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Abort ion is a 
first  of its kind. 
Based on five 

years of 
research by 

fem inist  Krista 
Jacob, this 

anthology is a 
collect ion of 

essays, poem s, 
and prose that  
takes on one of 

the m ost  
cont roversial 
issues of our 

t im e:  a 
wom an’s r ight  

to choose 
abort ion. 

Revealing, with 
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diversity of 
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behind the 
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this powerful 
collect ion of 

writ ings takes 
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Turn in g the  Tide : A Le tte r fro m  the  Edito r
Makin g H is to ry: The  March  fo r W o m e n ’s  
Live s
Krista Jacob

> >  read 

H IGH LIGH TS

Crossing Over
Robin Ringleka 

Six m onths before I  becam e pregnant , I  m arched 
the st reets of Washington, D.C.  Every January 

22nd,  the anniversary of Roe V. Wade, thousands 
of ‘pro- lifers’ from  all over the count ry pour into 
the st reets to protest . The year I  turned eighteen, I  
was one of them . How could I  have known that  in 
less than a year I  would becom e one of “ those 
wom en”  against  whom  we were m arching? 
> >  read 

FCC: Federal Censorship Com m ission
Kim berly Springer

By now, there are as m any out raged or bored 
perspect ives on the Tim berlake-Jackson Super 
Bowl incident  as there are nipple shields in the 
whole of New York and Los Angeles. Short  of 
speaking as Janet ’s breast  itself ( “What  is everyone 
looking at? My pret ty silver hat?” ) , the gender, 
race, celebrity polit ics are clear, if debatable:  the 
vilif icat ion of Jackson as tem pt ress Jezebel to 
Just in’s good Southern boy led ast ray;  the 
im plicat ions for sexual assault ;  the shortening 
cycle of our insat iable desire to build up celebrit ies 
and tear them  down;  and the cool pose of “ so 
what?”
> >  read 

W edding Day
Elizabeth Sm ith

“We’re not  advocates and we don’t  m arch”  Jenn 
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freedom  to a 
deeper, r icher 

level. 

Com prised of 
abort ion 

test im onies, 
insights from  
abort ion clinic 
workers, and 

polit ical essays, 
this im portant  

anthology 
reveals the 

liberat ing and 
som et im es 

poignant  reality 
of the abort ion 

experience. 
From  the 

wom en who 
survived the 

days of illegal 
abort ion to the 

wom en who 
have com e of 

age during the 
backlash 

against  abort ion 
r ights, the 

writers in Our 

Choices, Our 

Lives:  

Unapologet ic 

Writ ings on 

Abort ion 
dem and that  
people on all 
sides rethink 
this varied, 

com plex and 
personal issue. 

Buy Now

tells m e. Dana clar ifies, “Well, we can’t  say we 
don’t . We didn’t . We do now.”  A 26-year-old 
college English inst ructor and 28-year-old aspir ing 
chef, Jenn Sm its and Dana Wegener would be 
m ore likely to be called professionals than act ivists. 
They never expected to join an em erging polit ical 
m ovem ent . Yet , when they signed up as one of the 
first  sam e sex couples to have their  m arr iages 
solem nized in the highly publicized recent  
cerem onies perform ed by the m ayor of New Paltz, 
NY, they found them selves sudden spokespeople 
for the growing nat ional equal r ights m ovem ent  for 
sam e-sex couples.
> >  read 

Lit t le  Longings
Lauren K. Alleyne

Poet ry.
> >  read 

FEATURES

La Migra
Adela C. Licona

Poet ry.
> > read

The Personal Quests of Saira Shah

Zubeda Jalalzai

As the U.S. occupat ion of I raq cont inues along its 
violent  course along side the sim ilar ly tenuous 
nat ion building efforts in Afghanistan, Am ericans 
need only look to the very recent  past  for how the 
Bush adm inist rat ion has just ified war in both 
Afghanistan and I raq. Despite the possibilit y that  
public opinion m ay not  have been able to resist  the 
adm inist rat ion’s plans, in each case public opinion 
had to be em ployed ( to varying degrees)  on the 
side of invasion. Two docum entaries on 
Afghanistan, Beneath the Veil and Unholy War ,  by 
Saira Shah, the Afghani-Brit ish journalist  and winner of the Courage 
Under Fire Award have presented highly validated accounts of 
Afghanistan under Taliban rule and during the early days of the U.S. 
bom bing cam paign. Both docum entaries, which present  gorgeous 
views of the Afghan landscape and int im ate and often painful port raits 
of Afghanistan’s people, had been in frequent  rotat ion on CNN as part  
of its “CNN Presents”  line-up after Septem ber 11. Shah’s film s not  only 
reveal m uch about  how to win the “hearts and m inds”  of the Am erican 
people in going to war but  also m ore com plicated issues of building an 
internat ional fem inist  m ovem ent  that  is not  coincident  with western 
interests.
> >  read 

Muddled in the Middle
Elizabeth W heat field

I n recent  years, fem inists have worked to be m ore inclusive—to 
recognize that  the needs and life situat ions of all wom en are not  the 
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sam e. While these efforts have been successful in m any ways, there is 
one area where, at  least  in m y experience, m ult iple voices have not  
seem ed welcom e:  the abort ion debate.
> >  read 

A Let ter  To the Old Fart  W ho Thought  A Grab W ould Cure My 
Fem inism
Lauren K. Alleyne

I  am  here, sit t ing at  hom e, and t rying to m ake sense of the last  two 
hours. What  a day. I t ’s am azing, the way life goes, you can be sit t ing 
with old fr iends, arguing polit ics and religion over wine, you go to bed, 
you wake up next  m orning from  a good night ’s sleep and then 3-4 
hours later, your world is a different  place. Sounds like it  should be an 
earthquake, a war, som e disaster (natural or Bush m ade)  – who knows 
that  a hand in the wrong place, a single m om ent  in t im e can change 
you forever. A grab.
> >  read 

Let ter  to us via  Reet ika Vazirani
Salim ah Valiani

Poet ry.
> >  read 

Turn, Turn, Turn: Thoughts on the Sexual ( Counter) Revolut ion
Lise Shapiro Sanders and Patr icia  Miller

How do sex and sexuality figure in contem porary fem inism ? I f we take 
the lessons and st ruggles of the Sexual Revolut ion to heart , wom en 
now have the freedom  to pract ice sexual independence like never 
before. But  if fem inism  today is all about  choices, why does it  lately 
seem  that  m otherhood is m ore of a m andate than a choice? Pat r icia 
Miller  and Lise Sanders work it  out…
> >  read 

Conversat ion W ith A Str ipper I n New  Orleans
Lauren K. Alleyne

Poet ry.
> >  read 

Say “NO” to Dow ry
Parvez Babul

Lucky Begum  (18) , of a village in Nilpham ari, com m it ted suicide due to 
the abject  poverty of her father. I ll- fated, Lucky rem ained unm arr ied 
due to her father’s inabilit y to pay dowry for her m arr iage. Whenever 
any m arr iage proposal cam e, prospect ive groom s dem anded dowry, 
which Lucky’s 50-year-old poor father failed to m eet . Being 
t rem endously frust rated, Lucky com m it ted suicide by taking poison. I n 
fact , we cannot  im agine reading a newspaper without  any news on 
dowry, torture or death of wom en because of dowry or for any other 
causes even for a single day!  Many types of incidents such as suicide of 
wom en/ brides, sum m ary divorce, burning wives with fire or acid by 
their  husbands or in- laws are very com m on in our count ry.
> > read 

Spiraling
Christ iana Langenberg

Fict ion
> >  read 
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W hite Privilege Means Never Having to W alk Across the Bridge
Elizabeth W heat field

Here’s the thing about  being white that  m ost  m iddle class white people 
don’t  appreciate:  We don’t  have to know. We don’t  have to know what  
it ’s like on the other side of the t racks or the r iver, we don’t  have to 
know what  it  is like to live in a neighborhood nowhere near a grocery, 
we don’t  have to explore every single area of the city in order to find a 
place to live where people will j ust  leave us in peace. We pret ty m uch 
don’t  have to know about  anything we don’t  want  to know about . And 
really, why should we want  to know? The life of those without  our 
pr ivileges does not  always paint  a pleasing picture. Hearing about  the 
m inute day in and day out  t iresom eness of econom ic disadvantage, 
racial disadvantage, ignorance, and out r ight  host ilit y is sim ply not  
glam orous.
> >  read 

An Eye For the Ladies
Breaking out  of the Bubble:  Life Outside of the Slope

Alia  Levine

We had decided to spend seven m onths t raveling from  the United 
States to m y hom e count ry, New Zealand. Liberat ing ourselves from  
our jobs and hom es auspiciously ( for som e)  on July Fourth, m y 
gir lfr iend and I  began with a road t r ip through the southwest .  The first  
days were nauseat ingly fabulous;  we cam ped and hiked, sang along to 
count ry radio, and generally honeym ooned our way through the 
fr iendly m ountainsides of Colorado.  
> >  read 

You, Too, Can Be A Sexy Mom m y
Dorrie W illiam s- W heeler      

After having two children in 15 m onths m y body had went  through a 
serious double wham m y.  Prior to having children I  was a sharp 
dressing vivacious twenty-som ething wom an in her pr im e. Som ewhere 
between changing diapers and fix ing bot t les and searching for Barney 
books I  lost  m yself.
> >  read 

Sex Talk
Teen Oral Sex: I t ’s Sensat ionalized!

Rhonda Chit tenden

As a teen in the early-80s, I  was very naïve about  oral sex. I  thought  
oral sex m eant  talking about  sex with one’s partner in a very sexy 
way. A fr iend and I , t rying to pract ice the m echanics, would m ove our 
m ouths in silent  m ock- talk as we suggest ively switched our hips from  
left  to r ight  and flir ted with our best  bedroom  eyes. We wondered 
aloud how anyone could engage in oral sex without  breaking into 
hyster ical laughter. I n our naïveté, oral sex was not  only hilar ious, it  
was just  plain stupid.
> >  read 

Hair
W ednesday, Decem ber 3 1 , 2 0 0 3
Lauri W ollner

I t  is New Year’s Eve and I  am  35 year’s old for another couple of 
hours. I  had to go get  m y driver’s license today. I  was nervous to get  it  
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done and basically avoided it  unt il the last  day. Because of what  I  look 
like, I  have ext ra anxiety when venturing out  into the public for any 
reason. But  part icular ly when I  have to interact  direct ly with som eone 
and t rust  that  they will t reat  m e with enough respect  to accom plish 
whatever m y goal is. I  am  not  a “pret ty gir l”  anym ore by norm al 
standards.  
> >  read 

Boom erang: Som e Thoughts from  the Baby Boom er Generat ion

How Do You Want  Your Abort ion?

Margaret  R. Johnston and Claire Keyes 

I n the future, we m ay be asking how we want  to experience abort ion.
> >  read 

BOOK REVIEW S

The Mom m y Myth:  The I dealizat ion of Motherhood and How I t  Has 

Underm ined Wom en

Susan J. Douglas and Meredith W. Michaels
Free Press, 2004
Reviewed by Krista Jacob
> >  read 

Bearing Life:  Wom en’s Writ ings on Childlessness

Rochelle Ratner, Ed.
The Fem inist  Press, 2000
Reviewed by Rhonda Chit tenden
> >  read 

The Chinese Garden

Rosem ary Manning
The Fem inist  Press, 2000
Reviewed by Alia Levine.
> >  read 

Mother Shock:  Loving Every (Other)  Minute of I t

Andrea J. Buchanan
Seal Press, 2003
Reviewed by Krista Jacob
> >  read 
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Turn in g the  Tide : A Le tte r fro m  the  Edito r
Makin g H is to ry: The  March  fo r W o m e n ’s  Live s
Kris ta Jaco b

My 7-m onth-old son and I  just  returned from  the March for Wom en’s 

Lives where we joined over a m illion pro-choice Am ericans to m arch for 

reproduct ive choice and reproduct ive healthcare. 

Wait ing for m y connect ing flight  to Ronald Regan Airport  (such sweet  
irony) , I  was surrounded by pro-choice signs, shir ts, and but tons. A 
pregnant  wom an wore a t -shir t  that  said “Choice Baby,”  a m an wore a 
but ton that  read “Another Pro-Choice Man,”  a group of college students 
carr ied hangers, a sym bolic rem inder of the days before legal abort ion 
when m any used wire hangers to term inate their  unwanted 
pregnancies. I t  seem ed as if everywhere I  looked I  saw a pro-choice 
m essage, and it  m ade m e long for a world in which people were m ore 
vocal about  their  pro-choice beliefs. I t  also rem inded m e that  I  am  not  
alone in the fight  for choice, but  rather that  I  am  part  of a m ajority 
group, over a m illion of whom  felt  passionately enough about  this issue 
to leave their  everyday lives and m arch in our nat ion’s capitol. 

Pushing m y st roller through the st reets of D.C. I  
was only one of tens of thousands of fam ilies 
part icipat ing in the m arch. I  m et  college students 
who had piled into buses and slept  on floors of 
churches and com m unity centers to cut  costs. I  
m et  individuals, couples and fam ilies who had 
com e from  as far as Los Angeles, Port land, Miam i 
and Juneau. I  br iefly spoke with an older couple, 
possibly in their  early eight ies, who had com e 
from  Seat t le “ to help m ake this world bet ter 
before ( they)  leave it .”  Meet ing the people I  did 
renewed the hope I ’ve lost  since George W. Bush 
took office. 

The m ost  notable aspect  of this m arch was the 
degree of diversity represented, especially considering that  our 
m ovem ent  has been cr it icized for having a white, m iddle class bias. 
Marchers spanned races, econom ic classes, ages, and sexual 
or ientat ions. I t  seem ed as if the ent ire polit ical spect rum  was 
represented, from  pro-choice religious groups to republicans for choice 

(don’t  ask)  to pro-choice art ist  collect ives (selling t -shir ts that  said, 
“Stop Bitching. Start  a Revolut ion! ” ) . 

Marchers chanted Keep Your Rosaries Off My Ovaries;  Pro-Life Your 
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Can We Talk?

Nam e’s A Lie, You Don’t  Care I f Wom en Die;  and My Body, My Choice.  
The m ost  com m on polit ical slogans were:  
Pro-Child Pro-Choice Against  Abort ion? 

Then Don’t  Have One 

I ’m  Pro-Choice and I  Pray 

George Bush, There’s No Oil in My Uterus 

Bush, Stay Out  of Mine 

One m an carr ied a sign that  said “ I m pregnate Jerry Falwell,”  to which I  
challenged, “Do we really want  him  to pro-create?”  

“But  he wouldn’t  have the baby,”  he responded. “He’d have an 
abort ion because he’s a lying hypocrite.”  I  couldn’t  argue with that  
one. 

The ant i-authority, ant i-establishm ent  tact ics of the (pr im arily)  
younger generat ions blended with the work-within- the-establishm ent  
st rategies of the older generat ions to create a passionate, decidedly 
pro-choice m essage about  reproduct ive choice, fam ily planning, 
m edical research and privacy. 

No pro-choice event  would be com plete, 
however, without  the ant i-choice “crazed and 
saved”  protestors (m ainly concent rated on a 
short  block of Pennsylvania Ave)  extolling the 
vir tues of coerced pregnancy, forced m otherhood, 
and the “sanct ity”  of life/ children—children, 
incidentally, that  they dragged to this event  and 
forced to carry giant  posters of dism em bered, 
bloodied fetuses. My m ore com passionate side 
hopes their  ant i-choice work br ings in a healthy 
incom e because their  children are going to need a 
but t - load of therapy. I f life is indeed as precious 
and fragile as they argue, it  m akes m e wonder 
why they exploit  their  own children in this way. 

But  the ant i-choice groups’ im pact  was as sm all as their  m inds. On 
April 25, 2004, we m ade history and proved to the conservat ive, ant i-
fem inist  naysayers that  our m ovem ent  is as alive and relevant  as ever. 
I ndeed, the polit ical t ide against  reproduct ive freedom  has turned. Our 
current  challenge is to harness this energy and carry our pro-choice 
m essage(s)  into the next  elect ion and beyond. 

Krista Jacob, Editor and Founder 
Sexing the Polit ical 

To get  involved and stay updated visit :  
www.saveroe.com  

www.naral.org 

www.ppfa.org 

www.johnkerry.com  

www.abort ionconversat ion.com  

www.rcrc.org 
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Krista Jacob ,  MS, is editor- in-chief 
and founder of Sexing the Polit ical:  A 

journal of third wave fem inists on 

sexuality .  She has a long history of 
involvem ent  in wom en’s issues, 
including dom est ic violence, sexual 
assault , reproduct ive freedom , and 
wom en’s health and sexuality. She 
presents at  state and nat ional 
conferences on issues related to 
violence against  wom en, third wave 
fem inism , m otherhood, im ages of wom en in the m edia, abort ion, and 
adolescent  wom en's issues. At  present , she is a writer and lecturer.

Ms. Jacob’s writ ten work has appeared in Just  Sex:  Students Rewrite 

the Rules on Sex, Violence, Act ivism , and Equality ,  (Rowm an & 
Lit t lefield) , The Minnesota Wom en's Press,  and num erous fem inist  
journals. She is the editor of Our Choices, Our Lives:  Unapologet ic 

Writ ings on Abort ion.  

Recent ly, Ms. Jacob was given the Hum anitar ian Award for Outstanding 
Alum ni from  Minnesota State University, Mankato.

I f you would like to inquire about  br inging Ms. Jacob to speak in your 
com m unity or to set  up an interview, please contact  
sexingthepolit ical@m sn.com .
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The demand for abortion has existed since time 

immemorial, although the absence of safe medical 

procedures meant that many women lost their lives or 

sustained permanent injury. In the United States alone, one 

in four women lost their lives due to botched procedures 

before the 1973 Roe v. Wade case legalized abortion. 

However, despite legalization, the controversy between the 

pro- and anti- abortion groups has raged on. Indeed, it has 

turned out to be one of the most challenging and divisive 

issues in America today. In this debate, the pro-choice 

group which supports a reproductive choice for women and, 

therefore, legalized abortion is pitted against the pro-lifers 

who equate abortion with murder and demand limiting 

access to abortion as well as introducing legislation that 

makes the procedure illegal.

Among the numerous questions 

raised by the two sides are: does life 

begin with conception, or is it only a 

potential life? Should the rights of a 

fetus be so all-encompassing that it 

comes at the cost of controlling women’s lives and destiny? 

Both sides have campaigned in their own ways. While pro-

lifers show brutal pictures of aborted babies, the pro-choice 

contingency asks us to show compassion for women that 

request these services. In recent times, this issue has 
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turned into a political power struggle in the United States, 

rather than being a woman’s individual decision to give birth 

to and mother a child. The killing of abortion doctors and 

violence towards clinics has been somewhat matched by 

restrictive legislation and reduction in the number of 

abortion providers in several states. In future this could go 

even further. As Kate Michelman, president of NARAL Pro-

Choice America, says, “If the Republicans keep control of 

Congress, American women will lose the right to choose by 

2008." 

Our Choices, Our Lives examines the abortion issue in a 

refreshingly different manner. This collection of personal 

stories shows abortion from various angles: the situations 

and minds of individual women who seek these services, 

the practical problems that providers and doctors of those 

services encounter, and activists who speak out about the 

danger that any anti-abortion legislation would have on the 

lives of thousands of women. These writings make us 

aware that, although abortion is increasingly being viewed 

in a political context, it is hardly a political act or statement 

that women make in their lives. In one story after another, 

women talk about how they had no recourse as they found 

themselves pregnant at a time when they were too young 

or incapable of facing the responsibilities of motherhood or 

when bringing another child would strain the resources of 

the existing family. More often than not the fathers-to-be 

were not around or, in some cases, not to be found; more 

often than not the women experienced immense guilt, 

trauma and grief -- some points that pro-lifers somehow 

always forget to talk about.

The section written by the healthcare professionals is an 

eye-opener. Apart from the continuous demonstrations 

outside abortion clinics and the incidents of violence 

against doctors that we often hear about, these people also 

face situations where women who have just completed their 

safe abortions return to protest outside the same clinics. 

We are also told that many conservative, white male-

dominated institutions and medical facilities are unwilling to 

talk about pregnancy options or other drastic methods to 

prevent conception such as the morning-after pill. Open 

discussions on such matters would be enough to trigger 

letters and marches of protest on several medical 

campuses across the country.

The last section is written by pro-choice activists. These 

writings delve into our earlier religious and social beliefs 

and show how the campaign against abortion is a form of 
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extension of patriarchal control of women’s reproductive 

choices. To that end, religion is also being employed today 

to own, master and control the very crux of creation. 

Women also talk about the basic premise of the much-

misunderstood pro-choice movement: that the choices 

women make are those that ought to be honored by 

society, and that pro-choice need not always imply pro-

abortion. Irrespective of whether she chooses the abortion 

experience or decides on pregnancy and parenthood, the 

state should not and cannot withhold medical services.

A compelling read, Our Choices, Our Lives shows that 

instead of limiting the focus to abortion as an issue, society 

should look at the diversity of women and their situations, 

and decision-making issues related to pregnancy should 

largely be controlled by women themselves. For if women 

are to get social or economic equity, they must have control 

over their own reproductive choices.

© 2003 by Shampa Chatterjee for Curled Up With a Good Book
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Cro ss in g Ove r
Ro bin  Rin gle ka

Six m onths before I  becam e pregnant , I  m arched the st reets of 

Washington, D.C.  Every January 22nd,  the anniversary of Roe V. 
Wade, thousands of ‘pro- lifers’ from  all over the count ry pour into the 
st reets to protest . The year I  turned eighteen, I  was one of them . How 
could I  have known that  in less than a year I  would becom e one of 
“ those wom en”  against  whom  we were m arching?

I  will never forget  the night  before the m arch. The vigil.  The one that  
ends with Catholic Mass in the Basilica. I  was in awe, very aware of the 
“pr ivilege”  to share in the occasion with bishops and cardinals from  all 
over the world. The splendor of this church alone. And there were so 

m any m en—indeed, m ost  of them  were.

During a m om ent  of silence, from  several rows 
behind cam e the blood-curdling scream s, those of 
a wom an. She scream ed with her whole being, in 
protest  of the church, the gathering of all these 
m en, and against  our efforts to end legalized 
abort ion. Right  then it  seem ed to m e that  all of 
the bodies present  should have been able to 
absorb or buffer the scream s of one lone wom an. 
But  her voice, her m essage,  resounded 
throughout  the Basilica, and went  r ight  to m y 
very core.

I  never actually saw her. As this wom an was 
wrest led down and led out , the Mass cont inued as 
if nothing had happened. Nothing.  Wait  a 
m inute.  I  can’t  even begin to describe the way her scream s tore 
through m e.  I  did not  see one person turn around. I  had been 
standing next  to a pr iest  who grabbed hold of m e, physically keeping 
m e from  turning and acknowledging her.  But  it  was too late.  I  
recognized som ething in this wom an’s voice. And while I  had no idea 
what  it  was, I ’d never felt  so afraid as I  did that  m om ent . My tears 
cam e and wouldn’t  stop. Another young wom an nearby was as 
affected, and she and I  clung together, sobbing and rocking into one 
another, wait ing for the Mass to end.  

The next  day’s m arch was filled with people tot ing all k inds of pictures 
of m ut ilated fetuses. We were excited to take pictures of the m ost  
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grotesque, m ost  “ convincing”  signs we found. Many people brought  
their  young children and babies to the m arch. My fr iends and I  decided 
to pose with one for a picture because we thought  it  m ade a 
statem ent . I ’m  sure I  st ill have it  som ewhere, the picture of m e and 
Jessica and Laura with som e sm iling baby am ong swarm s of huge, 
blown up photos of bloody fetuses. For m e, it  was all about  the babies. 
Saving them . Sending them  into good, Christ ian fam ilies who weren’t  
able to have their  own. I t  seem ed so obvious to m e, especially with the 
baby shortage they talked so m uch about  in religion class. I ndividual 
couples were wait ing years to adopt  while so m any wom en aborted 
their  babies.

So im agine m y excitem ent , following the init ial shock and sham e of an 
unintended pregnancy, to be able to do the “ r ight  thing.”  My plan was 
to tell m y parents once arrangem ents had been m ade. With ease, I  
found a program  out  east , Circle of Love or som ething like that . The 
wom an with whom  I  spoke was great . She was delighted to tell m e 
about  their  program , and even m ore delighted to receive answers to 
the quest ions about  m y background:  White, upper-m iddle class, 

excellent  health and educat ion, and college-
bound. She com m ended m e for m y bravery, and 
em pathized with m y situat ion. I  had just  
graduated from  high school the m onth before, 
and in the fall I  was to go away to the University 
of Tennessee, where I  had accepted a 
cheerleading scholarship. Really, we surm ised, if 
this had to happen, there wasn’t  a bet ter t im e in 
m y life. Rather than go away to school, I  would 
go out  east  for a year. The agency was ready to 
pay for m y housing, any counseling I  m ight  need, 
even college courses while I  waited to have the 
baby. I  would even be allowed to aide in choosing 
the adopt ive fam ily, and was assured the child 

would be placed in an affluent  one, where they would have endless 
opportunit ies. She helped m e envision m y return to Tennessee the 
following fall,  where I  could just  pick up the pom s again and nobody 
would ever have to be the wiser.  I t  all seem ed very rom ant ic.

But  then cam e the quest ions about  the “ father,”  m y then-boyfr iend 
Dennis. She should have been delighted to know that  he, too, cam e 
from  a “good”  background, one nearly ident ical to m ine. As I  told her 
about  him  and his plans for college in the fall,  som ething was 
happening on the other end of the line. Som ething was terr ibly wrong, 
the fading connect ion seem ed alm ost  tangible. Her breathing, her tone, 
everything had changed.  With these words, it  was all over:  “Oh. Well, 
I ’m  really very sorry, but  we just  don’t  have a dem and for bi- racial 
children. Our program  won’t  be able to help you.”

Dennis was black.

So. I t  wasn’t  about  babies after all,  but  about  white babies. They didn’t  
tell us that  in religion class, nor did they m ent ion it  at  the m arch. But  
wait !  Open any newspaper and you can find couples advert ising, selling 
them selves as loving parents who wish to com plete their  lives with 
your baby. Yes. Your white baby.

When I  began dat ing Dennis, m y m other warned m e. She said that  
while it  was okay with her, I  should rem em ber the social context  in 
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which we lived, especially in Mem phis. Som e white boys m ight  not  
want  to date m e once they knew that  I  had dated a black one.  This, 
for m e, was a non- issue because I  would never date som eone who 
held those opinions anyway. I  never dream ed that  racism  extended 
beyond that . Surely not  am ongst  the m ore liberal and educated.  
Surely not  into the northern or eastern borders. And certainly  not  into 
the pro- life m ovem ent .  

I t  appears that  lit t le has been writ ten about  the pro- life m ovem ent  and 
it ’s rhetor ic as ideas based on not ions of white suprem acy. This needs 
to be discussed. I  wonder how m any other wom en have found 
them selves in sim ilar situat ions. How can people just ify talking about  
baby shortages when there are over 500,000 children in the United 
States wait ing for hom es? And how about  worldwide? How m any of 
these children are non-white? And for that  m at ter, how can they talk 
about  babies in econom ic term s anyway?

Dem and. Supply. Market .

