ltu re  in  the early ’90s. He wears

his particu lar brand o f  sm ug cool like  a tig h t sweatshirt. 
He is m ost at ease in  the com pany o f  other guys, w h ich  
is maybe w hy he is so often in  a band. W h ile  g irls  aren’t  
w ho lly  absent fro m  the b rohem ian lifestyle, th e ir pres­
ence is secondary to the m ale bond ing  (w hich brohos 

I w ou ld  never refer to as such). I suspect th is  is w hy m any 
 o f  them  date m odels and actresses.

H is  boho a ttributes b rin g  h im  cute clothes, good h a ir­
cuts, h ip  g irls , and a ll the r ig h t cu ltu ra l references, b u t 
h is  bro  side allows fo r an easy camaraderie w ith  the aver­
age Joe and a na tu ra l a ff in ity  fo r  PlayStation. H e has a 
m an ly  aloofness tha t gives the appearance o f  sensitiv ity 
w ith o u t actually b reaking any cu ltu ra l norm s: the love- 
ch ild  o f  Ira  Glass and a m em ber o f  Korn.

Celebrity brohem ians abound. The Strokes, the Hives, 
and any group lum ped  in to  that nouveau rock th in g  
M T V ’s so in  love w ith  r ig h t now — all b rohem ian. So are 
Jason Lee, J im m y Fallon, Dave Eggers, A  Tribe Called 
Q uest-era  Q-Tip, the  Naked Chef, Jason Schwartzman, 
the s ta ff o f  long-defunct D ir t magazine, and anyone w ho 
has ever dated W inona Ryder. Not brohem ian, on grounds 
tha t they are e ither overtly bro  or genuine ly menschy: 
H enry  R ollins, Beck, Ralph Nader, the s ta ff o f  Vice m ag­
azine, and any m em ber o f  ’N  Sync.

The Beastie Boys are a particu larly good example o f  the 
evolution fro m  bro to brohem ian: T he ir Licensed to Ill-e ra  
attitude was totally bro. Yet the ir m idcareer offerings—  
Paul’s Boutique, Grand Royal magazine, a celebration o f 
vintage sneakers and Levi’s cords— la id  a crucial founda­
tio n  fo r the aesthetic o f  brohem ia. (And the Free Tibet 
concert-headlin ing, fem in ist-dating Beastie Boys o f  today 
offer an even newer variant: the post-brohemian.)

The o ther n igh t, I walked in to  a bar and was to ld  tha t 
I ’d ju s t m issed spotting  one o f  the Strokes. Instead o f 
fee ling  disappointed, like  I ’d  lost m y  o ppo rtun ity  to 
charm  the very t ig h t pants o f f  one o f  m y m any fantasy 
boyfriends, I fe lt a lm ost relieved. For a ll m y  love o f  b ro ­
hem ians, I ’m  n o t really th e ir type. But, m ore  im po rtan t, 
I probably w ou ldn ’t like  them , either. — MARISA MELTZER



K i s s  M y  O z

MY OBSESSION WITH PRISON-DRAMA OZstarted as a lazy 
a fte rthough t o f  Sunday-night H B O  view ing. Sprawled 
on the sofa in  a post- Sopranos stupor, I flip p e d  th ro u g h  
magazines w h ile  Oz flicke red  in  the background, n o th ­
in g  m ore  than  am b ien t noise: heated d iscussions, 
c lang ing  o f  cell bars, om inous m us ic  tha t signaled 
scene changes. W hen  i t  sounded like  a character was 
about to  get stabbed, raped, o r otherw ise menaced, I 
shu t o f f  the set.

But over tim e , I found  m y ears p ric k in g  up  w hen cer­
ta in  figures appeared onscreen— Machiavellian life r Ryan 
O ’Reily, fo r example, o r beleaguered p rison  M .D . G loria  
Nathan, the object o f  O ’Reily’s psychotic yet strangely 
endearing affection. I suddenly knew  the d e fin itio n  o f 
the w o rd  “ shiv,” and knew  also tha t i t  was interchange­
ably used w ith  “ shank” to describe a hom em ade kn ife .

A n d  I found  m yse lf look ing  fo rw ard  to each new episode 
w ith  a delicious, a lm ost i l l ic i t  glee.

As H B O ’s firs t o rig ina l d ram atic series (it p rem iered 
in  1997, tw o years before Tony Soprano made the scene), 
Oz was the prototype fo r the ne tw o rk ’s dark-dram a fo r­
m at. Set in  an experim enta l correctional u n it  o f  a state 
penitentiary, Oz cast p rison  as a soap opera w ith  no 
ingenue and an overflow  o f  v illa ins . The racia lly d ivided 
inn^ates p lo tted against one another, the libe ra l u n it  
d irec to r s lept w ith  h is  employees, a fem ale guard 
demanded sexual favors fro m  prisoners, the warden cov­
ered up  health  hazards tha t threatened the lives o f  
inm ates, and even p rison  psychologist Sister Peter M arie 
found  h e rse lf attracted to a pa rticu la rly  cha rm ing  kille r. 
In  a w ord, yuck. Yet also, somehow, addictive.

M y love fo r  Oz snuck up  on m e, and I s ti l l  can’t  fu lly  
exp la in  it.  The show is fa r fro m  flaw less: Its  short- 
a tten tion-span pacing and abundance o f  characters 
make fo r episodes c lum sy w ith  exposition. A n d  i t ’s 
im possib le  to watch the show w ith o u t n o tic ing  the 
extensive p lo t holes: Doesn’t  the state get suspicious 
w hen inm ates are m urdered on w hat seems like  a daily

basis? W ha t’s up  w ith  prisoners having access to In te rne t 
porn? A nd  w hy is cafeteria w ork  duty clearly unsuper­
vised w hen i t ’s obvious tha t a vendetta m eal conta in ing  
ground glass is going to be dished ou t sooner o r later?

Yes, Oz is graphically, scorch ing ly b ru ta l. Physically, o f  
course— the series has showcased bu rn ings , beatings, 
b lind ings, rapes, and o ffings too m onstrous to recount—  
and psychologically as w ell. I t ’s also po litica lly  depress­
in g — it  perpetuates racial stereotypes and paints p rison  
bureaucrats as no m ore m ora l than  th e ir  incarcerated 
charges. So really, w ha t’s to love?

Why, the inverted power dynamics, o f  course. A n d  I 
don’t m ean fu ll- fro n ta l m ale n u d ity— there are some 
fine -look ing  felons in  th is  c lin k , b u t I don ’t  happen to 
th in k  there ’s anyth ing  sexy about a naked m an w hen 
he ’s be ing hu rled  onto the cold cem ent flo o r o f  solitary

o r on the verge o f  be ing  violated w ith  a piece o f  flatware. 
I t ’s m ore  tha t Oz offers fem ale viewers a fic tiona l w o rld  
un like  any other on tv — one where, on the inside at least, 
they’re fo r once no t the ones v ic tim ized . In  Oz, i t ’s the 
m en  w ho su ffe r the in d ig n itie s— objectification, harass­
m ent, even breast cancer— that on the outside are usually 
reserved fo r wom en. Th is  m ay explain why, according to 
a recent New York Times article, 4 9  percent o f  the show ’s 
viewers are fem ale, and w hy  so m any active, fem ale- 
d riven  Oz fo rum s and fan -fic tion  sites abound on the 
web. (O r maybe th a t’s the fu ll-fro n ta l ta lk ing.)

Oz, fo r a ll its  bleakness, ju s t does w hat a ll good 
dram a does: I t  v is its  the struggle between s in  and 
redem ption , h u m a n ity  and degradation, on each o f  its  
players w ith  harsh, visceral results. I a dm it to  being 
embarrassed to  have sobbed th ro u g h  a recent episode in  
w h ich  an inm ate  w ith  the m enta l age o f  a ch ild  u n w it­
tin g ly  prepares fo r h is  tr ip  to  the electric chair— b u t I ’d 
be fa r m ore m o rtifie d  had m y reaction been any less 
em otional. A nd  I ’m  look ing  fo rw ard  to obsessing fo r 
years to come, as soon as I get m y  dvd player w ork ing . 

— ANDI ZEISLER



A n n e  o n  m y  m i n d  

WHEN I WAS 12, MY GROWN-UP SISTER loaned m e her 
copy o f  The D iary o f Anne Frank. Before she le t m e read 
it, she cautioned, “There ’s some s tu f f  she does w ith  her 
g irlfriends...w e ll, I certa in ly never d id  anyth ing  like  that. 
You can ju s t skip over those parts.”

M y p ru r ie n t in terests awakened, the  d iary im m e d i­
ately became m y favorite  fla sh lig h t reading. A n n e ’s w r it ­
in g  positive ly radiated sensuality: “ Sometimes w hen I lie  
in  bed at n ig h t I feel a te rrib le  urge to  touch  m y breasts 
and lis ten  to the quiet, steady beating o f  m y  heart.”

I ’m  n o t the on ly  one w ho th inks  the d ia ry  is steamy: 
In  1982, one V irg in ia  county tr ied  to ban i t  fro m  schools 
fo r its “ sexually offensive” m ateria l.

A t its  o rig in a l pub lica tion  in  1952, however, m ost o f  
A n n e ’s ero tic  m usings slipped unde r the radar o f  
censors. Because the d ia ry was presented and m arketed 
as a w ar jou rna l, a lm ost a ll her passages about sex 
rem ained intact.

A du lts  seemed to be in  denial about A n n e ’s sexuality, 
b u t her d iary was ho t s tu ff. H er rom ance w ith  Peter, fo r 
example, is treated in  f i lm  versions— and rem em bered 
by m o s t people— as a dem ure, chaste teen crush.

Actually, A nne  was ju s t hom y. W hen she decides to 
seduce Peter— and i t  isn ’t  the o ther way around— it  takes 
her on ly  a few  short m onths to go fro m  discussions o f 
m ale anatom y to f irs t kiss to passionate embrace. Soon 
afterward, she comes to the rea lization that, a lthough he 
makes a n ice w a rtim e  d iversion, he has “ too lit t le  char­
acter, too lit t le  w illpow er, too lit t le  courage and s trength .” 
A nne  knows the d ifference between sex and love: “ I m iss 
the real th in g , and yet I know  i t  exists!” I was delighted 
by her proactive stance regard ing sexual fu lf il lm e n t, b u t 
I was even m ore  im pressed by the fact tha t she d id n ’t  le t 
sex c loud her judgm ent.

G row ing  up  in  a sm a ll tow n  in  the 1970s, I d id n ’t  have 
access to fe m in is t sex tracts, le t alone ones tha t were 
considered appropriate reading fo r young g irls . The best 
the genre had to o ffe r was Are You There God? I t ’s Me, 
Margaret, w h ich  made m e gag. Judy B lum e ’s “ typ ica l” 
(read: insecure) g ir l spends the w hole book praying 
she’l l  get he r period because i t  w il l  he lp  her f i t  in  w ith  
her friends: “ O h please, God. I ju s t w ant to  be n o rm a l.” 
Compare tha t w ith  A n n e ’s genuine excitem ent about 
menses: “ I can hard ly  w ait. I t ’s such a m om entous 
event.” A fte r the b ig  day arrives, she w rites: “ I feel as 
th o ugh ...I’m  carry ing a round a sweet secret.” A nne  cele­
brated her body, her sexuality, and her wom anhood. I 
id en tified  w ith  her completely.

In  add ition  to A n n e ’s descriptions o f  he r trysts w ith  
Peter and the rom an tic  dreams she had about a boy she 
knew  before she w ent in to  h id in g , she w rites long ing ly  
about girls. O f her fr iend  Jacques: “ I asked her whether... 
we cou ld  touch each o ther’s breasts.... I also had a te r r i­
ble desire to  kiss her, w h ich  I d id. Every tim e  I see a 
fem ale nude, such as the Venus in  m y a rt h is to ry  book, 
I go in to  ecstasy. Sometimes I f in d  them  so exquisite.” 
That th is  k in d  o f  read ing passed as a school assignm ent 
offered a b izarre ly  p ub lic  stam p o f  approval: Apparently, 
lots o f  g irls  make ou t w ith  th e ir fem ale friends; everyone 
knows it, and nobody m inds.

I f  A n n e ’s w r it in g  on  sexuality d id  n o th in g  m ore  than 
titilla te , she cou ldn ’t  have he ld  m y fascination th is  long. 
But her e ro tic ism  flou rished  unexpurgated in  a w o rld  in  
w h ich  w om en’s voices continue to be stifled— and her 
voice gave rise to m ine . — JANET MILLER



P u n c h i n '  

J u d y

“ WANT JUSTICE?" intones the voiceover. And who doesn’t, 
right? You’d sure like your neighbor to pay for the dam­
age to your fence, or for your cheating ex-fiance to return 
the stereo system he appropriated on his way out the 
door. But civil discussions quickly lead to late-night 
phone calling, heckling, and egg throwing. Six months 
later, you’re tired, the fence is still broken, your stereo’s 
still missing, and you’re all out of eggs. You finally sum­
mon a higher power, one that will exact revenge and 
maybe scrape off a pound of flesh from that son o f a 
bitch in the process. “Want justice? Call 1-888-800- 
Judy.” The name’s Judy. Judge Judy.

The good judge presides over small-claims court 
cases on the widely syndicated Judge Judy, which pre­
miered in 1996 and perennially leads the ratings pack 
o f imitators (and also trounces the genre’s originator, 
The People’s Court, which hit the air in 1981). Within her 
small-potatoes jurisdiction, Judge Judy wields total and 
absolute power. Repeated close watchings have revealed 
Judith Scheindlin to be not merely a judge but a special 
brand of salt-of-the-earth vengeance demon operating in 
a chaotic and often unfair world. Vested with indis­
putable authority, Judge Judy takes wicked delight in 
righting the petty wrongs of everyday life; she can ensure 
the return of your stereo and shame the jerk on national 
television, too. Justice doesn’t get much sweeter than that.

Like the Greek goddess Hera, Judge Judy is the most 
powerful gal in her abbreviated realm. The opening 
voiceover warns the viewer that “her rulings are final— 
this is her courtroom,” which basically means that Judge 
Judy is the final arbiter o f what is true. “ I wasn’t paid,” a 
housekeeper complains of her relationship with her 
employer. “Yes, you were!” the judge shoots back. 
Whether the housekeeper was indeed paid is impossible 
to discern. But the good judge has decided the womari.,is 
fibbing, so the ambiguity o f what might actually have 
happened is accordingly rendered irrelevant. Judge 
Judy’s presumptions of truth are (Continued on page 92)
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Barbara Ehrenreich Julia Scott Talks to One of Our Favorite Feminist Journalists

B a rB a ra  E H re n re iC H  is  a n a T io n a L  
treasure. Raised in  a M ontana m in in g  fam ­
ily, she is p ro -un ion , a socialist, a fe m in is t, 
and a re lig ious skeptic. She also happens to 
be a ta lented and in flu e n tia l essayist and a 
true  pa trio t, d issenting and ra is ing  he ll in  
the interests o f  the im poverished, abused, 
and silenced.

Ehrenre ich ’s books are h is to rica l m irro rs  
tha t extend beyond th e ir subjects to re flect 
the cu ltu re  and po litics  o f  a generation o f  
A m ericans at any given tim e . She has tack­
led such topics as the sexism o f  psychology 
and m edic ine  (1978’s For Her Own Good: 

150 Years o f the Experts’ Advice to Women, coauthored w ith  D eirdre English), the 
effects o f  r ig id  gender roles on m en (1983’s The Hearts o f  Men: American Dreams 
and the Flight fro m  Commitment), the paranoia o f  the priv ileged (1989’s Fear o f 
Falling: The Inner Life o f the M iddle Class), the h is to rica l anthropology o f  w ar 
(1997’s Blood Rites: Origins and History o f the Passions o f War), and w om en’s labor 
m ig ra tions  (her latest book, Global Woman: Nannies, Maids, and Sex Workers in  
the New Economy, coedited w ith  A rlie  Russell H ochschild). H e r 2001 investiga­
tio n , Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in  America— in  w h ich  Ehrenreich 
w en t undercover as a low-wage w orker to ascertain w hether i t ’s possible to sur­
vive on the m in im u m  wage in  the U.S.— was a na tiona l bestseller, has been 
adapted fo r the stage, and provided the basis fo r a docum entary on  A&E.

A n tip o rn  crusades, presidentia l ph ilandering , the F irst Daughters’ run -ins  
w ith  the law — Ehrenre ich takes on  her topics w ith  conviction and m ore  than  a



sm a ll m easure o f  w it. She’l l  ju m p  in to  a debate regard­
less o f  its  te rm s, usua lly  w hen  h e r p o s itio n  is least w e l­
come. She reserves special a tten tion  fo r  p o litic ia ns  w ho  
p resum e to  speak fo r those w o m e n  whose lives th e ir  
po lic ies have rendered unm anageable. In  h e r capacity as 
a H a rp e r’s con tribu to r, a c o lu m n is t fo r  the Progressive, 
and one o f  the few  fe m in is t voices to  appear re gu la rly  in  
the  pages o f  Time, E h ren re ich  has been a tire less c r it ic  o f  
w e lfa re  re fo rm  and the racist stereotypes i t  perpetuates, 
and she has never m issed a chance to  stand up  to  the 
re lig io us  r ig h t and its  c la im s on  w o m e n ’s bodies, fa m i­
lies, and lifestyles.

As fo r h e r e nd u rin g  e ffect on  the  fe m in is t m ovem ent, 
one co m m e n t in  he r 1993 essay “ C o m in g  o f  A ge” says i t  
a ll: “To have live d  fo r  w o m e n ’s h u m a n  rig h ts , k n o w in g  
th a t they con ta in  a w ho le  new  idea o f  w ha t ‘h u m a n ’ 
m ig h t becom e, and then  to  g row  o lde r w a tch ing  the 
fresh  young  faces come along, saying w h a t I  m ig h t have 
said, o r sm arte r versions o f  the  same— th a t is about as 
close to  im m o rta lity  as I  w o u ld  ever w a n t to  be.”

In  y o u r in tro d u c t io n  to  Nickel and Dimed, you  say th a t 
w hen you  came up  w ith  the  idea o f  g o in g  undercover as a 
low -w age w orker, you  never in tended  to  be the  one to  do 
i t .  W h a t changed y o u r m ind?

O h, I was c h a ttin g  w ith  [H a rp e r ’s e d ito r] Lew is 
Lapham  and said, “ Someone shou ld  do th is . Someone 
shou ld  do some o ld -fash ioned jo u rn a lis m  here .” I w asn’t

expecting h im  to  say, “ You.”  I was th in k in g  o f  som ebody 
younger and w ith  a b igger t im e  budget. A n d  i t  was in i ­
t ia lly  ju s t a m agazine ass ignm ent, fo r  one place. B ut 
th e n  i t  tu rn e d  in to  a book.

You have a P h .D . in  b io logy. H o w  d id  you  come to  be a 
fe m in is t jo u rn a lis t  instead o f  a scientist?

I had no  in te n tio n  o f  be ing  any th ing , actually. I was 
ge tting  rad ica lized. A n d  science was too s low  fo r  m e— I 
m ean, I love to  read abou t it, b u t I don ’t  w a n t to do the 
w o rk . I graduated and ended up  w o rk in g  w ith  a g roup  o f  
hea lth  activists and d id  a lo t o f  w r it in g  there. I d id n ’t  
rea lly  consider m y s e lf a w r ite r  u n t i l  i t  came tim e  to 
declare an occupation  on  m y  incom e  tax fo rm . So i t  was 
b o rn  o u t o f  [w o rk in g  w ith  tha t] g roup. I fo u n d  I was 
p re tty  p ro fic ie n t at it, and I k in d  o f  enjoyed i t— I liked  
the  research. I t  w asn’t  a m a tte r o f  saying, “ Okay, h o w  do 
I s ta rt a career as a fe m in is t jou rna lis t? ”

In  the  past tw o  years, at least tw o  m a jo r sex-d iscrim ina tion  
c lass-action  law su its  have been f ile d  against W a l-M a rt . 
D id  you experience any fo rm s o f  sex d is c r im in a tio n  w h ile  
w o rk in g  undercover fo r  Nickel and Dimed? H o w  do you 
th in k  yo u r experience in  the  low -w age econom y w o u ld  
have d iffe re d  i f  you  were a man?

