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From the Librarian
After more than 200 years — 

and 13 white men — we finally have 
our first woman Librarian of Con-
gress! Carla Hayden is not only the 
first woman but also the first African 
American to hold the esteemed posi-
tion. Perhaps most important, Carla 
Hayden is a librarian.

Wait, haven’t they all been 
librarians? Surprisingly, no. They 
have mostly been academics, lawyers, 
authors, and businessmen, with only 
one librarian among them (Herbert 
Putnam, the eighth Librarian of 
Congress).

But why is it important that the 
Librarian of Congress actually be a 
librarian?

I’m glad you asked. 
What do you see when you 

picture a librarian? An older, frumpy 
white lady wearing glasses, with her 
hair in a bun, shushing everyone who 
walks through the door? Perhaps she 
pushes a squeaky cart of books to 
the giant desk, sits down, and starts 
stamping. Perhaps she shushes again 
and continues stamping. Shush, push, 
stamp. Shush, push, stamp.

Where does that stereotype even 
come from? Marian from The Mu-
sic Man? Spinster Mary from It’s a 
Wonderful Life? We can do better than 
this! After all, Batgirl was a librarian. 
And have you seen Party Girl? My 
librarian friends are more like Parker 
Posey than the dowdy, cardigan-
wearing crones so often portrayed, 
and librarians have been discussing 
and deconstructing the stereotypes for 
years.

(Okay, maybe the part about 
wearing cardigans is true.)

I’m sure you know a wicked- 
sharp librarian who is your go-to for 
all the things you don’t know. One of 
that librarian’s superpowers is finding 
answers to the toughest questions and 
making it look easy. 

But let me tell you more about 
what librarians do. 

We help you figure out the title of 
“that new book by that woman who 
wrote that one other book…oh, with 
the blue cover!” But we can also help 

you find that book on the shelves or 
download the e-copy to your Kindle. 
We can help you research anything 
from aardvarks to Zoroastrianism and 
teach you how to cite your sources in 
your paper or presentation. 

We’re also on the cutting edge of 
technological advances, like open ac-
cess, e-learning, and digital archiving, 

to name a few. And those “fake news” 
sites that are all the rage right now? 
Librarians have been fighting against 
those forever. It’s what we do. 

But that’s not all. We’re on the 
front lines of upholding democracy, 
equality, and the First Amendment. 
We vehemently oppose censorship and 
believe that unfettered access to in-
formation is the cornerstone of a free 
society. More than just the “punk-ass 
book jockeys” Leslie Knope derides on 
Parks and Recreation (but I still love 
you, Leslie), librarians are educators, 
leaders, researchers, partners, com-
munity members, and changemakers. 
We’ve largely left behind the myth of 
neutrality that had us on the wrong 
side for so long, in favor of a fierce 
commitment to equity and justice. 

Now more than ever we need 
librarians. We need librarians like 
Carla Hayden, who understand the 
power of libraries in the maintenance 
and growth of a free and educated 
citizenry. We need librarians who 
will lead the fight to protect privacy, 
intellectual freedom, and free speech. 
My hope, and the hope of many of my 
colleagues and friends, is that Carla 
Hayden will represent the librarian-
ship we know and love. Despite the 
certain challenges, I’m confident that, 
together, librarians and those who love 
libraries can be the change we want to 
see in the world. 

Karla J. Strand

Miriam Greenwald
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I’m no legal scholar, nor am I trained in the law. But 
I have long admired Ruth Bader Ginsburg, as have so 
many other feminists. Is it too much to say that Ginsburg 
is a superhero to us? Her impact on American society is 
far-reaching and profound, but I would venture to say that 
average Americans do not recognize the extent to which 
they have been affected. This book does a satisfying job 
of bringing recognition of her impact to a wider audience. 
And it highlights how far women have advanced in the legal 
field in forty years (for instance, when President Jimmy 
Carter was inaugurated in 1977, only one woman served as 
an appeals court judge, and, of course, none served on the 
Supreme Court). The authors of The Notorious RBG do their 
best to illuminate this history, and in doing so, they bring 
the personality and the drive of this influential and power-
ful Supreme Court justice to the page in a fresh and vital 
way.

One of the most striking aspects of the work is the 
extent that it shows Justice Ginsburg embodying the chal-
lenge of being a full person in a fragmented world. One 
would like to believe that there are fewer physical and psy-
chological barriers to women’s self-actualization today than 
in previous eras, but in a world where actual and metaphori-
cal mirrors distort women’s reality, this seems not to be the 
case. 

Some of the most compelling approaches the authors 
take involve the narration of Ginsburg’s early years and her 
intense desire to succeed in jurisprudence, as well as her 
struggles to be respected as a lawyer with a child. The anti-
Semitism she faced as a young person in college certainly 
affected her, but she felt the major reason for discrimination 
against her during her early years as a lawyer was that she 
was a mother attempting to argue cases against traditionally 
minded male opponents.1 The question then arises: how did 
she get from being a woman who had to fight her way at ev-
ery juncture to one who was at the top of the pack — “the 
senior associate justice among the liberals” and the justice 
who “will often assign who writes the dissents” (p. 120)? 

A Full PeRson in A FRAgmented woRld:
Justice Ruth BAdeR ginsBuRg
by Patricia Gott

Irin Carmon & Shana Knizhnik, NOTORIOUS RBG: THE LIFE & TIMES OF RUTH BADER GINSBURG. Dey 
Street Books, 2015. 240p. notes. index. $22.99, ISBN 978-0062415837.

Throughout the text we learn that Ginsburg did much 
of her work in a quiet and confident manner, usually behind 
the scenes. In a world where screaming headlines and loud 
churlish voices increasingly function as the norm, it is reas-
suring to see a woman with such steady confidence assume 
such sure-footed control at the highest levels of judicial 
power. While historical circumstances did not allow her to 
stand at the center of the stage, she fully orchestrated some 
of the key efforts of our time, including the fight for fair 
pay for women and gender parity for both men and women. 
Some would say this originated in her adolescence in the 
1940s, when women were shut out of many focal positions 
because they had to work behind the scenes — much like 
old-school movie directors rather than leading ladies.2 

Carmon and Knizhnik begin the work by reflecting 
upon Ginsburg’s mind-set after the death of her husband, 
Marty, in 2013. The two had been remarkably close, linked 
in a synergistic marriage. Like that small coterie of dutiful 
husbands who have made their famous wives’ stellar careers 
possible, Marty was Ruth’s helpmeet, cook, confidante, and 
soul mate, as well as the love of her life. Some thought she 
wouldn’t be able to continue serving the Court after Marty 
passed — but she did, and she continued to make headlines 
during the years that followed, years that just magnified 
the strengths she had demonstrated in earlier years — for 
instance, when she had returned to the bench just one day 
after surgery for colorectal cancer in 1999.

Ginsburg has faced other challenges, both personal and 
public, throughout her life. Her mother’s death from ovar-
ian cancer one day before Ruth graduated from high school 
was a fundamental moment in her early development. Her 
mother had hoped for her teenage daughter to succeed and 
encouraged her to save money and thrive as a scholar and 
independent woman; that hope and encouragement were 
clearly formative for Ruth. But patriarchy was unkind to 
her: the book’s timeline notes that although she graduated 
at the top of her class from Columbia Law School, she was 
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hardly given a second glance by deans of the law schools 
where she applied to teach. One wonders how those law 
school deans reacted to her success on the highest court in 
the United States.

Now on to matters of style: A book like this has to 
strike a balance between being respectful of its subject and 
also looking at her with a clear eye. The Notorious RBG 
strikes it well. The tone is exultant in some places but more 
measured in others. The book’s immediate look is smooth 
and attractive, and that impression is sustained when one 
handles the cover and leafs through the pages. Timelines, 
flow charts, and hand drawings proliferate. The whimsical 
cover depicting Ginsburg in her trademark jabot as well as 
a crown might lead some to assume initially that the book 
is nothing more than a diversion or a minor bit of fluff. But 
that would miss the point of the work. Yes, it contains a 
mix of the serious and the playful, but its aim is clearly to 
educate in an enjoyable manner.

One colleague who also read the book noted that it 
reads a bit like the internet — it can be picked up at any 
point and flipped through, and it will yield something en-
gaging and informative; it can then be put down and surfed 
again later. The text is organized in a roughly chrono-
logical format, but one that can be deconstructed at any 
point, which makes for fun reading. Aspects of it read like 
a graphic novel, especially the visual components, which 
include a timeline of highlights of Ginsburg’s development, 
as well as colorful illustrations and photo montages, all 
of which are pleasant and informative — their breeziness 
doesn’t overwhelm or detract from the message. 

