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From the Editor

This double issue of RGWS offers 
a taste of what’s to come in the 

new year: more reviews, written by 
an increasingly large and diverse pool 
of contributors, evaluating more and 
more resources for the field of gender 
and women’s studies.

Take a look at the contents here: 11 
different writers — 10 of them new to 
us — offer their takes on books about 
Black feminism, trans representa-
tion, reproductive justice, and gender 
violence. And returning contributor 
Katrina Spencer discusses what’s 
good and what could be better about 
Hulu’s TV adaptation of Margaret 
Atwood’s dystopian downer, The 
Handmaid’s Tale (HMT) — amazingly 

timely, given that Atwood will soon 
publish The Testaments, a sequel to 
that classic.

For those reading online, we’re 
providing free access to Katrina’s 
review of HMT on our site. The 
rest of the reviews are available to 
subscribers in the full print issue. 
Individuals without subscriptions 
might be able to access full content 
through a library. 

Think about getting a subscription 
so you don’t miss out on the many 
resource reviews coming in 2019. A 
year of RGWS costs just $25 for an 

individual in the U.S. and even less 
for students and retirees. There’s a 
subscription form on our site and a 
copy at the back of the print issue. 
After you fill it out (and print it, if 
you’re online) you’ll have to do that 
old-fashioned thing of putting the 
form in an envelope with a check and 
mailing it with a postage stamp — but 
just consider that a fun retro activity! 
(We’re still trying to get online order-
ing in place.)

JoAnne Lehman

Miriam Greenwald
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Television
Pretty Legit but Not Perfect: A Take on The Handmaid’s Tale

BY KATRINA SPENCER

Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale. Houghton Mifflin, 1985; 2nd ed., Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2017. 320 pp. $22.00, ISBN 978-
1328879943.

Bruce Miller, The Handmaid’s Tale, based on the novel by Margaret Atwood. Hulu.com television series, 2017– ; hulu.com/press/show/the-
handmaids-tale. (Season 1 reviewed here.)

If you haven’t heard about The 
Handmaid’s Tale, you haven’t 

been paying attention. But let me hip 
you to the game in case you need to 
catch up:

In 1985 author Margaret Atwood 
penned the original novel, which 
traced a nameless woman’s navi-
gation of a dystopian society. In the 
fictional world of Gilead, the women 
of reproductive age are no longer 
seen as people but merely beings that 
harbor viable wombs. Due to the 
pollutants in the environment, infer-
tility is more common than it is rare; 
these women are broadly stripped of 
their autonomy and agency so they 
can serve as fertile, governmentally 
monitored units.

The society Atwood describes is 
highly stratified, war-torn, and 
rather bleak for a good many of its 
inhabitants. Collectively, in the body 
of works that represent The Hand-
maid’s Tale’s various adaptations, 
women who once worked as educa-
tors, owned property, romantically 
and sexually loved other women, 
held bank accounts, and exercised 
their own reproductive rights no 
longer move freely through society 
as first-class citizens. They are now 
subject to a severely violent, reli-
giously motivated, and perpetually 
martial state.

That’s the gist. Oh — and they are 
expected to submit themselves to 
regular rapes and carry their rapists’ 
children to term as often as possible. 
This is Gilead. Other women of Gilead 
facilitate the rapes by attempting to 
indoctrinate the walking wombs with 
an ideology that suggests they are 
serving a higher purpose and that this 
phenomenon is okay because it has a 
biblical precedent: see “Bilhah.”1

In anticipation of the release of Hu-
lu’s web series adaptation, I read the 
book. The hype was too intoxicating 
not to. Remember: when the first ep-
isodes were released, Donald Trump 
had just taken office as president, 
having made some tasteless and mi-
sogynistic comments about grabbing 
women by the pussy; the #MeToo 
movement had yet to garner its na-
tional following; the wildly popular 
Netflix series Orange Is the New 
Black, with its largely female cast, 
had become a household name; and, 
of course, one of the most qualified 
women in history, former Secretary 
of State Hillary Rodham Clinton, had 
lost the election that would have al-
lowed her to steer the most powerful 
country on the planet.

The world, in a word, was abuzz with 
interest in women being centered 
in narratives and treated as human 
beings deserving of respect, recog-
nition and rights! So when Elisabeth 
Moss — formerly featured as Peggy 

Olson, a spunky and spirited harbin-
ger of women’s rights on Mad Men  
— appeared on screen to advertise 
The Handmaid’s Tale (HMT), eyes 
downcast and hair covered in a 
white bonnet, the image was both 
provocative and compelling. Moss’s 
casting alone inherently added clout 
and credibility to her new role as 
“Offred,” a newly given name (“of” 
+ “Fred”) signifying her subordinate 
status and necessary fealty to the 
male head of her household.

But let’s not get too far ahead of 
ourselves just yet. The book, actually, 
is largely lackluster. (Sorry, Marga-
ret!) The narrative is painfully slow 
and highly introspective and offers 
little resolution to the protagonist’s 
problems. (Spoiler alert: In the end, 
we don’t know if Offred is ushered 
off to a world of doom and dismay or 
delivered into freedom by crossing 
the border into Canada.) However, 
what the book lacks in pacing, it 
makes up for in scenery and setting. 
I don’t mean mountains and lakes; I 
mean a disturbingly familiar society 
that is similar enough to our own in 
the United States to be recognizable, 
yet so offtrack that it is simultane-
ously shocking and sinister. It makes 
readers ask, “How did we get here?!” 
Here — where the state sanctions 
systematic rape of its women of 
reproductive age. Here — where 
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women actively exercising their own 
literacy is a capital offense. Here — 
where torture is a commonplace 
reaction to the faintest suggestion of 
resistance to a powerful state. Are we 
not, after all, “the land of the free and 
the home of the brave”? 

The book is not powerful for its style, 
but rather for the discussions it pro-
vokes and, clearly, the art it inspires. 
What you may not have known was 
that after it was published in 1985, 
there was a feature-length film ad-
aptation starring Natasha Richardson 
in 1990 and then an opera by Poul 
Ruders in 2000. It is uncommon for 
a work to revive itself nearly every 
decade, yet HMT’s longevity reflects 
its continued relevance.

So is the series “good”? That’s what 
you came here for, n’est-ce pas? 

Sure, it’s good. I mean, if you have 
successfully become desensitized 
enough to violence committed 
against women for leisurely enter-
tainment purposes, yes! It’s good. 
HMT kind of makes you ask your-
self, “What exactly am I looking for 
when I approach a television series?” 
Drama? You got it. Suspense? Yup. 
Suspension of disbelief? Sure. Escap-
ism? Um... Fear? Comfort in knowing 
my life is unlike the the lives of the 
featured characters? Presentation of 
a political ideology that acts as such 
a powerful irritant it motivates me 
to reassert my activism and commit-
ment to women’s rights? All of the 
above? 

Don’t get me wrong: I like the series. 
I think I’ll watch anything with Elisa-
beth Moss in it at this point. For me, 
it is art in the truest sense because it 
tugs at the recesses of my soul and 

demands a response. However, I am 
consistently alarmed by the vio-
lent motifs with which the public is 
presented and how we accept them 
because the narrative “needs” them. 
Forced clitoridectomy. Ritual rape. 
Enucleation. Those are just three 
of the acts of violence the audience 
passively consumes in the first season 
of HMT. If we are cozying up on a 
couch with a loved one and a bowl of 
popcorn on a Friday night to watch 
this type of drama, what does that 
say about us and our appetites for 
sensationalized violence? Should we 
not feel and fall ill upon seeing such 
inhumane hurt?

In what ways does the TV series fall 
short? For better or for worse, Hulu’s 
HMT extends the narrative beyond 
the scope of the book, creating a 
world the author never scribed. It 
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exercises liberal creative license, for 
example, in revealing Offred’s “true” 
name, June — though I imagine it 
would be impossible to create a tele-
vision series with flashbacks in which 
the character goes unnamed. I find 
the book very clever in its conclu-
sion, as it sketches a scene in which 
academic sociologists, years follow-
ing Gilead, study the society with 
distance, objectivity, and critique. Yet 
the book doesn’t tell the tale of how 
the society fell. I expect the television 
series will need to reveal Gilead’s 
weaknesses and announce its demise. 
I expected Fred Waterford’s character 
(the figure played by Joseph Fiennes 
who systematically rapes June) to 
be a man with greying to white hair. 
Fiennes passes for someone in his late 
30s, which, for me, challenges the 
suggestion that he is sterile.

Also, Samira Wiley’s character, 
Moira, becomes distraught as a “Jeze-
bel,” a class of women who cannot 
be made to reproduce but are not yet 
disposable. When she is inconsolable 
and spiritually desolate, it is a white 
woman’s forceful pep talk that rein-
vigorates her. As a Black woman, that 
didn’t strike me as having much veri-

similitude. It also struck me as feed-
ing into the white savior complex. Is 
that all we’ve been needing all these 
years — white women to remind us of 
our strength? (Insert dramatic pause 
followed by side-eye.) Solidarity is 
great, but we’ve been drawing on 
wells of resilience beyond our white 
sisters’ words for…ever. It seems 
more likely to me that a Black Moira 
would lift up a white June.

Yes, I recommend the work. It is 
eerie and reminds us of how close we 
are to dystopia. A few consecutive 
elections gone awry and we may be 
headed down a tawdry and seemingly 
irreversible path. In terms of budget, 
I feel the series has been professional-
ly executed, with particular strengths 
in costume design and setting. And 
it includes a cast of multiple talents: 
you can’t get a better Aunt Lydia than 
Ann Dowd, for example, on this side 
of the Atlantic. I see what the pro-
ducers are trying to accomplish by 
weaving African American and mul-
tiracial actors into the fabric of the 
work: they are trying to make view-
ers see that feminism belongs to more 

than just white women — an ideology 
we cannot take for granted — and 
that more than just white women are 
warmly invited to view the show. The 
series is also strong in showcasing the 
ways in which some women partic-
ipate in their own oppression, a case 
in point being Yvonne Strahovski’s 
character, Serena Joy, who before 
Gilead was a working woman with a 
strong and influential voice that later 
is drowned out by patriarchy. 

I recommend the work to feminists: 
women of adult age and men who 
consider themselves allies who are 
sensitive to women’s issues. I suppose 
I recommend it like I would recom-
mend a vaccine: here is a weakened 
form of a virus that will trigger your 
immune system to produce anti-
bodies for fighting off future threats. 
Statistically speaking, it is proven to 
protect a broad swath of the popu-
lace against invasive infections…but 
it may have some undesirable side 
effects as it is introduced into your 
system.

Note

1. “Bilhah,” in Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., vol. 3, ed. Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik (Macmillan Reference USA, 2007), p. 698; 
Gale Virtual Reference Library, link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/CX2587502975/GVRL?u=vol_m58c&sid=GVRL&xid=c226ce8d  (accessed 
November 18, 2018). According to this source, “Bilhah was given by Rachel to her husband Jacob as a concubine [and she] bore two 
children by him.”  See also Genesis 30:1–8. While Rachel was Jacob’s wife, the couple was unable to reproduce. To resolve the issue of 
lineage, Jacob fathered children with Bilhah in his wife’s stead. In fictional Gilead, where infertility is a major issue, the biblical story of 
Bilhah is used to justify the sexual coupling of married men in power with fertile “handmaids” who are not their wives.

[Katrina Spencer is the literatures and cultures librarian at Middlebury College in Vermont, where she serves the gender, sexuality, and 
feminist studies program, the multicultural student center, and many other groups. Look for more of her writing at mcsweeneys.net and 
katleespe.com.]

TELEVISION
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Books

For numerous reasons, Black women’s lives have his-
torically been marginalized in the archives. Racism, 

sexism, patriarchy, and heteronormativity have erased 
the nuanced, diverse experiences of women of the Afri-
can Diaspora in the written record. During the last few 
decades, various repositories have made concerted efforts 
to document the experiences of Black women, and a num-
ber of texts have analyzed how the omission of women’s 
stories gravely impacts the historical record. However, 
the importance of diverse communities of Black women 
being empowered to document their own experiences and 
tell their stories cannot be overstated. These voices are a 
radical reclamation of Black women’s nuanced experience. 
For as Black women have historically been subjugated 
societally, so too have our herstories. 

How We Get Free: Black Feminism and the Comba-
hee River Collective situates Black women’s archive of 
memory as critical to the narrative of the Combahee River 
Collective’s (CRC’s) herstory. By interviewing foremothers 
Demita Frazier, Barbara Smith, and Beverly Smith about 
how their own experiences growing up shaped them as 
Black feminists, scholar Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor posi-
tions their voices as vital to the origins of the historic CRC 
statement. Taylor’s conversation with #BlackLivesMatter 
founder and activist Alicia Garza brings the conversation 
to the present-day influence of Black feminist ideology on 
current liberation movements. Taylor profoundly notes 
that “[a]s Demita Frazier says, the point of talking about 
Combahee is not to be nostalgic; rather, we talk about it 
because Black women are still not free” (p. 14).

I was surprised by the structure of this book. Initially I 
assumed Taylor was offering a scholarly analysis of the 
CRC, following a linear historiography of the organiza-
tion, a brief overview of the women involved, a discussion 
about situating the collective into the narrative of feminist 
theory, and a conclusion about where to go next. Upon 
discovering the book centered on the interviews with 
the scholar-activists, I was interested to see how Taylor’s 
questions would shape the conversations with the Smith 
sisters, Frazier, and Garza. In some ways, the interviews 

The Archive of Black Women’s Memory: A Liberation Experience

BY HOLLY SMITH

Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, How We Get Free: Black Feminism and the Combahee River Collective. Haymarket Books, 2017. 200 pp. pap., 
$15.95, ISBN 978-1608468553.

served to be an even more powerful witness to the contin-
ued relevance of the CRC. The conversations felt simulta-
neously informal and formal, familiar and new, historical-
ly significant and currently relevant. 