W ell, I was in  the  context o f  jobs th a t tend  to  be fo r 
w om en, b u t the fact is tha t the k inds  o f  jobs th a t w o rk ing - 
class m e n  used to  be able to  get th a t pa id  th e m  m uch



m ore— the  in d u s tr ia l jobs, the 
m in in g , the logg ing— have been 
d isappearing  extrem ely rap id ly.
So, you fin d  m ore  and m ore m en 
also in  these very low -pay ing  
k inds  o f  service jobs now.

G iven  the econom ic c lim ate  and 
the Bush adm in is tra tion ’s p lan fo r 
massive tax cuts, w h a t can we 
expect fro m  the new Congress in  
term s o f  unem ploym ent and w e l­
fare fu n d in g , and w hat w ou ld  you 
lik e  to  see happen?

W ell, n o th ing  I w ou ld  like  to 
see happen is go ing to happen.
[Laughs.] F irst o f  all, unem p loy­
m en t insurance is a very pa ltry  
program . I t ’s d iffe re n t fo r every 
state, and i t ’s a im ed m ore at the 
be tte r-pa id  w orke rs . In  some 
states, i f  you don’t  earn enough, i f  
you r pay is too low, you don’t  qua l­
ify  fo r  unem p loym en t in su ra n ce ..
A nd , o f  course, you have to have 
been in  a job fo r a certa in length  
o f  tim e , w h ich  leaves out, fo r 
example, fem ale w orkers whose 
em p loym ent m ay be irregu lar, pa rtly  because o f  ch ild ­
care issues. So, on ly  about 30 percent o f  people w ho get 
la id  o f f  and w ho need i t  actually end up  w ith  unem p loy­
m e n t insurance. A n d  th a t’s ju s t the background. I th in k  
one o f  the ideal th ings w ou ld  be to have a program  o f 
cash supports fo r people w ho have been la id  o f f  because 
o f  the economy, o r w ho have a very good reason w hy they 
shou ldn ’t be ho ld in g  jobs— such as they’re tak ing  care o f 
sm all ch ild ren , o r tak ing  care o f  e lderly o r ch ron ica lly  i l l  
fa m ily  m em bers. So, w elfare and unem p loym en t in s u r­
ance w o u ld n ’t  be d is tingu ished— there w ou ld  be some 
way o f  he lp ing  anybody w ho cannot be in  the w orkforce.

T h a t w ou ld  also invo lve  acknow ledging dom estic w o rk  
as w o rk  w o rth y  o f  rem uneration.

Exactly. I t  is w ork. You’re caring fo r others.

In  Fear o f  Falling, you w rote: “ T h e  existence o f  the  ‘w o rk ­
in g  poo r’...is seldom acknowledged by the r ig h t. Indeed, 
n o th in g  cou ld  be m ore destructive to  ‘tra d it io n a l values’ 
than the rea liza tion  tha t, fo r  m illio n s  o f  Am ericans, hard 
w o rk  does n o t pay.”  T h a t was in  1989. W h a t’s i t  go ing  to

take to  a lte r exis ting  class-consciousness paradigm s in  
th is  country?

W ell, I th in k  there is m ore awareness now  o f  the inad ­
equacy o f  wages— that, say, 25 to 33 percent o f  the w o rk ­
force w orks fo r less m oney than they need to live  on, 
even at a very basic level. Maybe Nickel and Dimed has 
made a lit t le  co n tr ib u tio n  to  tha t awareness, b u t I th in k  
i t ’s even m ore  the fact tha t the liv ing-wage m ovem ent 
has been go ing on fo r a w h ile— ju s t an understand ing  
tha t w o rk  is no t enough i f  the wages aren’t  good enough.

Speaking o f  w h ich , I  heard you spent a semester at the 
U n ive rs ity  o f  C a lifo rn ia  at Berkeley w o rk in g  w ith  stu ­
dent activists on liv ing -w age  and antisweatshop cam­
paigns. W h e n  was that?

A  year ago. The students were already w o rk in g  on it. 
They wanted m e to be an adviser-participant, and so that 
was m y job. I wasn’t  teaching them ; we were all jus t 
w o rk in g  on th is  pro ject— discussing the in terview s, d is­
cussing w hat we were lea rn ing  about the pow er struc­
tu re  o f  the un iversity. They were in te rv iew ing  campus 
w orkers to make a b ig  report.



Do you think these new student movements have the 
potential to last—and to have a serious effect in curtail­
ing labor abuses?

Oh, yeah. Student movements are mostly focused on 
the university as an employer. But the universities are 
big employers, so it’s not a side issue or anything. I think 
it’s amazing how so many places have a student alliance 
that is trying to improve conditions for the working people 
on campus. It just seems to have spread so quickly. At 
first, it seemed like it was only the more elite places— 
Harvard, Yale—but Towson University in Maryland also 
has a very big student-labor alliance.

W hat’s the connection between the living-wage move­
ment and the so-called antiglobalization movement?

In a very practical sense, on many campuses the 
student-labor alliances grew out of the antisweatshop 
activism, so that's one kind of connection. The person­
nel is very similar, and I think there’s an understanding 
that [in] this time of corporate banditry—whether we’re 
seeing it in this country or in other countries—it’s the 
same actors at the top.

You’ve been tracking the effects of the recession on wel­
fare recipients, especially people who lost their jobs after 
September 11. Can you predict any long-term effects?

Frances Fox Piven and I wrote an article for Mother 
Jones based on our interviews with people who had gone 
from welfare to work to unemployment. And it was pretty 
sad. There’s no safety net at all for so many of these 
people. The long-term effects? Well, more of the same. 
Children growing up without adequate food among the 
really poor—those, say, [who meet] the federal definition 
of poverty, which is about 12 percent of the population 
now. Not living in a stable place, which really disrupts 
education. And there’s a study showing that the lower 
parents’ wages are, the more difficulty [their] children 
ha\qg in school. And you can think of all the reasons 
why—it’s a pretty clear connection.

You’ve termed yourself a feminist ever since your days as 
a women’s health activist. Where does feminism stand 
now in relation to the idealistic vision that inspired it in 
the ’60s and ’70s?

Well, there are two things: one very good, one not so 
good. The ideas of feminism have really permeated our 
culture. It's everywhere. In some ways, we succeeded 
very well. For example, in the women’s health move­
ment, which I was a part of in the ’70s, one of our big 
problems was just to get out health-related information 
to women. Information about anatomy, about the life

cycle—you know, just basic things, because you couldn’t 
get that information. It was quite subversive to put out 
information about the menstrual cycle. [Laughs.] And 
now we’ve taken away that medical monopoly on infor­
mation about our own bodies—I mean, it’s been a huge 
change since the ’70s in that respect. And [it’s] similar 
for feminism as a whole—the idea that it’s degrading to 
be called “honey” and asked to serve the coffee was a sort 
of radical idea 25 years ago. Everyone feels that way now. 
So, that’s great success.

The downside is that the radical conception of femi­
nism in the ’70s was as a collective movement, and I 
think we’ve lost a lot of that. It’s much more individual 
today: “Well, I won’t put up with this or that.” [There’s] 
very little sense of, How do we act together?

Specifically, what sort of collective actions could femi­
nists be taking right now that aren’t happening?

By far, the single most urgent thing is protecting abor­
tion rights. I mean, it’s maddening. Of course, if you’re 
a woman of means, you’ll never have to worry about hav­
ing access to one, but so many women aren’t in that 
position. There are just so many things we should be 
jumping up and down about. We should be permanently 
camped out in front of the Department of Health and 
Human Services. This business of removing informa­
tion from their website, information that said there was 
no connection between breast cancer and abortion. [Last 
year, Health and Human Services’ National Cancer 
Institute altered its breast cancer fact sheet to label evidence 
for a link between breast cancer and abortion “inconclusive” 
rather than nonexistent. Many see the move as driven by the 
Bush administration’s anti-choice stance, especially since the 
American Cancer Society, the New England Journal of 
Medicine, the American Gynecological and Obstetrical 
Society, and others consider there to be no link. At press time, 
HHS had just sponsored a conference to further explore the 
issue. —Ed.] Ugh! And issues relating to the treatment of 
poor women. There’s no shortage of work to be done. 
Now is the time for some good old-fashioned in-the- 
streets feminism.

Is your vision of feminism compatible with a capitalist 
society?

I don’t know for sure. The big issue for me has been 
that feminism did very well for women with some edu­
cation or a middle-class background. And for that group, 
which includes myself, we opened up the professions. 
Forty percent of law students and medical students today 
are women; maybe it’s the same for M.B.A. students, I 
don’t know. No woman today will face the kind of really



ridiculous barriers that my generation faced—like being 
queried at a graduate-school interview about whether 
you intended to get married and have children. Which 
would mean you couldn’t be, in  my case, a scientist.

So, we broke those barriers, and that's great. But 70 
percent o f women workers in  America are not profes­
sionals. They’re retail or service or assembly-line work­
ers, and their lives have not been changed enough, or 
very much, by feminism, except in  protections from sex­
ual harassment. Which is big, but i t ’s just one thing. 
Now could you, w ith in capitalism, bring greater oppor­
tunities to those women? Well, that would mean such a 
shift: in  our class society that maybe coming out the 
other end, you wouldn’t be so capitalist.

Although the Bush administration’s plans for war against 
Iraq don’t  have a lo t o f support from the American pub­
lic, troops have already been deployed. What are the pos­
sibilities for a national peace movement powerful enough 
to have an effect on Congress?

Very good, I would say. Here, too, I am really amazed 
at the amount o f activism going on. In the fall, I was all 
over the country doing speaking engagements, and there 
was something going on everywhere. In La Crosse, 
Wisconsin, people had formed a Women in  Black group 
that was paying attention to the Palestinian question as 
well as the possible war with Iraq. Bend, Oregon, had 
about 150 people demonstrating on the weekend in 
October when the events were going on in  Washington, 
D.C., and San Francisco. So, my god, I haven’t seen any­
thing like this.

Are there any circumstances under which you would sup­
port U.S. intervention?

Oh, yes. I th ink the United States should have inter­
vened in  Rwanda. There was a need to intervene in 
Kosovo, although I strongly disapproved o f the way that 
was done, w ith the bombing o f Serbia. We could play a 
very good role in the world, and I don’t understand why 
sometimes people th ink that the position o f the left is 
always no intervention. There are forms o f intervention 
that are good and useful, so it ’s a moral issue with every 
one. And the failure to intervene in  Rwanda, I think, has 
got to weigh as heavily on our conscience as the often 
very negative and imperialist kinds o f interventions in 
Latin America over the years, for example.

I ’m always impressed by how you’ve remained faithful to 
your ideological convictions for two decades in the face 
o f so many social, political, and economic dilemmas. Do 
you ever become disillusioned?

I become sad, and anxious, and depressed. But noth­
ing has happened to shake my basic ideas—my feminist, 
egalitarian, and antiwar ideas. I mean, I don’t anticipate 
pulling a Christopher Hitchens anytime soon, although 
it  has occurred to me. [Laughs.] My joke is always that my 
retirement plan is to write a book called How Feminism 
Ruined My Life. And then I ’l l  be on all the talk shows 
[and] have a six-figure salary from the Heritage Found­
ation. They love somebody who goes from the left to the 
right. I'm  not sure Hitchens has gone to the right on all 
the issues—but it ’s one way to get a lot o f attention.

What’s the most revolutionary act our government could 
commit?

Our present government? You mean, the Bush admin­
istration in  Washington? Revolutionary?

Uh-huh.
I have no idea. The most revolutionary act I saw from 

any government recently was the president o f Brazil 
canceling the order for a bunch o f fighter planes and say­
ing, “We’ve got hungry people in  this country.” I 
thought, Wow! [Laughs.]

But for our government, there’s no hope? I  was hoping 
you would say that it  could disband.

Well, there’s that. But you know, the right is extremely 
two-faced on the issue o f government. They’re always 
saying how bad big government is, while they increase 
the size o f the military. And also, over the years, [they’ve 
bu ilt up] the repressive domestic functions— law 
enforcement, war on drugs, incarceration o f everybody. 
So, when they say they don’t want big government, they 
mean they just don’t want government that actually 
helps people.

Are you working on any major projects right now?
The book that just appeared on my front doorstep is 

called Global Woman: Nannies, Maids, and Sex Workers in 
the New Economy. It ’s a collection o f articles, including 
one by myself and one by my coeditor, Arlie Hochschild, 
about the growing migration o f women from poor coun­
tries to rich countries to do the domestic work— to raise 
the children and take care o f the home. And it often over­
laps with being forced into prostitution, being lured with 
the idea that you’re getting a job as a maid or a nanny 
and ending up as a prostitute—that’s how [many] sex 
workers come in. And it ’s fascinating. This is a new 
trend, women coming from Mexico to clean American 
homes, women going from Sri Lanka to work in  the 
Middle East, or from the Philippines to work in Hong



Kong and Taiwan. All these flows o f immigration have 
developed around the world.

I think it ’s a good anthology. We worked very hard to 
make all the articles readable. And they’re not all by aca­
demics—I think it ’s pretty lively.



The Bitchlist an annotated guide to some of our favorite things

Big Moves. The prospect of dance class-the 
big mirror, the perfectly sculpted bodies, the 
people with a natural sense of rhythm-can 
be scary, so it's good to know that someone 
out there is trying to make dancing a little 
more approachable. Big Moves sponsors a 
variety of inexpensive dance classes around 
the Bay Area based on the principle of 
increasing diversity of size in dance. If you 
can't go to a class, Bodies in Motion, their 
multicompany showcase for larger dancers, 
will be touring the U.S. soon, -marisa
MELTZER

Buffay, Phoebe. Even if she weren't hanging 
out with five neurotic underemployed thirty- 
somethings, she’d still stand out as a self- 
sufficient, self-loving, sassy, savvy, street­
wise woman who’s in joyful control of her 
sexuality. When her more earthbound 
Friends reach high pitches of anxiety, she 
cuts through the screeching with words of 
wisdom that can be gained only by hard liv­
ing and good karma, -ka th leen co llin s

Built by Wendy. I always like to support inde­
pendent designers, but sometimes they 
don't want me in their clothes; most top out 
at size 10, and some even at 8. Imagine my 
delight when I found out that couturier-to- 
the-hip Built by Wendy is expanding its size 
range to a rather generously cut 12:1 can 
finally buy all the pink cords, dog-appliqued 
sweatshirts, and plaid-accented denim my 
credit card can handle. It would be great if 
every designer had an even wider array of 
sizes-especially for the vastly underserved 
size-14-and-over set-but Wendy's is a step in 
the right direction, one few designers are 
willing even to consider, -m.m.

Child, Julia. She makes mistakes and embraces 
them. She sticks her fingers in sauces, licks 
spoons, drops things. She’s been known to 
demonstrate cuts of meat using her own 
body. She improvises. Most important, she's 
honest and real; she brought sophisticated 
French cooking down to where the 1960s 
middle class could grab onto it, and her mes­
sage was clear: If I can do this, so can you. 
Child is still on tv  celebrating butter, cream, 
and pleasure as she turns 91 this year. -k.c.

Chocolate: The Consuming Passion (Work­
man Publishing Company). I cringe whenever

someone refers to herself or another person 
as a "chocoholic," but Sandra Boynton's 
tongue-in-cheek 1982 treatise on chocolate 
obsession-narrated partially by birds, hip­
pos, cats, and bunnies that illustrate chapters 
and sidebars like "Handling Chocolate" and 
"Avoiding Non-Chocolate Situations"-never 
fails to crack me up. -andi zeis ler 

Diamon Deb nail file. It's enough that the 
Diamon Deb is a quality nail file that man­
ages to keep one’s manicure clean and 
orderly without excessive grinding. But find 
yourself unable to start your car one morn­
ing, and it becomes the Amazing Thing that 
Cleaned the Cap and Rotor. Yep, that light 
touch takes off rust and corrosion but leaves 
the metal intact, freeing you to show off 
your nails wherever the wind and your 
wheels take you. -hea ther seggeu 

Feminist Classics series. Dismayed that young 
women in search of feminist thought's recent 
history have had to troll flea markets and 
th rift shops, Manifests coauthor Jennifer 
Baumgardner has enlisted publisher Farrar, 
Straus & Giroux in her plan to restore second- 
wave classics to bookstore shelves. So far, 
Germaine Greer's The Female Eunuch and 
Shulamith Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex 
have been brought back from the dustbin of 
out-of-print books, with a new work due out 
every spring, - l is a  je rv is  

Globetrekker (www.globetrekkertv.co.uk). One 
perk of being an incurable insomniac is dis­
covering little-watched programs on obscure 
public tv  stations. I recently discovered this 
travel show, produced in the U.K., that fea­
tures down-to-earth, fresh-faced presenters 
from various countries leading teletours to 
destinations like Beijing, Calcutta, and Cuzco, 
Peru, with backpack and camera crew in tow. 
What a fantastic job! The show, which offers 
upbeat humor, practicality, and adventurous 
spirit (in Beijing, the presenter gamely eats a 
scorpion-on-a-stick and succumbs to the 
painful bodywork treatment known as cup­
ping), is refreshingly unironic, keeping my 
career envy in check, -karen eng 

Goddess in the Kitchen (Conari Press). A few 
years back, seemingly every room in the 
house had a corresponding book of goddesses. 
The bedroom, the bathroom, the breakfast



nook...those goddesses were worse than ter­
mites! So I was slow to pick up Margie 
Lapanja's collection of recipes, stories, and 
"saucy secrets" for fear of yet more goddess 
infestation. I never should have hesitated. 
The book is so much fun, the recipes so deli­
cious—her salad dressing recipe alone is 
worth a chant or two to Inanna. - h .s .

Lady Grey. I had no idea that this blend of 
black tea, citrus peel, and a bit of bergamot- 
described on the box as "classic, yet deli­
cate”—even existed until I bought a Twinings 
tea assortment. Since then, I’ve decided to 
forgo the overly florid Earl Grey for his more 
subtle counterpart. And I love the robin's- 
egg blue sachet it comes in, too. - m . m .

L-lysine. Thanks to an unfortunate combination 
of genetics and high sugar consumption, I've 
struggled most of my life with chronic 
canker sores so painful they make me fever­
ish and unable to eat or talk properly. But all 
that changed when a friend with herpes 
hipped me to the healing wonders of l-lysine, 
an amino acid that helps support the body's 
natural immune system. Now, when I feel 
one of those suckers coming on, I pop a cap­
sule with every meal, and within a day or 
two I can eat, talk, and kiss pain-free. - a . z .

Lush (www.lush.com). I found out about this 
international chain of all-natural cosmetics 
shops while on vacation in Canada and was 
thrilled to see that the company has started 
expanding its stores to the U.S. For skin-care 
devotees, Lush is the  place to find insanely 
fresh scrubs and masks handmade with a 
minimum of preservatives (as a bonus, many 
are vegan). They also offer a vast range 
of soaps, massage bars, and body washes 
with yummy scents and clever names 
(Buffy the Backside Slayer, anyone?).
- B .  HELEN CARNHOOPS

Pound (www.poundy.com). This online journal 
is sort of about body image, but the writing 
makes every topic relevant and funny.
The Dec. 17, 2001, entry, which is written 
Cnhstmas pageant-style and features guest 
"appearances" by Carnie Wilson, Gwyneth 
Paltrow, and Ludacris ("as the voice of riga- 
toni”), is a work of sheer comic genius, - m . m .

Rock Manager (Dreamcatcher Games). You’re 
an aspiring rock manager trying to break 
into the biz-so you pick a band, record a 
song for them, book and promote them, and 
make them into stars. The nominal goal of 
this computer game is to work your way 
through various "missions," but really, the 
coolest thing is that you get to choose and 
mix songs yourself. The uniformly excellent 
choices include not only the standard treacle- 
sweet midtempo ballads and teen pop, but

- also faux-snarly punk rock, troublingly 
authentic jingle-jangle indie rock, and-in a 
true flash of brilliance-Stonehenge-heavy 
heavy metal. I spent hours perfecting the 
lyrics to my metal anthem-"Heart of stone, 
soul of metal/Soul of metal, heart of stone." 
-R IT A  h a o

Single Mothers by Choice (www.singlemothers 
bychoice.org). Founded by therapist Jane 
Mattes, SMC is for women who either are 
tired of waiting for Mr./Ms. Right to procre­
ate or prefer to go it solo. If you're thinking 
about it but your friends say you're crazy, 
get thee to a local chapter with like-minded 
women who know that single motherhood 
need not be relegated to Plan B. Members 
include single mothers, "thinkers," and those 
in the process of trying to have a child (via 
donor insemination or adoption). Without 
judgment, they will help you grapple with 
your most difficult questions. They're so 
encouraging, you may want to stop at the 
sperm bank on your way home. - k .c .