The authors present some of the cases as if they were 
law briefs — presenting the facts in concise form with just a 
gesture toward the larger narrative; this approach keeps the 
focus on immediate legal concerns. Because the apparent 
intended audience is a general readership, this book could 
work well in an introductory women’s and gender studies 
class. The points made about specific cases Ginsburg adjudi-
cated are accessible and refreshing. Neither author resorts to 
jargon in the text, and their collaboration appears seamless. 
The work also employs humor, a necessary component of 
feminist sanity in our fractured society. And, of course, it 
references Ginsburg’s stylish jabot, which seems to have 
been inspired by former Chief Justice William Rehnquist’s 
decoration of his robes (p. 160).

A critic might complain that Carmon and Knizhnik 
occasionally try too hard to imagine what Ginsburg’s mind-
set would be. Such a strategy is frequently employed in bi-
ographies of famous writers, and it is not problematic unless 

it is used recklessly. Fortunately, these authors do not make 
that mistake; instead, they employ ample direct quotations 
that allow Ginsburg to speak for herself.

Highlights of Ginsburg’s tenure include her dissent-
ing opinion in Ledbetter v. Goodyear Tire & Rubber Co. 
(2007), which led to the passage of the Lilly Ledbetter Fair 
Pay Act (signed into law by President Obama in 2009). As 
Ginsburg put it, “I think gender discrimination is bad for 
everyone, it’s bad for men, it’s bad for children. Having 
the opportunity to be part of that change is tremendously 
satisfying” (p. 176). In the chapter called “Stereotypes of a 
Lady Misunderstood,” she is also shown — back in 1970, 
arguing before the Supreme Court for the first time — try-
ing to get the justices to acknowledge that the Constitu-
tion bars discrimination on the basis of sex (p. 43). At one 
point, Carmon and Knizhnik reference abolitionist Sarah 
Grimke’s stirring words: “All I ask of our brethren is that 
they take their feet off our necks” (p. 46), a phrase that 
Ginsburg embodies in that 1970 case as well as others.

Ginsburg faced a very difficult two years begin-
ning in 2006, with the death of her mentor, Chief Justice 
Rehnquist, followed by Sandra Day O’Connor’s retirement 
to care for her husband. She now had to deal with a much 

Book Reviews
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more conservative group of fellow justices, and the authors 
suggest she had to fight for any autonomy at all. She felt 
that the Court fell behind in terms of gender representa-
tion and reproductive rights after O’Connor left, and she 
commented that this was a “lonely” time for her due to 
the loss of her one female colleague. As the authors put it, 
“Girls would [no longer] be able to imagine themselves on 
the court, and the diversity of women would be blotted out” 
(p. 131). Every day, however, Ginsburg shrugged off these 
challenges and lived out her mantra: “Anyway, hope springs 
eternal. If I lose today, there’s hope that tomorrow will be 
better” (p. 127).

Justice Ginsburg still lives this out every day. She 
said in 2015 (in an MSNBC interview with Irin Carmon) 
that she would like to be remembered as “[s]omeone who 
used whatever talent she had to do her work to the best of 
her ability. And to help repair tears in her society, to make 
things a little better through the use of whatever ability she 
has” (p. 169). 

As a young girl studying American history in grade 
school in the 1970s, I learned of the exploits of famous men 
— usually famous white men. When it came to memorizing 
Supreme Court justices’ names, I found myself wondering 
when, if ever, a woman would occupy a seat on the bench. It 

took until 1981 (when Sandra Day O’Connor was appoint-
ed by Ronald Reagan) for the first one to get there; a full 
twelve years later, when Bill Clinton appointed Ruth Bader 
Ginsburg, there were two. Now women make up half the 
bench. When asked how many would be enough, Ginsburg 
answered, “Nine.” Indeed.

Notes

1. During Ruth’s first year at Cornell University, all the 
Jewish girls were housed in one section of the dormitory. 
See Robert Barnes, “Ginsburg Is Latest Justice to Reflect on 
Faith,” The Washington Post, January 15, 2008.

2. One is struck by how the lead females in old movies, the 
Betty Davises and Barbara Stanwycks, just assume they are 
stars — they don’t fight for it. Unlike these female leads, 
Ruth Bader Ginsburg did have to fight for her ascendancy. 

[Patricia Gott is an associate professor of English at the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin–Stevens Point and the author of a chapter on 
the “bad girls and lonely men of Mary McGarry Morris’s fic-
tion” in Too Smart to Be Sentimental: Contemporary Irish 
American Women Writers (University of Notre Dame Press, 
2008). In addition to teaching writing, modern literature, and 
the occasional gender studies course, she writes creative pieces.]

Book Reviews

Miriam Greenwald
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ovens & ovARies: ReclAiming Food & BiRth
in A cAPitAlist society

by Ashley Hartman Annis

Barbara Katz Rothman, A BUN IN THE OVEN: HOW THE FOOD & BIRTH MOVEMENTS RESIST 
INDUSTRIALIZATION, New York University Press, 2016. 256p. notes. bibl. index. pap., $28.00, ISBN 978-
1479882304. 

Choice, commodification, and 
control rule our American lives in a 
variety of conscious and unconscious 
ways. In A Bun in the Oven: How the 
Food & Birth Movements Resist Indus-
trialization, Barbara Katz Rothman 
takes a look at the social movements 
that sprung up around how we eat and 
how we give birth: movements that 
address the (in)ability to choose, the 
ways our most intimate and personal 
life events are commodified, and the 
possibility of resisting control.

To help readers understand food 
and birth in our current society, Katz 
Rothman first draws attention to the 
concept of home, showing how our 
definitions and understandings of 
this space have always been socially 
constructed. Although the word may 
seem to stand for something obvious, 
universal, and unchanging, the spaces 
we call home (and the meanings we 
assign to those spaces) have not always 
been attached to ideas of domesticity, 
family, femininity, and privacy. She 
then spends the bulk of the book (in 
a section called “Two Movements in 
Three Phases”) going deep into the his-
tory of the midwifery movement and 
discussing the differences between and 
similarities in the ways food and birth 
have developed in the United States. 
She outlines three major historical 
phases — the scientific society, the 
consumer society, and the countercul-
ture — that have shaped both food 
and birth, in both positive and nega-
tive ways.

One of my frustrations with the 
book is the author’s constant separa-
tion and hierarchical ordering of the 
food and birth movements. Although 
she rightly distinguishes the two (there 
are certainly major differences between 
them), she repeatedly laments how 
far “behind” the birth movement is, 
compared with the food movement. 
I think she spends an unnecessary 
amount of time on this, given that 
both movements have fallen prey to 
the all-encompassing nature of capital-
ism. In all honesty, it seems like the 
popularity of the food movement has 
led to some negative effects — the 
co-optation of “eco-friendly/organic/
holistic,” as seen most clearly with 
the rise of Whole Foods — that she 
doesn’t address. She also seems to con-
sider “foodie” a positive label. If people 
involved in the birth movement were 
to claim the word “birthies” (as she 
would like), the birth movement might 
fall into the trap of treating birth as 
a hobby or privilege, rather than first 
and foremost a necessary component 
of human life, and secondly a source of 
joy, connection, and transformation.1 
Katz Rothman’s discussions of choice 
and co-optation are far more engaging 
than her comparisons of the food and 
birth movements.

With liberal arts courses getting 
less and less funding, and nurses, 
doctors, and other “healers” becoming 
more and more dependent on their 
respective technologies, I doubt that 
a book like this could make it into 
any pre-med curriculum, as much as 

a voice like Katz Rothman’s is needed 
there. Feminist teachers and students, 
however, could integrate it into many 
different types of courses, especially 
those that discuss the history of birth 
or take a feminist look at how capital-
ism affects women’s lived experiences. 
I can imagine a very engaging class 
that reads the history section of this 
book in conjunction with other read-
ings and discusses the ways women’s 
bodies have been controlled by medi-
cal institutions. I can also imagine a 
completely different course in which 
discussion centers on the various ways 
capitalism has entered everyone’s most 
private lives, co-opted our social move-
ments, and disguised itself as people 
making “good choices.” For academics 
and laypeople alike who already have a 
foundation or interest in the food and/
or birth movements but not necessarily 
the politics thereof, this text could be 
the perfect bridge for examining the 
problems of a capitalist culture, con-
necting the worlds of “eco-friendly” or 
“holistic health” to feminist discourse 
on capitalism.

