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From the Editor

Welcome to 2021.This column 
will not offer a commentary 

on the year that just ended. It won’t 
be a reflection about the pandemic 
or the U.S. presidency or the state 
of movements toward justice in our 
society. Other columns, articles, and 
blog posts offer valuable insight about 
those topics, and I’m sure you are 
following some of them.

Nor am I going to offer a list of books 
I read in the past year. Many peo-
ple post such lists, and they can 
be inspiring. I confess I find them 
daunting; my own list would be 
embarrassingly short in comparison. 
I didn’t finish 96 books in 2020, like 
one dear friend, or 87 like anoth-
er. I didn’t finish 50 books and I 
might not even have finished 30. 
With enough effort I could probably 
produce a respectable list of Books I 
Read Parts Of and a much longer one 
of Books I Wanted to Read. Both of 
my friends, by the way, also worked 
full-time and took care of their dogs, 
and one completed a master’s degree 
as well, so I can’t blame my job, my 
four-footed dependents, or my grad 
school load for my underwhelming 
literary achievement.

I do read, of course. Here are some 
books I’m digging into now:

I’m Still Here: Black Dignity in a 
World Made for Whiteness, by Austin 
Channing Brown (Convergent, 2018).

Recollections of My Nonexistence: A 
Memoir, by Rebecca Solnit (Viking, 
2020).

Creative Procrastination: Organiz-
ing Your Own Life, by Frieda Porat 
(Harper & Row, 1980).

The Doodle Revolution: Unlock the 
Power to Think Differently, by Sunni 
Brown (Penguin, 2014).

And there’s so much to read that’s 
not in book form, including daily and 
weekly newsletters that curate lists of 
books, articles, and other resources. 
I’m fond of these three, all available 
by email subscription:

Brain Pickings, “a free Sunday digest 
of the week’s most interesting and 
inspiring articles across art, science, 
philosophy, creativity, children’s 
books, and other strands of our 
search for truth, beauty, and mean-
ing,” by Maria Popova.

Lit Hub Daily, “the best of the liter-
ary internet.”

Weekly list of “10 things I think are 
worth sharing — new art, writing, 
and interesting links,” by Austin 
Kleon, “a writer who draws.” And 
his archives go back to 2013!

Finally, there’s “the news.” I scan the 
headlines from the New York Times 
and Washington Post that arrive in 
my inbox and click through to read 
a few articles in full. But my main-
stay is Letters from an American, a 
factual, calm, sharp-eyed commen-
tary on current politics by historian 
Heather Cox Richardson. Her daily 
insights often arrive in my mailbox in 
the middle of the night; they’re also 
posted on Facebook. Richardson has 
gone from relatively obscure aca-
demic to household name in about a 
year. I hope she turns Letters into a 
book; it will certainly be on my list.

JoAnne Lehman 
January 8, 2021
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Books

Dianna E. Anderson explores and 
critiques what she identifies as 

toxic callout culture in “feminist” 
popular culture criticism. “Femi-
nists everywhere have learned how 
to engage with popular culture on 
a critical level,” she writes in her 
introduction to this book, “but a new 
cycle has developed that has made it 
very hard to engage in good faith” (p. 
xiii).

I was very excited to begin reading 
Problematic. A colleague and I had 
recently been exploring how call-out 
culture is used by stigmatized popu-
lations to define and defend bound-
aries — an approach that can quickly 
turn toxic and lead to the expulsion 
of those who are not “perfect.” In 
our work, we explore the importance 
of understanding complexity and 
context when engaging in criticism 
— particularly around mutable things 
that change and evolve over time — 
and the need to frame critique within 
an understanding of power dynam-
ics.1 It seemed to me, at least at the 
beginning of the book, that Anderson 
understood that. At least she called 
out the problems of centering white 
feminism in feminist critique.

Anderson often recreates, however, 
the very issues in criticism that she 
seeks to challenge. There seems to 
be no overarching point she wants 
to make — other than “you should 
probably not read feminist critiques 
of your favorite shows if you want 
to keep liking them” (p. 76) — and 
the criticisms she does make lack 

A Bad Critique?

BY HEATHER A. BROWN

Dianna E. Anderson, Problematic: How Toxic Callout Culture Is Destroying Feminism. University of Nebraska Press, 2018. 200 pp. notes. bibl. 
$24.95, ISBN 978-1612349619.

important definitions that would lay 
a strong foundation for her argu-
ments. For example, every time she 
uses the word “feminism,” I want to 
know which feminism she’s talking 
about. Which feminism is being 
destroyed? Which feminism is doing 
the destroying? In addition, because 
Problematic is a series of individual 
essays that are not really tied togeth-
er except by broad topic, each could 
be read as an entirely stand-alone 
piece. As a result, Anderson’s en-
gagement with and understanding of 
feminist critique of media in popular 
culture doesn’t develop and grow. I 
found myself wanting her to inform 
her work with that of the major the-
oretical writers who also look at these 
issues, so that she could develop her 
own grand unified understanding of 
what good feminist criticism ought to 
be. I found myself truly wishing I had 
just reread all of Roxane Gay’s Bad 
Feminist another time.2

Anderson’s critique of feminist cul-
tural criticism is that it is, at its core, 
unduly judgmental. “Feminism can’t 
happen through creating lists of per-
missible and impermissible media,” 
she writes (p. 161). And the crux of 
the matter is that feminist criticism 
seems to make her feel bad about her 
own choices in media consumption. 
For example, she describes why she 
is fine with watching movies direct-
ed by Roman Polanski but not those 
of Woody Allen. “Perhaps I am the 
bad person for continuing to watch 
Polanski movies when I have the 
knowledge of his awful deeds,” she 

muses. “Perhaps I am a hypocrite for 
rejecting Woody Allen movies for the 
same reason. . . . Perhaps I am not a 
feminist at all” (p. 163).

It’s not that Anderson is not a femi-
nist; it’s that she may be a bad femi-
nist — like me and thousands of oth-
ers. Like Anderson and her father (p. 
105), I, too, enjoyed Jurassic World. 
Like many feminists, I, too, was taken 
aback by Clare’s decision to leave 
her high heels on when preparing to 
outrun a T. rex. While reading the 
chapter in which Anderson explores 
this movie, I found myself wondering 
if she had ever read Gay’s book, and, 
if so, why she was  struggling so hard 
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with understanding that an individ-
ual — a feminist, even — can like a 
problematic thing while still pointing 
out its sexism, racism, classism, etc.

Where Problematic excels is in its 
exploration of the problematic nature 
of inept feminist criticism — criticism 
that does not engage with nuance and 
complexity. For example, Anderson 
discusses the Bechdel Test as “one 
such example of attempted feminist 
criticism gone awry. It is through 
the manipulation of such ‘tests’ and 
the desire to take shortcuts on how 
we look at criticism that we turn 
the critique that is accessible into 

bad critique” (p. 107). In another 
discussion, she rightly complicates 
the use of the term “male gaze” 
when it is used as a lazy shorthand in 
some feminist critique, arguing that 
the concept of gaze is one that must 
consider both context and pow-
er dynamics (pp. 15-25). Both are 
powerful examples of lazy criticism 
— feminist or otherwise — that is, 
indeed, problematic.