Taylor’s introduction expertly situates the CRC within the 
contemporary political climate, the historic significance 
of the statement and the collective, and the continued 
relevance of CRC ideologies for true revolutionary change 
for oppressed communities. Recounting how Black women 
are still disproportionately affected by economic op-
pression and inequality, she notes, “The Combahee River 
Collective built on those observations [by previous Black 
women intellectuals and activists] by continuing to ana-
lyze the roots of Black women’s oppression under capital-
ism and arguing for the reorganization of society based on 
the collective needs of the most oppressed” (p. 5).

The CRC statement is printed in its entirety in the book as 
an excellent preface to the interviews. Readers can learn 
the herstory behind the collective and get a clear under-
standing of its ideologies as well as an overview of the state 
of Black feminism before and during the 1970s. The collec-
tive’s members speak of the “interlocking” oppressions 
Black women face — an ideological precursor to scholar 
Kimberlé Crenshaw’s powerful concept of intersection-
ality.1 The passage below provides a salient summation of 
one of the CRC’s key positions:

Black feminists often talk about feelings of craziness 

before becoming conscious of the concepts of sexual 

politics, patriarchal rule, and most importantly, femi-

nism, the political analysis and practice that we women 

use to struggle against our oppression. The fact that racial 

politics and indeed racism are pervasive factors in our 

lives did not allow us, and still does not allow most Black 

women, to look more deeply into our own experiences 

and, from that sharing and growing consciousness, to 

build a politics that will change our lives and inevita-
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bly end our oppression. Our development must also be 

tied to the contemporary and political position of Black 

people.... 

A combined antiracist and antisexist position drew us 

together initially, and as we developed politically we ad-

dressed ourselves to heterosexism and economic oppres-

sion under capitalism. (pp. 17-18) 

It is especially moving to read the parts of the interviews in 
which CRC foremothers talk about the influences of their 
mothers, aunts, or other Black women they encountered 
early in their lives. They pay tribute to the quiet, unac-
knowledged strength of these women and their impact. 
All four of the interviewees have a common thread in 
their narratives: Even as they developed intellectually and 
personally through academia and connecting with other 
activists, they retrospectively identified as being Black 
feminists from very young ages. As Beverly Smith said of 
her teenage and college years, “Of course, we didn’t have 
the vocabulary. We didn’t have the analysis. We didn’t 
have any of that. But our instincts were right there” 
(p. 87). Of her early empowerment and Black feminist 
awakening, Demita Frazier notes that she “felt unapolo-
getic. I was really clear that I had a right to investigate my 
personal power” (p. 117). When Alicia Garza read Barbara 
Smith along with Audre Lorde and other Black feminist 
writers, she found that “[w]hat appealed to me about 
Black feminism was it asserted we deserve space. If you’re 
not dealing with these issues that we have on our backs all 
the time, you’re not getting free, period, dot” (p. 149). 

It is also profound to hear these women talk of their work 
in other freedom movements — anti-war, Civil Rights, 
Black Power, labor organizing, reproductive rights — and 
how they made political and personal connections and 
added to their own ideological frameworks. At the same 
time, Frazier, the Smith sisters, and Garza leveled valid 
criticism at the lack of ideologies, groups, or movements 
at that time to significantly address their many political 
identities: the failure of the white-led feminist movement 
to recognize the role of racism; the sexism that existed 
within some Black Power organizations; the lack of un-
derstanding of gender in labor organizing analysis; and the 
near-ubiquitous erasure of issues relating to Black queer 
women in many mainstream organizations overall. Even 
within these liberatory spaces, these women’s layered 
identities were often not recognized; I get the sense they 
could never fully “see” themselves in any of these spaces. 
So it became even more crucial to create spaces, partner-

ships, and politics focused on interlocking oppressions 
as a way to develop true visions of freedom for the most 
subjugated populations.

In November 2017, I attended the National Women’s 
Studies Association (NWSA) conference, which 
appropriately featured the theme “Forty Years after 
Combahee: Feminist Scholars and Activists Engage the 
Movement for Black Lives.” It was profound to be in 

a space with hundreds of feminist scholars, many of 
whom were Black women and other women of color, 
all energized for conversation, collaboration, and 
community. The opening keynote conversation with Black 
feminist icons Angela Davis and Alicia Garza, facilitated 
by NSWA President Barbara Ransby, electrified the 
audience and set off fiery, animated, amazing discourse 
among attendees. Perhaps the most powerful aspect of the 
conference was the intergenerational plenary with CRC 
members Demita Frazier, Barbara Smith, and Margaret 
Okazawa-Ray in conversation with other amazing feminist 
leaders who work with justice-centered organizations. 
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The panel discussion clearly showed how a Black feminist 
framework informs the practice and praxis of leadership 
in the Black Youth Project 100, #BlackLivesMatter, and 
other contemporary liberation struggles. Seeing students, 
activists, and community members from all generations 
and identities interact with each other and connect with 
the CRC foremothers and other scholar-activists was a 
perfect prelude to reading this book. It was only fitting 
that scholar-activist Barbara Ransby would contribute the 
thoughtful epilogue to How We Get Free. Citing the CRC 
statement as “sacred text” (p. 180), Dr. Ransby reiterates 
the enduring legacy of the collective’s revolutionary 
politics and reminds readers of the ways contemporary 
justice movements across the globe have been informed by 
— and should continue to utilize — a Black feminist lens of 
an anti-racist, anti-imperialist, anti-sexist, anti-capitalist 
ideology that refutes heteropatriarchy. 

Notes 

1. For Kimberlé Crenshaw’s discussion of Intersectionality, see her groundbreaking article, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race 
and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics,” University of Chicago Legal 
Forum, vol. 140 (1989), pp. 139–167; chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8.

2. For the latest examples of Black women being criminalized for existing, please see the following articles: 

Daniel Victor, “A Woman Said She Saw Burglars. They Were Just Black Airbnb Guests,” New York Times, May 8, 2018; nytimes.
com/2018/05/08/us/airbnb-black-women-police.html.

Christina Caron, “Five Black Women Were Told to Golf Faster. Then the Club Called the Police,” New York Times, April 25, 2018; nytimes.
com/2018/04/25/us/black-women-golfers-york.html.

Hayley Miller, “White Yale Student Calls Cops on Black Schoolmate Napping In Dorm Common Room,” HuffPost, May 10, 2018;  
huffingtonpost.com/entry/yale-student-sleeping-police_us_5af4320ce4b09bb419e568bc.

Melanie Eversley, “Black Sorority Members Performing Community Service Are Questioned by Police,” The Grio, May 13, 2018; thegrio.
com/2018/05/13/add-performing-a-community-service-while-black-to-list-of-things-that-will-get-you-questioned-by-police.

[Holly Smith is the college archivist at Spelman College. She is passionate about community archives and archival advocacy related to 
collections for underrepresented groups.]

The forces of oppression articulated by the CRC in 1977 are 
still rampant in our communities in 2018. Indeed, while 
Black cis and trans women continue to experience pov-
erty and violence and can be criminalized while renting 
Airbnbs, performing community service projects, golfing, 
or taking naps in their own dormitories, 2 rest assured that 
we are not yet free. How We Get Free reminds us of the 
radical vision and intellectual power of the CRC and the 
ways it can continue, 40 years later, to serve as a practical 
and theoretical framework for liberation movements and 
academic analysis. The candid conversations with these 
powerful feminist leaders display the nonlinear trajecto-
ry of their growth and development and the influence of 
many people on their political growth and ideologies. Per-
haps most important is that Taylor allows Black women to 
author their own experiences, amplifying and empowering 
their narratives and our own archives of memory.

BOOKS
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Eloquent Rage: Black and Intersectional Feminism for  
“Grown-Ass Women”

BY REBECCA CLARK

Brittney Cooper, Eloquent Rage: A Black Feminist Discovers Her Superpower. St. Martin’s Press, 2018. 288 pp. $25.99, ISBN 978-1250112576; 
pap., $18.00, ISBN 978-1250112880.

Reviewer’s note: I recognize that the perspectives from 
which I, as a white woman, read and review this text are 
limited. I encourage readers to seek out Black women’s 
reviews of the book. Several are cited at the end of this 
review.

Feminism is slowly but surely picking up steam in the 
21st century. The stigma is slowing fading and the 

word is shedding its supposed dirtiness, overcoming its 
shame. In other words, in many circles, “feminist” is be-
coming a socially accepted identity. The Internet is partly 
to thank — women and girls all over the world now have 
a wealth of knowledge at 
their fingertips and can read 
about and learn from other 
people’s experiences. Acts of 
resistance can go viral. We 
can even purchase merchan-
dise to proudly announce 
we’re feminists. Moreover, 
our president and the bigot-
ed misogynists he’s chosen 
to help lead our country and decide the fate of women’s 
healthcare have forced women to come together on com-
mon ground. Finally, the fact that many celebrities are 
using their platforms to tackle things like police brutality, 
rape culture, and the gender wage gap helps make femi-
nism more mainstream.

Unfortunately, however, mainstream feminism often 
overlooks millions of women, opting instead to focus on a 
select group who usually have only their gender working 
against them. For example, when you think of prominent, 
contemporary feminist icons, who comes to mind? Is it 
bell hooks, Audre Lorde, Angela Davis, Melissa Harris-Per-
ry, and Marsha P. Johnson? Or is it Emma Watson, Jennifer 
Lawrence, Amy Schumer, Lena Dunham, and Taylor Swift? 
For many people these days, it’s probably someone from 
the latter group. But lack of awareness of the former can 

“Suppressed rage will cause us to accept 
gratuitous violence as a necessary evil. 
Expressed rage offers us an opportunity to 
do better.” (pp. 166–167)

have unintended — and sometimes deadly — consequences 
for women who aren’t included in mainstream or “white” 
feminism.

Dr. Brittney Cooper, a feminist scholar and professor, sets 
out to dispel the myth — and reveal the dangers — of white 
feminism in her second book, Eloquent Rage: A Black 
Feminist Discovers Her Superpower. Cooper makes it 
clear from the first page that this is a book for “grown-ass 
women” (p. 1) to learn about Black Feminism, “capital 
B, capital F,” which she defines as a feminism “situated 
in the particular ways Black women have understood, 

thought about, and written 
about the problems of racism 
and sexism across space and 
time” (p. 34).

It is with Eloquent Rage that 
Cooper gives us what she 
calls a “homegirl interven-
tion” by calling America 
out on all its “bullshit about 
racism, sexism, classism, 

homophobia, and a bunch of other stuff” (p. 5), and she 
makes clear that Black women have always been calling 
out that bullshit. After all, she argues,

Haven’t white folks learned that Black folks know them 

far better than they know themselves?… Black survival 

means being endlessly obsessed with figuring out the 

depths to which white folks will fall to maintain a posi-

tion of dominance. (p. 213)

And one of those depths can be found in the voting booth. 
White women typically pledge allegiance to their race 
before their gender at the polls. “[W]hite women’s voting 
practices tell us that they vote with the party that sup-
ports their racial issues,” Cooper says, “even though this 
means voting with a party that hates women as a matter 
of public policy” (p. 172). This explains why 52% of the 
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white women who cast ballots in the 2016 presidential 
election, versus 4% of the Black women, voted for Don-
ald Trump, according to exit polls conducted by CNN.1 
Black women do not have the luxury to simply “be” Black 
women — they are constantly “asked to choose between 
[their] race and [their] gender” (p. 156). It’s impossible for 
Black women to talk about their gender without talking 
about their race, something white women don’t have to 
consider.

Cooper does not hold back her rage in her critiques of 
white feminism and American society, and she is right not 
to hold back. Tackling everything from race and gender 
to class and religion, she zooms in on different aspects of 
society with razor-sharp focus, blending statistics with 
personal experiences and observations into an accessible 
and educational text. I find her criticisms of white women 
especially interesting, as they give me a chance to under-
stand how many of my actions, whether intentional or 
not, are complicit in upholding white supremacy, which 
is inherently antifeminist. This is of course uncomfortable 
at times…and absolutely necessary. White women need to 
feel uncomfortable in order to be more effective allies to 
Black women.

Black women are more disenfranchised than nearly any 
other group of people in the United States: “[S]ingle 
Black women in the prime working ages of thirty-six 
to forty-nine have a median net wealth of $5....Single 
white women in this same cohort [have] a net wealth of 
$42,600” (p. 231). Such a disparity cannot be attributed 
to choices made by individual Black women; in Cooper’s 
words, “individual transformation is neither a substitute 
for nor a harbinger of structural transformation” (p. 115).

The simple fact that white people in past generations ben-
efited financially from slavery and passed that money on 
to the white people of today means that white people were 
given a leg up on financial, educational, and even marital 
opportunities. And the advantages multiply: 

White families have been the primary beneficiaries of 

both public and corporate welfare in the form of redlin-

ing policies that drove down property values in Black 

neighborhoods, making those neighborhoods undesirable 

for businesses, families, and schools. They have been 

beneficiaries of favorable bank-loan terms to help them 

purchase safe, affordable, quality housing. They are the 

beneficiaries of marital and housing tax breaks and the 

disproportionate beneficiaries of the dwindling number 

of quality public schools that we have left. (pp. 116-117) 

Eloquent Rage is the perfect book for a number of audi-
ences: for white women like me who are relatively new to 
intersectional feminism and want to increase their aware-
ness of how a racist and patriarchal America affects those 
whose identities are different from ours; for Black women 
who may need an extra reminder of their strength and 
resilience; for other women of color to get a better grasp 
on what it’s like to be Black in America. 