One overarching theme in the 
book is the idea that our current era in 
history is both “the best and worst of 
times,” as shown by the simultaneous 
existence of unattended water births 
and scheduled Cesareans; organic kale 
chips and McDonalds on every corner; 
the “rising star of the master chef” 
and the “time of ubiquitous processed 
corn” (p. 1). We are told we live in an 
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age of abundance and choice: every 
person can construct their life accord-
ing to their wants and needs, choosing 
from the vast array of lifestyles and op-
tions. The hidden element is that these 
choices are hardly equal for everyone. 
A homebirth with an out-of-pocket 
midwife and doula may be the best 
situation for a low-risk pregnancy, but 
it is available only to those who can 
afford it. We want to believe everyone 
has equal access to nutritional food 
and high-quality medical care, but, as 
Katz Rothman reminds us, racial and 

socioeconomic factors play a huge role 
in whether people actually have access 
to “choice.”

The history of the food and birth 
movements is a fantastic starting place 
for asking important questions that 
need to be grappled with today. A Bun 
in the Oven is able to connect indi-
vidual, common human experiences to 
large economic systems of power and 
then back again to individuals and 
the roles we play within the medical 
system. Katz Rothman’s deep exami-
nation of the history of midwives and 
childbirth in America allows her to 
explore not only the birth and food 
movements of today, but also much 
more: capitalism, privilege, the mean-
ing of home, and — some might argue 
— the meaning of life.

Note

1. Katz Rothman doesn’t seem to 
acknowledge the complicated and 
potentially dangerous identity of the 
foodie. See Mark Greif ’s essay, “Get 
Off the Treadmill: The Art of Liv-
ing Well in the Age of Plenty” (The 
Guardian, September 23, 2016), in 
which he posits that “only in a culture 
cut off from agriculture and need can 
food become a hobby and grounds for 
individual identity.”

[Ashley Hartman Annis is a gender & 
women’s studies major at the University 
of Wisconsin–Madison. She is also a 
fertility awareness educator who teaches 
menstrual cycle charting for birth control 
and empowerment.]

Miriam Greenwald
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heAlth thRough collABoRAtion: Feminist
heAlth histoRy

by Dawn Betts-Green

Jennifer Nelson, MORE THAN MEDICINE: A HISTORY OF THE FEMINIST WOMEN’S HEALTH 
MOVEMENT. New York University Press, 2015. 280p. notes. index. pap., $26.00, ISBN 978-0814770665.

Before the end of World War II, health was generally 
understood in the United States as the condition of not 
being sick or debilitated. In its 1948 constitution, however, 
the World Health Organization (WHO) offered a different 
perspective with this definition: “Health is a state of com-
plete physical, mental, and social well-being and not merely 
the absence of disease or infirmity.”1 

It wasn’t until those 
involved in civil rights move-
ments took up the mantle of 
healthcare equality, however, 
that the notion of women’s 
health — in terms more close-
ly matching the WHO’s defi-
nition — entered the main-
stream consciousness. This 
is not to say, of course, that 
the concept was immediately 
incorporated into healthcare 
practice or accepted by the 
medical establishment, but as 
Jennifer Nelson demonstrates 
in More than Medicine, the 
existence of the more com-
prehensive definition helped 
to develop the agendas of the 
civil rights, New Left, and 
feminist movements of the 
1960s and 1970s, and it later 
grew into what we now think 
of as feminist health.

Nelson’s examination of 
feminist health history begins 
in the fight against poverty, 
citing Dr. Harry P. Elam, who 
codirected Chicago’s Mile Square Health Center: “In the 
ghetto, you cannot separate the delivery of family medical 
care from housing problems, underemployment, culture, 
traditions, and mores” (p. 15). This notion of poverty eradi-
cation as a form of healthcare reform was fairly revolution-
ary — not in the sense that people had not advocated for it, 

but rather that the mainstream medical establishment was 
not willing to accept this explanation for the poor health of 
those in impoverished circumstances. Mile Square was part 
of a network of clinics known as neighborhood health cen-
ters (NHCs) that used the very philosophy Dr. Elam pro-
moted; they moved into inner cities and low-income areas 
to provide accessible and affordable health care and referrals 

to social services. People needed 
these services but often weren’t 
aware they qualified for govern-
mental assistance in receiving 
them. The clinics grew out of the 
New Left/civil rights notion of 
participatory democracy, which 
blossomed into participatory 
medicine — giving people the 
knowledge and ability to make 
informed decisions about their 
health and well-being.

We can see the connec-
tions here to the early and cur-
rent feminist health movements. 
Medical care, and especially 
reproductive health, has long 
been defined by a male-centric 
medical establishment that, as 
research into birth practices 
shows, is typically less concerned 
with the wants and needs of 
women giving birth and more 
focused on standardization and 
control.2 This sense of control 
presents itself most clearly in 
relation to the abortion access 

struggle. Although abortion is legal in the United States, 
conservative groups are constantly pushing back, calling for 
budget cuts and stricter regulations that are most detrimen-
tal to low-income women, especially those living in rural 
areas. But these political attacks go much deeper than the 
conservative fixation on abortion, as can be seen in the 
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recent debates over funding. Women’s health care in general 
is threatened by these measures, since many organizations 
— Planned Parenthood, for example — offer a vast array of 
important healthcare services, only one of which happens 
to be abortion. Nelson does not focus solely on the abortion 
access struggle, but it is an important topic to examine to 
understand the history of the feminist healthcare move-
ment. All forms of health care for women are intricately 
entangled with one another, making tracing any history 
without a broad discussion impossible. 

Nelson does an excellent job of tying the feminist 
movement’s focus on health care to civil rights and New 
Left actions surrounding poverty and equal access. Femi-
nism has long been criticized for not being inclusive of 
transwomen and women of color — a true and rightful 
claim — and Nelson’s history demonstrates that even 
despite current tensions, these movements are not unrelated. 
Narratives such as this are desperately needed not only to 
chronicle the path we have taken but also to highlight the 
connections made along the way. Malcolm X, in his “The 
Ballot or the Bullet” speech, said, “It’s freedom for every-
body or freedom for nobody.”3 Although he was speaking 
in that instance about racial injustice, the sentiment is 
certainly transferrable, particularly to concerns about how 
transwomen and women of color are represented in feminist 
movements. In the same way that abortion access is tied to 
general women’s health care, feminist health movements are 
inextricably tied to health movements for people of color, 

transwomen and transmen, low-income people, and all oth-
er marginalized groups as well. This history does a fair job 
of making that clear. No historical study can be completely 
exhaustive, but Nelson’s work in More than Medicine is a 
solid primer on feminist health and the need for collabora-
tion across social justice platforms.

Notes

1.  who.int/about/mission/en.

2. For further discussion of this concept, see Claire 
Wendland’s examination of Cesarean births and call for a 
feminist obstetrics movement, in “The Vanishing Mother: 
Cesarean Section and ‘Evidence-Based Obstetrics,’” Medical 
Anthropology Quarterly, v. 21, no. 2 (2007), p. 218.

3. Malcolm X, “The Ballot or the Bullet” (speech, Detroit, 
MI, April 12, 1964), Gay Homeland Foundation; library.
gayhomeland.org/0008/EN/malcolmx_speech_1964.htm.

[Dawn Betts-Green is a doctoral candidate in library and 
information studies at Florida State University. Her work 
focuses on LGBTQ young adults in rural libraries in the U.S. 
South, and she is the author of a chapter in Queer Library 
Alliance: Global Reflections & Imaginings (Library Juice 
Press, forthcoming).]

Miriam Greenwald
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Pulling it togetheR: closing the divides Between 
Feminism, QueeR theoRy, & mARxism

by Nicole Rudisill

Holly Lewis, THE POLITICS OF EVERYBODY: FEMINISM, QUEER THEORY, & MARXISM AT THE 
INTERSECTION. Zed Books, 2016. 340p. notes. bibl. index. pap., $29.95, ISBN 978-1783602872.

“The word everybody is politi-
cally unsettling. It evokes harmony 
and erasure, connectedness and en-
chainment; everybody is everywhere 
but nowhere in particular; the fact of 
everybody is inconceivable yet certain; 
everybody is an ever-changing limit” 
(p. 1, italics in original). Thus begins 
this refreshing new book, which bridg-
es the divides between feminism, queer 
theory, and Marxism in a way that 
could be intimidating in other hands 
but is instead inviting. Holly Lewis, 
an assistant professor of philosophy 
at Texas State University, welcomes 
readers into a comfortable conversa-
tion that leaves them surprised at its 
accessibility. Overall, this text lends 
itself kindly to all backgrounds and 
academic standings through methodi-
cal organization, inviting language, 
and the versatility of its usage.