I  recent ly looked up the agency that  I  had dealt  
with on the I nternet . I  wanted to find and read 
their  m ission statem ent , curious to see if 
anything has changed since 1992. I  found the 
agency in Massachuset ts. According to their  web 
page, they do not  discr im inate based on age, 
religion, class or race. Against  whom , though, is 
not  clear. The adopt ive parents?  The gir l “ in 
t rouble”?  Their offspring?  Maybe, I  hoped, they 
had just  added this ant i-discr im inat ion clause in 
the past  seven years.  

I  wish I  could say I  believe it .  Let ’s just  leave it  at  this:   I ’ll believe it  
when I  see it .   When the couples in the paper start  seeking not  white 
babies, or even babies, but  any  child. When there are not  five-hundred 
thousand, one thousand, or even one child left  await ing adopt ion. 
When there are program s like the one out  east  available to all wom en, 
not  just  m iddle or upper class white wom en carrying white babies.  

 I n other words, I  won’t  be crossing back over anyt im e soon. 

Epilogue:  For the first  seven years that  followed m y abort ion, I  did not  
talk about  it .  The im pact  of the sham e I  felt  around it  was t rem endous. 
And I t  thr ived NOT because I  had m ade the wrong decision, but  
because of the fert ile soil such silence provides. I  needed to talk about  
what  happened to m e, but  I  was certain that  if others knew this one 
piece of inform at ion, it  would change everything. So I  cam e to feel like 
a fraud, doubt ing m y goodness and dedicat ion to ant i- racism  work. 
Because when it  cam e down to it ,  hadn't  m y decision been based on 
race?

Then I  took a course in Wom en's Studies, then another, and I  was 
hooked. Soon after I  part icpated in m y com m unity's product ion of Eve 
Ensler 's Vagina Monologues, I  wrote m y story. I  shared it ,  and nobody 
disappeared. I n fact , I  found that  I  knew several other wom en who 
have had an abort ion, it  was just  som ething we never talked about .
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pregnancies. Robin current ly resides in Chicago, where she works for 
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FCC: Fe de ral Ce n so rsh ip Co m m iss io n
Kim be rly Sprin ge r

By now, there are as m any out raged or bored perspect ives on the 
Tim berlake-Jackson Super Bowl incident  as there are nipple shields in 
the whole of New York and Los Angeles. Short  of speaking as Janet ’s 
breast  itself ( “What  is everyone looking at? My pret ty silver hat?” ) , the 
gender, race, celebrity polit ics are clear, if debatable:  the vilif icat ion of 
Jackson as tem pt ress Jezebel to Just in’s good Southern boy led ast ray;  
the im plicat ions for sexual assault ;  the shortening cycle of our 
insat iable desire to build up celebrit ies and tear them  down;  and the 
cool pose of “ so what?”  

Carla William s, co-editor of the fabulous The Black Fem ale Body:  a 

Photographic History ,  concisely contextualized the over- the- top 

responses to the Super Bowl incident  in an art icle for New York 

Newsday ,  not ing the issues of the histor ical exploitat ive photography of 

Afr ican-Am ericans and the m odern-day ram ificat ions for cont rol over 
black wom en’s bodies. I n addit ion to this histor ical use and abuse of 
the black body, we m ight  also consider the role of the state and 
regulat ion in deciding which representat ions of black bodies are 
acceptable. Two cases com e to m ind. Both are m ired in the 
inappropriate religious interference in the affairs of the state, the 
histor ical silencing of black wom en’s sexual subject ivity, willful 
ignorance of polit ical-social-cultural contexts, and, capitalism ’s 
cont inued im perialist  t rek. 

I n 1999, com m unity- run radio stat ion KBOO Port land played Russian 

DJ Vadim ’s rem ix of Sarah Jones’ poem  “Your Revolut ion.”  The poem , 

an hom age to Gil Scot  Heron’s 1974 poem / rap “The Revolut ion Will Not  
Be Televised,”  voices the frust rat ions of m any young, black wom en 
com ing to contem porary fem inist  consciousness who’ve often found 
them selves dr iven from  the dance floor by hateful lyr ics, but  st ill head-
bobbin’ on the sidelines. I n the evolut ion of the em erging hiphop 
fem inist  m ovem ent , Jones’s poem  is an early anthem . I m agine Jones 
and KBOO’s surprise when, in 2001, the FCC fined the stat ion $7000 
for indecency in her song. Jones’ song is an ant i-m isogynist ic song that  
m asterfully uses the words of rappers against  them  to assert  a forceful 
black fem ale sexuality undeterm ined by m ale object ificat ion and 
accountable only to her fem ale desire. The nature of the alleged 
indecency would not  be revealed unt il later, when the FCC repealed 
their  indecency verdict  in 2003- - -after Jones filed her own lawsuit  
against  the FCC for im pinging on her first  am endm ent  r ight  to freedom  
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of expression and after ignoring Jones’ FCC appeal well past  the FCC’s 
own self- im posed deadline for considering such m at ters. 

Of pr im ary im portance are changes in the FCC that  are current ly 
speeding along m edia consolidat ion- - - thereby hom ogenizing what  we 
hear on the radio, see on television, and read in newspapers- - -but  also 
bowing to the religious r ight ’s influence in the higher echelons of US 
governm ent . Key to this shift  is the ascension of a George W. Bush-
appointed head to the FCC. While the init ial com plaint  against  Jones & 
KBOO languished from  1999 to 2001, Michael C. Powell (yep, Colin’s 
boy)  becam e FCC chair and invest igat ions into indecency stepped up 
considerably. The problem  with Powell, aside from  everything, is his 
arrogant  at t itude toward his post , what  that  m eans for independent  
m edia, and the progressive expressions of sexuality that  m ay be found 
there. Established by the 1934 Com m unicat ions Act  to regulate the 
m edia and protect  the public interest , Powell is noted for publicly 
stat ing that  “My religion is the m arket ,”  disclaim ing any knowledge of 

the m eaning of the term  “public interest ”  ( though it  appears in the 

FCC’s rem it  103 t im es) , and after watching the Super Bowl halft im e 
show lord knows how m any t im es, stat ing, “TI VO is god’s m achine.”  
Powell’ cont inual m erging of religion and com m erce indicates his not -
so-hidden agenda of using his FCC posit ion as m erely a stepping stone 
to other desirable posts within conservat ive Washington, DC 
m achinery.  

Sim ilar ly, in the m urky pre-9/ 11 past , m any seem  to have forgot ten 
then-New York Mayor Rudolph Giuliani’s ram page against  what  he 
considered indecency in art . Anything that  dared represent  a cross or 
Christ  that  didn’t  have “™ Vat ican”  was deem ed ant i-Catholic and, 
therefore, unworthy of taxpayers’ m oney. Rudy launched his at tack 
first , in 1999, against  the Brooklyn Museum  of Art ’s (BAM)  display of 
Chris Ofili’s rendering of the Virgin Mary, part ially in elephant  dung. His 
out rage was so great  that  he froze about  a third of the m useum ’s 
budget  and launched a state lawsuit  to have the m useum  evicted from  
its space. By the t im e BAM launched an exhibit  of black photography 
that  featured Cox’s photo “Yo Mam a’s Last  Supper”  one can only 

im agine the frenzy Rudy worked him self into at  the site of, not  only the 
disciplines being black m en, but  a stunningly nude Cox as Christ . 
Having been sent  to his room  by the courts in the Ofili case, this t im e 
the Crazy G m ade noise about  appoint ing a city-wide “decency 
com m ission.”  Care for a side salad of McCarthyism  with that  hyster ia 
ent rée? Nothing cam e of this threat  and along cam e a couple of planes 
across the New York skyline to t ransform  Rudy from  m ayor to father-
m artyr. 

At tem pts by the state to clam p down on Jones’ and Cox’s expressions 
of an independent  black fem ale sexuality highlights capitalism ’s 
interest  in only those representat ions that  are within the bounds of the 
Queen/ Ho paradigm  and profitable. Thus, when Jones and Cox defined 
them selves they are labeled indecent . I t  is perhaps in the failure of 
these at tem pts at  censorship that  we can take hope that  the next  t im e 
Janet  Jackson or anyone else decides to express their  sexuality, that  
they can do so in ways that  actually m ove black wom en from  
object ified silence to an incredibly sexy, badm am ajam m a affirm at ion of 
“ yes.”  
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Kim berly Springer  teaches Am erican Studies at  King's 
College in London. Kim berly Springer is the author of St ill 

Lift ing, St ill Clim bing: Afr ican Am erican W om en's 

Contem porary Act ivism .  
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W e ddin g Day
Elizabe th  Sm ith

“We’re not  advocates and we don’t  m arch”  Jenn tells m e. Dana 
clar ifies, “Well, we can’t  say we don’t . We didn’t . We do now.”  A 26-
year-old college English inst ructor and 28-year-old aspir ing chef, Jenn 
Sm its and Dana Wegener would be m ore likely to be called 
professionals than act ivists. They never expected to join an em erging 
polit ical m ovem ent . Yet , when they signed up as one of the first  sam e 
sex couples to have their  m arr iages solem nized in the highly publicized 
recent  cerem onies perform ed by the m ayor of New Paltz, NY, they 
found them selves sudden spokespeople for the growing nat ional equal 
r ights m ovem ent  for sam e-sex couples. 

The twenty-som ething couple had been liv ing together as com m it ted 
life partners for the past  8 years, and “engaged”  for several, although 
“ that  was just  for us”  Jenn tells m e, since there were few out lets to 
legalize it .  While they’d talked about  a possible t r ip to Verm ont  (where 
they could legally get  m arr ied) , they had no firm  plans or a date set , 
and with uncertaint ies about  the legal status of their  m arr iage when 
they returned, hadn’t  been in a rush. They also didn’t  know what  to 
call it .  “We didn’t  want  to call it  a ‘civil union,’”  Dana says with disdain. 
“And we couldn’t  call it  a m arr iage.”  Jenn adds, “We didn’t  want  to call 
it  a ‘com m itm ent  cerem ony’ because we’ve been com m it ted forever.”  

A m onth ago, the dilem m a was resolved for them . While watching the 
11: 00 news one night , they learned that  their  26-year old m ayor 
intended to m arry a handful of couples the next  m orning, and that  the 
cerem onies would be broadcast  live. Jenn tells m e, “ I  saw they were 
going to do weddings and I  thought  what  if tom orrow is the only day 
this is going to happen? Let ’s go down there! ”  
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St ill in their  pajam as, the two rushed down to the 
town hall where television vans were already 
parked. They were in the process of t rying to 
convince those at  the front  desk to add them  to 
the list  when Dana saw the m ayor walking by. 
She called out  and thanked him  for what  he was 
doing and told him  they were a local couple who 
had been together 8 years and were grateful for 
his courage. He added them  to the list  and told 
them  to be back at  10am . 

Back at  hom e, now well after m idnight , they 
called their  fam ily, fr iends, and colleagues, m ost  
of whom  actually m ade the last  m inute t rek on 
vir tually no not ice to be there for their  cerem ony. With nothing form al 
to wear and no r ings, they were one of 25 couples to be m arr ied the 
next  m orning without  any of the t radit ional cerem onial hoopla – but  
with m ore m edia at tent ion than m ost  weddings ever receive.  Pictured 
in all of the m ajor papers, they becam e inadvertent  spokespeople, 
besieged by the m edia for m onths and even targeted by ext rem ist  
r ight -wing conservat ive groups. 

But  although they seized the sudden opportunity to get  m arr ied, their  
m arr iage wasn’t  a m ere im pulse. I n fact , they tell m e they wouldn’t  
have done it  earlier, even if the sam e opportunity had afforded itself. 
But  on that  part icular day the t im ing just  happened to be r ight . After 
having been together for 8 years, they were “out ”  to their  fam ilies, 
fr iends, and jobs. They had found the beginning of their  career paths, 
and worked through m ajor early relat ionship issues. Now, they had the 
chance to affirm  their  relat ionship legally – and in their  hom etown. “ I t  
was perfect  t im ing. I  didn’t  have to think about  it .  I  knew I  wanted to 
do it .”  Dana m aintains. “We didn’t  even discuss it ”  Jenn adds.  “ I t  was 
like let ’s go down there! ”

Because they’ve been in a com m it ted, cohabitat ing relat ionship for so 
long, the new m arr iage hasn’t  altered their  relat ionship m uch from  the 
inside. What  it  has changed is the legit im acy and respect  with which 
external part ies now regard their  union. “Before we were just  liv ing our 
lives, it  was our own business, although we kind of felt  invalidated 
when people didn’t  take our relat ionships seriously. Now they saw us 
get  m arr ied on tv. So [ they know]  yes we really are.”  Jenn cites 
instances of m en proposit ioning each of them  in front  of the other, 
even those who knew of their  status as a long- term  couple, which m ost  
m en would never do in front  of a gir l with her boyfr iend. But  because 
they were two wom en in a relat ionship, m en would subconsciously 
presum e it  was tem porary. “They acted like ‘it ’s just  for now.’”  Dana 
explains. “ I t  was never respected. But  when you tell som eone you’re 
m arr ied, there’s m ore of a line of respect– a universal sym bol of I ’m  
taken.”   Before, som e people t reated them  alm ost  like room m ates – 
although in ret rospect  they adm it  this was part ially their  fault . Earlier 
in their  relat ionship, they had always bought  two bedroom  apartm ents, 
dressing a fake room  for when fam ily visited, although all their  fr iends 
knew it  was fake. “But  we m ade sure it  looked like 2 separate 
bedroom s lived there for years”  they laugh.
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Although they’ve ditched the decoy bedroom , 
they st ill want  things that  they couldn’t  have 
without  a m arr iage – essent ially the sam e things 
m ost  m arr ied couples want  – a hom e, kids, the 
r ight  to adopt , healthcare without  ext ra 
paperwork or costs, the r ight  to see their  next  of 
kin in the hospital, the r ight  to own joint  property 
and not  face legal wranglings with unsupport ive 
fam ily m em bers in the case of one of their  
deaths, and benefits as sim ple as m ult i-car auto 
insurance discounts. They don’t  want  to have to 
give a com plicated explanat ion to realtors and 
m ortgage lenders when they go to buy a house 
together. They don’t  want  to have to disprove the 

sam e at t itude from  creditors as m ale suitors – that  their  relat ionship 
m ight  be tem porary or a phase. While their  auto insurance agent  
knows their  situat ion, he st ill can’t  put  them  on one policy, but  luckily, 
they have found a realtor – who happens to be one m em ber of the first  
couples to be m arr ied alongside them . 

Though their  m arr iage hasn’t  changed their  personal life dram at ically, 
it  has increased the extent  of their  involvem ent  in polit ics. Dana 
agrees, “Now I  understand there is power in num bers and we need 
everybody out  there waving their  flags. We have becom e m ore 
involved.”  Although while they now feel like part  of the larger 
m ovem ent , their  approach is very personal. For Dana, “ the biggest  
thing for m e is that  I ’m  27 years old and I ’ve never been registered to 
vote unt il this past  weekend. I ’ve always thought  that  m y vote doesn’t  
count  anyways, but  now I  know I  need to vote.”  Jenn tells m e “ I  think 
that  we would like to be m ore act ivists, but  we st ill have a life. We 
don’t  have the energy to be out  there every day – I ’m  not  that  kind of 
a person -  but  when I  have the opportunity I  can use m yself as the 
exam ple. I t ’s personal to people that  I  talk to now.”   

But  she wants m e to understand, “what  was so neat  about  that  day 
was that  it  wasn’t  about  polit ics the day we got  m arr ied. I t  wasn’t  
about  act ivism . I t  wasn’t  about  any of that  -  I t  was about  m e and Dana 
and our fam ily and oh m y god we have the opportunity to get  m arr ied 
– quick let ’s go do it .”

Liz Sm ith  is a third generat ion fem inist  
writer with repeated credits in notable 
fem inist  venues including Fierce, Moxie, 

Fabula, Herspace,  and Riot  Grr l on subjects 
ranging from  Cunnilingus, The Cost  of Bir th 
Cont rol, Her First  Dildo, Body I m age, and 
Soccer Mom s in Outer Space. Other 
highlights include interviewing fem ale 
athletes who’ve posed nude and why, the 
proprietors of fem inist  sex toy shops on what  it ’s like to be an 
em powering force within the m ost ly m isogynist ic sex indust ry, and 
form er Agent  99 from  Get  Sm art  on the joys of being single. 
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Day Care
Laure n  K. Alle yn e

Broad shouldered,
thick-waisted and stocky –
m y bones thick, heavy
as the sm ell of sweaty socks –
I  decided since I ’d never be skinny,
I  would at  least  be st rong.

But  for a gir l fed
on fairytale pr incesses,
bred on the slight  and wilt ing
heroines’ plight ,
that  t rem endous need
to feel t iny persisted – 

led m e to places
like m y father’s 20- foot
scaffold in the backyard,
or airplanes swaddled in cirrus,
the world st retched to nothing
beyond their  steely wings.

Once I  found m yself seated
atop a Brooklyn building,
legs dangling over the edge
of the rooftop – six stor ies closer
to the stars – looking skyward
and earthward 

and inward;
im agined m yself a speck,
sm all and insignificant
as any other
in the blue-black bounty
of that  sum m er night .
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Lauren K. Alleyne  hails from  the twin island 
Republic of Tr inidad and Tobago. She is current ly 
pursuing her MFA in Creat ive Writ ing, and a m inor in 
Fem inist , Gender and Sexuality Studies, at  Cornell 
University. She is am used by how closely cam pus 
resem bles Hogwarts and is on a m ission to conjure 
up bet ter weather for the upstate NY area.
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La Migra 
Ade la C. Lico n a

Mija, he says to m e in an accent  I  no longer hear, 
no som os Chicanos.

Why do you say that  he asks.

I  look at  him , the m igra, pat rolling m y borders,
keeping m e an alien from  within.

What  do you m ean, I  ask?  

Didn’t  you grow up in el barr io Daddy, wearing zoot  suits and calling 
yourself Pachuco?

And didn’t  they call you Chile when you worked in the bowels of the 
governm ent  ships during WWI I  to prove your loyalty and cit izenship to 
a count ry that  was suspicious of both?

I  rem em ber las viej itas en la iglesia and pedos do m onja at  the 
bakery.  I  rem em ber your chanclas, and your bata, and the Spanglish 
we som et im es spoke in our hom e.

And wasn’t  that  Josefina who lit  candles on your belly para purificarte? 

Why do you police m y borders?

One brother says to m e, with an authority I  no longer hear, 
you aren’t  Chicana, you didn’t  see violence growing up.

I  look at  him , the m igra, pat rolling m y history now,
keeping m e an alien from  within.

What  do you m ean, I  ask?

Violence alone does not  define m e.  But  I  did see violence.  I  saw it  
residing as rage behind your eyes, erupt ing from  your throat , and 
exploding at  the end of your fists.   
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Didn’t  they change your nam e when you got  here?  You were not  
Mem o, he was not  Miguel, you were William  and Michael.  We didn’t  
know you, and you didn’t  recognize yourselves.  Som eone else was 
policing (y)our borders then, 
you were only in t raining. 

And don’t  you rem em ber they locked our doors before you cam e hom e 
at  night  to keep the violence on the other side, so that  the herm anas 
didn’t  get  hurt  by it?

Why do you police m y borders?

Mija, he says to m e in an accent  I  no longer hear, 
No eres lesbiana.  No digas eso.  Just  say you’re a fem inist  like you 
used to, that  covers a lot  of ground.

I  look at  him , the m igra again, pat rolling m y sexuality now,
keeping m e an alien from  within.

What  do you m ean, I  ask?

Adela C. Licona  is interested in the pract ices, polit ics, and poet ics of 
representat ion.  She is at  work explor ing and exposing (B)Orderlands' 
Rhetorics and their  representat ional potent ials.  The forthcom ing work 
from  which her work here is excerpted is ent it led:  Third-space Sites 

and Subject ivit ies:  Agency, Authority, and (Re)Presentat ion (Re)

I m agined and (Re)Considered.
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TH E PERSONAL QUESTS OF SAIRA SH AH
Zube da Jalalzai

As the U.S. occupat ion of I raq cont inues along its violent  course along 
side the sim ilar ly tenuous nat ion building efforts in Afghanistan, 
Am ericans need only look to the very recent  past  for how the Bush 
adm inist rat ion has just ified war in both Afghanistan and I raq. Despite 
the possibilit y that  public opinion m ay not  have been able to resist  the 
adm inist rat ion’s plans, in each case public opinion had to be em ployed 
( to varying degrees)  on the side of invasion. Two docum entaries on 
Afghanistan, Beneath the Veil and Unholy War ,  by Saira Shah, the 
Afghani-Brit ish journalist  and winner of the Courage Under Fire Award 
have presented highly validated accounts of Afghanistan under Taliban 
rule and during the early days of the U.S. bom bing cam paign(1) . Both 
docum entaries, which present  gorgeous views of the Afghan landscape 
and int im ate and often painful port raits of Afghanistan’s people, had 
been in frequent  rotat ion on CNN as part  of its “CNN Presents”  line-up 
after Septem ber 11. Shah’s film s not  only reveal m uch about  how to 
win the “hearts and m inds”  of the Am erican people in going to war but  
also m ore com plicated issues of building an internat ional fem inist  
m ovem ent  that  is not  coincident  with western interests. 

While the film s em phasize the polit ical turm oil in Afghanistan, their  
appeal to the West  lies m ore in the subject ive and em ot ional 
connect ions Shah m akes to her Afghani roots and the connect ions she 
builds to her father’s hom eland. I n fact , the docum entaries take as 
their  raison d'et re not  only the project  of unm asking Taliban brutality 
but  of fulfilling two specific personal quests for Shah that  fram e each of 
her film s. Raised and educated in England, Shah first  went  to 
Afghanistan between 1986 and 1988 to cover the war against  the 
Soviet  Union. As Shah searches for the im ages her father im pressed on 
her, the film  juxtaposes the devastat ion of Afghanistan under Taliban 
rule with the lost  grandeur of her father’s pleasure gardens. I n her 
second film , Unholy War ,  Shah again em ploys this form at , but  this t im e 
she m ult iplies her quests. First , Shah seeks to cross the then-sealed 
border between Afghanistan and Pakistan in October of 2001. She then 
searches for a young Northern Alliance soldier, Usm an, whom  she m et  
while producing Beneath the Veil.  Last ly, she searches for the three 
Afghani gir ls (Am ina, Fairuza, and Farzanah)  whose sorrow haunts the 
conclusion of her first  film . 

Shah’s journeys appeal to western audiences in their  percept ion of the 
danger she encountered as a wom an in the st range and unknown 
Pashtun lands. Her interact ions with Northern Alliance soldiers, 
however, are not  t inged with any apparent  discom fort , graphically 
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presented by Shah’s casual dress of pants, jacket , and boots, with no 
scarf or other head coverings. Shah’s st rategy in adopt ing this western 
and perhaps genderless style of dress is a good one, in that  by 
m arking herself dist inct  from  local wom en, she m ight  also avoid local 
rest r ict ions. But  her choice of dress also signifies a degree of safety 
and gender equality in the m idst  of this part icular group of m en. Shah, 
like m ost  westerners, is part icular ly fascinated with the veil,  a curiosity 
that  has a long history in the contact  between western and eastern 
cultures. I n the or ientalist  t radit ion, the veil is a sign of both rom ant ic 
exot icism  and gender inequality. Though Shah m ust  don the veil at  
certain points in her journeys (and underneath which she shoots som e 
of her footage) , she is never seen com pletely veiled in either of her 
film s. 

Shah’s intent ions are noble:  to expose the plight  of wom en under 
unfathom able oppression. St ill,  in the glim pse she gives the viewers of 
the perspect ive underneath the veil,  Shah also replays an old western 
fantasy of unveiling the Muslim  wom an. More im portant ly, her cr it icism  
of gender inequality and the dest ruct ion of Afghanistan is focused only 
on Taliban rule and never t ruly engages the histor ical context  of their  
r ise to power or the dangers experienced by Afghani wom en under 
other equally brutal regim es, nam ely the period of warlordism  and 
conflict  between the groups later called the Northern Alliance between 
1992-1996. I n the course of Shah’s t rail to Paghm an, her father’s 
hom etown, the film  presents the Northern Alliance in a kind of soft  
focus. The cruelty of their  past , including ethnic violence, torture, and 
rape, does not  enter the narrat ives of either film . Though in her t ravels 
Shah uncovers m ass graves at t r ibuted by locals to the Taliban as 
evidence of their  endem ic violence, Am nesty I nternat ional has also 
reported the existence of m ass graves (near Shebarghan)  in 
Afghanistan, but  at t r ibuted them  to specific Northern Alliance fact ions.

The Revolut ionary Associat ion of the Wom en of Afghanistan (RAWA) , 
who aided Shah in Beneath the Veil,  swift ly expressed great  opposit ion 
to the U.S. bom bing cam paign and to the installat ion of the Northern 
Alliance in Afghanistan (2) . Som e of the m ost  com pelling footage of 
Beneath the Veil,  in fact , belongs not  to Shah but  to RAWA, who 
captured the execut ion of a wom an in the soccer stadium  turned 
execut ion grounds. Since the West  does have access to such graphic 
footage and to the stor ies offered by Afghani wom en, we m ust  ask 
what  Shah's film s offer us that  the undigested footage of RAWA 
cannot . Shah guides us not  only in viewing the condit ions in 
Afghanistan but  in register ing how we are to feel about  the conflict  and 
the m ajor actors. While Shah devotes a significant  port ion of Beneath 

the Veil to RAWA when they were pointedly and quite single-m indedly 
opposed to the Taliban, she m akes no m ent ion of RAWA in the second 
film  when they had developed equally acerbic cr it icism  of the Northern 
Alliance. By the end of 2001, on the occasion of I nternat ional Hum an 
Rights Day (Dec. 10, 2001) , RAWA turned its cr it icism s direct ly to the 
Northern Alliance ident ifying its own bloody history(3) . Such cr it icism  
sits uncom fortably alongside the generous depict ion of the Northern 
Alliance in both Beneath the Veil and Unholy War .

This exam ple of Shah’s select ive opprobrium  reveals the rhetor ical role 
wom en’s r ights has played within Afghanistan’s recent  history and the 
degree to which such appeals do m ore to serve the interests of the 
art iculators rather than Afghani wom en in general. We need only 
scratch the surface to find evidence of this bilateral violence, variously 
at t r ibuted to the "heroes" or "enem ies."  Rape, in part icular, has played 
a fundam ental role in the polit ics of Afghanistan. Literally, rape as a 
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r itual of warfare taints the purity of fem ale bodies and so despoils their  
value as Muslim s as well as the property of other m en. Rape also 
played a m ythical a role in the Taliban’s very com ing into power. 
According to Ahm ed Rashid, the “m ost  credible story”  of the Taliban's 
or iginary m om ent  was widely circulated about  Mullah Om ar’s 
consolidat ion of Taliban forces to retaliate against  the abduct ion and 
rape of two teenage gir ls(4) . 