Sound Collector (P.O. Box 20 56 , New York, NY 
10013; www.soundcollector.com). Lately, 
whenever I feel particularly jaded, I pick up my 
copy of music zine Sound Collector and stare 
at the photo essay of the Rock and Roll Camp 
for Girls. Besides bringing back summer-camp 
nostalgia, seeing Shayla Hason's Polaroids of 
bands consisting entirely of 8-year-old girls 
makes me feel like the world isn't such a bad 
place. More to love about Sound Collector 
no. 8: the bubblegum-pink cover, the fuschia- 
on-white design, and the accompanying free 
CD-and the fact that it's just refreshing to 
see a music magazine published by a boy 
that doesn't ignore girls, - m .m .

Tiny Lights (P.O. Box 928 , Petaluma, CA 94953 ; 
www.tiny-lights.com). Subtitled "A Journal of 
Personal Essay,” this lean newsletter delivers 
just what it promises, in a multitude of styles 
and voices. It's a little like the New Yorker, 
if you took out all the ads, pretentious 
reviews, and listings of New York-only hap­
penings and were left with just those occa­
sionally brilliant pieces on something you 
never thought could be so fascinating, - h .s .

Vienne, Veronique. The pithy and delightfully 
nonobvious axioms on everything from wine 
tasting to power napping from this doyenne 
of style and charm-collected in her best­
selling series of books, including The A rt o f 
Doing Nothing  and The A rt o f Im perfection- 
are written with a languorous formality remi­
niscent of tea parties on drowsy summer 
afternoons. Vienne transforms the simple 
pleasures into elaborate rituals that make 
one’s eyelids heavy with the hedonism of it
all. -N IR M A LA  NATARAJ



RACHEL FUDGE TALKS TO THE AUTHOR OF GIRL CULTURE





E ven though I should know better, the oversize 
cover of Lauren Greenfield's new book of 
photographs gets me every time I glance at 
it: The juxtaposition of the teenage girl 
squeezing her cleavage into a tiny top— 
almost snarling at herself in an unseen 

mirror—with the bubble gum-pink script and foil- 
stamped lettering claiming this image as “ girl culture” 
is visually arresting, and deeply disturbing. This is not 
the “girl culture” of youthful insouciance and pre­
adolescent self-confidence that riot grrrl reclaimed, or 
even the “girls can be anything” posturing of the Girl 
Scouts and Barbie. It is instead a painfully sharp-eyed 
look at one fundamental aspect of girl culture—what 
Joan Jacobs Brumberg, in her introduction, calls the 
“ body projects that currently absorb the attention of 
girls,” the intense self-scrutiny and painful attention 
to physical detail that occupy every g irl’s thoughts at 
least some of the time.

Published in 2002 
by Chronicle Books, 
Girl Culture consists 
of a series of photo­
graphs accompanied 
by Greenfield’s inter­

views of her subjects, who range from a 4-year-old 
beauty-pageant hopeful to a 19-year-old stripper and 
star athlete to tennis great Serena Williams. The inter­
views are striking complements to the often unsettling 
images, giving the body-obsessed subjects a much- 
needed voice.

As she compiled the images and interviews that 
would become Girl Culture, Greenfield also worked 
with the University of Arizona’s Center for Creative 
Photography, devising an educational curriculum to 
accompany the traveling exhibition of the book's pho­
tos. The exhibition includes the interviews; commen­
tary by Greenfield, Brumberg, and exhibition curator 
Trudy Wilner Stack; and an extensive teacher’s guide 
for stimulating student discussion. “ Girl Culture” has 
been displayed to large audiences at colleges, gal­
leries, and museums; one show, at Notre Dame 
University in Indiana, attracted a crowd of 600 on 
Super Bowl Sunday.



The f irs t p rin tin g  o f G irl C u ltu re  has already sold 
out; more copies w ill be availab le th is  spring. 
G reen fie ld ’s work has appeared in the  New York 
Times Magazine, Time, N ational Geographic, Harper's 
Bazaar, and Elle, among others. She ta lked to  B itch  
from  her s tud io  in Venice, C a lifo rn ia , as her 2-year- 
old son w aited pa tien tly  fo r her a tten tion .

How did G irl Culture come together?
I t  k in d  o f  grew na tu ra lly  o u t o f  m y  f irs t book, w h ich  

was called Fast Forward: Growing Up in  the Shadow o f 
Hollywood. I t  was about how  kids were g row ing  up 
qu ick ly  in  a media-saturated env ironm ent, and spe­
c ifica lly  about how  they ’re in fluenced  by the values o f 
H o llyw ood and the cu ltu re  o f  m ate ria lism , the cu lt o f  
celebrity, and the im portance o f  image. I w orked on 
the book fo r  several years, and d u r in g  the  course o f  
it, I started to get interested in  g irls  and how  th e ir 
em otiona l and social developm ent was affected by 
popu lar cu lture.

I d id  a story about strippers and show girls in  1995, 
and I d idn ’t  th in k  tha t tha t experience was about m a in ­
stream  g irls  at all— I tho u g h t I was do ing  a story about 
a very m arg ina l lifestyle. B u t some o f  the p ictures I 
made fo r tha t ended up  saying som eth ing  to m e about 
the e xh ib ition is t nature o f  g ir l cu ltu re , o f  a ll g irls. 
Specifically, there was one p ic tu re , w h ich  is at the 
back o f  G irl Culture, tha t I call “ I approve o f  m yse lf.” 
I t ’s a p ic tu re  o f  a show girl, Anne-M argaret, w ho ’s 
look ing  at her m irro r. She has w ritte n  a note tha t says 
“ I approve o f  m yse lf” and has cu t ou t p ictures o f  m od­
els she adm ires and p u t them  on her m irro r. A n d  th is 
p ic tu re  became a m etaphor to m e fo r how  g irls  con­
struct th e ir identities.

T ha t was k in d  o f  where the idea started, and also 
w hy  fro m  the beg inn ing  the pro ject wasn’t  ju s t about 
teenage g irls. I t  was really about the cu ltu re  o f  fe m i­
n in ity  and the way tha t i t  develops. I t  always m ixed 
adults w ith  kids.

As I got in to  it, I cou ld  relate to a lo t o f  the m ate­
ria l— I de fin ite ly  fe lt a lo t o f  these pressures m yse lf 
w hen I was g row ing  up. I t  was a rich  source fo r me, 
and I ju s t kept m ak ing  pictures fo r it. A  lo t o f  tim es, 
even before I knew  there was [a book], I w ou ld  be on 
assignm ent fo r som eth ing  else, and I w ou ld  end up 
m ak ing  p ictures o f  g ir l cu ltu re  because i t  was ju s t on 
m y m in d .

When I firs t picked up the book, I was expecting some­

th ing quite different from what it is. It's only your essay 
at the end of the book that gives the context: G irl Culture 
isn 't intended as a look at the range of g irl culture, but, 
rather, a specific  aspect of it.

I w anted a general, evocative title , even though  i t ’s 
k in d  o f  m is lead ing  in  tha t [the book doesn’t  cover] a ll 
o f  g ir l cu ltu re . But [the body project] is a part o f  g ir l 
cu ltu re  tha t is ub iqu itous. A n d  w h ile  i t  m ay no t in f lu ­
ence a ll o f  us a ll o f  the tim e , i t  does in fluence  a ll o f  us 
some o f  the tim e.

I guess to ca ll it something like  Deconstructing Feminin­
ity  wouldn’t have been as user-friendly.

I recently d id  a ta lk  at Notre Dame U niversity, and a 
g ir l said, “ I ju s t saw th is  in  a bookstore, and i t  was 
p in k  and g ir ly  so I p icked i t  up. I had no idea w hat was 
inside, and then  I was really moved by i t . ” People p ick  
i t  up  fo r a ll d iffe ren t reasons. A n d  I ’ve k in d  o f  taken 
advantage o f  the g litzy  colors and en tic ing  visuals and 
the language o f  popu la r cu ltu re— sexy g irls— and then 
used tha t language [to b ring ] people in to  som eth ing  
tha t I hope is deeper and m ore  critica l. I hope tha t by 
the end o f  i t  they’ve had an experience tha t they m ig h t 
n o t have been expecting to have.

Throughout the book, it's c lear that the sexualization of 
g irls  by mass media and mass culture is a huge in flu ­
ence on the ir lives and the way they’re growing up. Do 
you ever worry about contributing to that effect w ith 
your photographs?

I ta lk  a l it t le  b it about tha t in  m y essay in  the book, 
and I de fin ite ly  realize tha t I w a lk  a fine  line . I make 
p ictures fo r m a instream  magazines, and som etim es 
fash ion magazines, and I am  de fin ite ly  part o f  the 
m edia tha t the book is c r itiq u in g . For m yself, I th in k  
th a t’s a very in te resting  and s tim u la tin g  ro le to be in , 
because I can have an in s id e r’s p o in t o f  view, and I can 
have access to parts o f  popu lar cu ltu re  tha t you can’t 
always get access to. I mean, you can’t  photograph 
Jennifer Lopez unless you’re photograph ing  her fo r a 
m agazine tha t she wants to be in . So in  a way, the only 
way to speak about some o f  these th ings is to be on the 
inside. I w an t to reach a m ainstream  audience, and by 
us ing  some o f  the elements and aesthetics o f  popular 
cu ltu re  imagery, the book can cross a lo t o f  w orlds and 
get reviewed in  w om en’s magazines, as w e ll as in  
m ore po litica l magazines like  yours.

The best example o f  tha t fo r m e is [when] the show 
was at the Center fo r Creative Photography at the





U n ive rs ity  o f  A rizona. Students were com ing  th rough  
a ll day and look ing  at the w o rk  and then  w r it in g  about 
i t  fo r  th e ir  classes. Th is  one fra t boy came, and w hen 
[he] walked in , the p ic tu re  tha t he saw was the b ig  p ic­
tu re  o f  K ris tine , the m ode l p ic tu red  unhook ing  her bra 
in  fro n t o f  the ocean. He looked at the m ale docent 
w ho was in  the m useum  and was like , “ R igh t on, th is  
is gonna be great,” and gave the docent th is  look like , 
Wow, she’s ho t— I ’m  in to  th is. Then he w ent around 
and looked at the show, and came back 15 m inutes 
la ter and said, “ Hey dude, I ’m  sorry— I had no idea 
w hat the show was really about.”

I try  to do s tu f f  th a t’s s ligh tly  subversive— [to get] 
tha t double reaction. There ’l l  be a p ic tu re  o f  a 13-year- 
o ld  w ho looks very sexy, fo r example, and I im ag ine  
tha t a m an ’s reaction to tha t p ic tu re  m ig h t be attrac­
tion , and then  repu ls ion  at h im s e lf w hen he realizes 
her age. A n d  I th in k  tha t is, in  a way, a no rm a l reac­
tion , because tha t g ir l looks like  the m odels tha t w e ’re 
[used to] look ing  at.

What have the reactions of your subjects been to the 
book and the gallery show?

W ell, I haven’t  heard fro m  all o f  them , b u t people 
have been pre tty  excited. Like E rin , w ho ’s anorexic and 
was photographed fo r the book as she was getting 
b lind-w eighed. I t ’s a p a in fu l experience, w ha t she was 
go ing  th rough , and he r in te rv iew  was very personal. I 
th o u g h t she m ig h t feel self-conscious about be ing so 
exposed. But she was really excited about the fact that

her w om en’s studies teacher was us ing  the book. I 
th in k  fo r her, awareness about some o f  these issues is 
k in d  o f  pa rt o f  he r recovery.

Several subjects came to the show in  Los Angeles, 
w h ich  was very exciting. C indy M argolis— the most, 
downloaded w om an on the In te rne t— came, w h ich  I 
was th r ille d  about. The way you in te rp re t he r depends 
on w here you ’re com ing  fro m , b u t ce rta in ly  some 
people are go ing  to  th in k  m y p o rtra it o f  he r is maybe

n o t the  m os t fla tte rin g . She’s someone w ho  uses her 
body to m ake money. B ut in  he r in terview , she’s 
sm art and she comes o f f  w e ll. I d id n ’t  kn o w  [before­
hand] how  she’d feel about the greater context, b u t 
she was in to  it.

W hat I f in d  is tha t subjects’ reactions usually depend 
on how  they feel they look  in  the book— w hether they 
feel like  they look attractive. W hen I was on NPR, the 
sister o f  one o f  the subjects fro m  Edina, M innesota, 
called in  and said she d id n ’t  th in k  [the g irls] were 
depicted in  a fa ir  way. But tha t's  the on ly  com p la in t 
I ’ve heard. A n d  I ’ve gotten a lo t o f  really good feed­
back. Some people feel self-conscious about the way 
they or th e ir kids are portrayed, b u t they also believe in  
the book.

I was intrigued by the interview w ith Ashlee, the 18- 
year-old g irl from Tennessee who doesn’t like  to shave, 
is a vegan, and th inks the debutante scene is lame. 
From her interview, she sounds the most like  g irls  I 
know and grew up w ith. Yet there’s no photo of her.

She was a very beau tifu l, down-to-earth g irl. She 
d idn ’t  wear any makeup. I f  I had had the r ig h t p ic tu re  
o f her, I w ou ld  have used it, b u t there are 100 pictures 
in  the book fro m  m ore  than five years o f  shooting 
thousands o f  ro lls . There ’s a lo t tha t ended up on the 
cu tting -room  floor.

O ften, in te rv iew s got e lim ina ted  because there were 
no [good] p ictures. In  Ash lee ’s case, though, I fe lt the 
in te rv iew  really had some im p o rta n t elements that

w eren’t in  any o f  the o ther in terviews. I like d  Ashlee’s 
rebe llious sp irit, and the contrast between her and 
Sheena [a 15-year-old fro m  C alifo rn ia  w ho aspires to be 
a topless dancer and w ho was photographed shaving 
her arms]. In  ou r society, w h ich  is supposed to be a lo t 
freer than, fo r instance, the V ic to rian  era— where peo­
ple had to wear corsets and there were a ll these rules 
about w hat you had to do— there are som etim es as 
m any restra ints and unspoken ru les about w hat we



need to do. A n d  Sheena was k in d  o f  the extreme ver­
sion o f  that, ’cause she shaves her en tire  body.

One might read your work as the antithesis of rah-rah, 
Spice Girls—style g irl power; in fact, a reviewer fo r the 
Los Angeles Times suggested that your work is perhaps 
the more rea lis tic  of the two angles.

[G irl Culture] is m ostly  about g irls  be ing  disem pow- 
ered. The th in g  about g ir l cu ltu re  is tha t i t ’s no t really 
easy to p u ll apart and say, M en are do ing  th is  to  us, or, 
Society is do ing  th is  to us. I t ’s th is  com plex chain o f 
events where boys are com p lic it, g irls  are com p lic it, 
the m edia is com p lic it, w e’re a ll com p lic it.

The book is n o t a fu l l  p ic tu re  o f  g irls  g row ing  up 
today. I t ’s a rea lly slanted view, because I ’m  focusing 
on  the way the body has become the p rim a ry  expres­
sion o f  identity. But I th in k  i t ’s im p o rta n t to  focus on 
that, because popu la r cu ltu re  [is] so everywhere tha t 
we don’t  see it. You have to look at these m om ents tha t 
d is ti ll  the cu ltu re , even though  they ’re n o t [always] 
representations o f  da ily  life .

There are some u p lif t in g  m om ents, and there are 
tim es where you can see g ir ls ’ strengths and the ir 
bond ing  and th e ir friendsh ips, b u t I th in k  on the 
w hole  i t ’s about the d isem pow erm ent o f  g irls , and 
how  m uch  m ore  they could be i f  they weren’t  sw im ­
m in g  upstream  on so m any o f  these issues. I th in k  
Ashlee had a really good p o in t w hen she said, “ G irls 
can have such a bond and ta lk  forever, b u t i t ’s sad 
we have to do th is  th rough  clothes and m akeup and 
s tu ff  like  tha t.” Tha t’s the way we m ake friends w ith  
each other.

The role of men in the book is interesting. There are a 
few shots of boys, or photos where men are in the frame 
but are not the subjects. A reviewer for Philadelphia 
Weekly wrote, “ Although there are almost no guys in 
these pictures [,] the duties her subjects attend to are 
a ll m en-centric. Greenfield is a woman, but men are the 
real ‘watchers’ here.”  But I actua lly thought it was the 
other way around, that women are prim arily the watch­
ers, whether it ’s looking at themselves in the m irror or 
looking fo r the approval of other g irls.

There are de fin ite ly  some p ictures in  there about 
the m ale eye. But we have seen tha t before. W hat we 
haven’t  seen so m u ch  is how  w om en look at each 
other, how  w om en look at themselves. A n d  how  at th is  
p o in t a lo t o f  w ha t we c ritic ize  has been in te rna lized, 
so we’re do ing  i t  to  ourselves.

A t Notre Dame, we had th is  w hole discussion w ith  
a class, and som ehow we got on  the top ic o f  the slut, 
and the g irls  at Notre Dame were saying how  the sluts 
are the g irls  fro m  St. M ary ’s College, w h ich  is an adja­
cent g ir ls ’ school. A n d  then the fo llo w in g  day I was 
do ing  a discussion at St. M ary ’s, and they were saying 
how  h o rr ib le  i t  is to be labeled the slut. One o f  the 
teachers said th is  has been go ing on fo r generations—  
i t ’s been in s titu tiona lized  because they’re no t allowed 
to have th e ir  ow n parties [at St. M ary ’s], There ’s a bus 
tha t takes the g irls  over to Notre Dame, and the Notre 
Dame g irls  call i t  “ the s lu ttle  bus.” By the tim e  we were 
done, the g irls  at St. M ary ’s were like , “We should  have 
a discussion w ith  the g irls  fro m  Notre D am e!”

It's like  good old-fashioned consciousness-raising.



I  know ! T ha t’s w ha t’s been so fu n  about go ing to 
un ivers ities w ith  th is  w ork. The g irls  ju s t w an t to 
ta lk  about it. A nd, actually, the guys w ant to  ta lk  about 
i t  too. W hen I was at the U n ive rs ity  o f  A rizona, one 
guy said he w ent th rough  the show and fe lt nauseous 
becAise he was th in k in g  about a ll the te rrib le  th ings 
he d id  to g irls  in  h ig h  school, and how  boys knew  w hat 
g irls  were do ing fo r them , and they k in d  o f  encour­
aged it.

In  Indiana, a lo t o f  g irls  were show ing m e art tha t 
they’d made in  response to G irl Culture or along s im i­
la r themes. G irls  in  un ive rs ity  now  are really know l­
edgeable about th is  subject, b u t they don’t  necessarily 
have a fo ru m  [in  w h ich ] to ta lk  about it. O ften there ’l l  
be someone fro m  another generation w ho says, “ Is 
th is  rea lly how  i t  is? W here are the g irls  w ho  d o n 't \  
care about th is ; w here are the g irls  w ho  are involved 
in  other th ings? Isn ’t  th is  an extreme picture?” A nd  
the g irls  are like , “ No, th is  is ou r life .”

Has being a parent changed the way you view adoles­
cence, or what you th ink you might be able to do to 
combat any of the negative pop cultura l imagery?

I don’t  th in k  so. I ’m  no t an activist— I don’t  have a 
p o litica l agenda w hen I do any o f  m y w ork. W ith  G irl 
Culture, I ju s t w en t ou t and tr ied  to show w hat I saw. 
But by the end o f  it, w hen I looked at w hat I was pre­
senting, I saw tha t i t  was fe m in is t w ork. Once I saw 
that, I th ough t i t  was im p o rta n t to have there be some 
k in d  o f  practical use fo r it. So I d id  the show w ith  a 
m useum  tha t had an educational com ponent. There ’s 
a positive use b u ilt  in to  the w ork , in  tha t teachers can 
use i t  in  th e ir classrooms— so i t ’s n o t ju s t som eth ing 
tha t lives in  a gallery o r a m useum .