Throughout, Lewis clearly wants 
to be the reader’s ally in learning, 
pointing out within the first chapter 
that “talking to people in ways that do 
not make them feel utterly alienated 
is a baseline requirement for solidar-
ity” (p. 33). Using this allyship, she 
guides the reader into a new state 
of mind that allows for notions like 
“Exploitation under capitalism is not the 
description of a negative emotion or a 
synonym for mistreatment; it is the fact 
of an economic ratio, one that is always 
in flux” and “self-deconstruction is 
already a staple of girlhood. Girls are 
trained to be polite and indirect, but 
they are also trained to internalize this 
indeterminacy as a personal failing” to 

land easily and comfortably without 
great confusion or resistance (pp. 39, 
78, emphasis in original).

Although the chapters are me-
thodically organized, their lengths are 
daunting, and they contain material 
dense enough to feel overwhelming 
if read in one sitting. Broken into an 
introduction, three hefty chapters with 
many subsections, and a conclusion, 
this book spans a deceptively brief 282 
pages not including notes, bibliogra-
phy, and index. It is anything but a 
brief read, though, requiring readers 
to really work through the material, 
spending time absorbing each idea 
before moving on to the next. It is 
possible to read it in a solitary setting 
and gain a great deal of insight, but 
the experience can be greatly improved 
through conversation. To read this 
book and converse about it with oth-
ers, in or out of a classroom setting, 
to wrestle with the ideas in a way that 
can tease out the big ideas and the tiny 
details with the same depth, would be 
to truly maximize this book’s utility.

The language Lewis deploys in 
this book is very clear, although not 
condescending or coddling in tone. 
Vocabulary is easily defined as it comes 
up, and prior knowledge of these fields 
is not assumed so the reader never 
feels caught off guard. In the very first 
chapter, “Terms of the Debate,” Lewis 
goes out of her way to make each defi-
nition strikingly clear. For example, 
as she is explaining capitalism and 
capitalist exchanges, Lewis spells out,

In each formula (C-M-C or 
M-C-M), the middle term is 
just a means to an end. In the 
life of working people living 
in the C-M-C circuit, money 
is the “vanishing mediator,” 
the thing that has no intrinsic 
value in itself but that exists 
only as a means to an end. 
(p. 42)

That may seem like an obvious 
explanation to those who routinely 
study capitalism or capitalist systems, 
but for those who are being introduced 
to it, Lewis’s method of explanation 
is accessible to readers of all back-
grounds. It is a return to basics for 
seasoned scholars and a foundation for 
those dipping their toes in the water.

This book is useful for students, 
educators, and those who want to ex-
pand their understanding of feminism, 
queer theory, and Marxism. For gradu-
ate students outside of gender studies 
or sociology, this work would be a 
helpful overview of a vast and complex 
field that doesn’t read in a condescend-
ing or overwhelming way. For graduate 
students in gender studies or sociol-
ogy, it offers a new point of view on 
subfields not brought together often 
enough.

The group that would benefit the 
most from using this volume, however, 
is collegiate educators. It is easy to see 
the ways a course could be structured 
around the book’s contents by expand-
ing on each chapter, using Lewis as a 
foundation and reading the original 
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texts she references to deepen students’ 
understanding. It is also clear, in the 
way Lewis weaves her work together, 
how the text could be used to illustrate 
broader ideas in a course about any of 
the three subfields brought together in 
the volume.

While it might be the biggest 
stretch to say this is a useful volume 
for nonacademics (since it does use 
terminology that might be challeng-
ing for a nonacademic reader), Lewis 
strives for clarity and expands on her 
ideas well enough that anyone with a 

desire to learn about these topics could 
understand her point and derive value 
from reading this book.

Overall, Holly Lewis brings 
together three diverse fields in a way 
that is inviting, easy-going, and acces-
sible. While the subject matter may 
not be the most obviously interesting 
at face value, Lewis engages the reader 
from the first page as she intertwines 
feminism, queer theory, and Marxism 
in a manner that is both refreshing 
and exciting.

[Nicole Rudisill is an M.A. candidate in 
the Gender & Women’s Studies Depart-
ment at the University of Wisconsin–
Madison. Her work focuses on affect 
theory, care theory, and the intersection 
of the two. She also works as the family 
resources coordinator for the UW–Madi-
son Campus Women’s Center and runs a 
feminist mentorship program for middle-
school girls.]
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FeAR oF the lesBiAn…oR, how the women’s liBeRAtion 
movement Found A ResPectABle veneeR

by Shana Higgins

Victoria Hesford, FEELING WOMEN’S LIBERATION. Duke University Press, 2013. 352p. notes. bibl. index. 
pap., $27.95, ISBN 978-0822353904.

Some years ago I was sitting at a coffee house with a 
few friends, some of them competitive bicyclists, all of them 
male. The conversation turned to women in the sport. One 
friend referred to all female competitive cyclists as “angry 
lesbians.” This episode is just one example of how anger, 
“feminist,” and “lesbian” get conflated into the trope of 
feminist-as-lesbian to maintain heteronormative patriarchy 
as the dominant social system and discredit women, espe-
cially women who appear to threaten that system.

In Feeling Women’s Liberation, 
Victoria Hesford explores an origi-
nary moment of sorts, or “moment 
of invention” (p. 240) in feminist 
history: the year 1970. The central 
figure in her exploration is the fem-
inist-as-lesbian. Through readings 
and re-readings of media, mani-
festos, interviews, and memoirs — 
what Hesford refers to as reading 
“along the grain of the movement’s 
archive” (p. 13) — she describes 
the deployment of the feminist-as-
lesbian trope by a variety of invested 
communities and institutions and 
demonstrates how it served si-
multaneously to “disappear” the 
heterogeneity of the women’s libera-
tion movement and to prefigure 
queer theory. Hesford writes, “The 
spectrality of the feminist-as-lesbian 
works in complex ways to screen us 
from the multiple ways in which the 
various feminisms of the early second-wave era challenged 
the postwar American social and cultural hegemony, and 
in her continuing hypervisibility, the figure also reminds us 
that those challenges are not yet over” (p. 16).

The book opens with an introduction to the “archive,” 
texts “within and outside the movement” (p. 13) that Hes-
ford has chosen to analyze, and with her goal to “open up 
the complexity of the movement’s emergence…and lay bare 

some of the processes of elision, reduction, and displace-
ment” (p. 24). She also makes clear that her reading of the 
archive limns and is framed by emotion. Making use of 
Lauren Berlant’s work,1 she argues that the struggle of the 
women’s liberation movement to constitute itself, as well 
as the remembrances of the movement, have been enacted 
through “emotional attachments located in fantasies of 
the common, the everyday, and a sense of ordinariness” 
(p. 23). In other words, feminist belonging and activism 

were shaped by sentiment related to 
normative understandings of what 
it means to live as women.

Chapter 1 traces media 
coverage of the movement over the 
course of 1970, beginning with 
early coverage that captured the 
heterogeneity of the movement. 
By year’s end, “[t]he lesbian, as a 
boundary figure between white re-
spectability and class and racial oth-
erness, became the means through 
which a feminism that could be 
reincorporated into the domain of 
white femininity as national norm 
was negotiated” (p. 73). Chapter 2 
centers the archives of the women’s 
liberation movement: women of the 
New Left; Valerie Solanis’s SCUM 
Manifesto; Patricia Haden, Donna 
Middleton, and Patricia Robinson’s 
“A Historical and Critical Essay for 

Black Women of the Cities”; and Betty Friedan’s Feminine 
Mystique. These women and texts opened up a space for re-
fusal to participate in white, middle-class femininity. Even 
if ultimately that space was foreclosed, their legacy remains. 

In Chapter 3, “Becoming Woman Identified Woman,” 
Hesford shifts her focus from moments and individuals 
within the movement to the “rhetorical possibilities” (p. 
117) afforded by such slogans as “The personal is political.” 
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Chapter 4 is a case study of Kate Millet, a central protago-
nist of the women’s liberation movement and ultimately 
emblematic of the feminist-as-lesbian figure. Millet’s case is 
representative of the “project of radical collective and self-
transformation…that failed to transform the terms through 
which they were socially and culturally legible as women” 
(p. 205), yet nonetheless left open possibilities to reimag-
ine woman/women beyond the conventions of normative 
femininity. And in Chapter 5, Hesford hopes to use the 
feminist-as-lesbian figure to bridge “the past and the present 
of women’s liberation,” demanding attention to the unfin-
ished business and heterogeneity of the women’s liberation 
movement (pp. 210–211).