Saira Shah turns the specter of sexual violence back onto the Taliban 
and rape becom es the great  unspoken terror of the three gir ls at  the 
heart  of Unholy War .  I m plicit ly, Shah fills in the blank space of their  
terror and conjures up for the viewer im ages of two days of violence 
and rape. Because of other accounts of rape by Taliban soldiers, Shah's 
speculat ions are certainly not  outside the realm  of possibilit y, but  the 
docum entary answers definit ively for the gir ls who, once again, 
becom e casualt ies of polit ical rhetor ic as well as whatever violence m ay 
or m ay not  have occurred after the m urder of their  m other(5) . I  do not  
want  to erase the possibilit y of sexual violence in that  instance, but  I  
caut ion against  appropriat ing the silence of the three young gir ls, 
especially within a narrat ive that  supports -  to use Shah’s own term  -  
“ the west ’s war,”  and this war’s at tendant  polit ical and econom ic 
agendas. For all our well-m eaning intent ions, western fem inists m ust  
keep in m ind the caut ions that  postcolonial cr it ics like Gayat r i Spivak 
have been considering for m any years. I n her 1988 essay, “Can the 
Subaltern Speak,”  Spivak cr it iques im perial m ot ivat ions inherent  in the 
liberat ion of third-world wom en by first -world subjects, m ale or fem ale. 
I n our rush to save these silenced wom en, first  world fem inists, 
including Shah, need to perform  fundam ental cr it iques of our own 
m ot ivat ions and the effects of what  we require of these wom en—
including the necessity of opening their  worlds to western styles and 
m arkets, as well as proper gender roles. 

I n Beneath the Veil and Unholy War  Shah does not  allow the gir ls’ 
silence to stand without  interpretat ion. While Shah never says the 
word "rape" in this context , their  silence is given dram at ic resonance 
and m ade to perform  an indictm ent  against  the sexual cr im es of the 
Taliban, even though the cr im e the gir ls seem  m ost  clearly fixated on 
is the brutal m urder of their  m other. The role their  silence plays is 
indicat ive of the general dynam ic in these film s between the film ed 
subjects’ relat ionships to the journalist . Shah’s powerful narrat ive voice 
accom panied by the haunt ing sound- t rack place clear em phasis on 
certain inform at ion, on part icular stor ies, and on selected m om ents of 
terror. The cam era, itself, records cr it iques of the Northern Alliance 
and the U.S. to which Shah rem ains silent . For exam ple, in Unholy War  
the Northern Alliance guide, Usm an, takes Shah aside to express his 
concerns about  what  m ight  happen when the Northern Alliance takes 
Kabul. I n an int r iguing reference to veiling and unveiling, Usm an 
worr ies about  the future when the Northern Alliance’s “veils will fall 
off.”  He explains that  they will only reluctant ly give up war, since they 
know no other m eans of livelihood. Shah does not  engage or 
contextualize Usm an’s cr it ique. I nstead, the cam era cuts to a 
m agnificent  sun-set  and im ages of these Northern Alliance soldiers 
bravely looking off into the future(6) . 

Com pare these m om ents of Shah’s own silence with others of specified 
em ot ional content . When Shah covers the ant i-Am erican 
dem onst rat ions in Pakistan short ly after the first  bom bs were dropped 
by the United States, the cam era focuses on a relat ively sm all crowd, 
and in part icular on a boy within this crowd whose voice is am plified by 
the film -m akers to em phasize his cry of, “Osam a bin Ladin! ”  Shah says 
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of this group, “ I  find their  anger terr ifying.”  There is an unm istakable 
im balance here in what  we as viewers should quest ion and what  we 
should fear(7) . 

I f we are com m it ted to com bing through the com plicat ions of 
Afghanistan’s history and the West ’s int im ate role in that  history, if we 
are willing to t rust  the challenging voices issuing from  the Afghani 
people, cr it ical of the Taliban, the Northern Alliance, and the West , our 
report ing and our art  need to som ehow engage those com plexit ies 
Although com plete object ivity is not  possible, m ore even handed 
report ing m ust  not  allow for the easy appropriat ion of those im ages 
and voices we encounter along the way, either by powerful actors in 
the polit ical arena or by our own narrat ives of loss and desire. 

Footnotes:
(1)  Beneath the Veil was produced by Cassian Harr ison, Channel 4, and 

Hardcash Product ions in 2001. Unholy War was m ade six m onths later at  the 

beginning of the U.S./ Brit ish war in Afghanistan by the part ies involved in the 

first  film  as well as CNN and CNN I nternat ional. 

(2)  A RAWA act ivist  nam ed “Fat im a”  who was interviewed by Janelle Brown 

after the United States's form al collaborat ion with Northern Alliance forces 

rem arked that  “ the Northern Alliance are the second taliban.”  “Fat im a”  also 

asserts that  “ seventy-year-old grandm others were raped during their  rule, 

thousands of gir ls were raped, thousands were killed and tortured. They are 

the first  governm ent  that  started this t ragedy in Afghanistan.”  

(3)  RAWA’s statem ent  reads:  “The ‘Northern Alliance’ need to rem em ber the 

years 1992 to 1996 when they were in power;  when the execrable Golbodin 

Hekm atyar gang (Hezb- I - I slam i)  turned Kabul to rubble with their  daily 

indiscr im inate bom bardm ent  and rocket ing;  when the infam ous Mazari-Khalili 

gang (Wahdat - I - I slam i)  were gouging out  the eyes of non-Hazaras;  when the 

vile Sayyaf gang ( I t tehad- I - I slam i)  were dr iving 6- inch nails into the heads of 

Hazaras and broiling them  alive in m etal containers;  when the perfidious 

Rabbani-Massoud gangs (Jam iat - I - I slam i and Shorai Nazar)  slaughtered the 

inhabitants of Afshar and other resident ial areas in Kabul and whitewashed the 

faces of all m urderers, rapists and looters in history in term s of the barbarity 

and infam y they perpet rated against  count less innocent  and defenceless 

wom en, gir ls, and boys. . .  .  Such postur ing and talk of ‘dem ocracy’ and 

‘wom en’s r ights’ cannot  wash away or hide their  innate fundam entalist - terror ist  

nature. . .  The people of the world need to know that  long before the Taliban, it  

was Mr. Mullah Younis Khalis (a confederate of the victor ious j ihadis)  who 

‘executed’ the Buddha statutes [ sic]  at  Bam iyan by fir ing volleys of art illery 

against  it .  The people of the world need to know that  in term s of widespread 

raping of gir ls and wom en from  ages seven to seventy, the t rack record of the 

Taliban can in no way stand up against  that  of these very sam e ‘Northern 

Alliance’ associates.”  

(4)  Rashid writes:  “ I n the spring of 1994 Singesar neighbours cam e to tell him  

that  a Com m ander had abducted two teenage gir ls, their  heads had been 

shaved and they had been taken to a m ilitary cam p and repeatedly raped. 

Om ar enlisted som e 30 Talibs who had only 16 r ifles between them  and 

at tacked the base, freeing the gir ls and hanging the com m ander from  the 

barrel of a tank. They captured quant it ies of arm s and am m unit ion. ‘We were 

fight ing against  Muslim s who had gone wrong. How could we rem ain quiet  

when we could see cr im es being com m it ted against  wom en and the poor?’ 

Om ar said later”  (25) . 

(5)  The presentat ion of their  experience is surprisingly sim ilar to a rape 

recorded by Am nesty I nternat ional, this t im e charged against  the United Front  

(Northern Alliance)According to Am nesty:  “ I n March 1994 a 15-year-old gir l 

was repeatedly raped in her house in Kabul’s Chei Sot ton dist r ict  after arm ed 

guards entered the house and killed her father for allowing her to go to school. 

‘They shot  m y father r ight  in front  of m e. He was a shopkeeper. I t  was nine 

o’clock at  night . They cam e to our house and told him  they had orders to kill 

him  because he allowed m e to go to school. The Mujahideen had already 

stopped m e from  going to school, but  that  was not  enough. They then cam e 

and killed m y father. I  cannot  describe what  they did to m e after killing m y 

father’”  (Am nesty Wom en in Afghanistan) . 

http://www.sexingthepolitical.com/2004/quests.htm (4 van 6)16-8-2004 14:01:57



Sexing the Political

(6)  When Shah interviews the three gir ls, Am ina, Fairuza, and Farzanah, in the 

second docum entary, she asks if they are afraid of Northern Alliance soldiers. 

One sister responds in the affirm at ive, but  the viewer is not  sure about  the 

em phasis in her statem ent , which seem s to focus on their  general hardships 

from  war and drought . "We've lived through a revolut ion and war- - that 's why 

we're afraid. We're afraid of the Taliban. . .  .  Yes, we're afraid of [ the Nothern 

Alliance]  as well.  .  .  .Who can be com fortable around foreigners? . .  .  There's 

nothing in this barren terrain. . .  .  We will j ust  suffer in silence."  When Shah 

interviews a refugee fam ily in Pakistan, the pat r iarch com m ents on how the 

Taliban are inseparable from  the general Afghani populace. Therefore, he says, 

the Am erican bom bs cannot  dist inguish between their  enem ies and the Afghani 

civilians:  “The Am ericans say they are only against  the Taliban, but  they are 

wrong.”  Again, Shah does not  provide com m ent  or context . I nstead the cam era 

focuses on the sorrow etched in individual fam ily m em ber's faces and then cuts 

to an im age of a distant  m ountain range. Another refugee tells Shah that  the 

first  Am erican food drops were appropriated by Northern Alliance soldiers. Shah 

provides no voiced-over concern. I f these docum entaries, like Peter Davis's 

1974 Vietnam  War docum entary Hearts and Minds, sim ply, but  deliberately, 

juxtaposed im ages, sounds, and texts with lit t le narrat ive explanat ion, these 

m om ents of silence would not  stand out . Beneath the Veil and Unholy War are 

not , however, const ructed in that  kind of docum entary style. 

(7)  Just  as these docum entaries place their  subjects in part icular places, they 

also present  Shah as a kind of character. I  need, therefore, to dist inguish 

between the Saira Shah of these docum entaries and the journalist  who, in 

interviews about  her work, is m ore reflect ive than these film ic narrat ives allow. 

I n Unholy War, Shah’s failure to persuade the father of the three Afghan gir ls 

to allow them  to go to a local school is presented as her running against  the 

br ick wall of pat r iarchy and the inert ia inspired by loss ( the father says that  

after his wife’s m urder he is unable to consider the im plicat ions of educat ing his 

daughters and leaving his hom e) . But , in the interview with Janelle Brown, 

Shah reads her failure to save the gir ls as result ing from  m isguided western 

assum pt ions. She says, “That  was a real revelat ion for m e. I  rather arrogant ly, 

in a very Western way, assum ed that  I  could solve their  problem s because I  

had good will and m oney. I t  taught  m e that  their  problem s are m ore com plex.”  

Unfortunately, these docum entaries do not  lend them selves to com plicated 

interpretat ions of the cr isis in Afghanistan, or to reflect ive cr it iques of western 

report ing or good will.  
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Muddle d in  the  Middle
Elizabeth W heat field (pseudonym )

I n recent  years, fem inists have worked to be m ore inclusive—to 
recognize that  the needs and life situat ions of all wom en are not  the 
sam e. While these efforts have been successful in m any ways, there is 
one area where, at  least  in m y experience, m ult iple voices have not  
seem ed welcom e:  the abort ion debate. Every self- labeled fem inist  I  
m et  unt il recent ly expected m e to be adam ant ly, unequivocally, 
unam biguously, unapologet ically pro-choice. And I  wasn’t . I n fact , for a 
long t im e, I  wasn’t  even in what  NARAL Pro-Choice Am erica calls the 
“m uddled m iddle.”  For a very long t im e I  was in the pro- life cam p. Not  
just  theoret ically in it ,  but  really in it .  I  went  to 
protests, and m eet ings—even one Operat ion 
Rescue m eet ing. And that  is the big secret  I  was 
never allowed to tell,  m ent ion, or even think 
around other fem inists. The two were 
unm oveably opposed, and were I  to m ent ion m y 
past  or even m y confused and am bivalent  
present , I  felt  I  would be quickly cast  out . I  went  
to two Nat ional Organizat ion for Wom en (NOW) 
m eet ings when I  was 22, m eet ings where I  really 
wanted to be, but  I  had to stop going because 
there was no room  there for dialogue about  
abort ion. I  was on the wrong side of the clearly 
drawn lines and being at  the m eet ings and being 
silent  m ade m e feel like a fraud.

But  recent ly (alm ost  ten years after those NOW m eet ings)  I  went  to a 
local grassroots house m eet ing on reproduct ive polit ics sponsored by 
NARAL Pro-Choice Am erica. There I  was shocked and pleased to find 
that  the conversat ion, the real dialogue, was allowed to include wom en 
like m e who have t raveled from  the r ight  on this issue to what  NARAL 
so apt ly nam ed the m uddled m iddle. I  was relieved to find there were 
good, st rong fem inists in the room  who were m uddled with m e. I  
breathed a sigh of relief and vowed to m yself to write down the story 
of m y journey from  the radical r ight  to the m uddled m iddle. Because 
m aybe I  am  not  alone. And if I  want  to see fem inists consider m ult iple 
voices on this issue, m aybe I  need to be brave enough to be part  of 
the dialogue.

* * * *
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Can We Talk?

I n the house and church I  grew up in, there was no quest ion about  
where I  would stand on abort ion.   

A fetus was a life. 

We opposed taking life. 

Case closed.

What  conversat ion can be had when only one 
quest ion is considered pert inent? I  was a chaste, 
Christ ian, sm all- town, pro- life teenager from  a 
happy hom e with two parents. My m ost  excit ing 
experiences were church cam ping t r ips. At  
sixteen, I  hadn’t  even kissed a boy. Nothing had 
ever happened to m e to suggest  other quest ions 
were relevant  in the abort ion debate. I  was sure 
of m y views and sure that  m y experiences 
provided enough inform at ion from  which to m ake 

an inform ed decision about  what  was r ight  for all wom en everywhere. 
Thus, I  goaded m y gir lfr iends into at tending protests and m eet ings and 
start ing teenage pro- life groups. No one quest ioned m e. Where we 
cam e from , m y gir lfr iends where in the wrong not  to have thought  of 
going to the m eet ings before I  did. They adm ired m y staunch, 
unquest ioning sense of what  was r ight  and wrong. Frankly, I  was 
pom pous, self- r ighteous, and unbearably certain of m yself. I  had the 
total peace of m ind that  can only com e from  a world view with no room  
for gray.

My certainty and peace of m ind were not  to last , however. College 
showed m e that  life is full of gray. 

I n college I  discovered that  som e people have sex without  feeling they 
have done som ething dir ty, that  wom en get  pregnant  who are in no 
posit ion to take care of a child, and that  the scariest  thing in the world 
for an 18-year-old from  a pro- life Christ ian fundam entalist  fam ily 
would be to have to tell her parents she was pregnant . I f I  had becom e 
pregnant  and I  had told m y parents, I  knew exact ly where I  would 
have gone:  st raight  to a hom e for pregnant  teenage m others (where 
m y m other was once a social worker) , to be physically well-cared for 
and proselyt ized to for nine m onths, after which t im e m y child would 
have been adopted by a good white fundam entalist  fam ily dying for a 
healthy new (preferably white)  baby. I  would have been sham ed. My 
parents’ biggest  concern would have been how to hide m y pregnancy 
their  fr iends. And m y situat ion was not  nearly as dire as the situat ions 
m any of m y fr iends would have faced. 

I  started to understand why parental consent  laws m ight  be a bad idea.
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I n m y wom en’s studies classes I  learned about  
poverty and racism , about  m isogyny, about  the 
history of bir th cont rol (or rather, cont rol of bir th 
cont rol) . I  learned that  for m any wom en there 
are several im portant  quest ions that  com e before 
whether a fetus is a life, quest ions such as, “Will 
this pregnancy cost  m e m y life? Who will feed 
this child? Where is one person—anyone—who 
will provide m e with som e support  if I  have this 
child?”   

I  let  go of a few m ore of m y carefully held 
certaint ies.

After m y world view took on a few m ore shades of gray, m y fr iends 
started telling m e about  their  abort ions, and I  had to com e to term s 
with the fact  that  the wom en I  had so em phat ically protested against  
in high school were good people, people I  knew, people I  would want  
for m y fr iends. What  to do with that? Love the sinner, hate the sin? 
Fair ly easy to say in Christ ian theory, but  m y fr iends didn’t  seem  like 
sinners. They seem ed like gir ls who had fallen in love or been taken 
advantage of or even raped.  I  started to wonder about  sin, and why 
so m uch sin in the Christ ian t radit ion falls on wom en, centers around 
wom en’s bodies.  

By the end of college, m y form er certainty about  abort ion had 
com pletely deserted m e.  

I  knew I  couldn’t  be pro- life anym ore. But  I  didn’t  ident ify with anyone 
I  m et  who called herself pro-choice. I  had doubts and uncertaint ies, 
not  to m ent ion a shady past . So you can probably im agine how I  ended 
up sm ack dab in the m uddled m iddle.

Or m aybe not . Maybe you are wondering how, after all that  I  had 
learned, I  st ill was unable to stand with certainty for pro-choice. Older 
wom en, wom en who witnessed or experienced illegal abort ions and all 
the terror caused by them , don’t  seem  to have any t rouble being 
certain. Maybe that  is m y problem —while abort ion wasn’t  an easy 
decision for any of m y fr iends, they could wrest le with it  alone and, 
having m ade their  decision, quiet ly have a safe legal abort ion and go 
on with their  lives. They never had to talk about  it  or work for it  
beyond their  own inner st ruggle. They were free to be em ot ionally 
am bivalent  because there was no physical or legal danger. Maybe m y 
generat ion feels the com placency of choice. But  what  I  feel isn’t  
com placent . I t ’s really the opposite of com placent . I  feel deeply torn, 
pulled in opposite direct ions. 

On the one hand, I  am  certain I  cannot  tell other wom en what  to do. I  
am  sure that  there are t im es when abort ion is the only feasible opt ion. 
I  am  sure that  I  don’t  want  m en’s laws to cont rol what  I  can and 
cannot  do with m y body. And I ’m  dam n sure wom en shouldn’t  be dying 
because of botched illegal abort ions.

On the other hand, certain im ages st ill haunt  m e, and certain beliefs 
stay with m e. The pictures of supposedly aborted fetuses that  I  used to 
put  in the papers I  forced m y high school English teachers to read 
haunt  m e even after all this t im e and after all I  know about  how those 
pictures were probably taken and why that  part icular rhetor ical 
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st rategy is an appeal to pathos I  don’t  condone. But  I  just  can’t  let  go 
of the visual. To m e, a fetus at  a certain point  does look like a baby. I  
don’t  know how to get  around that . And, for whatever reason, I  
st rongly doubt  I  could have an abort ion and ever be alr ight  with it .  I  
im agine this is m y upbringing. And the fact  that  at  bot tom , m y answer 
to the only quest ion I  used to think was worth asking is “ yes.”  Yes, I  
do think a fetus is a life.

So there I  am . Muddled up and t ied up in the m iddle. Torn between m y 
fem inist  beliefs in wom en and their  r ight  to m ake good, r ight  choices 
for them selves about  every issue and m y belief that  a fetus is a life. 
Where do I  belong? What  am  I ?

Recent ly, I  have started to feel like I  have the r ight—and m aybe even 
the responsibilit y—to call m yself pro-choice. Because, I  reason, I  am  
for choice and laws that  allow for choice. At  bot tom , the one thing I  
believe in is personal responsibilit y and choice. Each wom an m ust  
decide what  is r ight  for her and what  she can live with. And, given all 
her opt ions and enough support , each wom an can and will m ake the 
best  choice. I  know what  m y choice would probably be if I  had to m ake 
it .  And I  also know that  m y choice is the only one I  need—or have the 
r ight—to m ake. 

So I  claim  the r ight , as a fem inist , to be pro-choice with an ant i-choice 
past . Muddled in the m iddle, conflicted and torn. 

What  is the place within the fem inist  m ovem ent  for wom en like m e? I  
can, with certainty, lobby for sex educat ion and bet ter access to bir th 
cont rol. And I  can be open about  m y doubts and m y past  because 
m aybe there are people I  can talk to that  m y m ore certain pro-choice 
sisters can’t . 

This is where I  am  now, and that  is going to have to be enough. 

Originally appeared in Our Choices, Our Lives:  Unapologet ic Writ ings 

on Abort ion,  edited by Krista Jacob ( iUniverse Star, 2004) .

Elizabeth W heat field  (pseudonym )  who is 31 and just  began her first  
tenure- t rack posit ion teaching writ ing, uses a pseudonym  in order to 
give herself the courage she needs to write about  the issues she 
st ruggles with and to allow her to write about  issues that  involve her 

fr iends and fam ily. 
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A Le tte r To  The  Old Fart W ho  Tho ught A Grab W o uld Cure  
My Fe m in ism
Laure n  K. Alle yn e

Dear Paul:

I  am  here, sit t ing at  hom e, and t rying to m ake sense of the last  two 
hours. What  a day. I t ’s am azing, the way life goes, you can be sit t ing 
with old fr iends, arguing polit ics and religion over wine, you go to bed, 
you wake up next  m orning from  a good night ’s sleep and then 3-4 
hours later, your world is a different  place. Sounds like it  should be an 
earthquake, a war, som e disaster (natural or Bush m ade)  – who knows 
that  a hand in the wrong place, a single m om ent  in t im e can change 
you forever. A grab.

You want  to know what  I  am  doing with m y work here, what  this 
fem inism  business is all about . Today, you answered your own 
quest ion. This is why I  am  a fem inist . This is why I  care about  gender. 
You tell m e that  it  is all about  inst itut ions and power relat ions within 
the fram ework of “The St ructure” ;  you are r ight . And I  can affirm , 
especially after today, that  being born a wom an in “The St ructure”  as it  
exists, and as we m ust  survive in it  m eans that  we have no power, less 
power at  best . I t  m eans that  when you are alone in a room  with a 
m an, you are in a posit ion of less power. I t  m eans that  when you 
art iculate a polit ical or philosophical posit ion to that  m an, he will 
assum e that  a pat  on the ass, or a grab of thigh will dr ive all that  stuff 
out  of your pret ty lit t le head. I t  m eans, Paul, that  one m om ent  can 
prove to you that  everything you thought  was wrong with the world, is 
wrong with the world. 

You disagree when I  tell you that  power is gendered, but  let  m e ask 
you this, would you have done what  you did if William  was sit t ing 
there? Another m ale? Let  m e ask you this, what  recourse do I  have to 
deal with the m ental disturbance this experience has created? Do I  tell 
som eone? No point  really, so you m ade a pass at  m e, so what? 
Happens every day. Let  m e ask you this, have you ever been a wom an 
in an em pty house, in the m iddle of nowhere, with an uninvited hand 
up your thigh? Can you even understand the threat  of that? The terror, 
no m at ter how fleet ing?

Do you understand that  this is not  the first  t im e, and no m at ter how 
m uch I  hope and pray and will the world different ly, that  it  will 
probably not  be the last?
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Can We Talk?

Do you understand the loss? That  every hand withdrawn, slapped 
away, is no bet ter than the hand that  t ies you down because it  
operates on the sam e principle? That  it  takes with it  another layer of 
faith that  “The St ructure”  is as benign as coffee and chat ter between 
fr iends? 

Do you understand what  it  m eans to always be a potent ial vict im  by 
vir tue of your body, and in a way no m an can understand?

You disagree when I  tell you that  our percept ions and act ions are 
m ediated;  that  the way we const ruct  and m ake sense of experience is 
through a process of theorizat ion of which we are unaware, and that  is 
indubitably m asculinist? From  the point  of view of pr ivilege, and power, 
and the goddam n “St ructure,”  it ’s all natural, inst inct ive, the way it  
works with wom en and m en;  as a wom an who exists in such a 
st ructure, m y inst inct  is to overlook what  was clearly a violat ion of m y 
personal space, a blatant  disrespect  of m y intelligence and disregard of 
the boundaries of propriety and not  to m ent ion a breach of t rust . Not  
m ediated? Not  gendered? Why then, does it  cross m y m ind, that  
perhaps I  had placed m yself in such a posit ion, that  som ehow I  
deserved it ,  or asked for it ,  that  its very occurrence is som ehow m y 
fault? Why have I  learned to dist rust  the sickness in m y stom ach, the 
indignat ion that  som eone felt  he had r ights to m y body in that  m anner 
– this, even as m y enlightened, academ ic side resists such im posit ion 
of m asculinist  st ructure on m y experience.

Of course you didn’t / couldn’t  have/ wouldn’t  have hurt  m e/  forced m e/  
taken further libert ies – when did I  learn to be grateful for m inim al 
violence?

And yet , it  m akes things that  m uch m ore difficult .  Who really wants to 
discover that  their  deepest  fears are real, their  worst  suspicions well 
founded?  There is no sat isfact ion in knowing for sure that  the gender 
we’re ‘stuck with’ will always m ean we are not  safe;  that  it  leaves us 
open to lecherous advances and hum iliat ion at  best , abuse and 
violence at  worst . On the cont rary, it  is disheartening;  it  j ust  tells m e 
that  no m at ter how m uch theory I  have, no m at ter how m any ways I  
am  given, or seek to understand the world, that  when it  com es down 
to it ,  as long as things do not  change, these incidents will st ill happen, 
and I  am  as vulnerable to them  whether I  am  fourteen, or sixteen or 
twenty four… Perhaps that  was your point . 

Perhaps you were t rying to do m e a favor, provide the thing you 
thought  I  needed to m ake m e happy in m y place in “The St ructure”  – 
after all every fem inist  just  needs a good fuck. Perhaps I  should be 
flat tered. 

Perhaps that  was your way of showing m e where m y place in “The 
St ructure”  is, how fut ile resistance is/ would be. Perhaps you are r ight . 

But  as long I  have to live in this world and in this body, it  is cr it ical that  
I  cont inue to work to challenge and reform  the st ructure, and to 
redefine m y value within it .  I  refuse to accept  a posit ion of no agency. 
I  refuse to be acted upon by st ructures, in any form  or m anifestat ion ( i.
e. ‘Grabs’)  that  object ify, disrespect , or that  sim ply disregard m e. I  
choose not  to be silent , (even after the fact )  but  to respond in the best  
way I  know how. And hell,  if I  have to deal with it ,  you should too.
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Le tte r to  us  via Re e tika Vaziran i
Salim ah  Valian i

Toronto, March 2004

They taught  us 
volunteers
running Suicide Act ion Mont real
That  a caller 's
" I  want  to kill m yself"
should always be taken seriously
And followed-up
with the quest ion
"How do you plan on doing it?"
I f an answer 
full of m ethodic steps
were to com e-up
we were there to rate the call

on the urgent  side of the num eric scale
and act  accordingly.
The failing I  felt
every t im e
as an anonym ous st ranger
on the other end of the line:
I  wasn't  perm it ted to find and m eet  the caller
I  had to have the call t raced
Maintain the anonym ous distance
Send a t icket  to a m ental health ward 
instead of uncondit ional support
to another hum an being 
crying out  for help.

Dear Reet ika Vazirani,
I  never spoke anonym ously with you.
You were averse to suicide hot lines
to the am bulances they'd send
and the hospitals they'd send you to.
I n any case we weren't  in the sam e cit ies
Not  even the sam e count ry, for the m ost  part
St ill,  
som ehow
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Can We Talk?

som ewhere
as a poet
as a wom an
as a reader of the first  Press to publish you [ 1]  

as a South Asian in North Am erica
as an anonym ous st ranger
I  know you.
Dear Reet ika Vazirani,
This isn't  a poem  for you
You are long gone
Stabbed to death
along with your son
by a kitchen knife in your hand.
Eight  m onths after your death,
following an inexplicably long Feature [ 2]  

What  are we to m ake of your story? 
Dear Reet ika Vazirani
This is not  an hom age to you.
This is a let ter to us
To bet ter understand ourselves
To bet ter understand the place that  you left . 

