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BOOKS

When it was published in 1962, 
Helen Gurley Brown’s Sex and 

the Single Girl declared itself “the 
unmarried woman’s guide to men, 
careers, the apartment, diet, fashion, 
money and men.”1 Though it was 
seen as radical in its time, Brown’s 
guide certainly didn’t address what 
we think of today as intersectional 
feminism; in fact, as Eliza Smith and 
Haley Swasnson, the editors of this 
new anthology, point out, “Helen’s 
language is...at times racist, ho-
mophobic, fatphobic, classist, and 
ableist,” and her advice “fail[s] to 
acknowledge her own significant 
privileges” (p. 5). Smith and Swanson 
aim to remedy that deficiency here by 
considering sex, singlehood, and the 
modern woman within an intersec-
tional context. The collection does 
not celebrate Brown’s work; rather, 
it interrupts her single-story narra-
tive of cisgender, straight, able-bod-
ied, white womanhood. Through 
their personal stories, 24 writers 
critically examine how the intersec-
tions of race, ethnicity, sexuality, 
class, religion, and disability impact 
the modern-day single woman.

Swanson and Smith use the term 
“singlehood,” rather than “single-
dom,” in this anthology, preferring 
it as a descriptor of a stage in life — 
like childhood and adulthood — and 
proposing that it is “a phase of life 
that each of us inhabits for an inde-
terminate length of time, entering 
and existing at intervals, occasionally 
straddling the line” (p. 2). The 24 
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writers not only examine how sin-
glehood and loneliness impact their 
lives, but also interpret how joy is 
reclaimed by those who are routinely 
denied it.

Laura Bogart (“A New Kind of Her-
oine”), Keah Brown (“Loved Out 
Loud”), and Briallen Hopper (“Sex 
and the Single Frump”), for example, 
all explore body politics and its con-
nection to joy and self-acceptance in 
singlehood. While Hopper looks at 
the connection of fashion politics to 
racial and class politics, both Bogart 
and Brown discuss their longing to 
be desired “out loud” in bodies that 
do not meet societal expectations 

of conventional beauty. Fatness and 
disability, particularly when they 
intersect with race, impact the dating 
lives and psyches of both Bogart and 
Brown, as both writers admit to hav-
ing settled for toxic relationships and 
sexual experiences they had believed 
were fitting parameters for undesir-
able bodies.

“A fat woman who dares to lust is a 
rebel,” Bogart writes, “but not the 
cool kind. She’s a deviant who must 
suffer humiliation” (p. 119). Bogart 
describes the pop-culture depictions 
of fat women that reinforce this idea 
as well as the body-positive media 
figures that counter it, creating a new 
kind of heroine who facilitates the 
healing of past wounds and negative 
thoughts about desirability. In her 
path to healing, Bogart maintains 
this hope for the “warmth of being 
claimed in the daylight” (p. 122). 
Similarly, Brown’s healing is about 
being true to herself as a Black, 
queer, disabled woman. Like many 
of the writers in this collection, 
Brown came out as queer later in life, 
and each of her first queer relation-
ships strengthened her self-worth. 
Ultimately, these two essays reflect 
the value of fat and disability studies 
within the discipline of gender and 
women’s studies; they could facilitate 
important discussions about sexual-
ity, desire, and pleasure within the 
context of intersectionality and body 
politics. 
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BOOKS

Another major theme in Sex and the 
Single Woman is moving beyond the 
traditional expectations of wom-
anhood and celebrating singlehood 
as a choice. On this note, a great 
companion text for this anthology is 
Sara Ahmed’s Living a Feminist Life, 
particularly her chapter “On Being 
Directed,” where Ahmed describes 
happiness as a form of pressure by 
which society directs and redirects 
women and girls through gender 
fatalism, for instance with the notion 
that women will be happiest when 
they get married, and so “happiness 
is often assumed to be an end point: 
as what we want to reach, as the 
point of life, the aim of life. The path 
we should follow is the path that 
would lead us to happiness.”2 Evette 
Dionne (“IVF and the Single Girl”), 
Giaae Kwon (“Girl Meets Purity Cul-
ture”), and Kate Crawford (“Second 
Coming”), as well as many of the 
other authors in the collection, resist 
such redirection.

Dionne writes about her IVF jour-
ney, the possibility of purposeful 
single motherhood, and creating 

chosen family as a thirty-something, 
Black, single woman in a society that 
idealizes the institution of marriage 
and two-parent households. Kwon 
writes about purity culture and 
being celibate in her mid-thirties. A 
late bloomer by societal standards, 
Kwon has never been kissed, never 
dated, and never had sex. Growing 
up as Korean Presbyterian, she was 
taught that her body was not hers; it 
belonged to her future husband and 
children and, through them, to God 
(p. 152). As a result of this upbring-
ing combined with the beauty stan-
dards of Korean culture, she develops 
body dysmorphia but learns to re-
claim her body through self-pleasure. 

From the other end of the age spec-
trum, Kate Crawford writes about 
seeking sexual pleasure in her sixties. 
From buying sexy lingerie to check-
ing out library books authored by 
senior “sexperts” to purchasing a vi-
brator, she actively resuscitates what 
she calls her “sexy sixties campaign” 
(p. 191). This exploration of pleasure 
for Crawford is about diffusing her 
grief over the recent passing of her 

mother and living all the life she has 
yet to live. These writers, women at 
different stages of single life, all at-
tempt to dissect what it means to live 
outside of society’s definition of the 
path to happiness.

The great pull of this collection is 
the diversity in story from 24 writ-
ers of different racial, ethnic, and 
cultural backgrounds. Each brings 
unique experiences that explore 
a range of issues, including queer 
identity, love after divorce, poly-
amorous relationships, pleasurable 
sexuality and sexual exploration, 
desirability, romantic love, mar-
riage, motherhood, and more. Sex 
and the Single Woman successfully 
examines the intersectional lives 
of modern-day women and is truly 
a text that represents the varied 
scholarly and non-scholarly con-
versations that should be happening 
within gender and women’s studies. 
It makes a great addition to library 
collections and course syllabi that 
want to move beyond single-story 
narratives of womanhood.

Notes

1. The cover of the 1962 book was emblazoned with this claim, which Smith and Swanson quote on page 3 of their 2022 anthology.

2. Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life (Duke University Press, 2017), p. 48.
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