Hesford closes by reading Millet’s Fear of Flying 
through the lens of Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home, thereby 
illuminating the connections between lesbian feminism and 
queerness. More importantly, she argues that the work of 
the “archivist as scholar” is to “make those links and to re-
main attentive to the historical detail that will better enable 
us to be surprised by a feminist past that continues to infuse 
and shape the present” (p. 267). This, for me, was one of the 
most significant aspects of Hesford’s analysis: to remind us 

of and return us to the complexity of the women’s liberation 
movement and denaturalize the inevitability of the out-
comes of that movement (p. 268). In my opinion, she has 
succeeded in this project. 

Feeling Women’s Liberation makes a significant contri-
bution to women’s, gender, and sexuality studies collections. 
The book is suitable for knowledgeable researchers as well 
as undergraduate students. I can imagine undergraduates 
becoming inspired to learn more about Second Wave femi-
nism and its connections to queer theory after reading some 
or all of this book. 

Note

1. Lauren Berlant, The Female Complaint: The Unfinished 
Business of Sentimentality in American Culture (Duke Uni-
versity Press, 1997).

[Shana Higgins is the interdisciplinary & area studies librarian 
at the University of Redlands. She is the co-editor of Informa-
tion Literacy & Social Justice: Radical Professional Praxis 
(Library Juice Press, 2013). Recently her research interests have 
included examining the value of the female-intensiveness of 
librarianship.]

Miriam Greenwald
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Beyond the FRivolous & suPeRFiciAl: exAmining
the woRld oF Feminized PoP cultuRe

by Rae Moors

Elana Levine, ed., CUPCAKES, PINTEREST, & LADYPORN: FEMINIZED POPULAR CULTURE IN THE 
EARLY TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY. Feminist Media Studies, 2015. 296p. index. pap., $28.00, 978-0252081088.

Pinterest boards and YouTube 
videos that deliver makeup tutorials 
flood social media. Television shows 
that chronicle cupcake shops and DIY 
home improvement flourish. As these 
feminized forms of media thrive in the 
pop culture of our early 21st century, 
contemporary gender scholars take 
up the task of analyzing the social, 
economic, and cultural meaning they 
create. 

Does fashion blogging reify 
certain norms of femininity, or does 
it challenge them? What does the act 
of selling cupcakes have to do with 
gender? What does the popularity of 
50 Shades of Grey say about women’s 
desires? How do these cultural forms 
tell us anything about gender at all, 
and why are they deserving of our 
attention?

These questions are explored by 
the contributors to Cupcakes, Pinterest, 
& Ladyporn: Feminized Pop Culture 
in the Early Twenty-First Century, who 
use analytical approaches rooted in 
media and cultural studies to un-
derstand the meaning of emergent 
digital and media culture both aimed 
at and defined by the feminine. In 
the introduction, editor Elana Levine 
examines the historical lineage of 
feminist media analysis, asking how 
discourses surrounding new and emer-
gent forms of media in the early 21st 
century are necessarily intertwined 
with the postfeminist turn in cultural 
thought. This complicates the work of 
the gender scholar. Attention to gender 

specificity could now be seen as a form 
of “grudge-holding” or essentialism, 
Levine writes, but she firmly declares 
the importance of such scholarship, 
both despite and because of this post-
feminist turn.

Although words such as “woman” 
and “feminine” can elicit certain 
traditional expectations and images in 
the mind’s eye, they also encompass an 

ever-expanding array of expectations, 
particularly in terms of media. “Femi-
nine” television is not only soap operas 
filled with melodrama and superfici-
ality, but also women with start-up 
businesses attempting to own their 
personal and professional lives through 

the production of cupcakes, in the 
“having it all” style of the 21st century. 
Levine rejects the idea that to attend 
to gender while analyzing these media 
forms is to essentialize what it means 
to be feminine and instead urges us to 
consider how gender has been repack-
aged, redefined, and reconstituted in 
an “increasingly niche-ified world” (p. 
15). By foregrounding the complex-
ity of gender in a postfeminist culture 
increasingly opposed to gender-specific 
analysis, Levine reminds us that these 
projects of feminist media analysis 
are as important in the 21st century 
as they were during the early days of 
feminist studies.

The book chapters are organized 
into three different thematic sections: 
“Passions,” “Bodies,” and “Labors.” 
“Passions” examines how feminized 
media shapes and is shaped by femi-
nine desire and how culture under-
stands that desire as excessive, subver-
sive, or otherwise meaningful. Authors 
Melissa A. Click, Kristen J. Warner, 
Jillian Báez, and Erin A. Myers tackle 
everything from television to literature 
to gossip blogs, analyzing the affective 
potential of such media on both an 
individual and a societal level. 

 “Bodies” explores how an under-
standing of feminized media is in part 
governed by a gendered understanding 
of the body, as well as how individuals 
use feminized forms of media in order 
to push and redefine the boundaries 
of the “feminine.” Authors Barbara L. 
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Ley, Kyra Hunting, Michele White, 
and Beretta Smith-Shomade examine 
pregnancy apps, fashion, nail polish, 
and embodied spirituality, analyzing 
the 21st-century understanding of the 
feminine body through these media 
forms.

The third section (“Labors”) 
examines the current meaning of 
“women’s work” and feminized labor 
practices. Authors Suzanne Ferriss, 
Suzanne Leonard, Diane Negra, Alice 
Leppert, Julie Wilson, Emily Chivers 
Yochim, and Elizabeth Nathanson 
tackle labor ranging from cupcake 
baking to fame work to Pinterest pin-
ning to analyze how feminine work 
has been redefined and complicated 
in light of postfeminist and neoliberal 
labor practices.

The book’s only substantial short-
coming is its limited focus on femi-

nized pop culture that originates and 
proliferates in an American context. 
This conflicts with the strong de-
fense of feminist media studies in the 
introduction, which supports a more 
broad focus on feminized pop culture 
in other world contexts. However, 
although the chapters are specifically 
oriented toward an American un-
derstanding of pop culture, they still 
remain attentive to culturally specific 
moments, explicitly attending to issues 
of race and class. That attention may, 
for some readers, redeem the lack of 
culturally relevant moments from 
places other than America. 

Levine’s collection provides a 
fresh, updated look at feminized 
pop culture, in terms of both source 
material and cultural discourse. The 
emphasis on digital media, social 
networks, and user-generated content 
make the source material relevant to 

a classroom focused on contemporary 
gender issues in media. The postfemi-
nist lens enables scholars and students 
alike to critically assess what consti-
tutes feminized pop culture, how a 
form of media becomes feminized, and 
what the value of research into femi-
nized media might be. If you seek a 
book that both contributes to and jus-
tifies the analysis of an oft-dismissed 
and denigrated culture, Cupcakes, 
Pinterest, & Ladyporn delivers just that.

[Rae Moors is a master’s student in the 
Department of Gender and Women’s 
Studies at the University of Wisconsin–
Madison. Her research interests broadly 
revolve around folklore, gender, and 
media studies, particularly the way that 
creative expression and participatory me-
dia are used in community and feminist 
activism.]
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love Between the coveRAge oF the toPic:
A Film ABout RomAnce novels

by Alison Gates

LOVE BETWEEN THE COVERS. 84 mins. 2015. Written, directed, & produced by Laurie Kahn. Blueberry Hill 
Productions, Watertown, MA; lovebetweenthecovers.com. DVD distributed by Passion River Films. Downloads available 
via Amazon, iTunes, & Netflix.

Laurie Kahn’s film documents the experience of writ-
ers, readers, publicists, and publishers engaged in producing 
and consuming the subgenre of fiction known as romance. 
Like her earlier films — A Midwife’s Tale and TUPPER-
WARE! — Love between the Covers features interviews 
integrated with visuals to smoothly move the narrative from 
verbal commentary to observational evidence. The experts 
will tell you that romance is big; then the camera will show 
you the lines at the romance convention and the stacks of 
romantic novels lining the bookstore shelves. 

At just under 90 minutes, the film is not long enough 
to dig deeply into all aspects of the topic. Still, as an intro-
duction to the genre of romance novels, it seems to at least 
scrape the surface of a cultural topic rife with opportunity 
for research and examination from many angles. 

Love between the Covers is a good starting point for 
scholarly discovery, as Kahn introduces many fascinating 
people engaged in discourse on the topic at all levels. The 
film claims in the opening sequence to be “a story about 
pride…and a story about prejudice.” Kahn seeks to give 
voice to the proud and to underline what prejudices can be 
examined using the romance novel industry as evidence. 

Right away, we learn some romance lingo: an HEA is a 
“Happily Ever After.” We learn that there is a formula and 
there are some rules. The HEA is actually part of the for-
mula and definitely a cardinal rule in the genre. No matter 
what, the protagonist and the object of affection must wind 
up with at least the possibility of a Happily Ever After. This 
is the core psychological motivation for the readers, and, 
as it turns out, the authors. As Joanna Gregson (professor 
of sociology, Pacific Lutheran University) points out, “The 
writers are the readers…[and] we are them.” 