You picked poet ry as your t rade
(different  from  poet ry as hobby)
A near- im possible choice
for the daughter of professional I ndian im m igrants
driven by the pursuits of both
Knowledge and Social Acknowledgm ent  
(your father, an Assistant  Dean and oral surgeon concurrent ly) .
A near- im possible choice
because m uch like the insight ful
short  film s
I  went  to see the other day
offered by the Art  Film  House
for absolutely free
Next  to nobody wants poet ry.
And the supply is so m uch greater than the dem and
And those who acknowledge it  are so few and far between
"those who have been forced
to a knowledge that  has
severed knowing 
into the sm allest  pieces"
as Susan Griffin puts it ,
" fragm ents fly ing into
 the far corners of a fractured world."  [ 3]  

Dear Reet ika Vazirani,
You fell in deep love 
with a poet  you didn't  know for long.
For fragm ents fly ing in a fractured world
this m akes sense.
As a poet  he was in touch
with a touch
you could also touch
This cam e through
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in the dancing rhythm  you shared
in the creat ive child laid bare
by the fruit  of your love
which rot ted.
Dear Reet ika Vazirani
All this m akes perfect  sense
to the far corners of fractured worlds
My deepest  fall 
in love
was with the m ystery of a face
which had never locked eyes with another-
A poet
I  knew briefly
but  overlapped with intensely
and then had to leave
for our joint  safety.

Dear Reet ika Vazirani,
Your lover was a black m ale poet
of no uncertain acclaim .
Of course, such acclaim
was m ore possible for him :
Male in a Black and White Nat ion
whose poet ic vision
would be that  m uch m ore accessible
because his m ale and black history
is that  m uch m ore fam iliar
than fem ale and red
or fem ale and brown
or fem ale and blue.
But  when your poet - lover 's acclaim
t ransferred som e concrete recognit ion 
to you
I t  all becam e too real,
the reality of your place:
a lesser-known poet
(published, yes. award-winning, yes)
who bore the child of a bet ter-known poet
and through this gained
the long-sought  
acknowledgem ent -cum -opportunity
of a financially significant  'poet ry- job' 
(with the potent ial of becom ing perm anent )
A Lesser-Known Fem ale Poet
gaining som e significant  social space
which was not  significant  enough
because it  wasn't  all that  significant
as the carry-on of Black Male Acclaim . 

And you had so very m uch to give,
Dear Reet ika Vazirani.
words
ideas
gests
and other things appropriate.
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Agile as you were
you could easily fit - in
but  always as a white elephant
roam ing world hotels
And so, it  was not  easy
to know you fully.
Your colleagues and fr iends
saw your joy and flair  of giving
and believed this to be happiness.
What  you didn't  have
perhaps
was the sufficient  presence of others
within which to give all you had to give.
I t  wasn't  sensed,
all that  you had to offer
And so, m uch rem ained un- taken
And in this way we didn't  accept  you
Dear Reet ika Vazirani
And that  is where you were alone. 
And that  is where we didn't  look beneath 
the surfaces
we didn't  look close enough
And so we didn't  do enough
And that  is where we can always do bet ter.

Dear Reet ika Vazirani,
You took your toddler son with you.
An affront  to Nat ional Fam ily Values
I n a nat ion where suicide
takes m ore deaths than hom icide
And som e 1000 t raced cases
of m others killing their  children
in the past  US 10 years
show m others usually killing them selves as well.
"purposeful filicide"
There is purpose there
Where wom en don't  want  to abandon their  children
don't  want  their  children to grow-up without  Mum
And for you, Reet ika Vazirani
first  alone in your isolat ion,
then alone in your isolat ion x2
I t  followed for you and your son
to go together.
Alone together
Dead together.

And then there were
the ant i-depressants and therapists
that  your loved ones knew of
Dear Reet ika Vazirani.
Som e internal im balance
chem ical or otherwise
rendered or genet ic
( there was also your father 's suicide)
Or all of the above
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Who knows?
Maybe the final t r ials you endured:
Love  Motherhood  Success
pushed you past  the threshold
Suicide and Filicide flowing 
from  an I nternal I m balance gone-out -of-whack.

Dear Reet ika Vazirani,
There were chronic callers
at  Suicide Act ion Mont real.
Most ly sufferers of internal im balances
with no one else to reach for.
They called often
contem plated suicide often
and at tem pted suicide m ore than once.
Som et im es with success
These chronic cases
we were told
were calls not  to waste long with
Because t im e is short
and hot line volunteers are few
and the suicides are m any
and there is no way to know for sure
when a chronic caller
is about  to self-kill
and there was a lack of stat ist ics on this
And for all these reasons these cases 
were worth less
in the non-profit  business 
of suicide hot lines

    

But  you m ade chronic calls for help
to fr iendsDear Reet ika Vazirani:
- the 12 page list  of detailed inst ruct ions
to be followed after your death
( left  am ong a fr iend's files)
- the em ergency need to flee an unsafe place
in your lover 's house
(group-em ailed to fr iends)
-several statem ents to fr iends about  feeling 
unsafe
- "Som et im es I  think it  would be easier
to do what  m y father did and just  go to sleep"
to a fr iend on the phone
- the July 16, 7: 15am  call to a fr iend
Announcing your decision to hurt  yourself and your son
who told you to call a suicide hot line [ 4]  -

Dear Reet ika Vazirani
I n a society of people
keeping distances 
from  all but  those 
im m ediately involved in their  lives
An ent ire Suicide Act ion I ndust ry
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(even publicly- funded therapy)
can do lit t le
to unbind
our alienat ion from  each other
(even in Canada we have plenty of suicides) .
Dear Reet ika Vazirani
Here
Now
I  com m it  
to not  keeping
polite
or safe distances.

Dear Reet ika Vazirani,
I t 's late in the city 
and your are asleep. [ 5]  

This isn't  a m essage for you
Just  a st ranger's at tem pt  to enter
-without  rom ance-
a fam iliar m ap of hom elessness
To pick-up the receiver
And t ry to m ake som ething
of the key you left .

[ 1]  Copper Canyon Press -  a 31 year old, non-profit ,  unique publisher of poet ry -  

published Reet ika Vazirani's second collect ion of poem s, W orld Hotel,  in 2002. (See 
www.coppercanyonpress.org)  Her first  collect ion, W hite Elephants,  was awarded 
the Barnard New Wom en Poets Prize in 1996 and was published as part  of the 
award.  

[ 2]  See "The Failing Light " , by Paula Span, Washington Post  Magazine, February 15, 

2004.

[ 3]  From  Susan Griffin's poem , "To the Far Corners of Fractured Worlds", in her 

Collected Poem s,  Copper Canyon Press, 1997.

[ 4]  Reet ika Vazirani and her son, Jehan Vazirani Kom unyakaa, were found dead in 

the afternoon of July 16, 2003.

[ 5]  This stanza echoes Reet ika Vazirani's poem  "I t 's Me, I 'm  Not  Hom e", from  W orld 

Hotel.   

Salim ah Valiani is a Canadian poet , act ivist  and researcher. She has 
lived in Canada, England and the USA, and has t raveled to various 
parts of Asia as part  of her work in internat ional developm ent  policy 
advocacy. Through all of this, she has part icipated in fem inist  projects, 
internat ional solidarity building, and intellectual discussion. She 
believes in the power of poet ry to address som e of hum anity 's deepest  
aching. 
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Turn , Turn , Turn : Tho ughts  o n  The  Se xual (Co un te r)
Re vo lu tio n
Lise  Shapiro  San de rs  an d Patricia Mille r

How do sex and sexuality figure in contem porary fem inism ? I f we 
take the lessons and st ruggles of the Sexual Revolut ion to heart , 
wom en now have the freedom  to pract ice sexual independence 
like never before. But  if fem inism  today is all about  choices, why 
does it  lately seem  that  m otherhood is m ore of a m andate than a 
choice? Patr icia  Miller  and Lise Sanders work it  out  below….

LS:  First  things first . How do third wave fem inists view sexuality? 
Does this perspect ive differ from  that  of previous generat ions 
(especially fem inists of the second wave)? And does all this 
"wave" business m ake any sense, anyway? I s it  possible to 
generalize according to age, generat ion, affiliat ion, or for that  
m at ter, according to race, class, sexual preference, lipst ick or 
shoe choice?

PM:  Sexuality seem s very cent ral for third wave fem inism , 
although I  also think that  wom en's sexuality has been a 
significant  topic and m ot ivat ing force of fem inism  for a long t im e 
- -  for second wavers, in term s of " the sexual revolut ion" itself, as 
well as discussions of m otherhood and the object ificat ion of 
wom en, and also for som e pre-second wave fem inists like 
Margaret  Sanger and Em m a Goldm an and their  efforts to provide 
access to cont racept ion. Plus, wom en's sexuality always seem s to 
com e up in any discussion of Wom en, whether it 's about  
m aternity leave, wom en in the m ilitary, prost itut ion, prom iscuity, 
m arr iage, wom en execut ives, wom en's television, etc., etc.

 

http://www.sexingthepolitical.com/2004/turn.htm (1 van 7)16-8-2004 14:02:33



Sexing the Political

Conversat ion With A St r ipper I n 

New Orleans

Say "NO" to Dowry

Spiraling

 

White Privilege Means Never 

Having to Walk Across the 

Bridge

You, Too, Can Be A Sexy 

Mom m y

An Eye For the Ladies 

Breaking Out  of the Bubble:  

Life Outside of the Slope

Sex Talk 

Teen Oral Sex:  I t 's 

Sensat ionalized

Hair

How Do You Want  Your 

Abort ion?

The Mom m y Myth:  The 

I dealizat ion of Motherhood and 

How I t  Has Underm ined 

Wom en, by Susan J. Douglas & 

Meredith W. Michaels

Bearing Life:  Wom en's Writ ing 

on Childlessness, Edited by 

Rochelle Ratner

The Chinese Garden, by 

Rosem ary Manning

Can We Talk?

LS:  True, t rue. But  isn't  the force different  
now?  The first  and second wave projects 
around sexuality seem ed to fight , first  and 
forem ost , for the m ere acknowledgem ent  of 
wom en as sexual beings. Don't  third wavers 
take this as a given? Also, would you agree 
that  second-wave fem inists focused m ore 
explicit ly on polit ics and policy, while for their  
third wave daughters, the em phasis has fallen 
m ore on culture? 

PM:  I  totally agree, on both accounts. But  
since your init ial quest ion is actually a lit t le 
different , I 'd also add this:  My own investm ent  in fem inism  also 
has a lot  to do with sexuality. My own experiences with the hyper-
sexualizat ion of wom en's bodies, the sexual double standard, and 
negot iat ing sexual int im acy in relat ionships rem ain significant  
quest ions for m e and m y understanding of fem inism . I  m ean, I  
think that  fem inism  has a lot  to offer and a lot  of work to do 
around these issues. Of course, m y fem inism  is not  just  a 
personal issue;  I 'm  interested in fem inism  for m ore than a m odel 
on which to base m y personal life, but  also as a way to t ransform  
the cultural at t itudes and inst itut ions that  create and sustain 
sexism , double standards, and equate wom en's worth with their  
sexual behavior.

LS:  Right . The personal is polit ical….

PM:  Plus, the discussion of sex and sexuality in contem porary 
fem inism  definitely seem s different  from  previous fem inist  
discussions of sex/ sexuality. I  m ean, just  as an exam ple, it  seem s 
that  m any fem inists today say " fuck" in a posit ive way and 
without  the sense of violat ion or even violence that  the word 
connotes for, say, second wave fem inists like Catharine 
MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin. This lightheartedness with sexual 
language also seem s less of an indicat ion of being "duped" by the 
pat r iarchy than a way of tam ing and reclaim ing those words and 
the desire that  they connote. Although m aybe " fuck" is a lit t le 
t r icky of an exam ple to use when you're talking about  desire. The 
point , though, is that  these kinds of words - -  like fuck, or cunt , or 
pussy - -  seem  to have a different  m eaning for (som e)  
contem porary fem inists and feature prom inent ly in certain 
contem porary fem inist  projects to reclaim  language and art iculate 
wom en's sexual desire and agency.

LS:  Yes, and the very pract ice of " tam ing and reclaim ing" grew 
out  of sex-posit ive m ovem ents like Queer Nat ion and the HI V/
AI DS act ivism  of the 80s and 90s. This legacy of appropriat ive re-
use also seem s to connect  to the parodic approach to language 
evidenced by Gir lie fem inism , which has lately been associated 
with young wom en who self- ident ify as urban, hip, consum ers of 
fashion, m ake-up, and all things "gir l."  Yet  one could argue that  
Gir lie's parodic approach to gir l culture can, and perhaps has, 
becom e com m odified by a m ass culture indust ry concerned only 
with m arket ing goods to this newly ident ified m arket  of young 
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fem ale consum ers. I s Gir lie over? And what  does this im ply for 
fem ale agency?

PM:  I  don't  think that  Gir lie is over, but  I  do think that  parody is 
m ore difficult  in an era of com m ercialized parody and irony. 
Certain objects that  were once subversive, like t -shir ts 
proclaim ing "Gir l Power,"  have now been successfully 
reappropriated by the m ainst ream  and divorced from  their 
rebellious roots. However, a m ixture of fierceness and fem ininity 
( in appearance and/ or personality)  st ill seem s like a powerful 
affront  to the persistent  not ion that  wom en should be nice, quiet , 
and m alleable.

LS:  This tact ic of m ixing- it -up also seem s to 
engage the product ive possibilit ies of r isk and 
its place in the claim ing of pleasure for 
fem inism . A certain m easure of toughness 
com bined with the aspects of fem ininity 
form erly associated with ornam entat ion - -  
everything from  lipst ick to knit t ing - -  has a 
paradoxical appeal that  seem s to speak to 
young wom en, ourselves included, who have 
grown up in this culture of parody. 

But  then there's the appropriat ion of aspects 
of sexual culture form erly seen as degrading 

to wom en, such as porn, st r ipping, and Playboy:  hence the 
em ergence of lesbian and fem inist  porn, wom en (st raight , lesbian 
and bi)  choosing to becom e st r ippers, t rendy pro-sex part ies like 
those hosted by Cake and Throb, and the unauthorized use of the 
Playboy Bunny logo on t -shir ts by Stella McCartney for her Chloe 
line (and subsequent ly by Playboy Enterprises) . Do you see this 
as exploitat ive or em powering? 

PM:  I  personally do not  like the Playboy Bunny logo, especially on 
som ething that  is m ass-m arketed or m ade by the Playboy em pire. 
The Bunny seem s too closely related to an overt  object ificat ion of 
wom en's bodies as a way to const ruct  an im age of the Playboy 
him self - -  a type of wealthy and sexually over-act ive m asculinity 
that  views wom en as objects to consum e like fine cigars, liquor, 
and expensive cars.  And I  don’t  really want  to be a part  of that .

LS:  Me neither - -  though when I  was interviewed for the Ms.  
art icle "Rabbit  Redux" (Audrey D. Brashich, August / Septem ber 
2000) , m y m other bought  m e a t -shir t ,  br ight  red, with the Bunny 
logo in sparkly silver on the front . I  wear it  to clean the house (a 
task which, I  should note, m y husband and I  share equally) . What  
does that  say?

PM:   I  think it  depends on what  your husband wears!  [ laughs]  
But , seriously, I  think it  highlights the fact  that  while som e things 
are m ore easily reappropriated, like sexual language, other item s 
are m ore difficult  to separate from  their history - -  with the 
Playboy Bunny as one exam ple of that  difficulty. For instance, I  
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do think that  there is som e value in lesbian and fem inist  
pornography as well as " t rendy pro-sex part ies"  like Cake and 
Throb as a way to m ake wom en’s desire m ore public and visible. 
But  why is pornography as a genre easier to reclaim  than the 
Bunny? Who decides what ’s "worthy" and what  isn’t? This st ill 
seem s like a pret ty significant  cont radict ion.

LS:  Speaking of cont radict ion:  is fem inism  in cr isis? And if it  is, is 
it  because of these very r ifts over sexuality, ident ity and agency? 
Are there other issues we should account  for? Are pluralism  and 
diversity - -  of acts, pract ices, ident it ies - -  the answer to 
fem inism 's contem porary conundrum ?

PM:  Hm m m m . I  think sexuality, ident ity, and agency are very 
content ious topics for fem inism  r ight  now. How to interpret  or act  
on certain not ions of ident ity and the m eaning and place of 
sexuality seem  to be significant  st ruggles for fem inists today. I  
m ean, all of the talk about  the "Baby Panic"  in the m edia recent ly 
seem s to speak to these quest ions and highlights a real 
cont radict ion in the m essages that  wom en receive about  careers, 
m arr iage, singlehood, and sexuality. This whole " forget  about  
your career and start  thinking about  babies" line (popular ized by 
Sylvia Ann Hewlet t  in her recent  book Creat ing a Life:  Professional 

Wom en and the Quest  for Children)  seem s pret ty ant i- fem inist  at  
best . I  j ust  think there's a lot  left  unsaid about  this idea that  
wom en st ill have to choose between a career and a child and why 
that  is st ill the case. I t  also seem s like a pret ty blatant  
conservat ive backlash against  the subversive im plicat ions of a 
large group of unm arr ied, professional, childless wom en 
supported by fem inist  goals and discourse. The whole thing just  
reeks of " fam ily values" and paranoia, if you ask m e.

LS:  But  Hewlet t  views herself as m aking a 
st rong fem inist  intervent ion, calling for 
increased child care and parity for wom en in 
the workplace. Of course, she herself has five 
children, so her fem inism  would have to be 
m ore fam ily- focused. 

PM:  OK, but  I 'm  wondering, "But  what  if you 
don't  want  to have kids AT ALL?" Of course, 
while I  think that  everyone who wants to 
have kids should be able to decide when and 
how to have them , I 'm  also really 
disappointed that  the discussion m ust  always 
presum e a m aternal desire for all wom en. Not  only that , but  it  
also seem s that  the m essage is that  som ehow wom en who don't  
have children are really m issing out  on what 's im portant  in life 
and should be pit ied for their  barrenness or som ething. What 's 
wrong with deciding not  to have kids and enjoying the children of 
your siblings and fr iends? Or just  working with kids but  not  
necessarily liv ing with them ? 

LS:  My thoughts exact ly!
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PM:  I  m ean, m aybe we can choose NOT to have kids in our teens 
and twent ies, but  it  seem s like there's an expectat ion that  at  
som e point  we WI LL have kids. I  always say that  I 'm  not  planning 
to have kids, if I  have kids, for another decade ( I 'm  22, by the 
way) , so this doesn't  seem  like quite as m uch of a pressing 
personal issue. However, this baby stuff also relates  to m arr iage 
and " looking for a soul m ate" and all of that , which seem s a lit t le 
m ore pert inent  to m e. I  definitely feel a tension between not  
want ing to "set t le down" too early while also cont inuing to look 
for that  "soul m ate" and worrying that  m aybe I ' ll never find that  
perfect  person. What  do you think about  all of this baby stuff? 

LS:  Well, I  feel like lately it 's becom e even m ore pert inent  than I  
want  it  to be. I n m y late teens/ early twent ies I  thought  I  m ight  
have kids, m ight  not , but  certainly didn't  have to m ake any 
decisions about  it  for quite a while;  now, the closer I  com e to the 
twilight  of m y childbearing years, the LESS I  want  to have 
children. Spending t im e with fr iends who have kids always feels 
like a nice lit t le vacat ion - -  but  then I  get  to go hom e, to m y real 
life. Reading the recent  m edia coverage, though, m y first  thought  
was, "Well, I  can't  put  this off forever - -  at  som e point  soon ( I 'm  
32) , I ' ll have to m ake the conscious choice that  I  won't  have 
children."  And that  does induce a degree of panic:  how can I  
m ake a choice I 'm  just  not  ready for? 

PM:  Do your fr iends or other professional wom en that  you know 
feel this burning desire for children? 

LS:  My fr iends take up a whole range of posit ions. Kate has 
always said she feels m eant  to be a m other, but  now she's 
start ing to consider the possibilit y that  she m ay not  find her "soul 
m ate" in t im e to have a child of her own, barr ing adopt ion or its 
alternat ives. Meg, by cont rast , told m e five years ago that  she 
NEVER wanted children, and we com m iserated on how children 
could change your life for the worse (how do you ever even finish 
reading a book in the first  five years of your child's life??)  - -  and 
then she just  gave bir th to a baby gir l last  fall.  She and her 
husband have decided to only have one child, though, and then 
she'll have to answer the nosy quest ions about  why:  was it  
because she couldn't? And why wouldn’t  she want  to? Others 
seem ed dest ined to be m others from  the start , the kind who 
actually "glow" during pregnancy;  and their  very absorpt ion 
produces this incredibly am bivalent  react ion in m e (how can they 
find this so easy? So all-consum ing?) . 

PM:  So does it  seem  like there's support  for wom en who choose 
to have kids or who decide to stay childless? Do young wom en 
st ill have to choose between careers and fam ilies?

LS:  I  do think having children is terr ibly difficult ,  at  least  for 
wom en who want  to stay on any kind of professional " t rack."  So 
far, m y work has been m y top pr ior ity:  writ ing as progeny. But  I  
think this does im ply a choice, or a choice that  isn't  actually one;  
the Am erican m odel of corporate success st ill doesn't  seem  to 
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allow room  for childbearing and child- raising in any real way, 
despite rhetor ic to the cont rary. Which is to say, in answer to 
your quest ion, the support  st ructure doesn't  seem  to be in place 
to t ruly accom m odate the diversity of wom en's desire and 
relat ionships to the prospect  of having, or not  having, children. 
Either way, you're facing a tough road:  discr im inat ion if you 
choose the m om m y t rack over your career, or a lingering pity if 
you choose not  to have children (since I  st ill think the percept ion 
dom inates that  if you don't  have children, it 's because you 
couldn't , not  because you didn't  want  to) . At  best , in the popular 
im aginat ion, wom en who choose not  to have children are an 
anom aly, at  worst , an aberrat ion.

PM:  So does the im age of the swinging single gir l no longer 
resonate for young wom en? Or is the m ainst ream  turn away from  
the "single and fabulous" t rend just  a backlash to reinforce 
" fam ily values, m onogam y, and a not ion of wom en's naturally 
dom est ic aspirat ions?

LS:  I 'm  sure the im age of the swinging single gir l st ill holds som e 
pret ty interest ing possibilit ies - -  I  don’t  think wom en are about  to 
give up all of the perks of single adulthood overnight  or anything. 
And it 's not  as though the dem ographics have changed:  that  body 
of unm arr ied/ childless professional wom en st ill exists, with ready 
m oney to invest  in their  own goals and desires. What  really does 
t rouble m e is the potent ial effect  such a backlash could have on 
wom en's self-percept ion. Doesn't  this have significant  im plicat ions 
for our abilit y to m ake inform ed choices? What  " t ruth"  do we have 
to go on, even when it  com es to our own bodies? Lately I  feel like 
we're just  being told, once again, to dist rust  our bodies and m inds 
and place our confidence (and our futures)  in the hands of the 
m edical establishm ent . And that 's disconcert ing.

PM:  Maybe fem inists need to respond to the Baby Panic with a 
counter-at tack. Like, analyze the actual m edical data, get  the 
facts st raight , and work to provide wom en with reliable 
inform at ion. We also need to m ake sure that  wom en’s 
experiences are not  overshadowed by a publisher 's schem e to 
m ove units. We can't  let  the m edia hype underm ine the 
significance of wom en's sexual and social em powerm ent . 

LS:  And isn't  that  exact ly what  fem inism  has been working toward 
all along? Knowledge, freedom  of choice, and equality. Maybe it 's 
just  that  sim ple. 
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Patr icia  Miller  recent ly finished her 
undergraduate thesis on Gir lie 
fem inism  in popular culture. She is 
current ly pursuing a Ph.D. in 

Literature at  Duke University. 

Lise Sanders teaches gender and 
cultural studies at  Ham pshire College 
in Am herst , Massachuset ts.
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Co n ve rsatio n  W ith  A Strippe r In  Ne w  Orle an s
Laure n  K. Alle yn e

Her white body draped
around the shaft
of silver dulled
from  nights of work,
her feet  encased in pointed
com e- fuck-m e shoes,
she creates her own
brand of illusion.

Pebbled nipples perked
in the sm oky air-condit ioned
haze, the sm ooth whiteness
of her but tocks
a whir ling blur,
she ent rances her audience –
sem i-som nam bulates lost
in the language of her lim bs.

Rolling to the beat
of blues or bass,
her surging hips hypnot ize,
and she sm iles
a coy sm ile as the drooling gent
beside m e waves her over, st rokes
her thigh, and tucks a dollar into her
black lacy garter. 

Her eyebrows arch
over glit ter ing m ascara
as her piercing eyes catch
and challenge m y unconscious
shiver at  the thought  of such
public int im acy. And you, Poet ,

she asks, wrapped around your pen

and page, are you less naked than I ?
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Lauren K. Alleyne  hails from  the twin island 
Republic of Tr inidad and Tobago. She is current ly 
pursuing her MFA in Creat ive Writ ing, and a m inor in 
Fem inist , Gender and Sexuality Studies, at  Cornell 
University. She is am used by how closely cam pus 
resem bles Hogwarts and is on a m ission to conjure 

up bet ter weather for the upstate NY area. 
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Say “NO” to  Do w ry
Parve z Babul

Lucky Begum  (18) , of a village in Nilpham ari, com m it ted suicide due to 
the abject  poverty of her father. I ll- fated, Lucky rem ained unm arr ied 
due to her father’s inabilit y to pay dowry for her m arr iage. Whenever 
any m arr iage proposal cam e, prospect ive groom s dem anded dowry, 
which Lucky’s 50-year-old poor father failed to m eet . Being 
t rem endously frust rated, Lucky com m it ted suicide by taking poison 
(The Daily Star, August  31, 2003) . I n fact , we cannot  im agine reading 
a newspaper without  any news of dowry, torture or death of wom en 
because of dowry or for  other causes even for a single day!  Many 
types of incidents such as suicide of wom en/ brides, sum m ary divorce, 
burning wives with fire or acid by their  husbands or in- laws are very 
com m on in our count ry.

I n Bangladesh 200 wom en are m urdered each 
year by having sulphuric acid thrown on them , 
and dowry is one of the m ain causes. The BNWLA 
(Bangladesh Nat ional Wom en Lawyers 
Associat ion)  m ent ioned in its report  that  203 
wom en were killed (som e of them  were burnt  
with fire or acid, som e of them  were cut  into 
pieces with sharp knives)  and 34 tortured for 
dowry by their  husbands and in- laws in the year 
2000. Actual data is hard to get  because m ost  of 
the cases of wom en’s death are not  m ade public 
for m any reasons. Som e of the m urders are 
disguised by the husbands and in- laws as 
suicides and the dead bodies of m urdered wom en 
are instant ly buried. UNI CEF described in its 21 studies of violence 
against  wom en in South Asia that  over 70%  of wives in Bangladesh 
reported that  their  husbands physically abused them . Nearly 50%  of all 
m urders of gir ls/ wom en in Bangladesh can be at t r ibuted to dom est ic 
violence.