This book was not written for a white audience — and that 
is exactly how we white people can know it’s the type of 
book we should read. Eloquent Rage forced me to shut up 
and listen to the voices of Black women — a learned prac-
tice I try to get better at. My hope in writing this review is 
that I can use my racial privilege to amplify Dr. Cooper’s 
voice and encourage other white women to learn feminism 
from Black authors, scholars, and activists.

“Black rage and Black fear are fundamentally more honest 
[than white rage and fear],” says Cooper, “because they 
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1. “Election 2016 Results: Exit Polls: National/President,” CNN, cnn.com/election/2016/results/exit-polls.

[Rebecca Clark graduated with degrees in English literature and professional writing from Miami University, where she served as co-president 
of The F-Word: Feminists Working on Real Democracy, an intersectional, student-led activist group. She currently does freelance writing and 
works as an editor in Dayton, Ohio.]

Reviews and Interviews by Women of Color
• Maiysha Kai, “Eloquent Rage: Brittney Cooper Knows the Beauty of the ‘Angry Black Woman,’” in “The Glow 

Up” [column] in The Root, March 20, 2018; theglowup.theroot.com/eloquent-rage-brittney-cooper-knows-
the-beauty-of-the-1823684559.

• Evette Dionne, “Eloquent Rage: How Brittney Cooper Created a Black Feminist Manifesto” [interview], at Bitch 
Media, February 20, 2018; bitchmedia.org/article/bitch-interview/Brittney-cooper- 
eloquent-rage.

• Roxane Gay’s review on Goodreads, March 23, 2018: goodreads.com/review/show/2337394710. 

• Sasha Panaram, “On How to Stage a Homegirl Intervention: A Review of Brittney Cooper’s Eloquent Rage: A 
Black Feminist Discovers Her Superpower,” in NewBlackMan (in Exile), April 29, 2018: newblackmaninexile.
net/2018/04/on-how-to-stage-homegirl-intervention.html.

• Joy-Ann Reid, “The Power in Being an Angry Black Woman” [interview], in Cosmopolitan, February 13, 2018: 
cosmopolitan.com/politics/a16637862/brittney-cooper-joy-reid-eloquent-rage.

are reactions to the violence of white supremacy” (p. 169). 
Feminism taught by Black women is automatically inclu-
sive of other identities, because all identities suffer at the 
hands of a patriarchal, white supremacist regime. Tuning 
in, with eagerness to listen and learn, to speeches and 
essays by Black feminists is key to making mainstream 
feminism more intersectional. 

In fact, if your feminism is typically what we think of 
when we think “mainstream feminism,” it often over-
looks Black women, Native American women, transgender 
women, poor women, disabled women, Muslim wom-
en, fat women, immigrant women, sick women, queer 
women, and working women. And unless your feminism 
includes those identities, it’s not feminism at all.

BOOKS
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Spring 2018. I’m sitting in a circle with a dozen other 
graduate students in a meeting of Riley Snorton’s Criti-

cal Encounters: Black Feminisms and Transgender Stud-
ies course at the University of Southern California.1 Our 
special guest is Eric Stanley, co-editor of Trap Door: Trans 
Cultural Production and the Politics of Visibility. We’ve 
had two weeks without classes or other reading to comb 
through the entire 400(+)-page anthology. 

The class session begins with student presentations on 
Trap Door and on the film Tangerine. One of the key 
themes that emerges is the question of representation 
versus representability, or what it means to push past the 
question of being accounted for in culture, toward ques-
tions of whether and how representation becomes possible 
and for whom. This sparks another set of questions about 
visibility and its connections to performance, performa-
tivity, and spectacle. We push even further and name the 
intimate links between visibility and violence that several 
contributors discuss. Already, within the first 20 min-
utes of a three-hour seminar, we’ve named key concepts 
that those with a background in cultural studies, gender 
studies, and related fields might recognize — and simulta-
neously upended them, just like the contributors to Trap 
Door.

With Dr. Snorton’s facilitation, Dr. Stanley’s presence as 
co-editor, and vibrant student participation, we had a 
riveting class that day that resulted — at least for me — in 
more questions than answers with which to revisit the 
anthology and, in my case, to write this review. Trap Door 
left us all wondering — and will likely leave many other 
readers wondering — if visibility for trans people can be 
untangled from violence against us, if we’ve put too much 
pressure or placed too much onus on representation to 
make our lives more livable, and if policy changes and 
legal reform could ever be enough to make cultural shifts 
toward self-determination and liberation for trans and 
queer people. 

Transgender Representation and the Violence of Visibility:  
A Review of Trap Door
BY AVERY ROSE EVERHART

Reina Gossett, Eric A. Stanley, & Johanna Burton, eds., Trap Door: Trans Cultural Production and the Politics of Visibility. MIT Press, 2017. 
(Critical Anthologies in Art and Culture.) 419 pp. notes. index. ISBN 978-0262036603.

These questions may seem quite heady. But the liveliness 
and candor in this book — in interviews with artists like 
Juliana Huxtable and activists like CeCe McDonald and 
Miss Major Griffin-Gracy, in the sharp critique of thinkers 
like Che Gossett and Dean Spade, and in the tongue-in-
cheek, hand-on-hip deliverance of trans art history from 
Chris E. Vargas — make the anthology read like anything 
but another coffee-table art book or jargon-heavy aca-
demic anthology.

Despite that introduction, though, I want to clarify that 
Trap Door is not the anthology for a Transgender 101 
course. It should not be mistaken for an introduction for 
readers unfamiliar with transgender phenomena. It’s also 
not the anthology for health care, mental health, or social 
service professionals who want to better understand how 
to serve their transgender clients or patients. Trap Door 
will not provide the foundational knowledge necessary 
for culturally competent transgender service provision. It 
could actually frustrate someone seeking a clear, concise 
definition of transgender or other key terms like “visibili-
ty,” “representation,” or even “art.” 

Although the collection may not be accessible to all audi-
ences in terms of content and scope, the language itself is 
easier to read and follow than much of the academic litera-
ture in transgender studies. What it lacks in explanatory 
discussion of who or what transgender is, it more than 
makes up for in the breadth of its topics. Contributions 
such as Morgan M. Page’s “One from the Vaults: Gossip, 
Access, and Trans History-Telling” and Abram J. Lewis’s 
“Trans History in a Moment of Danger: Organizing within 
and beyond ‘Visibility’ in the 1970s” should appeal to 
anyone interested in history and how stories of transgen-
der lives and social movements are told, while pieces like 
Mel Y. Chen’s “Everywhere Archives: Transgendering, 
Trans Asians, and the Internet” should be read by any-
one concerned with how “trans” as a category, both of 
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people and of analysis, complicates our ideas about how to 
archive and what constitutes an archive. Page and Lewis 
both remind us that this moment of heightened visibility 
is neither novel nor neutral. Page goes so far as to suggest 
that “[v]isibility, this supposed cure-all, might actually be 
poison” (p. 143).

A key strength of Trap Door is its gathering of multiple 
voices within a single volume. Several of my favorite chap-
ters are interviews, conversations, or roundtables featur-
ing multiple participants and many influential voices. For 
example, in “Models of Futurity,” a roundtable with Dean 
Spade, Kai Lumumba Barrow, Yve Laris Cohen, and Kala-
niopua Young, we learn that the anthology was compiled 
during a time of upheaval in 2016 that made the premise 
of the collection feel urgent to many of its contributors 
(pp. 321-322). With police violence against Black people 
in the U.S. reaching a fever pitch of documentation and 
public discourse, the then-impending election of Pres-
ident Donald Trump, the tragedy at Pulse Orlando, the 
Brexit vote, and the lifting of the trans military ban in the 
U.S., the energy of various social movements felt both at 
odds and overlapping according to roundtable participants 
(pp. 323-325). Both this roundtable and the conversation 
between Miss Major Griffin-Gracy, CeCe McDonald, and 
Toshio Meronek in “Cautious Living: Black Trans Women 
and the Politics of Documentation” reveal the collection’s 
strong abolitionist leanings and show how the politics 
of visibility shape the lives of trans people — particu-
larly trans women of color. Like Lewis and Page in the 
previously mentioned chapters, McDonald sharpens the 
contradiction of hypervisibility in the wake of the “trans-
gender tipping point,” stating that “it is also necessary 
to recognize that this ‘trans tipping point’ is bringing 
an unsettling rate of violence toward trans women” (p. 
26). As Griffin-Gracy also notes, “There’s a backlash.... 
[W]ith that newfound visibility, there’s always a reverse 
reaction” (p. 26). These pieces in particular highlight the 
paradox of visibility in naming both the violence that 
follows increased visibility and the ostensible cultural and 
political shifts in favor of transgender people’s integration 
into mainstream society. 

For those trying to bridge discussions — in relatively 
straightforward language — of the prison-industrial com-
plex, visibility and representation, and the ways in which 
trans/gender is racialized, the pieces discussed here and 
much of the rest of the anthology could be quite useful in 
your classroom, reading group, or community program. A 
more knowledgeable transgender studies classroom may 

find Eva Hayward’s “Spiderwomen” particularly useful in 
taking the pulse of one ongoing conversation within trans 
studies. I’d suggest reading it alongside Micha Cárdenas’s 
“Dark Shimmers: The Rhythm of Necropolitical Affect 
in Digital Media” for her brilliant integration of her own 
art practice and the methods she offers for new media 
production and analysis. An art history class would enjoy 
Chris E. Vargas’s “Introducing the Museum of Transgen-
der Hirstory and Art,” precisely because no such brick-
and-mortar museum exists. And once that has raised 
questions about the canonization of art histories and the 
institutionalization of trans history, you can follow it up 
with Roy Pérez’s reflections in “Proximity: On the Work of 
Mark Aguhar,” the conversation between Che Gossett and 
Juliana Huxtable in “Existing in the World: Blackness at 
the Edge of Trans Visibility,” and Che Gossett’s single-au-
thored piece, “Blackness and the Trouble of Trans Visi-
bility”; your students will have taken at least a brief foray 
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into the world of contemporary trans art. Finally, ethnic 
studies classrooms could spend an entire week discussing 
prison abolition with the pieces I discussed in the previous 
paragraph, pairing them easily with Treva Ellison’s “The 
Labor of Werqing It: The Performance and Protest Strate-
gies of Sir Lady Java.” 

Fifteen hundred words can’t do justice to the breadth of 
topics broached in Trap Door; nor can I adequately convey 
the sheer import of a volume like this and the critical 
juncture at which it was published. I hope I have laid out 
enough about this text that librarians will be inspired to 
add it to their institutions’ collections, instructors will 
have some sense of where to begin incorporating selec-

tions from it into their courses, and researchers at any 
career stage will be convinced of the usefulness of reading 
and citing this volume because of the ways it fills a gap in 
published material between queer art history and trans-
gender studies writ large. Ultimately, Trap Door’s biggest 
strength is its diversity of topics and voices. As the editors 
note in the introduction, “The biggest effort for this vol-
ume…is to allow the paradox of trans representation in the 
current moment to find form in conversations that don’t 
attempt to smooth the contradictions” (p. xxiii). My only 
word of caution, therefore, is not to think too hard or too 
long about which shelf to put this book on.

Note

1. Snorton’s Black on Both Sides: A Racial History of Trans Identity is also reviewed in this issue of Resources for Gender and Women’s Studies.

[Avery Rose Everhart is a Ph.D. student in the population, health, and place program at the University of Southern California. She has written 
about queer and trans survivors of intimate partner violence, the global state of sexual and reproductive health and rights for trans people, 
and the political economy of pharmaceuticals used for medical gender transition. Her current research is on transgender healthcare within 
community health settings, with health and human rights, history, and spatial epidemiology as her lenses.]

Miriam Greenwald
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A Lexicon of Black and Trans Life (and Death)

BY JEANIE AUSTIN

C. Riley Snorton, Black on Both Sides: A Racial History of Trans Identity. University of Minnesota Press, 2017. 256 pp. notes. index. pap., 
$24.95, ISBN 978-1517901738.

What other worlds exist along-
side the narrative of counted 

and recounted “truths” of identity 
positions? In Black on Both Sides: 
A Racial History of Trans Identity, 
C. Riley Snorton begins to outline 
the possibilities inherent, over time, 
within the lapses, edges, and inti-
mations of a history that has utilized 
eugenicist logics, substantiation of 
humanity into flesh, and whiteness 
as a lauded category. Black on Both 
Sides is Snorton’s “attempt to find 
a vocabulary for [B]lack and trans 
life” (p. xiv) that is not linear but 
is concerned with the depths and 
surges of power, of narration, and of 
the possibility to name that occur in 
and are subverted by the profusion 
and iterations of the power to classify 
embodiment and ways of life in a 
specific moment of time. 

Snorton draws on “both sides” 
for this project — simultaneously 
naming and placing the implications 
of research and theory in Black and 
in trans studies as well as the lived 
realities, documented or otherwise 
declared, of Black and trans peo-
ple. The work is situated in writings 
by Black feminists of the flesh and 
the human — Hortense Spillers and 
Sylvia Wynter — which sit alongside 
theoretical and lived understand-
ings of grief, death, life, survivor’s 
guilt, and identification with the 
dead. Snorton rides the lines between 
claims to the value of life and future 
(biopolitical) and claims to the value 

of death and loss (necropolitical) un-
til they blur, an action of scholarship 
that serves, in its wake, to highlight 
the being of Black and trans in the 
current moment. Rather than an act 
of straightforward and traditionally 
legible scholarship, Snorton prizes 
illegibility for its potentials and rec-
ognizes it as an omission, created by 
power, that must be read in absence. 
This reading, inexact but no less rig-
orous or intellectually demanding for 
its process, takes form in “political 
propositions, theories of history, and 
writerly experiments” (p. 6), honing 
in on various moments in the avail-
able history of Black and trans being. 