Within the genre, there are many, many categories, 
and the filmmakers underscore this by shooting footage of 
stacks and stacks of books arranged by readers’ tastes: his-
torical romance, new adult contemporary romance, mystery 
romance, sci-fi Romance, paranormal romance, gay and 

lesbian romance, christian spiritual romance, etc. That there 
is a romance for everyone who wants to read romance might 
be news to some, and it’s certainly good news for readers 
looking to escape daily life but not abandon their own sexu-
ality, literary preferences, or ethnic identity in order to dive 
into a good story with a happy ending.

The vast variety of subgenres points to a key appeal 
of the genre: romance honors desires and the fulfillment 

of them. Specifically, most romance-novel sex is woman-
centered, and it empowers the reader to entertain the ideas 
of sex and romantic love in ways that women’s magazine 
articles on “how to drive your man mad in bed” probably 
don’t. 

The film takes great pains to help us understand that 
it’s a world of All Kinds of Women. There is a lesbian au-
thor (Radclyffe, aka Len Barot) and a black author (Beverly 
Jenkins, who, frankly, deserves her own feature-length 
documentary). There is an author who is an amputee — 
Susan Donovan, who writes both alone and with a writing 
partner, Celeste Bradley; both speak emotionally of their 
troubled marriages and overcoming financial hardship and 
lack of moral support. 
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Understanding that the writers and readers are 
all the same people seems key to understanding the 
entire $41 billion industry, as the film points out at 
every turn. Author Nicole Peeler observes that ro-
mance reading doesn’t seem to be a very solitary activ-
ity, which seems at odds with popular assumptions of 
reading as something one does alone and to be alone. 
Most romance writers today have blogs and Facebook 
pages and will email back and forth with each other 
and with their readers regularly. Many, if not most, 
romance writers were and are voracious readers of 
romance themselves. I have in my own life seen this 
happen. My friend Ruth, who writes successfully 
under a few different noms de plume, was admittedly a 
huge reader of romances; she entered a Harlequin-sponsored 
contest with a chapter of her first romance and won, among 
other things, mentorship in romance writing. Ruth and her 
partner Mary Ann (also a bestselling romance writer; they 
met at a romance book conference) now own and operate 
Brain Mill Press, the motto of which is “Love Books for 
Humans.” Clearly, reading romances can and does lead to 
success in writing and even publishing romances. 

But one must be brave to make this work. As is pointed 
out many times from the first minute of the film to the 
very end, romance is not very well respected. So marginal-
ized is it as a literary category that even the publication of 
a romance typically happens in a much different manner 
than that of other fiction. In one of the more intriguing 
and enlightening segments of the documentary, romance 
publication is explained by mega-best-selling “chick lit” 
author Jennifer Cruisie this way: “If you are taking [your 
book] to market, you are taking it from a work of art to a 
can of soup. If you can’t make that transition, publication 
will break your heart.” 

The giant in the romance publishing industry is of 
course Harlequin, which typically promotes not authors, 
Cruisie explains, but “lines”: Harlequin Temptation, Harle-

quin Intrigue, etc. This is good marketing for the publisher, 
but terrible for authors, since readers generally will buy 
anything from a line, assured it’s the kind of thing that suits 
their taste — or as I would say, it’s curated. Meanwhile, 
authors are treated more like contract employees, hired to 
churn out books at an alarming rate — two a year or more 
to stay on the publisher’s radar. And of course, the majority 
of those writers are women.

Since this is a film about stories, it’s no surprise that 
there are some good stories told and some good lessons for 
the viewer to take away. Author Eloisa James tells about 
her experience in writing and academia. She published her 
first three romance novels while an untenured professor in 
Shakespearean literature, but was strictly instructed by her 
faculty mentor not to mention them, and especially not 
to bring up in her tenure process the fact that one of the 
books had been picked by People Magazine as a “must-read.” 
Presumably her tenure committee would see publishing a 
steamy romance as proof she wasn’t a serious scholar. 

Eloisa James, it should be noted, is the nom de plume 
of Professor Mary Bly. She mentions in the film that she is 
the daughter of “a poet” and “a short story writer,” as she 
laughingly recounts her own parents’ distress at her choice 

of reading materials as a young woman. For classroom 
purposes, one may want to mention that her father 
is none other than poet Robert Bly, the author of the 
key text of the mythopoetic men’s movement, Iron 
John,1 and her mother was Carol Bly, writer of not only 
short fiction but also essays and books on writing and 
the recipient of a Minnesota Humanities Award for 
Literature in 2001. 

Equally interesting is Radclyffe/Len Barot’s expe-
rience in romance. As a surgeon, she wrote her books 
at night and on weekends. She speaks of absorbing her 
structure from reading “the Naiad Model” of lesbian 
romance, which she had first found at Giovanni’s 
Room — one of the first gay and lesbian bookstores 

Romance writer Eloisa James (Mary Bly)

Romance writer Radclyffe (Len Barot)

Feminist Visions
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in the U.S. — in Philadelphia. One of the best moments 
for me, a visual artist, is when Len talks about the coded 
imagery in the covers of these vintage books, pointing to a 
cover that featured the iconic “lesbian backrub.” 

Disappointing, however, is the lack of attention paid 
to deconstructing visual formulas in other subgenres of 
romance. The film’s basic overview of which colors go with 
which subgenres (e.g., black and red means paranormal) 
doesn’t begin to explain why everyone on the covers of 
straight romance novels pretty much looks like the same 
couple in different clothes.

The roles of social media and self-publishing are 
covered in the film as well, although not in a lot of detail. 
There are no male writers featured, and very few men ap-
pear at all — except shirtless on the covers of books. One 
exception is the online publisher for Smashmouth books, 
who is on screen long enough to point out that ro-
mance readers are way more engaged, resourceful, and 
connected (through electronic means) than readers of 
any other genre. 

Being engaged, resourceful, and connected is 
important if you’re reading a book a day (or more) and 
need to feed your addiction. You need to know when 
the next book in your series is coming out, and you 
need access to downloads if the library or your local 
bookseller lets you down, which they will from time 
to time. Wi-fi access really does seem to be the key to 
overcoming all obstacles on your way to an HEA. 

The fact that certain authors eventually evolve 
into their own “brand” should not be surprising to 
anyone by the time the filmmakers cover it. In the 
first five minutes, authors like Eloisa James and Nora 
Roberts are compared to the Beatles by an aspiring novel-
ist and romance fan. The entire field seems to foster a real 
intimacy between the writers, the readers, and the charac-

ters. Fandom, it turns out, can have its own consequences. 
Readers influence plot and characters because they have 
such intimate access to the writers of their favorite fictional 
worlds. We meet Kim Castillo, a fan of Eloisa James, who 
became James’s assistant after a series of email exchanges 

about a secondary character Kim especially related to 
(because the character was “plump” like Kim herself). 
Castillo eventually took on an entire stable of authors 
to create a business maintaining romance author web-
sites, media presence, and databases, and that “plump” 
character became the heroine of another Eloisa James 
romance novel. 

Authors like Radclyffe and Beverly Jenkins host 
travel experiences and workshops for fans and aspiring 
novelists. Fans of Nora Roberts, for instance, can visit 
the inn where many of her more widely read books 
are based, buy a book from her husband’s bookstore, 
and eat at the pizzeria her son owns across the street. 
Beverly Jenkins leads bus tours, visiting some of the 
locations that appear in her historical novels.

There’s a strong sense of a kind of rebellion against 
guilt in the stories told here. The women in the film admit 
to having felt guilt, or the expectation of guilt, in starting 
to read this genre of fiction, but they eventually reject the 
notion that they are engaged in something shameful and 
“come out” as romance readers. Some only came to this 
point after having successfully published a novel (or three) 
themselves.

Eloisa James claims that romance writing is one of 
the last true meritocracies, along with cooking. That these 
are two primarily female pursuits is a fact not lost on me. 

As a woman artist myself who works in a medium (fibers 
and textiles) often discredited among academics, I thought 
of handiwork instead — especially quilting — when James 

Romance writer Beverly Jenkins

Beverly Jenkins on road trip with readers

Feminist Visions
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listed cooking. When I was in art school, I knit secretly and 
didn’t ever reveal that fabric store visits made me euphoric. 

Faith Levine, in her documentary film Handmade Na-
tion, points out that many in the DIY “hipster handmade” 
movement were, in fact, art students who secretly indulged 
in knitting, sewing, and creating covers for hand-bound 
journals at night, while earning degrees in intellectually 
and physically “more demanding” (and masculine) subjects 

like sculpture, conceptual art, and time art. The parallel 
between the world of the romance reader/writer and the 
textile consumer/producer is easily drawn, partly because 
both are worlds predominantly inhabited by women who 
“should know better” but instead rather rebelliously follow 
their hearts’ passions. 