I n Dinajpur dist r ict , 2,500 m arr iages ended in divorce in 1999 because 
of dowry- related feuds. Even an educated gir l finds it  difficult  to get  a 
groom  who is as well qualified as she is for the lack of dowry.

“Dowry is really a curse, both in the lives of m arr ied and unm arr ied 
gir ls,”  says Pushpa (24) , an educated, unm arr ied gir l of Manikganj  who 
is also a coordinator of SEBA (a local NGO)  and ‘uzzibok’ of the Hunger 
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Project . She added that  though poverty is one of the causes of the 
dem and for dowry and non-m arr iage of gir ls, the greed for dowry is 
certainly m ore dangerous than poverty, and is also observed am ong 
som e of the r ich or so-called educated people. I t  is a fact  that  som e of 
the parents/ guardians fix a pr ice for their  sons/ groom s, i.e. how m uch 
m oney they will dem and and take as dowry from  the fam ilies of br ides.

Advocate Salm a Khan, chairperson of the Coalit ion and Beij ing Plus 
Five, said the present  rate of violence against  wom en is an “outcom e of 
heinous social cr im e”  and cr it icised the delay in the t r ials of the 
cr im inals. Wom en’s r ights act ivist  Dr. Ham ida Hossain says that  the 
cr im inals are not  punished because of polit ical support  and protect ion. 
Ayesa Khanom , general secretary of the Bangladesh Mahila Parishad, 
opined that  one of the m ain reasons for the increase in incidents of 
killing wives for dowry or violence against  wom en is the cr im inalizat ion 
of polit ics or shelter ing of the killers/ cr im inals by the polit ical leaders/
part ies.

To save the lives of our daughters/ sisters, let  us take the necessary 
init iat ives:

·Say “NO”  to dowry and stop taking or giving it  from  now on.

·Let  us m arry without  dowry to create exam ples, m ake happy fam ilies 
for ourselves as well as our children because they are the future of our 
nat ion. Our great  Prophet  Hazrat  Moham m ad (Peace Be Upon Him )  
discouraged wife-beat ing for any reason and said, “How do you pass 
the night  with your wife after beat ing her? Don’t  you feel sham e for 
your m isconduct  or cruelty, which has been done to her by you?”

·Com e forward to change the at t itudes of taking or giving dowry.

·Start  and part icipate act ively in the social revolut ion to prevent / resist  
dowry and to stop it  perm anent ly. Each of us should be a part  of the 
solut ion instead of being part  of the problem .

·Punish those who dem and dowry and give death sentence to the 
killers of wives/ gir ls/ wom en.

·Elim inate poverty and create em ploym ent  for 
unem ployed gir ls/  wom en and m en.

·Stop selling acid publicly and give exem plary 
punishm ent  to those who throw acid on anyone.

·Educate, em power and m ake wom en aware of 
their  hum an/ legal r ights.

·Let  the law-enforcem ent  authority work 
independent ly to prevent  violence against  gir ls/
wom en/ wives as well as to punish the violators/
killers.

·Avoid sm oking and taking drugs. Addict ion to anything creates 
m isunderstanding, increases dem and for m oney or dowry, rate of 
violence, breaking up of relat ionship/ divorce, etc.
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· I m plem ent  and follow act ively the CEDAW Convent ion.

·Em phasize regist rat ion of all m arr iages and prevent  early m arr iage.

·The Minist ry of Wom en and Children Affairs and the Minist ry of Social 
Welfare should pay m arr iage expenses of disabled, poor or dest itute 
wom en. I n this case the recom m endat ions of Union Council Chairm en/  
Mem bers, Ward Com m issioners will be needed. This would be a 
m ilestone in the welfare/ rehabilitat ion of the disabled/ dest itute wom en 
in our count ry, and also a rem arkable help to the parents/ guardians 
who are burdened with the responsibilit y of depart ing from  very young 
daughters prem aturely. This process should provide the wives a copy 
of their  m arr iage regist rat ion cert ificate, which will be useful as 
evidence to show the court  if they face any violence for dowry or any 
other causes. 

Parvez Babul is a Colum nist ;  Freelance Journalist  based in 
Bangladesh as well as the Chief Execut ive of SEBA Manikganj -  a non-
profit  volunteer organizat ion in Bangladesh. He writes regular ly on 
Children’s Rights, Wom en’s Em powerm ent , Literacy, Prevent ion of 
Children and Wom en Trafficking, HI V/ AI DS etc. both in Bangla and 
English in Nat ional Daily and Weekly newspapers. Mr. Babul believes in 

t reat ing wom en as 1st  class “hum an beings,”  like m en, instead of 

t reat ing them  as 2nd class cit izens of any count ry. Contact  him  at :  

parvezbabul@yahoo.com . 
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I t  is years ago. 

We are dr iving in your car through a night  black as wet  velvet . We are 
heading toward town. Our favorite folk singer reaches us from  the 
stereo and because we are a lit t le bit  giddy, we say she is delicious, 
that  we could not  live without  her. She t ilt s her songs toward us, 
deliberately, it  seem s, unt il we spill into each other and rem em ber 
everything as fast  as it  is happening. 

This is what  I  see. 

You pulling your key out  of the ignit ion. Me searching your face with 
m y eyes like this is som e kind of new Braille. This m om ent  r ight  here, I  
m ean r ight  then, is how I  have com e to define forever. And there you 
are. I n the m idst  of som ething as ordinary as glancing at  your purple 
watch band, your wrist  turned up, the face, the num bers, showing you 
that  it  is already 9: 05 p.m .. The evening is hurling itself into the 
future. 

And too soon we are parked, believe it  or not , direct ly in front  of the 
theat re. We t ry on idle chit  chat . I  rem ind you that  I  have parking luck. 
You sm ile your sm ile. The one that  is m y favorite and you know it .  

The snow cont inues to set t le on the sidewalk, like dust . A thin layer 
over the footpr ints of those who have already gone in. This is how we 
can pretend that  no one has been here. That  we are the only two 
people in the world. The wind has also stopped. I  look through the 
windshield at  the br ight  light  chasing itself around the m arquis:  U-N-F-
O-R-G- I -V-E-N. I  pivot , shift  in the seat  so I  can look st raight  into your 
eyes, but  you point  them  out  the window to watch the snow falling. I t  
is st ill f ine and st raight . Like a curtain of gauze around us. 

And it  is all I  can do to not  think of last  night . The oval at  your tem ple, 
just  the size of m y m outh, and where I  started, slid m y tongue down. 
Slowly, over your eyelid. I  rem em ber lingering, circling, lingering, 
savoring. I  wanted to stop without  stopping, to m ove as slowly as it  is 
possible to m ove and st ill keep going. Then I  found m y way hom e to 
your bot tom  lip in m y m outh. There was your m urm ur and hum . There 
was m y undoing. The sound of your back m elt ing. My nipple like a 
gum drop in your m outh. 

"Com e on,"  you say. "  I  want  to see it .  I t  won Best  Picture."  You toss 
the keys between your hands, slight ly larger than m ine. I  rem em ber 
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Can We Talk?

the thing you told m e about  energy leaving the body through the r ight  
hand, and entering through the left . I  hold m y palm  up and feel your 
pulse through the air  between us. 

"But  this is our last  night . Don't  you want  it  to be special?"  I  feel 
subm erged, som ehow, as if m y voice has to t ravel up just  to get  out .

"No I  don't ,"  you say soft ly. "  I  want  it  to be easy, easier than this. I  
want  it  to be just  like all the others. This was your idea. You are the 
one who said ‘Som ething sim ple. Just  a m ovie. ' "  You reach for the 
door handle. 

I  know it  is not  a threat , st ill m y m ind storm s as if it  is. 

"Please! "  I  beg and feel m y lungs seize as the word escapes. My 
fingers reach to cover yours before you can pull the door open. My 
m em ory pitches and rolls in sudden desperat ion. God help m e. The 
darkness weighs on m e, and I  open m y eyes wider to keep m yself from  
sinking. My heart  unhitches itself and floats loosely in m y chest .

You say m y nam e aloud and hold it  in your m outh, unable to get  past  
it .  

I  say yours slowly. I t  descends the length of m y tongue as if it  can. I  
wind m y fingers easily through yours and reckless abandon presses on 
the back of m y throat . I  loot  m y breath for words. " I t  seem s crazy,"  I  
hear m yself telling you, " to sit  in a dark theat re, next  to you and stare 
at  a screen for two hours when all I  want  to do r ight  now - - ,"  and at  
this point  we watch m y other hand fold itself around your knee "- - is 
m ake love to you. God, I  don't  know when I ' ll be with you again."  

"Or if you will."  You st roke m y index finger with your thum b, survey 
m y other hand. St roke that  too. 

"And that ."  I  wait , gr ip the insides of m y shoes with m y toes. "Look... 
please. I ' ll go anywhere else. Just  not  a m ovie, not  tonight . I 'm  sorry. I  
want  to be with you."  "You are with m e."  You sm ile and turn down the 
radio. Look over the dashboard at  how the silence and snow falls 
unevenly. Briefly, you consider that  this whole thing should never have 
happened. You should not  have gone out  with m e the first  t im e I  
asked. This was supposed to be sim ple. A fr iend. Som eone to talk to. 
Just  a couple of m onths. 

Now everything m at ters. The dam age reaches beyond you. You think 
of Alex at  hom e folding shir ts next  to yours. But  this doesn't  change 
how you feel. I  am  st ill r ight  here and you are st ill accountable. Your 
r ight  hand, or is it  your left , flut ters on your breast  for a second. I  see 
it ,  watch it ,  as a flight less bird, and I  am  flailing wildly in the st illness 
of m y desire, and I  know you are tapping out  the cadence of your 
heart , assured and yet  dism ayed by its quickening in m y presence. 

You will st ill feel this way when you think of this m om ent  years from  
now. You will be som ewhere, anywhere, it  doesn't  m at ter where, and 
som ething, anything, let 's say m aybe a fragrance wafts past  you and 
then suddenly you rem em ber waking up into the talcum y spir it  of m y 
body loiter ing on the collar of your shir t ,  and you will breathe in and 
displace yourself, hold yourself hostage there with your collar in your 
hands and your face in your collar, swim m ing in som e kind of luscious 
cove of m em ory, for what  seem s like hours but  will t ruly only be 
m inutes though you'll feel as weak im m ediately following as if you'd 
been clubbed. And you will look down to see your hand, again, flut ter 
on your chest . Exact ly as it  does now. You can feel the m om ent  
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form ing already som ewhere in your m arrow. I t  will happen.

You look at  m e watching you and listen to m y eyes ask you for your 
touch. You can feel m y longing in your skin, singing. "Don't  look at  m e 
with that  tone of voice,"  you joke, but  your voice lim ps and you fight  
yourself for som e resolve. You won't  write m e, you rem ind yourself. I t  
will be for the best . You expect , eventually, that  you'll becom e 
dist racted, caught  up in the current , and drift  along on the ordinary 
habits of liv ing. 

Then I  brush the back of m y wrist  across your jaw, m ove m y scent  
closer to your rem em bering and you close your eyes. I  follow you in 
there and hook m yself into your scalp from  within. I  inhale the 
powdery scent  of your hair  so slowly that  I  can alm ost  believe it  is 
t raveling m y bloodst ream . And I  exhale in bare, im percept ible wisps, 
as if it  is possible, to let  nothing go.

You loosen your fingers from  m ine and reach up to touch m y hair but  
stop. This has got ten out  of hand. You tell yourself you will sim ply have 
to rem em ber the feel of it .  I  tell m yself rem em ber this. All of it .  You. 
Tonight . The last  few m onths. Create a space in forever that  will 
always be full of you. 

You catch m y hand in spite of yourself, hold it  long enough, barely long 
enough, m aybe just  one second past  the m om ent  before your throat  
m ight  close up, and then you put  it  back in m y lap, where there are 
other things you rem em ber. Things you will be unable to forget .

I  can see you telling yourself to rem em ber to breathe. 

I  want  to whet  the world to a single, consum able thing. I  want  to 
pause, indefinitely. And then I  want  to back up through every m om ent  
I 've ever spent  with you. I n slow m ot ion. 

I  know this cannot  happen and I  cannot  keep m yself from  t rying to 
m ake it  happen. I  even want  to stop the way your hair  falls across your 
shoulders. See again how you sm ooth back the st rands when they fall 
forward in long com m as. The way you drop your head and sm ile at  the 
sidewalk. The way you walk r ight  up to m e, slide your hand behind m y 
neck and in one sm ooth m ot ion pull m y face into your lips. The way I  
can't  keep m yself from  whispering your nam e when I 'm  alone, in the 
dark, torn between im agining you and wait ing for sleep to save m e. 
The way I  want  to feel your voice go wordless, t iny gasps over m y 
shoulder, float ing, roam ing, when m y m outh finds your neck. The way 
I  know your heart  beats. I n places you didn't  know existed. 

You clear your throat  twice and whisper without  m eaning to, "Look, it 's 
just  a m ovie. Two hours."  You are doing your best . You are t reading 
water and t rying to keep from  going under. Yet  your m ind panics, and 
slips back, grasps the first  thing it  sees:  the sun on m y hair that  one 
scorching day last  sum m er in the woods just  outside of town. You close 
your eyes and you are r ight  there, feel the heat  buckle your knees. You 
swear you can st ill taste m e on your tongue. Or is it  m y tongue that 's 
t r ipping, t raveling where it  m ust  go, m ust  know all those places where 
your pulse has been? 

"No. "  I  tell you, and I  am  brim m ing with urgency. " I  want  to be alone 
with you."  That  and everything else. All of you. My heart  throbs. 
Som ewhere. I  have heard that  people who are drowning, already 
under, have been known to fight  off their  rescuers because the 
drowning feels too good. 

http://www.sexingthepolitical.com/2004/spiraling.htm (3 van 4)16-8-2004 14:02:55



Sexing the Political

You tap your long fingers on the steering wheel. "All r ight , "  you say. 
"We'll think of som ething else."  And you are searingly beaut iful. And I  
am  not  as st rong as I  thought  I  was. And m y bravery needs shoring 
up. I  cannot  possibly bear it .  But  I  do. I  look out  at  the lights on the 
theat re. I  think of how isolated I  feel som et im es, in the m idst  of such 
white light , like being in a br ight  room  at  night , looking through the 
window and not  being able to m ake out  a single thing. 

The snow has nearly stopped. I  rem em ber this and everything else. I  
do. I  see it  now. The flakes turn to unbalanced clum ps too heavy for 
the sky. Spiraling, falling indirect ly. They are long in com ing, the 
distances growing between the one that  just  passed and the next . 

Christ iana L. Langenberg  teaches in the English 
and Wom en's Studies departm ents at  I owa State 
University, where she is also an academ ic advisor and 
advisor for the student - run literary journal, Sketch. 
She was born in the Netherlands and im m igrated to 
the U.S with her Dutch father and I talian m other. 
Raised t r ilingually in rural Nebraska, she was 
naturalized when she was 17. She now lives and 
works in rural I owa with her four children. She is the 
winner of the 2003 Chelsea Award for Short  Fict ion, 
and her stor ies have been published or are forthcom ing in Chelsea, 

Harr ington Lesbian Fict ion Quarter ly, Green Mountains Review, 

Am erican Literary Review, Lullwater Review, The Blue Moon Review ,  
and a variety of literary form ats. 
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Here’s the thing about  being white that  m ost  m iddle class white people 
don’t  appreciate:  We don’t  have to know. We don’t  have to know what  
it ’s like on the other side of the t racks or the r iver, we don’t  have to 
know what  it  is like to live in a neighborhood nowhere near a grocery, 
we don’t  have to explore every single area of the city in order to find a 
place to live where people will j ust  leave us in peace. We pret ty m uch 
don’t  have to know about  anything we don’t  want  to know about . And 
really, why should we want  to know? The life of those without  our 
pr ivileges does not  always paint  a pleasing picture. Hearing about  the 
m inute day in and day out  t iresom eness of econom ic disadvantage, 
racial disadvantage, ignorance, and out r ight  host ilit y is sim ply not  
glam orous. For nice m iddle class and upper class white folks, liberal 
white folks at  that , it  is a lot  easier to sm ile nicely at  a passing person 
of color than it  is to hear about  the daily hurdles and t r ibulat ions of 
walking around in that  body. I t ’s a hell of a lot  m ore com fortable to 
speak in clichés such as “Things are really im proving here”  or “Things 
aren’t  that  bad, don’t  believe the hype”  or “We’re really working on 
diversity here at  X place of em ploym ent ”  than it  is to actually go out  
and see the racial divide, the econom ic divide, and the sheer 
t iresom eness of liv ing in a society where the rules are m ade to benefit  
other people and t rap you at  every turn.

Harsh, you m ight  say. Yeah, m aybe, but  I ’m  
talking to m yself here, too, so bear with m e. I ’m  
white. My husband’s black. That ’s a story I ’ve 
told before:  the way people look at  us, the 
stereotypes of us, etc. But  frankly, the sort  of 
t reatm ent  we’ve had during our past  four years in 
I owa is downright  tam e, downright  pleasant , in 
fact , com pared to what  we just  had to go through 
on a t r ip to a new city, a city in a different  
m idwestern state closer to the south, a state 
pret ty notor ious for looking northern and act ing 
southern.

Our task was a decept ively sim ple one. Visit  for 5 
days, find a place to live. That  would have been easier if we’d both 
been white and m iddle class. This city is so segregated a r iver actually 
divides white from  black, r ich from  poor. Unless we rent  a houseboat  
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and sleep out  there in the r iver, we have yet  to figure out  how to find a 
place where we’d both fit  in. We t r ied the neighborhood suggested by 
m y new colleagues first . These were, of course, the whitest , r ichest  
neighborhoods. No go for two reasons:  Too expensive and way too 
white. By way too white I  m ean all white, totally white. White as the 
dr iven snow. Stories abound of black folks get t ing pulled over for 
dr iving in those neighborhoods at  night . Even a white philosophy 
professor from  the university kept  get t ing pulled over for walking there 
at  night  because he always wore a scraggly beard and shorts. This was 
not  our kind of neighborhood, though every well m eaning liberal 
colleague I  m et  was absolutely sure we would LOVE it  there. Possibly, I  
realized later, they’d never been anywhere else in the city. Possibly 
they never HAD to go anywhere else in the city. This neighborhood had 
the best  schools and the best  stores;  why venture out  needlessly? 
Well, the sam e privileged opt ion did not  exist  for us, so we kept  
looking.

The next  day we t r ied the other side of the r iver. That  was depressing 
for an ent irely different  reason. Most  of the areas we drove around in 
were downright  scary:  Boarded up storefronts and houses, graffit i,  
t rash. Lots of seem ingly unem ployed people wandering around. We 
found a few beaut iful neighborhoods tucked in there between the 
pockets of deter iorated houses and apartm ents. But  there appeared to 
be no com m erce, no places of em ploym ent , no grocery stores—
certainly no coffee shops or chic bars. We would have had to be 
com pletely blind not  to see the econom ic divide that  happened halfway 
across the br idge. White people get  m alls and coffee shops, grocery 
stores and delis, and num erous possibilit ies for em ploym ent . Black 
people get  nothing except  a clear m essage to stay on their  side of the 
r iver.

Don’t  get  the wrong im pression. We ate out  on 
the white side and people were perfect ly civil.  We 
looked at  apartm ents on the white side and 
people were nice and polite, even fr iendly. We 
walked down the st reets on the white side and no 
one scream ed at  us. No, the divide was m uch 
m ore insidious than that . White people, the 
m essage appeared to be, get  the best  jobs or, in 
bad econom ic t im es, the only jobs. Black people 
can spend their  m oney wherever they like, 
assum ing they can figure out  a legal way to get  
m oney when no one is hir ing them . Assum ing 
they don’t  get  raped and killed in their  run down 
neighborhoods where lots of people are out  of 

work. Assum ing they can get  to the white side of the r iver on the 
crappy city t ransit  system  if they don’t  have their  own car.

So there we were. Trying to find a place to live that  would be safe and 
com fortable for us both (not  to m ent ion affordable) . And t rying to 
avoid the gnawing m essage that , should we go ahead and m ove to this 
city for m y job (which is already a go) , m y husband m ay never get  a 
job. Or if he does, he’ll be a dam n sight  luckier than m ost  of the black 
folks we saw during our visit .

I  have to say, the m ost  t iresom e aspect  of our t r ip (aside from  having 
to forcefully and abrupt ly see the obvious econom ic divide along racial 
lines)  was having to listen to well m eaning but  com pletely clueless 
white liberals spout ing off about  how X area was the ONLY place worth 
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liv ing and how X area was so nice and safe and wonderful. And how 
this city is really great  and doing so well.  Tiresom e, t iresom e, 
t iresom e. Because X area is not  even a place m y husband COULD live 
(a thought  that  apparent ly crossed no white liberal person’s m ind the 
ent ire t im e we were there)  and, in fact , would not  be nice or safe or 
wonderful for him . And any fool willing to dr ive across the r iver could 
see that  the city is not  great  and not  doing well—or, at  least , it ’s not  
great  for people of color, m ost  of whom  are clearly not  doing well in it .

The beaut iful pr ivilege, however, of being white m iddle class liberals is 
that  we never have to dr ive across the br idge. We don’t , in fact , even 
have to consider the br idge at  all.  I n our corner of the world everything 
is com ing up roses- -and since we never have to leave our corner of the 
world, we have no need to wonder how things are for other people. I f 
we do recognize that  things are not  so hot  for other people, we have 
sm all speeches prepared for the occasion, to show how socially aware 
we are. We say things like, “The white flight  of the 70s and 80s was 
t ruly abhorrent ”  to show we are totally up on current  events. I f,  by 
som e m iracle, a person of color com es into our social circle, we include 
them  in whatever we are doing. I n fact , it ’s even chic in som e circles to 
do so.

But  let ’s face it ,  people. Unless we get  up off our well m eaning liberal 
asses and do som e not  so glam orous behind the scenes, grunt  work to 
im prove neighborhoods where we don’t  live, to change econom ic 
policies that  don’t  benefit  us, then we are no bet ter than anybody else. 
Worse, in fact , because all our chat ter just  boils down to hypocrisy.

I  br ing it  up now because for the first  t im e in m y life I  am  com pletely 
and ut ter ly worn down and out  by the loss of m y white pr ivilege. 
Despite all m y well m eaning liberal talk, despite m y black husband, I  
have been really sheltered by m y white pr ivilege. For the first  t im e I  
realize that  not  having white pr ivilege m eans that  every single dam n 
m undane daily event  can turn into a m ountain of t rouble- - that  even a 
m inor event  can turn into t raum a. My head is killing m e, m y shoulders 
have knots the size of baseballs, m y jaw feels like it ’s dislocated. All 
sim ply from  t rying to find a place to live. And really, I ’m  a whiner to 
even com plain about  it .  At  any t im e I  could gain every ounce of m y 
privilege back by deciding to go it  alone. At  m ost  t im es during the day 
I  have m ost  of m y white pr ivilege back because m y husband’s at  work 
and I  look like any other m iddle class white wom an. So this week of 
overwhelm ing, sickening st ress about  where a black m an can liv ing 
safely with his white wife in a segregated city is nothing com pared to 
what  people of color go through on a daily basis.

I  see why we don’t  want  to know what  it ’s like without  our pr ivilege. I  
t ruly do. I  am  so t ired and worn out  I  can hardly stand it  and I ’m  sure, 
absolutely posit ive, that  ignorance and privilege bring with them  a 
serious am ount  of bliss. But  there are two im portant  things to 
rem em ber:  We did nothing, as white people, to deserve this pr ivilege 
that  people of color don’t  have. And, as good liberals, as long as we 
keep flapping our m ouths about  awareness and just ice, we have no 
r ight  to ignore the lives and econom ic well being of people who don’t  
share the sam e privilege. I t ’s t im e for us to get  educated about  
econom ics, it ’s t im e to get  educated about  who white flight  and 
regent r ificat ion and bussing hurt  and help. I t ’s t im e to get  on the city 
council and agitate for m ore hum ane policies. I t ’s t im e to talk to our 
coworkers about  bet ter hir ing policies. I t ’s t im e to stop talking and 
walk across the br idge. 
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Elizabeth W heat field  (pseudonym )  and her husband now live in a 
working class white neighborhood of this segregated city. She teaches 
writ ing at  a local university and is quite certain she’ll have a lot  m ore 

to say about  race, econom ics, and privilege over the next  few m onths.  
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Yo u To o  Can  Be  A Se xy Mo m m y
Do rrie  W illiam s-W he e le r

After having two children in 15 m onths m y body had went  
through a serious double wham m y.  Prior to having children I  was 
a sharp dressing vivacious twenty-som ething wom an in her 
pr im e.  I  took joy in shopping and m ade a point  to always have 
m y hair and nails done.  Every t im e I  walked out  of the house I  
had on m ake-up of som e kind, at  least  lipst ick.  I  was confident  
and took pr ide in m y appearance and looked forward to shopping 
and buying clothes.

Som ewhere between changing diapers and 
fix ing bot t les and searching for Barney books 
I  lost  m yself. I  was lucky if I  did m y hair twice 
a m onth.  New clothes—forget  about  it .  I  was 
too fat  to even enjoy get t ing dressed every 
day let  alone shopping for new clothes.  On 
top of that , shopping depressed m e.  I  had 
got ten so big I  could only shop at  plus size 
stores or in the plus size departm ent  of m y 
favorite stores.  Wouldn’t  you know that  the 
tops that  you like are never available in plus 
sizes.

I  really took an “ I  can careless”  at t itude toward m y appearance.  I  
would m ake sure the kids were as cute as a but ton and I  would 
load up the double st roller and hit  the road.  As long as people 
not iced that  m y kids looked nice, who cared how I  looked. Surely, 
every young wom an who not iced m y shabby appearance could 
understand that  I  was taking care of two sm all children and didn’t  
have the t im e or energy to put  forth effort  into m y personal 
appearance.

The turning point  cam e in late 2002.  One of m y best  fr iends from  
college cam e to visit  m e.  As fr iends, shopping at  the m all was 
som ething that  we had always enjoyed.  I  accom panied her on a 
shopping t r ip and we went  to The Gap am ong other stores.  As 
she was t rying on jeans I  was envious.  At  205 pounds and just  a 
lit t le over 5 feet  tall,  I  had out  grown The Gap.  I  couldn’t  fit  any 
of the wom en’s clothes in the stores—unless you count  the over 
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sized m anly looking tee shir ts.

The weight  was really bothering m e.  
Although m y husband assured m e he loved 
m e at  every size, I  j ust  didn’t  have the 
confidence that  I  once had.  And with m y 
confidence shat tered, so was m y desire to 
even put  forth effort  into m y personal 
appearance. I  felt  fat .  Even when I  did get  
m y hair done and felt  cute, once I  saw a 
picture of m yself or caught  a glim pse of 
m yself in the m irror, I  often felt  down. I  
hated how m y but t  was so big it  was like 
another person following behind m e.

I  t r ied to m ake peace with the big m e.  I  would say to m yself, 
“Now is m y t im e to concent rate on being a m other.  When the 
kids get  older, I ’ll focus on m e again.”   Or I  would think, “Most  of 
the wom en in m y fam ily are big this is how I  am  supposed to be.  
Black m en like their  wom en big, I  shouldn’t  t r ip off of the weight .”