For Snorton, this begins with a rec-
ognition that identity-based defi-
nitions of Black and trans carry the 
weight of historical forces to name, to 
permeate, and to position as separate 
the two categories of belonging. In 
the book, Black and trans both and 
simultaneously “exist prior to their 
articulations” but are, in different 
moments, written into one another 
through violations and creations of 
the flesh or diverged from one anoth-
er in narratives of coming to belong 
to categories of power. This review 
will touch on each of these topics, 
which are separated carefully in 
Snorton’s structuring of the book, in 
a moment. First though, it is import-
ant to note that what Snorton has 
done in Black on Both Sides is offer 
a way of thinking through Black and 
trans that holds to its own broad uti-

lization of transness. In allowing for 
the various permutations of trans-
ness, Snorton addresses the colonial 
and colonizing power to inscribe 
or withhold mainstream gendered 
belonging while also carefully main-
taining the possibility of transness 
as a varied and variant way of being 
or continuously becoming. Trans is 
not just a category of gender, but 
one of movement, forced or chosen, 
of transitory placement, of ongoing 
shift. It is in the meshing and sutur-
ing of these broad understandings of 
transness (a possible act of resistance 
to the identity-based political stances 
that Snorton notes so often fall into 
collusion with the regulatory nature 
of the state) that Snorton’s method-
ology for coming to address Black and 
trans develops “insights that surpass 
an additive logic” (p. 7). This is not a 
work of surfacing or certainty, and in 
that it finds a kind of freedom, allow-
ing the individuals discussed or the 
images of them that feature within 
the texts the possibility to “exceed 
capture” (p. 11), even as they are 
revealed.

Snorton’s methodology does not 
detract from the book as a rigor-
ous intellectual endeavor. There is a 
“both sides” that recurs in the book’s 
sections that will be particularly 
appealing to instructors of gender 
and women’s studies courses who are 
hoping their students might begin 
thinking around and through the 
effects of power. This is a multiplicity 
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that refuses duality between Black 
and trans in its frank discussions of 
violation and of claim-making. Snor-
ton’s refusal to center whiteness and 
white assumption is one of the book’s 
many virtues — it offers a counter to 
the narrative of trans belonging as 
white while also showing that white-
ness, through acts of violation, has 
forced the transitive nature of Black 
flesh. For instance, the first section 
of the book, “Blacken,” occurs in 
two parts. The first is a review and 
exploration of the cruel gynecological 
experiments conducted by J. Marion 
Sims on women who had been held 
in slavery and suffered from vesico-
vaginal fistula, most likely as a result 
of the sexual violence of slavery and 
the forced reproduction women faced 
as slaves. The accompanying chapter 
in this section attends to how gender 
was reworked in the narrative of es-
cape, including examples of gendered 
performance as material aspects of 
maneuvering outside of the extensive 
grips of systems created to maintain 
captivity through the capture and 
return of slaves, and the imaginary 
that whiteness utilized, during this 
period, to maintain power through 
“designations between human and 
person, black and white, and sex and 
gender,” distinctions that, as Snorton 
leads the reader to understand, are 
“not easily mappable as distinctly 
biological or social terrains” (p. 97).

This example offers only a taste of 
the intricate weaving of Black and 
trans described in Black on Both 
Sides, moving from the functions 
of law and science during chattel 

slavery, and resistance to the ways 
these forces inscribed possibility and 
embodiment, through a meditation 
on how Spillers’s insights on gender 
hold through the accounts of Book-
er T. Washington, W. E. B. Du Bois, 
and James Weldon Johnson, and into 
a more modern moment in which 
Black and trans are bisected through 
narratives that prioritize whiteness 
as a category of human belonging 
and allow the social and actual deaths 
of Black and trans or Black or trans 
people. Here, Snorton returns to the 
opening discussion of how an im-
perative call by LaVerne Cox to make 
trans lives matter holds within it calls 
to the viability of Black life.

While Snorton is careful to include 
background information on most 
of the theoretical materials utilized 
throughout the book, the last section, 
“Blackout,” may be especially ac-
cessible to people new to Black and/
or trans studies. The first chapter in 
this section focuses on how the social 
acceptability of Christine Jorgenson’s 
transition was facilitated through 
her ability to perform a (hetero)
normative white womanhood, which 
worked against the opportunities 
available to Black trans women. 
Snorton uncovers Jorgenson’s posi-
tion as “a peculiar emblem of national 
freedom, not beloved but somehow 
incorporable” (p. 142), a position 
that we might find mirrored in the 
more current and virulent media 
attention that was afforded to Caitlyn 
Jenner on the consequences her 
position in the American imaginary 
has for Black trans women through 
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its erasure of systemic violence and 
claim to citizenship. The book closes 
with a nuanced discussion of how 
accounts of the murder of Brandon 
Teena (as in numerous books and 
the film Boys Don’t Cry) distance or 
completely remove Phillip DeVine, 
one of the few Black men in town, 
an amputee, and also a victim of the 
killing spree that led to Brandon 
Teena’s death. Snorton, through 
imagination and theory, offers Phillip 
a telling of a life, one of the many that 
may have been his, given that now he 
is primarily made available for con-
jecture through his absence.

Black on Both Sides holds a needed 
critique of the real, lived dangers of 
liberal inclusion and an identity poli-
tics that stubbornly refuses to address 
ongoing systemic forces that feed into 
dangerous and deadly circumstances 
for Black and trans people, including 
interpersonal violence as well as sys-
temic forces of policing and incarcer-
ation, job discrimination, and social 
isolation. Beyond this, it offers and 
prioritizes the beauty of those lives 
that move through the interstices and 
oversights of categorization, holding 
a resonant claim to life and meaning. 

If you’re looking for similar 
trans-centric critiques of identity 
politics, the regulation of identity, 
and resistance to codification, read 
this alongside Trap Door: Trans 
Cultural Production and the Poli-
tics of Visibility (also reviewed in 
this issue), which collects a num-
ber of short essays, conversations, 
interviews, and reflections on trans 
possibility, including several pieces 
on Black trans embodiment.

[Dr. Jeanie Austin is a librarian with San Francisco Public Library’s jail and reentry services program. Their interests include the provision of 
library services to people held in state custody and the gendered, racialized, and ability-centric political and social systems that surround 
this work.]

Miriam Greenwald
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Woman at the Crossroads: The Many Intersectionalities of  
Pauli Murray

BY NANCY KREML

Rosalind Rosenberg, Jane Crow: The Life of Pauli Murray. Oxford University Press, 2017. 494 pp. notes. bibl. index $29.95, ISBN 978-
0190656454.

Is it worth a life of pain and con-
fusion for one person to make 

changes in the world that benefit 
millions? Rosalind Rosenberg flips 
that oft-debated question in this 
biography of Pauli Murray, showing 
how the painful conflicts in Murray’s 
life became the fertile ground out of 
which grew insights and work that 
shaped some of the great court cases 
and documents of civil rights and the 
women’s movement. Murray lived 
through times that, like ours, were 
marked by critical divisions over 
race, gender, sexual identity, class, 
and religion. Those divisions did 
not destroy her; they led instead to 
strength and wisdom that influenced 
many of the powerful voices of her 
time, including Thurgood Marshall, 
Eleanor Roosevelt, Betty Friedan, and 
Ruth Bader Ginsburg. 

Rosenberg uses the copious material 
left by Murray to document both the 
emotional courage and the com-
manding intellect that shaped her 
life. At the same time, she treats us 
to a vivid history of the civil rights 
and feminist movements of the 20th 
century, while reminding us that the 
movements for gay and transgender 
rights came too late to benefit this 
remarkable person.

This scholarly book is not light enter-
tainment, nor is it a quick read. But 
neither is it dry and boring; instead, 
Rosenberg wisely uses the wealth of 
detail left by Murray as well as her 
own copious research to illuminate 

and explain the mixtures of love and 
despair, rejection and hope, courage 
and wit that shaped Murray’s life. 
Like most Southerners, and maybe 
most people, Murray was born into a 
family already shaped by the dynam-
ic forces of her time. Her ancestors 
included enslaved African Americans 
as well as those who freed themselves 
before the Civil War and went on to 
become teachers and ministers; a 
white plantation owner who raped a 
black woman, and the owner’s wife, 
who raised the child of that rape to be 
educated; a white Union soldier who 
married that child; and many other 
remarkable people. As Rosenberg 
says, Murray’s grandmothers, aunts, 
and sisters “were ‘race women,’ who, 
though they could have passed for 
white, cast their lot with ‘the colored 
race’....To them, race was a matter of 
commitment and character, a view 
Pauli adopted” (p. 20). Out of that 
mix, Murray grew up opposed to 
racial separation in all forms. From 
newspapers and her own accounts, 
we learn how that first led her to take 
direct action against segregation on 
buses in North Carolina (long before 
Rosa Parks) and then legal action 
against the University of North Caro-
lina, the state of California, and many 
other bastions of white privilege. And 
yet, from her letters and diaries, we 
also learn that Murray was in later 
years sometimes rejected by students 

in campus struggles influenced by the 
separatist Black Power philosophies 
of the 1970s (p. 321).

Murray went on to develop her early 
commitment to racial justice into 
a powerful intellectual pursuit. For 
those readers not versed in legal 
terminology, Rosenberg gives a clear 
and detailed picture of the thought 
that eventually developed into 
Murray’s senior law school seminar 
paper, a lucid and logical argument 
against racial segregation based on 
the 13th and 14th amendments. 
Thurgood Marshall later used her 
argument to persuade the Supreme 
Court to decide the landmark de-
segregation of schools in Brown v. 
Board of Education (1954) (p. 4). 
Rosenberg’s abundant scholarship, 
evident in more than 70 pages of 
notes and bibliography at the end of 
the volume, is clearly not there just 
for its own sake, but to clarify and 
make real the events of Murray’s life, 
the mind they shaped, and its impact 
on history.

A reader could easily be lost in the 
details of these complex explana-
tions, but Rosenberg helps us by 
constantly reiterating the theme of 
Murray’s inevitable intersectional-
ity. Race was only the first of many 
bases of discrimination that shaped 
Murray’s life. From her youth she 
recognized that women were treated 
differently from men; as she made 
her way through academia, her 
intellectual abilities often led her to 
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doors that were closed to her gender. 
Harvard University denied her ad-
mission on the basis of gender just as 
the University of North Carolina had 
done on the basis of race. “In [Mur-
ray’s] mind, to be rejected because of 
her ‘sex’ was no different from being 
rejected because of her ‘race’” (p. 
137). Murray’s life brought her to an 
understanding of intersectionality 
long before the word became com-
mon, showing her — especially in the 
early civil rights struggle — that Black 
women were at the bottom of a totem 
pole topped first by white men, then 
by Black men and white women, eco-
nomically as well as legally. 

Rosenberg avoids sentimentalizing 
or overdramatizing Murray’s difficult 
emotional struggles with other forms 
of discrimination, always relying on 
letters and journals rather than imag-
ination to make Murray’s inner life 
visible. Class was a clear hurdle for so 
many of the people Murray cham-
pioned, and though her own family 
was solidly bourgeois in the Southern 
Black community where they lived, 
the constant need for money pushed 
Murray to postpone or pass up edu-
cational opportunities and to agonize 
in the precarious position of being 
the only woman and the only person 
of her race. 

But Rosenberg shows us, too, the 
very private personal side of this 
amazing woman. Married briefly to 

a man, Murray realized that she was 
attracted physically only to women. 
Though she had various relation-
ships, including one of many years 
with Renee Barlow, Murray wrestled 
with more than sexual orientation. 
Throughout her life, she was con-
vinced that she was “physiologically 
at least partly male” (p. 121) — in a 
time when there was no recognition 
of the validity of gender identity 
that is different from biological sex. 
Murray underwent many diagnostic 
procedures, hoping fruitlessly to find 
undescended testes or other evidence 
of physical masculinity (p. 172). In-
deed, Rosenberg tells us that Murray 
saw herself not as a lesbian, but as 
someone who had “a pseudo-her-
maphrodite condition” (p. 120). The 
depression and even hospitalization 
brought on by this torment were 
the price Murray paid for being an 
outsider at almost every level. Yet 
eventually, “whereas she had once 
experienced that in-betweenness as 
an unbearable conflict that must be 
resolved medically, she had come to 
feel that it allowed her to challenge 
boundaries that seemed natural to 
others” (p. 244).

Rosenberg illustrates not only how 
Murray’s gender struggle affected her 
career as well as her personal life but 
also how Murray used that chasm to 
make incredible leaps as one of the 

first Black women to earn a Ph.D. 
from Yale and one of the first Black 
women (among the very first of any 
women) to be ordained a priest in the 
Episcopal Church. 

Jane Crow does justice to the pow-
erful mind and personal pain of Pauli 
Murray and to the momentous events 
she had a hand in bringing to pass. 
This is a book that asks us to meet it 
with an energy and compassion that 
does honor to its subject and will 
change the way we understand our 
world. 

[Nancy Kreml is retired from Midlands Technical College in Columbia, South Carolina, where she chaired the English and humanities depart-
ments.]
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Transgressions and “Bad Girls”

BY SIWAR MASANNAT

Nadia Yaqub and Rula Quawas, eds., Bad Girls of the Arab World. University of Texas Press, 2017. 256 pp. notes. bibl. index. pap., $27.95, 
ISBN 978-1477313367.

This is a collection of essays, personal and academic, 
that employ or investigate figures of the “bad Arab 

girl.” Each of the collection’s twelve chapters illustrates 
how a particular example of transgression, whether  
(un)intentional, fabricated, or circumstantial, produces 
the label of badness. 