The fiction world’s double standard does not escape the 
participants in Love between the Covers. Deborah Chappel 
Traylor points out early on, “We don’t see Ernest Hem-
mingway as formulaic. But every single one of his novels 
ends exactly the same way.” 

That both fields seem to attract a diversity of partici-
pants would seem to indicate that the snobbish status quo 
in art and literature might be on shaky ground in the post-
internet world where creative types now function. After 

all, romance is what makes money in literature, and Forbes 
reported in 2014 that Craftsy had turned quilting tutorials 
into a $23 million industry. Financially, there is no doubt 
that romance gets the last laugh in the book business. As 
author Celeste Bradley puts it so succinctly, “We keep the 
lights on in publishing.” A quick look at Amazon’s romance 
offerings shows most volumes of romantic fiction priced at 
$7.99 for a paperback and somewhere around $6.00 for an 
electronic Kindle edition.

Sheer volume has created the multi-billion-dollar 
romance industry, but the question remains: What exactly 
drives women to purchase and read these books? One of 
Kim Castillo’s crew attempts to articulate it by saying, “Ro-
mance has gotten me through…because, when you feel like 
you don’t get your own happy ending, just reading happy 
endings are possible [helps].”

Love between the Covers is a very accessible film that 
can introduce many topics into a classroom curriculum. It 
should enjoy enormous viewership among the fan base of 
romance readers eager to see their authors on the big screen, 
and it provides a tiny window into the life of a romance 
writer for those who are aspiring novelists in the genre. It 
works best as a case study of an industry, one very lucra-
tive corner of which happens to be dominated by women. 
Classroom discussion can be facilitated toward examining 
the parallel universes that may exist for masculine practitio-
ners of a craft and feminine practitioners of the same craft 
— using Love between the Covers as half of the comparison. 
At 84 minutes, it’s the right length for a 90-minute class, 
and the film itself does not portray romance or sexuality. 
Love between the Covers is a pure celebration of writers and 
readers who embrace the Happily Ever After in infinite 
variations; and in that celebration, one finds much rich food 
for thought.

Note

1. One wonders why a man who writes poetry inspiring 
other men to go pound drums in the woods and pass a talk-
ing stick around a circle might be taken more seriously than 
his daughter, a writer of romantic fiction. For one thing, 
there’s no National Book Award for Romance, at least not 
yet.

[Alison Gates is a professor of art and women’s & gender studies 
at the University of Wisconsin–Green Bay. She is also a profes-
sional artist.]

Feminist Visions
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e-souRces on women & gendeR
BlAck Feminism viA the wkdl PoRtAl

WOMEN’S KNOWLEDGE DIGITAL LIBRARY 
(WKDL) is a free digital portal to information about 
women, feminism, gender, and LGBT+, with a focus on 
justice, equality, and empowerment for women around the 
world. WKDL’s curated resources, organized alphabeti-
cally by topic, include websites, reports, articles, research, 
audiovisual materials, and more.1

In this issue of Feminist Collections, we’ll look at a few 
of the links in the BLACK FEMINISM subject area — 
which itself is one of more than 75 topics represented at the 
WKDL portal.

The first link on the list leads to a mother lode! BLACK 
AMERICAN FEMINISMS: A MULTIDISCIPLINARY 
BIBLIOGRAPHY, compiled and maintained by librarian 
Sherri L. Barnes at the University of California, Santa Bar-
bara, is “an effort to combat the erasure of black feminist 
subjectivity and thought through the promotion and use of 
the literature for the general public, students, scholars and 
life-long learners seeking information on African American 
feminism and African American feminist interpretations of 
a broad range of issues. The bibliography documents and 
validates an intellectual tradition that is continuously ghet-
toized within black studies, women’s studies and society 
as a whole. Moreover, the bibliography serves to ensure a 
place for black American feminist thought in the social 
change discourse, ensuring its preservation and perpetua-
tion” (from “Purpose,” in the online bibliography’s intro-
duction). While not meant to be “a comprehensive bibliog-
raphy of black American feminist thought,” the work “does 
seek to be comprehensive in subject coverage, citing sources 
from numerous subject areas within the humanities, social 
sciences, and health, medicine and science. Citations date 
back to the nineteenth century to the present, with the 
majority of references representing the very influential 
contemporary black feminist thought that emerged in 
the 1970s and continues today” (from “Description and 
Scope”).

Black American Feminisms is really a metabibliogra-
phy. Nineteen distinct bibliographies, arranged under four 
“broad discipline-based section headings” (arts and hu-
manities; social sciences; education; and health, medicine, 
and science), cite numerous books and articles on topics 
ranging from art to legal theory, from lesbian subjectivities 
to economics, from the history of education to health and 

healing, and more. Six additional bibliographies cite re-
sources by format: (auto)biographies, memoirs, & personal 
narratives; interviews; speeches; multidisciplinary antholo-
gies; special issues of periodicals; and websites. 

The next link in WKDL’s Black Feminism subject area 
is to a “living document” compilation — the BLACK 
DISABLED WOMAN SYLLABUS — from Ramp Your 
Voice: A Self-Advocacy & Empowerment Movement for 
People with Disabilities. Compiler Vilissa Thompson, who 
invites contributors to share other recommendations by 
email or on social media using the hashtag #BDWSyllabus, 
has grouped links to resources in seven categories: black 
feminism/womanism; the black disabled body and identity; 
articles about blackness, feminism, and/or disability; books 
about blackness in America; fiction and poetic works; 
audio/video; and music. The last category highlights musi-
cians Casselberry-Dupree, Kebra Moore, Miriam Makeba, 
Sweet Honey in the Rock, and Toni Hickman.

Another syllabus featured under this subject heading at 
the WKDL portal is a suggested reading list that Melissa 
Harris-Perry, who was with MSNBC at the time, sent to 
Washington reporter Michelle Cottle in 2013, to offer a 
different perspective after Cottle called First Lady Michelle 
Obama “a feminist nightmare.” The ‘MHP’ BLACK FEM-
INISM SYLLABUS cites 25 books and articles, including 
Beth Richie’s Compelled to Crime: The Gender Entrapment 
of Battered Black Women, Anna Julia Cooper’s A Voice from 
the South (published in 1892), and Jeanne Theoharis’s The 
Rebellious Life of Mrs. Rosa Parks.

“Once again, Beyoncé has created a text that excites, be-
guiles, enthralls, and challenges,” wrote Jessica Marie John-
son and Janell Hobson in a May 2016 blog post for the 
African American Intellectual History Society. “No one 
can doubt that #Lemonade is committed to black women 
and illustrating a story of black womanhood. It is likewise 
true that black women as intellectuals — as thinkers, 
scholars, creators, mothers, daughters, lovers, and across 
generations — are diverse and complex, rich and ratchet, 
fleshy and sensitive to the touch. Our reactions to #Lem-
onade reflect this power and this complexity.” Johnson and 
Hobson’s co-curated selection of posts, titled #LEMON-
ADE: A BLACK FEMINIST RESOURCE LIST, is also 
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linked from the WKDL portal. It explores feminism (as 
theory, as practice, as both), slavery, the South, infidelity, 
ancestry, motherhood, Afrxdiasporic systems of belief, sex 
and sexuality, capitalism, and survival. The first resources 
on the list are themselves bibliographies: for instance, 
Nyasha Junior’s “Ten Books to Read after You’ve Watched 
‘Lemonade’”; Zetta Elliott, Sarah Park Dahlen, & Edith 
Campbell’s “#Lemonade for Girls: In Formation (reading 
resources for young black girls)”; and Crystal Sanders’s “18 
Books on Black Women’s History to Read to Better Under-
stand ‘Lemonade.’”

Note

1. The UW Gender & Women’s Studies Librarian (GWSL) 
curates the WKDL resources. The portal is hosted by the 
GWSL at library.wisc.edu/gwslibrarian/research-help/wkdl 
and sponsored in partnership with Women’s Knowledge 
International; 4W: Women, Wellbeing, Wisconsin, & the 
World; the UW System Women’s & Gender Studies Con-
sortium; and the UNESCO Chair on Gender, Wellbeing, 
& a Culture of Peace at UW–Madison.