The m ajor thing that  was get t ing to m e was the clothes I  would 
see on television or m agazines. I  would see the m ost  adorable 
tops and low r ider jeans and I  knew that  I  could never wear 
things like that . At  one point , I  was alm ost  up to a size 20 
although I  hate to adm it  it .

After the shopping incident  at  The Gap, I  gradually started an 
exercise plan and I  lost  10 pounds.  Down to 195—not  m uch to 
rejoice about  in m y book.  I  j ust  stayed at  195 for a whole 10 
m onths.  Then cam e the TRUE turning point .

At  28 years old I  had a tooth shat ter in m y 
m outh.  Just  shat ter, break in half.  Not  a 
sm all tooth, we are talking about  a m olar. I  
went  to the dent ist  and he suggested a 
crown, but  the tooth was literally cracked in 
half.  I  told him  to pull the tooth.  What  was I  
thinking.  That  was the m ost  excruciat ing pain 
that  I  have experienced in m y ent ire life.  I  
felt  like m y soul was being r ipped from  m y 
body and this was from  a wom an who had 
given bir th to two kids and survived 
pancreat it is.

The week following m y t r ip to the dent ist , I  couldn’t  eat  anything 
but  soup and take Darvocet  for the pain.  Not  that  I  am  
suggest ing soup and Darvocet  as a weight  loss plan, by weeks 
end I  not iced I  had lost  5 pounds.  Encouraged, I  decided to put  
m y fat  behind m e once and for all.

I  had to change m y eat ing habits.  For years and years m acaroni 
and cheese was a staple in m y diet .  Kit  Kat  bars, Jolly Joes, 
Gum m y Bears and candy could always be found in m y hom e. Not  
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to m ent ion I  always had a 24 case of Coca Cola in m y cabinet .

I  t raded in the candy for light ly sweetened r ice cakes and start ing 
baking or gr illing m y food verses frying everything. I  started to 
purchase Diet  Coke, and I  even lim ited those to 1 or 2 a day and 
started dr inking m ore water. I  added exercise to m y life, I  would 
exercise on m y glider or m y air  bike alm ost  everyday.  Seven 
m onths later I  was 40 pounds lighter and was wearing a size 12 
again.  

Whereas the old m e would leave the house looking frum py and 
use m y two kids as an excuse for m y poor appearance, the new 
m e always looks sharp as a tack when I  leave the house.  I  m ake 
sure that  I  wear nice clothes and that  m y hair and m ake up is 
done.  I  even take the t im e to accessorize, wearing cute earr ings 
and necklaces.

I t  really was a life style change.  I  am  content  being a size 12, 
although I  know som e people would freak at  being in the double 
digits but  I  feel confident  and sexy again.  I  am  experiencing a 
feeling of rebir th.  I  can once again shop at  the m all.   I  can take 
pr ide in how I  look.  Now that  I  have a t rue exercise program  in 
m y life and am  eat ing r ight  for the first  t im e in m y life, I  look and 
feel bet ter than I  did 10 years ago.

Now when I  am  at  the m all or play group I  hope I  can be an 
inspirat ion to the other m om s.  Just  because you have kids 
doesn’t  m ean you can’t take pr ide in your appearance and feel 
sexy.  I  know I  do.  My husband loves the new m e and so do I .

Addendum : This is not  a piece to condem n plus size wom en who 

are com fortable with their  size.  However, if you are not  happy 

please take m y story as an inspirat ional one that  you can change 

your life without  crash diets, pills, or surgery. This is about  one 

wom an's life style change to feel bet ter about  HERSELF.  I  do feel 

that  adopt ing a healthy lifestyle with healthy eat ing habits and 

exercise can boost  m orale and esteem , but  if you are happy the 

way that  you are, you can be sexy at  any size.

Dorrie W illiam s- W heeler  spends too m uch t im e 
t rying to do too m any things. She is an author, 
educator and web designer. She com pleted her 
Masters of Science in Educat ion from  Southern 
I llinois University in 1999. She com pleted her 
Bachelors of Science degree from  SI U also in 1999. 
She is the author of The Unplanned Pregnancy 

Handbook-  Real Life Stor ies, Resources and 

I nform at ion To Help YOU!  The Unplanned Pregnancy 

Handbook  features a wealth of resources about  
pregnancy, abort ion and adopt ion. Wom en of all 
walks of life also share their  real life stor ies in The 

Unplanned Pregnancy Handbook .  She is also the author of Sparkledoll 

Always I nto Som ething, Be My Sorority Sister-Under Pressure,  and she 
writes for the Teen and Rap Music sect ion of the popular wom en's site 
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Bellaonline.com . Dorr ie is a stay at  hom e m ilitary spouse and the 
m other of two young boys. You can visit  Dorr ie on the web at  www.

dorr ieinteract ive.com  
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We had decided to spend seven m onths t raveling from  the United 
States to m y hom e count ry, New Zealand. Liberat ing ourselves from  
our jobs and hom es auspiciously ( for som e)  on July Fourth, m y 
gir lfr iend and I  began with a road t r ip through the southwest .  The first  
days were nauseat ingly fabulous;  we cam ped and hiked, sang along to 
count ry radio, and generally honeym ooned our way through the 
fr iendly m ountainsides of Colorado.  

We rolled into Utah and the dem ographic changed, along with our 
recept ion. As we visited Utah’s biblically- referenced nat ional parks, 
ent ire fam ilies—with hair the color of corn silk and high-collared denim
—couldn’t  take their  eyes of us as we edged our way into stores to pick 
up supplies. The hand-holding honeym ooning ground to a halt , 
exchanged for quick kisses in our well-zippered tent . Out  of Utah and 
into Arizona, where, fortunately for us at  5: 30am , it  turned out  that  
the Grand Canyon couldn’t  have cared less for our part icular 
proclivit ies. Las Vegas, sim ilar ly, had its eyes on the slot  m achines 
rather than us, and San Francisco was just  a big Park Slope with m ore 
gay boys and bet ter burr itos. 

Out  west , I  was m ore wary of packs of wandering guys than of bears, 
and the creepy awareness that  m y gir lfr iend and I  were seen as 
sinning sexual deviants (or worse, plain t it illat ing) , insinuated itself into 
our consciousness, affect ing both our interact ion with each other as 
well as with the locals. You can’t  be gay and not  hear about  the not -so-
random  hate cr im es, but  it ’s hard to im agine them  happening to you 
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when you live in a city with an act ive gay scene. 
Living in Park Slope, a neighborhood where being 
queer was often the (pleasant )  norm  rather than 
the except ion;  I  forgot  what  life in a bubble could 
do to one’s sense of security and percept ion of 
the outside world. I ’ve seen Boys Don’t  Cry ,  but  I  
st ill have to rem ind m yself that  the film  
docum ents som ething that  occurred less than 10 
years ago, and that  there are st ill places where 
heterosexuals actually spend t im e get t ing all 
worked up in response to our very existence. 
There really are m ore interest ing things to think 
about .  

Fortunately, in Guatem ala and Mexico, despite 
curiosity surrounding the actual gender of m y partner ( tall,  flat -
chested, short  hair , but  alas, too pret ty to pass)  we were at  least  able 
to hold hands like all the other gir ls did without  any scrut iny beyond 
the “you’re a funny looking tourist ”  level. Secret  victory. We studied 
Spanish in Guatem ala, where Catholicism  is so st rong that  “ love- the-
sinner-hate- the-sin”  isn’t  even an opt ion. Blind faith cam e in handy, 
though. One such loophole was the very st r ict  no boys allowed policy in 
the house where I  was staying (we had separated to study) . Heh heh. 
Being a tort illera in this town had its advantages.  

We had read that  in I ndia, public affect ion between m en and wom en 
wasn’t  really kosher;  I ’ve never seen so m uch m ale/ m ale int im acy in 
m y life;  we were thr illed. We knew they were just  st raight  and 
affect ionate, but  we thought  m aybe this would exem pt  us from  their 
at tent ions. However, am idst  the beaut iful tem ples, r ice paddies, and 
m ountains—even on the banks of holiest  of r ivers, the Ganges—we 
encountered the world’s largest  m ale sleaze factor. I  discovered that  I  
actually had the capacity to unflinchingly closet  m yself with com m ents 
like, “My husband is sleeping in our hotel, and did I  tell you I ’m  four 
m onths pregnant?”  ( I t  didn’t  work.)   

During our last  m onth in I ndia, I  m ade fr iends with a wom an in her 
m id- twent ies. I narguably gorgeous, com plete with I ndian classical 
dance m oves that  would m ake your grandm other swoon, she was the 
subject  of the crushes of at  least  four m en working at  the ashram . 
However, no one knew she had a gir lfr iend of two years tucked away 
at  college. While she considered herself lucky to be both working and 
in college, upon graduat ion her parents were wait ing to arrange her 
m arr iage. “So, what  will you do?”   I  asked, caught  up in the suspense 
and t ragic rom ance of the story. “Oh, just  get  m arr ied, I  suppose”  was 
her resigned but  surprisingly casual reply.  

I  couldn’t  let  it  happen. What  about  her polit ical science degree? What  
about  leaving hom e, m oving to the capital and becom ing a 
revolut ionary polit ician, fight ing for gay r ights in I ndia? I  ran off to the 
nearest  I nternet  café, looked up “ lesbian”  and “ I ndia,”  and jot ted down 
som e num bers and web sites. She wasn’t  im pressed with m y efforts. 
What  about  m e not  being so stupid, I  thought , as I  realized I  was m ore 
anxious about  this than she was. After another week of well-
intent ioned (and largely ignored)  western good-karm a hunt ing, I  finally 
let  it  go.

After alm ost  six years in New York, and seven m onths t raveling ( it  
really was an incredible t r ip, despite m y lesbionic kvetching) , we finally 
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m ade it  hom e to New Zealand. I t ’s a relief to be in a count ry that  
acknowledges any relat ionship—queer or heterosexual—over two years 
long as valid ( I  hear gay m arr iage is on the way) , has laws that  protect  
sam e-sex couples who have children, and an annual lesbian fair  at  our 
local pr im ary school. I t  really is nice to be som ewhere where m ost  of 
the local heterosexuals really do have som ething bet ter to think about . 

A staunch lesbian/ fem inist / ant ipodean, Alia 

Levine  m oved from  Aotearoa/ New Zealand 
to her fam ily 's nat ive New York in 1997. A 
Wom en's Studies/ English Literature graduate 
from  Victor ia University, NZ, Alia worked in 
New York in the fields of publishing, 
educat ion, and wom en's hum an r ights. I n 
2003, after five fabulous years liv ing in Brooklyn, New York, Alia 
realized that  it  was t im e to go hom e. As of March 2004, you'll find her 
back in the Southern Hem isphere's peaceful, green gateway to the 
world, plot t ing her vegetable garden and figuring out  how to get  
around without  the New York City subway. 
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Te e n  Oral Se x: It’s  Se n satio n alize d!
Rho n da Chitte n de n

As a teen in the early-80s, I  was very naïve about  oral sex. I  thought  
oral sex m eant  talking about  sex with one’s partner in a very sexy 
way. A fr iend and I , t rying to pract ice the m echanics, would m ove our 
m ouths in silent  m ock- talk as we suggest ively switched our hips from  
left  to r ight  and flir ted with our best  bedroom  eyes. We wondered 
aloud how anyone could engage in oral sex without  breaking into 
hyster ical laughter. I n our naïveté, oral sex was not  only hilar ious, it  
was just  plain stupid.

Twenty years later, I  doubt  m ost  teens are as naïve as m y fr iend and I  
were. Although the prevalence of oral sex am ong adolescents has yet  
to be com prehensively addressed by researchers, any adult  who 
interacts with teens will quickly learn that , far from  being stupid or 
hilar ious -  oral sex is a popular act ivity in som e adolescent  crowds. 

Som e teens claim , as teens have always claim ed 
about  sex, that  “everyone is doing it .”  They tell of 
part ies—which they m ay or m ay not  have 
at tended—where oral sex is openly available. 
They describe using oral sex as a way to relieve 
the pressure to be sexual with a partner yet  
avoid the r isk of pregnancy. Som e believe oral 
sex is an altogether r isk- free behavior that  
elim inates the worry of sexually t ransm it ted 
infect ions. There is a casualness in m any teens’ 
at t itudes towards oral sex revealed in the term  
“ fr iends with benefits”  to describe a non-dat ing 
relat ionship that  includes oral sex. I n fact , m any 
teens argue that  oral sex really isn’t  sex at  all,  
logic that , t ry as we m ight , defies m any adults. Most  pointedly, teens’ 
anecdotal experiences of oral sex reveal the cont inuing im balance of 
power prevalent  in heterosexual relat ionships where the boys receive 
m ost  of the pleasure and the gir ls, predictably, give m ost  of the 
pleasure.

Young people long for honest  conversat ions about  the com plexit ies of 

hum an sexuality, including the pract ice of oral sex. Even so, the topic 
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of teen oral sex is sensat ionalized in the m edia—and in the m inds of 

m any adults—m aking it  difficult  to talk about  in m eaningful ways. 
Using a sex-posit ive approach, these ten m essages will supply adults 
with pract ical m essages about  oral sex that  m ay encourage teens 
towards greater sexual knowledge, im proved sexual health, and 
increased m utuality in current  and future sexual relat ionships.

1 .      Oral sex is sex.  

Regardless of how casual the behavior is for som e young people, giving 
and receiving oral sex are both sexual behaviors. Oral sex is the 
st im ulat ion of a person’s genitals by another person’s m outh to create 
sexual pleasure and, usually, orgasm  for at  least  one of the partners. 
I t ’s that  st raight forward.  

Even so, m any young people—and even som e adults—believe that  oral 
sex is not  “ real sex.”  Real sex, they say, is penis-vagina intercourse 
only. Any other sexual behavior is som ething “other”  and certainly not  
real sex. This narrow definit ion of sex, rooted in heterosexist  at t itudes, 
is problem at ic for several reasons.

First , such a narrow definit ion is ahistor ical. Art  and literature reveal 
hum an beings, across hum an history and culture, consensually 
engaging their  bodies in loving, pleasurable acts of sex beyond penis-
vagina intercourse. I n Western culture, our not ions of sex are st ill 
shackled by religious teachings that  say the only acceptable sex—in 
society and the eyes of God—is procreat ive sex. Of course, the wide 
accessibilit y of cont racept ives, am ong other influences, has 
dram at ically shifted our understanding of this definit ion. St ill,  m any 
people are unaware that  across centuries and cont inents, hum an 
beings have enjoyed m any kinds of sex and understood those acts to 
be sex whether or not  they involved a penis and a vagina.

Next , by defining sex in such narrow term s, we perpetuate a 
dangerous ignorance that  places people at  r isk for sexually t ransm it ted 
infect ions (STI s) , including HI V. Many people, including teens, who 
define sex in such narrow term s incorrect ly reason that  they are safe 
from  HI V if they avoid penis-vagina intercourse. Because saliva tends 
to inhibit  HI V, it ’s t rue that  one’s chances of cont ract ing HI V through 
oral sex with an infected partner are considerably sm all, com pared to 
the r isk of unprotected vaginal or anal sex. Of course, this varies with 
the presence of other body fluids as well as the oral health of the giver. 
However, if one chooses to avoid “ real sex”  and instead has anal sex, 
the r isk for HI V t ransm ission increases. I n reality, regardless of what  
or ifice the penis penet rates, all of these sex acts are real sex. I n this 
regard, the narrow definit ion of sex is t roubling because it  ignores 
cr it ical sexual health inform at ion that  all people deserve, especially 
those who are sexually act ive or intend to be in the future. 

Finally, this narrow definit ion of sex invalidates the sexual pract ices of 
m any people who, for whatever reasons, do not  engage in penis-
vagina intercourse. These people include those who partner with lovers 
of the sam e sex. They also include people who, regardless of the sex of 
their  partners, are physically challenged due to illness, accident , or 
bir th anom aly. To suggest  to these individuals that  oral sex—or any 
other pr im ary m ode of shared sexual expression—is not  real sex 
invalidates the range of accessible and sensual ways they can and do 
share their  bodies with their  partners. 
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Clearly, we m ust  educate young people that  there are m any ways to 
enjoy sex, including the sensual placem ent  of one’s m outh on another 
person’s genitals. Oral sex m ay be pract iced in casual, em ot ionally 
indifferent  ways, but  this does not  disqualify it  as a legit im ate sex act . 
Oral sex is sex—and, in m ost  states, the law agrees.

2 .      W ithout  consent , oral sex m ay be considered sexual 
assault . 

Som e teens report  that  oral sex takes place at  part ies where alcohol 
and other drugs are consum ed. I t ’s im perat ive, then, that  adults 
confront  the legal realit ies of such situat ions with teens. Of course, 
dr inking and drug use are illegal for adolescents. According to I owa 
law, if alcohol or drugs are used by either partner of any age, consent  
for oral sex (or any sex)  cannot  be given. 

3 .      Pract ice safer  oral sex to reduce the r isk of sexually 
t ransm it ted infect ions. 

Aside from  abstaining from  oral sex, young people can protect  
them selves and their  partners from  the inconvenience, 
em barrassm ent , t reatm ent  costs, and health consequences of sexually 
t ransm it ted infect ions by pract icing safer oral sex. The correct  and 

consistent  use of latex condom s for fellat io (oral sex on a penis)  and 

latex dental dam s for cunnilingus (oral sex on a vulva)  and anal 

r im m ing ( licking the anus)  should be taught  and encouraged. 

4 .      Oral sex is a  deeply int im ate and sensual w ay to give 
sexual pleasure to a partner.

Unlike som e other sex acts, oral sex acutely engages all five senses of 
the giver. For the giver of oral sex, the sense of taste is clearly 
engaged. I f safer sex supplies are not  used, the giver experiences the 
tastes of hum an body fluids—perhaps sem en, vaginal fluids, and/ or 
perspirat ion. The tongue and lips feel the varied textures and 
m ovem ents of the partner’s genitals. With the face so close to their  
partner’s genitals, the giver’s nose can easily sm ell int im ate odors 
while the eyes, if opened, get  a very cozy view of the partner’s body. 
Finally, during oral sex the ears hear the delicate sounds of caressing 
another’s body with one’s m outh. 

5 .      Boys do not  have to accept  oral sex ( or  any sex)  just  
because it  is offered.  

I n som e adolescent  circles, young m en report  that  oral sex is offered 
freely by som e young wom en. Even if they do not  desire oral sex from  
a certain young wom an, som e guys are hard pressed to refuse her. 
After all,  our culture teaches that  real m en are sexually ready and 
willing at  all t im es. Real m en certainly do not  turn down sex!  Even so, 
adults m ust  give young m en explicit  perm ission to turn down oral sex—
and any sex—they do not  want . We m ust  teach them  that , despite the 
distorted m essages they receive, authent ic m anhood and m asculinity 
are not  hinged on the num ber of sex partners one accrues. 
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6 .      Making inform ed decisions that  
respect  others and one’s self is a  t rue m ark 
of m anhood.

By m aking gir ls the responsible party for saying 
no to oral sex, we fail young m en in developing 
skills that  t ruly define m anhood:  healthy sexual 

decision m aking, set t ing and respect ing personal 
boundaries, and being accountable for one’s 
act ions. We also leave them  at  r isk for 
cont ract ing sexually t ransm it ted infect ions. I n 
addit ion, although our culture rarely 
com m unicates this, young m en who accept  oral 
sex whenever it  is offered r isk losing the respect  
of the m any adults and young people who do not  
adm ire or appreciate m en who have 
indiscr im inate sex with large num bers of partners.

7 .      Giving oral sex is not  an effect ive route to last ing respect , 
popularity or  love.

For m any young wom en, giving oral sex is weighted with hopes of 
further at tent ion, increased likeabilit y, and perhaps a loving 
relat ionship. For them , giving oral sex becom es a decept ively easy, if 
not  short - term , way to feel worthy and loved. Adults who care about  
gir ls m ust  em power them  to see beyond the present  social situat ion 
and find other routes to a sense of belonging and love.

8 .      Gir ls can refuse to give oral sex.

Adults m ust  go beyond sim ply telling young wom en to avoid giving oral 
sex for reasons of reputat ion and health. We m ust  em power gir ls, 
through encouragem ent , role plays, and repeated rehearsals, to 
establish and m aintain healthy boundaries for loving touch in their  
fr iendships and dat ing relat ionships. We m ust  create safe spaces where 
gir ls can encourage and support  each other in refusing to give boys 
oral sex, thus shift ing the perceived norm  that  “everyone is doing it .”

9 .     Young w om en m ay explore their  ow n capacit ies for  sexual 

pleasure rather than spending their  energies pleasuring others.

I t  is developm entally norm al for adolescent  gir ls to experience sexual 
desire. Although our cultural scr ipt  of adolescent  sexuality cont radicts 
this, it  m ay be that  som e gir ls authent ically desire the kind of sensual 
and sexual int im acy oral sex affords. I f this is the case, it  is essent ial 
that  adults do not  sham e gir ls away from  these em ergent  desires. 
I nstead, they should explore the ways oral sex m ay increase one’s 
physical and em ot ional vulnerabilit ies and st rategize ways that  gir ls 
can stay healthy and safe while acknowledging their  own sexual 
desires. 

Adults can suggest  to young wom en that  their  growing sexual curiosity 
and desires m ay be fulfilled by learning, alone in the pr ivacy of one’s 
room , about  one’s own body—what  touch is pleasing, what  is not , how 
sexual energy builds, and how it  is released through their  own fem ale 
bodies. I f gir ls could regard them selves as the sexual subjects of their  

own lives rather than spending vast  energies on being desirable 
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objects of others, they m ay m ake healthier, firm er, m ore deliberate 
decisions about  the sexual experiences they want  as adolescents and 
adults.

1 0 .  Seek the support  and guidance of adults w ho have your 
best  interests at  heart .

Adults can let  young people know we are willing to listen to their  
concerns around issues of oral sex. We can offer young people support  
and guidance in their  st ruggles to decide what ’s r ight  for their  lives. We 
can becom e skilled and com fortable in addressing r isk- reduct ion and 
the enhancem ent  of sexual pleasure together, as com panion topics. 
And, finally, adults can use the topic of oral sex as a catalyst  to dispel 
m yths, discuss gender roles, and com m unicate values that  affirm  the 
im portance of m utuality, personal boundaries, and safety in the 
context  of healthy relat ionships.

Rhonda Chittenden, MS, has worked in the field of 

women’s reproductive health for 14 years and has 

been a sexuality educator for eight. Persistently 

inspired to make feminism visible in her Midwestern 

city, she has organized local feminist conferences, 

film festivals, fundraisers and, most recently, a shameless variety 

show, with more in the mix. Her teaching interests include female 

sexual subjectivity, LGBT cultural competency, and abortion. She loves 

Indian food, big trees, and listening to old school rap with her cute ass 

partner.  
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Lauri W o lln e r

I t  is New Year’s Eve and I  am  35 year’s old for another couple of 
hours. I  had to go get  m y driver’s license today. I  was nervous to get  it  
done and basically avoided it  unt il the last  day. Because of what  I  look 
like, I  have ext ra anxiety when venturing out  into the public for any 
reason. But  part icular ly when I  have to interact  direct ly with som eone 
and t rust  that  they will t reat  m e with enough respect  to accom plish 
whatever m y goal is. 

I  am  not  a “pret ty gir l”  anym ore by norm al 
standards. I  have a really great  body for a 
wom an but  I  dress for the weather and for 
pract ical reasons and therefore m ost  of m y 
curves happen to be hidden. I  am  capable of 
wearing m ake-up and wearing it  well.  But  why 
bother? I  don’t  have t im e for this nor the 
react ions I  would get  if I  were to do it ,  anym ore. 
My hair is longer now than it  has been in over a 
decade I  am  sure. I t  hasn’t  been cut  since August  
9th and that  is sim ply too long no m at ter how 
good of a cut  I  got  and how well it  has been 
growing out . But  I  am  in that  scary phase of 
needing to find a new hair person. I  have been 
rather devoted to Angela who began doing m y hair for the bet ter part  
of the last  15 years. She m oved to I ndiana that  day and I  suppose it  is 
not  beyond m e to fly down there and have her do m y hair st ill.  But  we 
had a bit  of a falling out  and so we are done. I  have not  found a new 
person yet , although I  have been spying on all of the staff at  the Hair 
Police working on finding who has the honor of touching m y head next . 

So m y hair is longer. And this m akes m e look m ore like a gir l than 
when I  have it  short . I t  doesn’t  m at ter though. I  have been m istakenly 
called a boy m ore often than not  in m y life. Even during those phases 
of hard fem m e work on m y part . 

The facial hair  is the biggest  ‘problem ’ if you will.  I  have had it  since I  
was a teenager but  been plucking away since then. Waxing went  on for 
a while too. I  stopped worrying about  it  or dealing with it  in Septem ber 
of 1998. So I  boldly walk down the st reets “ looking like a m an” . 

Without  even t rying. 
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Can We Talk?

I  am  m ore and m ore ‘over’ people’s react ions, insults, quest ioning, and 
advice. I  am  m ore and m ore OK, proud and even grateful for what  I  
look like. But  I  deal with being t reated different ly everyday. Because of 
what  I  look like. Because of what  percept ions people have when they 
see m e. What  assum pt ions they m ake about  how I  deserve to be 
t reated or fear of what  I  will do to them . I n m any ways, I  am  a freak 
show. I  am  a m onster. I  am  to be killed or run away from . With a 
longer haircut , I  am  t reated a lit t le bit  bet ter. 

I  had m y head shaved when I  got  m y license four years ago.

Today I  have bad hair. 

But  at  least  it  looks sort  of norm al enough. Less threatening.

Nonetheless, I  began to have an anxiety at tack 
on the way there. I  was having difficulty paying 
at tent ion so as not  to get  lost . I  was having a 
hard t im e breathing. I  had to sm oke a cigaret te 
to stay in m y body. The panic at tack passed, as I  
knew it  would. I  drove around forever, it  seem ed, 
looking for parking. 

I  walked in to the Motor Vehicle place and noted 
the changes since the last  t im e I  was there. I t  
was m ost ly the sam e though. The walls are dingy 
and used to be white, I  suppose. There was a 
center island of workers behind a desk that  
allowed them  to work on three sides if they 

wanted to. Signs everywhere “Please turn off all 
cell phones” . One big sign point ing to the line. As if one couldn’t  see it .  
But  I  was confused and thought  about  asking if it  was the r ight  place. I  
rem em ber before, that  you had to be in one line if you were taking the 
test  and another one if you were just  renewing your license. Not  the 
case this t im e. One line and one line only. And it  wound all around, up 
and down aisles. 