This book would be most useful to a 
lay reader, an advanced high school 
reader, or a first-year undergrad-
uate. An instructor could easily use 
it with intro-level courses to point 
out the importance of understanding 

complexity and intersectionality in 
cultural interpretation. However, 
given how dated some of the author’s 
media examples are, an instructor 
would probably need to explain in 
depth the context of Anderson’s 
critique, provide students with the 
media under discussion (I found my-
self needing to rewatch some of the 
examples since I had very different 
recollections of them), or identify 
newer examples. Most importantly, 
however, an instructor would need 
to establish a strong foundation of 
definitions before using this text in 
the classroom.

Notes

1.  Brown & Herndon, “No Bad Fatties Allowed? Negotiating the Meaning and Power of the Mutable Body,” in Friedman, Rice & Rinaldi, eds., 
Thickening Fat: Fat Bodies, Intersectionality, and Social Justice (Routledge, 2020), pp. 139–149.

2.  Roxane Gay, Bad Feminist (Harper Perennial, 2014).

[Heather A. Brown is the recipient of the 2018 Women’s Center Committee Emerging Leader Award from the National Women’s Studies Asso-
ciation. She is currently the assistant director of the University Writing Center at A. T. Still University.]
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BOOKS

This book reveals, more than 
anything else, that perceptions of 

a woman being “difficult” are wildly 
subjective. Moreover, the misnomer 
“difficult woman” is shorthand for 
“person identified as a woman who 
acts like a human with a full range of 
uncompromising emotions, ambi-
tions, and desires, fully expecting 
their expression to be received as 
normal and not anomalous.”

In a society in which women are 
expected to be docile, acquies-
cent, and demure, Karbo’s 29 short 
biographies of women from the 
20th and 21st centuries highlight 
real-life characters who are extraor-
dinary, enterprising, self-interested, 
accomplished, talented, powerful, 
autonomous, successful, libidinous, 
single, demanding, authoritative, 
assertive, disobedient, subversive, 
insubordinate, and rebellious. That is, 
these women ignore social norms and 
embody qualities that are commonly 
praised, revered, and envied in men. 
Collectively, they prove that earning 
the title of “difficult” requires uncan-
ny facility — if you’re a woman.

Overall, this work is uneven in the 
amount of attention it gives to each 
profile. The disequilibrium of cover-
age in favor of white women is also 
glaring. Moreover, the interspersion 
of editorializing and one significant 
factual error call the book’s reliability 
into question. All of this said, I didn’t 
dislike it. However, in terms of effort, 
its research was not consistently 
rigorous and the book didn’t exercise 
itself to its full capacity.

Difficult Is in the Eye of the Beholder

BY KATRINA SPENCER

Karen Karbo, In Praise of Difficult Women: Life Lessons from 29 Heroines Who Dared to Break the Rules. National Geographic, 2018. 352 pp. 
$26.00, ISBN 978-1426217746.

Author of 10 books, Karbo is a com-
petent writer who allows her readers 
to get to know her as much as, if 
not more than, any of the featured 
women she covers. However, readers 
have to ask themselves what they 
are seeking from this publication: if 
it’s exclusively biography, this work 
doesn’t do that job. That is, while the 
author’s style and asides are generally 
funny without being excessively in-
dulgent, her voice can at times divert 
attention from the facts, leaving the 
reader to ask, “Am I reading A. facts; 
B. interpretation of facts; or C. com-
mentary on facts?” The answer is “D. 
all of the above.” And perhaps this is 
the case with any/all biography/ies, 
no? Karbo writes on her own terms 
and was clearly given a long, autono-
mous leash by her editor to do so. In 
Praise of Difficult Women does not 
provide any transparent rubric for its 
choice of subjects. So while Chan-
cellor of Germany Angela Merkel, 
television writer Shonda Rhimes, 
anthropologist Jane Goodall, painter 
Frida Kahlo, and comedian Margaret 
Cho are included, other prominent 
figures like Prime Minister of New 
Zealand Jacinda Ardern, strike-a-
pose music maker Madonna, comedic 
pioneer Lucille Ball, deaf actor Marlee 
Matlin, and women’s rights activist 
Fannie Lou Hamer are not. Note that 
the primary distinction between the 
first list and the second is that the 
first are women Karbo admires and 
the second are women I admire. The 
work could very well be accurately 
titled Women Whose Accomplish-

ments Wow Me. One plus is that I had 
never heard of some of the women 
featured, like writer Martha Gell-
horn, poet and garden designer Vita 
Sackville-West, and vocal coach Kay 
Thompson. Still, it’s pretty irrespon-
sible to give 75% of the terrain to 
white women. Twenty-two of the 29 
entries feature women of European 
origin. If anyone is stereotyped as 
“difficult,” isn’t it women of col-
or, especially Black women? Three 
Black women are included, as well 
as one Korean American, one Mex-
ican woman, and one Argentinian. 
A few names that come immediate-
ly to mind that could have helped 
diversify this compilation are Shirley 
Chisholm, Kamala Harris, Meghan 
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Markle, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, 
Ilhan Omar, Ayanna Pressley, and 
Maxine Waters.

Again, in terms of style, Karbo defies 
even the reader’s expectations of  
predictable chapter lengths, dedi-
cating 18 pages to covering the life 
of 1970s singer Janis Joplin and 4.5 
pages to Parks and Recreation actor 
Amy Poehler, with no explicit rea-
son for the imbalance. While some 
chapters are heavily researched and 
expansive, like Coco Chanel’s and 
Eva Peron’s, others are half-hearted 
gestures at inclusion, like the 4.5 
pages written on Laverne Cox. Some 
Amazon reviewers described these 
shorter, less inspired essays as “glib” 
or “flat,” and rightly so; another 
pointed out that the chapter on Hil-
lary Rodham Clinton says Bill Clinton 
failed his D.C. bar exam, when it was 
actually Hillary who did!1 While I’m 
no Hillary hater, who was responsible 
for editing and fact-checking this 
work? Writing and writing respon-

sibly, after all, are two distinct tasks. 
In these respects, Karbo embodies 
the difficulty that she often cites: she 
published a work that responded to 
her feelings and a research-lite agen-
da, rejecting any preconceived model 
that might dictate stylistic terms and 
thereby attenuate her own interests 
and creativity.

I’d recommend this work to girls and 
women aged 14 and up, especially 
those who experience shyness, 
may have gotten married and/or 
pregnant before they wanted to, have 
been chastised in public for being 
outspoken, have been insulted for not 
being nurturing, and/or have been 
criticized for eschewing motherhood. 
The book certainly and faithfully 
visits and revisits the concept of 
women embodying full personhood. 
However, I’d only recommend 
specific chapters or figures, as I’m 
not certain these essays are best 
digested consecutively, as one might 
read a novel with one cohesive plot. 

In Praise of Difficult Women is not 
the most inclusive work in terms 
of when it comes to race/ethnicity, 
queer identity, (dis)ability, or even 
international origin — it completely 
skips over women born and raised in 
Africa and Asia. Some of the awesome 
figures not featured, for example, 
are Kenyan environmental activist 
Wangari Maathai, Indian scholar and 
feminist critic Gayatri Spivak, and 
Egyptian-American journalist Mona 
Eltahawy. All have made a lasting 
impact and add more color, literally 
and figuratively, to the discourse.

Still, the work does laud boldness, 
ambition, and independence, and 
women on the whole can benefit 
from seeing those traits appreciated. 
Don’t rely on Karbo to be a thorough 
biographer. Look to her to offer brief 
profiles on women who are familiar 
to her that she happened to feel like 
getting to know a little more about.