Co-editor Nadia Yaqub debunks the notion that transgres-
sion is a synonym for resistance in this collection. Instead, 
she associates it with “acts of negotiation and naming” 
in addition to resistance, as well as with the visibility of 
women’s bodies (p. 7). Describing transgression as “mul-
tivalent and open to interpretation,” she compellingly en-
courages readers to attend to nuances, teasing out patterns 
and particularities in how transgressions are contingent 
and tracing how they unfold and accrue significance (p. 3). 
Her introduction also offers a short section that problema-
tizes Orientalist, paternalistic, and culturalist Western 
analyses of Arab women’s oppression. 

Yaqub writes that transgression “allows us to sidestep 
fraught questions surrounding agency and instead direct 
attention to how women negotiate the structures in which 
they are embedded with varying degrees of freedom and 
constraint” (p. 6). To frame this decentering, she argues 
that while Saba Mahmood’s work on pious Muslim women 
is valuable,1 it still eludes Linda Zerilli’s observation that a 
completely independent agent does not exist2 (p. 6). While 
I appreciate that Yaqub strategically centers the book’s 
analyses and narratives in lieu of theoretical debates that 
might be unduly distracting, she does, in fact, single out 
two women, Samar Yazbek and Nada Prouty, as “inde-
pendent agents” on account of their break from natal 
families or communities (p. 13). This situates Yazbek’s and 
Prouty’s transgressions in a depoliticized equivalence and 
indicates that the gesture of decentering agency upholds 
a narrow definition of the concept. My critique here is 
not an argument for agency’s centrality; rather, I am 
questioning why the delineation of contextual particular-
ities appears as a paradoxical attempt to circumvent and 
uphold individualistic, liberal feminist assumptions. It is 

precisely because the collection’s range of transgressions 
discourages closural definition or reductive valorization 
that Yaqub misses a valuable opportunity to pose ques-
tions about how transgression, agency, justice, and power 
structures are related,3 on the one hand, and how one 
might practice the recognition of agencies, on the other.4 

Though transgression is offered as a dynamic shaping 
inquiry outside of value judgements, Yaqub slips into 
perplexing valorization in her reductive framing, on page 
17, of Randa A. Kayyali’s essay on CIA agent Nada Prouty. 
Kayyali, in her reading of Prouty’s strategic self-con-
struction as a formerly oppressed Arab girl “liberated” 
into becoming an American patriot, situates Prouty’s 
gendered mobilizations of the “good American” and “bad 
Arab” in the imperialist discursive field of U.S. politics (p. 
69). Where Kayyali “illustrates one narrative of ethnicity, 
gender, and immigrant status that can be sold to a gen-
eral American audience” (p. 65, emphasis added), Yaqub 
merely identifies a bad Arab girl’s story of survival. This 
moment forecloses deeper interpretations of Kayyali’s 
contribution to the collection’s “landscape of badness” (p. 
17) and fails to question a dubious feminist imperative to 
extol agency. 

That said, the collection offers valuable and interesting 
essays, among them Kayyali’s. I will highlight the ones I 
found most engaging. 

Co-editor Rula Quawas, who passed away in the summer 
of 2017 before the book was published, shapes her essay, 
“Inciting Critique in the Feminist Classroom,” around a 
video by four students about sexual harassment on Jordan 
University’s campus. The video, posted online without 
the students’ consent, elicited mixed reactions as well 
as misogynistic backlash, most notably by the universi-
ty’s administration. Quawas situates her students’ work 
within the feminist classroom’s capacity to foster critical 
thinking, self-reflection, and the “ability to imagine and 
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articulate big questions from multiple perspectives” (p. 
26). While this essay creates a problematic binary of fem-
inist agency vs. feminine passivity, it offers an urgent and 
heartfelt argument for feminist pedagogy. 

Adania Shibli’s “The Making of Bad Palestinian Mothers 
during the Second Intifada” investigates the bad Arab 
girl in the context of mother-blaming. Shibli traces the 
development and dissemination of the “official narrative 
that claimed that Palestinian mothers were sending their 
children to death” once it became impossible for Israel to 
deny its murders (p. 93). In countering this racist mis-
representation, Shibli notes how such a narrative robs 
Palestinians of “the right to protest their deaths” (p. 106) 
and identifies shahāda (martyrdom) in Palestinian moth-
ers’ discourse as “a means of organizing grief” throughout 
decades of ongoing settler-colonial violence (p. 107). 

In “‘They Are Not Like Your Daughters or Mine’: Spectacles 
of Bad Women from the Arab Spring,” Amal Amireh prob-
lematizes the abstraction of women’s bodies in celebratory 
and cautionary discourses of the Arab Spring. Amireh 
challenges the notion that women’s bodies are mere “sites 
and texts” and “insist[s] on the centrality of their gen-
dered embodiment” (p. 114). The essay focuses on Fayda 
Hamdi, a Tunisian police officer who allegedly slapped Mu-
hammad al-Bu‘azizi, and Libyan Iman al-Obeidi, who was 
raped by Qadhdhafi’s men. Amireh’s analysis reveals the 
contradiction between the media’s mythmaking and these 
women’s narratives: Hamdi and al-Obeidi’s embodied 
selves are precisely what disrupts their iconic status, for 
their transgressions emerge from the fact that “[t]hey do 
not fit the sanctioned scripts available to them — as silent 
victims or as outspoken women of courage” (p. 126). 

Besides the collection’s relevance to women’s studies, four 
of the essays offer contributions to transnational literature 
and culture studies. One such work is “Reel Bad Maghrebi 
Women,” by Florence Martin and Patricia Caillé, which 
attends to gendered representations in Maghrebi films 
geared to international (Western) audiences. The authors 
situate “reel bad Arab girls” in relation to early Maghrebi 
cinema as well as globalization’s cultural politics, ana-
lyzing women’s representations in three films that reject 
both Eastern and Western “regimes of truths” (p. 170). 
“New Bad Girls of Sudan: Women Singers in the Sudanese 
Diaspora,” by Anita H. Fábos, reads three Sudanese singers 

in the diaspora as transgressive figures on account of their 
“Sudanese origins, global visibility, and challenges to the 
ethnic, religious, class, and gender status quo” (p. 186). In 
“Syrian Bad Girl Samar Yazbek: Refusing Burial,” Hana-
di Al-Samman discusses Yazbek’s political opposition as 
transgressive to her familial ties to the regime. She illus-
trates how Yazbek’s witness accounts of the war in Syria 
name criminals, resurrect dead voices, and create a “rela-
tional encounter with the space and its people that under-
scores discontinuity, defiance, effective opposition, and 
survival” (p. 161). The artistic performance piece “Suspi-
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cious Bodies” shows Rima Najdi’s persona Madam Bomba 
donning a fake TNT suit in the streets of Beirut. Though the 
polyvocal form is interesting, the questions and reflections 
emerging in encounters between performer and audience/
participants are somewhat underwhelming. 

Overall, Bad Girls of the Arab World is a most welcome 
contribution to the field of women’s studies. It is relevant 
to courses that examine representations of women, post-
colonial and transnational feminisms, and/or gender in 
Arab-majority countries.

Notes

1. Saba Mahmood, Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (Princeton University Press, 2011).

2. Linda Zerilli, Feminism and the Abyss of Freedom (University of Chicago Press, 2005).

3. For a critique of valorizing transgression and subversion, see Kumkum Sangari, “Consent, Agency, and the Rhetorics of Incitement,” 
Economic and Political Weekly, v. 28, no. 8 (1993), p. 868.

4. For a discussion on transnational literacy as recognition of agencies, see Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Teaching for the Times,” in  
Dangerous Liaisons: Gender, Nation, and Postcolonial Perspectives, eds. Anne McClintock, Aamir Mufti, Ella Shohat (University of Min-
nesota Press, 1997), pp. 468–490; and for a discussion on practicing the recognition of women’s desires and non-feminist avenues for 
social justice, see Lila Abu-Lughod, “Do Muslim Women Really Need Saving? Anthropological Reflections on Cultural Relativism and Its 
Others,” American Anthropologist, v. 104, no. 3 (2002), pp. 783–790.

[Siwar Masannat is pursuing a Ph.D. in English (creative writing) and a graduate certificate in women’s and gender studies at the University of 
Wisconsin–Milwaukee. Masannat is the author of 50 Water Dreams (Cleveland State University Poetry Center, 2015).]

Miriam Greenwald
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An Ethnographic Understanding of Rape and Its Aftermath in 
Northern Uganda

BY NANCY RYDBERG

Holly Porter,  After Rape: Violence, Justice, and Social Harmony in Uganda. Cambridge University Press, 2017. (International African Library.) 
268 pp. notes. bibl. index. $99.99, ISBN 978-1107180048; ebook, $80.00, ISBN 978-1316868225.

Holly Porter explores rape and its 
aftermath in two villages in the 

Acholi subregion of northern Uganda, 
providing a nuanced, context- 
specific understanding of rape that 
contributes to theories of rape during 
war and peace. By offering insight 
into how justice after rape is un-
derstood in the region, Porter sheds 
light on Acholi responses to wrong-
doing more generally, including the 
violence committed by the govern-
ment and the Lord’s Resistance Army 
(LRA) during the 20-year civil war 
from 1986 to 2006.1

The book opens with a report of two 
rapes: In the first instance, a young 
woman was raped by a soldier. When 
she reported the rape, he was shot 
and killed. In the second instance, 
a young woman was raped by her 
cousin. The family responded by 
ritually cleansing the woman and her 
cousin. These two rapes happened to 
the same woman, and that woman 
thought the different responses to the 
rapes were appropriate. The rest of 
the book explores Acholi understand-
ings of rape and wrongdoing and the 
Acholi conceptualization of justice in 
the aftermath of wrongdoing through 
the lens of social harmony, a concept 
Porter develops throughout the book. 

One of the major strengths of this 
book is the richness and depth of 
ethnographic data Porter gathers 
through two years of participant 
observation, 187 in-depth inter-
views with women, informal inter-

views and group conversations with 
men, analysis of court transcripts 
of rape cases, and participation in 
a gender-based violence working 
group. The sensitivity with which 
she describes northern Uganda is no 
doubt informed by her more than 14 
years living in the Acholi subregion, 
which she has come to call home. 
She asserts, “This is not just a story of 
Acholi people. It is a human story...
[o]r, as Jadran Mimica put it, ‘every 
other is the possibility of oneself’” 
(p. 19, emphasis in original).

In Chapters 2 and 3, Porter describes 
her approach to interviewing and her 
definition of rape. She planned her 
interview process through participa-
tory discussions with women from a 
village outside of her two field sites. 
These women advised her to ask 
research participants broad ques-
tions that would allow them to tell 
their stories of sexual violence and 
its aftermath within the context of 
other life injustices. Of the women 
who were interviewed, 40% report-
ed being raped. Porter believes her 
approach prompted some women to 
share their stories who may other-
wise have remained silent.

In determining what counts as rape, 
Porter privileges women’s eval-
uation of their experiences. “For 
this study, the ‘threshold’ of what 
‘counts’ or should be counted as 
rape is determined by the internal 
thresholds of the individual women 
in the study,” she explains. “What 

emerged through interviews is a 
series of individual variations on a 
universal theme of being forced” (p. 
48). Porter strengthens women’s 
voices and views by allowing them 
space to speak for themselves and 
then amplifying their perspectives. 
Her thoughtful, receptive interview 
method is an excellent example for 
other researchers seeking to conduct 
research on sexual violence. 

The next four chapters of the book 
discuss Acholi notions of sex and sex-
ual transgressions within a broader 
framework of appropriate responses 
to wrongdoing. Throughout these 
chapters Porter describes how the 
concept of social harmony is the lens 
through which Acholi understand 
and pursue justice in the aftermath of 
rape and other wrongdoing. 

“Social harmony” is not a specific 
term in the Acholi language; Porter 
coins the term to refer to what she 
has observed as “a highly valued 
ideal in Acholi society” that “denotes 
a state of ‘normal’ relations among 
the living and the dead, an idea of 
cosmological equilibrium, and social 
balance of power and moral order” 
(p. 3). Social harmony is not static, 
she explains; it is not always accepted 
by everyone, and it is not always just. 
Porter’s extensive analysis of social 
harmony is her central contribution 
to anthropological discussions about 
Acholi people.
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In Chapters 4 and 5, Porter discusses 
Acholi understandings of love, sex, 
and sexual transgression, explaining 
that love as well as sex and rape are 
not just about two individuals but 
involve ties that are forged with the 
whole community, which impact 
gender relations and the status of 
men and women in relation to each 
other through the production of 
children and through customary 
bridewealth payments between 
families. Rape is considered a sexual 
transgression when it has no relation 
to reproduction and is commit-
ted outside customary payments. 
Porter’s description of love in Acholi 
helps to demonstrate why some rapes 
are strongly condemned while oth-
ers, such as marital rape, are mostly 
ignored.

In Chapter 5, Porter explores wom-
en’s stories of rape and the various 
terms they used to categorize types 
of forced sex. The diverse language 
women use to refer to rape, she says, 
suggests that women do not experi-
ence all rape in the same ways. For 
example, some cases of rape are about 
lust while others are about humilia-
tion. Some of the women she inter-
viewed felt more aggrieved by the 
experience than others did, yet even 
in cases of rape that did not qualify as 
sexual transgressions by commonly 
accepted Acholi standards, women 
still experienced “an individual sense 
of violation” (p. 129). In this chapter 
Porter complicates popular notions 
that see rape as simply about “power, 
control, domination, and violence 
rather than about sex” (p. 58). She 
argues that she contributes to “resex-
ualising” understandings of rape in 

acknowledging that not all rape is the 
same. In her view, rape is also about 
sex and all of its meanings within a 
given context, including lust. Schol-
ars, she insists, need to consider “the 
role of power in all sex” (p. 215). 