I t  was a lit t le bit  after noon and I  got  into the line r ight  away then and 
prayed that  I  would be done in t im e for m y m assage at  2 PM. I  was 
behind a black m an who, I  guess, was about  m y age or a bit  older. He 
was short  and nice looking. I  liked his style. He wore clothes that  I  
would wear and kept  his stocking cap on. I t  fit  him  well.  I  could tell he 
takes pr ide in his clothes and in having his own look. I  wanted to say 
hello to him  and tell him  I  liked his hat  but  “ this isn’t  Kansas anym ore 
Dorothy”  and so I  don’t  talk to st rangers m uch. I t  is too r isky. No need 
to draw at tent ion to m yself anym ore than m y appearance in and of 
itself already does. He could be just  fine and m y radar would be 
funct ioning correct ly as to whether or not  this m an was safe. Or he 
could be the kind of guy that  would freak out  in som e way to have a 
white gir l,  or a dyke, or a t ranny, or whatever he m ay assum e I  am  
talking to him . He could be annoyed, enraged, or bored with m e. He 
could say som ething that  would hurt  m y feelings, em barrass m e or 
piss m e off. None of which I  wanted to deal with in line to get  m y 
license. I  was there for a reason and let t ing m y nice, innocent  I owa gir l 
side show was not  in the plans. That  usually backfired. 

But  som ething told m e that  he and I  were m ore alike than different  in 
this crowd and that  he knew this as well.  He stepped up near the desk, 
waited for the dude working to finish up and catch him  before the next  
person stepped up.
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“Excuse m e, I  only need to renew m y license, do I  need to wait  in this 
line?”  

“Yes, everyone waits in line”  dude said in a dull but  stern voice, 
certainly having repeated this line throughout  the day. 

The black m an, whom  I  will call m y fr iend as he was the m ost  
com fort ing being in that  building for m e, got  back in line in front  of m e 
and said “Just  wanted to m ake sure I  was in the r ight  line”  

“OKayyy”  I  said, let t ing him  know I  knew what  he m eant  and wasn’t  all 
that  happy about  how long the line was either.

“ I  was hoping this was the wrong line actually”

“Right ,”  I  added. And we set t led into our 
posit ions. Moving forward about  a foot  per 12 
m inutes it  seem ed. He and I  paid at tent ion and 
m oved forward when space opened up in front  of 
us. He kept  a respectable distance between 
him self and the white chic in front  of him . 
Apparent ly she can’t  read since she was on her 
m obile phone. I  was both annoyed and 
entertained by her. My fr iend appeared to be 
feeling the sam e way. He was paying as m uch 
at tent ion as I  was and yet  I  felt  the br ist les up 
the back of his neck at  her high pitched voice 
when she squealed with excitem ent  into her 
phone. I t  was hard to eaves drop on any other conversat ion since none 
of it  was English. So her discussion was all m y fr iend and I  had to pay 
at tent ion to for a while. 

“Yeah, I ’m  in line to get  m y driver’s license renewed. Can you stand 
it?”  she had that  sort  of Valley gir l tone to her voice. “Like”  is one of 
her favorite words. I  couldn’t  hear the other person she was talking to 
but  I  could st ill gather the gist  of the conversat ion. I  get  a lot  of 
pract ice listening to one-sided conversat ions in m y current  job as a 
m anager of a phone line. I  gathered that  she hadn’t  talked to this 
fr iend in quite a while. They were catching up. “Yeah, and like since 
Decem ber 9th I  have flown 21 t im es!  I  know, like, r idiculous isn’t  it?! ”

She was very excited, talking to her fr iend. And clearly didn’t  care to 
com m unicate or exist  in the sam e universe as anyone else in that  
building. She barely m oved. She would be twist ing and turning and 
playing with her hair  while she talked on and on and on for well over a 
half an hour. I  think m y fr iend was annoyed whenever she paused 
instead of picking up the slack in the line. 

She was boring m e after a while too. I  started looking around the room  
and checking out  the situat ion at  the desk to prepare m yself for being 
next  in line at  som e point . 

I  really, really liked this one dude’s hair who was in front  of white chic. 
He and his buddy were in line together. His hair  was shaved close 
around the bot tom , the back of his head up pret ty high actually, and 
around his ears. Then the hair on top was longer and com pletely 
slicked back. Again, I  wanted to say som ething about  how m uch I  liked 
his hair . But  didn’t  think that  would go over too well either. 

White gir l was not  the only person who couldn’t  read the sign or didn’t  
care about  breaking the rules. At  least  10 m ore people were on the 
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phone. Probably m ore. One nasty couple kept  m aking out . Seriously. 
They were groping each other and she was giggling like a lit t le gir l.  
They were probably both in their  40’s or som ething. How fr ickin rude? 
We are all cram m ed in this hot  stuffy place. Nobody wants to be there. 
Everyone is m ore or less t rapped unless you want  to leave and com e 
back for the sam e crap another day. And here they are sucking face in 
front  of all of us. 

I n the past  I  only rem em ber older wom en, m ost ly overweight , who 
seem  really, really bit ter working behind the counter. And how could 
they not  be? Day after day the never-ending line and pat tern of people 
not  being able to, or not  caring enough to, read and follow the rules. 
So the new set -up was to have these two guys handling the front  end 
of the process. They each faced the line and took one person at  a t im e. 
I  began m y norm al rout ine of determ ining who I  wanted to help m e 
and praying for the r ight  outcom e. I n this case, I  could handle either 
guy so I  didn’t  waste a prayer. Both seem ed to t reat  everyone equally. 
They both seem ed to have never ending, although hard worked for, 
pat ience spewing off of them . They both seem ed to actually like their  
jobs. They were both fair ly pleasant  and never rude. However, you 
could see it  was get t ing to dude on the r ight  and had been for a while. 
He was sweat ing. He was edgy underneath everything.

I  had been in line alm ost  an hour when I  got  called up to the sweat ing 
m an. I  handed him  m y driver’s license and told him  I  needed to renew 
it .  “Fill out  the highlighted sect ions and wait  over there”  he said and 
pointed to a tall,  skinny counter people were cram m ed up against  
filling out  form s. Wait  over where? I  would have to pass the m aking 
out  couple to get  to the corner I  was directed to.

I  filled out  m y form , not  knowing if I  should sign the signature line or 
not . Deciding to do so. Only to hear one of the wom en working on that  
end of the counter tell people to fill out  the highlighted sect ions but  
don’t  sign. 

The energy was different  over in that  area. Much m ore cram m ed. And 
the overhead lights m ust  have been burnt  out  or som ething – none of 
them  were on. There was really only a sm all area, m ore like a hallway 
between the counter where we were supposed to stand and the line 
that  was winding back and forth up the beginning phase. Not  m ore 
than five feet  ‘through the hallway’ if you will,  started the rows of seats 
where people are actually taking the writ ten test . And all along the 
test ing area and that  side of the desk – were the bit ter ladies I  
rem em bered from  previous t r ips. There were only three of them  I  think 
but  I  honest ly couldn’t  keep t rack. They were m uch m ore m ilitant  than 
the m en working there. They were shout ing out  the rules regular ly and 
with authority. “No cell phones.”  

“You, you can’t  be in the test ing area if you are not  test ing”  white gir l 
had been busted sit t ing on the edge of a test ing row. “You all,  m ake 
m ore room . Move over there. We will call your nam e.”

I  walked behind and past  the or iginal line again towards the front  of 
the building. I  sat  on a pew like bench along the wall.  There were kids 
running around all over the place. And people everywhere. Som e 
stared at  m e but  I  ignored the whole lot  as m uch as possible.

I  was paranoid I  would not  hear m y nam e called. I  did not  see m y 
fr iend or white chic anywhere. Did I  m iss m y chance? Em ployee dude 
on the r ight  m ust  have been watching the clock like a hawk. All of a 
sudden, he set  his pen down, said som ething to Dude on the left , 
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walked around the opening in the desk, through the crowd and into a 
door m arked “personnel only” . He could not  have been m ore focused 
than the 45 seconds it  took him  to get  through that  door and back out  
to leave the building altogether by 1: 01 PM on the wall clock.

Lunch t im e I  am  sure. 

I  would have to run out  of there on m y breaks too if that  were m y job. 

I  m oved over to another sect ion that  was less populated and gave m e 
a bet ter view of the happenings behind the desk. I  watched two sm all 
children running around and scream ing at  each other – playing, not  
fight ing, but  loud as ever. I  figured one of the ladies would have 
som ething to say about  that  pret ty soon. I  was im pressed though, that  
she walked over and calm ly handed a color ing book and two colors to 
the kids and asked them  to sit  down on the benches. I  have witnessed 
pure yelling at  kids by the ladies behind that  counter in the past  so this 
was easier to handle.

I  had watched long enough to realize I  would be bet ter off over in the 
dark. From  that  corner I  could see the ladies and figure out  the last  
phases of the process. I  walked past  the line, down the skinny ‘hall-
way’ area again, past  the testers and into the dark sect ion of the 
building. Along the back wall there, was m y fr iend near the end of a 
row of chairs. I  walked down and sat  next  to him . White gir l was sit t ing 
across from  us, writ ing out  Christm as cards or thank you cards or 
som ething. I  again pay at tent ion, seeing who I  will have to deal with. 
I t  appeared as though there was no way of avoiding one of the three 
bit ter ladies. They were taking turns calling people up or holler ing out  
to the crowd to follow one rule or another. 

But  at  the very end of the process was a new gir l working. She was in 
charge of taking the pictures. She was a t r ip. She was all except ionally 
nice to everyone com pared to her three fem ale peers. She was about  
100 pounds lighter than them  too. She laughed and talked with 
everyone. I t  was alm ost  as if she were intent ionally planted as the 
spell on one’s m em ory. End the experience on a good note and people 
won’t  think this is as bad as it  t ruly is. People left  her sect ion with a 
sm ile on their  face whether it  was how she t reated them  or sim ply that  
they were done.

“There is no order to any of this,”  said m y fr iend in frust rat ion as 
som eone else got  called up to the desk. 

White gir l got  called. And returned a few m inutes later. 

Two m ore people get  called. We were behind white gir l in line. They 
were taking the people who were taking their  tests as they finished. 
We were in fact  having to wait  m uch longer than necessary as the test  
takers were budging r ight  and left . 

And they called m e. “Oh, sorry dude, you were ahead of m e,”  I  said to 
m y fr iend earnest ly. 
He laughed. 
I  walked up to one of the t r io of bit ter ladies who was star ing at  m e.
“$17.50 cash or check,”  she asks. 
“Cash”  I  handed her a 20. 
“$2.50 is your change. Look into the viewer and read the top line”  
Stern she was. She isn’t  playin’. I  panicked, not  want ing to flunk at  this 
point , but  took deep breathes and squinted to see the top line and read 
it  out  loud.
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“Do you see lights blinking?”
“Yes, on both sides.”  
“Now which side?”
“Left ”  And I  was done.
“Sit  down”  and at  this her voice softens and she says it  clear and calm  
“ for a COUPLE m ore m inutes, we will call your nam e.”

They all got  that  softer tone when inform ing people of the last  sit  and 
wait  gam e.

I  sat  back by m y fr iend. He got  called a lit t le bit  after that .

White gir l got  called up by skinny photo taking gir l who laughed and 
talked to her and waited while white gir l fixed her hair . White gir l even 
got  to look at  the photo and took an addit ional shot . 

I  was relieved to have survived this far. I  was assum ing the way skinny 
photo gir l had been act ing with everyone, that  it  m ight  even be a 
pleasant  finish to this st ressful hoop one has to jum p through to be 
able to dr ive legally. 

I  got  called next  in her bubbly voice “Lauri Wollner,”  giggle giggle.

She did not  laugh or talk nicely to m e like everyone else I  had 
observed. 

She glared at  m e as I  approached her area. 

She snapped “ look at  the cam era”  and snapped the picture at  the sam e 
t im e. 

She huffed “Oh, we’ll have to re- take that  one.”  I  don’t  even know why 
we had to take it  over. I  assum e I  wasn’t  looking in the r ight  direct ion. 
“Look at  the cam era,”  even m ore sternly. 

Snap. 

She stapled the papers and said it  would be in the m ail in 8 to ten 
days. 

She stepped away to ensure that  I  would not  talk to her. 

Whatever. 

I nstant ly, I  enter the anger and rage and sham e spiral that  is m y life. 
Why would she be so nice and clearly enjoy working with people from  
all walks of life and then instant ly so rude to m e with one glance?

What  kind of a world do we live in where a gir l like m e is t reated poorly 
for sim ply not  playing the gam e and looking like a gir l? 

And I  am  certain that  the photo will not  be good. Forget  about  the fact  
that  the skinny used- to-be-nice-unt il- she-saw-m e-but -now-she- is-a-
bitch gir l had m e so flustered and taken off guard that  I  could hardly 
breathe. Forget  about  no inst ruct ions on where to look other than the 
ones I  had overheard her telling everyone else before m e. Forget  about  
not  having t im e to adjust  m y ext ra layers of winter clothes. Forget  
about  it  all.

I  know the photo won’t  be one to show off sim ply because m y hair is a 
m ess. I t  will be m y rem inder, too, of Angela for the next  four years, 
whether I  want  one or not . 
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Who will cut  m y hair next? 

Excerpted from  a forth com ing book by Lauri Wollner 

Lauri W ollner  has becom e well educated in her 35 
years. She lives in the Mid-West  with her other half, 
four cats and a snake. She grew up Catholic and 
current ly has a rosary with her at  all t im es. You can 
call her religious if you want , or anything else for that  
m at ter. She has survived m ore labels than she can 
rem em ber. "Daughter"  and "sister"  are about  the 
only ones she will claim . She is a work in progress. 
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Re vie w e d by Kris ta Jaco b 

Debunking the Mom m y Myth  

Thank Goddess that  som ebody else is as fed up with the barrage of 
“how to be the perfect  m other”  propaganda as I  am . 

The argum ent  that  the m edia inundates wom en with m essages 
dictat ing that  they m ust  “do it  all”  (with success only a com m ercial 
product  away)  and sets unat tainable standards for wom anhood, 
m otherhood, and beauty that  keep wom en running in the proverbial 
ham ster wheel, going nowhere while working their  but ts off, is not  
new. What  is new, however, is the new ways in which these 
percept ions and expectat ions of m otherhood are packaged by the 
m edia. 

Douglas and Michaels coin the term  “new m om ism ,”  the daughter to 
Friedan’s “ fem inine m yst ique”  which represents the new liberat ion-
t radit ion hybrid that  defines m any m odern day wom en’s experiences 
( for both m others and non-m others alike) . 

The ‘new m om ism ’ is a set  of ideals, norm s, and pract ices, m ost  

frequent ly and powerfully represented in the m edia, that  seem  on the 

surface to celebrate m otherhood, but  which in reality prom ulgate 

standards of perfect ion that  are beyond your reach…The new m om ism  

seem s ( their  em phasis)  to be m uch m ore hip and progressive than the 

fem inine m yst ique, because now, of course, m others can and do work 

outside the hom e, have their  own am bit ions and m oney, raise kids on 

their  own, or freely choose to stay at  hom e with their  kids rather than 

being forced to. And unlike the fem inine m yst ique, the not ion that  

wom en should be subservient  to m en is not  an accepted tenet  of the 

new m om ism . Cent ral to the new m om ism , in fact , is the fem inist  

insistence that  wom en have choices, that  they are act ive agents in 

cont rol of their  own dest iny, that  they have autonom y. 

The authors caut ion, however, that  despite whatever new freedom s 
wom en m ay have, the juggling act  between selfless m otherhood and 
self determ ined professionalism  inherent  to the “new m om ism ”  is a no 
win situat ion that  can only be achieved through “ the cross cloning of 
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Mother Teresa and Donna Shalala.”  These unreasonable dem ands 
leave m others feeling guilty and incom petent , and pits m other against  
m other in a contest  over who’s the best . A fam iliar dynam ic, in the 
1800s Friedrich Engels called it  “divide and conquer,”  it  is the new and 
im proved brand of wom en’s oppression. 

Douglas and Michaels cr it ically exam ine thir ty-years of m edia, including 
the evening news, m agazines, advert isem ents, and so on, and analyze 
the everyday im pact  these im ages have on wom en’s lives, their  
percept ions of them selves and each other. Their research is m et iculous 
and com prehensive, but  the aspect  of their  book that  sets it  apart  from  
other sim ilar ly theoret ical books is its accessibilit y and insistence on 
fight ing back. Though this reader would have liked a “how to”  chapter 
on being an act ivist  while the baby is napping or during the com m ute 
to work, I  suspect  they felt  it  would have perpetuated the “do- it -all-all-
the- t im e”  dynam ic they are opposing. 

Krista Jacob ,  MS, is editor- in-chief 
and founder of Sexing the Polit ical:  A 

journal of third wave fem inists on 

sexuality .  She has a long history of 
involvem ent  in wom en’s issues, 
including dom est ic violence, sexual 
assault , reproduct ive freedom , and 
wom en’s health and sexuality. She 
presents at  state and nat ional 
conferences on issues related to 
violence against  wom en, third wave 
fem inism , m otherhood, im ages of wom en in the m edia, abort ion, and 
adolescent  wom en's issues. At  present , she is a writer and lecturer.

Ms. Jacob’s writ ten work has appeared in Just  Sex:  Students Rewrite 

the Rules on Sex, Violence, Act ivism , and Equality ,  (Rowm an & 
Lit t lefield) , The Minnesota Wom en's Press,  and num erous fem inist  
journals. She is the editor of Our Choices, Our Lives:  Unapologet ic 

Writ ings on Abort ion.  

Recent ly, Ms. Jacob was given the Hum anitar ian Award for Outstanding 
Alum ni from  Minnesota State University, Mankato.

I f you would like to inquire about  br inging Ms. Jacob to speak in your 
com m unity or to set  up an interview, please contact  
sexingthepolit ical@m sn.com .
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Bea r in g  Life : W o m en ’s  W r it in g s  o n  Child les s n es s

The  Fe m in is t Pre s s , 2 0 0 0  
Ro che lle  Ratn e r, Ed.
Re vie w e d by Rho n da Chitte n de n

For any wom an who has considered the prospect  of rem aining 
childless, for those who think such wom en are fundam entally flawed, 
and for wom en who rem ain am bivalent  about  the issue, the anthology 
Bearing Life:  Wom en’s Writ ings on Childlessness is recom m ended 
reading.  Editor Rochelle Ratner has collected an array of voices, 
spoken through essay, m em oir, poet ry, and fict ion, to reflect—and 
ult im ately affirm —the com plex and often cont radictory experiences of 
wom en who, by choice or circum stance, are childless.  Delivered with 
aching regret , fierce self-assurance, bit ing sarcasm  or casual 
acceptance, the writers confront  com pulsory m otherhood with the 
often- ignored t ruth that  m any wom en’s lives are com plete without  
children.

Although com pet ing for at tent ion with a decisive diversity of successful 
writers —including Margaret  Atwood, Rita Mae Brown, Sandra Cisneros, 
Chit ra Banerjee Divakaruni, Linda Hogan, I rena Klepfisz, Joy Kogawa, 
and Am y Tan—Joy William s’ “The Case Against  Babies”  delivers 
histor ical perspect ive, t rend analysis, and pop cultural cr it icism  in a 
t ight  acerbic diat r ibe rem iniscent  of the cynical sassiness that  m any so-
called third wave fem inists have perfected in venues such as Bust  and 
Bitch.   Arguing that  the planet  will soon face its dem ise due to hum an 
overpopulat ion, she especially at tacks Western wom en who st ruggle 
with infert ilit y, but  through the services of “hot -shot  fert ilit y doctors”  
achieve pregnancies that  m anifest  in twins, t r iplets, even quintuplets 
and beyond.  “When you see twins or t r iplets do you think awahhh or 
owhoo or  that ’s sort  of cool, that ’s unusual,  or do you think that  

wom an dropped a wad on in vit ro fert ilizat ion, twenty- five, thir ty 

thousand dollars at  least  . .  .?”   Possibly the m ost  offensive piece to 
m ore sensit ive readers, William s also com m unicates the absurdity of 
unlim ited and unquest ioned hum an reproduct ion at  the cost  of 
environm ental integrity. 

As for other cont r ibutors, in “The Deferred Dream ,”  Tory Dent  writes 
with tenderness and guts about  the im pact  of her HI V infect ion on the 
possibilit y of pregnancy and m otherhood.  I n “Tie Me Up, Tie Me Off,”  
Jodi Sh. Doff describes how years of hard liv ing led her to the gift  of 

tubal ligat ion for her own 30 th bir thday.  Mary Mackey, while arm ed 
with the response, “This is a Quest ion I  Do Not  Answer,”  lists the series 
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of interrogat ions with which she had to deal for being a wom an without  
child.  And, in “From  Black Wom an Art ist  Becom ing,”  bell hooks tells of 
her choice to com m it  to her full potent ial as an art ist  rather than r isk 
its stagnat ion by becom ing a m other.  

Cum ulat ively, these stor ies of infert ilit y, abort ion, disinterest , custody 
loss, and m iscarr iage com bine to illum inate the often- invisible 
circum stances of childless wom en, wom en whose lives, when 
addressed, are at  m ost  despised and at  least  cause for suspicion in a 
culture that , despite the advances of fem inism , st ill equates 
wom anhood with m otherhood.  As evident  by the list  of further reading 
provided in the book’s closing pages, m any wom en are challenging that  
equat ion;  Bearing Life adds to their  testam ent . 

Rhonda Chit tenden ,  MS, has worked in the field of 
wom en’s reproduct ive health for 14 years and has 
been a sexuality educator for eight . Persistent ly 
inspired to m ake fem inism  visible in her Midwestern 
city, she has organized local fem inist  conferences, 
film  fest ivals, fundraisers and, m ost  recent ly, a 
sham eless variety show, with m ore in the m ix. Her teaching interests 
include fem ale sexual subject ivity, LGBT cultural com petency, and 
abort ion. She loves I ndian food, big t rees, and listening to old school 
rap with her cute ass partner.  
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The Chin es e  Ga r d en

by Ro se m ary Man n in g
Publishe d by The  Fe m in is t Pre s s , $ 12 .9 5 (pback) . 
Publishe d in  2 0 0 0  ( firs t pub’d in  19 6 2 ) .
Re vie w e d by Alia Le vin e

Set  in the U.K., 1920s, this is a quiet ly provocat ive story of Sapphic 
desire and rest raint  in a gir ls’ boarding school.  While -  disappoint ingly 
for som e -  there is no ‘act ion,’ every aspect  of this book is loaded with 
heady m etaphors of adolescent  sexual tension.

Told in the first  and second person narrat ive from  the perspect ive of 
schoolgir l Rachel Curgenven, we witness the m anifestat ions of desire 
through her fr iends, her teachers, the headm ist resses, and last ly – and 
m ost  latent ly – her own.    

The book reaches its clim ax r ight  before its close, when two gir ls are 
discovered in bed together and are expelled, despite the 
headm ist resses indulgence in those sam e ‘sins.’  The thinly veiled 
im plicat ions of the pr im ary characters are hot ;  at  their  m ost  
provocat ive when they are at  their  m ost  sinister – like the m annish 
headm ist ress known as “Chief,”  and her sadist ic counterpart , Miss 
Lucas, the gleeful disciplinarian.  

One of the catalysts within the dram a is the secret  circulat ion of 
Radclyffe Hall’s Well of Loneliness,  reconfiguring and honoring this 
groundbreaking work.  The heroine of The Chinese Garden ,  Rachel, 
astutely ident ifies the hypocrisy of her headm ist resses, as the affair  
(with its subsequent  scandal)  concludes this tale of boarding school 
hom oerot icism .  

The im agery within the text  teem s with alternately disturbing and 
innocent  sexual m etaphors.  Take the garden of the book’s t it le (com e 
on gir ls, where are our ‘secret  gardens’?) , for exam ple.  A sanctuary 
for Rachel, and a clandest ine m eet ing place for her fr iends Margaret  
and Rena ( the later expelled ‘deviants’) , the garden is a sensual, lush 
place of “ secrecy and st rangeness,”  an “exot ic world,”  inhabited by 
serpents.  The final m etaphor surfaces when the garden is exposed as 
Margaret  and Rena’s rendezvous;  the garden is flayed open and razed 
to the ground, m arking the end of innocence for Margaret , Rena, and 
Rachel.

A fem inist  angle?  Sexualizing wom en is big business, and the issues in 
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this book tenaciously connect  sexuality with (dis)em powerm ent .  
I solated from  society, the characters exist  in a m at r iarchal 
environm ent , liberated in m any ways from  the prescribed lim itat ions of 
their  gender, yet  also st iflingly entangled in draconian rules of 
conduct .  

Manning exposes rather than exploits dam aging not ions of gir lhood 
sexuality.  While containing all the t rappings of a gir l’s boarding school 
fantasy, the book is saved from  being just  another t rashy, tawdry tale, 
by vir tue of Manning’s careful eloquence, as she tells a story of ethics, 
integrity, and the (beaut ifully port rayed)  covert  longings of 
adolescence.   

A staunch lesbian/ fem inist / ant ipodean, Alia 

Levine  m oved from  Aotearoa/ New Zealand 
to her fam ily 's nat ive New York in 1997. A 
Wom en's Studies/ English Literature graduate 
from  Victor ia University, NZ, Alia worked in 
New York in the fields of publishing, 
educat ion, and wom en's hum an r ights. I n 
2003, after five fabulous years liv ing in Brooklyn, New York, Alia 
realized that  it  was t im e to go hom e. As of March 2004, you'll find her 
back in the Southern Hem isphere's peaceful, green gateway to the 
world, plot t ing her vegetable garden and figuring out  how to get  
around without  the New York City subway. 
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let ters to the editor

Dear Krista, 
Your art icle on daycare guilt  touched m y heart  deeply. I  share all of the 
feelings your wrote about , both the st ruggle and the happiness of 
carving out  an independent  life outside of m otherhood. The early years 
are especially challenging. Thank you for your intelligent  and honest  
analysis of the dreaded daycare issue.
Jennifer Mitchell,  A Third Wave Mam a 
NYC 

Dear Krista,
What  a FANTASTI C zine you r ight -on wom en have put  together. I  
couldn’t  be m ore proud and im pressed. I t ’s wonderful to see the 
teachings and work of m y generat ion take hold. We couldn’t  have 
envisioned a sm arter, m ore dedicated group of wom en in our m ost  
opt im ist ic dream s. Keep up the good work. 
Nicole Freese, A Proud Baby Boom er 
Traverse City, MI  

Dear Krista, 
Every t im e I  get  a not ice about  a new issue of STP, I  first  look for 
Kim berly Springer, Alia Levine, and Melisse Gelula. They are m y 
favorite colum nists, which is saying a lot  for this terr ific zine. Thank 
you and them !  
Sarah Bush (not  related! )
I owa City, I A 
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Can We Talk?