What do you th ink about the recent spate of books 
about mean g irls— Queen Bees and Wannabes, Odd Girl 
Out, and so on?

The p ic tu res fro m  Edina, (Continued on page 94)



b o o k s

G ender Talk: The S trugg le  fo r  W om en ’s E qua lity  in 
A frican  A m erican  C om m un ities  Johnnetta B. Cole and 
Beverly Guy-Sheftall { b a l l a n t in e }

As a black A m erican w riter-activist, 
I try  to approach issues like  race, 
re lig ion , and class in  ways that pu t 
a reverse sp in  on  the accepted 
no rm , bu t I rare ly take on the topic 
o f  gender. I generally operate on 
the assum ption tha t race and class 
are the greatest challenges we face 
as a society, and I like  to believe 
tha t once we e lim ina te  racism  and 
classism and a ll th e ir evil m anifes­

tations, sexism w ill systematically fa ll away.
I t  is precisely fo r people like  me that Johnnetta B. Cole 

and Beverly Guy-Sheftall penned th e ir collaborative e ffo rt 
Gender Talk: The Struggle fo r  Women’s Equality in  A frican 
American Communities. In  the in troduction , they w rite :

Rarely, except among a small group o f feminists and other 
gender-progressives, is there serious consideration o f the 
importance o f moving beyond a race-only analysis in under­
standing the complexities of African American communities 
and the challenges we face. While we are certain that institu­
tionalized racism and the persistence of economic injustices 
are responsible for our contemporary plight as second-class 
citizens, we boldly assert that gender matters too.

Cole, the fo rm e r president o f  Spelm an College and 
cu rren t p resident o f  Bennett College, and Guy-Sheftall, a 
professor o f  w om en’s studies and English at Spelman, 
c la im  tha t the enduring  racism  o f  w h ite  A m erica  is no t 
the roo t cause o f  black A m erica ’s cu rren t troubles. Yes, 
race m atters, they say, b u t as a collective group, black 
people keep themselves oppressed, repressed, and in  
jeopardy o f  ex tinc tion  w ith  th e ir ow n sexist and hom o- 
phob ic behavior. Suffice i t  to  say one should  no t expect a 
lo t o f  hoorays fro m  black com m un ities  in  response to 
the authors’ statements.

Cole and Guy-Sheftall agree tha t the A frican -A m erican  
co m m u n ity  is in  d ire  straits, and lay ou t statistics that 
back th e m  up: The m a jo rity  o f  b lack ch ild ren  live  in  
single-parent households. Blacks are less like ly  to  m arry  
than  e ither w hites or H ispanics. Blacks account fo r  47 
percent o f  the p rison  popu la tion . M ore than  6 0  percent 
o f  b lack ch ild ren  have been abandoned by th e ir  fathers. 
W ith  the bad news o u t in  the open, the authors comb 
th ro u g h  centuries o f  b lack cu ltu re— fro m  slavery to h ip - 
hop m usic— in  order to p in p o in t the roots o f  in tra racia l 
gender issues tha t no t on ly  keep black w om en oppressed 
and subjugated, b u t also keep b lack m en  in  narrow ly  
defined roles o f  manhood.

W ith  an a lm ost reg re tfu l, th is -is -go ing-to -hurt-us- 
m ore-than-you tone, the authors expose b lack A m erica ’s 
sexual secrets and social taboos. They dissect unde r­
reported tru ths , like  the fact tha t “dom estic conflic ts



between Black m en  and w om en lead to a greater fre ­
quency o f  assault and m u rd e r o f  females than am ong 
any other rac ia l/e thn ic  group in  the U n ited  States.” A nd  
they d ivu lge w hat they te rm  “ou r b iggest ‘race secret’ ”—  
incest. C iting  several examples o f  incest invo lv ing  young 
black g irls  and boys, Cole and Guy-Sheftall l in k  such 
abuse to the “dysfunctiona l behavior” seen in  the tro u ­
bled black adu lt popu la tion : v iru le n t hom ophobia, m in i­
sters as sexual predators, and dom estic violence. Finally, 
in  a chapter title d  “ No Respect: Gender Politics and H ip- 
H op ,” the authors denounce the vicious anti-w om an 
messages in  th is  ub iqu itous  a rt fo rm , no tin g  that m uch  
o f  rap m usic  is “effective at com m un ica ting  a dangerous 
message: tha t the enem y o f  B lack urban  you th  is n o t jus t 
the police o r poverty...but Black w om en and g irls  as 
w e ll.”

Cole and G uy-Sheftall deserve c red it fo r  be ing  brave 
enough to denounce some o f  the m ost revered p illa rs  o f  
the A frican -A m erican  com m un ity . (M a rtin  Lu ther K ing  
Jr., fo r  instance, is charged w ith  “ ram pan t w o m a n iz in g ” 
and “ relentless in fid e lity .” ) A n d  they do an adm irab le  
job  o f  in c lu d in g  firs th a n d  accounts— both  th e ir  ow n 
and those o f  o ther noted th in ke rs— o f  life  on the  gender 
d ivide. Gender Talk is te rr ib ly  depressing at tim es, b u t i t  
presents a fresh perspective on fa m ilia r  problem s, and 
the authors end the  book w ith  a lite ra l to-do l is t o f  sug­
gestions fo r b lack w om en and m en  to d ism antle  the sta­
tus quo. W om en, fo r example, are urged to “ raise fe m i­
n is t sons and daughters w ho regard one another as 
equals ra ther than  as enem ies” ; m en  can “challenge 
o ther Black m en  w ho exh ib it sexist behaviors.” Gender 
Talk is n o t a m irac le  cure fo r  the ills  tha t p lague black 
A m erica , b u t w ith  any luck, i t  w il l  get people ta lk ing . —
LORf L. THARPS

A ppe tites : Why W om en W ant Caroline Knapp 
{ c o u n t e r p o in t  p re s s }
Ten years ago, m ost self-help lite ra tu re  on eating d isor­
ders com bined pop psychology and the “cu lt o f  v ic tim - 
hood,” us ing  a ll the staples o f  m elodram a: an a ffluen t 
protagonist, a dysfunctiona l fam ily, and a dystopic v is ion  
o f  fem ale sexuality. Granted, i t ’s easy to get engrossed in  
the story o f  a g ir l w ho spars w ith  her parents o r balle t 
in s tru c to r over issues o f  d ie t and contro l, b u t these stock 
narratives tended to ove rs im p lify  the cu ltu ra l forces tha t 
shape fem ale appetites. Over the past decade, w om en 
have begun to extricate themselves fro m  New Age quack­

ery, b u t fo r many, Oprah-esque inne r-ch ild  tw eaking is 
s till prescribed fo r m yriad  addictions, fro m  alcoholism  to 

b inge shopping.
Fast-forward to 2003: The ques­

tio n  o f  w ha t w om en w ant has 
taken on bo lder p o lit ica l hues, 
departing fro m  the psycho-babble 
o f  yesteryear and m oving  toward a 
m ore circumspect social critique. 
D espite its  deceptive ly generic 
title , Caroline Knapp’s Appetites: 
Why Women Want is the natura l 
fo llo w -u p  to classics lik e  Betty 
Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique 

and N aom i W o lf’s The Beauty Myth. The author o f  
D rinking: A  Love Story and Pack o f Two: The Intim ate Bond 
Between Dogs and Humans, Knapp has already explored 
her personal te rrito ry  o f  desire and regeneration. In  her 
last book— published a year after her early death fro m  
lu n g  cancer— Knapp reframes the female appetite as a 
response to the num erous cu ltu ra l pressures on w om en, 
fro m  the starvation-chic bodies prom oted in  fashion 
magazines to pa trio tic  consum erism  that reorients “ the 
p u rsu it o f  happiness” to  “the p u rsu it o f  s tu ff.” Relying on 
n e ith e r ja rgon  n o r nave lgazing, K napp ’s c r it ic is m  
rem ains hefty, thought-provoking, and thorough ly  engag­
ing.

U s ing  personal experience as a lens th rough  w h ich  to 
exam ine how  society shapes fem ale desire, Knapp 
describes cu ltu ra lly  sanctioned fem ale appetites as strad­
d lin g  a fine  lin e  between voracity and chastity— the k in d  
o f  balancing act tha t she says led her, as an adolescent, to 
dam pen sexuality w ith  self-scrutiny. These days, sexual 
g u ilt becomes displaced as a general sense o f  depletion: 
We m ig h t f i l l  ourselves w ith  m agazine tips on how  to 
please a lover, consum er item s like  lip s tic k  o r floo r po l­
ish— a “handy repository fo r hungers”-—o r exorb itant 
“body positive” luxuries  like  the $1,650 retreat at Canyon 
Ranch Spa. Knapp contends that in  ou r com m odity- 
o riented cu ltu re , appetite always seems to come w ith  a 
price tag.

She peppers her cu ttin g  social com m entary w ith  
descriptions o f  he r ow n fam ily  dramas; in  one o f  the 
book’s m ore excruciating m om ents, Knapp recounts 
how, after m onths o f  apple-slice and cheese-smidgen 
d inners, she fin a lly  confessed the “vice g rip ” o f  he r eat­
ing  d isorder to her ill-prepared parents. The gist o f  th is



reminiscence is less to vilify Mom and Dad than to point 
out a serious and significant generational rift that is large­
ly attributable to the shifting nature of societal pressures.

But Appetites isn’t just about digesting personal expe­
riences and disgorging them for her readers. Instead, 
Knapp is seeking the right balm for the modern woman 
who has been taught that fertility is the stuff of a Renoir 
painting, that second-wave feminism is passe, and that 
the way to avoid the sordid tempest of female sexuality is 
to preserve a preadolescent, ironing-board figure. For 
Knapp, learning how to row was the best antidote to two 
decades of anorexia: steering a boat into the dock, build­
ing up sinewy muscles, replacing the pleasure of binge 
shopping with the pleasure o f watching the sun rise over 
a lake. Nothing compared with the challenge of starva­
tion, rowing presents for Knapp a different kind o f phys­
ical challenge that is far more fulfilling. In the end, she 
describes it as one of many ways to get a sense of grati­
fication that’s disconnected from food or sex. Once we 
escape our culturally driven cravings and the popular 
notion that fulfillment amounts to being “stuffed,” 
Knapp’s example assures us, we’ll be able to find and 
savor other pleasures in life, and “eat them up like pie.” 
-----R A C H E L  SWAN

Tales from the Boom-Boom Room: Women vs. Wall 
Street Susan Antilla { b l o o m b e r g  p r e s s }

Imagine working in a place where female employees are 
nicknamed “tits and slits,” bluntly told that they’ll never 

make as much money as their 
male coworkers, and relegated to 
the lower floor (called the Boom- 
Boom Room, thanks to its rowdy 
boy’s-club vibe). According to 
Susan Antilla, that is exactly what 
the female brokers at Smith 
Barney’s Shearson/American 
Express in Garden City, Long 
Island, had to deal with every day. 

Bloomberg News columnist 
Antilla’s description o f the sexist practices and attitudes 
o f Wall Street’s most prestigious firms (she focuses pri­
marily on Smith Barney, but also includes others) is cap­
tivating yet matter-of-fact. Though she relates several 
different women’s experiences with sexism on Wall 
Street, the book’s narrative substance hangs on the story 
of Pamela Martens. A broker at Smith Barney in Long

Island, Martens endured years of sexual harassment and 
discrimination before finally suing her employers in 
1996. Her many complaints to her (male) boss fell on 
deaf ears—which isn’t surprising, given that he was 
often a harassment ringleader—and her report to the 
company c e o  was no more effective. In fact, Antilla 
declares, when female brokers did enter formal com­
plaints about their hostile work environments, they were 
most often told by their male superiors to take it easy, get 
along better with men, and learn how to take a joke.

When Martens broke the silence with her lawsuit, other 
women followed her lead. In time, the media coverage of 
these suits was enough to embarrass Smith Barney and 
the others into adopting formal sexual harassment aware­
ness programs. But Antilla points out that although 
today’s brokerage firms have dutifully adopted those poli­
cies, Wall Street’s attitude toward women hasn’t changed 
since the Boom-Boom Room’s heyday in the ’80s and 
’90s. Nick Cuneo, a former Smith Barney branch man­
ager accused of numerous acts of sexual harassment, was 
never disciplined. Many suits (including Martens’s) that 
were filed in the late ’90s are still dragging on. And 
though some firms settled their cases quietly, Antilla 
stresses that many male Wall Street brokers still view 
their female peers as politically correct “hold-up artists.”

Her not-so-rosy conclusion is that the macho culture 
of Wall Street ensures that firms will never take sexual 
harassment—or the threat of legal action—too seriously. 
(How could they, when to this day many rookie brokers 
are made to sign forms relinquishing the right to sue 
their employers?)

It’s not easy to read accounts of women being physi­
cally molested, verbally abused, and even raped by their 
coworkers and superiors. Yet despite the repugnancy at 
its core, Antilla’s blunt expose o f institutionalized 
misogyny manages to be a compelling, educational read. 
And i f  it raises the consciousness of even one of Wall 
Street’s boom-boom boys, it w ill be a triumph. — s o n i a  

p e r e i r a

Pigs at the Trough: How Corporate Greed and 
Political Corruption Are Undermining America
Arianna Huffington { c r o w n }

We know by now that the folks at the top of companies 
like Enron, WorldCom, and ImClone did some shady 
business to ensure their success. But in the midst o f all 
the misreported earnings, scutded audits, and shredded



documents o f the past year or so, many of us are suffer­
ing from what syndicated columnist Arianna Huffington 
calls “scandal fatigue.” But Huffington wants us to 
remember every name and number that’s played a part 
in the disintegration of America’s corporate responsibil­
ity and consumer trust, and with Pigs at the Trough she 
opens the door on a chamber of capitalist horrors 
expressly to shove us through it.

We get the scoop on the inflated 
egos and overblown entitlement 
o f c e o s  such as Enron’s Ken Lay, 
WorldCom’s Bemie Ebbers, and 
Tyco’s Dennis Kozlowski, and 
their attendant criminal activi­
ties, ranging from tax evasion on 
art purchases to straight-up 
embezzlement. We learn how 
the irrational exuberance of the 
dot-com ’90s turned stock ana­

lysts into shills for up-and-coming i p o s , and how a cer­
tain drug manufacturer let AIDS continue to ravage the 
population of Africa because the patent holder didn’t 
want to lose money when generic versions o f the drug 
became available.

Like her column, Huffington’s book is conversational 
and blunt, and offers some bonus snark in the form of 
sidebars (“Top 10 Stupidest Things Said About the New 
Economy”) and quizzes (“Match the c e o  to the Man­
sion”). Though her prose can be repetitive—and she 
occasionally takes the barnyard metaphors to silly 
lengths—she puts slippery financial realities in terms 
that benefit both the jargon-challenged and the pop cul­
ture-damaged. (She clarifies the practice of c e o s  receiv­
ing l oans from their corporate boards as akin to Tony 
Soprano getting a loan approval from Paulie Walnuts.)

Pigs lacks anything resembling subtlety—and in many 
ways, that’s just fine. With all the doublespeak emanat­
ing from Wall Street and Washington, D.C., it ’s nice to 
have someone as abrasively entertaining as Huffington 
lay the specifics of big-business avarice on the table for 
average working folks. But though there’s no doubt that 
the rampant irresponsibility, blatant book-cooking, and 
general hubris of big corporations played a part in what’s 
currently a chilly state o f financial insecurity, Huffingtpn 
doesn’t expand her analysis o f American capitalism 
beyond the most egregious corporate offenders and their 
specific activities. Those who lived and worked through

the bombastic, stock-options-for-everybody late ’90s 
know that the bubble was burst not only by the greed of 
c e o s  and special-interest lobbyists, but by a more basic 
sense of entitlement coupled with get-rich-quick fervor. 
Laying all the blame at the Gucci-shod feet of the fat rats 
at the top creates a simplistic equation of big business 
with immorality, rather than charging everyone to under­
stand and live by the terms of both corporate and con­
sumer responsibility.

It’s not that Huffington advocates socialism—that 
would be a bit much for an ex-Republican ex-socialite 
whose divorce settlement from her billionaire former hus­
band is more than comfortable. But though Huffington 
lives large, she’s proven herself an activist who’s less 
concerned with what others think of her than with what 
she can put her weight behind. (She was one o f the first 
pundits to speak out against suvs, and her column was 
subsequently dumped by the Oregonian after she pub­
licly stated her support of the Detroit Project, an ad cam­
paign that links the gas-guzzling behemoths to terror­
ism.) The book ends by listing companies and political 
organizations devoted to socially responsible business, 
from Ralph Nader’s venerable Public Citizen to Working 
Assets. Hopefully, Pigs will prove that a lot can happen 
when people’s blood hits a rolling boil. — a n d i  z e i s l e r

Liberty for Women: Freedom and Feminism in the 
Twenty-First Century Wendy McElroy, ed.
{ I V A N  R. DEE I N  A S S O C I A T I O N  W I T H  T H E  

I N D E P E N D E N T  I N S T I T U T E }

I ’d better just state this right off the bat: Libertarians 
make me nervous, with their overweening faith in the 
free market and an obsession with individual rights that 
almost always translates into some individuals being 
more equal than others. So I approached this volume of 
individualist feminist essays with suspicion.

I was pleasantly surprised. One of the book’s great 
strengths is that, as Wendy Kaminer writes in her fore­
word, “the contributors probably disagree fairly often 
with each other.” The women’s movement has always 
had to fight against outsiders’ visions of it as an ideolog­
ical monolith—Liberty fo r Women serves proudly as 
exhibit kajillion and one.

Liberty’s best chapters are those with the narrowest 
focus: On pornography, prostitution, gun ownership, 
abortion, and midwifery, authors make their cases



strongly for as little government interference as possible. 
(I’m not changing my position on automatic weapons— 
or rushing out to buy a handgun—but anyone who thinks 
that guns are a universally bad self-defense option should 
take a gander at Richard W. Stevens, Hugo Teufel III, and 
Matthew Y. Biscan’s “Disarming Women: Comparing 

‘Gun Control’ to Self-Defense.” ) 
While these essays w ill surely raise 
the ire of those who disagree, they 
are well researched, thoughtful, and 
capable o f sparking intelligent 
debate on all sides of the issues.

The same cannot be said of the 
rest of the book, unfortunately. A 
major exception to the specific- 
topic-yields-a-tight-argument rule is 

“Fetal Protection and Freedom of Contract,” by Ellen 
Frankel Paul. Paul argues that companies should be free 
to exclude women of childbearing age from jobs that 
might place their hypothetical fetuses in danger, because 
forbidding such policies interferes with rational hiring 
decisions. “ I f  women are at a competitive disadvantage 
as a result of biological differences, then their brief should 
be against God or Nature,” she writes. Bizarrely, Paul 
places more importance on the “individual” rights of cor­
porations than those of real individuals; shouldn’t it be 
up to each woman to decide whether the mere possibility 
o f future pregnancy is enough to deter her from a job?

Other essays suffer from overbreadth and a reluctance 
to consider any kind of social context. Kaminer’s intro 
admonishes, “While libertarians focus on legal restric­
tions, liberals (those fractious, left-of-center feminists) 
are apt to focus additionally on restrictive social and cul­
tural norms.” Well, yes, we fractious gals sure do like to 
look beyond one fairly narrow aspect of life. I fail to see 
how this is a bad thing, and the hostility of many of 
Liberty’s authors to cultural analysis greatly weakens 
their work. “Biology matters too much for...social 
responses to neutralize sex differences,” declares 
Richard A. Epstein, by way of explaining how strict indi­
vidualism is the answer to absolutely everything, in 
“Liberty and Feminism.” The reason that women often 
leave work to care for children (and suffer the economic 
consequences) is simply that “desires and functions 
align...so that relative to men, women have a greater 
desire to remain at home for extended periods.”

