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Introduction 

Charting Feminist Public Culture 

When I began working on this project during the spring of 2008, a number of 

events took place in the feminist literary public sphere that influenced my thinking about 

feminist public culture. Feminist authors who were seeking to operate through 

independent channels faced an increasingly difficult climate in which to disseminate their 

writing. Feminist literary enterprises—bookstores like Bookwoman in Austin, Texas, 

presses like South End, and magazines like Bitch—all faced potential closure. 

Bookwoman, one of the few remaining independent feminist bookstores in the US, and 

Bitch, a non-profit independent feminist magazine, each needed upwards of $40,000 to 

stay in business. During these moments, the independent feminist literary community 

turned to innovative and unconventional solutions to collect these funds. Namely, they 

turned to their readers. In the case of both Bookwoman and Bitch, considerable grassroots 

financial support temporarily solved their respective financial woes and gave both 

feminist establishments the breathing room to conceive of new, more sustainable business 

models.1 South End Press, in an effort to ward off these same kind of financial troubles, 

instituted a Community Supported Publishing (CSP) program. In exchange for a monthly 

membership fee, CSP subscribers would receive each new title that South End published. 

In exchange, South End Press would receive a constant, consistent flow of financial 

support. The struggles of these organizations are indicative of the difficulties currently 

                                                
1 Bitch adopted a more sustainable, non-profit centered publishing model that focused on engaging their 
readers and building community (Maestretti). Bookwoman, after raising enough money through individual 
and community fundraisers, moved to a new location. The store began to feature events geared towards 
bringing in new customers, and publicized them by establishing a social networking presence. 
 



 2 

faced by the independent publishing market. These entities were able to successfully 

resolve their problems through greater engagement with their reading communities. 

At the same time, feminist literature was seeing enormous success in the 

mainstream. Eve Ensler was celebrating a decade of growth for V-Day, the nonprofit she 

started in 1998 to combat violence against women. V-Day organizes performances of 

Ensler’s play, The Vagina Monologues (1998), on Valentine’s Day, with all profits going 

to local anti-violence organizations. In the ten years since V-Day began, countless 

performances of Ensler’s play have taken place on college campuses and in other 

community venues, and the non-profit has raised millions of dollars in the process. The 

Vagina Monologues has come to be an established part of U.S. culture.  

One of the most successful phenomena within the field of women’s commercial 

fiction was the appearance and rapid growth of the chick lit genre. Though feminist 

opinions about this genre varied—some saw it as representing contemporary women’s 

lives, while others saw it as advocating for conspicuous consumption—most could agree 

that these literary works had developed huge audiences. This year marked the release of 

Dirty Girls On Top (2009), Alisa Valdes-Rodriguez’s sequel to her New York Times 

bestseller, The Dirty Girls Social Club (2003). Valdes-Rodriguez’s success marked not 

only an expansion of the chick lit genre into the field of Latina chick lit, but also a 

broadening of the field of Latina literature as well. Her novel portrayed upper class 

college-educated Latinas navigating careers, love, and friendships. This novel’s portrayal 

of Latinidad appealed to a variety of readers. The characters’ ethnicities made them 

different but not too different from mainstream white audiences, while Latina readers 

identified with a version of Latina identity that they could not find in either mainstream 

or Latina literature. The novel’s ability to appeal to different communities made it a 

crossover success in the commercial publishing market.  
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Feminism had established a strong online presence. Feminist sites like 

Feministing, Jezebel, Feministe, Racialicious, BlogHer, and La Bloga, as well as a 

number of individual blogs, offered news and analysis of the feminist movement. New 

media offered feminist writers innovative and unfettered ways for them to share their 

writing with readers. At the same time, the online feminist community faced some of the 

same conflicts as its offline predecessor. In the early months of 2008, a prominent Latina 

blogger (Brownfemipower) voiced frustrations on her personal blog with an established 

independent feminist press (Seal Press) regarding their exclusion of women of color 

(WOC). Two of their representatives responded in the comments section, alleging that 

while they “want more WOC” they do not get enough proposals, and stated that WOC 

writers should tell Seal Press what they want instead of “hating” (“Notes so far from 

WAM”). The feminist blogosphere exploded in arguments and accusations that revealed 

the deep divisions within the online feminist community with regards to publication 

opportunities for WOC writers, and attitudes towards privilege and racism within the 

feminist movement more generally. Brownfemipower made the decision to leave the 

blogosphere as a result of her disillusionment with the online feminist community’s 

treatment of WOC. 

These different moments all take place in a sphere that we can term feminist 

public culture. In using this term to classify these diverse examples, I want to emphasize 

the shared nature and intention of these feminist cultural productions. The publishing of 

feminist writing, whether through mainstream or independent channels, serves to 

circulate the ideas of feminist writers throughout small and large communities of readers. 

 This project seeks to record and analyze the kind of public literary feminism that 

has emerged during the past two decades. In part, this project is a response to critics—

mainstream publications like TIME magazine, anti-feminist feminists like Cristina Hoff 
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Sommers and Camille Paglia, feminist critics like Kellie Bean and Heidi Schnakenberg—

who present the feminist movement as enervated and stagnant, lacking in cohesion and 

momentum, and having lost sight of its original purpose. Instead, these public literary 

feminisms show the dynamic and productive nature of contemporary feminism. 

This project intervenes in this discourse by arguing that, in fact, recent feminist 

authors are using their literature to create, sustain, and expand the feminist movement 

through their creation of communities and readerships. These critics dismiss 

contemporary feminist culture because it does not allow for easy categorization or 

explanation; the kinds of communities being created, and the strategies authors use to do 

so, defy easy generalizations. The de-centralized, fragmented, and disparate nature of 

contemporary feminist public culture might seem stagnant to someone looking for a 

consistent, unified, feminism with an identifiable political agenda. Yet, contemporary 

understandings of feminism depend on the rejection of a unified female subject and 

essentialist understandings of feminist identity. With regards to feminist communities, 

this means a lack of homogeneity and uniformity, and increased fragmentation, 

contradiction, ambiguity, and diversity. Contemporary feminist public culture allows for 

a multiplicity of voices, representations, perspectives, and experiences presented in a 

variety of different ways. This project takes as a precept, then, that contemporary feminist 

public culture cannot be classified in any kind of simplistic or universal way. 

To talk about how feminist public culture of the past two decades engages with 

feminist concepts and to examine what these authors and communities move forward, we 

have to talk about how their specific cultural productions accomplish this. What is being 

moved forward? How do these authors and texts choose to define feminism? Where do 

these authors and texts locate themselves? What strategies do they employ to circulate 

their representations of feminism? Rather than attempt to catalogue the whole of feminist 
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public culture, this project turns to case studies as a way to map the relationship of 

authors to their texts, and how the circulation of their work creates communities of 

readers.  

The case studies that make up this project are arranged to indicate a division 

between the more mainstream and more alternative modes of circulation. The first two 

chapters, which examine Ensler and Valdes-Rodriguez, examine how feminist authors 

work to move their representations of feminism into the mainstream. The latter two 

examine the different ways that authors approach distribution of their work within the 

independent publishing sphere. Each case study examines how three aspects—an author’s 

feminist politics, her strategies for circulating her work, and the sphere in which she 

works—come together to create a particular kind of engaged feminist community. To 

analyze the way that community-making happens, my project frames close readings of 

literary works with an examination of the paratextual strategies with which authors 

promote and market their work, such as creating an authorial persona via an online blog 

or performing a text in front of a live audience. Rather than disentangle and categorize 

these different kinds of movements and strategies, these case studies chart them so as to 

allow for the complicated overlap of ideologies, methods, approaches, and identities. This 

approach demonstrates the complexity of each specific author, text, and community.  

Each chapter illustrates a particular response to the problems and challenges of 

creating feminist community. It also shows how feminist discourses about the 

marketplace, issues of race and identity, and conceptions of the second and third wave, 

play out within a specific context and how these contexts are then complicated. By 

looking at these examples, these chapters present the sheer variety of ways that 

contemporary feminist authors seek to construct, access, and sustain feminist 

communities. By presenting these case studies in conversation with one another, this 



 6 

project speaks to the kind of US feminist public culture being created in the twenty-first 

century.  

One of the key focal points within this project is the issue of representation. Each 

of these authors was motivated to produce their literary works in order to create feminist 

depictions that she did not see within the larger feminist community. These following 

chapters speak to the larger categories of Latina identity in the work of Alisa Valdes-

Rodriguez, Chicana identity in Lorna Dee Cervantes, the new generation of college 

feminists with Eve Ensler’s The Vagina Monologues, and a focus on queer culture in 

Sister Spit. The community at the center of each of these cases came into being by 

forming around this new, visible representation. While different from each other, these 

representations share the desire to make room within feminism for something new. This 

desire arose at the end of the 1970s and became a defining characteristic of later 

feminisms.  

The impulse to make feminism more inclusive appeared particularly rigorously 

during the 1980s, when feminists of color began to criticize white feminists for their 

focus on gender in ways that excluded racial oppression.2 Feminists of color often found 

themselves, and their concerns, not represented within the feminist movement. Authors 

like Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa, as well as groups like the Combahee River 

Collective, advocated for approaches that understood women’s experiences as dealing 

with various interlocking oppressions, in place of the belief that all women shared some 

deeper sense of commonality by dint of their gender. These critiques leveled by feminists 

of color led the way to divisions within the feminist movement. More and more women 

began to organize around shared identities such as ethnicity, sexual orientation, or 

                                                
2 Moraga and Anzaldúa’s This Bridge Called My Back: Writings By Radical Women of Color (1981) 
contains many of the essays that were instrumental in launching critiques of this nature.  



 7 

disability, to name a few, and the second wave began to splinter into a coalition of 

identity groups. Criticisms raised by feminists of color laid the groundwork for later, 

more expansive understandings of feminist identity.  

When the seeming unity of the movement disintegrated at the end of the 1970s, in 

large part due to criticisms of the movement by queer feminists of color, an essentialist 

understanding of female identity was replaced with an emphasis on “multiple, 

intersecting, and shifting” identities (Beail 2-3). This approach was embraced by a new 

generation of feminists who labeled themselves as “third wave.”3 They built on this 

deconstruction of the unified self through their emphasis on “conflict, ambiguity, and 

paradox” and saw their key goals to be “breaking down the essentialist construction of 

gender and insistence on women’s diversity” (Beail 2-3).  

This move away from essentialist understandings of feminist identity can be seen 

in each of these chapters and plays an important role in the ways that community forms. 

Each of the authors in this dissertation works to expand notions of feminist definition 

through her writing, though the identities they represent take different shapes. Ensler 

presents herself as a spokesperson for not just ending violence against women but also as 

the purveyor of a multi-cultural, inclusive brand of feminism that values sexual 

expression, accepting one’s body, and finding one’s voice. The upper-middle class, 

college-educated Latinas depicted in Alisa Valdes-Rodriguez’s chica lit novel found 

favor with many of her Latina readers because these characters offered a conception of 

Latinidad with which they could identify. Lorna Dee Cervantes critiques social protest 

models of Chicana identity that others impose on her and offers a more fluid conception 

in its place. Michelle Tea and Sini Anderson saw themselves and their writing as 

                                                
3 The term itself came from a 1992 Ms. article written by Rebecca Walker, the daughter of acclaimed 
feminist author Alice Walker. 
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representative of a new, queer literary feminism that had not yet come together as a 

community. The identity of the group, informed by developments within the queer music 

scene, is rooted in a particular kind of punk, white, queerness. These new identities 

emerged as a response to what was not visible in the larger feminist sphere. Each author 

seeks to present her literary representation in a public way so that others can share in this 

newly visible identity. To do this, she has to decide how to circulate her material so that it 

reaches her potential readers. 

Another focus of this project is the way that an author chooses to circulate her 

work. An author’s mode of production and distribution greatly influences how she can 

connect with her readers. Whether she chooses to fully engage with the mainstream 

commercial marketplace or eschew it completely, an author’s strategies for disseminating 

her work rely, in part, on the kind of space in which she wants to work. The writers in 

these case studies demonstrate a variety of relationships to the mainstream commercial 

publishing, a space that historian Amy Erdman Farrell terms the “commercial matrix” 

(16). Within this space, market and profitability are priorities (16). This means that an 

author, to offer her feminist content within the commercial sphere, has to convince 

publishers and advertisers that her representation of feminism will sell to audiences. 

Often, soliciting financial backing for subversive political content can be tricky for 

feminist authors. The way that each feminist author circulates her literature, then, is 

determined by the particular way that she, and her work, define feminism. An author’s 

definition, depending on its feminist politics, can enable or disable access to the 

mainstream. Some of the authors in this dissertation choose to work within this sphere, 

and must negotiate the constraints of commercial publishing. Others choose to work in 

alternative publishing channels in order to take advantage of the freedom that this allows. 
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Feminist concerns about publishing in the commercial marketplace are not new. 

The constraints with which contemporary feminist authors must contend were prevalent 

during the Women’s Movement of the 1970s. Then, as is now, feminists were leery of 

commercial publishing because of its limitations. This earlier feminist thinking about the 

market illustrates the kinds of dynamics faced by these contemporary authors. 

Historically, the mainstream market showed little interest in publishing most feminist 

writing and was therefore inaccessible to most writers. Infrequently, mainstream presses 

would publish writing by those involved in the women’s movement but only work by 

those who had already created names for themselves (Zeisler 64).4 The other danger of 

working within the commercial matrix was the concern that doing so would compromise 

one’s feminist principles. On the other hand, publishing one’s text with a commercial 

press offered an author the potential to reach a wider audience. Farrell’s work, Yours in 

Sisterhood: Ms. Magazine and the Promise of Popular Feminism (1998), gives a 

historical recounting of an earlier attempt to bring feminism to a mainstream audience by 

using the genre of the glossy magazine. Ms. was popular during the 1970s, and was able 

to leverage high sales figures as a way to retain editorial control over its content. The 

magazine’s editors were able to veto advertising that they felt did not live up to the 

feminist purpose of the magazine. When Ms.’s sales plummeted in the 1980s as a result 

of the conservative political landscape, it could no longer retain control. In an effort to 

stay solvent, the magazine changed its focus from feminist issues to those more in line 

with a more conventional women’s glossy as part of an effort to be more commercially 

successful. The example of Ms. illustrates the relationship between feminism and 

capitalism: if a feminist cultural production can appeal to mass-market consumers, it can 

                                                
4 Andi Zeisler offers authors Kate Millett, Shulamith Firestone, and Robin Morgan as examples of feminist 
writers who published with commercial presses (64). 
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occupy a place within the market. This significantly limits who can operate within the 

commercial matrix, since some forms of feminism have more crossover appeal than 

others, especially in terms of race, class, and sexual orientation.  

Both Ensler and Valdes-Rodriguez’s texts offer representations of mainstream-

friendly feminism. Ensler’s Monologues feature primarily straight Anglo women who, 

though they talk repeatedly about sex, sexual pleasure, and sexual experience, do not 

offer concerted critiques of structural or cultural issues nor many explicitly political 

messages. Ensler was able to inhabit the mainstream by creating a self-sustaining 

commercial infrastructure. She was able to use the industry’s need for profit in order to 

gain a means of control over how she presents her representation. Valdes-Rodriguez 

chose to publish a Latina chick lit novel at a time when the publishing industry was 

looking to market the genre to the growing Latina/o consumer base. Her version of 

Latinidad, which ethnicizes her characters in a non-threatening way, appealed not only to 

Latina readers but to Anglo readers as well, giving her novel crossover success. However, 

her choice of genre, which by its nature requires a superficial rather than structural 

treatment of issues of race and class, limits the kinds of critiques she can level towards 

US racial and gender logics. Because Valdes-Rodriguez keeps her position within the 

commercial sphere by continuing to appeal to large numbers of readers, she must 

attenuate her feminist principles. Primarily, what is at issue here is the difficulty that 

feminist texts face when trying to maintain their position within the commercial matrix, 

and the ways in which market forces can undermine the best feminist intentions.  

Independent feminist presses and do-it-yourself (DIY) publishing offer alternative 

circulation channels in lieu of the commercial matrix. This particular approach, which 

encompasses a range of practices from making your own zine to publishing with an 

established press, gives an author much more control over the mode of production. This 
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kind of infrastructure allows authors more freedom with regards to content, though 

independent publishing often has a much smaller reach than commercial mainstream 

publications. The relatively unrestricted quality of independent publishing stems from its 

freedom from mainstream consumer demands in order to print and distribute their 

materials. Many small presses aim to circulate literature within a community rather than 

turn a profit.5 The rise of the feminist press began during the Women’s Movement, when 

women had no channels to distribute their own writing. This led to the creation of small 

presses such as Feminist Press or Kitchen Table/Women of Color Press, informal 

distribution networks, and resource centers (Lauret 85). Controlling the mode of 

production allowed these women to publish “uncompromised by ether patriarchy or 

capitalism” (Farrell 24).6 The drawback of using informal distribution networks means 

that authors have a difficult time reaching large numbers of people. With the small print 

runs of zines and small presses as one option and limited mainstream publishing 

opportunities as the other, feminist authors can struggle to get their representations 

beyond a small community of people.  

Because of the representations they seek to move forward into the mainstream, 

Cervantes and the members of Sister Spit do not offer enough mainstream appeal (and 

hence, sales), and therefore work from within alternative independent publishing 

channels. But from within this particular literary sphere, they are able to offer 

                                                
5 Amy Spencer’s DIY: The Rise of Lo-Fi Culture (2005) catalogues a variety of feminist literary 
productions that rely on do-it-yourself independent publication practices in order to circulate their 
literature.  
6 During this time, feminist publishing flourished. By the end of the 1960s, “there were over 500 feminist 
periodicals, newsletters, and magazines being published in the United States, most of them with extremely 
small circulations and small, volunteer staffs” (Farrell 24). Examples of feminist publications include 
“zines such as Spare Rib and It Ain’t Me, Babe, newsletters such as Notes from the First Year and The 
Majority Report, and [underground] books such as the Boston Women’s Health Book Collective’s Our 
Bodies, Ourselves” (Zeisler 64). These are but a few many feminist titles that came into being during this 
time. 
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representations that might not otherwise find publication or distribution. Cervantes uses 

her blog as a means of disseminating her work, and has complete freedom over her 

content. She posts her own writing and talks about her writing process. She also uses her 

blog to post about a variety of political events and protests. If she had to worry about 

appealing to a mass fan base, Cervantes might have to censor her political opinions. 