Dear Krista, 
As som eone who has been diagnosed with m ental illness, I  really 
related to Em ari Dim agiba’s colum n about  her st ruggle with Bipolar 
Disorder and her desire to have a child. I  m yself had this sam e 
st ruggle several years ago. Though I ’m  fair ly certain that  I  will not  
have children (who knows for sure what  the future holds) , her art icle 
resonated with m y own experience and challenges with this issue. 
Thank you, Em ari, for helping to de-st igm at ize m ental illness. 
Monica Cicero
I thaca (area) , NY 

Dear Krista 
Thank you for the diverse perspect ives and experiences you have in 
your zine. As a Black/ Chicana wom an, it  does m y m ind good to read 
the words of other Black fem inists. When I  hear fem inism  crit icized for 
being too White, I  first  agree but  then point  them  in your direct ion as 
an exam ple of what  is being done to change it .  Dorr ie, Lauren and 
Kim berly are outstanding!  
Maria William s
Aust in, TX 

Dear Krista, 
Oh, Boy!  Elizabeth’s brave adm ission about  her secret  love affair  with 
rom ance books is one of her best  colum ns. As a closet , part ly proud/
part ly asham ed rom ance reader m yself, I  could totally relate. Clearly 
the books haven’t  warped her m ind!  There is hope for m e yet .
Lat isha ( last  nam e withheld)  
Lansing, MI  

Dear Krista, 
Thank you for you book, Our Choices, Our Lives, and your zine. As a 
wom an who chose abort ion, your work supports m y choice. You are 
forging an im portant  path in third wave fem inism . I  have no doubt  that  
you and all of your writers are paving the way for future generat ions. 
Also, Lauren Alleyne is a wonderful, beaut iful poet . 
Anonym ous
Cincinnat i, OH

Dear Krista,
Thanks for your book. I t ’s about  t im e that  som eone included religion in 
the pro-choice dialogue. God Bless!  
Bet ty O’Brien 
Syracuse, NY 

Dear Krista, 
I ’m  a long t im e reader of Sexing the Polit ical. My new favorite sect ion 
is the book/ website reviews. I  don’t  have a lot  of t im e to read but  
when I  do, I  want  to here what  others think about  them  before I  even 
pick them  up. Keep up the great  work!
Christa Davison
Montana 

Dear Krista, 
As a m an, I  find your insights very useful in thinking about  gender and 
race in our society. I  often forget  to consider how these factors 
influence m y opinions and life experiences. You are not  off put t ing, like 
som e fem inists are. I  feel challenged without  being at tacked. This is no 
easy task!
Jerem y Wilkins
St . Louis, MO 
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Dear Krista,
I ’m  a father of three daughters. I ’m  glad to know that  work like this is 
being done to m ake their  lives bet ter. Surprisingly, I  also connected 
with your art icle on day care guilt .  I  rem em ber those days well.  I t ’s 
heartbreaking to separate from  your children, for both parents. You did 
the topic just ice!  
David Wilson
La Crosse, WI  

Dear Krista, 
Alia Levine and Dorr ie William s-Wheeler do a great  job of including 
hum or in your zine. Whether it ’s sex toys or m ullets, we m ust  find a 
way to lighten things up and find the hum or in the insanity of current  
Am erican polit ics!  Thanks for m aking m e laugh. 
Nancy Brown 
Brainerd, MN 

Dear Krista, 
I  was disappointed to read Kathryn Sokolowski’s review of COYOTE 
(Call Off Your Tired Old Ethics) . I f ending the sexual exploitat ion of 
wom en (which is what  prost itut ion is)  then count  m e in. Like so m any 
fem inists, she m isses the m ark. Prost itut ion is exploitat ion of the m ost  
econom ically vulnerable wom en. I  see you as a leader in the fem inist  
m ovem ent  and I  expect  m ore from  you. I f you don’t  challenge the 
sexual exploitat ion of wom en, who will? 
Kara Jacobson 
San Francisco, CA 

Dear Krista, 
Elizabeth couldn’t  possibly be sm arter. I ’m  so glad you added her to 
the list  of STP writers. Also, Hanne Blank once again outdid herself. As 
a non-procreator, with occasional urges to pro-create, I  related very 
m uch to her essay, “Oh Baby.”  
Am ora Vasquez
Aust in, TX 

Dear Krista, 
As a fem ale skateboarder in the UK I  was very im pressed by Shauna 
Pom erantz art icle "Grinding the concrete wave". I 'm  current ly creat ing 
a webzine to t ry and gain a lit t le m ore coverage for the very sm all UK 
gir l skate scene. 
Sophy Millington

Dear Krista, Wow. Your website is fabulous;  r ich with content , purpose, 
diversity - -  and the colors are am azing. I t 's one of the best  sites I 've 
seen on the I nternet . 
Chandra Silva 
Washington 

sign up for  our free e- new slet ter

Would you like to be not ified whenever there is a new issue of 
STP? We'll send you a periodic newslet ter with inform at ion about  
what 's com ing up in the next  issue of Sexing the Polit ical, late-
breaking news and im portant  act ion alerts. 

Just  send us an em ail to sign up
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let ters to the editor

We want  to hear from  you!  Please send us your quest ions, 
com m ents, cr it icism s and com plim ents to sexingthepolit ical@m sn.

com .  I f you want  to refer to a specific cont r ibut ion, please include 

the t it le, date, and author’s nam e. 

Each m onth the writers and editor of Sexing the Polit ical will 
publish responses to a select  group of let ters. 

Em ail your let ter to us

 

third w ave sexuality m oderated discussion group

Third Wave Sexuality is an em ail discussion group for 20 and 30 
som ething fem inists to exchange ideas and inform at ion pertaining 
to young wom en’s sexuality. We share thoughts, beliefs, personal 
experiences, polit ical act ion alerts and anything else that  helps us 
to network with other young fem inists, and cont r ibute to 
progressive social change. Staying t rue to the m uch used slogan:  
"The personal is polit ical,"  we connect  personal experiences to the 
larger social, polit ical, and cultural context .

Space on the list  is lim ited. I f you would like to becom e a 
m em ber, please subm it  the following inform at ion:  your e-m ail, 

your nam e, your age, the state where you current ly reside, and 

six to ten sentences describing yourself and why you would like to 

becom e a m em ber .  We'll forward your request  to the list  
m oderator.

I nterested joining in the list?

 

contact  us

I f you have any quest ions about  Sexing the Polit ical: A Journal 

of Third W ave Fem inists on Sexuality ,  j ust  drop us a line:

Em ail us
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gender violence

Asian Task Force Against  Dom est ic Violence  seeks to end fam ily 

violence and to st rengthen Asian fam ilies and com m unit ies. Founded in 
1987, the Task Force represents a group of diverse Asian com m unity 
leaders concerned about  the incidence of dom est ic violence in Asian 
com m unit ies. 

Nat ional Coalit ion Against  Dom est ic Violence  is dedicated to the 

em powerm ent  of bat tered wom en and their  children and therefore is 
com m it ted to the elim inat ion of personal and societal violence in the 
lives of bat tered wom en and their  children.

Nat ional Dom est ic Violence Hot line  links individuals to help in their  

area. One call sum m ons im m ediate help, in English or Spanish, 24 
hours a day, seven days each week. We also have interpreters 
available to t ranslate an addit ional 139 languages. The Hot line m ay be 
reached toll- free by phone from  all 50 states, the Dist r ict  of Colum bia, 
Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin I slands. 1 - 8 0 0 - 7 9 9 - SAFE

RAI NN: Rape Abuse &  I ncest  Nat ional Netw ork  provides support  

resources for vict im s of sexual violence through a referral num ber 
which connects callers to free and confident ial services in their  area. 1 -
8 0 0 - 6 5 6 - HOPE

Sexual Assault  I nform at ion Page ( SAI P)  is a not - for-profit  

inform at ion and referral service. SAI P provides inform at ion concerning 
acquaintance rape, child sexual abuse/ assault , incest , rape, r itual 
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abuse, sexual assault , and sexual harassm ent . 

m am ahood

Hip Mam a  is a m agazine burst ing with polit ical com m entary and r ibald 

tales from  the front  lines of m otherhood. The brain child of Ariel Gore, 
the 30 year old m other of a grade-schooler, Hip Mam a began as Gore's 
senior project , a 500 copy publicat ion created from  a $1000 student  
loan. The print  zine quickly gained nat ional renown and a large 
audience of fans.

MOTHERS ( Mothers Ought  To Have Equal Rights)

MOTHERS is a grassroots coalit ion. Their m ission is to im prove the 
econom ic well-being of m others and other fam ily caregivers.

Brain, Child: the m agazine for  thinking m others

Brain, Child was founded in 1999 by Jennifer Niesslein and Stephanie 
Wilkinson, two fr iends who had babies under a year old. The pair, both 
with backgrounds in journalism , were itching for writ ing about  
m otherhood that  spoke to them . There were plenty of out lets for child-
rearing t ips and expert  advice, but  not  a source of sm art  writ ing that  
delved into the m eat ier issues of that  life-alter ing experience:  
m otherhood. Brain, Child is the only literary m agazine dedicated to 
m otherhood.

m enstruat ion

The Blood Sisters Project : w hen the private becom es public An 

excit ing launching pad gir l base fueling act ion to com bat  the silence 
surrounding our fem ale bodies. We are gir ls using our own fem inine 
protect ion to work against  the corporate and cultural const ruct ions of 
m enst ruat ion.

netw orking and organizat ions

Fem inist .com  is a grassroots, interact ive com m unity by, for and 

about  wom en. We aim  to facilitate inform at ion-sharing am ong wom en 
and encourage m obilizat ion around polit ical issues. 

Fem inist  Majority  and The Fem inist  Major ity Foundat ion are 

com m it ted to em powering wom en and winning equality through 
research, the sharing of inform at ion of value to fem inists everywhere, 
and effect ive act ion. Their website contains:  daily news updates 
relevant  to fem inists, opportunit ies for fem inist  polit ical act ion, and a 
com prehensive collect ion of fem inist / progressive websites. Som e of the 
key sect ions include:  reproduct ive r ights, global fem inism , and student  
act ivism .

Nat ive Am erican W om en's Health Educat ion Resource Center 

addresses pert inent  issues of health, educat ion, land and water r ights, 
and econom ic developm ent  of Nat ive Am erican people. 

Third W ave Foundat ion  is the only nat ional organizat ion created by 

and for young wom en between the ages of 15 and 30. As an act ivist  
philanthropic organizat ion, Third Wave networks, inform s, and 
financially supports young wom en around the count ry and the projects 
that  serve them . The goal of Third Wave is to harness the energy of 
young fem inists nat ionwide by sharing inform at ion and resources, 
thereby creat ing a com m unity in which m em bers can coalesce, 
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network, st rategize, and ult im ately take act ion around issues that  
affect  us all.  

polyam ory

Loving More: New  Models for  Relat ionships is a nat ional 

organizat ion and resource for people who wish to m ove beyond 
t radit ional m onogam y. We see no reason to end a good relat ionship in 
order to begin another, and we believe that  this can be done 
responsibly, int im ately, and in integrity. We call it  polyam ory or Loving 
More. 

presses and publishers

Bitch: Fem inist  Response to Pop Culture  is a pr int  m agazine 

devoted to incisive com m entary on our m edia-driven world. We feature 
cr it iques of TV, m ovies, m agazines, advert ising, and m ore—plus 
interviews with and profiles of cool, sm art  wom en in all areas of pop 
culture. 

BUST is the m agazine of choice for today's sassy gir ls 

who know that  Vogue is vapid, Glam our is garbage, and 
Cosm o is clueless. Fierce, funny, and too sm art  to be 
anything but  fem inist , BUST is " the Voice of the New Gir l 
Order"- -and the only m agazine for wom en with som ething to get  off 
their  chests.

ColorLines is the first  nat ional, m ult i- racial m agazine devoted to 

covering the polit ics and creat ions of com m unit ies of color. ColorLines 
Magazine is published quarter ly by the Applied Research Center (ARC)  
and the Center for Third World Organizing (CTWO).

Minnesota W om en's Press is a com m unicat ions business whose 

m ission is to prom ote com m unicat ion by, about  and am ong wom en in 
ways that  create com m unity and are grounded in a t ransform ing 
fem inist  worldview. 

Ms is the pre-em inent  fem inist  publicat ion in the United States and the 

world. The depth and range of inform at ion Ms. delivers- -special issues 
addressing the polit ics of breast  cancer and sex at  work;  invest igat ive 
reports on sex tourism , the fert ilit y indust ry, the glass ceiling;  a 
departm ent  dedicated to highlight ing wom en's organizing worldwide;  
arts updates, poet ry, fict ion, etc.- - is unm atched in the field of wom en's 
m agazines. 

Seal Press is an independent  publisher specializing in quality fict ion 

and non- fict ion by wom en writers. 

W om en of Color W eb  is dedicated to providing access to writ ings by 

and about  wom en of color in the U.S. We focus specifically on issues 
related to fem inism s, sexualit ies, and reproduct ive health and r ights, 
although we envision adding new sect ions as interests ar ise. 

queer resources

Lesbian.org  prom otes lesbian visibilit y on the internet . 
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LesbianSexToys.com  is the sex toy site exclusively for lesbians.

Nat ional Gay and Lesbian Task Force  is the nat ional progressive 

organizat ion working for the civil r ights of gay, lesbian, bisexual and 
t ransgendered people. NGLTF's vision and com m itm ent  to social 
change is building a powerful polit ical m ovem ent  in the fifty states and 
the Dist r ict  of Colum bia

Transgender W arrior  is the hom e page of Leslie Feinberg, 

t ransgender writer and act ivist . I t  contains inform at ion about  Leslie’s 
upcom ing speaking engagm ents and projects, excerpts from  speeches, 
book inform at ion, and polit ical st ruggles. 

reproduct ive freedom

BirdsAndBees.org  Where to get  the buzz on sex... 

This website, created by Pro Choices Resources in Minnapolis, 
acknowledges that  sex happens, that  sex can be a posit ive experience, 
and that  decisions about  sex and sexual health are big ones. This 
website is dedicated to all those who seek inform at ion needed to m ake 
inform ed decisions about  sexual health, em ot ional well-being, and 
lifet im e goals. We have included inform at ion on bir th cont rol, sexually 
t ransm it ted infect ions and discussions on the realit ies of abort ion, 
adopt ion and parent ing to reach our goal of providing full inform at ion. 

Fem inist  W om en's Health Center  Established in 1980, FWHC is a 

nonprofit  organizat ion that  prom otes and protects a wom an's r ight  to 
choose and receive reproduct ive health care. Today, FWHC em ploys 
m ore than 70 wom en and m en, serves over 5500 wom en annually, and 
operates three clinics (Yakim a, Renton and Tacom a) . The people who 

work at  FWHC are a diverse and com m it ted team  who share a passion 
for wom en's reproduct ive freedom  and self determ inat ion. FWHC 
believes in all wom en's sexual and reproduct ive freedom . We are 
leaders and teachers helping m ove the pro-choice m ovem ent  toward a 
day when all wom en receive abort ion in an em powering way.

Global Reproduct ive Health Forum  is an internet  networking project  

that  aim s to encourage the proliferat ion of cr it ical discussions about  
reproduct ive health and gender on the net . GRHF provides interact ive 
elect ronic forum s, global discussions, dist r ibutes reproduct ive health 
and r ights m aterials from  a variety of perspect ives through our 
clearinghouse as well as m aintains an extensive, up- to-date research 
library

I ndigenous W om en's Reproduct ive Rights and Pro- Choice Page 

provides inform at ion concerning I ndigenous wom en's reproduct ive 
health and their  perspect ives on pro-choice issues. 

Nat ional Abort ion and Reproduct ive Rights Act ion League 

( NARAL)  is the polit ical arm  of the pro-choice m ovem ent  and a st rong 

advocate of reproduct ive freedom  and choice. NARAL's m ission is to 
protect  and preserve the r ight  to choose while prom ot ing policies and 
program s that  im prove wom en's health and m ake abort ion less 
necessary. 

Planned Parenthood  is the world's largest  and oldest  voluntary 

fam ily planning organizat ion. Planned Parenthood is dedicated to the 
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principles that  every individual has a fundam ental r ight  to decide when 
or whether to have a child, and that  every child should be wanted and 
loved. 

Pro- Choice Public Educat ion Project  is the first  collaborat ive effort  

of its kind in the pro-choice com m unity. Launched in 1996, PEP has 
been com m it ted to conduct ing research on a diverse populat ion of pro-
choice supporters. Through focus groups and a nat ional poll,  PEP's 
research on young wom en ages 16-25 is the m ost  extensive ever 
conducted at  one t im e on young wom en's at t itudes toward choice.

Responsible Choices Act ion Netw ork  m obilizes people com m it ted 

to defending and increasing access to fam ily planning services, 
abort ion, and sexuality educat ion.

subm it  a  link

Are there other resources you'd like to see listed here? 

Em ail us your suggest ions!
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Our Vis io n  

A new generat ion of wom en and m en, those born between the years of 
1965 and 1982, are redefining what  it  m eans to be a fem inist  in our 
society. While som e view them  sim ply as part  of Generat ion X, they 
see them selves as part  of a burgeoning fem inist  m ovem ent  called third 
wave fem inism . 

Third wave fem inists are act ive in a variety of social issues. However, 
increasingly the topic of wom en's sexual lives and choices has becom e 
a signature of third wave fem inism . Drawing from  the lessons of their  
fem inist  forem others, and redefining it  on their  own generat ional 
term s, third wave fem inists are explor ing the m any facets of wom en's 
sexuality. 

Sexing the Polit ical:  A Journal of Third Wave Fem inists on Sexuality is 
an on- line journal for third wave fem inists to theorize, sat ir ize, 
polit icize and organize about  issues related to sexuality. I t  is intended 
to serve as a forum  for the creat ive and radical polit ical expression of 
third wave fem inists from  diverse cultural, sexual, and econom ic 
perspect ives. 

New issues of Sexing the Polit ical are uploaded whenever the zine's 
editor, a busy writer and m other, has the t im e to do it .  

Editor 's Bio

Krista Jacob, MS, is editor- in-chief 
and founder of Sexing the Polit ical:  A 

journal of third wave fem inists on 

sexuality .  She has a long history of 
involvem ent  in wom en’s issues, 
including dom est ic violence, sexual 
assault , reproduct ive freedom , and 
wom en’s health and sexuality. She 
presents at  state and nat ional 
conferences on issues related to 
violence against  wom en, third wave 
fem inism , m otherhood, im ages of wom en in the m edia, abort ion, and 
adolescent  wom en's issues. At  present , she is a writer and lecturer.

Ms. Jacob’s writ ten work has appeared in Just  Sex:  Students Rewrite 

the Rules on Sex, Violence, Act ivism , and Equality ,  (Rowm an & 
Lit t lefield) , The Minnesota Wom en's Press,  and num erous fem inist  
journals. She is the editor of Our Choices, Our Lives:  Unapologet ic 

Writ ings on Abort ion.  
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Recent ly, Ms. Jacob was given the Hum anitar ian Award for Outstanding 
Alum ni from  Minnesota State University, Mankato.

I f you would like to inquire about  br inging Ms. Jacob to speak in your 
com m unity or to set  up an interview, please contact  
sexingthepolit ical@m sn.com .

call fo r co n tributio n s

Sexing the Polit ical features the writ ings and visual work of third wave 
fem inists. Pieces explore a variety of topics such as:  third wave 
act ivism , race and class issues, queer ident ity, the fem inism  of 
everyday life, pregnancy and m otherhood, and so on. All topics are 
exam ined within the context  of wom en's sexuality. 

We are seeking cont r ibut ions in the form  of editor ials, short  essays 
( fict ion and nonfict ion) , book and m usic reviews, artwork, and 
photographs from  third wave fem inists. 

Subm issions are due as soon as you write them  and should be sent  as 
e-m ail at tachm ents. The sooner you write them  the sooner they can be 
published. Writ ten work should not  exceed 700 words, however, 
occasionally except ions will be m ade. We'll not ify you by e-m ail if your 
cont r ibut ion is selected for publicat ion. The sm all, volunteer staff at  
STP will m ake every effort  to respond to all inquir ies and subm issions, 
however, due to t im e and staffing const raints this is not  always 
possible. Most  likely, no news is bad news. 

With the except ion of the Baby Boom er colum n, cont r ibutors m ust  be 
20-  or 30-som ething fem inists. 

We are interested in your thoughts on any of these topics as well as 
any other topics related to third wave fem inism  and sexuality that  you 
m ay be thinking about . 
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Lauren K. Alleyne  is current ly a graduate student  in creat ive writ ing. 
She is or iginally from  the twin island Republic of Tr inidad and Tobago 
and current ly resides in the Midwest . Recent ly, her writ ing was 
selected for reading and publicat ion in the Des Moines Nat ional Poet ry 
Fest ival. Professionally, Ms. Alleyne is interested in literature and 
gender studies and, in her (very lit t le)  free t im e, is a dedicated 
watcher of the WB's Charm ed.

Rhonda Chit tenden ,  MS, has worked in the field of wom en’s 
reproduct ive health for 14 years and has been a sexuality educator for 
eight . Persistent ly inspired to m ake fem inism  visible in her Midwestern 
city, she has organized local fem inist  conferences, film  fest ivals, 
fundraisers and, m ost  recent ly, a sham eless variety show, with m ore in 
the m ix. Her teaching interests include fem ale sexual subject ivity, 
LGBT cultural com petency, and abort ion. She loves I ndian food, big 
t rees, and listening to old school rap with her cute ass partner. 

Krista Jacob ,  MS, is editor- in-chief and founder of Sexing the Polit ical:  

A journal of third wave fem inists on sexuality .  She has a long history of 
involvem ent  in wom en’s issues, including dom est ic violence, sexual 
assault , reproduct ive freedom , and wom en’s health and sexuality. She 
presents at  state and nat ional conferences on issues related to violence 
against  wom en, third wave fem inism , m otherhood, im ages of wom en 
in the m edia, abort ion, and adolescent  wom en's issues. At  present , she 
is a writer and lecturer.

Ms. Jacob’s writ ten work has appeared in Just  Sex:  Students Rewrite 

the Rules on Sex, Violence, Act ivism , and Equality ,  (Rowm an & 
Lit t lefield) , The Minnesota Wom en's Press,  and num erous fem inist  
journals. She is the editor of Our Choices, Our Lives:  Unapologet ic 

Writ ings on Abort ion.  

Recent ly, Ms. Jacob was given the Hum anitar ian Award for Outstanding 
Alum ni from  Minnesota State University, Mankato.

Zubeda Jalalzai is an assistant  professor of English at  Rhode I sland 
College in Providence, Rhode I sland specializing in early Am erican 
Literature and postcolonial theory. She is com plet ing a m anuscript  
ent it led "Em bodying the Covenant ,"  which deals with Nat ive Am erican 
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conversion in 17th century New England. She is also the author of 
art icles on Nat ive Am erican literature, as well as early Am erica and 
postcolonial literature and theory. 

Christ iana L. Langenberg teaches in the English and Wom en's 
Studies departm ents at  I owa State University, where she is also an 
academ ic advisor and advisor for the student - run literary journal, 
Sketch. She was born in the Netherlands and im m igrated to the U.S 
with her Dutch father and I talian m other. Raised t r ilingually in rural 
Nebraska, she was naturalized when she was 17. She now lives and 
works in rural I owa with her four children. She is the winner of the 
2003 Chelsea Award for Short  Fict ion, and her stor ies have been 
published or are forthcom ing in Chelsea, Harr ington Lesbian Fict ion 
Quarter ly, Green Mountains Review, Am erican Literary Review, 
Lullwater Review, The Blue Moon Review, and a variety of literary 
form ats. 

A staunch lesbian/ fem inist / ant ipodean, Alia Levine  m oved from  
Aotearoa/ New Zealand to her fam ily 's nat ive New York in 1997. A 
Wom en's Studies/ English Literature graduate from  Victor ia University, 
NZ, Alia worked in New York in the fields of publishing, educat ion, and 
wom en's hum an r ights. I n 2003, after five fabulous years liv ing in 
Brooklyn, New York, Alia realized that  it  was t im e to go hom e. As of 
March 2004, you'll find her back in the Southern Hem isphere's 
peaceful, green gateway to the world, plot t ing her vegetable garden 
and figuring out  how to get  around without  the New York City subway.

Adela C. Licona  is interested in the pract ices and polit ics of 
representat ion. She is current ly explor ing (B)Orderlands' Rhetorics and 
their  representat ional potent ials. The forthcom ing work from  which this 
narrat ive poem  is excerpted is ent it led:  Third-space Sites and 
Subject ivit ies:  Agency, Authority, and (Re)Presentat ion (Re) I m agined 
and (Re)Considered. 

Patr icia  Miller  recent ly finished her undergraduate thesis on Gir lie 
fem inism  in popular culture. She is current ly pursuing a Ph.D. in 
Literature at  Duke University. 

Robin Ringleka is a long- t im e believer in the power of sm all scale, 
and asserts that  we should never underest im ate the power of one. She 
earned a degree in Wom en Studies and Educat ion from  Michigan State 
University, and has lent  m uch energy to ensuring reproduct ive r ights 
for all wom en. She has enjoyed working on both the personal and 
polit ical ends of the spect rum , and appreciates how each has inform ed 
the other. Her latest  project , a collaborat ive on- line storytelling 
project , was designed to debunk dangerous m yths around abort ion and 
the wom en who seek them , while providing support  for those who have 
or will face unintended or problem at ic pregnancies. Robin current ly 
resides in Chicago, where she works for an internat ional wom en's 
leadership organizat ion.

Lise Sanders teaches gender and cultural studies at  Ham pshire 
College in Am herst , Massachuset ts.

Liz Sm ith  is a third generat ion fem inist  writer with repeated credits in 
notable fem inist  venues including Fierce, Moxie, Fabula, Herspace, and 
Riot  Grr l on subjects ranging from  Cunnilingus, The Cost  of Bir th 
Cont rol, Her First  Dildo, Body I m age, and Soccer Mom s in Outer Space. 
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Other highlights include interviewing fem ale athletes who’ve posed 
nude and why, the proprietors of fem inist  sex toy shops on what  it ’s 
like to be an em powering force within the m ost ly m isogynist ic sex 
indust ry, and form er Agent  99 from  Get  Sm art  on the joys of being 
single. 

Kim  Springer  teaches Am erican Studies at  King's College in London. 

Salim ah Valiani is a Canadian poet , act ivist  and researcher. She has 
lived in Canada, England and the USA, and has t raveled to various 
parts of Asia as part  of her work in internat ional developm ent  policy 
advocacy. Through all of this, she has part icipated in fem inist  projects, 
internat ional solidarity building, and intellectual discussion. She 
believes in the power of poet ry to address som e of hum anity 's deepest  
aching. 

Elizabeth W heat field  (pseudonym )  and her husband now live in a 
working class white neighborhood of this segregated city. She teaches 
writ ing at  a local university and is quite certain she’ll have a lot  m ore 
to say about  race, econom ics, and privilege over the next  few m onths. 

Dorrie W illiam s- W heeler  spends too m uch t im e t rying to do too 
m any things. She is an author, educator and web designer. She 
com pleted her Masters of Science of Educat ion degree from  Southern 
I llinois University in 1999. She com pleted her Bachelors of Science 
degree from  SI U also in 1999. She is the author of The Unplanned 

Pregnancy Handbook-  Real Life Stor ies, Resources and I nform at ion To 

Help YOU!  The Unplanned Pregnancy Handbook  features a wealth of 
resources about  pregnancy, abort ion and adopt ion. Wom en of all walks 
of life also share their  real life stor ies in The Unplanned Pregnancy 

Handbook .  She is also the author of the fict ion book Sparkledoll Always 

I nto Som ething,  and she writes for the Teen and Rap Music sect ion of 
the popular wom en's site Bellaonline.com . Dorr ie is a stay at  hom e 
m ilitary spouse and the m other of two young boys. You can visit  Dorr ie 
on the web at  www.dorr ieinteract ive.com

Lauri W ollner  has becom e well educated in her 35 years. She lives in 
the Mid-West  with her other half, four cats and a snake. She grew up 
Catholic and current ly has a rosary with her at  all t im es. You can call 
her religious if you want , or anything else for that  m at ter. She has 
survived m ore labels than she can rem em ber. "Daughter"  and "sister"  
are about  the only ones she will claim . She is a work in progress.
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