In “What Does Affirmative Action Affirm?” editor

McElroy calls affirmative-action policies “institutional­
ized discrimination” while simultaneously denying that 
institutionalized sexism and racism are much of a prob­
lem at all. But she brooks no such dismissiveness for a 
white male friend of hers who had recently been denied 
tenure by his Ivy League employer: In spite of being 
“immensely popular...with a book and several journal 
articles to his credit...doors are slammed in his face 
because he is a white male.”

Epstein, McElroy, and Paul don’t offer evidence to sup­
port their conclusions so much as refuse to consider any­
thing that might contradict—or even complicate—their 
arguments. More troubling, though, is that dreaded gov­
ernment intervention is the only alternative they see to 
living with a discriminatory status quo. No feminists I 
know would suggest that fathers be legally required to cut 
their work hours to provide childcare—but does that 
mean we should sit back and accept the fact that so few 
are willing to?

The frosting on this underbaked cake is made up of 
two essays that don’t even try to put together a coherent 
argument. Camille Paglia spouts her usual sound and 
fury, signifying nothing more than self-aggrandizement 
and name-calling (“my wing of pro-sex feminism [has] 
made a stunning resurgence,” Susan Faludi is a “bour­
geois intellectual...propagandist,” and the like). I didn’t 
think anyone could top Paglia for misrepresentation and 
disregard for actual facts. But now I’ve read what Janis 
Cortese has to say. “The Third WWWave: Who We Are, 
What We See” is a repetitive, rambling rant that purports 
to speak for young women but is really just a lashing out 
at what even Cortese admits is an erroneous characteriza­
tion of old-school feminists as antisex victimologists.

Most o f you [second wavers] w ill read this while jumping up 

and down and wanting to yell, “That’s not what it was!” No, it 

is not. But in  many ways it is what it has become— for us. 

When you were doing far more sane politics twenty years ago, 

we were not even part o f it. We were running around skinning 

our knees or drooling, i f  we were even alive at the time.

It’s unfortunate that such drivel is included, because it 
both distracts and detracts: For those inclined to write off 
individualist feminists as simplistic tunnel-vision dog­
matists, it provides ample justification. For those who 
approach with a genuine desire for intellectual exchange, 
it lowers the level o f debate considerably. — l i s a  j e r v i s



AND THEN THERE’S...
A ll O ver C rea tion  { v i k in g } ,  the second novel 
from  the socially conscious and compulsively read­
able Ruth Ozeki (author o f  My Year o f  Meats), is the 

prodigal-daughter story o f  Yumi Fuller, a 
once-rebellious teen who returns as a th irty- 
som ething to  her fam ily ’s Idaho potato 
farm  only to find herself at the inadvertent 
center o f environm ental activism , genetic 
engineering, rom antic chaos, and fam ily 
dysfunction. Both hum bly reverent and vis- 
cerally conflicted in the face o f nature and 
the humans who seek to  contro l it, A ll Over 
Creation is an un forgettab le  read...Also 
beautifully w ritten and intensely com pelling 
is Suki K im ’s debut novel, The In te rp re te r 

{ f a r r a r ,  s t r a u s  & g i r o u x } ,  an im m igrant fam ily 
drama cum th rille r cum social critique. As 29-year- 
old Suzy Park, a Korean-American interpreter fo r the 
New York City court system, stum bles upon new 
in form ation about her parents’ murder, she unrav­
els the mystery behind the ir brutal deaths— and the 
secrets long buried w ith in  her fam ily...A tlas o f the  
H um an H ea rt {s e a l p re s s } , by H ip Mam a founder 
Ariel Gore, is billed as both a novel (“ meaning it's 
about 76% true ” ) and a m em oir (“ m eaning it ’s 
about 76% made up"). It doesn’t  m atter which parts 
o f  Gore's teenage travelogue actually happened and 
which are only m etaphorically true; you’ll marvel 
and be moved regardless...Now more than ever, the 
work o f groundbreaking fem in is t and postcolonial 
theoris t Chandra Talpade M ohanty is indispensable. 
Her new book, F e m in ism  W ith o u t B o rd e rs : 
D eco lon iz ing  Theory, P rac tic ing  S o lid a rity  {d u k e  
u n iv e r s i t y  p re s s } , is a collection o f essays tha t 
interrogate notions o f home, sisterhood, work, 
scholarship, and first-w orld  fem inism ...The de light­
fully pro lific  Trina Robbins is back w ith another entry 
fo r the archives o f  fem m orab ilia . In T ender 
M urdere rs : W om en W ho K ill { c o n a r i  p re s s } , 
she sings the ballads o f 20 notorious killers, from  
the 1800s to  the 1990s, all o f whom  were consid­
ered in the ir tim e  to be the baddest ladies o f the 
century. W hile  de lic ious ly  fasc ina ting , Tender 
Murderers is not merely a rom anticized survey o f

killer gals, but rather an a ttem pt to answer the ques­
tion  o f  why w om en kill...By try ing  to  cover too  
many bases, Dorian Solot and Marshall M ille r’s 
U nm arried  to  Each O the r: The E ssen tia l G uide 
to  L iv ing Toge the r as an U nm arried  C ouple 
{m a r lo w e  & c o .}  suffers from a touch o f identity 
disorder. It ’s really tw o books in one: a thoughtfu l, 
no-nonsense resource fo r unwed partners both gay 
and stra ight— who face a host o f social, cultural, 
and legal challenges to  the ir unmarried status— and 
a touchy-feely relationship guide fo r couples who 
are considering taking the 
p lunge and m oving  in 
together. Both have merit, 
but it ’s the wealth o f  strate­
gies fo r com bating legal and 
social d is c rim in a tio n  tha t 
makes Unmarried a unique 
and invaluable resource fo r 
the happily unwed...Unlike 
the depressingly w hite and 
male Fortune 500, the 25 
leaders and activists profiled 
in the F u tu re  500  {su b w a y  & e le v a te d  p re s s } 
are young and tru ly diverse. Compiled by the Active 
Element Foundation, Future 500 is also a directory o f 
500 organizations tha t are dedicated to grassroots, 
youth-based organizing. Each entry includes contact 
in form ation, year founded, budget, age o f  con­
stituency, issues addressed, predom inant race o f 
those involved, and a b rie f description o f  activities. 
W hether you're looking to  jo in  the figh t fo r environ­
mental justice or seeking comrades to  take a stand 
on corporate accountability, there ’s a youth-led 
group here fo r you...The B en t Lens: A W orld G uide 
to  Gay and Lesb ian  F ilm  {a ly s o n  b o o k s } , by 
Lisa Daniel and Claire Jackson, is an A-to-Z rom p 
through the world o f queer film , and a fabulous 
resource fo r any film  buff. This exhaustive directory 
includes not jus t the usual suspects (Personal Best, 
Priscilla) but also hom oerotic classics like Ben Hur, 
short film s, and documentaries, as well as appen­
dices lis ting  film s by genre (lesbian, gay, transgen­
der, documentary, etc.), country, and director. Whew.



m u s i c

You A re  Free Cat Power 
{m a ta d o r  r e c o r d s }
I f  you’re expecting Chan M arshall’s 
new  a lbum  to stray fro m  her signa­
tu re  artsy-drowsy-folksy rock style, 
well, you’d be r ig h t and w rong. W h ile  
Cat Power’s previous efforts have 
centered on the k in d  o f  o ff-k ilte r love 
ballads th a t w ou ld  m ake M ichael 
Bo lton fa ll ou t o f  h is  chair, You Are 
Free offers a b it  o f  hard-edged rock to 
balance the sheen o f  acute sadness. 
The opening track, “ I D on ’t  Blame 
You,” is a le isure ly  le tte r to a shy 
m usic ian ; “ Good W om an,” w ith  its 
daw dling  gu ita r beh ind  M arshall’s 
d istressing m um bles, sounds like  a 
lonely appeal to  a lover; and “ Keep on 
R u n n in ’ ” serves u p  enough  g in - 
soaked angst to  get even Tom Waits 
plastered on grief.

B u t the tunes tha t m ake You Are

Free a tru ly  rem arkable e ffo rt fro m  
perhaps the  m os t m e lancho ly  o f  
crooners are the ones you d idn ’t  
th in k  she could w rite . O n “ Free,” 
M arsha ll’s tradem ark d raw l m orphs 
in to  a fast-paced stu tte r tha t w o u ld n ’t 
be ou t o f  place in  a h ip -hop club; you 
m ay n o t know  w hether to dance 
along o r le t you r jaw  drop in  disbe­
lie f. N ot to  m e n tio n  tha t the song’s 
lyrics are equally conducive to  jo y fu l 
sp irits : “ Everybody come together/ 
Everybody get together,” fo r exam­
ple, and “A  true  rom ance /W hen you 
dance/D on’t  be in  love w ith  the auto­
g raph /Jus t be in  love w h e n  you 
scream tha t song a ll n ig h t long .” 
S im ilarly, in  the speedy, supercatchy 
“ H e War,” M arshall transcends the 
song’s in it ia l anger w ith  an exuber­
ant, w h is tlin g  electric guitar.

A n d  th o u g h  the re ’s som eth ing  
good to say about nearly every song 
on th is  a lbum  (the near-comatose 
“W erew o lf” m ig h t be the on ly  excep­
tio n ), i t ’s M arsha ll’s “ Nam es” tha t 
rea lly  gets m e w here i t  hu rts . I 
a d m it I cried fo r  a good 10 m inu tes

the firs t tim e  I lis tened to th is  d is ­
tu rb in g  tune  about troub led  kids. I f  
w h a t D o ro th y  P arker ca lled  the 
“ upheaval o f  the soul” is the experi­
ence you  get fro m  lis te n in g  to 
a song, then  e ithe r I ’m  one h e ll o f  
a sap or C han M arsha ll is one h e ll 
o f  a soul tosser. E ither way, the c d ’s 
a keeper.
----SONIA PEREIRA

So Much S hou ting , So Much 
Laugh te r A n i DiFranco 
{ r ig h te o u s  babe re c o rd s }
She’s a fe m in is t, a fo lks inger, a free 
th inke r, an independen t voice. Pos­
s ib ly  also a candy m in t  and a breath 
m in t. So i t  can be strange to hear 
A n i D iFranco’s stud io  record ings, 
w h ich  surely disp lay her b rillia n ce  
as a g u ita ris t b u t ju s t as o ften  m ute  
the passion o f  he r live  perform ances.



It 's  yet another reason w hy th is  
double-d isc set o f  live  m a te ria l is 
such a treat.

Spontaneous, som etim es funny, 
and occasionally bordering on sloppy, 
these record ings cover a few  years 
on the road and around the globe, 
fea tu ring  m ateria l da ting  back to 
1995 (the tide  o f  th is  set is draw n 
fro m  Not a Pretty G irl’s “ Lullaby” ). 
There are a few  on-the-spot im p ro v ­
isations as w ell, and a spoken-word 
volley against the president and the 
po litics o f  th is  post-9 /11  era. W hen 
D iFranco calls George W. a “prep- 
school p u n k ,” you can ju s t feel the 
sp ittle  fly ing .

H e r f ir s t  live  re co rd in g  since 
1997’s L iv ing in  Clip, th is  a lbum  
also showcases the way fu n k  and 
w orld  m usic have colored D iFranco’s 
tunes in  the past few  years. C lip cap­
tu red  the a rtis t as a fo lk  punk, b u t 
here her fo lk -fu n k  side is on  display, 
w ith  r ip p lin g  bass lines and horns 
in  tow. M ore than m ost o f  he r peers, 
D iFranco is a to u r in g  perform er, 
constantly changing arrangem ents 
and le ttin g  he r songs g row  and 
breathe. One m in u te  she’s a h igh ly  
s truc tu red  bandleader g iv in g  the 
players room  to  create a free-jazz 
take on a tune; next you’l l  f in d  her 
so lo^pu lling  incred ib le  sounds fro m  
her gu ita r and voice, sp in n in g  lyrics 
so the  m ean ing  catches you o f f  
guard, hush ing  audience m em bers 
w ith  her delivery and then tu rn in g  
them  loose to scream.

To see D iFranco live is to  engage 
in  a dia logue o f  sorts; So Much 
Shouting, So M uch Laughter cap­
tures tha t dynam ic and rem inds  l is ­
teners w ha t a genu ine  ta len t she is. 
I f  you  can’t  get to  a show, play i t  
loud and cheer at hom e.
----HEATHER SEGGEL

R eturn  to  P lane t Earth
K im  Fox { o g l io  r e c o r d s }
Like Sam P h illips, K im  Fox crafts 
b righ t, tau t pop tha t sounds sweetly 
breezy on  an in it ia l listen; i t ’s only 
after you hear i t  a few  tim es tha t you 
start to appreciate the sophistication 
w ith in  the sugar. A fte r he r under­
heard 1997 release Moon H ut, the 
New Y ork-based  m u s ic ia n  took  
some tim e  o f f  to travel; on  her 
re tu rn , she hooked up w ith  singer- 
songw rite r and producer L inus o f  
H o llyw ood, and the re su lt is an 
a lb u m  o f  p o s itive ly  hook tas tic  
o rchestra l pop. Return to Planet 
Earth’s 13 tracks skip th rough  pop 
songw riting ’s back pages, snatching 
on ly  the  tastiest b its— h a rk ing  back 
to the sm ooth sw ing and m uted 
horns o f  B urt Bacharach fo r “ Some­
th in g  Just as Good” and “ Feel Like 
Crying,” th row ing  the synth sw itch 
fo r the g litte ring  ABBA-esque dance 
grooves o f  “ Love x 10” and “ Baby I 
W ant You Back,” and s tro lling  dow n 
g irl-g roup lane w ith  “ Lazy.”

Fox w orries in  one song about 
be ing “ a piece o f  k its ch /A n  artifact 
o f  h ip ,” and she probably does have 
cause fo r concern— Return to Planet 
Earth’s heady, flo r id ly  retro arrange­
m ents and Fox’s sexy, enchanted 
voice unabashedly flo u t a ll cu rren t 
rules o f  m usical cool. She may, like  
sonic sister Ph illips, prove too pop 
fo r the critics and too sm art fo r the 
m ainstream . But i t  w ou ldn ’t  be the 
w o rs t th in g  in  the w o rld  i f  she 
jo ined  P h illips  fo r  a lit t le  tim e  on 
the Gilmore Girls soundtrack: I can

defin ite ly  see Rory (and, m ore likely, 
her m om , Lorelei) tw ir lin g  p rom  
n ig h t away to “ I ’ve Got M usic,” and I 
ju s t know  they w ou ld  fin d  Return to 
Planet Earth as addictive as I do.
—-A N D I ZEISLER

Shown A ctua l S ize
I  Am  Spoonhender 
{ g o ld  STANDARD LABS}
San Francisco  in d ie  d a r lin g  I 
A m  Spoonbender produces spooky 
dance/trance m usic  tha t m ig h t best 
be described as dystopian socialist 
electroclash— like  inc iden ta l m usic 
in  a 1930s G erm an-expression ist 
sci-fi m ovie  o r the dark parapsychic 
underbe lly  o f ’80s new wave.

Shown Actual Size, a three-track 
ep, is the band’s firs t release in  two 
years. A rty, uncom prom is ing , and 
aggressively hum an  under the fo r­
b idd ing  technological exterior (I A m  
Spoonbender does n o t sample; a ll 
sounds featured on the a lbum  were 
organ ica lly  created by the m u s i­
cians), i t ’s w ary dance m us ic  fo r  the 
new  m ille n n iu m . One song is n o m ­
in a lly  about the artifice  o f  beauty (“ I 
W ent and H ad M y Knives Sharp­
ened” ), one is about the remoteness 
o f  techno logy (“ R e-D ia l M ean t 
‘R em em ber’” ), and, w ell, I ’m  no t 
sure w ha t the other song is about, 
b u t I A m  Spoonbender’s p rim a ry  
focus is really m ore  on sonic experi­
m en ta tion  than  anyth ing  else, and 
the results sound great.

The ba n d ’s th ree  core m e m ­
bers— Cup, the fo rm e r d ru m m e r 
fo r  beloved Canadian cuddlecore



tr io  Cub; D us tin  Donaldson, late o f  
Pansy D iv is ion ; and M arc Kate— are 
sem icelebrities in  San Francisco’s 
tig h tly  k n it  Valencia Street a rt and 
m usic com m unity. Cup recommends 
records at neighborhood ind ie  shop 
A quarius Records, and M arc some­
tim es comes to m y  yoga class, where 
fo lks in  the know  greet h im  like  a 
god. (H e ’s about as flexib le as you’d 
expect o f  a m an  whose band is 
nam ed in  tr ib u te  to  U r i Geller.) 
T hey ’re always w il l in g  to  p lay a 
gallery opening or he lp  score the 
m us ic  fo r  a dance perform ance, and 
on certain city blocks, th e ir telepathic- 
m an-bending-a-fork logo is as u b iq ­
u itous as i t  is m ysterious (a sign at 
A quarius says, “ Please don’t  ask us 
w hy the logo is a fo r k ’). I t ’s nice 
w hen a band sees its e lf as part o f  an 
a rtis tic  com m un ity— and gives tha t 
co m m u n ity  such un ique  sounds.
----RITA HAO

S ean-N os Nua Sinead O ’Connor 
{ v a n g u a r d  r e c o r d s }
The s tr ik in g  b lend o f  fo lk  tunes, 
chants, and ballads on Sean-Nos Nua 
is the m usic tha t Sinead O ’C onnor’s 
d is tinctive  l i l t  was made for. W ith  
lyrics in  both English and Gaelic, the 
a lb u m  captures b o th  a sense o f  
Ire land  and a trace o f  the polem ical 
w om an w ho ripped up  a p ic tu re  o f  
the pope on a 1992 episode o f  Satur­
day N ight Live (and le ft the stage 
shocked— ju s t shocked— w hen  she 
d idn ’t  receive a stand ing ovation fo r 
he r bo ld  protest).

A lth o u g h  the a lbum ’s lyrics aren’t

overtly po litica l, they touch on the 
same them es o f  im p e ria lism  and 
Ir is h  soc iopo litics  th a t O ’C onnor 
addressed m ore  openly in  earlie r 
songs, such as “ F am ine ,” fro m  
Universal Mother. M ost o f  Sean-Nos 
Nua’s tracks s k illfu lly  b lend tra d i­
t io n a l e lem ents, e m p lo y in g  ju s t 
enough stud io  effects to accent the 
m u s ic  w ith o u t ove rpow ering  the 
songs o r g iv ing  them  the New Age 
candy coating tha t renders so m any 
m odern  remakes o f  trad itiona l tunes 
unlistenable.

O ’C onnor does, however, reveal a 
penchant fo r line r-no te  se rm on iz­
ing . The elaborate m etaphors and 
m yths she constructs to explain her 
songs are la id  o u t in  m esm eriz ing—  
and occasionally ir r ita t in g — detail. 
One p la in , pre tty tune about b irds 
ch irp in g  in  the trees “ acknowledges 
the greatness o f  Jah above a ll great­
ness and the pow er o f  Jah above all 
powers.” “ Paddy’s Lam ent,” w h ich  
b r im s  w ith  w re n c h in g  em o tio n , 
can’t be ju s t a story o f  an Ir is h  im m i­
grant— it  has to be “ the best an tiw ar 
song ever m ade,” about an Ir ish m a n  
“conscripted unde r General L inco ln  
in  the A m erican  C iv il War.” ( In  her 
enthusiasm  to condem n Am erica, 
she apparently fo rgo t to  notice tha t 
d u rin g  the w ar L inco ln  was a presi­
dent, n o t a general.) She po in ts ou t 
no few er than three tim es tha t she 
considers her re n d itio n  o f  the tra d i­
tio n a l ballad “ Peggy G ordon” to be 
an homage to homosexual love (as i f  
we cou ldn ’t in fe r fo r ourselves the 
g ir l-o n -g ir l conno ta tion  o f  Sinead 
sing ing , “You are m y d a rlin g ” to the 
m yth ica l Peggy).