Sister Spit takes advantage of the freedom offered by these alternative publication 

channels. Many of the members that tour with the group do not have published work 

beyond their self-made zines and chapbooks. By working within the independent literary 

sphere, they are able to distribute their literature at their shows, and through their touring, 

play a part in establishing new networks and communities through which they can share 

their writing.  

The final focus of this project is how an author connects with her reader from her 

position in the marketplace. These strategies are what allow each author to market her 

specific feminist representation to her readers, and to shape the community that she wants 

to create. This authors in this collection share with each other an interest in augmenting 

their print texts through the use of paratexts, to control how audiences interact with their 

texts. In the context of this project, I use the term paratext to refer to the extratextual 

elements that are directly connected to a text which inform the way a text gets presented 

to the public. Though these elements are not part of the text, they do influence how a text 

is read and circulated.7 In Ensler’s case, she uses live performance of her text (in local 

communities) to make a kind of connection with her audience that would not be possible 

                                                
7 The term paratext was originally used by Gérard Genette to refer to the various print elements of a book 
beyond the “sequence of verbal statements” (1). Examples of these include the cover, title page, table of 
contents, epigraphs, and prefaces. Genette offers detailed examinations of how different paratextual 
elements function in his work, Thresholds of Interpretation (1997). 
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with a print text. Sister Spit also uses performance to connect with its audiences by 

creating literary readings that mimic punk rock shows.  

Valdes-Rodriguez and Cervantes both use blogs to shape how readers’ relate to 

their texts. Valdes-Rodriguez uses her blog to present a persona with which her readers 

can identify, in an effort to make them more willing to buy her book. Cervantes uses her 

blog as not only a framing device but also a means of distribution. She shares her 

personal life alongside her poetry as a way to publicly redefine how people understand 

her literary work. In my analysis of how these paratexts function, I draw on a number of 

different sources such as authorial commentary and ethos, author actions and activities, 

reader and audience responses and accounts, and assorted ephemera. The impetus for this 

new take on the paratext comes from the authors themselves. Their foregrounding of 

these personas, along with these other elements, makes it necessary to account for how 

these factors influence the way that we read. Therefore, this project is just as much about 

the paratexts that frame these literary works as it is about the works themselves. My 

project frames close readings of literary works with close readings of material that 

include authors’ online blogs and journals, author interviews and email, their personal or 

professional websites, promotional material for books and performances, descriptions of 

performances, and reviews both professional and otherwise. 

One of the key themes that runs throughout these paratextual elements is authorial 

presence. This stems in part from contemporary feminism’s embrace of individual 

empowerment and personal experience, what critic Kellie Bean calls “a politics of the 

self” (90). These authors frame their literary texts with their individual personas as a way 

to communicate their specific feminist identity. This is true in each of these case studies; 

the author inserts herself into the public view, whether it is by blog, performance, or other 

forms of publicity. Deploying authorial presence is also a result of the increasingly 
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personalized commercial literary marketing campaigns. As publishing houses seek to 

make their products stand out to consumers, they put more and more pressure on authors 

to take on a public role to promote their book and entice readers. The authors I examine 

in this project construct personae through which they, as much as any commercial author, 

hope to attract interested readers. Valdes-Rodriguez especially exemplifies this kind of 

paratext. Her position in the mainstream depends on her ability to continually sell books, 

so she must consistently find ways to connect with her mainstream fan base. 

Foregrounding a public persona allows her to do that.  

Some of these authors use performance to frame their literature. Ensler and 

members of Sister Spit all use live performances to bring people together where they can 

interact together in a space. Performing a text in front of an audience fosters a collective 

energy that is absent in the more individual act of reading. Ensler uses this energy as a 

way to unite an audience composed of feminist and mainstream viewers, who might have 

differing levels of enthusiasm for the performance. Sharing the viewing experience 

means taking part in the play’s public group consciousness-raising. This experience, 

which asks audience members to experience a range of emotions together, creates a 

feeling of togetherness. Performance also functions in other ways for Ensler.  

Performances of Ensler’s Monologues within the context of the V-Day movement 

allow participants to add layers of meaning to their presentation of the play. While the 

text of the play is set by Ensler each year, the groups that perform the play can choose to 

precede or follow the play with whatever they want. The performance might be preceded 

by an exhibit on domestic violence or followed by a talkback with members of the cast. 

Performance functions in much the same way for Sister Spit. Their goal is to create a 

public in which queer feminist values are prioritized rather than discriminated against as 

in dominant society. Members of the group rely on performance to bring together in one 
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place an audience who shares the same values, and where audience members can feel 

support and belonging for the duration of the show. Along these same lines, Sister Spit, 

uses performance to make personal connections with their readers. Both of these case 

studies demonstrate that these performances have a significant effect on their audiences. 

Ensler and others report that audience members view the experience as life changing; 

descriptions of Sister Spit shows repeatedly emphasize their cohesive, familial quality.  

Other authors reach audiences by using new media to cultivate online publics. 

Valdes-Rodriguez uses new media, including online articles and her blog, to establish 

herself and her personal politics to her readers.  Through her blog posts, she shares 

information about herself that invites her readers to identify with her, which is one of the 

key factors in chick lit’s appeal to readers. By sharing personal, intimate details, she 

invites her readers to see her as a friend. She also allows her blog readers to leave 

comments to which she responds. This kind of personal attention creates a deeper 

connection between her and her readers. She transforms her customer base into a friendly 

community as a way of encouraging her readers to buy her books. Cervantes uses her 

blog to share personal details of her life as well. But rather than cultivate a community of 

consumers, she does so in order to counter the stultifying critical approach to Chicanidad 

that academics apply to her.8 By sharing her daily activities alongside her poetry, 

Cervantes literally writes a new definition of Chicana identity. Furthermore, she is able to 

make her literature circulate more widely, to reach more audiences, and to be more 

appealing and accessible. Her blog allows her to distribute her literature outside of the 

commercial sphere and forge new ways of relating to their readers. 

                                                
8 This approach can be found in the work of writers such as Ray González’s “I Trust Only What I have 
Built With My Own Hands: An Interview with Lorna Dee Cervantes” and Deborah L. Madsen’s 
Understanding Contemporary Chicana Literature (2000). 
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When employed by Ensler, Valdes-Rodriguez, Cervantes, and Sister Spit, these 

various paratexts work to augment the feminist representations found within the text. The 

use of paratextual elements gives an author greater control over how readers and 

audiences interpret their work. An author can use paratexts to foreclose on or open up the 

representation offered by the text. In keeping with a third wave understanding of identity, 

these authors use various paratextual elements as a way to allow the communities that 

form around their works to add to, critique, and expand on the identities these authors 

offer. This means that authorial personas, though located at the center of communities, 

become one of many voices. This resulting relationship with readers and viewers means 

that these authorial and literary identities, though themselves at times hegemonic or 

contradictory, can be mitigated by the voices of their audience.  

Through the construction of these detailed case studies, I hope to catalogue the 

texture of feminist communities. I developed several methods to track the specific ways 

in which Ensler, Valdes-Rodriguez, Cervantes, and the members of Sister Spit engage 

their representations of feminism with the marketplace to create community. In order to 

analyze the kind of feminist representation that each author wants to present to her 

public, I did close readings of each author’s literary work. Among the literary genres that 

populate this project are plays, novels, poetry, short stories, personal essays, and 

newspaper editorials. I also did close readings of each author’s paratextual elements, 

which included reading in their entirety both Valdes-Rodriguez and Cervantes’s blogs, 

reading the descriptions of V-Day performances and listening to audio recordings of 

Sister Spit performances. To ascertain authorial intent, I also read many, many interviews 

with each author. This material provided the basis for their views on feminism, their 

feminist representations, and the publishing industry. Because this project examines the 

role of the market in each author’s body of work, I constructed publication histories and 
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distribution of these various literary works, which meant researching the characteristics 

of different publishing houses, the circumstances surrounding a text’s publication, and 

the relationship between author and publisher. To speak to the performance paratexts of 

Ensler’s Monologues and Sister Spit, I read archives of audience reaction to viewings of 

the Monologues as well as reviews of various Sister Spit performances. I also read the 

group’s online travel log, which they update sporadically, to get a sense of their activities 

when on the road.  

Though the capitalist forces of the commercial matrix and the meager resources of 

small presses both impose limitations on feminist publications, the case studies in this 

project demonstrate the ways in which feminist writers use innovative strategies for 

marketing, publishing, and circulating their literature. By detailing the ways that these 

different authors define feminism through their literary works, and how they choose to 

share this work with their audiences, we can see the various kinds of movement taking 

place within contemporary feminist public culture. 

Chapter Summaries 

The first chapter, “‘The word is what sets us free’: Eve Ensler’s The Vagina 

Monologues and the Marketing of the V-Day Movement,” examines how Ensler 

transformed her one-woman off-Broadway play into the V-Day movement, an 

international feminist phenomenon aimed at stopping violence against women, and 

argues that her success was the result of savvy marketing strategies and a mainstream-

friendly feminist representation. Her play consists of monologues constructed from 

interviews with more than 200 women, and offers multiple perspectives—told by mostly 

white, middle-class characters—on women’s attitudes about their bodies and sexualities. 

The play uses the sharing of these personal vignettes to disrupt dominative cultural ideas. 

Though Ensler had been performing her play around the country, she formed V-Day in 
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1998 as a way to bring the play’s public consciousness-raising to a wider audience. She 

developed a substantial public presence for V-Day by creating a self-sustaining and self-

funding infrastructure that centered on Valentine’s Day performances of the Monologues 

by both local campus feminist groups as well as Hollywood celebrities. This kind of 

approach helped promote the play widely; local performances soon became ubiquitous on 

college campuses and mass media coverage of the celebrity performances helped to 

publicize the play to the general public. The kind of representation that Ensler 

disseminates through these performances offers a selective view of women’s experiences, 

but she mediates this by allowing local groups to add their own inflections to the scripted 

text. The case of Ensler and the V-Day illustrates one avenue for popularizing feminism 

within mainstream culture.   

In the following chapter, “‘Latina Like Me’: Ambivalence and Ambiguity in the 

Writing of Alisa Valdes-Rodriguez,” I argue that Valdes-Rodriguez capitalizes on 

shifting feminist identities in her work and online persona in order to reach wider 

audiences. This case study analyzes Valdes-Rodriguez’s first Latina chick lit novel by 

reading it in the context of her earlier foundational third wave essay, “Ruminations of a 

Feminist Fitness Instructor” and her later extensive blog posts. This analysis reveals that 

Valdes-Rodriguez’s choice of genre, as well as her upper-middle-class conception of 

Latinidad, allows her to bring a heretofore-unseen representation of Latina identity into 

the realm of commercial fiction. At the same time, the restrictions of the chick lit novel 

coupled with the profit demands of the marketplace reify dominant cultural and social 

attitudes towards lower-class Latinas and undermine her ability to offer a structural 

critique of US attitudes towards race. Valdes-Rodriguez, in her writing and through her 

public persona, shows a willingness to refashion herself and her version of Latina identity 

in order to appeal to mainstream readers’ and publishers’ expectations about gender and 
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race as a way to sell more books. This chapter argues that her readiness to alter her public 

identity stems from her capitulation to the forces of the commercial matrix, and that her 

ambivalence and ambiguity weaken the feminist representation she hopes to introduce to 

mainstream audiences.  

The next two chapters serve as counterpoints to the preceding two by focusing on 

authors who position their work outside of the commercial sphere and its modes of 

production and distribution. Instead, they use alternative strategies and paratexts to create 

communities with their literature. My third chapter, “‘Freedom of the press belongs to the 

one who owns one’: Third Wave Strategies of a Second Wave Feminista,” examines how 

award-winning Chicana poet Lorna Dee Cervantes collapses the boundaries between 

genres by presenting her more public poetry alongside her more personal blogging as a 

way to gain control over the way that people read her Chicana identity. Cervantes came 

of age and began publishing during the Chicano Civil Rights and Women’s Movements. 

She wrote her initial poetry collection, Emplumada (1981) as a critique of the oppressive 

forces that Chicanas faced from Anglo and Chicano cultures at that historical moment. 

Though Cervantes has published two additional collections of poems, critics, anthologies, 

and readers continue to focus only on her work that embodies this particular version of 

Chicana identity. To resist the readings imposed on her, Cervantes uses the freedom of 

her blog to critique the limited ways that people read Chicana identity in her poetry. By 

contextualizing her poems with her personal life, Cervantes expands conceptions of 

Chicanidad by refusing to conform to the identity that others force on her. Instead, via her 

online space, she offers her own brand of Chicana feminism. 

The final chapter, “Sort of like music … Sort of like literature”: Sister Spit, the 

Spoken Word, and Live Feminist Communities,” turns a critical gaze to Sister Spit, a 

group of mostly queer, punk, feminist writers who tour across the country, performing 
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their literature for live audiences in ways that seem more like rock shows than 

conventional literary readings. This case study argues that Sister Spit combines musical 

influences and a DIY ethics to bypass traditional publication routes and create a new way 

of circulating their literature to audiences. Through its touring, Sister Spit helps to create 

a queer and feminist community by bringing audience members together at their shows. 

At the same time, group members use these shows for emotional sustenance and support. 

This chapter examines how Sister Spit functions as an enabling crucible that creates and 

sustains this new feminist literary community.  
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Chapter 1  

“The word is what sets us free”: Eve Ensler’s The Vagina Monologues 
and the Marketing of the V-Day Movement 

 
In a day and age in which many of my female students avoid the feminist label, 

and numerous blog posts and conference topics worry over the future of feminism, Eve 

Ensler’s The Vagina Monologues (1998) offers scholars one of the most successful 

feminist literary works in the last fifteen years. The success of h play is all the more 

notable considering the feminist landscape at the time that it appeared: “a juncture in the 

history of feminism when the media was rife with exposés about the death of feminism 

and when there was much hand-wringing in feminist circles about the so-called 

postfeminism of younger generations of women” (730). During this time, authors and 

critics sought to define feminism, often in conflicting and contentious ways. Ensler’s play 

emerged against this backdrop. The Monologues offered a humorous but also poignant 

vision of women’s relationship to their sexuality and their bodies, told through the 

collective voice of its many narrators. It would be several years until Ensler’s play 

attracted national attention, which began with Ensler’s establishment of the V-Day 

movement. V-Day, a nonprofit organization created by Ensler, aimed to raise awareness 

and donations for anti-violence women’s groups through grassroots college and celebrity 

performances of the Monologues.  

This chapter constructs a case study of the play’s rise to superstardom and its role 

in creating a popular feminist movement. It argues that the crossover success of the 
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Monologues stems from its savvy marketing practices and adoption of mainstream-

friendly albeit problematic feminist politics. Though the play presents itself as a vehicle 

for women’s voices, close reading reveals how Ensler assumes a multicultural 

heteronormative perspective that only emphasizes certain kinds of voices. This palatable 

feminist message appeals to mainstream audience members, and when coupled with the 

play’s particular promotional strategies allows the play to cultivate mainstream 

popularity. However, though the text of the play fails to present a wide range of women’s 

experiences, performances of the play are able to augment and mediate the messages of 

the text that they are performing. This is because of the kind of live performances that V-

Day enables and the flexibility each group has in framing their performance. Ultimately, 

though V-Day relies on a text that offers troubling representations of women, it is able to 

enliven groups of young campus feminists while simultaneously engaging those beyond 

feminist communities. This chapter ends with an examination of the kinds of cultural and 

structural change that Ensler’s play makes possible: in order to demonstrate the powerful, 

though constrained, intervention that a contemporary feminist text can make within the 

realm of the mainstream.   

A history of how The Vagina Monologues transformed into the V-Day movement 

illustrates Ensler’s intentions for wanting to bring her play to a wider audience. The 

initial impulse that led Eve Ensler to begin the project that would become The Vagina 

Monologues came from a conversation she had with an older woman. Ensler remembers 

that this woman, during their exchange, made scornful remarks about her genitals—

“really hideous, demeaning things” (Ensler, V-Day xxiv; Boxer B7). This moment, Ensler 

explains, led her to start conversations with other women to gauge how they felt about 
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their vaginas. These conversations, with more than 200 women, eventually came together 

to form the Monologues. Rather than verbatim transcriptions, Ensler modeled some of the 

monologues on individual people, while others represent a composite sketched from 

various interviews (Ensler, V-Day 7).  

Ensler describes her writing of the play as something that, for a long time, she 

thought of as a side project. In spite of this original reluctance to see the project as a 

serious one, Ensler eventually turned the piece into a play. Once written, Ensler began 

performing the play off-Broadway in October 1996.9 Her play met with immediate 

critical success, and she won an Obie award for playwriting in May 1997 (O’Hare). In 

1998, Ensler adapted her performance piece into a published work that was distributed by 

Villard Books, an imprint of Random House.  

Ensler’s desire to do something at the national level came as the result of her three 

years of performing the play, during which time she witnessed the pervasiveness of 

violence in women’s lives. As she performed around the country, women who saw the 

performances lined up to talk to her about their violent experiences. Ensler “saw and 

heard firsthand the terrible consequences of violence toward women, as hundreds of 

women told their stories of rape, incest, domestic battery, and genital mutilation” (V-Day 

173). This awakened in Ensler the desire to use the Monologues to combat violence 

against women. She writes, “As I traveled with the piece to city after city, country after 

country, hundreds of women waited after the show to talk to me about their lives. The 

play had somehow freed up their memories, pain, and desire … Slowly, it dawned on me 

that nothing was more important than stopping violence toward women” (V-Day xxxi-



 24 

xxxii). Though Ensler’s performances enabled women to speak to her about their 

experiences and trauma, they could only do so much. She wanted to do more than reach 

people, but instead to make structural, material changes to help stop the violent 

experiences that her audience members shared with her. In response to this outpouring of 

sharing, Ensler met with a group of women and they made plans to form a non-profit 

organization that would raise money and initiate activist campaigns as a widespread 

intervention for the many forms of violence that women faced.  