In Chapter 7, Porter describes how 
responses to rape reflect social di-
mensions of sex in Acholi. Although 
women often individually wished to 
punish the rapist (to a varying degree 
depending on their relationship with 
the perpetrator), they overwhelm-
ingly deferred to their extended 
family networks to find a resolution. 
When women believed their relatives 
would blame them or not take the 
situation seriously, they remained 
silent.

None of the women Porter inter-
viewed sought justice through the 
formal justice system. They explained 
that pursuing justice after rape is 
not something they could do alone. 
According to one research partici-
pant, taking the issue to the police 
or the local councilor would “bring 
hatred between the clans,” which 
could further harm social harmo-
ny. This participant’s explanation 
demonstrates the pre-eminence of 
social concerns over concerns about 
the individual woman and her desires 
for retribution. It also demonstrates 
“the centrality of two integral aspects 
of lived Acholi reality: There is (1) a 
profound value of social harmony, 
and (2) a deep distrust of higher au-
thorities to dispense justice” (p. 133, 
emphasis in original).

In Chapter 8, Porter explores the 
connection between understand-
ings of rape in war and in peace. 
She compares civilian and combat-
ant rape through stories of rape by 
strangers (civilian vs. combatant) and 
rape in the context of abduction and 
forced marriage (by the LRA vs. by 
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a civilian) and finds that responses 
to rape by civilians and combatants 
demonstrate Acholi responses to 
wrongdoing in general. Only rarely 
were the rapes by stranger combat-
ants considered politically motivated. 
For study participants, whether the 
perpetrator of rape in these cases 
was a combatant or a civilian did not 
matter as much as the repercussions 
of the rape on social harmony. Por-
ter’s findings support Nordstrom’s 
claim that gender relations in times 
of peace influence gender relations in 
times of war.2

Porter links her findings to the seem-
ingly contradictory Acholi responses 
to wrongdoing in the post- 
conflict context. Members of the LRA 
committed brutal murders of their 
own people, yet many Acholi pro-
tested the indictment of LRA leaders 
by the International Criminal Court 
(ICC) and instead promoted amnes-
ty for LRA combatants. In daily life, 
however, mob justice is occasionally 
inflicted on ordinary people accused 
of crimes such as theft and sorcery. 
Porter explains that many Acholi 
distrusted the ICC and feared that 

any judgment from the court could 
threaten social harmony. The ICC 
lost legitimacy in the eyes of most 
Acholi when it collaborated with the 
government to bring charges against 
LRA commanders but neglected to 
bring charges against government 
actors who had committed human 
rights abuses. 

Porter advises transitional justice 
actors to examine the relationship 
of those most affected by violence to 
the formal justice system. Does the 
formal justice system have legitima-
cy in the eyes of the aggrieved? The 
priorities of those most affected by 
crime need to be understood and tak-
en seriously, she says, because “the 
meanings of crime or wrongdoing, 
and justice and social healing, are 
always highly contextual and should 
be treated as such” (p. 215). 

This book will be useful to anyone 
seeking to conduct research in north-
ern Uganda. Porter contributes to 
debates about justice in post-conflict 
northern Uganda, and her concept 

of social harmony adds import-
ant insight to earlier ethnographic 
work about Acholi, such as Sverker 
Finnström’s discussion of the Acholi 
concepts of good and bad surround-
ings.3

This volume would also be a good 
addition to graduate or upper-level 
undergraduate courses on gender in a 
global context or on gender and vio-
lence. It provides concrete examples 
of how war facilitates sexual vio-
lence, and it adds evidence to existing 
theories of gender and violence (such 
as the theory that there is continuity 
between prewar, wartime, and post-
war violence). Porter also demon-
strates how popular depictions of 
rape in terms of pathology and power 
(e.g., sick men who commit serial 
rapes) during peacetime and as a 
weapon during war fail to incorpo-
rate the ways rape is also about sex 
and its multiple meanings in a given 
context.

Notes

1. Reviewer’s note: Holly Porter is a colleague of mine. She was a discussant for a panel I presented at for the American Anthropological 
Association in 2016. She lived in northern Uganda while I conducted my dissertation research in the region, so we have met periodically 
to discuss common research interests.

2. Carolyn Nordstrom, A Different Kind of War (University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997).

3. Many Acholi use the expression “good surroundings” to describe the ideal way of life and “bad surroundings” to describe the suffering 
faced during times of war and displacement. See Sverker Finnström, Living with Bad Surroundings: War, History, and Everday Moments 
in Northern Uganda (Duke University Press, 2008).

[Nancy Rydberg is a Ph.D. candidate in educational policy studies and development studies at the University of Wisconsin.]
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Rhetorical Resistance: A Review of Violence against  
Indigenous Women

BY JULIA ANDERSON

Allison Hargreaves, Violence against Indigenous Women: Literature, Activism, Resistance. Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2017. 288 pp. 
notes. bibl. index. pap., $29.99, ISBN 978-1771122399.

The abduction and murder of Indigenous women and 
girls is an ongoing epidemic in Canada that is deeply 

rooted in the country’s history of colonialism. Federally 
mandated programs meant to address the issue contin-
ue with little significant progress and actually further 
marginalize the experiences of the Indigenous community 
by excluding them from decision-making processes. In 
Violence against Indigenous Women: Literature, Ac-
tivism, Resistance, settler-scholar Allison Hargreaves 
explores strategies for resisting colonialism and gendered 
violence in Indigenous women’s literature and storytell-
ing. She supports centering the experiences of Indigenous 
women as a necessary step to responding to the epidemic 
of violence.  

In a series of case studies, Hargreaves compares different 
literary genres to recent community activism and feder-
al policy. She chooses literature because “literature does 
more than describe violence — it can actually instruct 
its readers in decolonizing approaches to anti-violence 
resistance” (p. 6). Emphasizing the colonial underpin-
nings of government policy by juxtaposing federal man-
dates against the contributions of Indigenous women, 
she articulates the ways community-based approaches 
to anti-violence address themes of under- and misrepre-
sentation, colonialism and racism, and resistance through 
storytelling. 

Hargreaves first deconstructs the incomplete metanar-
rative of Indigenous women’s experience with gendered 
violence by discussing the public policy issues addressed 
in Christine Welsh’s Finding Dawn, a documentary that 
contextualizes the stories of murdered Indigenous wom-
en in relation to settler colonialism, racism, and sexism 
and illustrates how systemic injustice contributes to 
the continued violence. Hargreaves then discusses Brit-
ish Columbia’s Missing Women Commission of Inquiry 
(2010–2012), which documented cases of missing Indig-
enous women around the Highway of Tears and Vancou-
ver’s Downtown Eastside. She argues that the commission 
excluded and marginalized the experiences of Indigenous 
women by focusing on personal details about the women 

rather than on the institutional shortcomings that put 
them at risk. Welsh’s documentary centers those experi-
ences of violence and resistance through interviews with 
family members and anti-violence advocates. Hargreaves 
also discusses community mobilizations, like the Annu-
al Women’s Memorial March, that attempt to resist the 
meta narrative propagated by federal initiatives.  

Hargreaves then explores the importance of using bio-
graphical case studies to guide policy initiatives by 
analyzing the effects of the Native Women’s Association of 
Canada’s Sisters in Spirit campaign and Amnesty Inter-
national’s 2004 report, Stolen Sisters: Discrimination 
and Violence against Women in Canada. These federal 
mandates were meant to create awareness of the dispro-
portionate violence experienced by Indigenous women 
by centering their experiences. But although the telling 
of those personal experiences led to federal discussion 
and policy planning, the stories were removed from their 
original context and used primarily as a teaching tool for 
non-Indigenous individuals rather than to support In-
digenous women. Hargreaves pairs these reports with the 
commemorative anti-violence poem “Helen Betty Os-
borne,” by Marilyn Dumont, which calls upon Indigenous 
feminist theory through the “re-membering” of Betty Os-
borne, a woman viciously murdered in the late 1970s, and 
the “re-attachment” of her story to the history of colonial 
violence in Canada (pp. 86, 87).  Hargreaves views this 
remembering and reattachment as a way to resist the voy-
euristic consumption of gendered violence. By prioritizing 
the knowledge production, perspectives, and experiences 
of Indigenous women, these narratives are resituated in 
material relations and recontextualized to meet the needs 
of the Indigenous community. 

Hargreaves moves on to the importance of testimony, or 
storytelling, to federal and community anti-violence ini-
tiatives. Storytelling is harnessed as a resistance strategy, 
she says, because it is an Indigenous form of activism in 
which “women are compelled to tell their own stories,” 
confronting oppressors and bystanders with the reality 
of their experiences (p. 103). She relates the agency of 
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storytelling to Morningstar Mercredi’s memoir, Morning-
star: A Warrior’s Spirit, in that these forms of rhetoric 
deny the audience complicit innocence. Instead, audiences 
are forced to acknowledge the continued injustice be-
cause the narrators emphasize the longstanding traditions 
of oppression, violence, and silence in colonial history. 
Storytelling addresses misinformed narratives of violence, 
centering the experiences and knowledge of Indigenous 
women, and lends them the agency necessary to enact 
change. 

Finally, Hargreaves discusses the politics of grieving and 
martyrdom by comparing the Government of Manitoba’s 
apology to the family of Helen Betty Osborne with two 
plays: David Robertson’s The Life of Helen Betty Osborne 
and Yvette Nolan’s Annie Mae’s Movement. Hargreaves 
suggests that these two Indigenous women are often used 
as the face of the anti-violence movement because of 
the conditions of their deaths and their status within the 
community. This continued use of their images re inforces 
the idea that only select Indigenous women deserve to 
be remembered, and only as either martyrs or victims. 
This rhetoric also suggests that the violent deaths of these 
women were not in vain, because they stand to teach a 
lesson to the community and the government. Hargreaves 
challenges this notion by arguing that “[t]he stories of 
missing and murdered women are then at risk of becoming 
a mere proving ground for settler benevolence” (p. 168). 
This assertion is only accentuated by government-led ini-
tiatives that do not provide any new answers or solutions 
to the continued issue of gendered violence.

In her conclusion Hargreaves looks at Elle-Maija Tail-
feather’s revenge-drama, A Red Girl’s Reasoning, for “its 
imaginative engagement,” recommending that “Indig-
enous people and their consensual allies turn away from 
solutions that re-embed colonial relations of power and 
instead look to Indigenous-led initiatives in education, 
organizing, and creative arts for leadership and direction” 
(p. 169). She offers several suggestions for following this 
recommendation, all involving the rejection of the justice 
system as a legitimate institution of authority and un-
derstanding how Canada’s colonial history is related to 
ongoing gender violence. Hargreaves closes by speaking 
specifically to non-Indigenous people who are passionate 

about solidarity work. She advises them to take direction 
and leadership from Indigenous organizers and communi-
ties in order to be true allies. 

Violence against Indigenous Women offers an in-depth 
look at the rhetorical relationship between federal pol-
icy, Indigenous literature, and community activism. 
Hargreaves draws on several case studies to discuss issues 
of mis- and underrepresentation, the decontextualizing of 
Indigenous narratives, and the resistance power of story-
telling. This book would make a meaningful contribution 
to discussions of Indigenous rights, rhetorical power, fem-
inist activism, gendered violence, and colonialism. Specific 
knowledge of Canadian history and policy is beneficial but 
not necessary in order to engage with the text.

[Julia Anderson is a graduate student in the women’s and gender studies/library and information sciences coordinated degree program at 
the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee. Her research interests include Chicana and queer studies, feminist histories, and social justice in 
archives. She is currently developing a thesis that supports radical feminist archiving strategies and community archiving initiatives.]
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Curative Violence and Disability without Violence

BY JO TEUT  

Eunjung Kim, Curative Violence: Rehabilitating Disability, Gender, and Sexuality in Modern Korea. Duke University Press, 2017. 312 pp. notes. 
bibl. index. pap., $25.95, ISBN 978-0822362883.

Eunjung Kim examines “the 
power relations that govern our 

bodies” in a way that transcends 
South Korea in both time and space. 
Beginning on page 6 of this volume, 
Kim asks us to rethink “cure” (to a 
disability or illness) as a crossing that 
makes disabled bodies into gendered 
bodies, disabled bodies into cured 
bodies, and inhuman into human, 
thus establishing a binary that sees 
disabled bodies as both genderless 
and inhuman. To cure, then, is to do 
violence, to impose violence upon 
selves as a way of normalizing bodies 
into the national model of citizens 
who are both gendered and not dis-
abled, instead of accepting disabled 
bodies as not in need of transforma-
tion. Kim asks us to rethink not only 
what makes a human and a gendered 
body, but also what makes a model 
citizen, especially for a country such 
as South Korea rebuilding itself after 
colonial rule. 

Kim theorizes curative violence 
by exploring how attempts to cure 
disability through violence on an 
individual level mirror the ways in 
which South Korea rehabilitated 
itself and its citizens after being ruled 
as a colony by Japan (1910–1945). 
Curative violence is then a form of 
violence that is perpetuated by “cur-
ing” disabled bodies. Kim examines 
cultural representations of disability 
from popular media of South Ko-
rea to show how both the state and 
individuals, usually family members, 
attempt to cure an individual’s dis-

“The possibility of life 
with disability without 
violence depends on such 
reimaginations of space 
and time that recognize 
and challenge the power 
relations that govern our 
bodies.” (p. 234)

abilities by means of eugenics, rape, 
isolation, reproductive control, and 
other forms of violence. “Cure” here 
does not necessarily mean transfor-
mation into a non-disabled or “nor-
mal” state of mind and body. Instead, 
in this context, it means being made 
unable to reproduce the disability 
through genetics, unable to transmit 
it to others through infection, and 
unable to live when living causes a 
burden to others, especially fami-
ly. You read that right. Sometimes 
“cure” for disability has meant death. 
Curative violence, then, denies the 
possibly of disability as a way of living 
and justifies material and physical 
violence on disabled bodies as a cure 
for disability. 