S till, after the preaching, w ha t’s 
le ft is a fo rcefu l a lbum  that showcases 
the range and potency o f  O ’C onnor’s 
vocal ta lent w h ile  keeping the h is to ry

and struggles o f  the Ir is h  alive in  the 
m inds  o f  a ll w ho hear he r m usic.
— JULIE CRAIG

Loose Screw  The Pretenders 
{a r te m is  r e c o r d s }
W h ile  bands like  the R o lling  Stones 
keep to u r in g  w e ll in to  th e ir adult- 
diaper years, few wom en w ho rocked 
us th rough  the form ative ’80s are s till 
p e rfo rm in g  today. B u t Pretenders 
fro n tw o m a n  C hriss ie  H ynde  has 
never strayed too fa r fro m  the stage, 
and her voice has aged to a perfec­
tio n  tha t carries bo th  energy and 
m aturity.

Pain surely isn ’t  new  to H ynde 
(who lost a band m em ber to drugs in  
the early days o f  the Pretenders), and 
to hear her sing, i t ’s as i f  she’s 
know n  every single heartbreak since 
Eve bailed on the garden o f  Eden. 
(Indeed, the harsh ly em otive songs 
o f  Loose Screw are rum ored  to be 
insp ired  by H ynde ’s breakup w ith  
her husband shortly before record ing 
the a lbum .) The a lbum  puts a punk- 
rock tw is t on a recovery program : The 
songs travel th rough  grief, vu lnera­
b ility , anger, denial, hope, wariness, 
self-indulgence, sarcasm, bitterness, 
and revenge before re tu rn in g  to the 
s tru t-y o u r-s tu ff swagger th a t sets 
H ynde apart fro m  the average love­
lo rn  crooner.

The raw  sonic qua lity  o f  Loose 
Screw occasionally crosses the lin e  
between re fre sh in g ly  relaxed and 
ju s t sloppy, w ith  some songs fee ling  
s ligh tly  un fin ished . T hough  “ C om ­
plex Person” contains a su rp ris ing



re fe rence to  c o n fro n tin g  street 
harassm ent w ith  the p o in t o f  a gun, 
i t ’s bogged dow n in  g ra ting  repe ti­
tio n . A n d  some ly rics  m ake less 
sense than  R.E.M. on  a Tori Am os 
jag. (“They say that loyalty is ju s t fo r 
those w ho’ve earned i t / is  tha t w hy 
they stole the sofa fro m  your pa rk ing  
space /A nd  b u rn e d  it? ” ) B u t the  
Pretenders’ real pow er has never 
been th e ir un ique  lyrics anyway; i t ’s 
H ynde ’s be lting  voice, w h ich  hasn’t 
lost a decibel o f  its throaty com m and 
in  the 23 years since the band’s 
debut a lbum . I can’t  th in k  o f  any 
other singer w ho could  salvage the 
lin e  “ I wasn’t th is  shook in  the L.A. 
e a rth q u a ke / H o w  m u ch  can one 
heart break?”

In teresting ly, the one track tha t 
m ig h t best re flect H ynde ’s persona 
as she rocks in to  h e r 50s is a 
cover— o f  Jarvis C ocker’s “ W alk 
Like a Panther.” Far fro m  cow ering 
at the subject o f  he r advancing age, 
she embraces its power. A n d  w hen 
she sings, “To keep up  w ith  me 
you’ve got to  w a lk  like  a panther 
to n ig h t,” you’re n o t gonna doubt it. 
— j.c .

Sex S e lls  Stiffed 
{ c o o l  k u n t e r }
A re  eps the new demos? Maybe i t ’s 
ju s t tha t ou r workdays are long  and 
ou r a tten tion  spans are short— b u t 
as a buzz creator, the short fo rm a t 
has w orked fo r the Strokes, the  K ills , 
and the Yeah Yeah Yeahs, am ong 
others. S till, som etim es i t ’s hard to 
te ll fro m  an ep w hether a band tru ly

embodies the rock-saving and life - 
a ff irm in g  qualities usually a ttribu ted  
to long-standing, p ro lif ic  ou tfits . A  
five-song debu t w ith  th ree  great 
tunes can easily tu rn  in to  to m o r­
ro w ’s insu ffe rab le  18-track concept 
a lb u m — b u t fo rtu n a te ly  th a t is n ’t  
like ly  to be the case w ith  Stiffed. O n 
Sex Sells’s six-pack o f  tracks, vocalist 
Santi W h ite ’s in g ra tia ting  hiccups 
(Cyndi Lauper, anyone?) are like  a 
resound ing  “Yes!” in  the face o f  life ­
less, unadventurous, tedious rock. 
S tiffe d  m akes b rig h t- re d - lip s t ic k  
m usic, bouncy and crysta lline— pop 
fo r the end tim es, the good tim es, 
and the tim es in  between.

Sex Sells is a percolating pot o f  sug­
ary pop and good-for-you gu ita r goo, 
courtesy o f  would-be show-stealer 
M att Schleck, aided and abetted by 
d ru m m e r C huck Treece. W h ite ’s 
voice renders Gwen Stefani-esque 
and Debbie H arry -leve l pop smarts 
com m onplace, and recalls C la ire  
Grogan fro m  late, great bubblegum  
new-wavers A ltered Images. V ib ran t 
production  fro m  Daryl Jenifer (o f 
fus ion -punk pioneers Bad Brains) 
seems no coincidence either, though, 
productionw ise, Sex Sells has m ore in  
com m on w ith  the Cars or Devo than

w ith  Jenifer’s hardcore roots.
I f  opening track “W ha t You Gon’ 

Do” is S tiffed ’s ca lling  card, they’ve 
got a perm anent place in  m y Rolodex. 
I t  takes guts to sing, “ I don ’t  w an t to 
go o u t like  a w om an w ho has n o th ­
in g  bu t a ll these ideas...done no th ing  
b u t com p la in  o f  a ll the hardsh ips.../ 
and how  she’s lonely, and how  could 
tha t be?/Is she old, is she ugly, maybe 
they don’t  see m e c learly /A re  they 
d u m b ? ” — especia lly  w h e n  w ha t 
sounds like  the happiest, hardest pop 
song ever is p lay ing  b eh ind  her. 
W h ite ’s versatile vocal vam p ing  w ill 
make you believe C laire Grogan was 
r ig h t— m aybe you, too, cou ld  be 
happy. H ere ’s to m ore  than 19 m in ­
utes next tim e.
----CYNDI ELLIOTT

A lm os t You: The Songs o f E lvis 
C oste llo  Various Artists 
{ b a r  n o n e  r e c o r d s }
A n  a lbum  hon o rin g  the w o rk  o f 
E lvis C oste llo— arguab ly  one o f



pop’s best and m ost enduring  song­
w rite rs— has been a long tim e  com ­
ing . But the beauty o f  th is  15-track 
co llection is tha t i t  breezes by m ost 
o f  the m an ’s h its  to showcase h is 
lesser-known treasures instead. The 
m usic ians beh ind  Almost You ha il 
m a in ly  fro m  the realm  o f  alt-country, 
w ith  s tandout con tr ib u tio n s  fro m  
the D am nations (the A u s tin  sister

act that tu rns  ou t a bar-ballad version 
o f  “ S till Too Soon to Know ” ) and Kev 
R ussell’s Junker (w h ich  o ffe rs  a 
fidd le -fo rtified  take on “ Indoor F ire­
w orks” ). I t ’s also a de ligh t to hear a 
cap tiva ting  fem ale  voice croon a 
Costello classic, as on  H em ’s slow, 
feathery adaptation o f  “ (The Angels 
W anna Wear My) Red Shoes."

Almost You has its share o f  h igh-

energy rock tracks too, like  Fastball’s 
one-two power-pop punch on “ Busy 
Bodies,” the Deathray Davies’ organ- 
heavy “ M en  C alled U n c le ,” and 
G rand  C ham peen ’s p u n ky  “ No 
A c tio n .” For curious m us ic  lovers 
and Costello fans open to a sp in  on 
some oldies, Almost You is a great 
co llection builder.
----ERICA GALLAGHER

F U R T H E R M O R E . . .

The sunny, snuggly, wiggly punk-pop contents o f 2, 
the second album from  Portland, O regon's A ll G ir l 
S u m m e r  F u n  B a n d  {k  r e c o r d s } ,  are as stra igh t­
forward as its title . Songs about feeling like a grizzly 
bear, crushing ou t on Jason Lee, and road tr ipp ing  
w ith the girls are among the fuzzed-out, guitar-heavy, 
and jus t plain adorable offerings here...Singer-song- 
w rite r L iz z ie  W e s t sounds a lo t like Nata lie  
M erchant. I mean, uncannily so. And on her debut 
album Holy Road...Freedom Songs { w a r n e r  b r o t h ­
e rs } , she steps into the same folky-jangly-poppy 
niche tha t Merchant once ruled, w hile adding a dash 
o f Lucinda W illiam s-ish  roots and country on songs

like “ Sometime" and 
"M onkey Back Blues” 
...On Country fo r  True 
Lovers { z e d to n e } ,  
p ro lif ic  chanteuse 
E le n i M a n d e ll has 
her way w ith  songs 
w ritte n  and made 
fam ous by the likes o f 
M erle Haggard and 
Etta James. Mellower 
than M andell’s past 
few offerings, Country 
lets all th a t’s tim eless 
about her voice really 
shine, whether she’s 

covering Haggard’s w istfu l “ I’ve Got a Tender H eart” 
or blazing her way through an orig inal like "Tell Me

Twice” ...As lore has it, the ladies o f Mr. A irp lane  Man 
were discovered playing on a Boston sidewalk by late 
M orph ine  fron tm an  
M ark Sandm an. And 
lis te n in g  to  M oan in '
{s y m p a th y  f o r  t h e  
RECORD INDUSTRY}, 
it ’s easy to  understand 
how the duo caught his 
ear— th e ir s tripped- 
down sound is like a 
ghostly d ispatch from  
the crossroads o f  Delta 
blues and garage rock.
W ith two H ow lin ’ W olf
covers, one rew ork ing  o f  M iss iss ipp i Fred 
M cD ow ell’s “ Sun Sinking Low,” and the traditional 
“ Jesus on the M ain line,” Mr. A irplane Man (whose 

name also comes from  the title  
o f  a H ow lin ’ W o lf song) makes 
Moanin ' a reverent slice o f  his­
tory but turns in some strik ing 
orig inals too...V ia Tania is the 
nom  de d isc o f Tania May- 

Bowers, whose debut album Under a Different Sky 
{ c h o c o la te  in d u s t r ie s }  is fu ll o f  lush, dreamy 
electronica and atm ospheric pop. I f  you were going 
to  tuck in to  a po t o f  m ushroom  tea w ith your best 
g irlfriends, you’d want to  have th is album handy, 
along w ith Morcheeba and Tortoise; it ’s complex yet 
implacably calm.



bitch s a y s  t h a n k s  t o  o u r  d o n o r s

Erin Am ar *  Effie K. Am bler *  Toni A rm strong Jr. *  Joe Austin *  Courtney Bailey *  Jill Bakehorn *  Mona Bayard *  Sara 

Beinert *  Sterling Bell-Senteney *  Christine Bennett *  Alex Blue *  Nancy Bott *  Amanda Briggs *  Rochelle Burkman *  

Cathy Cabrera *  Ellen Cavalli *  Christy Claus *  Robin Cronin *  Beth Cuipa *  Jaina A. Davis *  M ichelle Davis *  Leah 

De Lane *  Kimberly Deboy *  Veronica Dunbar *  Amy Edwards *  Jennifer Engle *  Amanda Eveler *  Jessamyn Falcone *  

Stacey Franchild *  Mhaire Fraser *  Emily Fudge *  Heather Galles *  Vera Giles *  Roscoe Giles *  Marcia G insburg *

Rachel G lauberman *  Sarah Grunwald *  Suzanne Gunnerson *  Mary Ham burge *  Kristin Handler *  Laura J. Harris *  

Melanie H aupt *  Alissa Hauser *  Lisa Heldke and Peg O ’Connor *  Gerri Eileen Hem pfie ld *  Caroline H ilton *

Christy and Emily H im m e lrigh t *  Joe H offm an *  Kerry Howell *  Glyn Hughes and Lara Scott Holliday *  Barbara 

Hungate *  Adele H unt *  Heather H unter *  Hal H untsm an *  Benita Jackson *  Anna Jacobson-Leong *  Herman and 

Ellie Jervis *  Robert and Kathe Jervis *  Steve Jervis *  Shelagh Johnson *  Cynthia Juno *  Laura Kessler *  Danielle 

Kichler *  Amy Killoran *  Jan Kisluk *  Nancy Kunz *  Deva Kyle *  Tracy Lecapitaine *  Margaret Liss *  Mary Ann Mackey *

M. Maiden *  Sandra L. M allon *  Dawn Manolakos *  Regina Marchi *  Jennifer Marks *  Vanessa Marquez *  Antonia 

M arzulli *  Anna M cCourt *  Nancy K. M cDonald *  Rachel McKee *  Stephanie McLemore *  Kristina M cNyset *  Richard 

M erit *  Marianne Merola *  Alisa Messer *  Kathleen M ille r *  Alyssa Moy *  Betsy Moy *  Kim Muske-Lynch *  Myra and 

Tony Nissen *  Thisbe Nissen *  Fatima Obaid *  K. and K. O ffenholley *  Seth O laynick *  Nora Olsen *  Irene Padavic *  

A llison Palmer *  Stacie M. Parillo *  P.M. Parris *  Linda Peacher *  Melanie Peele *Tamora Pierce *  Katha Pollitt *

Margaret Price *  Erin Rice *  Aurelea River *  Christa Robbins *  Marni Rothman *  Julie Rubinstein *  Pat Russel-Campbell *  

Eleanor M. Rust *  Laura S. Sabel *  Rebecca Schatschneider *  Evan Schloss and Tamar Sessum *  Gail Schneider *  

Katherine Schultz *  Katie Sinback *  Jennifer Snyder *  Andrea Sperling *  N icole Stellner *  Leora Tanenbaum *  Erin Tarica *  

Karen Thom pson *  Janet Tomas *  A.J. Tschupp *  Courtney Vick *  Julia Ward *  Barbara Wareck *  Rick and Zarine Weil *  

Sally W endorf *  Kimberli Werner *  Carla W illiam s *  Christine W illiam s *  M.L. W ilson *  N icole W isser *  Yam *  Amy 

Yeasayer *  Melissa Zeiger *  Barbara Zeisler *  Diana Zipeto *  And the many who choose to  remain anonymous



(Continued fro m  page 11) s h a r r o c k  seem s t o  be 
sa y in g  th a t w e ca n ’ t  eat ou r cake and enjoy m ak ing  i t  
too. She po in ts to Craftygal, the website I w o rk  for, as 
p ro m o tin g  an idea o f  c ra fting  as housework. Sadly, i t  
seems she s im p ly  sk im m ed  ou r index fo r artic le titles 
tha t appear, at f irs t glance, to support her thesis and d id ­
n ’t bo ther to  investigate ou r site as a whole. A re  we set­
tin g  back the fe m in is t cause because we pub lish  a recipe 
in  each issue? She doesn’t even bother to note tha t each 
issue also includes a p ro file  o f  a w om an w ho makes her 
liv in g  in  some creative fash ion  (inc lud ing , I m ig h t add, 
Bitch’s ow n Lisa Jervis). I don’t  understand w hy  we, as 
fem in is ts , are expected to be angry o r m iserable about 
tak ing  care o f  ou r homes, o r w hy we should be ashamed 
to make crafts that aren’t  “ subversive.” I, fo r one, enjoy 
cooking and cra fting, and I ’ve made peace w ith  house­
keeping. I f  th is  d isqualifies m e fro m  being a fem in is t, I ’ll 
be glad to  tu rn  in  m y  m em bersh ip  card.

Jan Mater-Cavagnaro 
Rochester, N.Y.

J u s t in e  S h a r ro c k  re s p o n d s : As a fan o f  the crafty 
life , I have read Craftygal extensively. The reem bracing  o f  
c ra fting  as a valued fo rm  o f  art and lifesty le  is im p o r­
tan t— especially because o f  its  p r io r  re jec tion  due to 
fe m in in e  associations. However, the artic le  specifica lly 
exam ines places in  w h ich  the c ra fting  w o rld  delves in to  
housekeeping and cleaning.

I am  no t c r itic iz in g  those w ho keep house or the pleas­
ures tha t can be derived fro m  cleaning— b u t I do take 
issue w ith  the fra m in g  o f  housecleaning as a fe m in is t 
action. W ith  fe m in ism  comes freedom  to do w hat you 
w ant— b u t tha t doesn’t  make every action a po litica l and 
fe m in is t act in  and o f  itse lf. There ’s a strand o f  contem ­
porary fe m in ism  tha t focuses largely upon  the celebra­
tio n  o f  g ir lie  cu lture , and I am  w ary o f  its  confusion 
between activities fo r m en and w om en alike to enjoy and 
w ha t shou ld  be p u t fo r th  as p o lit ica l and fe m in is t 
actions. W hen fe m in ism  focuses on reem bracing ty p i­
cally fe m in in e  activities to the exclusion o f  a m ore  com ­
plex and th o u g h tfu l rew ork ing  o f  gender values and 
righ ts, we have a prob lem .

V a n ity , y e s ; fa ir ,  n o
I, too, noticed the p im p-daddy them e o f  the cover o f  
Vanity Fair's m usic issue (Love It/Shove It, no. 19). But I 
also noticed that, a lthough n ine  w om en grace the cover 
and all except J. Lo make good m usic, the m usicians m en­
tioned in  the cover lines are m en. So, VF, the w om en o f  
m usic are pretty to look at, b u t the m usic  w o rth  w rit in g  
about is made by men? Hasn’t the m usic the Hives are

“b rin g in g  back ’ been made by females such as Sleater- 
K inney for, like, 10 years? Is E m inem ’s hate and violence 
really one o f  the m ost im p o rta n t stories in  music? Or, 
w ith  sweaty cleavage and b o ring  m en, are you jus t try in g  
to sell as m any magazines as M a x im ?

Nicole diM ella 
H ighland Park, N.J.

F o o d  fo r  th o u g h t
I was so th r ille d  to read “ D ouble L ife ” (no. 18). A ll 
th ro u g h  m y  pregnancy th is  year I was very excited to 
breastfeed m y  baby. W hen the task came to be necessary 
in  fro n t o f  anyone o ther than m y  partner, I found  tha t I 
really d id n ’t  enjoy n u rs in g  her w h ile  people watched. 
That com plex surprise le ft m e to ta lly confused and feel­
in g  gu ilty— had I fa iled as a fem in ist?  I had never even 
th ough t about the  b igger p ic tu re— that fa m ilia r  societal 
boxing m atch o f  ou r bodies vs. ou r m arket value. I  feel 
su ffic ien tly  arm ed w ith  awareness now, and am  ready to 
rec la im  m y  r ig h t to enjoy p rov id ing  fo r m y baby. Keep 
rockin'’ the m o m m y dem ographic!

Jen St. Cyr 
Brooklyn, NAY.

L e t te rs  a b o u t le t te r s
I th in k  i t ’s w onderfu l tha t David J. Weissberg o f  XLR8R 
could  on ly  be upset over the lack o f  caption ing  in  the 
vic ious and v io len t p ictures tha t you p rin te d  (Dear B itch, 
no. 19). I t  speaks volum es tha t he m issed the w hole  p o in t 
o f  Laura C om pton ’s b lu rb  on the spread. The same goes 
fo r Gene Bae— yes, Gene, even w om en can be m isogy­
nists. The p ictures are o f  m odels in  designer clothes w ho 
are portrayed as dead, and instead o f  be ing saddened or 
shocked by th e ir  deaths, w e’re supposed to w onder 
where they bought th e ir underwear?

Daela Gibson 
Reno, Nev.

L e t te rs  a b o u t le t te r s  a b o u t d i ld o s
A fte r reading the letters about the Toys in  Babeland ad on 
the back cover o f  no. 18 (Dear Bitch, no. 19), I had to send 
in  a response o f  m y own. I fe lt very sorry fo r the w om en 
w ho fe lt they could not read the magazine in  public. These 
attitudes reinforce the no tion  that m asturbation, especially 
fo r wom en, is d irty  and should no t be discussed. As fo r the 
post office calling the ad “obscene” and “ lewd,” I w ould  be 
m ore inc lined  to respect that op in ion  i f  the m asturbation 
fodder provided by the cover o f  Sports Illustrated’s sw im ­
su it issue were seen in  a s im ila r light.

M ary Leal 
Plymouth, Mass.