When V-Day began in 1998, its premise was simple: “Until the violence stops.” 

On and around Valentine’s Day, groups all over the country would stage localized 

performances of Ensler’s Monologues to members of their community.10 Each group 

would donate all of the profits they had raised from their performance to local women’s 

organizations that worked to stop violence. In this way, V-Day would use grassroots 

performances of the Monologues to generate additional resources to bolster already-

existing groups. The description of V-Day that appears on the organization’s official 

website illustrates this concept:  

V-Day is a global movement to stop violence against women and girls. V-

Day is a catalyst that promotes creative events to increase awareness, raise 

money and revitalize the spirit of existing anti-violence organizations. V-

                                                                                                                                            
9 Randy Rollison and Barbara Busackino originally produced the play. 
10 As of this writing, V-Day performances are no longer limited to The Vagina Monologues. Other 
possible texts include A Memory, A Monologue, A Rant and A Prayer: Writing to End Violence Against 
Women and Girls, which is “a groundbreaking collection of monologues by world-renowned authors and 
playwrights, edited by Eve Ensler and Mollie Doyle”; Any One of Us: Words from Prison, a piece that 
came out of “the decade long writing group with Eve Ensler and 15 women at Bedford Hill’s Correctional 
Facility”; as well as several possible films one can screen, a powerpoint presentation, and a workshop for 
men (“What Are V-Day Events?”). Each of the V-Day events has a list of requirements. 
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Day generates broader attention for the fight to stop violence against 

women and girls, including rape, battery, incest, female genital mutilation 

(FGM) and sexual slavery (“About V-Day). 

Though the details of this latter explanation no longer hold true with regards to staffing, 

this mission statement emphasizes, through phrases such as “catalyst,” “existing 

organizations,” and “broader attention,” how the organization sees itself as more of a 

conduit for the work of others than the creator of a message (“About V-Day”). This 

echoes Ensler’s view of how she came to write the Monologues—for her, the play 

functions as a vehicle to present women’s stories. The V-Day organization becomes a 

medium for spreading different messages and publicizing campaigns that work to stop 

violence as well as women’s projects and smaller organizations. Furthermore, while 

Ensler’s one-woman staging of the play had achieved a degree of success, it reached an 

entirely new level as a result of the publicity it garnered from the V-Day movement.  

 When tracing the rise in public prominence of the V-Day movement, there are 

several strategies that the V-Day organization uses to ensure a cohesive national 

movement that is capable of sustaining its mainstream presence. The decision by V-Day 

to use grassroots performances of the Monologues to build a national movement 

necessitated their finding a way to control the message of the movement. As more and 

more small groups began performing Ensler’s play, V-Day needed to maintain a central 

consistent message. The V-Day performance was designed to allow for both replication 

and flexibility in the message it was seeking to convey. This ensured that innumerable 

communities could present their own performances with some freedom about how to 

stage them, while at the same time producing a performance that was consistent with all 
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the other community productions. This allowed grassroots communities to cohere into a 

national movement. V-Day’s success, in large part, stems from its cultivation of two 

primary kinds of shows, stagings on college campuses and performances by Hollywood 

celebrities. These strategies, which tapped into the as yet unharnessed energy of campus 

feminism and drew on the cultural caché of celebrity-studded productions, proved 

successful for publicizing and spreading the message of the Monologues and of V-Day.  

To create a reproducible, flexible system for its network of plays, V-Day relies on 

a set of simple but strict rules. A production can take place between February 1st through 

April 30th. Participants who plan on staging a show must register on the V-Day website, 

part of which includes agreeing to a list of requirements for hosting a V-Day event. These 

rules dictate many aspects of the event, including but not limited to: raising money (i.e., 

“keep production costs down”) for beneficiaries (i.e., “donate your profits to a local 

group”, “include them in your activities”), outreach (i.e., “focus your outreach to your 

group affiliation”, “strive for diversity of all kinds”, “you must include ALL that seek to 

be involved”), to venues (i.e., “your venue must coincide with your group affiliation”) to 

publicity (i.e., “you must use your correct event title, which will be: V-Day [your 

college/city name/youth group] ‘The Vagina Monologues’ 2010”) (“Organize a V-Day 

Event”). These criteria demonstrate how V-Day creates consistency in the way that local 

performances publicize themselves, but they also give a sense of the kind of community a 

performance should create. This list emphasizes engagement, diversity, and inclusiveness 

between a production cast and the group(s) with which they choose to work. 

Most of the rules governing participation in V-Day relate to the performance 

itself, since maintaining a consistent message is a key part of helping the movement to 
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grow and sustain itself. With regards to the text, V-Day criteria seem primarily geared 

towards creating uniform performances. Each year, the national organization “produces 

and distributes a new script to the groups participating in its College or Worldwide 

Campaigns. Permission to stage a V-Day performance is contingent on following this 

script in its entirety, with no additions, alterations, or reordering of the monologues, even 

if such changes might arise from published versions of Ensler’s play or previous V-Day 

seasons” (Cooper 729). One reason for this has to do with the “spotlight monologue.” 

Each year, V-Day chooses to concentrate on a specific issue of violence against women 

and girls and a monologue is created to showcase that issue. When it is added to the 

script, another is taken out to keep the performance at its current length (Bell and 

Reverby 432). In addition, there can be no edits to either the monologues or the 

introductions. There can be no additions to the script beyond what is allowed for in the 

general requirements.11 Casting for the script means “a minimum of five people in any 

performance” but no maximum, with as diverse a cast as possible. Male actors are not 

allowed. However, “people who are born as women and/or transgendered individuals” 

(“Organize a V-Day Event”) are allowed to participate. The stringency of these rules 

serves a larger purpose, making these numerous local performances similar enough to 

maintain a national coherence and hence, the national V-Day movement. These rules 

apply to all V-Day stagings, both those that take place on college campuses as well as the 

star-studded productions put together by Ensler.  

                                                
11 A group has the opportunity to choose one optional monologue from a selection, but the performance 
must be kept to ninety minutes (“Organize a V-Day Event”).  
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These two kinds of productions, though they follow the same basic framework, 

serve different goals in terms of publicizing the movement. V-Day uses these celebrity 

performances to generate large sums of money and to raise the public profile of V-Day. 

The first V-Day event took place on February 14, 1998, in the Hammerstein Ballroom. 

Performed by a cast of celebrity actresses, the V-Day event raised $250,000 for the V-

Day movement. Other celebrity-studded performances followed, including one that took 

place the next year in London at the Old Vic Theater. The funds raised from this 

performance went to benefit both national and international non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) geared towards helping women fight violence. In 2000, a V-Day 

performance sold out the 18,000-seat Madison Square Garden and raised one million 

dollars in a single evening. A celebrity cast of women of color performed the play in New 

York at the Apollo Theater, and donated their funds to the African-American Task Force 

on Violence Against Women in Central Harlem. These celebrity benefits helped to 

jumpstart the movement by allowing the fledgling nonprofit to quickly accumulate large 

sums of money they could use for project development. The celebrity casts involved in 

these productions also meant heightened press coverage, which helped the fledgling 

movement to receive widespread publicity in the mass media.  

Only one year after the first V-Day performance, its organizers launched what 

would become the backbone of the movement. The V-Day College Initiative focused 

specifically on increasing performances of The Vagina Monologues on college campuses, 

as a way for students to raise money for local organizations. By adding this element to V-

Day, Ensler and other organizers made two key moves. They set up a structure that made 

the play reproducible, and they connected with the large population of mostly 
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disconnected and disengaged college-age feminists. Performances of the Monologues 

spread quickly across university campuses. In 2000, 165 schools took part, more than 

doubling the number that participated in 1999. In 2001, 230 campuses performed Ensler’s 

play and raised over $620,000 for local nonprofits. The College Initiative did not raise as 

much money as the celebrity performances, but it made the Monologues a ubiquitous part 

of the higher education experience. Furthermore, targeting college campuses allows V-

Day to tap into locations that will continue to regenerate themselves in terms of audience 

members and participants. As mentioned earlier, the rules instituted by V-Day leaders 

create a core, consistent quality to V-Day performances that make it recognizable in its 

many iterations and performances. 

In terms of the kind of terminology they use in their publicity materials, V-Day 

chooses not to label itself as a feminist enterprise in order to attract a wider audience. 

Though Ensler identifies herself as a feminist in the introduction to the print adaptation of 

the play, the movement itself downplays feminism.12 Instead, V-Day publicity materials 

(and Ensler herself) focus on the phrase “stopping violence against women and girls.” 

This does not mean that Ensler shies away from making feminist connections or critiques. 

For instance, in one interview she states, “A patriarchal culture is waging war on 

vaginas” (Bourland). However, V-Day avoids using the feminist label in their publicity 

materials, such as their general description or their mission statement. Instead, V-Day 

materials emphasize the cause of working to stop violence against women. This goal is 

one that the general public can embrace, as well as women who appreciate feminist gains 
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but do not identify as feminists. The play has deep feminist roots, but does not 

foreground those in the marketing of the play. 

For V-Day, the maxim “any publicity is good publicity” worked in the 

organization’s favor. Ensler drew on the sensational nature (and name) of the play to 

catapult it to national fame. Though some critics see the cultivation of celebrity as 

nonproductive, frivolous, and/or being complicit with the dominative culture, Ensler 

recognized the needs and limitations of the media and used that to her advantage.13 Since 

mass media is driven to cover news that will sell more papers or attract more viewers, 

Ensler gave them celebrity-studded performances, reviews of which would appeal to 

readers and thus engender substantial press coverage.  

Ensler even publicizes herself in service to the movement. She is still the very 

vocal and visible face of V-Day, in spite of V-Day’s commitment to helping other 

organizations. For instance, her image becomes more prominent with each new edition of 

the print adaptation of the play. She continues to play an extremely influential role in the 

V-Day movement, as its spokesperson model that Bean, Bell and Reverby, and Bellafante 

mention in their criticism of the play. What seems important in analyzing Ensler’s 

celebrity status is to acknowledge the complicated cultural work that she does. On the 

one hand, her prominence seems to replicate a paternalistic, top-down model in which 

Ensler is the focus of the movement. On the other hand, she occupies this spot because of 

the demands of the marketplace for an individual who can be the focus of media 

                                                                                                                                            
12 Ensler states, “I was a feminist” (V-Day xxiv). Later in the same introduction, she explains how V-Day 
began with a meeting between Ensler and Feminist.com board members. Her feminist identification comes 
across clearly in the introduction. 
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attention. She gives the mass media what it wants and needs as a way to get the message 

of V-Day in front of the public. To view Ensler as simply a celebrity feminist is to miss 

the strategic way that Ensler and V-Day have deployed various marketing strategies to 

cultivate an enormously successful and mainstream feminist organization. 

 In seeking to publicize itself as widely as possible, V-Day also has a variety of 

products that they sell via their website that help to advertise the organization and its 

events. These include two newer editions of the Monologues (2001 and 2007, 

respectively). These books contain the original play plus additional monologues, as well 

as promotional materials for V-Day. The 2001 edition includes forty-plus pages that 

follow the monologues and describe the conception of the V-Day movement, the creation 

of the V-Day College Initiative, stories and letters from College Initiative participants, 

and finally, nonprofit information about V-Day. By including this information within the 

text itself, the organization is able to frame its text with laudatory statements about the 

movement to convince people to participate.14 These various marketing strategies work 

to publicize and circulate the V-Day movement in many different forms to a variety of 

audiences, and help the play to achieve widespread engagement with mainstream 

                                                                                                                                            
13 Ginia Bellafante’s 1998 TIME article, “Feminism: It’s All About Me!” is one of many sources that make 
this claim. 
14 Ensler has drawn on the success of The Vagina Monologues to produce a large body of V-Day-related 
material, including an HBO special (2002); a photography book, Vagina Warriors (2005), an anthology of 
essays from well-known authors who took part in a New York V-Day event, A Memory, A Monologue, a 
Rant, and a Prayer (2007), a documentary, What I Want My Words To Do To You; a film entitled Until the 
Violence Stops (2002) that chronicles the movement from one-woman show to V-Day; and most recently, 
Ensler’s I Am An Emotional Creature (2010), a collection of fictional monologues written by Ensler, based 
on her experiences with girls. Along with its substantial marketing infrastructure, V-Day has built an 
impressive website that contains information about V-Day activities, and on which you can also purchase a 
variety of t-shirts, hats, bags, children’s onesies, DVDs of celebrity performances, jewelry, skin care 
products, and posters.  
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audiences.  

These various guidelines and practices have much to do with V-Day’s becoming a 

household name, but are not the only factors in its crossover into the mainstream. Part of 

the Monologues’ appeal to wider audiences has to do with the particular kind of feminist 

message that the play presents to viewers, and what viewers take away after experiencing 

a performance. A close reading of the play reveals that its offers a complex and 

contradictory brand of feminist politics. Ensler’s intentions for the play are shaped by her 

earlier experiences with consciousness-raising, women-only spaces, and the value of 

voice. The text of the play, in both form and content, attempts to create a space in which 

Ensler can share women’s stories about their sexuality, sexual experiences, and other 

vagina-related topics. Yet, in spite of the emphasis on sharing experiences as a way to 

shift viewers’ awareness, the Monologues ultimately presents a limited view of women’s 

experiences. This conclusion is complicated by how the cultural work of the play changes 

when it is performed as a V-Day event. The live performance venue adds supplementary 

layers of meaning to the words said on stage. The addition of “Spotlight Monologues,” 

effects watching the text in a live audience, the way a viewer reacts to the performance, 

the decisions a cast makes for how to frame the performance—these considerations 

demonstrate how a V-Day performance of Ensler’s Monologues contains elements that 

allow viewers to augment the limited representation of the stand alone text. In seeking to 

explain the crossover success in light of the play’s message, one must consider all of the 

forces that affect a viewer’s interpretation. Doing so reveals a range of reasons that 

explain why the play found favor among both feminist and mainstream audiences.  
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The structure of the play—the juxtaposition of different women’s stories—

exemplifies Ensler’s goal of publicly sharing women’s experiences. The opening 

monologue states, “I was worried about my own vagina. It needed a context of other 

vaginas—a community, a culture of vaginas. There’s so much darkness and secrecy 

surrounding them” (V-Day 3-4). For Ensler, the concept of a vagina community can be 

understood as women coming together to talk about their sexuality, and the ways in 

which this sexuality has been repressed, damaged, and celebrated. As the quote implies, 

this community is necessary for women to overcome the silence that has been imposed on 

them. She connects the silence around women’s “most essential place” to issues of 

violence against women around the world (V-Day xxiiii). For Ensler, getting people to 

say vagina means an end to the silence and the violence it begets. In the first edition of 

the Monologues she writes,  

‘Vagina.’ … I’ve been saying that word over and over for the last 

three years. … I say it because I’m not supposed to say it. I say it because 

it’s an invisible word—a word that stirs up anxiety, awkwardness, 

contempt, and disgust. 

I say it because I believe that what we don’t say we don’t see, 

acknowledge, or remember. What we don’t say becomes a secret, and 

secrets often create shame and fear and myths. I say it because I want to 

someday feel comfortable saying it, and not ashamed and guilty. 

And as more women say the word, saying it becomes less of a big 

deal; it becomes part of our language, part of our lives. Our vaginas 

become integrated and respected and sacred. They become part of our 
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bodies, connected to our minds, fueling our spirits. And the shame leaves 

and the violation stops, because vaginas are visible and real, and they are 

connected to powerful, wise, vagina-talking women … Here’s the place to 

practice saying the word, because as we know, the word is what propels us 

and sets us free. ‘VAGINA.’ (xix-xxiv). 

For Ensler, it is by talking about vaginas that social, cultural, and material change 

happens. This belief in the power of telling stories, finding one’s voice, creating 

community—these principles form the basic ideological foundation of the play. In other 

words, the play offers multiple voices in an attempt to redefine how people think and talk 

about vaginas, in order to shift how people think and talk about violence towards women. 

This idea that “saying the word [vagina]” is what “sets us free” alludes to the 

feminist concept of consciousness-raising, a practice that began during the 1970s. Ensler 

roots her play in this feminist process. By hearing each other’s stories, women are able to 

reclaim a perspective from their own standpoint, in which they are able to recognize and 

name their own oppression. Ensler’s embrace of consciousness-raising as a guiding 

principle for the Monologues stems from her earlier activist work in peace camps, where 

she saw how small, group consciousness-raising allowed women to transform into 

feminist activists. Her experience during that time exemplified the creation of a feminist 

space. She explains, 

I was interested in the process of transformation I’d seen occur to myself 

and women who spent time in peace camps, how the bonding of women, 

the safety of a ‘woman only’ space had given freedom to voices and 

opinions and selves. This transformation process was what theater was 
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about—a character beginning one way and through the process of the 

journey becoming someone else. … The peace camps created bonds, made 

women safe enough to continue with their activism and to take bigger 

risks. Ironically, the camps had created a home for us—an emotional, 

spiritual, political place we could return to in ourselves and with each 

other. Really, the peace camps motivated the continuing years of more 

expansive, outrageous, and challenging actions. (Allen and Ensler 419, 

422) 

The consciousness-raising that Ensler describes here took place among small groups of 

women. As they shared their stories with each other, they were able to recognize that 

other women shared their experiences of oppression and discrimination, and how these 

experiences were the result of a patriarchal society. In the text of her play, she retains the 

woman-only space by presenting a series of women’s stories told in women’s voices. 