Note

1.  Customer reviews at the Amazon.com listing for the book: Beatrice Giuseppina Mabrey, October 2, 2019; “Sebtown reader,” May 13, 2018; 
“Savy Consumer,” May 11, 2018.

[Katrina Spencer is the librarian for African American and African Studies at the University of Virginia, Charlottesville. She enthusiastically 
recommends the works of Deeshaw Philyaw, Samantha Irby, and Marlon James. Find out more about Katrina at www.katleespe.com.]
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In the beginning of the film in-
dustry, women participated fully 

as actors, writers, directors, and 
producers — often in two or more 
roles simultaneously. A female 
cinematographer first shot a film in 
1915 (p. 132). Women invented early 
film techniques such as animation 
and technologies such as the boom 
microphone (p. 134). Half a century 
later, though, women made up only 
half of one percent of film directors 
(p. 135). Jones’s deep research into 
the history of the industry, including 
such past and current data as can 
be found, shows how women were 
gradually elbowed out — and kept 
out — of film and television produc-
tion. “The incredible lack of women 
in positions behind the camera,” she 
concludes, “is, in fact, the result of 
nearly a century’s worth of ille-
gal hiring discrimination” (p. 84). 
Furthermore, “[t]his is the result of 
cultural and institutional biases and 
systems of oppression that exclude all 
women” (p. 112).

Jones is in an ideal position to cred-
ibly report on this blatant sexism: 
after attending drama school she 
attempted to begin a career as an 
actress, like so many other hopeful 
young women. She tells first-per-
son stories of outrageously sexist 
comments made to her by theatrical 
gatekeepers, both male and female. 
She was told multiple times that peo-
ple are not interested in stories about 
women, by women: “No one wants 

Is There Hope for Women in the Film Industry?

BY NANCY NYLAND

Naomi McDougall Jones, The Wrong Kind of Women: Inside Our Revolution to Dismantle the Gods of Hollywood. Beacon Press, 2020. 259 pp. 
notes. $26.95, ISBN 978-0807033456.

to see films like that, the powers that 
be told me,” she writes (p. 3). Yet 
she was also told, by a “legendary” 
female producer, “I don’t think it’s 
a good idea to play the woman card” 
(p. 81). Like other frustrated actress-
es, she turned to writing and pro-
ducing, where she encountered new 
obstacles.

For this book, Jones interviewed 65 
other women in the industry, includ-
ing women of color and trans wom-
en, about their struggles (p. 239). 
They told depressingly similar stories.

Have there been any positive stories? 
Sometimes the needle has moved 

slightly: six women in the mid-
1980s, for example, sued multiple 
Hollywood studios for sex discrim-
ination. Their lawsuit failed, but it 
seemed to focus the attention of at 
least some of the men who had the 
power to hire a few more wom-
en. Many years later, the #MeToo 
movement motivated more than one 
television network (FX, Fox, and 
Lifetime, for example) to hire more 
women. Other networks simply 
sent women to workshops for more 
training, in spite of women being half 
of the graduates coming out of film 
school already trained — a delaying 
tactic that was more of a distraction 
than a truly helpful strategy.

This exclusion of women makes no 
sense when one considers that wom-
en are 51% of the population and buy 
52% of the movie tickets, and that 
movies made by women make more 
money than industry averages. Hir-
ing women is not charity but rather 
a missed profit-making business 
opportunity.

The situation is not entirely hope-
less. The fact that there are so many 
mechanisms, both blatant and subtle, 
operating to keep women out or en-
sure that they are paid less when they 
do make it in suggests that there may 
be multiple approaches to solving the 
problem. In the final two chapters, 
Jones outlines her solutions, includ-
ing an investment firm she has start-
ed to attract capital for films written, 
directed, or produced by women. 
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She also lists more than a hundred 
“Organizations Working Toward In-
tersectional Parity” in media (p. 242) 
and outlines steps that actors — as 
well as filmmakers, studio executives, 
film schools, investors, lawyers, 
government, and consumers — can 
take to move the needle for women. 
Consumers must “[p]ay attention” 
and “[v]ote with their dollars” (p. 
222). Her list of “What Film Schools 
Can Do” includes “Make this book 
mandatory reading for every single 
student before they graduate” (p. 
220). That recommendation could 
apply to any academic course about 
film or television, not just those 
with “Women” in the course title. 

Men who will be working in, writing 
about, or studying the industry need 
to see the list of “What Our White, 
Male Film Industry Colleagues Can 
Do” (p. 215).

On the other hand, perhaps hope-
ful young women on the verge of 
attempting to enter the film indus-
try should not read this book right 
away. Confronted with such a dismal 
situation, they may choose to recon-
sider their career choice before even 
beginning.

Potential readers can get a quick 
preview of the ideas in this book by 
watching a talk given by the author in 
2017.1 In any case, let us allow her to 
have the last word:

To look at what is happening across 

a gender and say that it is our 

fault, that it is down to weakness-

es in each of us, is to very simply 

say that women, as a gender, are 

just less talented, hard working, 

and psychically intact. And not a 

little bit, but so much that we are 

collectively undeserving of having 

voices in the industry that creates 

the stories that shape our culture.

And that I cannot accept. (p. 73)

Note

1. Naomi McDougall Jones, “What It’s like to Be a Woman in Hollywood,” TedTalk, November 14, 2017.

[Nancy Nyland is a retired academic librarian.]

Miriam Greenwald
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This book is part memoir, part 
historical analysis, and part 

ambitious feminist exploration of two 
women at different points in history. 
It is a slow meditation in which the 
author explores her own life along 
with that of a historical figure — 
Narcissa Whitman — through a 
critical thinking lens that examines 
gender norms.

In case you’ve forgotten, or never 
knew: As portrayed in the colonizing 
history textbooks many of us were 
taught from, Narcissa Whitman was 
the first white woman to venture 
into the “Wild West” (as a missionary 
with her husband in 1836), the first 
white woman to climb the Rocky 
Mountains, and the first white wom-
an to give birth in the U.S. West. She 
and 13 other people were eventually 
killed by a band of Cayuse Indians.

The history in this work is well re-
searched. Gwartney goes back and 
forth between Whitman’s life and her 
own, giving the book an interesting 
structure. Readers will not get lost in 
the back and forth, though, since the 
text is so well organized and clear-
ly written. Gwartney uses her own 
experiences with identity, place, loss, 
home, gender, mothering, and family 
to weave her life and Whitman’s sto-
ry together into a cohesive narrative 
divided into four sections. In the pro-
cess, Gwartney tries to understand 
her own life story in the context of 
the “history of the West” as well as 
her insider/outsider feelings in the 
world.

Making Peace with Place: A Historical Memoir

BY NICOLE BRAUN

Debra Gwartney, I Am a Stranger Here Myself. University of New Mexico Press, 2019. 296 pp. pap., $24.95, ISBN 978-0826360717.

As a child, the author felt displaced 
in the conservative and traditional 
world she grew up in. She doesn’t 
always feel like a complete insider 
in her adult academic world, either. 
Further, she identifies with Whitman 
for being a pioneer of sorts, as that 
is partly how she feels about herself 
in her departure from her own home 
and place into the world of academia 
and more liberal ways of thinking and 
seeing.