WHAT A LOT OF READERS DON’T REALIZE IS THAT
advertisers o ften dictate ad placem ent, and tha t maga­
zines are beholden to them  fo r  financ ia l reasons. Sure, a 
magazine like  Bitch can consciously decide n o t to accept 
an ad for, say, Dr. Laura’s new  cookbook, b u t ad m oney 
does pay fo r the pages tha t a ll o f  us lo o k  fo rw ard  to read­
ing . I t ’s hard to believe tha t someone subscrib ing  to 
Bitch w ou ld  be so opposed to safe-sex product placement. 
W hy no t ju s t tear o f f  the back cover and s till read the 
good stuff?

Natalie Hope McDonald 
Philadelphia, Penn.

I WAS GRATIFIED TO SEE THAT OTHER READERS WERE
also d is tu rbed by the Toys in  Babeland ad. Concerns 
about th e ir kids, etc., are a ll good. But w hat i f  a m en ’s 
social speak-up m ag (is there such a thing?) featured a 
leather-clad m an about to pu t a see-through purp le vagina 
in to  h is pants? I th in k  Bitch w ou ld  get a lit t le  ticked o f f  
about such a th in g , in  fact.

Low-class sex ads are n o t m y  flavor o f  fem in ism . 
M y ria d  ads fo r  sex toys, suggestive underc lo thes , 
raunchy lip  balm , sex magazines, and the like  make fem ­
in is ts  seem obsessed w ith  toys and trappings, ig n o rin g  
m en  altogether. I acknowledge tha t you feature a lo t o f  
o ther ads fo r some am azing magazines and m usic. But 
som eth ing  seems o f f  here. A m  I m istaken in  m y no tion  
tha t real sex is a good th ing? Self-sex is safe; I ’l l  grant 
that. But self-sex as a lifestyle? N ot progressive.

Heather McGee 
Los Angeles, Calif.

YOU MADE A MISTAKE WHEN YOU BACKED DOWN TO
the reactionary demands tha t you n o t advertise sex toys 
on the back cover. Sexuality and sex toys are an appropri­
ate and libe ra ting  message fo r you to b r in g  to a society o f  
se lf- lim it in g  w om en w ho s till f in d  shame in  sexual 
pleasure. Shame on you, Bitch. You shou ld  know  better.

W ho cares w hat the post office th inks ! W ho cares what 
people on  the bus th in k ! A  sexually m atu re  person w ou ld  
ju s t remove the back cover i f  she fe lt uncom fortab le  
about i t  in  pub lic. W hen you show a m ore  fem in is t, 
rather than C hris tian -righ t, response to c ritic ism , I w il l  
subscribe.

M arilyn  Spivey 
Hermosa Beach, Calif.

WHILE I WAS APPROVING OF YOUR DECISION TO PULL
the g iant purp le  d ildo ad, im ag ine  m y surprise and dis­
gust at the offensive and shocking 4by6.com  ad tha t 
replaced it! As anyone rem otely versed in  psychoanalysis

can te ll you, the pencil is a pha llic  sym bol and, fu rth e r­
m ore, a tool o f  the patriarchy. W hat am I to  te ll m y 8-year- 
old cat, should he stum ble upon  such brazen images? As 
a to m  whose sexual energy was curta iled by the vet’s cruel 
snip, he is extremely sensitive to all th ings that rem ind  
h im  o f  the traum atic  event tha t defined h is kitten hood, as 
w e ll as the subsequent sex he can no longer have. Have 
you no concern fo r the sensitive and im pressionable 
m inds o f  8-year-old neutered tomcats? Shame on you, 
Bitch! Shame!

Lisa Swanstrom 
Los Angeles, Calif.



on politics

(Continued fro m  page 20) fo r w om en’s and reproduc­
tive healthcare. Supporting the fu n d  does m ore  to help 
the w o rld ’s w om en than supporting the war on terrorism , 
b u t ne ithe r the Bush a dm in is tra tion  n o r the m ainstream  
m edia seem to  see the contrad iction  in  Bush’s policy.

To pos ition  w om en’s righ ts  as a ra lly ing  p o in t fo r war 
paints po litic ians and the p ub lic  at large in to  a corner—  
particu la rly  those o f  us w ho have long  fo u g h t fo r the w e l­
fare o f  w om en. I t ’s a calculated exp lo ita tion  o f  le ftis t con­
cerns in  order to suppress d issenting though t: I f  sup­
po rting  the w ar on te rro rism  means ensu ring  the free­
dom  o f  some o f  the w o rld ’s m ost oppressed w om en, by 
a ll means, we should support the war.

Furthe rm ore , i t ’s unc lear in  a ll th is  rh e to ric  exactly 
w ha t “ freedom ” s ign ifies  fo r  A fghan is tan . I f  the  m a in ­
stream  press is to  be believed, freedom  in  post-Taliban 
A fghan is tan  is m ere ly  about the  r ig h t to  look  as one 
chooses, to shave one’s beard o r shed one ’s burka. 
W hen  the  New York Times reported  the  sta rt o f  entrance 
exams at Kabul U n ive rs ity  on  D ecem ber 23, 2001, jo u r­
n a lis t John F. B urns described the  event as “ a day fo r  
earrings and m akeup and handbags and o the r casual 
flaun tings .... In  the  hallways, the  burka... was now  a 
fash ion  statem ent, tossed backw ard fro m  the  cand i­
dates’ heads as i f  to  say, ‘Take a h ike , M r. M u lla h .” ’ 
G ranted, these changes in  dress are ce rta in ly  sym bols 
o f  greater freedom s gained. However, the  re p o rto ria l 
fixa tio n  on such v ic to ries assumes tha t w ha t w om en 
desire m ost is the r ig h t to  free ly decorate ourselves, 
and tr iv ia lize s  the  m ore  com plex and im p o rta n t issues

A fg h a n is ta n  faces, such as u n e m p lo ym e n t and w id e ­
spread illite racy, n o t to m e n tio n  conservative backlash 
in  the  fo rm  o f  physica l vio lence. In te n tio n a lly  o r no t, 
the  m ed ia  re in fo rced  Bush’s u n in fo rm e d  rh e to ric  w ith  
an in s ta n t “ happy e n d in g ”— one the  p u b lic  can in te r­
p re t as a success fo r  bo th  the U.S. and fo r  A fghan is tan , 
and one the  a d m in is tra tio n  can use to  garner support 
fo r  the  next m ilita ry  action.

As the  U n ite d  States tu rn s  its  a tten tion  fro m  w a r in  
A fghan is tan  to w ar in  Iraq, the  strugg le  o f  A fghan  
w om en  has faded fro m  Bush’s speeches (even as he 
recently  a llo tted  $3.5 b il l io n  in  aid) and fro m  the  m a in ­
stream  m edia  (aside fro m  the  occasional feel-good 
piece ce lebra ting  such m ilestones as the  f irs t g ra n ting  
o f  d r iv e r’s licenses to A fg h a n  w om en). As they th ro w  
back th e ir  ve ils— w h ich  have com e to  encapsulate th e ir  
oppression— A fghan  w om en step in to  a new  inv is ib ility . 
In  a m ed ia  cu ltu re  w here silence equals nonexistence, 
the  disappearance o f  A fghan  w om en  fro m  the  p o lit ica l 
stage defines the  p ro b le m  as “ fixed ” in  the  eyes o f  

the  pub lic .
A ga inst a backdrop o f  aggressive a n tife m in is t and 

im p e ria lis t actions, adm in is tra tive  efforts in  bo th  w ar­
fare and healthcare prove tha t beh ind  an u tte rly  trans­
parent “ fe m in is t” veil, w e’re s till dealing w ith  the same 
o ld  cowboys.

M a r ia  R a h a  is a writer and fem inist living in New 
York. She spends most of her spare time cursing the Bush 
administration.

A d v e r t i s e  w i t h

b i t c h

OUR READERS WANT TO HEAR about your book, CD, web­
site, craft company, dog-walking service, film , shoe store, 
activist group, o r whatever you have up your sleeve. Use 
Bitch as your soapbox.

Book your ad today! E-mail marisa@ bitchm agazine.com 
or call 877-2VBITCH.



on activism

(Continued fro m  page 24) W ell, at the tim e  I got 
interested in  the  ’70s, nobody was ta lk in g  about it. I t  was 
a m a ligned  decade tha t w e ’d ju s t come ou t of, tha t every­
body was embarrassed about. But there was huge social 
change in  the ’70s, and nobody was look ing  at i t  o r 
th in k in g  about i t  except fo r a few oddballs. There ’s 
always som eth ing  in te resting  in  the back closets o f  the 
cu ltu re  tha t nobody wants to look in  r ig h t then— and 
w hy is i t  tha t they don’t  w ant to  look there? So th a t’s part 
o f  w hat made me passionate about it— tha t nobody else 
was. A nd  i t  was the tim e  w hen I grew  up, so obviously 
that also made m e w an t to  look back at it.

In P la tfo rm s , you w ro te , “ The even ts  o f th e  seven ties  
m ay n o t have been tr iv ia l, b u t ou r concerns w ere .”  
You cou ld  p robab ly  say th e  sam e th in g  abou t any 
decade. I g rew  up in th e  ’80s, and now  th a t ads and 
o th e r com m erc ia l m ed ia  a re  m ade by peop le  who 
a lso g rew  up in th e  ’80s, th e  decade is be ing  cas t in 
m uch th e  sam e w ay th a t th e  ’70s once w e re— e m b a r­
rassing  po litica lly , sa rto ria lly , and w ha teve r else.

I heard a piece on NPR about how  people in  C hina are 
us ing  images fro m  M aoist C hina in  the same way— ads 
that use clips of, like , a thousand people do ing  eye exer­
cises w ith  pound ing  rave m usic  cu t in  over them . 
There ’s th is  w e ird  nostalgia fo r M aoist C hina, w h ich  was 
so h o rr ib le  at the tim e . But there ’s som eth ing  fascinat­
ing , too, about nostalgia. No m atte r w hat happens, 
there ’s som eth ing  about the way we rem em ber th a t’s 
in te resting ; the past always feels sort o f  safe to us.

There ’s sort o f  an opposite effect, o ften fu r th e r back in  
history, tha t I found  d u rin g  m y research on W illia m  
Sheppard. A n d  I knew  th is  was a fau lty  way o f  th in k in g , 
bu t I cou ldn ’t stop m yse lf— I was th in k in g , Oh, i t  was so 
ho rrib le , the way the Belgians w ou ld  encourage the 
A fricans to m u tila te  each other. The cu tting  o f f  o f  hands, 
the slave labor— isn ’t  that te rrib le , and i t ’s so good that 
tha t’|  over! But w h ile  I was w o rk in g  on the book, a c iv il 
w ar in  S ierra Leone broke out, and we started hearing 
about people c u ttin g  o f f  each o th e r’s hands. That 
b rough t m e r ig h t back in to  reality. There ’s a way in  
w h ich  people are always the same, and th ings jus t never 
change. But we w ant to  believe the re ’s som eth ing  locked 
away back there, fo r  good or fo r  evil, tha t we can’t  have 
anymore.

Keep up with P a g a n  K e n n e d y  at her website, The 
Recycled Pagan Kennedy (www.channel1.com/users/pagan), 
and look for Black Livingstone at fine independent book­
stores in your area. A n d i Z e is le r  is Bitch’s editorial/ 
creative director.

on language

( Continued fro m  page 26) confusions, and quarrels that 
resu lt fro m  such disaster-prone arrangements, o ffe ring  
tips on how  to adapt one’s own speech to (naturally com­
petitive and dom ineering) m en’s.

But books devoted to mixed-gender interactions te ll 
on ly part o f  the story. Even i f  these rules contain a kernel 
o f  tru th , they s im p ly don’t  apply w ith in  a group o f  w om en 
or in  an all-female environm ent like  Sm ith. M ore recent 
fe m in is t soc io lingu is tic  studies, based on em p irica l evi­
dence, have taken a fresh look. The firs t o rder o f  bus i­
ness has been to separate w om en’s language— w h ich  
can s til l be characterized as subordinate to m en ’s in  
m ost m ixed groups— fro m  a language o f  subm ission. 
F e m in is t l in g u is t  Jenn ife r Coates, o f  L ondon ’s 
U n ive rs ity  o f  Surrey Roeham pton, has com m ented that 
i t ’s “ typ ica l o f  a ll-w om en groups tha t they discuss people 
and feelings, w h ile  m en  are m ore  like ly  to  discuss 
th ings ." Far fro m  be ing d isem pow ering, however, th is  
tendency is w hat Coates calls a cooperative m odel that 
w om en use to inv ite  others to speak th e ir m inds , 
approach sensitive topics, and provide a space fo r m u lt i­
p le po in ts o f  view  between equals.

So-called ind irect speech can also be m ore o f a boon 
than a hindrance. According to Deborah Tannen, profes­
sor o f  lingu istics at Georgetown U niversity and author o f  
m any books on gendered conversation styles, inc lud ing  
the bestselling You Just Don’t Understand, ind irec t speech 
can be a paradoxically pow erfu l means o f  getting one’s 
way. A lthough  she has documented m any workplace sce­
narios in  w h ich  female managers choose to downplay 
authority w hen issu ing orders to men, she shows how 
using a m ore ind irect com m and (“ Could we try  to...?” ) is 
often m ore effective than barking orders.

“ I always resist the lite ra l in te rp re ta tion  o f  ways o f  
speaking," Tannen to ld  me. Seen in  d iffe re n t contexts, 
silence, tac itu rn ity , and “tag questions” (“you know?” ) 
can a ll become tools o f  dom inance. In  her op in ion , “ I 
feel lik e ” is “no m ore lite ra lly  about feelings than asking 
‘H ow  are you?’ w hen you greet someone is a request fo r 
a m edica l repo rt.”

But tha t doesn’t  change the fact tha t some w om en 
“ feel” w e’re s till in  th ra ll to a dom inan t discursive stan­
dard. I ’m  embarrassed to have in te rna lized  such a mes­
sage, w h ich  is so prevalent tha t w e’ve learned to censor 
ourselves vo lu n ta rily  o r use evasive language. W hether 
“ I feel” is a cop ing strategy or a covert power mecha­
n ism , i t  shou ldn ’t need to exist at all. We live in  a cu ltu re  
where we are legally sanctioned to th in k  and say w hat we 
please. I ’d like  to live in  a w o rld  where tha t’s true.

J u l ia  S c o t t  is a San Francisco-based journalist.



fan/tastic voyage

(Continued fro m  page 45) sense o f  p o s s ib ility  and 
lim ita tio n . The acknowledged lesbian re la tionsh ip  o f 
Buffy’s W illow  and Tara, like  the overt and obvious 
m ale /fem ale  re la tionsh ips, d id  n o th in g  fo r me, and 
indeed there doesn’t seem to be as m uch  slash about tha t 
couple as there is about o ther pa irings le ft subtextual by 
the show (like  B u ffy /W illow ). W ith  a re la tionsh ip  tha t 
airs in  real t v  tim e , there ’s ju s t n o t enough negative 
space fo r a w r ite r ’s im ag ina tion  to f i l l  in . The tension 
between tw o w om en w ho aren’t already in  a re la tionsh ip  
is m uch  m ore p rom is ing , however— Star Trek Voyager's 
Seven o f  N ine and Captain Janeway, fo r example, have 
proved qu ite  en tic ing  to m any slash w riters.

Sadly, despite the r ich  prom ise  o f  Sapphic slash, 
there isn ’t  m u ch  o f  i t  ou t there. Few t v  shows have 
m ore  than  one strong, sharp ly d raw n fem ale character, 
w h ich  m ay be one reason w hy  fem a le /fem a le  slash is 
s t i l l  re la tive ly  l im ite d . B u t the re  m ay be another. 
S tra igh t fem ale slash w rite rs , w ho  are used to des iring  
m ale bodies, m ay feel tha t w om en ’s pa irings  lack a nec­
essary sexual frisson.

For many, slash has become a po ten t way to personal­
ize in teractions w ith  a show, to lay c la im  to i t  by in fu s in g  
i t  w ith  sexual fantasy, gender ro le -p lay ing , and power 
dynamics. A n d  fo r those w ho are po litica lly  inc lined, 
w r it in g  slash is a creative endeavor w ith  fe m in is t over­
tones— one tha t allows people to ponder gender issues 
in  a creative, supportive environm ent. The w o rld  o f  
slash, after all, is populated p redom inan tly  by w om en 
w ho are no t m ere consum ers o f  cu ltu re  b u t w ho have 
become producers in  th e ir ow n righ t. Slash w rite rs, 
along w ith  authors o f  other fanfic, have changed tv -  and 
m ovie-w atching fro m  a passive act in to  one tha t is par­
tic ipatory, a llow ing  the deciphering  and creation o f  
m eaning. T ha t a slash w rite r can grapple w ith  gender 
and power issues adds extra richness to  the already sub­
versive practice o f  w r it in g  fanfic.

Luckily, the re ’s no shortage o f  m ateria l. Television 
leaves a lo t to be desired— w h ich  means m ore  room  fo r 
slash w rite rs  to f i l l  w ith  th e ir im ag ina tions. Even i f  t v  
changes dram atica lly fo r the better— w ith  m ore  p ro ­
gram s tha t h ig h lig h t deep, com plex characters and show 
a broader range o f  social issues, loves, and sexual o rien ­
ta tions— I ’m  sure tha t slash w rite rs  w il l  f in d  th e ir space. 
They’re too ornery, too independent, and too ingenious 
to le t even the best t v  prevent them  fro m  fin d in g  ways to 
im prove it.

N o y  T h ru p k a e w  is a freelance w riter who lives near 
Washington, D.C. She never did wind up writing any slash— 
once she had her epiphany, she stopped trying, mostly out 
of fear that the results would be horrible.

obsession confession

(Continued fro m  page 59) h ig h ly  debatable, b u t the  
s trong-w illed  Hera wasn’t  kn o w n  fo r sp littin g  the d if­
ference either. A n d  so it  is decreed, in  case after case. 
Judge Judy is w e ll aware o f  he r superpowers. “ D on’t  try  
to  p u t one over on m e,” she’l l  tease a voluble defendant. 
“You forget— I ’m  m uch  sm arter than you.” W ith  a s in ­
gle bang o f  he r gavel, Sche ind lin  hands dow n he r deci­
sions, often tu rn in g  her back on a hapless litigan t fu tile ly  
try in g  to  make a po in t.

But Judge Judy can also be a cham pion o f  the 
w ronged w om an— m uch  like  Buffy the Vampire Slayer’s 
vengeance dem on Anyanka— correcting in justices and 
te rro riz in g  evildoers w ith  
righteous w rath . She w ill 
o ften  co m fo rt a w om an 
su ing her ex w ith  a best- 
g ir lfr ie n d  declaration tha t 
he’s a loser and she’s bet­
te r o f f  w ith o u t h im —  
before aw ard ing a gener­
ous settlem ent. “ Do you 
th in k  you behaved in  a 
respectfu l m anner?” she’l l 
query the  m an in  ques­
tio n . Should he shrug or 
s m irk , he gets an 
assaultive d ia tr ib e  on 
re s p o n s ib ility  and m a n ­
hood, w h ich  is a g u ilty  
pleasure to behold.

L ike  any respectable 
fem a le  godhead, Judge 
Judy can be capricious and 
e m o tio n a l. She loathes 
potheads, sm a rt alecks, 
and slouchers; she adores 
ch ild ren  and dogs. Once, 
w h ile  a d ju d ica tin g  a pet 
ow nersh ip  dispute, Judge Judy le ft the bench and 
re tu rned  crad ling  her ow n pooch, a Shar-pei sporting  
t in y  p in k  barrettes.