However, the play seeks to transform not the women but the audience members. In the 

process of hearing these monologues, her listeners become more enlightened about 

women, their bodies, and their identities.  

The play aims to present a multiplicity of voices through form and content. 

Formally, the play juxtaposes thirteen monologues, creating the kind of community that 

Ensler discusses previously. The monologues’ subject matter includes the descriptive 

(“Hair”), an older woman’s explanation of how she came to shut off her sexuality (“The 

Flood”), a choral piece about menstruation (“I Was Twelve. My Mother Slapped Me”), 

one woman’s experience in Betty Dodson’s Vagina Workshops (“The Vagina 

Workshop”), a Bosnian refugee’s experience of being raped (“My Vagina Was My 
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Village”), various sexual experiences, (“The Little Coochi Snorcher Who Could” and 

“The Woman Who Loved to Make Women Happy”), and giving birth (“I Was There in 

the Room”) among others. Interspersed between the monologues are “Vagina Facts,” 

which offer brief snippets about a variety of vagina-related topics: nineteenth century 

treatments for women who masturbated, the attributing of the clitoris to witchcraft during 

the 1500s, a description of female genital mutilation and its effect, and more. “Because 

He Liked to Look At It” explains a woman’s experience with a man who truly loves 

vaginas, “My Angry Vagina” lists a host of reasons why women’s vaginas are pissed off, 

and “The Vulva Club” traces one woman’s naming of her “down there.” The range of 

voices on display in Ensler’s play seem to present an array of experiences and voices. 

Though it attempts to present a range of women in its pages and on the stage, 

instead it offers a primarily white depiction of women’s sexuality. Most of the 

monologues do not deal with the larger systemic issues that create violent environments 

for women. For example, neither class nor race are mentioned except to indicate a few 

characters’ ethnicity. The only time race is mentioned explicitly comes in the stage 

directions for “Coochi Snorcher,” when the monologue indicates that this speaker is a 

“Southern woman of color” (V-Day 77). Two other monologues, “The Flood” and “The 

Vagina Workshop” have similar labels—“Jewish, Queen’s accent” and “slight English 

accent” respectively (V-Day 25, 43). Because the majority of the monologues are not 

labeled, the play seems to only indicate a character’s ethnicity or nationality when she is 

not white and American. This applies to most of the monologues. This focus on white 

women’s experiences as standing in for all women’s recalls the discrimination and 

marginalization of feminists of color during the Women’s Movement.  
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Ensler’s choice to construct monologues based on her interviews rather than to 

repeat them verbatim also raises questions about the play’s “representation of difference” 

(Cooper 729). By creating monologues, she makes herself the vehicle of translation. 

Christine M. Cooper, in her article “Worrying About Vaginas,” uses the term “mono-

logic” to designate Ensler’s centering of the play on her own voice, arguing that this 

discourages dialogue and interaction (730). Cooper explains how at first, it seems as if  

the form of The Vagina Monologues reinforces its political messages and 

feminist ethos: We must hear each other’s stories in order to understand 

each other, that understanding thus fueling anger, compassion, and a sense 

of mission to foster change for the better in our lives and the world […] 

Women coming to voice about their vaginas has the appeal of 

transgressing norms that have previously silenced them while offering a 

seeming transparency: audiences gain what appears to be direct access to 

voices now freed, vaginal experiences no longer shamefully hidden. (728) 

 These seemingly free voices, however, are not. Cooper relies on formal considerations of 

the play to show this, emphasizing the ways in which Ensler mediates between the 

interviewees’ words and the audience. Rather than transcribe their interviews, Ensler 

dramatizes them.15 The effect, however, is that Ensler becomes the medium through 

which their truth is projected and that “the community promised at the play’s beginning, 

                                                
15 A performer who does just this is Anna Deavere Smith. Her plays usually center on a particular event 
and the perspectives of the community that this event affects. Her performance consists of her enacting 
selected excerpts verbatim from the many interviews she conducts with different people related in some 
capacity to the event. She performs multiple characters, often twenty or more. Her plays include Fire in the 
Mirror, Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992, House Arrest, and Let Me Down Easy.  
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like its representation of difference, occurs only in the aggregate” (753).16 Cooper sees 

Ensler as crafting a play that “dissuades considerations of contradictions and constraints” 

and instead offers itself (and its versions of womanhood and feminism) as a “bearer of 

truth” (737). The Monologues, then, “reify a universal ontology of Womanhood” (738).17 

Therefore, both form and content of the play result in “an epistemological violence 

inscribed in the play in its representation of difference,” in which the monologues create 

a community limited to certain kinds of voices (729). 

Ensler herself lends credence to Cooper’s argument through her description of the 

Vagina Queens, and the part she played in the writing of the Monologues. She describes 

it as a force beyond herself. In her introduction she explains, “I am not sure why I was 

chosen … These things were not in my plans. In this sense, I don’t think I had much to do 

with The Vagina Monologues. It possessed me” (xxiii-xxiv). Ensler presents herself as 

channeling some kind of greater force. She explains, “Vagina stories found me, as did the 

people who wanted me to produce the play or bring it to their town. Whenever I tried to 

write a monologue to serve a politically correct agenda, for example, it always fails. Note 

the lack of monologues about menopause or transgendered women. I tried. The Vagina 

Monologues is about attraction, not promotion” (V-Day xxvi-xxvii). She describes the 

writing of the play as something that “happened because it had to happen. A call, 

perhaps; an unconscious mandate” (V-Day xxxv). Her comments imply that this larger 

                                                
16 Cooper also points out how the play equates women to their vaginas, making sexuality the central 
defining factor of women’s identities; the play “bind[s] subjectivity to the body […] via sexuality” (732-
33).  
17 Other critics emphasize specific aspects of the play that are lacking, which reinforce Cooper’s more 
general claim about difference. One example is a May-June 2002 article entitled “The Vagina Monologues: 
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force controlled which stories get told, and that there are monologues that do and do not 

fit this mandate. Through this, Ensler avoids taking responsibility for the dramatizations 

of her interviews and the choice of which vignettes to include, but her comments 

reinforce the argument that her play depicts the totality of women’s experiences. The 

play, then, offers a version of female experience that privileges whiteness, and treats 

these women’s experiences as the norm.  

Though Ensler’s play offers a limited version of women’s experience, this 

changes when we read the play as part of V-Day. The structure of a V-Day event 

provides extra-textual moments that give the audience an opportunity to expand on the 

narratives that they see on stage. One aspect of V-Day that expands the play’s message is 

the inclusion each year of the “Spotlight Monologue.” These monologues, which focus 

on experiences not already included in the play, bring a dynamic quality to the 

“community of vaginas” that Ensler initially created.  

Furthermore, Cooper’s reading, while compelling as a close reading of a print 

text, does not account for the agency of the audience, and this is something worth noting. 

A performance of this text involves a physically present audience, and this undermines 

the mono-logic of Ensler’s play. In her article “Talking About ‘Down There,’” Michele 

L. Hammers explains how live audiences have the potential to critique the kinds of 

messages found in the text. She writes,  

The fact that Ensler’s play is not just a written text, circulating privately 

among a dispersed group of readers who may or may not ever identify 

                                                                                                                                            
Not So Radical After All,” by Roxanne Friedenfels, that concentrates specifically on the play’s focus on 
sex positivity and its lack of older actresses.  
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with or recognize each other, but also a stage show that circulates as a live 

performance shared by groups who are co-present, if only for a short time, 

makes the VM a particularly powerful medium for creating a public. (240) 

Hammers’s recognition of the work done by both the text and the live performances 

depends on her distinction between two different publics, as defined by Michael Warner.  

Specifically, she distinguishes between Warner’s literary public, “the kind of public that 

comes into being only in relation to texts and their circulation,” and a live audience, “a 

crowd witnessing itself in visible space, as with a theatrical public” (qtd. in Hammers 

66). The ability of the performance to bring disparate people together in one place lessens 

claims by critics like Cooper, who see the play as monologue rather than dialogue. Even 

with Cooper’s point that the monologues themselves offer only a very limited portion of 

the spectrum of women’s experiences, the presence of an audience in front of the 

performer(s) creates a community dynamic. The Monologues depends on audience 

interaction as part of its staging. This takes place in the play itself during sections like 

“Wear” and “Say,” which call for multiple voices. In her July 2000 review of the play, 

Rachel Kranz describes the audience’s reaction to the performance: 

  Of course, you can always read their stories in the printed text 

(although there are some significant differences between book and show, 

which continues to evolve as Ensler adds new material). But you really 

should go out and buy a ticket, because otherwise you’ll never know what 

it’s like to sit in a packed theatre, listening to women say the word vagina.  

  Not just once. Several times. Not just a passing reference. An 

extended discussion. Not in a whisper, not with a blush, not as the 
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audience squirms in embarrassment. Loudly, proudly, joyously, as the 

audience cheers.” (26)18 

Kranz’s description seems to depict exactly the kind of community that Ensler envisions. 

By saying “the word” in person and together, audience members break through the 

silence that surrounds women’s bodies and sexuality, but also the representational deficits 

found in Ensler’s play.  

In addition to feeling themselves part of a community, audience members may 

simply disagree with the representations they see on the stage. Or, they might find 

portions of the performance to be useful, while ignoring the rest. Cooper’s argument 

assumes that audience members uncritically consume the politics of the play when they 

see it performed. Critics like Stuart Hall, Janice Radway, and Jacqueline Bobo argue that 

readers do not mindlessly accept the messages found in texts, but instead use their own 

set of values to interpret the political messages found therein. Furthermore, as Bobo and 

Radway’s works argue, a reader can often interpret an image creatively so as to make the 

representation useful for her.  

Several studies have been done on the audience response to Ensler’s play and they 

overwhelmingly demonstrate that audiences do not consume these narratives uncritically. 

While these results in no way guarantee that an audience member does not experience the 

epistemological violence that Cooper points out, they muddy the certainty of her 

interpretation.19 The comments in these focus groups demonstrate that viewers felt moved 

                                                
18 Kranz also distinguished between the text and performance versions of the Monologues, and describes 
what each version offers. 
19 Daniela R. Stevens’s ”Is This Thing On?: The Vagina Monologues, Muted Standpoints, and V-Day” 
analyzes the rhetorical strategies of the Monologues, and turns to ethnography and focus group interviews 
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by the play and the experience of the audience, but did not agree with everything the play 

put forth. Stevens concludes her essay by reiterating that an audience member’s beliefs 

are a key factor in determining her or his reception of the performance. Stevens, like 

these other critics, explains that an audience member’s beliefs determined how she or he 

thought about and responded to the play.  

For the audience, and Ensler, the text should be seen as a starting place rather than 

an end in itself. Ensler writes, “We have a huge journey in front of us. This [the 

Monologues] is the beginning. Here’s the place to think about our vaginas, to learn about 

other women’s vaginas, to hear stories and interviews, to answer questions and ask them” 

(xxiv-xxv). The performed play leads to discussions among its audiences and the larger 

public sphere in ways that the print text cannot. One must extend a degree of agency to 

the audiences of the play. Readings like those of Cooper assume these audiences to be as 

static as they assume the play itself to be. The inclusion of audience agency in a 

consideration of the play helps to explain how the play can still generate enthusiasm in a 

viewer who might read the play in a way different than Cooper. 

The restricted yet flexible structure of a V-Day event gives each local group the 

freedom to frame its performance with the activities and events of their choosing. This 

lets each cast expand on the performance experience and the message of the text. By 

doing this, cast members can mediate and lessen the problem of limited representations of 

                                                                                                                                            
in order to gather impressions and observations from viewers (2004). Stevens interviewed thirty-three 
people, divided up into various focus groups. While the gender component of each focus group differed 
from the others, each group watched the HBO version of Ensler performing her one-woman show version 
of the Monologues as opposed to an ensemble cast. Another dissertation by Margaret Ann McCue-Enser, 
entitled “Consciousness Raising, The Body, and the Self: Rhetorical Analysis of Ten Women’s 
Interpretations of The Vagina Monologues” does something similar to Stevens’s work. Instead of focus 
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women and individual understandings of oppression. Students, as well as groups beyond 

the campus, are allowed to choose how they wish to frame the piece. This allows cast 

members the chance to expand on, augment, and mediate the mono-logic of the play itself 

by providing additional narratives and voices.  

The multiple paratexts that student groups use to frame their performances can be 

found in detail at the end of the V-Day edition of the Monologues. Ensler includes a 

number of stories and letters from College Initiative participants who wrote to share their 

experiences with the play. From their responses, one can see the diverse approaches in 

which campus groups have chosen to structure their events (and frame Ensler’s play). 

One participant from Brown writes, “We did this last year and are doing it again, with 8 

directors, a 150-person team and 10 other V-Day-related activities (including a concert, 

an art show, a vulva puppet-making workshop, a zine, a lecture series and more)” (146). 

A group from Arizona State University included Silent Witnesses and Project Clothesline 

in the lobby of their venue before the performance, allowing audience members to make 

t-shirts (164). Other productions, such as the one at Mount Holyoke College, held talk-

backs following the performance (166). Students from Columbia and Rochester Institute 

of Technology describe casts made up of undergraduate students, graduate students, 

alumni, and staff. (150-51).  Another student, from Colorado State University, describes 

how her first year sold out an 80-seat theatre even when they added two additional shows, 

and that the following year they booked a 650-seat theatre for two performances (149).20  

                                                                                                                                            
groups, however, she has in-depth conversations with her ten subjects about their responses and reactions to 
the play. 
20 Bell and Reverby add to this catalogue of activities, writing “In the time leading up to the performance 
of TVM, students are encouraged to provide information about violence against women, organize events 
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This V-Day event is a combination of rigidity and freedom, and this mixture is a 

key part of the V-Day success and sustainability. But more than just contributing to the 

play’s popularity, these various strategies and activities create potential ways for V-Day 

participants and audience members to expand, critique, and augment the kinds of 

representations found in the play. V-Day performances, because of the complex layers of 

meanings that  I have just described, offer many different ways for audience members to 

access the performance. The contradictory cultural work done by the Monologues helps 

to explain its mainstream appeal—there are many different ways to connect with V-day 

performances of the play. 

Ensler’s play and those who perform it have grown to be a powerful and enduring 

force within contemporary feminist activism. V-Day brings together consciousness-

raising with fundraising, grassroots activists with national leaders, and creates a national 

campaign built on local actions. Through this, Ensler has built what is essentially a 

substantial, stable, and sustainable feminist enterprise, which offers a new political 

economic model available to feminist authors and activists. The V-Day campaign reaches 

out to college-age feminists, helping them build communities and take part in an activist 

experience. It also engages mainstream audiences, and brings national awareness and 

financial resources to issues of violence against women that might not otherwise receive 

consideration.  

But, in spite of the play’s substantial success at bringing this message to so many, 

feminist critics argue that Ensler’s play does not have the potential to create material 

                                                                                                                                            
and ‘rape free zones’ on campuses and in communities and generally to make vagina politics visible. At the 
performances, audiences can sign up for anti-violence work, see exhibitions of survivors of violence art, 
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change. Susan M. Bell and Susan M. Reverby call for the play to challenge, or at least 

pay more attention to, the political economy that structures women’s experiences. In their 

article “Vaginal Politics: Tensions and Possibilities in The Vagina Monologues,” they 

take issue with the play for failing to connect the audience’s shift in consciousness with 

“the larger structures of societal oppression” (433). They write, “Is V-Day simply a one-

day feel good event? We worry whether the empowerment that comes from a 

contemporary ‘speak-out’ using Ensler’s interpretation of other women’s experiences 

translates into a larger political assault on the structures of oppression throughout the 

world” (433).21 

In order to illustrate what they see as a disjuncture between the performance of 

the monologues and the audiences’ awareness of the larger societal framework that 

creates the inequalities and violent experiences that the performers narrate, they offer the 

example of the play’s facts about the number of nerve endings in the clitoris. Though 

“titillating,” Bell and Reverby argue that the Monologues fails to explain the underlying 

forces at work that prevent women from knowing these facts, and how that might affect 

people’s ability to talk about women’s bodies (434). They write, “The play makes no 

effort to explain how women’s ignorance itself is constructed. We worry about whether 

the cast members and the audience could see connections between the monologues about 

the lack of self-awareness and knowledge about pleasure and violence and why this lack 

occurs” (442). They argue that “there [is] no guarantee that the momentary 

                                                                                                                                            
and pick up pamphlets on topics ranging from domestic violence to abortion rights” (439). 
21 They also critique the play’s strategy in staging and framing the monologue of a Bosnian rape survivor, 
a critique echoed by other critical work. They argue that the play duplicates the same kind of Western 
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transformations would become political engagement” (437). They call for the play to 

focus “as much on the political economy that structure[s] women’s experiences […] [as 

on] those experiences themselves” (438). 

Christine M. Cooper agrees with Reverby and Bell that feminism could use less 

time spent reflecting on matters of the self and more politics. She expresses 

disappointment with how the play uses consciousness-raising and finding one’s voice “as 

an end in itself and not as a means to feminist politics” (754). In her quote, one sees how 

she dismisses self-discovery and personal transformation as useful standalone feminist 

strategies for making change. Even more striking is Cooper’s linking of “coming to 

voice” to the act of consumption. She criticizes the way V-Day has made being a feminist 

and making change, seem as easy as attending a performance. She writes, “Consuming a 

production, as a performer or a viewer, seems to be enough to make one feminist: by 

identification with its liberation of vaginas and/or contributing to its chosen cause … We 

commodify politics and difference and we consume them. V-Day becomes a niche 

market for the feminist-inclined” (755). Much of this criticism, then, comes from a shared 

underlying belief: feminist cultural productions, in order to achieve collective justice for 

women, must connect more systematically and concretely to political action.  