I Am a Stranger Here Myself begins 
in Gwartney’s childhood “place,” in 
Idaho, after her beloved grandfather 
dies. As she drives into her home 
state of Idaho to attend her grandfa-
ther’s funeral, a man with a rifle rack 
in the back of his big truck tailgates 
her car, and she is convinced it is be-
cause he noticed her liberal bumper 
sticker and Oregon license plate. She 
suspects the truck driver sees her 
as an outsider who does not belong 
in Idaho and is trying to harass her 
because of that. She has an urge to 
set the record straight: she is “from 
here” — in fact, from five generations 
of here!

As she goes on to imagine a conversa-
tion with the truck driver, Gwartney 
also acknowledges that many of the 
norms passed on by those five gener-
ations — shooting guns, for example, 
and eating venison and elk — are 
not her norms; she did not even feel 
connected to them when she was a 
child. That was partly why she felt 
like an outsider growing up among 
them (p. 5).

This imaginary chat with the driver, 
who in reality just guns his engine 
and passes her, is a powerful way for 
Gwartney to begin reflecting on her 
own life and history and start think-
ing about identity: how it is formed, 
how it is shaped, and how one comes 
to see oneself, based on one’s social 
location and state of consciousness 
— in particular, in the sometimes 
confusing intersection of class and 
politics.

The next scene takes place while 
Gwartney is in Idaho for her grandfa-
ther’s funeral. She is in her grandpar-
ents’ home, which she has many fond 
memories of, despite her feelings of 
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not always belonging. While looking 
around the house she finds and takes 
a few meaningful objects, including 
a biography of Narcissa Whitman. 
“Something about Narcissa Whitman 
drew me in when I saw the book on 
my grandmother’s shelf this time,” 
she says, although she had never 
been interested in Whitman before. 
She picks up the book in an effort to 
understand more about her grand-
parents but finds herself drawn into 
the story. She realizes she admires 
the 19th-century missionary’s 
courage — as the first white woman 
(according to colonial history) to 
venture outside of her “place” to the 
West — but fully expects to dislike 
her, convinced that research will 
show Whitman to have been “odi-
ous” (p. 12). Whitman was religious 
and pompous and a colonizer, so 
there is no way, Gwartney thinks, 
that she will identify with her.

But her grandfather’s death and the 
trip back “home” remind Gwartney 
of her own struggles to find home, 
create home, and reconcile her own 
home, past and present, with her 
current identities. She is an aca-
demic, but she comes from a family 
that hasn’t always valued academia 
or self-reflection, so she recognizes 
that in some ways she reproduces 
class stereotypes about “conserva-
tives” who live in the “country.” She 
knows that if her grandfather were 
alive, he would scoff at her interest in 

studying Whitman — and in the “life 
of the mind” generally, as opposed 
to his preference for “working with 
one’s hands” (p. 12). This was one 
reason Gwartney felt like an outsid-
er growing up in her small country 
town with its staunch patriarchy and 
conservative politics and religion. On 
the other hand, her grandmother had 
many books, so clearly there was at 
least one other woman in the family 
who cared about the life of the mind. 
Gwartney also realizes that she her-
self grew up with stability and a lot of 
love — important gifts and influential 
quality-of-life assets.

Gwartney is rightly critical of Whit-
man as a colonizer. She also rightly 
wonders whether she might have 
shared Whitman’s bigoted, colonized 
ways of seeing if she had lived in the 
same time and place. She has val-
id reasons for not liking Whitman, 
including the missionary’s motives of 
indoctrinating Native Americans with 
Christianity so she could help take 
over land she had no rights to — to 
“teach” Native Americans the “right” 
ways to believe and be. “Narcissa was 
shaping up to be my ideal nemesis,” 
she writes, “in that she believed the 
land was hers to take, in her insis-
tence that she alone held the one and 
only path to god, and that she seemed 
to have no qualms about her role in 
colonization and the erasure of Native 
American culture” (p.12).

As she weaves back and forth be-
tween Whitman and herself, Gwart-
ney finally admits, “I let myself be-
lieve that...knowledge about Narcissa 
would finally somehow illuminate 
my own plight” (p. 268). And she 
was right. Whitman was a complex 
person — flawed, problematic, but 
also human — and in learning about 
Whitman’s tragedies and traumas, 
Gwartney finds herself feeling more 
empathy for the historical figure than 
she expected to. She also starts to 
have more empathy and understand-
ing toward herself.

This book is a unique and lovely 
literary feminist exploration of place, 
belonging, and identity as much as it 
is a memoir and historical analysis. To 
her credit, Gwartney demonstrates 
relentless self-examination and 
self-awareness and subjects herself to 
a great deal of scrutiny. She is a white 
woman who now has class privilege 
— she gets to write books and has 
more opportunities to live freely than 
many other women, in the U.S. and 
across the globe, currently do.

Gwartney’s thought processes and 
conclusions are compelling, despite 
the rather slow pace of the book. This 
text would be a good fit for any fem-
inist library collection and could be 
of interest to students of literature, 
English, creative writing/autobiog-
raphy/memoir, gender studies, and 
history.

[Nicole Braun teaches sociology at a few universities as an exploited adjunct and is the single mom of a very sweet adult 
son. She cares deeply about economic and social justice. She lives in Chicago with her wild dog Zelda and is constantly 
looking for more work when she is not teaching.]
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This text enriches the study of 
gender by adding the voices 

of colonial Mexican men who are 
outside stereotypical depictions of 
machismo, focusing instead on the 
precursory range of historic mas-
culinities that have contributed to 
contemporary performances. Taking 
an intersectional approach to mascu-
linity, Sonya Lipsett-Rivera consid-
ers the ways race, class, and gender 
under the pressure of colonial rule 
produce conflicting binary concep-
tions of appropriate and inappropri-
ate masculinity that are enforced by 
secular and religious institutions. She 
discusses themes of codified behav-
ior, honor systems, conventions of 
obedience, language, geographies, 
and relationships, offering a glimpse 
into the development of Span-
ish-American masculinity.

Lipsett-Rivera explores many as-
pects of the everyday life of colonial 
Mexican men, including childhood, 
sexuality, prostitution, labor, the 
home, entertainment, violence, 
honor, friendship, family, dueling, 
and patriarchy, with the goal of 
drawing parallels between current 
and historic Mexican masculinities. 
While gendered presentations vary 
with race, socioeconomic class, and 
colonialism, one major theme of this 
work is that “men of different ranks” 
conformed to the “ideal of emotional 
control” regardless of privilege or 
station (p. 12). Lipsett-Rivera indi-

Restrained Masculinity: The Colonial Roots of Machismo

BY JULIA ANDERSON

Sonya Lipsett-Rivera, The Origins of Macho: Men and Masculinity in Colonial Mexico. University of New Mexico Press, 2019. (Diálogos series). 
270 pp. appendix. glossary. notes. bibl. index. pap., $29.95, ISBN 978-0826360403.

cates that constructing masculinity 
around emotional composure was “a 
rather convenient model subject for a 
colonial regime,” looking specifically 
at traditions of obedience between 
the Spanish elite and indigenous 
plebeians (p. 175). While framed as 
normative, emotional control con-
flicted with the affect and physical 
violence used to maintain acceptable 
demeanors. Colonial masculinity was 
“very much marked by dualities: 
house and street, order and disorder, 
licit and illicit,” simultaneously cre-
ating sanctioned and unsanctioned 
conceptions of gender (p. 141). These 
performances were dictated by a 
strict social hierarchy and marked by 
language, comportment, and cloth-
ing. Coded behavior allowed men to 
express themselves while appropri-
ately “negotiating their manhood 
in relation to others,” conveying 
emotion and dominance without 
losing the veneer of nonchalance (p. 
43). This emotional control allowed 
colonial traditions to flourish, pun-
ishing masculinities that were too 
brash, too bold, or too aggressive. 
Lipsett-Rivera ties the binaries of 
appropriate and inappropriate mas-
culinity to the move from colonial 
rule to revolution, as the masculini-
ties that challenged colonialism were 
the very masculinities necessary for 
rebellion. As colonial control came 
to an end, “these outliers began to 
assert their nonconformity in many 

acts of rebellion that culminated in 
acts of sedition and the insurgence 
that led to Mexican independence,” 
providing a pattern for contemporary 
manifestations of macho behavior (p. 
174).