Judge Judy epitom izes the fierce, m aternal w ra th  o f 
an enraged fem ale deity, roa ring  and sp itting  in  the face 
o f  stupid ity, arrogance, meanness, and greed. She 
imposes order onto a w o rld  o f  fuzzy tru ths  and sm all, 
irra tiona l, o rd inary hurts; she orders us to s it up  stra igh t 
and teaches us w h o m  to avoid, w ha t to  get in  w rit in g , 
and w hen n o t to th ro w  the firs t punch. She is the no- 
nonsense, kick-ass m o the r/p ro tec to r I never had. A ll 
h a il Judge Judy. H er decisions are fina l. T h is  is her 
courtroom . — MARGARET WEIGEL

Famous Obsessions

( f ic t io n a l )
Walter Mitty 
Bridget Jones
Any Woody Allen character 
Humbert Humbert 
Everyone on Seinfeld 
Jay Gatsby 
Dr. Strangelove

( a c t u a l )
Howard Hughes 
Cindy Sherman 
Woody Allen 
Martha Stewart 
R. Crumb 
Malcolm X 
The Coen Brothers 
Oliver Stone 
Andy Goldsworthy



lost in the grooves

(Continued fro m  page 31) to o r ig in a l 7 -inch  press­

ings. (Seven-inches are the preferred fo rm a t fo r deejay- 
in g  because the grooves aren’t  as condensed as they are 
on an lp , m ak ing  the sound qua lity  better.) “ I ’m  n o t in  
th e ir c lub  because I don’t  log onto Ebay every day and 
search fo r s tu f f  I can’t  a fford . I ’d ra ther have the m usic 
than the artifac t,” she says.

E nglish adds tha t she’s often expected to relate to 
m usic  on a m ateria l ra ther than personal level w hen

hang ing  ou t w ith  fe llow  deejays and record enthusiasts. 
“ Sometimes guys w il l  b r in g  over a b ig  stack o f  records to 
lis ten  to, b u t they can’t  even play m e a fu l l  song. As soon 
as I ’m  ge tting  in to  one, they’re like , ‘Ba-bam! H ere ’s the 
next one.’ They ju s t w an t to  bom bard m e w ith  as m any 
songs as possible, b u t I don ’t  ju s t w an t to  hear the 
b e g inn ing  o f  a song— I also w an t to  hear the m idd le  and 
the end.”

O f course, in  every co llecting practice there exists an 
e lem ent o f  fe tish  tha t deepens as the co llection grows. 
But i t ’s p rob lem atic  to v iew  on ly those people w ho relate 
to m ^s ic  in  a fe tish is tic  and “ m ascu line ” way as card- 
carry ing, au thorita tive  collectors. “ I t ’s a ll about the 
record as a desirable object, b u t tha t desire to ow n each 
m usica l a rtifact is d riven  firs t and fo rem ost by the 
m us ic ,” states Matson firm ly . “ I always th ough t how  
depressing i t  w ou ld  be to be a b ig  fan  o f  the  Beatles or 
R o lling  Stones— you’d never be able to get all o f  th e ir 
records.”

G i r l s  G e t  B u s y
W hat m ale record collectors have had, h istorica lly, tha^ 
fem ale collectors haven’t  is a co m m u n ity  o f  equally 
devout enthusiasts. Now, o f  course, fem ale record collec­
tors can hook up  in  seconds over the In te rne t, b u t f in d ­

in g  each o ther wasn’t  always so easy— another reason 
w hy the m ale m y th  persists.

The scene in  Ghost World where Steve Buscem i’s 
Seymour, E n id ’s sh u fflin g , awkward, o ld-before-h is-tim e 
param our, hosts a party fo r  h is fe llow  record collectors—  
all o f  w h o m  are m en as sh u fflin g  and awkward as he—  
is instructive . They compare recent acquis itions and hap­
p ily  ta lk  shop u n t i l  the party is in te rrup ted  by Enid  and 
Rebecca, at w h ich  p o in t the attendees become all bu t 
frozen. The im p lica tio n  is that the business o f  collecting 
is a moose lodge o f  sorts, subject to its ow n governing 
rules and free fro m  the social m ores im posed by the 
presence o f  w om en.

Record-store veteran Fu lle rton  feels th is  lack o f  com ­
m u n ity  even w ith in  the w o rld  o f  m usic  fans. “ I have 
fem ale fr iends w ho enjoy m usic  as m uch  as I do and 
w ho I go record shopping and to gigs w ith , b u t they don’t 
collect v in y l,” she says. “ Records aren’t  im p o rta n t to 
them — b u t the m us ic  is .”

Ochs d idn ’t have fem ale record-collecting peers or 
ro le  m odels g row ing  up, b u t her years o f  invo lvem ent 
in  various m usic  scenes have afforded he r a g row ing 
co m m u n ity  o f  fem ale m us ic  w rite rs , collectors, deejays, 
and m usic ians. “Anyone w ho says tha t w om en don’t 
collect m usic  ju s t isn ’t  look ing  in  the r ig h t place,” she 
proclaim s.

Maybe i t ’s n o t such a bad th in g  tha t fem ale record col­
lectors have yet to reach archetype status— after all, H igh 
Fidelity, Vinyl, and Ghost World were a ll fine  movies, b u t 
th e ir m ost las ting  effect m ig h t be tha t they rendered 
male v in y l fe tish ists even m ore ripe fo r r id icu le  than 
before. (You know  you’ve reached some sort o f  m ockery 
p innacle w hen the satirica l newspaper the Onion takes a 
swipe, as i t  d id  w ith  an A p ril 2002  headline tha t read “ 37 
Record-Store C lerks Feared Dead in  Yo La Tengo Concert 
Disaster.” ) I t ’s tim e  fo r a new  record-collector paradigm , 
one tha t does away w ith  a ll the conflic ted em otions and 
se lf-loath ing and embraces the obsession fo r a ll the rea­
sons i t  doesn’t jibe  w ith  the stereotypical pro file . A n d  i f  
m en w an t to  jo in  in , th a t’s ju s t fine— there ’s no th in g  
w rong  w ith  a b it o f  p issing-contest one-upm anship  w hen 
you’re ta lk ing  about w ho ’s got the m ore  valuable Syd 
Barrett rarity. W e’l l  even le t them  bo rrow  o u r Joni 
M itch e ll lps— i f  they prom ise  n o t to scratch them .

L a y la  C o o p e r is a writer and musician living in Oakland, 
Calif.



pink blues

(Continued fro m  page 75) M innesota, were pa rt o f  a 
series I d id  in  1998 fo r the New York Times Magazine 
about be ing 13. One o f  the m om s talked about how  
[school] was the tyranny o f  the popu lar k ids and how  
they were actually know n  as T ie r One, T ie r Two, and T ie r 
Three, and the kids knew  w h ich  tie r they were in , and 
the parents knew  w h ich  tie r th e ir k ids were in . I t  was 
k in d  o f  incredib le.

It’s so w ell structured!

Today’s h igh  school and un ive rs ity  students have read 
Reviving Ophelia; they’re very well-read on the subject. I 
fe lt like  I wasn’t  saying any th ing  tha t was new; I was ju s t 
look ing  at i t  fro m  a visual v iew po in t. Instead o f  saying, 
Okay, g irls  do body projects, I was try in g  to ask, W hat do 
[those projects] look  like? Visually, we can see s tu f f and 
im p ly  s tu f f  tha t we cou ldn ’t in  an academic or sc ien tific  
context. You can see the p ic tu re  o f  [4-year-old] A llegra 
w ith  her gold shoes and see visual re la tionsh ips between 
tha t and the po rn  star w earing a gold dress. One w ou ld  
never say— I w ou ld  never say— tha t A lleg ra ’s experience 
is any th ing  like  tha t o f  a porn  star. She’s an innocent

g irl. But you can see in  her gesture tha t she’s m im ic k in g  
th ings tha t she sees ou t in  the w orld . A n d  so you can 
m ake these connections in  a subtle way tha t gets people 
th in k in g  about them . W hen parents buy th e ir g irls  
clothes tha t are in fluenced  by B ritney Spears, they’re jus t 
try in g  to make th e ir k ids happy, b u t they’re n o t th in k in g  
about the messages in  these clothes.

Do you th ink that g irl culture has changed sign ifican tly  
since you grew up, or is it just being expressed differently?

I th in k  i t ’s gotten m ore intense and m ore  extreme. 
W hen I was a teenager, you had to have fashionable 
clothes, you had to have brand names, and you had to be 
th in . But we weren’t  w earing  m id r i f f  sh irts. A n d  w hen 
you’re w earing  a m id r iff , you actually have to  have a six- 
pack, you have to care w ha t you r abdom ina l muscles

look like . I t ’s tak ing  i t  to a w hole other level. A n d  then 
you pierce your navel, and then you’re decorating you r 
navel, d raw ing  a tten tion  to you r navel. You wear a thong  
b ik in i, and then  you have to have a b ik in i wax. I t ’s ju s t a 
w hole set o f  th ings  you have to do tha t I d id n ’t  th in k  
about at tha t age.

I was do ing  a story about Beverly H ills  fo r National 
Geographic, and I was photograph ing  Anastasia, w ho is 
the go-to person fo r  eyebrow waxing. A nd  then  I w en t to 
photograph these 13-year-olds in  Beverly H ills — in  G irl 
Culture, they’re the ones do ing  Tae-Bo— and they said, 
“W ha t else have you been shooting in  Beverly H ills? ” 
A nd  I said, “ I w ent to  Anastasia,” and I started to explain, 
and they go, “ Oh, we know — we go to her.” They’re 13.

Where do you th ink we’re heading now? I mean, the pants 
can’t  go any lower— where do we go from here?

I don’t  know  where we’re going. A  lo t o f  people have 
to ld  me, “ I t ’s k in d  o f  a dark book, i t ’s k in d  o f  depressing 
at the end— is tha t how  you’re supposed to feel?” I don ’t 
w an t to  be the one p u ttin g  a depressing [book] ou t in to  
the w orld . B u t I th in k  i t  is a toxic env ironm en t fo r g irls

in  a lo t o f  ways, and I don ’t  th in k  i t ’s really ge tting  any 
better. One o f  the sad th ings in  the book is tha t the g irls  
speak very articu la te ly about the pressures and about the 
problem s, [but] un fo rtuna te ly  tha t doesn’t seem to give 
them  any im m u n ity . A n d  I th in k  tha t’s k in d  o f  su rp ris ­
in g — i f  you’re aware o f  the prob lem , w hy does i t  s till 
affect you? Tha t’s som eth ing  a lo t o f  us go through, espe­
cially in  the m ore educated and fem in is t set.

The biggest com p la in t tha t I get— and th is  is usually 
fro m  g irls  buy ing  the book— is, “W hy  am  I n o t in  the 
book?” [They say,] “ I ’m  an ath le tic lesbian, w hy am  I no t 
in  the book?” A nd , you know, they should be. I cou ldn ’t 
cover a ll the  ground. There were a lo t o f  th ings  I wanted 
to photograph b u t d id n ’t  get access to o r d id n ’t  have tim e  
to do. A n d  I hope some o f  these g irls  go ou t and fin is h  
the story.



W hen you do a photo book, you don’t  necessarily expect 
people outside the photography co m m u n ity  to read it. 
For a $40 coffee-table book, th a t’s ju s t n o t the reality 
som etim es. I t  has been really n ice to have i t  go beyond 
tha t and go to a lo t o f  the people w ho are on the fro n t 
lines o f  w ha t’s go ing on.

Has it been received d ifferently w ith in the photography 
community?

I t ’s been received really w e ll in  the photography com ­
m un ity . I t ’s been a b ig  breakthrough, too, [since] I ’m  k in d  
o f  a newbie in  the a rt w orld . P ictures were acquired by 
the Los Angeles C ounty M useum , i t ’s go ing to a lo t o f  
m useum s, and i t  was shown in  New York in  a very pres­
tig ious gallery. Tha t’s been exciting, tha t i t  can be in  the 
a rt w o rld  and also in  the m ainstream .

Speaking of the art world, right now there are a number 
of female photographers doing work on girlhood and ado­
lescence: Justine Kurland, whose work focuses on a sort 
of mythical g irlhood, Rineke Djekstra, Pamela Hanson—

do you th ink th is a moment in photography, or is it just 
coincidence?

W ell, I th in k  it 's  a good tim e  fo r  w om en  in  pho ­
tography— i t ’s a tim e  in  the  art w o rld  w here p o in t 
o f  v iew  and perspective are rea lly  celebrated. The 
fem ale perspective is n o t som eth ing  we saw tha t m u ch  
o f  in  p r io r  generations. W om en are ta lk in g  about th e ir 
ow n experiences, and [adolescence] is a b ig  one. I d e fi­
n ite ly  see i t  w hen  I go to  campuses and people are 
show ing  m e th e ir  art, and a lo t o f  i t  is about s tu f f  g irls  
are dea ling  w ith .

I feel lucky tha t I ’m  even be ing shown and acknow l­
edged in  tha t w orld . I don 't understand i t  tha t w ell, i t ’s 
n o t where I come from , b u t I ’m  really glad to be there. 
Because I see tha t w hen  m y  w o rk  is in  a m useum , i t  
reaches such a w ide  audience and i t  becomes pa rt o f  
h is to ry— w hich , as a docum entary photographer, is the 
h ighest th in g  you can aspire to.

The tour schedule for “ Girl Culture”  is available online at 
www.laurengreenfield.com. R a c h e l F u d g e  is the senior 
editor of Bitch.



How to Write a Protest Letter
by Jennifer L. Pozner

Y ou flip to your local Clear Channel radio station 
to find a shock jock “joking” about where kid­
nappers can most easily buy nylon rope, tarps, 

and lye for tying up, hiding, and dissolving the bodies of 
little girls. Reuters runs an important news brief about a 
Nigerian woman sentenced to death by stoning for an 
alleged sexual infraction—in its “Oddly Enough” sec­
tion, where typical headlines include “Unruly Taxi Drivers 
Sent to Charm School.” When California Democrats 

Loretta  and Linda Sanchez become the first sisters ever 
to serve together in Congress, the Washington Post devotes 
1,766 words in its style section to inform readers about 
the representatives’ preferences regarding housekeep­

ing, hairstyles, and “hootchy shoes.” (Number of para­
graphs focusing on the congresswomen’s political view­
points: one.) Nearly a million demonstrators gather in 
cities across the country to protest impending war on 
Iraq; America’s top print and broadcast news outlets sig­
nificantly undercount protestors’ numbers...again.

So, what else is new? Sexist and biased fare is business 
as usual for all too many media outlets—but what do you 
do when hurling household objects at Dan Rather’s head 
just isn’t enough? These tips from Women In Media & 
News (WIMN), a New York-based media-monitoring, 
training, and advocacy group, can help you make the 
leap from righteous indignation to effective critique.

Be firm but polite
Make your case sans insults, rants, 
and vulgarity. Nothing makes it 
easier for editors and producers to 
dismiss your argument than 
name-calling. Good idea; “Your 
discussion of the rape survivor’s 
clothing and makeup was irrele­
vant, irresponsible, and inappro­
priate. Including those details 
blames the victim and reinforces 
dangerous myths about sexual 
assault.” Bad idea: “Your reporter 
is a woman-hating incarnate of 
satan!”

Be realistic but optimistic
Calling for the New York Times to 
transform itself into a socialist 
newspaper will get you nowhere; 
suggesting that quotes from 
industry executives be balanced by 
input from labor and public- 
interest groups is more likely to be 
taken seriously.

Correct the record 
For example, remind media out­
lets discussing “partial-birth abor­
tion” that this imprecise and 
inflammatory term doesn’t refer to 
an actual medical procedure but 
is, rather, a political concept fabri­
cated by conservative groups to 
decrease public support for abor­
tion rights. Focusing on facts is 
more persuasive than simply

expressing outrage: “Christina 
Hoff Sommers’s quote contained 
the following inaccuracies...” is 
better than “Antifeminists like 
Christina Hoff Sommers should 
not be quoted in your newspaper.” 

Choose your battles 
While we’d all like to see fewer 
female bods used to sell beer, ask­
ing the networks to reject such ads 
is a waste o f time. (A letter-writing 
campaign to the companies that 
produce those ads is another mat­
ter.) However, it ’s worth the effort 
to pressure telecom and cable 
giant Comcast to air the antiwar 
ads it censored during Bush’s 
State of the Union speech.

Avoid overgeneralization  
Don’t complain that your local 
paper “never” reports on women’s 
issues or “always” ignores poor 
people. Even i f  stories on topics 
like workfare are infrequent or 
inaccurate, their very existence will 
serve as “proof’ to editors that 
your complaint doesn’t apply to 
their publication.

Expose biased or distorted  
framing

Look at whose viewpoint is shap­
ing the story. In light of the Bush 
administration's assault on affir­
mative action, for example, Peter 
Jennings asked on World News

Tonight: “President Bush and race: 
Does he have a strategy to win 
black support?” Let ABC produc­
ers know that you’d rather they 
investigate the economic, academ­
ic, and political implications of the 
president’s agenda for African- 
Americans than the effects o f race 
policy on Bush’s approval rating.

Keep it concise and informative 
I f  your goal is publication on 
the letters page, a couple of well- 
documented paragraphs w ill 
always be better received than an 
emotional three-page manifesto. 
Sticking to one or two main points 
w ill get a busy editor to read 
through to the end.

Address the appropriate person 
Letters about reportorial objecti­
vity sent to editorial columnists or 
opinion-page editors w ill be 
tossed in the circular file.

Proofread!
Nothing peeves an editor faster 
than typos or bad grammar.

Finally, give ’em credit 
Positive reinforcement can be as 
effective as protest. Be constructive 
whenever possible, and commend 
media outlets when they produce 
in-depth, bias-free coverage.

Jennifer L. Pozner is WIMN’s founder 
and executive director.



H o w  t o  f i n d  y o u r  G - s p o t

The G-spot is often portrayed as a mysterious location 
on a woman’s body that plays hide-and-seek w ith  those 
who look for it. In  fact, every woman has a G-spot -  and 

i t ’s always in  the same place.

The G-spot is about two inches inside the vagina towards 

the belly, right behind the pubic bone. I t ’s composed of 
spongy tissue that is wrapped around the urethra. When 

a woman' s aroused, i t  becomes thicker as i t  f ills  w ith  

flu id and can be fe lt through the vaginal wall. Angle 
your penetration or select a curved sex toy and apply 

firm  rhythmic pressure to pleasure the G-spot. Some 

women find this sensation highly sexual and some women 
expel a clear fluid called female ejaculate ( it ’s not urine) 

from G-spot stimulation. Not every woman loves having 
it  pressed, rubbed, or otherwise stimulated. You’l l  just 

have to try  i t  for yourself.

For more gear and guidance for great sex, drop by our 

stores or visit us at www.babeland.com. Check out our 
upcoming workshops too!

Toys in Babeland 
Sex Toys for a Passionate World

New York: 94 Rivington St. 212-375-1701 Seattle: 707 E. Pike St. 206-328-2914
www.babeland.com 1 -800-658 -9119



" I f  y o u  e n jo y  c le v e r  d i a lo g u e ,  f u n n y  t u r n s  o f  p h r a s e ,  a n d  a  c o m in g  o u t  p l o t  t h a t  m a n a g e s  t o  

b e  b o t h  w a c k y  a n d  r e f le c t i v e ,  t h e n  U p :  A  N o v e l  w i l l  e n t e r t a i n  y o u  im m e n s e ly . "

L o r i L. L a k e , M id w e s t  B o o k  R e v ie w

" D e l ic io u s ly ,  r e a d e r s  a re  c lu e d  i n t o  t h e  s e c r e t  w o r ld  o f  u s e d  c a r  s a le s  . . .  t h e  h o o k  m a k e s  f o r  

a n  e n t e r t a i n in g  s t o r y . "

J a n e  T ro x e l l,  L a m b d a  B o o k  R e p o r t

" F e w  t h in g s  in  t h i s  n o v e l  t u r n  o u t  t h e  w a y  y o u ’d  e x p e c t ,  a n d  t h a t ’s  w h y  I lo v e d  i t .  E a c h  t im e  

I t h o u g h t  t h e  a u t h o r  w o u ld  g e t  la z y  a n d  f a l l  b a c k  o n  s t e r e o t y p e s ,  s h e  t u r n s  t h e  o t h e r  d i r e c t i o n .  

S h e  c o n s i s t e n t l y  s u r p r is e d  m e . ”

S h e ry l L e S a g e , T h e  L ib e r t y  P re ss

A  c o m i c  n o v e l  a b o u t  c a r  s a le s  a n d  l o v e  b y  L i s a  J o n e s  

A s k  f o r  i t  a t  y o u r  f a v o r i t e  b o o k s t o r e  o r  b u y  i t  o n l i n e
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