Though Bell, Reverby, and Cooper raise useful questions about the Monologues, 

their critiques fail to account for how Ensler’s play functions within the larger context of 

the V-Day movement. The live performances of the play, the strategies Ensler uses to 

circulate the play, and the flexibility groups have for framing and augmenting the play, 

                                                                                                                                            
feminist gaze that post-colonial feminists have critiqued for years. For more see pp 439-440. Cooper 
agrees, stating that it serves a “missionary feminism” (745). 
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work to augment the narrow version of sisterhood on display in the text. While the 

Monologues, and V-Day, are meant to be consumed by audiences, Ensler markets them 

as such in order to disseminate her message to both the niche market of the feminist 

community as well as to the mainstream. In reaching out to and connecting with these 

communities, Ensler does more than sell feminism as another product to be purchased.  

Through V-Day, Ensler has been able to establish a meaningful relationship with 

the new generation of women who come to feminism in the space of the college 

classroom. V-Day has been able to mobilize these young women into getting involved in 

not just V-Day, but in the feminist movement. The enthusiastic response that took place 

across campuses has to do with the generational disaffection of this new generation of 

feminists. Young feminists feel disconnected from feminism; college feminists responded 

to the College Initiative because it made them feel involved and dynamic within the 

feminist movement.  

Though women learned about feminism growing up, this knowledge came either 

from their parents or from the media, not from within communities. They did not grow up 

reading feminists texts and there was no widespread cultural movement to introduce them 

to feminist communities. Their ideas about feminism came later, from textbooks rather 

than lived experience. Gloria Steinem, in her introduction of Rebecca Walker’s To Be 

Real (1995), writes that “[younger feminists] were born into a culture with many images 

of feminism, or they came to it via media and books, existing groups and women’s 

studies, teachers, parents, and siblings” (xvii).   

These young women came to a movement that was already in existence, and in 

which they did not have a hand in shaping. When the Women’s Movement began to take 
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shape during the 1970s, it was due to women who sought to create communities, to come 

together over their shared oppressions, to form grassroots groups and national 

organizations in order to make change. Ensler’s play gives younger feminists the chance 

to feel connected to the movement, and to be involved in forming it. The Monologues, 

and the movement that it gave rise to, provides the same sense of urgency and action that 

young feminists read about during the second wave. This pleasure at doing comes across 

strongly in participants’ comments. One young woman proclaims, “This HAS been the 

most important thing I’ve ever done. I am a changed woman […] What we’ve done will 

be remembered. It is important and you have to know that people are going to be more 

conscious of these issues because of what we’ve done” (Ensler 168 2001). Comments 

like this one can be found throughout the various texts and films associated with the 

Monologues. Furthermore, critics must take note of how necessary it is for younger 

feminists to feel like they can make a difference in order for them to take on sustaining 

and growing the movement in their own generation. 

 The above comments seem to reinforce Cooper’s argument: that by taking part in 

V-Day, young feminists feel like they have changed the world. Yet, it can be argued that 

this feeling is a necessary part of maintaining and continuing the feminist movement in 

the next generation. This feeling, along with this activist experience, entices participants 

to join the feminist community. Then, they can connect with larger feminist issues and 

actions. Neither they nor Ensler see the act of watching the Monologues as being an end 

in itself. Instead, it functions as a starting point for young feminists, and offers a kind of 

activist training.  
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 Ensler’s play not only works to bring younger generations into the feminist 

movement, but also makes material change in the world. Though this material change is 

not the result of the audience members themselves, the money that they give creates 

results. V-Day’s success means that the movement has been able to raise a considerable 

amount of money. In the movement’s first five years, it raised fourteen million dollars 

(Eltahawy). In 2008, over 3,000 V-Day benefits took place: 700 performances, 400 

college campuses, fifty-eight countries (“Ten Years of Vagina Victories”). But V-Day 

has not only increased its fundraising infrastructure, but has used its acquired funds to 

provide financial support to women’s groups around the world. The organization has 

sponsored summits in Kabul, Sarajevo, and Amman and built safe houses in Kenya and 

India. Closer to home, it has supplied aid to groups investigating the murders of 

maquilladora workers in Juarez, Mexico and held benefits for anti-violence organizations 

in New Orleans. Organizers in the U.S. worked to register voters and educate them about 

issues of violence against women  (“Ten Years of Vagina Victories). The list goes on and 

on. When Marie Clare magazine declared V-Day the “second best charity in the world,” 

this stemmed in part from how much of its fundraising goes directly to its various 

campaigns (“Ten Years of Vagina Victories”).22 While V-Day’s work has the potential to 

replicate problematic first world/third world dynamics, it mitigates this weakness by 

working with leaders and groups from within these communities.  

If nothing else, analyzing Ensler’s Monologues and the V-Day movement that it 

spawned allows one to watch the emergence and development of a powerful force within 

                                                
22 V-Day “gives 93 percent of V-Day’s funding goes directly to ending violence against women and girls” 
(“Ten Years of Vagina Victories”). 
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feminism over the course of the last two decades. As Hammers writes, “The VM does not 

simply resist one form of power-laden discourse; it participates in its own 

reconfigurations of both power and discourse” (234). This case study, through its 

examination of the V-Day phenomenon, speaks to the ways that Ensler’s Monologues 

contest some forms of oppression and discrimination while silencing others. But more so, 

it illustrates how a feminist literary text, using marketing strategies, was able to create a 

national grassroots movement that continues to inspire audiences to engage with the issue 

of stopping violence against women.  
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 Chapter 2  

“Latina Like Me”: Ambivalence and Ambiguity in the Writing of Alisa 
Valdes-Rodriguez 

Alisa Valdes-Rodriguez, 2003: There’s part of me that wants to vomit to be called 

a Latina writer” (qtd. in Jones). 

Alisa Valdes-Rodriguez, 2003: “I think my perspective is very much a Latin 

American one” (Malone). 

 

 Though Eve Ensler’s The Vagina Monologues (1998) provides one example of 

1990s popular literary feminism, her play debuted the same year as another fictional work 

that would spawn an entire popular genre: Helen Fielding’s Bridget Jones’s Diary 

(1996). The publication of Fielding’s book brought overnight success to its author, and 

gave rise to what has now come to be called chick lit. This chapter examines the now 

sprawling body of chick lit in order to consider a particular author, Alisa Valdes-

Rodriguez, her writings within a particular sub-genre, Latina chick lit (chica lit), and her 

complicated feminist engagement with commercial publishing. Like Ensler, Valdes-

Rodriguez aspired to reach the larger audience of the mainstream, and chose to put out 

her book, The Dirty Girls Social Club (2003) with a large publishing house (St. 

Martin’s). Her novel aims to portray for American audiences the diversity of the Latina 

experience, and was met with widespread commercial success. Yet, Valdes-Rodriguez’s 

relationship to the Latina identity that she writes about is deeply ambiguous and 

ambivalent.   
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This chapter concerns itself with the ambivalent quality evident in both Alisa 

Valdes-Rodriguez’s work and authorial persona, which she must adopt in order to 

maintain her status as a popular bestseller of Latina chick lit (chica lit). This instability is 

a result of her particular relationship to mass culture, the mainstream, and how readers 

access and consume her work; for Valdes-Rodriguez, identities and labels have become 

marketing categories. In order to first achieve and then maintain her status as a best-

selling Latina author, Valdes-Rodriguez must offer a novel and a public persona that 

satisfy the gender, racial, and class assumptions ideology held by mainstream publishers 

and readers that she courts. An analysis of her novels, as well as the persona she 

publically deploys to sell these books, demonstrates the potential critique of mainstream 

understandings of Latinidad through her engagement with a popular genre. However, it 

also shows how she contorts her characters and herself in order to successfully stay in the 

public eye, and how this undermines her feminist representations. This case history will 

show the conflicts that arise between a third wave Latina author’s feminist politics, her 

literary representations of Latinas, and her public persona when she chooses to use the 

mainstream literary market as her distribution channel.  

Though Valdes-Rodriguez achieved mainstream recognition through her chick lit 

fiction—a genre with an uncertain relationship to feminism—her earliest writing marks 

her as a feminist. At age twenty-three, Valdes-Rodriguez (née Valdes) published a 

scathing critique of the Berklee College of Music, “Fighting For A Place in a Man’s 

World,” in the April 12, 1999 Sunday edition of The Boston Globe. In it, the college 

senior detailed the “‘extreme gender bias’ and racism” she says she encountered during 

her four years at the internationally acclaimed music school (Carton 32). She focuses on 
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the lack of female faculty and students, as well as various forms of discrimination and 

sexual harassment faced by her and other students. Within the article, she offers statistics, 

personal experience, and anonymous stories as proof of the inhospitable and hostile 

environment. Berklee quickly responded by announcing that they would be hiring a 

consultant to handle such issues but also denied that their action was of any relation to 

Valdes-Rodriguez’s article (Carton 32). In her first publication, Valdes-Rodriguez’s 

concern with women’s rights played a key role in her subject matter.  

Her success with her Globe exposé inspired Valdes-Rodriguez to earn a Master’s 

degree in journalism from Columbia University in 1994, after which she continued to 

write about women’s issues (Águila). A year later, she would cement her feminist 

credentials by publishing an essay in Barbara Findlen’s germinal anthology, Listen Up: 

Voices from the Next Feminist Generation. In “Ruminations of a Feminist Fitness 

Instructor,” Valdes-Rodriguez (then Alisa L. Valdés) explains the contradictions she 

discovers when trying to reconcile her career as an aerobics instructor with her feminist 

beliefs. Her essay situates itself within the space between American women’s economic 

inequity and their obsession with (losing) their weight. Namely, she focuses on her own 

struggle with articulating the complex feminist position she occupies as a well-paid 

aerobics instructor. Valdes-Rodriguez explains that she came to aerobics as a way to 

make good money while also countering her overweight childhood. Once in college, she 

continued to teach aerobics because it allowed her to make more than the minimum 

wage. She writes, “At twenty-three I had my own office, a good salary and power over a 

whole staff of instructors, and I was presenting a master class at the Boston MetroSports 

Fitness Expo” (27). To her twenty-three year old self, teaching aerobics was a “good job” 
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that offered a means to achieve the economic equality that Gloria Steinem championed 

for women. Gradually, Valdes-Rodriguez began to realize that her part-time position had 

become her full-time life. Instead of pursuing the music that brought her to Boston in the 

first place, or the unpaid internship at the Village Voice, she found herself stuck teaching 

classes—aerobics instructing was the only job that could pay her bills. 

But she did not just face economic disillusionment. Valdes-Rodriguez also came 

to realize that what she thought was empowering women instead was perpetuating 

unhealthy and patriarchal conceptions of women’s bodies. She explains how powerful it 

seemed to create a space in which women could “[summon] their full possibilities” and 

move big, to trust their bodies and their intuition. For her, this felt like empowerment 

(30). But in the end, Valdes-Rodriguez found fitness to be the “newest patriarchal 

religion,” one in which “the female obsession with thinness and fitness [is] an extension 

of the hurt we suffer at the hands of a patriarchal society, a society that convinces us to 

hurt ourselves, so that we are kept from the real business of our lives” (31). But, it is in 

this last clause—“we are kept from the real business of our lives”—where she touches on 

the complex ways that patriarchal structures manifest themselves. As a woman, Valdes-

Rodriguez automatically makes less money than men. As a lower-class Latina, she must 

face assumptions related to both her race and gender. The only well-paying opportunity 

open to her is one that feeds and reinforces society’s unhealthy and oppressive 

expectations about and for women’s bodies. In order to achieve a powerful position and 

large salary, she has to give up the chance to share her own voice through her music and 

her writing.  

With this essay, Valdes-Rodriguez makes two moves that elucidate her position 
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within contemporary feminism. Within the essay itself, she presents herself as caught 

between the desire for the economic equality called for by liberal feminists and her 

growing realization that there is a much larger structure of oppression against which 

women must struggle. Furthermore, the strength of her essay comes from the way she 

links eating disorders, an obsession with fitness, and women’s pay inequality; for her, 

these are all feminist issues. By choosing to publish this essay in Listen Up, Valdes-

Rodriguez places herself in league with feminist voices like Findlen’s. As part of this 

influential and defining third wave anthology, the young Valdes-Rodriguez helped to 

shape contemporary feminist discourse. If we use this essay to frame Valdes-Rodriguez’s 

later body of chick lit, it lends a feminist hue to her later novels and blog commentary. 

After working for five years as a journalist at the Boston Globe, Valdes-Rodriguez 

later took a job at the Los Angeles Times. There, she came up against the same structural 

inequalities that she had been theorizing about in her earlier work. Specifically, she 

experienced firsthand the negative consequences of speaking out against gender and 

racial discrimination. After working there for several years, in 2001 Valdes-Rodriguez 

sent her editors a 3,400-word resignation email that would later be leaked to the internet 

and then forwarded widely. In her letter, she explains her resignation as the result of her 

disagreement with the racial politics of the paper. She mentions a number of concerns, 

including the use of the term “Latino” as a false category that only leads to wide-scale 

cultural erasure and eradication of America’s native peoples (she describes it as “the most 

recent attempt at genocide perpetrated against the native people of the Americas”), the 

paper’s focus on the race of their “other” subjects (i.e., subjects who are not white) as 

well as their focus on “race” at all (“[the L.A. Times] readily and shamelessly 
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discriminates, stratifies and needlessly classifies people based upon what I - and many 

social and physical scientists - believe to be a false paradigm”), a lack of support from 

her colleagues and editors, and finally, her decision to follow her dream of being a writer 

(Ford). Much like her earlier writing, Valdes-Rodriguez’s resignation letter offers 

evidence of her interest in calling attention to issues of discrimination.  

Later that year Valdes-Rodriguez went on to retract the claims of her email by 

posting a letter to a blog read by journalism industry insiders, claiming she wrote it when 

in the throes of a pregnancy-related illness in which she was unable to keep any food 

down. She writes, “I was ten days without food at the time I wrote the letter, frenzied, 

sweaty and crazy-eyed, wearing the same moldy nightgown for a week, smelly and sad 

and psycho in the loft of my condo, paranoid, the world spinning as it only does for 

people with frat-boy alcohol poisoning or, well, hyperemesis gravidarum” (Ford). Most 

notably, she recants her criticisms of the paper’s treatment of race. She writes, “In this 

letter, I took issue with Chicano/Hispanic/Latino/Indian/ 

Mexica/Aztecdancer/Godknowswhat identity politics, a topic that before and after 

hyperemesis bored me to death; I let petty identity politics, the nuances and tiniest 

meaningless pockets of semantics and description, lead my urge to purge myself of a 

career at the Times. So, so stupid” (Ford).23 

Though she depicts her email as a mistake, we can understand her disavowal of it as 

a strategic way to re-enter a profession from which she had been exiled. If we read her 

actions within the larger context of dominative culture and the capitalist system, we can 

                                                
23 An account of Valdes-Rodriguez’s resignation can be found in a 2003 article by Catherine Seipp for 
L.A. Citybeat, a Los Angeles alternative weekly; an account of her subsequent retraction appears in 
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see how the ideology of those who control the mass media presents a larger structural 

issue against which she struggles. Her adoption of an ambivalent position regarding mass 

media and celebrity, and her own successful status within it, result from her partially 

conforming to the ideological pressures of the mainstream marketplace in order to stay 

within it. Faced with permanent banishment, Valdes-Rodriguez chooses to portray her 

criticisms as meaningless, apologize profusely, and denigrates herself, in order to regain 

employment within the industry. The balancing act Valdes-Rodriguez undertook in this 

moment illustrates the dynamics of control and power that a feminist writer working 

within the mass media must negotiate. She must apologize for and belittle her own 

statements in order to persuade others that she is once again marketable. At the same 

time, we see Valdes-Rodriguez’s willingness to accept the terms of this condition. In 

spite of all the conflict, along with rumors that she had been blacklisted within the 

industry, Valdes-Rodriguez was hired as the features editor at The Albuquerque Tribune 

shortly before writing The Dirty Girls Social Club.  

Though Alisa Valdes-Rodriguez initially established herself as a journalist, she 

became a household name once she entered the realm of chick lit, the massively 

successful genre of women’s writing that emerged during the 1990s. Though Valdes-

Rodriguez originally hoped to find a publishing deal for a book proposal “related to the 

music industry,” she found little success (Frey). Instead, publishers asked her if she had 

any novels. After working feverishly over a two-week period, Valdes-Rodriguez 

produced the manuscript that eventually became Dirty Girls. She describes a lack of 

representation as the reason she wrote Dirty Girls, explaining  

                                                                                                                                            
journalist Luke Ford’s online archives. Excerpts also appeared in The St. Petersburg Times. 
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I was one of those women. If a novel by a Latina hit the shelves, I bought 

it. I wanted to read about someone like me—an American woman like any 

other, who happened to have a Spanish surname. 

While I was impressed by the writings I found, I usually couldn’t relate. 

Most ‘Latinas’ in American fiction were culturally isolated women who, 

as an editor once joked, ‘always seemed to wash their clothes on a rock in 

the river,’ women defined by an exotic ethnicity—women, in other words, 

who were more like my grandmother than they were like me. […] I knew 

nothing of the things ‘Latina’ writers were supposed to know about: 

immigration, making tortillas, loving Pedro Infante. I was sunk. (“Latina 

Like Me”) 

After an intense bidding war for the book, St. Martin’s Press gave the first-time author, a 

journalist turned fiction writer, a $475,000 advance for her novel. With a mainstream 

publishing house’s substantial publicity machine behind her, Valdes-Rodriguez published 

her book to enormous acclaim—and large sales figures. Within its first year, the novel 

had sold more than 125,000 copies and spent eleven weeks on the New York Times Top 

25 bestseller list, peaking at # 20 (Hererra Mulligan). By the end of 2005, the trade 

paperback edition of the novel had sold more than 350,000 copies (Dahlson 36). This 

novel, intervening in both the field of chick lit and Latina literature, quickly secured a 

new fan base of English-speaking Latinas while simultaneously shoring up the already 

existing, though inundated, market of chick lit readers. In comparison with earlier 

Latina/o bestsellers, Dirty Girls set new standards for what audiences a Latina novel 

could reach, which included both readers looking for new forms of chick lit as well as 
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those looking for new representations of Latinidad.24 It also showed publishers that chick 

lit readers wanted to read about the lives of Latinas. 