This text would fit in a course 
dedicated to the historical study of 
masculinity, with particular chapters 
suitable for introductory units on 
masculinity if supported by appro-
priate context. While the focus of the 
text is on the development and nu-
ances of masculinity, readers would 
generally benefit from a familiarity 
with colonial Mexico and its history. 
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The evidence of Lipsett-Rivera’s 
analysis is based largely on legal 
documents from cases involving 
primarily male interactions, in 
addition to morality treatises, travel 
journals, and diary entries. Using this 
evidence, the discussion focuses on 
plebeian masculinities and the ten-
sions between elite and plebeian men. 

[Julia Anderson is a reference librarian at Collin College in Wylie, Texas. Her M.A. (in gender and women’s studies) and M.L.I.S. are both from 
the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee. Her current research interests include Chicana and queer theory, feminist histories, radical archiving, 
and finding a Ph.D. program.]

Lipsett-Rivera extracts information 
from these sources with the intention 
of providing a complete picture of 
colonial Mexican masculinity. 

However, a queer perspective is 
largely lacking from this analysis, as 
it focuses almost exclusively on the 
performance of masculinity by het-
erosexual cisgender men. There are a 

few mentions of gay men in colonial 
Mexico, but Lipsett-Rivera mostly 
uses their presence as a suggestion 
that colonial Mexicans liked to bend 
social regulations when it suited 
them. The text includes an appendix, 
a glossary, and notes to help readers 
understand the intricacies of dis-
course analysis.

Miriam Greenwald

10	 RESOURCES FOR GENDER AND WOMEN’S STUDIES



BOOKS

One of my all-time favorite heroines is Elizabeth in 
the children’s story The Paper Bag Princess, who 

outsmarts a dragon and saves her supposed love, Ronald. 
Ronald, however, decides he doesn’t like Elizabeth because 
she’s covered in mud and wearing singed clothing. On the 
last page, Elizabeth observes, “You look like a real prince, 
but you are a bum,” and skips off into the sunset alone.1 
Elizabeth was one of the very first and few heroines I en-
countered in children’s and young 
adult narratives. Recently though, 
a few more have appeared, and 
Svenja Hohenstein examines three 
of them in this illuminating book.

Hohenstein explores three pop-
ular-culture heroines: Buffy 
Summers from Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer (1997–2003, BtVS), Katniss 
Everdeen from The Hunger Games 
trilogy (2008–2010), and Merida 
from Disney’s Brave (2012). She 
finds connections among the three 
women because they are “protago-
nists of their respective stories, who 
set out on quests of their own at 
the end of which they successfully 
bring down patriarchal power sys-
tems” (p. 3). Hohenstein couches 
her argument in the seminal works 
of Joseph Campbell, extending his 
conceptualization of the hero’s ad-
venture and including a feminist vi-
sion of a heroine. The text embraces 
third wave feminism (Judith Butler, 
Susan Faludi, and Laura Mulvey, among others), engages 
prominent media critics (Henry Jenkins), and incorporates 
scholarly articles examining the respective narratives.

Strong, Salty, and Subversive: 21st-Century Heroines Challenge 
Patriarchy and Heteronormativity

BY SARAH E. FRYETT

Svenja Hohenstein, Girl Warriors: Feminist Revisions of the Hero’s Quest in Contemporary Popular Culture. McFarland, 2019. 255 pp. notes. 
bibl. pap., $39.95, ISBN 978-1476676647.

Part I of the book is an examination of the individual her-
oines in their respective texts. Part II contains two distinct 
analyses: a look at the secondary texts — promotional 
paratexts such as posters and billboards — and tertiary 
texts — fan fiction and fan art — which “establish con-
cepts of heroism and girlhood inspired by feminist values 
and ideas” (p. 4). Buffy, Katniss, and Merida, according 
to Hohenstein, all destabilize the institution of patriarchy 

to varying degrees and thus are 
feminist quest heroines of the 21st 
century. Hohenstein’s study is 
unique in its scope of these diverse 
yet interrelated elements.

Part I includes a thought-provok-
ing textual analysis of the primary 
texts. BtVS “establishes a model 
of heroism,” Hohenstein begins, 
“which casts both traditional 
femininity and feminist theory 
and activism as potentially heroic” 
(p. 23). She also notes the impor-
tance of Buffy’s friends and allies 
in facilitating the destruction of 
“patriarchal hierarchies of power” 
— a trope she also points out in 
her study of The Hunger Games 
(p. 54). Hohenstein is persuasive 
here, but the inclusion of more 
specific scenes and dialogue would 
have benefited her argument. 
Chapters 2 and 3, however, are 
robust with examples. Hohenstein 
perceives Katniss’s important 

connection to her community, which she argues “decon-
structs the idealization of masculine heroism” (p. 77). 
Katniss’s performance of multiple gender roles and the 
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strong fighting capabilities that enable her to triumph over 
the Capitol work together to create a feminist heroine, ac-
cording to Hohenstein. Merida similarly performs diverse 
gender roles and eschews romance and super-femininity, 
thereby revising the Disney princess narrative. Whether it 
is through bonds of sisterhood, emphasis on family love, or 
an embrace of multiple gender roles, Hohenstein produc-
tively argues that these characters are feminist heroines. 

In the first section of Part II, Hohenstein analyzes paratexts 
(promotional materials such as trailers and film posters 
as well as licensed merchandise) that work to brand the 
primary texts. Her argument is that these paratexts erase 
the potential feminist vision within the original narratives 
and characters and, instead, revert to ideals found with-
in the traditional male hero myth while simultaneously 
overaccentuating the heroines’ femininity. Hohenstein 
argues that each paratext “embeds the primary texts and 
the female heroes into simplified and binary gender dis-
courses and thus reproduces a patriarchal world view that 
regards masculinity as more valuable than femininity” (p. 
116). The inclusion of this fascinating discussion offers a 
nuanced perspective. While there may be feminist strides 
within the original narratives, the paratexts maintain the 
institution of patriarchy. This is indeed an important con-
tradiction for feminist scholars to examine.