E-Sources on Women & Gender
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PeRiodicAl notes
newly noted

GLQ: A JOURNAL OF LESBIAN & GAY STUDIES. 
1993– . Academic editors: Elizabeth Freeman & Marcia 
Ochoa. Founding editors: Carolyn Dinshaw & David M. 
Halperin. Publisher: Duke University Press. 4/yr. ISSN: 
1064-2684 (print), 1527-9375 (online). Subscriptions: 
student, $25.00; other individual, $40.00; glq.dukejournals.
org. Institutional subscription options.

“Time for a new journal,” wrote the founding editors 
in the first issue in 1993. “We seek to publish work that 
will bring a queer perspective to bear on any and all topics 
touching on sex and sexuality. We understand sex not sim-
ply as a physical or psychological event but also as a mode of 
transacting cultural business; and, therefore, we hope that 
GLQ will illuminate the complex interplay among sexual 
and social meanings, individual and collective practices, 
private fantasies and public institutions, erotics and poli-
tics.” That issue featured articles by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, 
Judith Butler, Kendall Thomas, and Paul Morrison.

In 2015, Duke University Press interviewed new 
co-editor Marcia Ochoa about under-researched areas she 
hoped to publish in future issues.1 “I’ve been really excited 
to see the science studies and feminist science studies that 
have come out recently in GLQ,” she said. “It has always 
been very strong in the humanities and literature in par-
ticular.” She was also glad to see the journal “expand[ing] 
its offerings in queer anthropology and in the social sciences 
more broadly” and added that she was committed to “hav-
ing a lot more in the global south reflected in the pages” 
and to incorporating transgender studies more, especially in 
conversation with the recently launched TSQ: Transgender 
Studies Quarterly.

Partial contents of v. 22, no. 4 (2016): “The Queer 
Child Now and Its Paradoxical Global Effects,” by Kathryn 
Bond Stockton; “Same-Sex Marriage Litigation & Chil-
dren’s Right to Be Queer,” by Clifford Rosky; “The Street, 
the Sponge, and the Ultra: Queer Logics of Children’s Re-
bellion and Political Infantilization,” by Paul Amar; “Sexual 
Orphanings,” by Mary Zaborskis.

GIRLS STUDIES: AN INTERDISCIPLINARY JOUR-
NAL FOR UNDERGRADUATE RESEARCH. 2016– . 
Editor-in-chief: Allan Nail. Founding editor: Heather 
Hahn. Publisher: Gender & Women’s Studies, Colombia 
College, 1301 Colombia College Drive, Colombia, SC 
29203; 2/yr., online; free access at gsj.columbiaisc.edu.

“Girls Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal for Under-
graduate Research publishes the work of undergraduate 
students on topics such as the socialization of female adoles-
cents, gender expectations, identity, body image, the impact 
of media on girls, and girl empowerment. Submissions of an 
interdisciplinary nature as well as from across the disci-
plines — for example, from Sociology, History, Literature, 
Cultural Studies, Education, Art, and Feminist Theory (to 
name a few) — are welcomed.”

Published and sponsored by the Gender & Women’s 
Studies Program and the Academic Skills Center at Colum-
bia College in South Carolina, this biannual,2 open-access 
journal is available online. The website states that it “pro-
vides immediate open access to its content on the principle 
that making research freely available to the public supports 
a greater global exchange of knowledge.” Open Journal 
Systems — the software used to publish the journal, dis-
tributed by the Public Knowledge Project — supports this 
vision as well, allowing journals like Girls Studies to reach 
a wider audience and, as the Open Journal System website 
says, “contribut[e] to the public good on a global scale.”

Girls Studies offers undergraduate students the rare 
opportunity to see their work published in a peer-reviewed 
journal. Contributors must be undergraduate students or 
have completed their research while they were undergradu-
ates. A variety of work is accepted, including book and me-
dia reviews. Articles are submitted online and are selected 
on the basis of “significance and relevance of topic; clarity 
of focus; contribution to the field of Girls Studies; general 
excellence and merit for publication.”

Contents of v.1 , no. 1 (2015): “Disney Princess Pan-
opticism: The Creation of Girlhood Femininity,” by Erin 
R. Shannon; “Playing Cat & House: Analyzing the Feline’s 
Influence of Defining Spherical Domains in Victorian Era 
Children’s Literature,” by Amber Mathias. Contents of v. 
1, no. 2 (2016): “Let the Girls’ Voices Be Heard: Poetry as 
Healing for Girls in Delinquent Correctional Facilities,” by 
Rebecca Guarino.

Notes

1. Duke University Press blog (dukeupress.wordpress.com), 
June 25, 2015.

2. Girls Studies is intended to be published twice a year but 
so far has produced just one issue in 2015 and one in 2016.
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Books Recently Received
Some publishers routinely send us new books or other materials 
to consider for review in Feminist Collections (FC). We list 
all such titles here, and those that meet the inclusion criteria for 
our bibliographic periodical, New Books on Women, Gender, 
& Feminism (NB), are indexed in that publication as well. 
Not all titles received in the office are reviewed or indexed; nor 
is receipt of a complimentary copy necessary for that title to be 
reviewed in FC or indexed in NB.Those books we receive that 
are not selected for review are added to the University of Wis-
consin’s library collections or donated to other worthy recipients.
 

THE BEST OF BOTH WORLDS: HOW MOTHERS 
CAN FIND FULL-TIME SATISFACTION IN 
PART-TIME WORK. Brykman, Beth. Prometheus 
Books, 2016.

THE COMPLETE WORKS OF PAT PARKER. Enszer, 
Julie R., ed. Intro. by Judy Grahn. A Midsummer 
Night’s Press, 2016.

ELIZABETH CADY STANTON & THE FEMINIST 
FOUNDATIONS OF FAMILY LAW. Thomas, Tracy 
A. New York University Press, 2016.

THE END OF PATRIARCHY: RADICAL FEMINISM 
FOR MEN. Jensen, Robert. Afterword by Rebecca 
Whisnant. Spinifex, 2017.

FEMINIST FUTURES: REIMAGINING WOMEN, 
CULTURE, & DEVELOPMENT. Bhavnani, Kum-
Kum, Foran, John, Kurian, Priya A., & Munshi, 
Debashish, eds. 2nd ed. Zed Books, 2016.

FREEDOM WITHOUT PERMISSION: BODIES & 
SPACE IN THE ARAB REVOLUTIONS. Hasso, 
Frances S., & Salime, Zakia, eds. Duke University 
Press, 2016.

GENDER & THE QUEST IN BRITISH SCIENCE 
FICTION TELEVISION: AN ANALYSIS OF 
DOCTOR WHO, BLAKE’S 7, RED DWARF, AND 
TORCHWOOD. Powers, Tom. McFarland, 2016.

HOW TO WIN AT FEMINISM: THE DEFINITIVE 
GUIDE TO HAVING IT ALL—AND THEN 
SOME! Newell, Beth, Pappalardo, Sarah, & Drezen, 
Anna. HarperOne, 2016.

MOTHER NATURE’S DAUGHTERS: 21ST CENTU-
RY WOMEN FARMERS. Dáil, Paula vW. McFar-
land, 2016.

OUT OF THE ORDINARY: A LIFE OF GENDER 
& SPIRITUAL TRANSITIONS. Dillon, Michael/
Jivaka, Lobzang. Lau, Jacob, & Partridge, Cameron, 
eds. Fwd. by Susan Stryker. Fordham University Press, 
2017.

PRIVATELY EMPOWERED: EXPRESSING FEMI-
NISM IN ISLAM IN NORTHERN NIGERIAN 
FICTION. Edwin, Shirin. Northwestern University 
Press, 2016.

THE REVOLUTION HAS COME: BLACK POWER, 
GENDER, & THE BLACK PANTHER PARTY IN 
OAKLAND. Spencer, Robyn C. Duke University 
Press, 2016.

SARA PARETSKY: A COMPANION TO THE MYS-
TERY FICTION. Kinsman, Margaret. McFarland, 
2016.

SISTERS OF TOMORROW: THE FIRST WOMEN OF 
SCIENCE FICTION. Yaszek, Lisa, & Sharp, Patrick 
B., eds. Conclusion by Kathleen Ann Goonan. Wes-
leyan University Press, 2016.

SPILL: SCENES OF BLACK FEMINIST FUGITIVITY. 
Gumbs, Alexis Pauline. Duke University Press, 2016.

VERA MENCHIK: A BIOGRAPHY OF THE FIRST 
WOMEN’S WORLD CHESS CHAMPION, WITH 
350 GAMES. Tanner, Robert B. McFarland, 2014.

WOMEN ON SOUTHERN STAGES, 1800–1865: 
PERFORMANCE, GENDER, & IDENTITY IN A 
GOLDEN AGE OF AMERICAN THEATER. War-
ren, Robin O. McFarland, 2016.
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