The Dirty Girls Social Club attempted to do something interesting—

groundbreaking, even, for its time. It broke open the category of Latinidad to a general 

American mainstream audience, helping people understand that this seemingly 

homogenous population was actually made up of incredibly diverse people from many 

nationalities. Seeking to broaden representations of American Latinas, the novel departed 

from earlier fictional representations of Latinas predicated on the social protest model of 

identity conceived during the 1960s. Instead, it depicted college-educated, white-collar 

characters who replaced an emphasis on cultural history with a fixation on upper-class 

status. However, the chick lit genre, by its very nature of offering a superficial beach 

read, severely constrains this cultural work; chick lit must package its ideas in easily 

digestible form. The contradiction between the content’s complex work of exploring and 

even redefining identity, and the genre’s need to produce and sell the literary equivalent 

of cotton candy, produces an ambivalent Latinidad—one which argues for a common 

American sameness, but which also insists on a distinct ethnicity. Ironically, both are 

needed for maximum marketability. This novel marked a turning point for Latina/o 

literature and criticism by raising questions about what Latina identity is, and how we 

conceptualize it. The Dirty Girls Social Club ultimately upsets the traditional critical 

paradigm of reading Latina literary works in terms of their oppositional consciousness, 

and asks how genre and the marketplace can shape a text’s cultural work.  

                                                
24 In her 2003 article “Latina Lite” Michelle Hererra Mulligan compares Dirty Girls’ sales figures with 
those of earlier titles considered to be benchmarks within the context of Latina/o publishing.  
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Valdes-Rodriguez’s entry into this field had largely to do with the demands of the 

marketplace, where the atmosphere had recently become favorable for Latina authors 

who were producing certain representations of Latina identity. The decision by publishers 

to focus more on Latina/o literature was motivated in part by the 2000 census results. In 

the ten years following the 1990 census, the US Latina/o population grew to 13% of the 

nation’s population. Studies showed Latina/os, now the largest minority group in the 

country, to be more than thirty-five million strong (Arnold E3). While the anti-immigrant 

faction saw these new demographics as threatening an existing “American” way of life, 

the effect on the marketplace was electric.25 For those with products to sell, the rise of a 

Latina/o minority-majority meant a new consumer base to which they could market and 

sell goods. Merchants were acutely aware of the enormous purchasing power held by this 

community, who were spending almost six billion dollars annually, and whose potential 

buying power “[would] approach close to 1 trillion by 2008” (Morrison 1).26 Because 

Latin American peoples living in the US occupy the national imagination as Latina/os, 

rather than as their respective national designations (Mexican, Cuban, Puerto Rican, 

Dominican, and Columbian, among others), a sizeable “unified marketing segment” 

already existed (Dávila 8).27 As Arlene Dávila explains in Latino, Inc., the creation of “a 

                                                
25 Examples of those using this kind of rhetoric include Colorado Representative Tom Tancredo and 
Harvard scholar Samuel P. Huntington, who paint Latina/o culture, including such things as taco trucks and 
Spanish-language library books, as “proof” of this threat. Their underlying fear, that immigrant culture 
differs from and is overtaking American culture, tempered a product’s crossover appeal since the goods 
geared towards Latina/os often reflected cultural values different from those of mainstream America. For 
further reading on this rhetoric, see Ruben Navarette and Alex Koppelman.  
26 Amanda Morrison explains that this frequently used statistic originated in a 2004 report by the Selig 
Center for Economic Growth, based at the University of Georgia’s Terry College of Business. For further 
reading about the rise of the Spanish-language market during this time, see Carmen Ospina and Edward 
Nawotka. 
27 The category of “Latina/o” first rose to the level of the popular as a way to protest another term, 
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single category for people of Latin American origin or descent has proven to be the most 

significant force in the marketing industry’s development” (40). Businesses, looking to 

sell products, appealed to consumers with Latin American roots by incorporating cultural 

stories and icons into products and media. As potential customers, Latina/os shifted from 

being invisible to being valuable, highly sought after consumers. This interest resulted in 

an upsurge of Latina/o products and cultural representations like ABC’s George Lopez 

(2002) and Ugly Betty (2006), CBS’s Cane (2007), the rise of Spanish-language 

television, and the internet success of Perez Hilton. Although these representations by no 

means dominate popular culture, they indicate large changes nevertheless. 

Following the trend of the marketplace in general, the publishing industry jumped 

at the chance to expand their markets. Publishers, along with other retailers, were hoping 

to increase their profits by tailoring and selling their products to this untapped market. 

They wanted to recreate the success that publishers had with popular fiction by African 

American authors such as Terry McMillan.28 But their excitement did not equal success, 

at least not at first. In part, this stemmed from publishers’ and booksellers’ choice to 

                                                                                                                                            
“Hispanic.” This latter category, although used throughout the 1970s, achieved widespread cultural 
prominence when it appeared in an official capacity as a category on the 1980 census as an option for those 
of Central or South American origin. It provided a means for the government to gather under one category 
those Latin American peoples residing in the US. Some people, like author Sandra Cisneros and Maria 
Martin (founder of national radio program Latino USA), understand “Latino” to be more culturally 
representative and self-selected than “Hispanic,” which they see as elitist and imposed (Castillo E1). For 
others, the two terms are interchangeable, and “Latina/o” does not necessarily imply an oppositional stance 
to mainstream US culture. Though I agree with this sentiment, I choose to use the term Latina/o throughout 
this article as a means to recognize the self-selectedness of the term.  
28 The reviews that followed Dirty Girls’ 2003 publication frequently describe Valdes-Rodriguez as “the 
Latina Terry McMillan.” This label refers specifically to the breakthrough commercial success that 
McMillan had with her novel Waiting to Exhale. Until McMillan’s success, African American fiction was 
not seen by the industry as having the potential to be commercially successful. Waiting to Exhale, with its 
huge sales figures, proved this perception wrong. Both mainstream and African American readers bought 
this book. Comparison of Valdes-Rodriguez to McMillan indicates publishers’ desires to achieve the same 
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target this community by promoting Spanish-language translations of American 

bestsellers. The resulting less-than-expected profits stemmed from a misidentification of 

their audience. Spanish-translated editions of American bestsellers did not appeal to those 

American Latina/os who identified culturally with the subject matter but not 

linguistically, while Spanish-speaking Latin American readers did not connect culturally. 

But these failed attempts underscored a greater problem. Though publishers and 

booksellers became active in these markets, they were not willing to invest substantial 

funds in literature that had little proven success in the mainstream marketplace. Without 

the financial backing for a large-scale marketing push, Latina/o titles would have trouble 

achieving widespread popular success. In a 2002 New York Times article, Martin Arnold 

argues that Latina/o titles would only generate the kind of revenue desired by the 

publishing industry if they were bolstered by promotional campaigns (E3). Success, then, 

meant finding a book to which readers would relate and about which the industry could 

feel confident financially. 

Such a book came along in 2002. Valdes-Rodriguez’s Dirty Girls, written in 

English and dealing primarily with the US middle- and upper-class Latina experience, 

tapped into the enormous American-born, English-speaking, Latina/o market while 

simultaneously attracting the legions of chick lit fans. This book solved the previous 

content and language problems faced by literary distributors and offered a new version of 

an older well-selling favorite. Valdes-Rodriguez, a former Boston Globe and Los Angeles 

Times journalist-turned-fiction writer, began publishing at a time when the chick lit 

                                                                                                                                            
crossover success in the Latina/o literary market. Critics that mention this phenomenon include Marta 
Acosta, Dinitia Smith, Deirdre Donahue, and Lola Ogunnaike. 
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industry faced the looming threat of oversaturation, and her characters offered 

extraordinary marketability. While chick lit sales increased exponentially after the 

publication of Bridget Jones’s Diary in 1996, the eventual glut in the marketplace led to 

anxiety about the longevity of the genre and about whether it was merely a fad that would 

disappear.29 A few chick lit spin-offs, such as “bridezilla lit” or “lesbian lit,” failed to 

achieve the same kind of financial success because they strayed too far from the genre’s 

formula (Danford 18). The field of chick lit has grown enormously since the mid-

nineties, yet many of the titles share a similar structure and theme: first-person narration 

in the present tense, protagonists between the ages of mid-twenties to early thirties, a 

focus on heterosexual romantic relationships and consumption, a generic focus on the 

individual to the exclusion of making any broader societal claims, as well as the 

“satisfaction of a conclusion that ties up all plot strands” (Wells 67).30 

Valdes-Rodriguez’s book offered purveyors of chick lit an answer to their 

problem: characters whose ethnic identities made for a different, but not too different, 

reading experience for the genre’s white readers.31 As Amanda Morrison explains in 

                                                
29 The possible fadishness of the genre is discussed by Natalie Danford and Kelly James-Enger. 
30 Contemporary chick lit is generally understood as beginning with Helen Fielding’s Bridget Jones’s 
Diary. For a detailed definition of the genre, see Anna Weinberg. For critical considerations of the genre 
and its feminist possibilities, see Juliette Wells, Cris Mazza, and Jessica Jernigan. For a celebratory 
consideration of the genre, see Lauren Baratz-Logsted. 
31 The balance an industry tries to achieve between growing profits and oversaturating the market is a 
challenging one. In her work on women romance readers, Janice Radway devotes an entire chapter of her 
work to examining the way in which the book, more specifically the romance, became “a commodity to be 
sold” (27).  Once a commodity, “it be[came] necessary [for publishers] to extend demand for the [novel] 
either by enlarging the purchasing public or by convincing it to consume [it] repetitively” (Radway 23).  As 
with romances, publishers hope to entice readers to buy new chick lit novels through their similarity to past 
best sellers. Publishers make this possible by accepting novels for publication that reproduce or reconfigure 
the formulaic recipe, “a recipe that dictates the original ingredients to be included in each new version of 
the form” (Radway 29).  Publishers believe (and statistics show) that reliance on this recipe is what keeps 
readers reading new variations of this recipe. For a more complete look at the ways in which capitalism 
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“Chicanas and Chick Lit: Contested Latinidad in the Novels of Alisa Valdes-Rodriguez,” 

“[Dirty Girls] solves the chick lit ‘over-saturation’ problem . . . by providing somewhat 

‘exotic’ and novel content for Anglo aficionados of the genre while attracting new . . . 

slightly more bronzed readers” (6).32 The book also appealed to some Latina readers, who 

found for the first time literary representations with which they could identify.33 The 

publishing industry labeled this new Hispanicized version of the chick lit genre as “chica 

lit” and posited Valdes-Rodriguez as its godmother and “primary trendsetter” (Morrison 

5). But there is more at work with this choice of genre than just successful marketing 

strategies. In keeping with the requirements of chick lit, the novel does not allow the 

characters to think too deeply about the power dynamics that govern their interactions 

with racist people or institutions, nor to consider doing something about them. As a close 

analysis will show, the novel as a whole undermines much of the sucias’ criticism of race 

and class; with each character’s personal issues resolved by the final page, the narrative’s 

arc underscores the idea that racism, sexism, and classism can be easily solved at the 

level of the individual.  

  Dirty Girls follows the sucias as they struggle with conventional chick lit themes 

of love, career, and happiness. Through the lives of Lauren, Usnavys, Rebecca, Amber, 

                                                                                                                                            
influenced and shaped the publishing industry, see Chapter 1, “The Institutional Matrix” in Radway’s 
Reading the Romance. 
32 This desire to be the publishing forerunner in the new genre of chica lit motivated a bidding war between 
major publishing houses for rights to Dirty Girls (Dahlin 129). The decision by Valdes-Rodriguez and St. 
Martin’s Press to market the novel, centered on Latina characters, as part of such a popular genre illustrates 
the publisher’s and author’s desire to entice a wider audience, especially those who might not typically read 
Latina/o literature.  
33 Support for this statement comes from comments found in positive reviews of the book on the popular 
online bookstore Amazon.com. The reviews, of which there are more than one hundred and sixty, present 
an even mix of those who liked and disliked the work. I reference these reviews to represent a rough index 
of some readers’ responses. 
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Sara, and Elizabeth, the novel explodes any kind of generalized, monolithic view that all 

Latinas are the same. The sucias are a diverse group of professional women in their late 

twenties; they demonstrate a range of sexual orientations, religions, ethnicities, 

nationalities, races, and political leanings. Middle to upper class, they all aspire to be seen 

as upper class. Lauren, who identifies as half New Jersey Cuban and “half white-trash” 

(her words), is a closet bulimic engaged to a man she cannot stand, and hates her job as a 

columnist for the city paper (6). Usnavys, dark-skinned and straight, emigrated from 

Puerto Rico as a child and now works for United Way. Rebecca, who claims Spanish 

heritage and hails from New Mexico, founded and owns a Latina women’s magazine. In 

spite of her Catholic upbringing, she has recently separated from her husband. Amber 

was raised in Southern California and identifies as a member of the Mexica movement. 

She married her husband in an Aztec ceremony and makes her living as a rock en 

Español singer. Sara, who is Cuban, white, and Jewish, is a wealthy stay-at-home mom 

with two young sons. She hides the fact that her husband Roberto physically abuses her. 

The final sucia, Elizabeth, moved to the US from Columbia. She is the beautiful and 

popular co-host of a local news show, but conceals her lesbian identity from everyone. 

Each character faces various hardships and setbacks, but by the end has overcome them 

and lives happily ever after.  

Through the sucias, Dirty Girls offers a movement away from a certain 

socioeconomic stereotype of Latinas in favor of a focus on upper-class professionals. 

Adriana Lopez, editor of Críticas (a sister magazine of Publishers Weekly that reviews 

Spanish-language books in English), describes Dirty Girls’s contribution to the newly 

emerging field: “Latino literature ha[d] been seen as this sweet, nostalgic, semi-
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conservative type of work . . . Maybe it was kind of unexpected that there is this 

snarkiness or sassiness to the Latino experience” (qtd. in Jones E1). Valdes-Rodriguez 

uses her own experience as a US-born Latina to inform her novel’s portrayal of Latinas. 

In one interview she explains, “I’m an Ivy League graduate, middle-class person who just 

lives a regular American life—you know, born and raised here, don’t speak all that much 

Spanish—and there are lots and lots of people like me” (Lengel par. 6). In another she 

adds, “‘I didn’t want this to be ‘Oh, here we are with our mantilla, praying to the Virgin 

of Guadalupe . . . That’s not my reality’” (Miranda par. 2). Rather than cover more 

conventional subjects like “coming-of-age stories, barrio tales, and magic realist 

fantasies,” these characters provide an entirely new conception of Latinidad not really 

seen before in Latina literature (Jones E1). 

What kind of reality, then, does Dirty Girls construct? In the introduction to his 

work, Latino Dreams: Transcultural Traffic and the U.S. National Imaginary, Paul 

Allatson asks of the texts he will examine, “How is the entity called the United States of 

America to be imagined?” (11). Applying Allatson’s framework to The Dirty Girls Social 

Club, this article seeks to answer some of the questions he poses for his texts: “How do 

the selected texts stage the U.S.A.? What sorts of national myths and discourses of 

belonging are apparent in the narratives . . . ? . . . How, and with what political 

aspirations and risks, do these texts locate Latino cultures and subjects in relation to 

hegemonic processes? . . . What constitutes a Latin[a] narrative of ‘America’?” (12-13).  

In the “reality” that Dirty Girls creates, racism is an individual rather than a 

systemic issue, the sucias’ cultural history is limited to brief and superficial treatments of 

their parents’ issues, and buying the right kind of outfit offers the means to lead a 
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“regular American life” (Lengel par. 6). The sucias consume high dollar brand name 

items to mark themselves as upper class. In this text, which ostensibly seeks to broaden 

dominant American cultural expectations about what the term Latina signifies, Latina 

identity becomes less about origins and experiences, and more about purchasing and how 

this makes a person who he or she is. This message appealed to publishers, who were not 

interested in the kinds of concerns found in Latina/o and “social problem” literature of 

the past twenty years. Valdes-Rodriguez’s novel contained a Latinidad that was inclusive 

and relatable for mainstream audiences (we are all the same) in addition to its Latina/o 

readers. Editors like Marcela Landres, associate editor of Simon and Schuster’s 

Touchstone/Fireside books, and Rene Alegria, editorial director of Rayo (HarperCollins’ 

Latino imprint) describe the “universal” quality that Dirty Girls exemplifies; Latinas lead 

middle-class American lives mostly unmarked by Latina/o sociocultural practices (Jones 

E1). Mainstream readers could identify with women who were more likely to work 

white-collar jobs, wear Barami suits, and make lasagna rather than tortillas with their 

grandmothers (Jones E1). 

More importantly, Dirty Girls makes its characters and their ethnicity palatable to 

mainstream consumers by disassociating the politics that have been historically 

associated with Latina/os. First, it rejects the literary paradigm that came of age during 

the Chicano and Nuyorican civil rights movements, or as Lauren refers to it dismissively, 

“all that dated, 1970s Chicano movement, ‘brown and proud,’ West Coast Que viva la 

raza jive” (10, author’s emphasis). Although the literary model Lauren refers to 

flourished during this time, it had always played a role for various Latina/o communities. 

As Harold Augenbraum and Margarite Fernández Olmos explain, the ruptures and breaks 
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in Latina/o cultures caused by imperialism and colonialism left various communities 

desperate to find ways to “retain or rebuild [their] culture” (64).34 Figurative and literal 

survival depended on forming communities both distinct from and oppositional to the 

forces that aimed to destroy and subjugate them. As a tool that could be used to create 

and reflect such communities, literature became integral to this struggle.  