The second section of Part II contains the most enlight-
ening engagement: in Chapter 5, a look at femslash (fan 
fiction in which female characters from a primary text 
are reimagined to have same-sex romantic and/or sexu-
al relationships) and, in Chapter 6, an exploration of the 
riveting realm of fan art. These chapters advance a critical 
interrogation of online spaces and feminism — an espe-
cially noteworthy project of inquiry today. “The femslash 
fics [fictions],” Hohenstein argues in Chapter 5, “call for 
more diverse conceptions of heroism and question the 
heteronormative standard found in representations of 
both male and female heroes” (pp. 172–173). The fan art 
she delves into in Chapter 6 includes memes and racebent 
images (pictures altered by changing a character’s race or 
ethnicity). Her argument is convincing: “[F]an art can be 
said to have a didactic function, as it visualizes feminist 
role models that challenge conceived notions of heroism, 
gender roles, as well as racial stereotypes” (p. 208).

This book makes vital additions to the discourse on femi-
nist heroines, specifically in relation to paratexts and fan 
fiction. While there are some detractions — abrupt tran-
sitions, grammatical and spelling errors, repetition, and 
places where the author is straining to cover too much — 
overall this text offers a compelling argument about these 
strong, salty, and ultimately subversive characters. 

Note

1. Robert Munsch, The Paper Bag Princess (Annick Press, 1980), p. 23.

[Sarah E. Fryett, Ph.D., is an assistant professor in the Department of English and Writing at the University of Tampa. Her work revolves 
around feminist and queer theory as well as humor/comedy studies, pedagogy, and media studies.]

12	 RESOURCES FOR GENDER AND WOMEN’S STUDIES



BOOKS

Erica Millar’s Australian-centric 
examination of abortion politics 

provides continuous parallel analyses 
of the ideological policy journeys that 
the U.S. and other English-speaking 
countries (Great Britain and New 
Zealand in particular) have taken. 
Millar demonstrates that the political 
machinations surrounding abor-
tion politics are not geographically 
isolated, and that the moral-cultural 
perspectives society attaches to the 
issues are part of a global dialogue of 
ideas. As she states in the introduc-
tion, “This book is the first sustained 
examination of the emotional com-
mon sense of abortion. It argues that 
particular emotions are repeatedly 
associated with abortion, and that 
these emotions powerfully delineate 
the cultural meaning of abortion for 
women and the community at large” 
(pp. 2–3).

Millar’s exposé examines how the 
public platforms of activist groups on 
different sides of the abortion debate 
have evolved and how the narratives 
of each group have changed over time 
in response to the others’. In the end, 
the anti-abortion narrative began to 
dominate the rhetorical strategies of 
the pro-abortion movement, result-
ing in the pro-abortion movement 
adopting a pro-choice platform, with 
the “premise of the good mother” 
as part of its strategy. This strategy 
deviates considerably from the stance 
it started with — an unequivocal 
pro-abortion perspective. Millar 

The Cultural and Moral Morphology of Abortion

BY PAMELA M. SALELA

Erica Millar, Happy Abortions: Our Bodies in the Era of Choice. Zed Books, 2017. 348 pp. notes. bibl. index. pap., $24.95, ISBN 978-
1786991300. 

argues that this narrative of moth-
erhood at the center of the abortion 
debate affects how women perceive 
they are supposed to feel about the 
act of abortion and provides the 
historical and social standpoint from 
which the “biopolitics” view of abor-
tion as shameful and grief inducing is 
constructed (p. 38). 

In the right-to-life (RTL) cultural 
narrative, abortion is tantamount 
to murder, denying a woman’s 
“natural” destiny of motherhood 
(p. 76). The RTL argument is also 
premised on the notion that a fetus 
is an autonomous living being over 
which a woman holds great pow-
er. The pro-abortion position was 
straightforward, or at least it started 
out that way: “For the WAAC [the 
Women’s Abortion Action Campaign, 
formed in Sydney, NSW, Australia, in 
1972] . . . abortion was a social good 
and political necessity; an essential 
precondition for the ability of women 
to live as independent subjects, free 
from the shackles of compulsory 
motherhood” (p. 66). But as the 
public dialogue has increasingly 
become dominated by the arguments 
of the RTL, the pro-abortion position 
has strategically adopted the “good 
mother” argument, taking the stand 
that abortion is motherhood-centric 
and can be interpreted as a painful 
and selfless act in the best interests 
of potential children, especially if 
the woman is poor and single (pp. 
81–84) at the time. 

The “good mother” cannot have a 
guilt-free abortion. “The idea that 
abortion is a difficult decision was 
seemingly a mandatory statement,” 
Millar says, “made by the majority 
of supporters in both [pro-choice 
and RTL] debates” (p. 125). Both 
sides adopted a narrative of compas-
sion — the RTL positing compassion 
toward the potential aborting woman 
who must, they say, be riddled with 
crippling guilt that will result in 
unresolved grief; and the pro-choice 
movement claiming magnanimously 
that the aborting woman’s circum-
stances (poverty, for one) must be 
taken into consideration so that 
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her existing or potential children 
will not needlessly suffer. The pro-
choice alliance with RTL arguments 
about motherhood was promoted 
by staunch liberal feminists such as 
Naomi Wolfe, Germaine Greer, and 
Leslie Camnold (“kill thru care”) (pp. 
163–165). Ultimately, both sides 
based their arguments in mother-
hood as the “only unproblematic 
consequence of pregnancy” (p. 155). 

Shame has played a large role in the 
accepted emotional narratives about 
abortion in the past half-century. 
Depending on a woman’s marital sta-
tus, the locus of the shaming shifts. 

A study conducted in 1975 of 

women who had abortions in Mel-

bourne’s first legal abortion clinic 

found that while single women 

felt guilty about getting pregnant, 

married women felt guilty about 

their abortions. The source of guilt 

for single women was, then, the 

pregnancy—or, more accurately, 

the sex leading to the pregnancy 

— while for married women it was 

not wanting a child. (p. 192)

But “married mothers could justify 
having abortions for the welfare of 
their existing children” (p. 193), 
with the shame attributed to poverty.

In larger, national narratives about 
abortion, connections are made 
between race, reproduction, and 
nation. Millar invokes Dorothy Rob-
erts’s in-depth discussion of this (p. 
228), which addresses the idea that 
some races are more deserving of the 
right to reproduce. Embedded too in 

the larger narrative is gender nor-
mativity, the “[n]ostalgic longing for 
gender certainties” (p. 245). 

Happy Abortions, with its deep 
examination of the ever-evolving 
ideologies of activist history, 
provides a unique contribution 
to the literature on reproductive 
justice. Millar’s conclusion concisely 
summarizes the arguments that she 
fully substantiates in the whole text. 
She closes by stating that monolithic 
narratives, pro or con, can never be 
complete, for they deny a woman’s 
nuanced and subjective sensibilities 
(p. 277). 

This would be an excellent resource 
for an upper-division undergraduate 
or graduate seminar on reproductive 
rights. The book includes an exten-
sive bibliography (35 pages), notes, 
and a detailed index.

[Pamela M. Salela is an associate professor at the University of Illinois at Springfield. She holds an M.A. in educational policy studies as well 
as an M.S. in library and information science, both from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. An instructional services librarian, 
she frequently teaches in Women and Gender Studies, for which she has developed several courses, including a seminar on the politics of 
reproduction. She is the go-to person for assistance in government information on her campus and also directs the Central Illinois Nonprofit 
Resource Center.]
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An online meme claims that “consent is as simple as 
tea.” In an effort to clarify consent, this and many 

other consent-centered memes, programs, and initiatives 
simplify the concept to a point that ignores its complex 
and multifaceted nature. Kulbaga and Spencer propose 
examining three types of consent —physical, emotional, 
and intellectual — when thinking about the role that in-
stitutions of higher education play 
in cultivating or stifling consent 
culture.