Although I find few flaws in Kim’s 
expert analysis, I do have questions. 
In forming the concept of cura-
tive violence, Kim discusses only 
how this violence is perpetuated by 
abled-bodied people, either fam-

ily members or representatives of 
the state. But how does this con-
cept apply to people who willingly 
consent to participate in these forms 
of violence against themselves? If we 
are seeking to give individuals agency 
over their bodies, how do we ap-
proach those who do not want to live 
with their disability or pass it along to 
others? Is it only violence when it is 
pushed on us by others? It is import-
ant to note that we are not strictly 
discussing medical interventions as 
violence, but also forms of violence as 
stand-ins for medical interventions. 
Performing hysterectomies (forced 
sterilization) on women to relieve 
their caregivers of dealing with men-
struation rather than for a legitimate 
medical purpose, as Kim discusses in 
Chapter 1, “Unmothering Disabili-
ty,” would be an example of medical 
intervention as violence. Violence as 
a stand-in for medical intervention 
would include categorizing the child 
of a parent with Hansen’s disease 
(leprosy) as having a disability and 
isolating the child in a colony, even 
if that child doesn’t have the disease. 
One critical aspect of this discussion 
is which conditions are and are not 
labeled as disabilities. I would suggest 
that these are just benign variations 
of life, in the same way that Gayle 
Rubin argued that different sexu-
alities are also benign variations.1 
This argument does not diminish the 
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physical reality, though, of being la-
beled as having a disability and being 
subjected to cures as a result. 

My second line of questioning: Where 
do intersex and transgender bodies 
fit into this analysis, especially those 
that cannot fit into the clear-cut 
gendered roles of the nation? For 
some, violence is enacted when they 
are forced to endure medical inter-
ventions without their consent, for 
instance in the case of genital surgery 
for intersex infants. For others, en-
during the denial of medical inter-
vention is violence, for instance, in 
the cases of transgender people who 
need and want surgical alterations 
but are not allowed to have them. 
These forms of violence are harder 
to define, as some would consider 
being intersex a disability that needs 
to be cured by surgery, while others 
consider such surgery as causing a 
disability that would not have existed 
otherwise. These conversations — 
murky and riddled with complex 
questions of agency and human rights 
— expose the complexities involved 
in who gets to decide what disability 
is and what violence is. In comparing 
intersex experiences with surgeries 
and transgender experiences with 
surgeries, we must hold the possibil-

ity that what is curative violence for 
one might be curing from violence for 
the other. 

These questions certainly invite 
further exploration, yet the im-
portance of this book should not 
be underestimated. Kim expertly 
theorizes curative violence through 
an intersectional and interdisciplin-
ary approach via disability studies, 
gender and sexuality studies, and 
Korean studies in an accessible text 
with detailed context. This is a must-
read for scholars in any discipline — 
upper-level undergraduate students, 
graduate students, and academics in 
both gender and sexuality studies and 
disability studies — as well as for any-
one working on the issue of violence 
as intervention. 

Kim’s work is relevant to discussions 
about the medical interventions used 
on disabled bodies, trans bodies, 
and intersex bodies as well as those 
about how sexuality for disabled 
folks has been institutionalized in a 
heterosexist and cisgendered way. 
It is especially useful for examining 
the tensions between disability and 
asexuality, a subject on which Kim 
has expertise.2 

The concept of curative violence is 
also very useful in analyzing how 
nation/state violence is carried out 
on both the national level and the 
individual level — for instance, how 
South Korea created colonies for peo-
ple with Hansen’s disease and then 
individuals pushed people into the 
colonies because of social stigma. The 
concept is also useful in explaining 
how curing disability is both violent 
and violence, pushing the barriers 
of how we define violence beyond 
physical acts. Finally, it is useful in 
thinking about why the need to cure 
disability has been so crucial to rees-
tablishing a state that it may be done 
by any means possible, including 
eugenics, rape, incest, and murder.                   

Kim’s charge to us is to imagine life 
in which disability is unmarked and 
uncured; in which citizenship is not 
gendered and able-bodied; and in 
which all life is valued, regardless of 
ability to reproduce or produce in 
terms of capitalism. What would that 
be like?

Notes

1. Gayle Rubin, “Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality,” Henry Abelove, Michèle Aina Barale, and David M. 
Halperin, eds., The Gay and Lesbian Studies Reader (Routledge, 1993), pp. 3–44.

2. See Eunjung Kim, “Asexuality in Disability Narratives,” Sexualities, vol. 14, no. 4 (2011), pp. 479-493; and “Asexualities and Disabilities in 
Constructing Sexual Normalcy,” in Karli J. Cerankowski and Megan Milks, eds., Asexualities: Feminist and Queer Perspectives (Rout-
ledge, 2014), pp. 249–282. 

[Jo Teut is the assistant director of diversity and inclusion programming at Centre College in Danville, Kentucky. Zir previous work included 
examining how Title IX regulates gender and asexuality inclusion in LGBTQ+ spaces; current work examines violence against LGBTQIA+ people 
in rural spaces.]
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An Introduction and Road Map to Engaging with  
Reproductive Justice

BY CHARMAINE LANG

Loretta J. Ross and Rickie Solinger, Reproductive Justice: An Introduction. University of California Press, 2017. (Reproductive Justice: A New 
Vision for the 21st Century.) 360 pp. bibl. index. pap., $27.95, ISBN 978-0520288201.

Loretta Ross and Rickie Solinger declare at the outset of 
this essential text that reproductive justice is based on 

three primary principles: (1) a person has “the right not to 
have a child”; (2) a person has “the right to have a child”; 
and (3) a person has “the right to parent children in safe 
and healthy environments” (p. 9, emphasis in original). 
These principles, based on a human rights framework, go 
“beyond the pro-choice/pro-life debate” (p. 9). Indeed, 
reproductive justice proponents challenge both the “pro-
choice” and the “pro-life” frameworks, which rarely take 
into account the holistic needs of women and the societal 
structures that limit an individual’s “choice” around fer-
tility, pregnancy, and motherhood.

Reproductive Justice: An Introduction gets at the heart 
of the ways the U.S. government has been the catalyst for 
reproductive oppression, which is most heavily felt by 
those who are most marginalized. Reproductive justice, 
though widely known for its relationship to reproductive 
health and reproductive rights, is a political movement 
that combines reproductive rights (“a legal and advoca-
cy-based model that is concerned with protecting indi-
vidual women’s legal right to reproductive health care 
services,” p. 69) with social justice (p. 9). According to 
Asian Communities for Reproductive Justice, reproduc-
tive justice “is achieved when women, girls, and individ-
uals have the social, economic, and political power and 
resources to make healthy decisions about our bodies, 
sexuality and reproduction for ourselves, our families, and 
our communities” (p. 70). 

The book consists of four chapters and an epilogue that 
detail the history of reproductive oppression as well as 
its impact on women, specifically poor women, Native 
women, immigrant women, and women of color. Authors 
Loretta J. Ross and Rickie Solinger emphasize the impor-
tance of documenting the history of reproductive injus-
tices: “[W]e understand that the past explains a great deal 
about the present and also shapes the future” (p. 5). 

Perhaps one of the most radical chapters is the epilogue, 
written by six reproductive justice leaders who share 
stories of the work they have been engaged in. As Ross 
and Solinger have pointed out, “storytelling is an act of 
subversion and resistance” (p. 59). It is in the epilogue 
that readers can witness the “movement-building and 
organizing framework that identifies how reproductive 
oppression is the result of the intersection of multiple 
oppressions and is inherently connected to the struggle 
for social justice and human rights” (p. 69). Readers get to 
hear the voices of women of color and youth working on 
issues that span HIV eradication, voter turnout, incarcer-
ation, and the need for access to doulas. Each story, each 
act of subversion, presented in the epilogue shows the 
great strength of collective, grassroots work. Moreover, 
it demonstrates just how reproductive justice, with its 
intersectional analysis, is building a movement of activists 
to create a new world where “the reproductive advan-
tages and disadvantages of individuals and communities 
are not structured by race and class and other characteris-
tics, are not enforced by law and policy, and do not ensure 
the perpetuation of inequality and injustice in America” 
(p. 237). Instead, using a reproductive justice framework, 
activists are working toward “building a just and sustain-
able world” (p. 236). 

From the book’s title, I expected more of a rudimentary 
explanation of reproductive justice — more storytelling, 
more step-by-step explanations of what reproductive 
justice is, its relevance in the 21st century, and how 
readers can get involved in movement-building efforts — 
in short, Reproductive Justice 101. What I encountered 
was a mature introduction that meticulously detailed the 
U.S. government’s efforts to control women’s fertility and 
sustain white supremacy. It is a brilliantly laid-out history 
of reproductive justice that of course includes why such 
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a framework is needed in the first place. Policies, prac-
tices, and laws undergird the injustices we see today. For 
example, in 1662, Virginia Colony determined that the 
status of every child would follow the status of the mother, 
not the father as was customary. This law, further subject-
ing enslaved African women to inhumane treatment and 
reproductive injustices, guaranteed that sexual violence 
at the hands of slave owners would go unpunished, while 
at the same time it stripped vulnerable women of bodily 
autonomy. This 1662 law also ensured that the white slave 
owners would benefit from the pregnancies of enslaved 
women. Nearly four centuries later, the “extremist ele-
ments” of the Republican Party want “to limit the Four-
teenth Amendment’s birth-right citizenship provision to 
children born to a citizen of the United States and [seek] to 
deny citizenship to all children born in the United States to 
undocumented persons, a clear violation of the Fourteenth 
Amendment” (p. 214). This racist attempt to deny citi-
zenship to a child born to an immigrant parent is another 
attempt to control a woman’s right to parent, and it reeks 
of negative eugenics and reinforces the narrative of who is 
considered an “unfit” mother.

Ross and Solinger are a powerful team. I have come to 
know them through their scholarly endeavors and activist 
work. Ross, a co-founder of SisterSong: Women of Color 
Reproductive Justice Collective1 and a staunch advocate for 
human rights, has been a reproductive justice activist for 
nearly three decades. Solinger is a scholar and “historian 
of reproductive politics in the United States” (p. 3). Her 
fascinating work on the politics of race and motherhood, 
Wake Up Little Susie: Single Pregnancy and Race before 
Roe v. Wade (1992), especially its chapter on the right to 
parent, is an insightful companion to Reproductive Jus-
tice: An Introduction. 

The emergence of reproductive justice in women’s and 
gender studies, nursing, and Black studies courses speaks 
to its intersectional and Black feminist leanings. Indeed, 
reproductive justice not only complements academic 
fields but often challenges recurring narratives of singu-
lar fo cuses on white women, the pathologizing of women 
of color, and the absence of Black women. In all of my 
courses as well as in my research, I use reproductive justice 
in order to talk about the history of women of color in 
the United States, to make sense of current events such 
as family separations at the border under the direction of 
the current administration, and to envision a future where 
the human rights of every individual are recognized and 
upheld. 

Ross and Solinger use storytelling and history to show 
how “[t]he law and other instruments of power could 
use [a] woman’s body and her fertility to degrade her and 
her children, harm her community, and protect white 
supremacy in the United States” (p. 55). This use of sto-
rytelling and history — an insightful and engaging way to 
introduce reproductive justice — will keep the attention of 
the audience. Reproductive Justice: An Introduction is for 
students, scholars, and activists at all levels —those who 
are new to reproductive justice, those who have been in 
the movement for decades, and those wanting to deepen 
their work with reproductive justice as both theory and 
praxis. It grapples with the past of reproductive oppres-
sion at the same time that it centers reproductive justice 
as a radical space in which to envision a world where 
every person’s human rights are realized, respected, and 
celebrated.

Note

1. SisterSong is “a Southern based, national membership organization; our purpose is to build an effective network of individuals and orga-
nizations to improve institutional policies and systems that impact the reproductive lives of marginalized communities” (www.sister-
song.net/mission).

[Charmaine Lang is a doctoral candidate at the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee. Her dissertation research examines the self-care prac-
tices of Black women activists in Milwaukee, and her teaching and research interests include African American studies, women and sexuality 
studies, Black feminisms, and reproductive justice.]
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Lessons from Unlikely Radicals in the Fight for Reproductive Rights

BY REBECCA STEPHENS

Doris Andrea Dirks and Patricia A. Relf, To Offer Compassion: A History of the Clergy Consultation Service on Abortion. University of 
Wisconsin Press, 2017. 226 pp. appendixes. notes. bibl. index. $26.95, ISBN 978-0299311308.

According to a Guttmacher In-
stitute analysis of policy trends 

on abortion access in the United 
States, “[s]tates continued their 
assault on abortion in 2017, with 19 
states adopting 63 new restrictions 
on abortion rights and access. That 
total is the largest number of abortion 
restrictions enacted in a year since 
2013.”1 And in 2018, Iowa governor 
Kim Reynolds signed a bill banning 
abortions after a fetal heartbeat can 
be detected; though that measure 
was defeated, the U.S. Senate tried to 
pass a national measure to ban abor-
tions after 20 weeks of pregnancy. In 
a time of these escalating attacks on 
reproductive rights, it is helpful to 
look to the past for lessons in activ-
ism. To Offer Compassion explores 
one of the groups — the Clergy Con-
sultation Service on Abortion (CCS) 
— that helped women access safe 
abortions in the years before Roe v. 
Wade legalized abortion nationwide 
in 1973. This little-known group’s 
actions in the past can teach us about 
the history of the fight for abortion 
rights and help us find ways to defend 
access to abortion in our present. 