The literature created during the civil rights movements of the early 1960s took a 

militant stance with regards to social change, agitating for social justice and political 

resistance. During this time the term Chicano also was coined, which implied a political 

consciousness that called for widespread “economic and political equality” rather than 

“accommodation” (De Varona 152). Augenbraum and Olmos elucidate the vital role that 

1960s Chicano and Nuyorican literature had in articulating and affirming the cultural 

roots of its communities, along with their sociohistorical and political circumstances.35 

These “countermyths” that contained “countervalues” helped communities deflect the 

pressure to assimilate to a set of American values from which their own were absent 

(Augenbraum 139).36 As this body of work grew to include Cuban, Dominican, and 

Central American writers, including many women, these authors critiqued not only the 

struggle of being Latina/o in America, but also of being a Latina within Latina/o 

                                                
34 For a critical examination of the construction of a collective Latina/o identity within the US, and the 
factors that gave rise to it, see Edna Acosta-Belén. 
35 Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzalez and the productions of El Teatro Campesino are among the better-known 
examples. 
36 Augenbraum mentions several examples, which include “the promotion of the mythological Aztlán, 
ancestral home of the Aztecs or Mexicas, in the American Southwest,” as well as the Nuyorican myths “of 
a lost island Eden” that “uncritically idealiz[ed] Puerto Rican culture as an assertion of national and cultural 
pride” (139-40). 
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communities.37  

This background in Latina/o literary history matters because this past literary 

tradition is something the sucias, in their effort to redefine Latinidad, clearly reject. For 

Valdes-Rodriguez, this civil rights paradigm overdetermines the roles that Latinas can 

have in literature, as she explains in a 2006 interview: “The publishing industry expected 

us to be writing tales of oppression and exile and misery and all this sort of stuff they 

were used to” (Lengel par. 5). Situating her novel within a genre known for its superficial 

treatment of issues allows Valdes-Rodriguez to produce a work in which her characters 

are able to jettison their “oppression” and “misery.” By “superficial treatment,” I refer 

specifically to the focus in much chick lit on the individual and her experiences. This 

focus on a personal perspective, often told in first-person, elides the ways in which 

personal experience fits into, and is structured by, a larger cultural and historical 

framework. The sucias have few conversations with their parents, and their knowledge of 

where they came from or what kinds of experience their parents faced is tenuous. The 

text’s intention to replace this civil rights paradigm of Latinidad with portrayals of white-

collar chicas comes across when Lauren ruminates on her position as the youngest (and 

only) Latina columnist for the Boston Gazette. She declares, “The chicks be here, Eddie 

[Edward James Olmos], so move your tired old zoot suit over” (12). Lauren’s quote 

                                                
37 Many of the textual productions I refer to here came into being during the 1980s, from Chicana authors 
like Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa, who co-edited This Bridge Called My Back (1981). Other works 
include Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/ La Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987), Sandra Cisneros’ The House on 
Mango Street (1984), Denise Chavez’s The Last of the Menu Girls (1986), and Judith Ortiz Cofer’s Silent 
Dancing (1989). During the 1990s, this body of literature continued to grow as more and more Latinas 
published within a variety of genres. Works appeared by Dominican American, Puerto Rican, Chicana, and 
Cuban American writers such as Loida Maritza Pérez, Irene Vilar, Ana Castillo, Cristina García, Julia 
Alvarez, Graciela Limón, Demetria Martínez, Rosario Morales, Aurora Levins Morales, Helena María 
Viramontes, and Julia Alvarez. 
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specifically refers to Edward James Olmos’ role as El Pachuco in Luis Valdez’s Zoot Suit 

(1981), which tells the story of a pachuco gang that was wrongly prosecuted. The play 

takes place in 1940s Los Angeles during the Zoot Suit Riots and dramatizes the violence 

and persecution faced by pachucos. In other words, the play signifies the kind of political 

and oppositional Latina/o identity that Dirty Girls wants to silence in its own 

representation. Although Lauren seems to be asking Olmos to make way for new voices 

alongside old ones, the kind of Latinidad for whom the novel advocates (we are all the 

same) directly contests the values of the one represented by Olmos. 

In place of zoot suits and raised fists, the novel substitutes Manolo Blahniks, 

purchasing power, and the performance of (upper-)class identity. The sucias’ attitudes 

reflect the novel’s belief that in a society where money and commodities can mark a 

person as more valuable, Latinas who are able to perform upper-class status gain a certain 

amount of cultural capital. In place of La Raza and consciousness-building, the sucias 

practice the power of consuming high-end goods to obtain, or at least seem to obtain, 

upper-class status. To this end, the sucias continually emphasize what they wear, how 

much they make, and what purchases they have made. Lauren explains that “nothing 

thrills [her] more than when people who don’t know [her] assume [she’s] from a typical, 

moneyed Cuban family in Miami” (7). In fact, Lauren was raised in a New Orleans trailer 

park, but she desires to appear to be from a well-off Cuban family. Money (or the 

appearance of it) is power. Describing why she was hired post-2000 census to write for 

the Boston Gazette, Lauren chalks it up to the money to be had from Latina/o consumers: 

“Money talks, see. Hispanics are no longer seen [by the mainstream media] as a foreign 

unwashed menace taking over the public schools with that dirty little language of theirs; 
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we are a domestic market. To be marketed to. Thus, me. My column. And my billboards” 

(9). Lauren wryly acknowledges here the power she and other Latina/os gain once they 

are perceived as consumers with considerable purchasing power; this lessens the 

antagonism that people like her racist boss and coworkers might feel.  

Not surprisingly, the characters loathe and fear lower-class associations. 

Throughout the novel, the sucias work to distance themselves from other Latinas who 

appear to lack money or upper-class status. Latinas who are marked, or mark themselves, 

as lower class disgust many of Valdes-Rodriguez’s characters, and the poor often are 

ridiculed and criticized. Furthermore, although the novel does offer some critique of the 

sucias for their classist assumptions, Valdes-Rodriguez’s choice of genre ultimately 

undermines and limits this critique.  

The sucias’ disparaging attitudes toward the lower class is made manifest 

throughout the novel. Rebecca is the source of the most blatant class stereotypes. For her, 

class works in a broader sense; she uses it to mean elegance, style, and having good taste. 

While at a Minority Business Association event, she mentally criticizes the other women 

in attendance for their bad taste in clothes. For her, class entails specific kinds of social 

knowledge and ways of behaving. She says, “Unfortunately, many Hispanic women 

embarrass themselves—and the rest of us—by showing up in prom dresses. The ones 

with the worst taste are from the Caribbean. They like colors as loud as their voices, and 

think cleavage is a business asset” (165). Rebecca criticizes these women because the 

outfits they wear are not “appropriate,” meaning that they do not replicate or represent 

successful, rich (white) women’s apparel. Rebecca believes that these women dress this 

way because they do not know any better, meaning that they do not understand how to 
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negotiate (or assimilate to) mainstream cultural standards.  

Lauren’s description of Usnavys reinforces Rebecca’s beliefs about class. 

Usnavys has money but lacks a nuanced understanding of mainstream good taste. She 

wears Manolo Blahniks and carries a Fendi purse, couture items that signify a certain 

level of wealth, even as she tucks in tags in order to return merchandise she cannot 

afford. She buys tacky furniture, wears loud clothes, and performs success—where 

“success” means that anyone who looks at her would think “Wow, look at that! What a 

rich Puerto Rican!” (12).38 Throughout the novel, Usnavys represents the lovable “ghetto 

girl” who, despite her relative wealth, cannot seem to break away from predilections that 

mark her as lower class. The characters’ views regarding money and conspicuous 

consumption reflect class attitudes within mainstream society: namely, the less money 

one has, the less value she has as a person, and the less respect she deserves. Their 

actions give people permission to laugh at or scorn those Latinas who lack class in all 

senses of the word.  

The sucias (excluding Amber) save their most pointed, venomous remarks for the 

Chicana characters that fill the novel’s pages. Despite Lauren’s earlier assurance that 

“Hispanics are no longer seen as a foreign unwashed menace” (9), the novel’s publication 

coincided with national debates over immigration reform, temporary worker programs, 

and the awarding of citizenship. Just as the census numbers stimulated parts of the 

market, these same statistics touched off an ever-escalating controversy over the ways 

                                                
38 Usnavys also satisfies merit-based definitions of success, in that she graduated in the top of her high 
school class, went to Boston University on a scholarship, graduated cum laude, and went on to Harvard on 
scholarship, where she earned her Master’s degree. Nevertheless, the book chooses to focus on what she 
wears and what she buys, spending less than a paragraph on the above information. 
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immigrants should be treated. Although the novel manages to skirt the issue of 

immigration, it does scapegoat its Mexican American characters in order to present a 

Latinidad absent of any telltale marks of poverty or systemic hardship. While Lauren 

implies that Hispanics as a group are valued consumers, the only ones that count are 

those with a high degree of purchasing power. Although the novel shows the diversity of 

women within the Latina category, it does this in part by attacking Mexicans and 

Mexican Americans, upon whom the immigration debate centers. 

Morrison argues that the novel’s “treatment of Chicana/o fictional characters and . 

. . dismissive rendering of Chicana/o expressive culture” stems from its adoption of a 

hegemonic way of thinking that positions Mexican Americans at “the bottom of both 

Latinidad’s national-origin hierarchy and the US’s racial-ethnic and class hierarchy” (5, 

6). The novel’s cultural work of  “positioning the figure of the Chicana as a metonym for 

the working-class, downtrodden, unsophisticated, uneducated Latina” (Morrison 9) 

becomes painfully clear when, at the beginning of the novel, Lauren describes the sucias:  

In reality, we sucias are all professionals . . . We’re not even like those 

downtrodden chicks in the novels of those old-school Chicana writers, you 

know the ones: they wait tables and watch old Mexican movies in decrepit 

downtown theaters where whiskery drunks piss on seats; they drive beat-

up cars and clean toilets with their fingernails coated in Ajax; their Wal-

Mart polyester pants smell like tamales and they always, always feel sad 

because some idiot in a plaid cowboy shirt is drunk again and singing José 

Alfredo Jiménez songs down at the local crumbling adobe cantina instead 

of coming home and fixing the broken lightbulb that swings on the naked 
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wire and making passionate amor to her like a real hombre. (11)39 

Lauren’s language reveals her contempt for these Chicanas and their poverty. She 

views the “cheapness” of these women’s lives with condescension, in part because she is 

aware of the homogenization of Latina/os in the mainstream cultural imagination. While 

her contempt speaks to the way in that mainstream culture conflates “Chicana” with 

“poor,” it also makes clear how Chicana/os and Mexicans function within the novel. By 

rejecting these images, the sucias are able to excise Chicanismo and Mexicanismo from 

their conception of Latinidad, offering instead a whitewashed version that lacks those 

working-class qualities that the mainstream often associates with Mexicans and 

Chicana/os. These “dirty girls” are anything but. 

The novel’s host of unmitigatedly negative stereotypes and cultural digs bordering 

on slurs stem from its need to devalue and diminish its Mexican American characters.40 

Animalistic terms frequently appear as descriptors of Chicana/o characters; Lauren 

equates Mexican American with “Frida Kahlo’s furry caterpillar unibrow” and “‘East 

L.A’” (5), and Usnavys laments the seeming lack of any identifiable culture. Of the 

people she sees in Texas, she complains, “Those Mexicans down there are so quiet, 

especially the women. It’s like a different world. They look at me like I’m crazy every 

time I open my mouth . . . There’s no culture down there . . . I need some beans with my 

rice, tu sabes. I need subways and museums and urban life” (206-7). For Usnavys, then, 

                                                
39 Through the criticism in this passage, Lauren seeks to distance herself from and derides “old-school 
Chicana writers,” specifically the vision of Mexian-Americanness found in the novel Loving Pedro Infante 
(2001), the work of Chicana author Denise Chávez. 
40 The novel also offers critical views of its several Chicano characters as well as a pointed critique of 
Chicanismo. However, a discussion of these characters lies beyond the scope of this project, which focuses 
on the novel’s construction of Latina identity.  
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Texas seems flat and smells like “oil and garbage,” and the Mexicans who live there lack 

the energy and vitality of Boston’s Latina/o community (206).  

Even the sucia who identifies as Chicana is not immune to criticism. Amber 

ultimately comes across as a laughable character. She takes her involvement in the 

Mexica movement seriously, yet the novel repeatedly undermines her values and ethnic 

authenticity (the sucias call her a Southern California pocha). But most damning are 

Amber’s own actions. Although her fan base comes largely from her involvement in the 

Mexica community, she ditches her devotion to the Mexica language, Nahuatl, when 

music executives offer her extra money to sing in Spanish and English. Ultimately, she 

achieves fame and fortune at the expense of losing her involvement with the Mexica 

community, who will no longer claim her because of her mainstream success. In order to 

negotiate and maintain her popularity and success, Amber distances herself from them as 

well. She complains, “The Mexica have to be more polished and persuasive in how they 

present the movement to the media. As it is now, too many people think we’re crazy” 

(220). Amber ends up alone, except for the sucias; as Usnavys tells the reader, “you get 

the feeling she’s living in a tower now, all by herself” (299). Her actions in the novel 

seemingly confirm the sucias’ assessment of her as a wanna-be India sell-out.  

This outcome seems to critique Amber’s actions, but the sucias’ overwhelming 

acceptance of her and her financial success reveals the novel’s approval of Amber’s 

choices. Lauren finally takes Amber’s music seriously near the narrative’s end, 

exclaiming, “With all that money behind [Amber’s] new record, she came up with some 

songs that blow my mind. Her music is deep, and it’s beautiful. And I’m just starting to 

think maybe she has a really good point with all that Mexica talk I used to call ‘garbage.’ 
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It’s not garbage. It’s history” (307). Lauren only reaches this conclusion, however, after 

Amber has achieved fame and fortune. Through Amber’s narrative arc, readers see how a 

Latina’s accomplishments become more valuable as her tax bracket rises. Amber’s 

character and her friends’ responses reinforce the larger messages about class found 

throughout the novel.  

Dirty Girls is not without its criticisms of the sucias’ infatuation with upper-class 

markers, although the limitations of the genre undermine the kind of cultural work it tries 

to do. Through the character of Sara, the novel invites readers to critique certain 

distinctions she makes between herself and the lower class. Sara, who is in an abusive 

relationship, uses class to differentiate her own domestic abuse from that of others. She 

says, “It’s not like we’re some welfare family where the guy is slopping around in his 

undershirt beating up on the little wifey, right?” (76). She intimates that because she is 

well off, her abuse is not as sordid or “real.” In Sara’s view, “real” abuse only happens to 

poor people. She uses class to insulate herself from the reality of the violence in her life. 

Sara initially tries to minimize her abuse, but she and the readers experience its reality 

when she suffers a miscarriage due to a near-fatal beating from her husband. Through this 

depiction, the novel asks readers to see class as insignificant to Sara’s situation. Class is 

significant, however, in Sara’s ability to recover financially and emotionally after her 

trauma. As Lauren describes in the final pages, Sara has started an already-successful 

interior design business and has plans for a “Spanish-language TV show about interior 

design” (306). Her wealth allows her to support herself and her children—a privilege that 

many lower- class women who leave abusive relationships do not have. The novel wants 

readers to see through Sara’s attempt to deny the realness of her abuse, yet the ending 
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offers an unrealistically trouble-free outcome that mitigates the reality the novel wants to 

show. 

A similarly unrealistic outcome is enacted in Usnavys’s relationship with her 

boyfriend Juan; here the novel seemingly shows a character choosing love over money, 

but instead ends up endorsing that the character can have both. Usnavys loves Juan, but 

initially refuses to marry him because he does not make enough money to give her the 

kinds of expensive gifts and trips she desires. Her continued rejection of him, in spite of 

her love for him, allows the reader to see Usnavys’s preoccupation with wealth as 

ridiculous because it stands in the way of her happiness. Yet, when she changes her mind 

and marries Juan at the end of the narrative, readers see that Usnavys accepts Juan’s lack 

of money only because she has enough for both of them. Usnavys laughs when Juan tells 

her, “What’s mine will be yours”; she tells the reader, “I didn’t want to hurt the guy’s 

feelings, but it’s not going to make a speck of difference that I can access the twenty-

three dollars in his checking account” (300). Her indifference to his lack of money comes 

from having enough of her own. The novel, then, shows Usnavys’s acceptance of Juan as 

contingent on her ability to continue living in the upper-class style that she prefers.  

Through the character of Amaury, Lauren’s boyfriend, the novel asks us to 

sympathize with a lower-class character, only to end by mitigating this critique through 

material achievement. Lauren meets him at a “real ’hood rat bar,” and Usnavys explains 

to her that he deals drugs and “ain’t good for nothing” (148). Lauren gives him her 

number anyway, only to discover once they spend time together that while he does sell 

cocaine, it is to “gringo” lawyers so that he can pay his sick mother’s medical bills (156). 

Furthermore, he recites from Isabel Allende’s Portrait in Sepia (2002), writes short 
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stories “in the style of Garcia Marquez,” and takes classes at the local community college 

(156, 279). He is able to give up selling drugs when Amber hires him as part of her 

marketing team. Although the novel presents Amaury in order to challenge stereotypes 

that readers, or the other sucias, might have about someone who deals drugs, he is 

ultimately made palatable to readers by his exceptional qualities. The novel therefore 

attempts to criticize certain assumptions about class and affluence that its characters, and 

the novel’s readers, might hold. However, by showing each of these characters as 

reconciling her or his troubles through wealth, and by downplaying their exceptional 

circumstances or qualities, the novel affirms that money offers an easy solution to 

complex, widespread problems.  

This espousal might provoke one to label Dirty Girls as pro-assimilation. The 

novel does create a Latinidad whose focus on wealth and a willingness to buy into race 

and class hierarchies works to remove any trace of menace to the mainstream. Yet, the 

novel’s treatment of racism contradicts the portrait of Latina-ness that one gets from 

previous passages (we are all the same). The novel wants its characters to be American 

women like any others, yet it also wants to claim some intrinsic difference between the 

sucias and the novel’s mainstream readers. It does this by pointing out the stereotypes, 

derision, and prejudice faced by the sucias on a daily basis. The novel shows that 

everyone participates in this discrimination—friends, family, employers, passers-by, and 

even other sucias.  