The authors define physical con-
sent as what most people think of: 
it concerns consent about sexual 
contact as well as broader notions 
of bodily autonomy, freedom from 
physical violence, and survi-
vor-centered support. Emotional 
consent has to do with interper-
sonal relationships among campus 
constituents, campus culture and 
climate, and practices and peda-
gogies that recognize and respect 
the role of mental health in well-
being. Intellectual consent involves 
cultivating campus cultures that 
value civil discourse, space for ex-
ploration and making mistakes, the 
myriad lived experiences and ways 
of knowing, and academic freedom, 
in ways that reflect how power and 
privilege influence all of these.

Kulbaga and Spencer use these 
three frames to analyze five key components of cultivating 
consent on campus, each in a separate chapter: campus 
crime alerts, consent initiatives, online memes, trigger 
warnings, and pedagogy. They describe each component 
and give examples of strengths and pitfalls in existing 
practices, doing a commendable job of teasing apart ini-

Consensual Higher Education: An Issue Much Bigger than Sex

BY EMILY A. JOHNSON

Theresa A. Kulbaga and Leland G. Spencer, Campuses of Consent: Sexual and Social Justice in Higher Education. University of Massachusetts 
Press, 2019. 187 pp. notes. bibl. index. pap., $24.95, ISBN 978-1625344595.

tiatives, programs, and practices and walking the reader 
through the reasons why certain elements are beneficial 
and others are problematic. In addition to critique, the 
authors offer research- and theory-backed recommen-
dations for improving practices to cultivate consent. For 
example, they present a real-life, de-identified crime alert 
alongside a reimagined version that incorporates their 

recommendations for cultivating 
“consent-mindedness.”

Throughout the book, Kulbaga and 
Spencer offer recommendations 
for individual and department/in-
stitution-level changes to prac-
tice that can enable campuses to 
cultivate consent from orientation 
to graduation, from classroom 
to boardroom. They stress that 
transforming a campus into a place 
that truly values, teaches, and 
prioritizes consent takes more than 
purchasing a one-time training for 
new students and adhering to Title 
IX guidelines. They frame consent 
as a matter not just of sexual justice 
but of social justice. The book 
illuminates connections between 
seemingly disparate functions and 
phenomena in higher education, 
illustrating how deeply entrenched 
misogyny, patriarchy, individu-
alism, and white supremacy work 
together to undermine any stated 
values of consent. Recommen-

dations throughout the text combat this by naming the 
problems and modeling intersectional thinking. Though 
they reiterate that there is no panacea or simple checklist 
for cultivating consent, they do offer specific recommen-
dations for addressing missteps and moving forward.
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Campuses of Consent manages to be both thought-pro-
voking and easily digestible. It is willing to name ways in 
which campuses undermine and violate consent, and it 
uses accessible language and a practice-minded format. 
The only way I think the text could be improved would be 
to include a workbook section that translates the rec-
ommendations for practice into an activity that higher 
education faculty and administrators can use to evaluate 
their own programs, policies, and pedagogies. The recom-
mendations are all in the text, but I think such an addition 
could help engaged but overwhelmed readers figure out 
what to do next.

Of course, this book is useful for anyone involved with 
the typical areas of consent programming, such as Title 
IX, orientation, residence life, student activities, judi-

cial services, and law enforcement. What might be less 
obvious from the title is how much this book touches on 
the work of faculty and campus administrators. Campuses 
of Consent includes recommendations for implementing 
survivor-centered and consent-conscious pedagogy and 
policy that anyone working in higher education would find 
thought-provoking. Anyone with an interest in trigger 
warnings or safe spaces will especially find the content 
of Chapters 4 and 5 valuable. Likewise, those who study 
discourse analysis or equity in higher education will ap-
preciate the work the authors have done to explain why 
consent can be such a tricky concept to understand and 
to teach. Whatever your thoughts on or experience with 
the topic of consent, this text will be a valuable addition to 
your toolbox.

[Emily A. Johnson is an assistant professor of higher education and student affairs administration at The University of Southern Mississippi. 
Johnson’s primary research interests are institutional research, assessment, mixed methods design, gender and sexuality, equitable data 
use, and student success.]

Miriam Greenwald
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I wish this critically important 
book hadn’t needed to be written. 

Its main argument is that although 
women have made strides towards 
equality, parenting duties continue 
to fall heavily on mothers. I nearly 
strained my neck from nodding in 
agreement as I read.

Lockman argues that motherhood, 
specifically in heterosexual couples, 
is the space where unspoken inequal-
ity continually occurs. Lockman 
began experiencing these inequalities 
herself when she became a parent. 
From seemingly small things, like 
her husband asking whether she 
had remembered to pack diapers, to 
larger ones like having to make sure 
her schedule fit around that of their 
child, the inequalities accrued. It 
wasn’t that her husband didn’t pitch 
in; she says he often “helped,” but 
only when it was convenient for him. 
Other mothers, whose husbands did 
nothing or very little, would mini-
mize her frustration by saying things 
like, “At least your husband helps!” 
— implying that they accepted their 
roles as sole parents, even though 
they were in two-parent households. 
Lockman points out that no one ever 
role-reverses the statement and says, 
“At least she helps.” The assumption 
about a woman’s position when she 
becomes a mother seems clear.

Lockman exposes domestic inequal-
ity in every chapter of this book. She 
dismantles the notion, for instance, 

Rage against the Washing Machine

BY KIM LACEY

Darcy Lockman, All the Rage: Mothers, Fathers, and the Myth of Equal Partnership. Harper, 2019. 352 pp. notes. index. pap., $17.85, ISBN 
978-0062861450.

that there is anything innate or 
intuitive about motherhood (what 
she calls gender essentialism) (p. 59), 
which she explains as merely the 
result of generation after generation 
assuming women will bear the brunt 

of childrearing and home upkeep — 
which leads to the mother becoming 
the default parent, the one who must 
prioritize her children before her 
career and/or herself. Chapter 5’s 
title alone, “24-Hour Lifelong Shifts 
of Unconditional Love,” again em-
phasizes the unending work women 
assume when raising children.

My major reservation about this text 
is that Lockman offers few, if any, 

solutions to remedy the problem of 
domestic inequality. At one point, 
she suggests “that moms be more like 
dads. That mothers, like their part-
ners, revere the fact that the child has 
another parent” (p. 199). To suggest 
that the remedy for overworked 
mothers is simply to recognize the 
other parent is available to help is 
presumptive that there is another 
parent. Furthermore, it is one thing 
to suggest that women stop doing all 
the emotional and unpaid labor, but 
quite another to put that into action. 
This will not be an easy or quick 
change. As a reader and a mother, 
I would have liked more practical 
advice on how to handle this situa-
tion. This book functions like a good 
friend, allowing the reader to vent 
and not feel alone. Unlike a friend, 
however, Lockman doesn’t offer 
support for moving forward. Does a 
woman merely stop completing all 
the daily tasks that keep her family 
afloat? Will she just feel more rage 
when those tasks aren’t completed? 
Early in the book, Lockman says, 
“We do not exist for the convenience 
and pleasure of men. We will not be 
equal anywhere until we are equal 
everywhere, until we stop colluding 
in the most widely accepted form of 
cultural misogyny” (p. 49). All of that 
is true, and if the main function of 
Lockman’s text is a call to arms, then 
she has succeeded; but it still unclear 
what actions women should take.
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This book may be the perfect comple-
ment to the ever-increasing body of 
research examining how women have 
sacrificed their careers during quar-
antine. As Laurie Penny argued in a 
May 2020 Wired article, quarantine 
has magnified the work women reg-
ularly do within the household with-
out pay.1 According to several recent 
studies, job loss due to COVID-19 has 
disproportionately affected wom-
en compared to men.2 Humorous 

videos of children interrupting men 
during Zoom meetings have gone 
viral, but they actually represent rare 
interruptions.3 Similar videos featur-
ing women and their children show 
how very often women are interrupt-
ed, forced to repeatedly stop working 
to attend to their children’s needs.4

Even with its limitations, Lockman’s 
work is important. Perhaps it will 
jumpstart necessary conversations 
and actions toward change.