The CCS started in New York and 
ultimately formed a nationwide net-
work of mostly male clergy members 
who counseled women with what 
were known at the time as “problem 
pregnancies” by providing referrals 
to abortion providers. Alarmed by 
the death rates of botched abortions 
(there are estimated to have been 
5,000 recorded abortions per year in 

the early 1960s) and often by having 
personally witnessed the desperate 
situations of women in their families 
or congregations, CCS members went 
to great lengths to find physicians 
who would provide safe, affordable 
abortions for the women they coun-
seled. Operating from 1967 to 1973, 
the CCS referred hundreds of thou-
sands of women across the country to 
providers vetted by the group. 

Are you surprised never to have 
heard of the CCS? Don’t be. This book 
project began when the authors, one 
a board member of her local Planned 
Parenthood chapter and the other a 
longtime social justice activist then 
working on a Ph.D. in history, first 
heard of the group’s existence at a 
church event. Intrigued by the idea 
of a group of clergy whose activ-
ism was very different from today’s 
stereotype of religious anti-abortion 
zealotry, Dirks and Relf set out to in-
vestigate. After they learned that only 

one book about the group had ever 
been published (a memoir by two of 
the founders, Rev. Howard Moody 
and Arlene Carmen, in 1973), their 
research ultimately became To Offer 
Compassion. 

Dirks and Relf interviewed over 70 
people, delved into archives (includ-
ing some otherwise closed archives 
at New York University), and were 
granted access to personal research 
materials. One of their most sur-
prising findings was that written 
records of the CCS existed because 
the group’s work was not a secret. 
In fact, the authors found, “CCS had 
started in 1967 in New York City 
with an announcement — on the 
front page of the New York Times, 
no less — by twenty-one rabbis and 
ministers, including [founder How-
ard] Moody, all from major denom-
inations, that they would counsel 
women seeking abortions and, when 
appropriate, refer them to safe physi-
cians” (p. x). 

This book is a history of a particular 
and singular group, but connections 
are made throughout to the network 
of other groups working toward 
legalization in the years leading up to 
the Roe v. Wade decision and to what 
activists today can learn from the 
CCS’s legacy. The book also provides 
a concise history of the fight for 
reproductive rights, along with other 
relevant data — for example, an ap-
pendix shows the demographic range 
of women seen by the New York CCS. 
Stories of actual women helped by 

This book reminds us that 
social justice work needs 
many voices and many 
forms of action to succeed 
and that working across 
differences can harness 
great power for positive 
social change.
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the CCS bring to life the desperation 
and fear felt by those who sought 
abortions before Roe and explain why 
clergy would have seen their coun-
seling and referrals as extensions of 
pastoral care. 

It is clear that the male clergy were 
truly motivated by the desire to help 
women, but in telling the CCS story, 
Dirks and Relf are also aware of the 
ways the sexism and racism of the 
era may have created barriers even 
while help was the goal. The tensions 
of the time were reflected in un-
easy relationships between feminist 
groups, Black clergy, and the CCS, as 
described in Chapter 7, “A Different 
Kind of Radical Group.” 

One of the most powerful lessons of 
the CCS, however, is “the value of 
allyship” (p. 161). As Dirks and Relf 
note, “The mainline clergy of the 
1960s, predominantly privileged 
white males, might have seemed the 
least likely group to stand up ef-
fectively for women’s reproductive 

rights — especially poor women’s 
rights” (p. 161). Yet stand up they 
did. CCS members used their privi-
lege and their voices for bold direct 
action that helped effect change, and 
they often took personal risks to do 

so. To Offer Compassion reminds us 
that social justice work needs many 
voices and many forms of action to 
succeed and that working across 
differences can harness great power 
for positive social change. 

This book would be a valuable ad-
dition to university library, public 
library, and personal collections, and 
excerpts would make excellent read-
ings for women’s and gender studies 
classes. The chapters are structured 
in a way that would allow assigning 
individual chapters or sections as 
stand-alone readings for a course, 
but there is an overall narrative arc 
that makes the whole an enjoyable 
and informative read as well. The 
writing is lively, and the descriptions 
of the dynamic figures in the CCS, 
especially founding members Arlene 
Carmen and Rev. Howard Moody, 
really bring the history alive. To Offer 
Compassion is a useful glimpse into 
a little-known piece of the past at a 
time when such a glimpse is especial-
ly relevant to the present.

Note

1. Guttmacher Institute, “Policy Trends in the United States, 2017,” January 2, 2018; guttmacher.org/article/2018/01/policy-trends-
states-2017.

[Rebecca Stephens is a professor of English and the coordinator of the women’s and gender studies program at the University of Wisconsin–
Stevens Point.]
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Online Reference Resources
REVIEWED BY KARLA J. STRAND

VAWnet

This online resource (vawnet.org) from the National 
Resource Center on Domestic Violence is a library of 

thousands of resources focused on gender-based violence 
and related issues. Its goal is “[t]o accelerate social change 
through an accessible digital library of tools that expands 
capacity and advance efforts to end gender-based violence 
and intersecting issues” (vawnet.org/about). 

VAWnet was completely upgraded in October 2016, after 
a multiyear study, undertaken by violence and counseling 
experts as well as website design and information science 
professionals, examined patterns of usage and recom-
mended changes to better deliver the information that 
users were most often looking for. The latest interface is 
intuitive and user-friendly, with a mobile-first design and 
many advanced search features. Users can opt to browse 
by broad topics, which currently include “Engagement 
and Collaboration,” “Intervention and Prevention,” 
“Management and Sustainability,” “Policy and Systems 
Advocacy,” and “Research and Statistics.” Also offered, 
under the heading “Special Collections,” are curated 
lists of resources on “Immigrant Women and Domestic 
Violence,” “Serving Trans and Non-Binary Survivors of 
Domestic and Sexual Violence,” “Safety and Privacy in a 
Digital World,” and many more topics. These collections 
span the last several years and include the dates of their 
last updates. 

The ability to create an account is a useful feature that 
allows the user to save resources of interest. As with article 
databases, a keyword search generates a list of relevant 
resource titles that can be selected to open full records. A 
full record includes the resource’s title, publication date, 
publisher(s), author(s), an abstract, associated links, and 
categories. The names of authors and publishers are linked, 
allowing users to quickly see what other resources are 
affiliated with that author or publisher. Individual records 
and lists of saved resources can also be shared easily on 
social media. 

VAWnet also shares news and events such as webinars, 
training opportunities, and conferences. 

Overall, this is an exceptional resource library, straight-
forward and packed with information for activists, 
educators, researchers, survivors, counselors, and human 
services professionals. Faculty and students will find it 
useful for coursework. Both public and academic librar-
ians should have this resource on their radar and include 
it in their research guides or bibliographies. Even better, 
catalog it so patrons can easily find it among other vio-
lence-related resources.

Status of Women in the U.S. 

This project (statusofwomendata.org) of the Institute 
for Women’s Policy Research (IWPR) produces reports 

of comprehensive information about women. The goal is to 
provide data to policy makers, advocates, and other lead-
ers to support improvement in women’s status across the 
board: in health and well-being, government, education, 
employment, and more. 

The site allows the user to explore the status of women in 
the U.S. by state, by topic, and by population group; it also 
examines current trends on a national level. 

The home page consists of a map of the U.S., with every 
state color-coded to indicate its rank according to factors 
including political participation, poverty, reproductive 
rights, health, employment, and family. Letter grades are 
assigned to every factor and combined to make up the 
state’s overall grade and ranking in the U.S. Each factor is 
also broken down to show the data that led to the grade. 
Fact sheets are available for every state. 

One can investigate data and trends related to women in 
the U.S. by topic as well. Among the topics included are 
violence and safety, poverty and opportunity, repro-
ductive rights, and work and family. Within each topic, 
data can be viewed by state. The website includes helpful 
charts, maps, and graphs that are perfect for visual learn-
ers and for sharing. 
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In addition to state information, the IWPR offers “Spot-
lights” on various population groups, such as older 
women, women in unions, millennial women, immi-
grant women, and women in same-sex households; these 
resources include reports, data, and fact sheets on these 
groups. 

The site also includes an overview of the country as a 
whole, national trends, and a list of the best and worst 
states for women. This last list was created in 2015, but 
many of the data and fact sheets are being updated for 
2018. Data can easily be downloaded and reports shared 
on social media. 

The IWPR links to other reports of interest on this site. In 
2016, the “Status of Women in the South” report was pub-
lished; in 2017, there was a report on the status of Black 
women. One recent report focused on the economic status 
of women in the U.S. 

The Status of Women in the U.S. site offers users a wealth of 
information for beginning and advanced researchers alike. 
It may be of particular interest to university libraries that 
have programs focused on public policy, women’s studies, 
and health.

ONLINE REFERENCE RESOURCES

[Karla J. Strand is the gender and women’s studies librarian for the University of Wisconsin System.]

Miriam Greenwald

V. 39,  NOS. 3–4,  SUMMER–FALL 2018  35



36 RESOURCES FOR GENDER AND WOMEN’S STUDIES

Recently Received
Some publishers routinely send us new books or other 
materials to consider for review. We acknowledge those 
titles here. Not all titles received are reviewed; nor is 
receipt of a complimentary copy necessary for that title to 
be reviewed. Materials not selected for review are added 
to the University of Wisconsin’s library collections or 
donated elsewhere.

Interested in writing for Resources for Gender and 
Women’s Studies? To be considered during our next 
call for reviewers, send a sample book or film review to 
gwsresources@library.wisc.edu. The sample review does 
not need to have been published.

The Bite, the Breast, and the Blood: Why Modern Vampire 
Stories Suck Us In. Wilson, Amy Williams. McFarland, 
2018.

Brown Beauty: Color, Sex, and Race from the Harlem 
Renaissance to World War II. Haidarali, Laila. New York 
University Press, 2018.

Congress of Wo/men: Religion, Gender, and Kyriarchal 
Power. Fiorenza, Elisabeth Schüssler. Feminist Studies 
in Religion Books, 2016.

Darwinian Feminism and Early Science Fiction: Angels, 
Amazons, and Women. Sharp, Patrick B. University of 
Wales Press, 2018.

“Don’t Whisper Too Much” and “Portrait of a Young 
Artiste from Bona Mbella.” Ekotto, Frieda. Translated by 
Corine Tachtiris. Bucknell University Press, 2019.

The Elephant in the Room. Spring, ed. Translated by Nadja 
Gebhardt, Deborah S. Phillips, and Michael Waaler. 
Zubaan, 2017.

Empowered: Popular Feminism and Popular Misogyny. 
Banet-Weiser, Sarah. Duke University Press, 2018.

The Evolution of Black Women in Television: Mammies, 
Matriarchs, and Mistresses. Cheers, Imani M. 
Routledge/Taylor and Francis, 2018.

The Gothic Romance Wave: A Critical History of the Mass 
Market Novels, 1960–1993. Paige, Lori A. McFarland, 
2018.

Grab It Back!: Equality, Money, Power, and Sex. 
McKissick, Pamela, and Gregory, Cheryl. Sapphire 
Books, 2018.

How All Politics Became Reproductive Politics: From 
Welfare Reform to Foreclosure to Trump. Briggs, Laura. 
University of California Press, 2017.

In Search of Elena Ferrante: The Novels and the Question 
of Authorship. Bojar, Karen. McFarland, 2018.

The Lives of Justine Johnstone: Follies Star, Research 
Scientist, Social Activist. Vestuto, Kathleen. McFarland, 
2018.

Making Feminist Media: Third-Wave Magazines on the 
Cusp of the Digital Age. Groeneveld, Elizabeth. Wilfrid 
Laurier University Press, 2016.

Marta: A Novel. Orzeszkowa, Eliza. Translated by Anna 
Gąsienica Byrcyn and Stephanie Kraft. Ohio University 
Press, 2018.

Not That Bad: Dispatches from Rape Culture. Gay, Roxane, 
ed. Harper Perennial/HarperCollins, 2018.

Phillis Wheatley Chooses Freedom: History, Poetry, and 
the Ideals of the American Revolution. Barker-Benfield, 
G. J. New York University Press, 2018.

A Primer for Teaching Women, Gender, and Sexuality 
in World History. Wiesner-Hanks, Merry E., and 
Willoughby, Urmi Engineer. Duke University Press, 
2018.

Queer Terror: Life, Death, and Desire in the Settler 
Colony. Schotten, C. Heike. Columbia University Press, 
2018.

The Right Amount of Panic: How Women Trade Freedom 
for Safety. Vera-Gray, F. Policy Press, 2018.

Sensual Excess: Queer Femininity and Brown Jouissance. 
Musser, Amber Jamilla. New York University Press, 
2018.

Staging Family: Domestic Deceptions of Mid-Nineteenth-
Century American Actresses. Mullenneaux, Nan. 
University of Nebraska Press, 2018.

Tainted Witness: Why We Doubt What Women Say about 
Their Lives. Gilmore, Leigh. Columbia University Press, 
2017.

Theatre of the Ridiculous: A Critical History. Aliano, Kelly 
I. McFarland, 2019.

Unbound: Transgender Men and the Remaking of Identity. 
Stein, Arlene. Pantheon Books, 2018.

The Visual Culture of Women’s Activism in London, Paris, 
and Beyond: An Analytical Art History, 1860 to the 
Present. Denney, Colleen. McFarland, 2018.

Witches, Sluts, Feminists: Conjuring the Sex Positive. 
Sollée, Kristen J. ThreeL Media, 2017.

Women’s Sports: What Everyone Needs to Know. Schultz, 
Jaime. Oxford University Press, 2018.
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