Notes

1. Laurie Penny, “Women Have Always Worked from Home,” Wired, May 29, 2020. 

2. Courtney Connley, “Coronavirus Job Losses Are Impacting Everyone, but Women Are Taking a Harder Hit than Men,” CNBC, May 14, 2020;  
Kim Elsesser, “Moms Cut Work Hours Four Times More than Dads during Pandemic,” Forbes, July 17, 2020.

3. FreeForAll, “Children Interrupt Rocket Science Professor Teaching while Quarantined,” YouTube, March 24, 2020; Rachel Mcrady‍, “Jimmy 
Fallon’s Kids Hilariously Interrupt His Monologue and Working Parents Can Relate,” KSAT, March 25, 2020.

4. Genevieve Shaw Brown, “I’m a Working Mom Interrupted 27 Times in 11 Minutes,” Good Morning America, June 1, 2020. 

[Kim Lacey is an associate professor of English at Saginaw Valley State University. Her work has appeared in Rhetoric Society Quarterly, 
Journal of Evolution and Technology, and several digital publications.]
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BOOKS

It’s the twentieth-first century, 
and the world is ending,” Carlen 

Lavigne writes in the introduction to 
this book. “It’s ending over and over 
again. . . . [O]ur doomsday scenarios 
are prolific, whether we die by nucle-
ar Armageddon, worldwide pandem-
ic, alien invasion, zombie uprising, or 
supernatural event” (p. 5).

In our Covid world, in which 
the pandemic has killed more 
U.S.-Americans than any other 
population in the so-called devel-
oped world and disproportionately 
affects Black and brown people, 
while police brutality and white 
supremacists terrorize those who, at 
least for the moment, have avoided 
the virus, Lavigne’s 2018 study on 
racialized and gendered post-apoc-
alyptic narratives in popular, con-
temporary U.S.-American television 
shows seems prophetic. Through 
the lens of fourteen case studies 
that look at shows ranging from the 
well-known (such as The Walking 
Dead) to lesser-known parodies of 
the genre (such as The Last Man on 
Earth) and categorized mostly by 
catastrophic cause — nuclear at-
tacks, pandemics, aliens, zombies, 
parody, and post-post-apocalypse 
— Lavigne makes the case that “these 

No End of Man? Patriarchy’s Survival in the Post-Apocalypse

BY EVA HOFFMANN

Carlen Lavigne, Post-Apocalyptic Patriarchy: American Television and Gendered Visions of Survival. McFarland, 2018. 194 pp. bibl. pap., 
$39.95, ISBN 978-0786499069.

series serve primarily to address one 
group’s fears; they are hegemonic 
dream-fictions in which the political 
and social movements of the twen-
tieth century are wiped from the 
Earth, and the straight white male 
hero can assume precedence without 
fear of challenge or criticism” (p. 7).

Lavigne’s readings of the selected TV 
shows are observant and sophisti-
cated, making her book entertaining 
and nuanced even though its struc-
ture runs the risk of being repeti-
tive: Lavigne makes the same point 
— that the post-apocalypse serves 
as a fantasy for white man’s survival 
and assertion of power at the cost of 
non-white, queer, alter-abled, and 
feminine bodies — in each of her six 
chapters, which incorporate close 
readings of the shows in question. 
Admittedly, she makes her meth-
odology transparent in the preface: 
“These analyses do not follow a strict 
format or analytical framework, 
but a general emphasis on critical 
lenses of gender, race, and sexual-
ity is maintained throughout. Each 
chapter of free-form essays explores 
the particulars of each individual 
program while ultimately returning 
to the same major questions” (p. 3). 
The book’s strength — its detailed 

and observant readings of the protag-
onist’s intersections of race, gender, 
sexuality, able-bodiedness, and 
class — appears thus also as a weak-
ness; Lavigne could have improved 
it by sketching out her analytical 
frameworks in more detail before 
diving into the respective post-apoc-
alyptic narratives. For example, she 
frequently refers to “post-race” 
discourses and assumes that readers 
share her understanding of this con-
cept, despite its conceptual fuzziness 
and complex history. Moreover, 
a more substantiated engagement 
with other theoretical work in the 
field is lacking — e.g., with the work 
done by such queer theorists as Eve 
Sedgewick or Nicole Seymour when 
discussing parody as a subversion of 
the dominant genre.

Nevertheless, Post-Apocalyptic Pa-
triarchy is thoughtful in its nuanced 
and empathetic readings, which al-
low ambivalences rather than trying 
to solve them. Lavigne’s case studies 
are great examples of the sophisticat-
ed practice of close reading, and her 
analyses of well-known shows would 
be great readings for undergraduate 
audiences in women’s and gender 
studies, film and media studies, and 
environmental humanities.

[Eva Hoffmann (Ph.D. from University of Oregon) is an independent researcher in Germany. She co-edited the volume What is Zoopoetics? 
Bodies, Texts, Entanglements (Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), and is currently working on a monograph exploring the non/human in contempo-
rary German texts.]
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Also see Feminist Periodicals, our open access repository 
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pop culture magazines in the field of gender and women’s 
studies, at feministperiodicals.org.
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Publisher: Routledge/Taylor & Francis

ISSN: 1084-1806 (print)

Special section: “Gender Identity and Expression and 
Sexual Orientation (LGBTQ+) in the Public and Nonprofit 
Contexts,” vol. 42, no. 2 (April 2020)

Section editor: Roddrick Colvin

Articles: 
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Intersectional Critique of the Administration of Marriage 
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& Reynaldo Rojo-Mendoza
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Publisher: Wiley-Blackwell on behalf of the Society for 
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ISSN: 0261-3040 (print); 1470-9856 (online)

Special section: “Gendered Environments: Ecotourism, 
Space and Politics in Latin America,” vol. 39, no. 2 (April 
2020)

Section editors: Eveline Dürr & Saskia Walther

Articles:
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Eveline Dürr & Saskia Walther
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Creole Belize,” by Melissa Johnson

“Women Sustaining Community: The Politics of Agro-
Ecology in Quilombo Tourism in Southern Brazil,” by Carla 
Guerrón Montero

“Alpine Masculinity: A Gendered Figuration of Capital in 
the Patagonian Andes,” by Marcos Mendoza

CANADIAN JOURNAL OF AFRICAN STUDIES 
/LA REVUE CANADIENNE DES ÉTUDES 
AFRICAINES

Publisher: Routledge/Taylor & Francis

ISSN: 0008-3968 (print)
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2020)
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