Lauren’s experiences with racism and ignorance dominate her narrative sections. 

Her coworkers speak to her in “deliberate, too-loud English,” expect her to know 

instinctively where to buy Mexican jumping beans, do not know her ethnicity, and 
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assume that she speaks Spanish (she does not) (5-7). Her boss expects her “to be a red-

hot-‘n’-spicy clichéd chili pepper-ish cross between Charo and Lois Lane” and does not 

know that Puerto Rico is a US territory (5, 110). Her friend cannot understand how a 

Latina like Elizabeth could be black, and her editors value her diversity only as long she 

“think[s] like they do, write[s] like they do, and agree[s] with them on everything” (32, 

8). She also wags her finger at the media, explaining in one of her many asides that 

thanks to Hollywood and television, Latina brings to mind an array of images from 

mainstream popular culture: beautiful and curvy, “a tortured-looking, bloody-haired 

Catholic saint,” “a short, fat, wrinkled old abuelita” who works magic with chocolate and 

spices, Salma Hayek and Antonio Banderas, Edward James Olmos, or the Buena Vista 

Social Club (5).41 As Lauren explains it, even their nickname for each other, from their 

club the Buena Sucia Social Club, is meant to be an irreverent take on the Buena Vista 

Social Club, “who every non-Latino” she knows thinks she likes (5). 

Other sucias encounter these same kinds of prejudice—and for many, it comes 

from their family. Rebecca’s parents forbid her to date any black men—a sentiment she 

accepts until changing her mind halfway through the book. Her husband’s family refuses 

to attend their son’s wedding ceremony because of their fear that Rebecca is an 

immigrant (23). Brad himself fetishizes her ethnicity and leaves her once he decides she 

is no longer “earthy” enough for him (57). He calls her “some status-quo wanna-be white 

girl,” insinuating that Rebecca’s desire to be successful professionally and personally 

excludes her from being Latina (57). In contrast, he finds a woman whom Rebecca 

                                                
41Lauren’s comment is ironic when compared to the cover of the novel, which focuses on two women with 
exaggerated, curvy hips. The message sent by the text’s packaging is distinctly different than that which 
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describes as “his earth mother, his immigrant cause, the woman who will finally meet his 

parents’ low expectations for women with Spanish surnames” (241). Although Rebecca’s 

comment exposes her own low opinion of immigrants, she illustrates the kind of woman 

whom Brad associates with the category of Latina. 

Elizabeth and Sara fight gender stereotypes, specifically involving “appropriate” 

sexual behavior in women. Elizabeth must overcome the assumptions and prejudices that 

characters have about homosexuality. Her physical appearance, which Lauren describes 

as “tall and thin and beautiful . . . the most fine [of all the sucias],” does not match what 

the sucias, her coworkers, and her viewing audience assume a lesbian looks like, and they 

assume she is straight (30-31). Elizabeth spends the first half of the novel closeted 

because of the possible repercussions from her mother and her friends. She explains that 

she cannot live as openly out because “[It] might kill my mother, maybe kill my career, 

and I might lose the sucias” (66). Like Elizabeth, Sara must also struggle against 

assumptions about a woman’s sexuality, but those she faces come from her husband 

Roberto’s patriarchal notions. He believes that she should not enjoy sex as much as she 

does, and tells her, “You’re a Cuban woman, a decent woman. You aren’t an American 

whore. It’s fine that you enjoy yourself, but why do you have to act like that? . . . Where’s 

your pride?” (71). Lauren criticizes the way that “traditional women” like her 

grandmother place blame when their men cheat. She explains, “Your man cheats . . . 

[and] they blame you” for not looking good enough; these women instruct her to “fight 

harder for him, mi vida” (8). In these and other instances, Elizabeth, Sara, and Lauren 

name and resist expectations about gendered sexual behavior. 

                                                                                                                                            
Lauren states to her reader. 
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A conversation about racism helps us to understand the novel’s position on racial 

prejudice and also on various kinds of systemic oppression. Rather than viewing racism 

as something structural or widespread that affects communities of people, the novel 

portrays racism as an individual issue, something to overcome through individual action. 

This is clear during a conversation between Rebecca and Andre, Rebecca’s black 

Nigerian boyfriend. Andre begins the discussion by describing his take on American 

attitudes towards race. He explains,  

It just always amazes me how obsessed Americans are with race . . . In 

fact, I am generally disturbed by the attitude I have found among many 

American “blacks” with regards to race and the way they blame it for 

everything that’s wrong with them . . . I speak at schools, and I see some 

of these young American blacks skipping school or not studying hard, or 

dressing improperly, and then blaming the “system” for their problems. 

They want to know how I got where I am and how I fought all the 

prejudice. I tell them the bloody truth, that I didn’t run into any prejudice. 

I worked hard, I was good at what I do, and that was all there was to it. 

American blacks don’t want to hear that. Neither, frankly, do whites, who 

seem amazed by me for the same reasons. (250-51) 

To which Rebecca responds, “Same with Hispanics” (251). Andre ends by exclaiming, 

“This is a wonderful country, and if people work hard, they succeed. It’s that simple. 

Look at us” (251). Their dialogue demonstrates the conventional American dream: a 

rugged individualism coupled with exceptionalism, in which the hardworking man or 

woman pulls him/herself up by the bootstraps, avoiding the pitfalls of racial and class 
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politics. All one needs to achieve success is to want it, and to go after it.  

The novel does complicate Andre’s vision by showcasing the kinds of prejudice 

and stereotypes the sucias face, but it ultimately concurs with his explanation by making 

the characters’ happiness seem simple, obtainable, and relatively easy. The characters 

never seek to contextualize their problems within a larger framework nor do they take 

any action. Lauren does not quit her job or file a lawsuit, and Sara only leaves her 

husband after almost he beats her to death and then flees the country. Even though much 

of the novel demonstrates otherwise, Andre’s contention that hard work equals a straight 

path to success triumphs in the end when the sucias assemble for another gathering. 

Representations of racism, classism, and misogyny receive recognition, but the concerns 

that they might raise in Latina/o or mainstream audiences are then safely contained 

within generic limitations; the characters find contentment through monetary success and, 

for the most part, satisfactory relationships. Instead of recognizing the underlying forces 

that give rise to their experiences, the sucias sink back into their lives by the end of the 

novel, marrying and spending rather than organizing and protesting.  

The Dirty Girls Social Club presents an extremely conflicted portrait of Latinidad; 

it offers two narratives that never quite reconcile (we are all the same versus we are 

Latinas and we are different). Dirty Girls wants to claim both a pride in, and the 

hardships of, Latina identity; at the same time, the novel constructs a Latinidad based on 

conspicuous consumption rather than socio-historical cultural markers. Valdes-Rodriguez 

wants to have it both ways—white readers will recognize that there is something distinct 

that sets Latinas apart from other American women, but still identify with these women 

because these differences are not unique or substantial. Furthermore, the same 
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experiences that set the sucias apart from their mainstream readers—their encounters 

with racism—work against the sucias’ belief in the power of their upper-class status. 

Their performances of upper-class status are, at times, not enough to get them what they 

want. Lauren, despite her six-figure salary, is still ranting about her boss’s ignorance and 

indifference five pages from the novel’s end. Rebecca, the classiest of the sucias, 

attempts to buy a house and is snubbed by the homeowner, who assumes she cannot 

afford it. Not even Sara’s Martha Stewart lifestyle can prevent her husband from almost 

killing her while in a vicious rage.  

But this novel also has implications within the larger context of Latina/o 

marketing.42 Valdes-Rodriguez chose a genre that does well in the marketplace and 

reaches many readers in order to “find an entertaining way to help people understand that 

Latinos are as diverse a group as Americans overall” (qtd. in Dahlin 129). Neither 

Valdes-Rodriguez nor the subgenre she spawned has disappointed the expectations of the 

publishing executives with regards to profitability.43 But in looking back to the situations 

that gave rise to her publishing opportunity—the industry’s desire to make money from 

                                                
42 Since 2003, mainstream publishing houses like Harper Collins, Warner Books, and Harlequin have seen 
the enormous commercial potential of this genre realized, as the number of authors publishing continues to 
increase. In addition to Valdes-Rodriguez, authors publishing in this genre include: Kathy Cano Murillo, 
Nely Galan, Michele Serros, Shelly Halima, Julie Elizabeth Leto, and Lynda Sandoval, among others. 
43 With St. Martin’s substantial publicity machine behind her, Valdes-Rodriguez published her book in 
April 2003 to enormous acclaim—and large sales figures. Within its first year, the novel had sold more 
than 125,000 copies and spent eleven weeks on the New York Times Top 25 bestseller list, peaking at # 20 
(Mulligan 17). By the end of 2005, the trade paperback edition of the novel had sold more than 350,000 
copies (Dahlson 36). In comparison with earlier Latina/o bestsellers, Dirty Girls set new standards for what 
audiences a Latina novel could reach. In “Latina Lite,” Michelle Herrera Mulligan describes earlier titles 
considered benchmarks within the context of Latina/o publishing.  Since publication of her first novel, 
Valdes-Rodriguez has gone on to publish three more: Playing With Boys (2004); Make Him Look Good 
(2006); the recently released Dirty Girls on Top (2008), a follow-up to her first novel; and a young adult 
novel entitled Haters (2006). Both Haters and Dirty Girls Social Club are in film and video production, the 
former for a series on Nickelodeon’s teen network, the latter as a feature film.  
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Latina/o consumers while also making money from chick lit readers—we must ask, 

where does one draw the line between desired representation and exploitative market 

practices? While a novel like Dirty Girls allows brown people to gain visibility and 

recognition, it is mostly in the service of market exploitation. The power that Latina/o 

citizens gain as consumers within a market does not necessarily translate into political 

power.  

If, as Dávila argues, “it is in the market and through marketing discourse that 

[Latina/os] are increasingly debating their social identities and public standing” (2), then 

it is imperative that a novel like The Dirty Girls Social Club be examined. After all, this 

novel upsets the traditional critical paradigm of reading Latina literary works in terms of 

their oppositional consciousness, and it (along with its popularity among Latina readers), 

calls into question the importance of this consciousness to this new generation of 

American-born Latinas. Whether one prefers this older critical model, it must be pointed 

out that the sucias do reflect the changing demographics of many contemporary Latinas, 

including Valdes-Rodriguez herself. Specifically, this narrative adopts a new kind of 

Latinidad in order to make room for Latinas who identify more with Martha Stewart than 

with the protagonists of older Chicana novels. At the same time, the sucias desire not so 

much to share space with the likes of Edward James Olmos and what he represents as 

much as they want to displace him. 

In addition to finding favor with readers, Dirty Girls was received with 

enthusiastic praise. Professional reviewers praised the novel’s emphasis on diversity. One 

review, though admitting, “the premise of the story isn’t exactly ground-breaking,” states, 
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“the breadth of voices from Latina women–largely ignored in popular fiction—make for 

compelling tales” (Malone). Valdes-Rodriguez herself uses similar terms to describe her 

goal: “I chose to write about six Latinas because I wanted to explode stereotypes. I 

wanted to find an entertaining way to help people understand that Latinos are as diverse a 

group as Americans are overall” (Dahlin). The book also found favor with readers, 

mostly through a sense of identification. Readers who did not possess much knowledge 

of Latina/o culture saw the sucias’ stories as universal, and found themselves able to 

identify with the book. However, a common sentiment shared by many of the Amazon 

readers who identify as Latina is that the sucias are the first characters that accurately 

reflect who the reader-reviewers feel themselves to be.  

This relatable quality plays an important role for the chick lit genre, and offers 

one way to understand the feminist potential of an otherwise co-opted genre with limited 

critical possibilities. Though it began as a nascent literary expression of the feminist 

issues facing women at the end of the twentieth century, chick lit was quickly engulfed 

by the commercial marketplace.44 Many critics view chick lit as merely reinforcing 

societal views of how women should dress, act, and what their bodies should look like; 

Beryl Bainbridge, Doris Lessing, and Anna Weinberg offer examples of this way of 

                                                
44 In an article titled “Who’s Laughing Now? A Short History of Chick Lit and the Perversion of a Genre,” 
Cris Mazza traces the origins of not the chick lit genre but the term itself. In 1995, she put together an 
anthology with Jeffrey DeShell that wanted “to determine how, in a post-Barth-and-Bartheleme era, 
women’s experiments with form and language might be distinct from men’s” (17). She describes the 
anthology’s stories as fiction that sought to understand contemporary women’s position within a patriarchal 
culture. She ends by tracing the subsequent rise of mainstream chick lit (a la Bridget Jones’s Diary) and the 
commercial co-optation of the term, concluding that this new brand of novels portrayed “shopping and 
dieting airheads” that lacked a sense of irony (27). 
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thinking.45 However, those who seek to understand these novels in more sympathetic 

ways focus on the genre’s qualities of identification and representation. Literary agent 

Marcy Posner believes the appeal of chick lit is that women readers can identify with the 

protagonist and the issues that she faces (James-Enger 43). Margaret Marbury, editor of 

Red Dress Ink (a U.S. imprint of Harlequin created specifically for chick lit titles), 

elaborates on what women want and find in chick lit novels. She explains, “Readers want 

funny, gutsy heroines they can relate to […] Whereas romance is still about 

entertainment, it’s really about escape, and that is probably one of the key differences. 

Chick lit is not necessarily about escape—it’s about relating” (James-Enger 44).  

Both camps can agree that chick lit portrays a particular kind of young woman’s 

reality, and by dint of its generic limitations, does not offer a larger social or cultural 

critique. Divisions in feminist thinking take place with regards to the value one assigns to 

representation. Ferriss and Mallory outline the positions that feminists take on the 

category of chick lit:  

Reactions to chick lit are divided between those who expect literature by and 

about women to advance the political activism of feminism, to represent 

women’s struggles in patriarchal culture and offer inspiring images of strong, 

powerful women, and those who argue instead that it should portray the 

reality of young women grappling with modern life […] Is chick lit advancing 

the cause of feminism by appealing to females audiences and featuring 

                                                
45 Others, like Lisa Jernigan, criticize the novels’ focus on consumption, describing it as “one of chick lit’s 
more pathological features” (71). Some, like Juliette Wells, criticize the generic focus on the individual to 
the exclusion of making any broader societal claims, as well as the “satisfaction of a conclusion that ties up 
all plot strands” (Ferriss 67).  
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empowered, professional women? Or does it rehearse the same patriarchal 

narrative of romance and performance of femininity that feminists once 

rejected. (9)  

Those who see a usefulness in representing women’s current situations see the genre as 

feminist, while those who require narratives that critique patriarchal culture in the service 

of further feminist goals find the genre to be reinforcing dominative culture.  

In spite of the popular genre’s limited critical capabilities, readers’ ability to find 

pleasure through their identification with characters can be potentially productive. In her 

critical work, Black Women as Cultural Readers (1995), Jacqueline Bobo argues that 

marginalized cultural readers can interpret mainstream representations in oppositional 

ways, thereby disrupting “oppressive ideologies” (38-39). Furthermore, these ways of 

reading can help to “establish bonds of commonality” between readers “that can help 

form progressive and effective coalitions”  (Bobo 60). For many Latina readers, the 

book’s draw comes from a depiction of Latina experiences and identity that they could 

not find anywhere else. So, Valdes-Rodriguez’s readers do not necessarily identify with 

the hierarchy that she constructs so much as they find value in seeing approximations of 

themselves within the pages of her book. Within Bobo’s framework, then, the sucias 

draw attention to the absence of Latina characters in the mainstream, even as they 

simultaneously praise conspicuous consumption. As with the earlier distinction made 

between how Ensler’s play defines women and the more broad understandings that her 

audiences take from it, The Dirty Girls Social Club does not seem to provide a model for 

Latinidad (to its readers) so much as an opportunity to see themselves as a coherent 

community. Rather than identify the genre itself as more or less feminist, we might 
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instead recognize the feminist impulse at work within this commercial-controlled body of 

work. 

  The desire of chick lit consumers to identify with fictional female protagonists 

extends beyond the text to the author. Authors’ personas have become highly useful ways 

for publishers to attract and keep readers. The field of commercial literature has seen the 

rising use by publishers of online websites to promote their writers. In order to meet the 

demands of her readers, Valdes-Rodriguez created a public persona via her personal blog 

through which she could maintain her popularity. Her authorial presence, which she has 

developed into a substantial online presence, functions as a paratext by which she can 

create a community amongst her readers as a way to maintain her readership and book 

sales. 

This meant creating a persona with whom her readers could relate. Her blog came 

into being as a marketing tool on her official website, which she began in April 2003, a 

few weeks before the release of her first novel. In its early phase, her online presence was 

limited to this webpage, which functioned primarily to provide readers with information 

about Valdes-Rodriguez’s upcoming publication. Her home page offered purchasing 

information for Dirty Girls, contained an excerpt of the book, and provided a link to the 

dates for the novel’s thirteen-city book tour. As her book sales rose, it began to offer links 

to good reviews, news about upcoming projects, and hype about her upcoming second 

novel.  

Yet, even during this early period, Valdes-Rodriguez used her website to market 

not only her book but also a certain image of herself that, like her characters, offers a 

palatable version of Latina identity. In terms of biographical information, she presented a 
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brief, breezy bio of a funny, sarcastic writer. In keeping with the lessons she learned from 

her split with the Los Angeles Times about stating her politics publically, she made no 

mention of her earlier feminist publications. She did discuss her own ethnicity, but only 

to emphasize a humanistic view that precludes any kind of identity labels. This aspect of 

her website functioned to create an image of unstoppable success. 

To connect with her readers on a more personal level, Valdes-Rodriguez began 

writing a blog in July 2003. Though her blog initially appeared on her official site, it 

grew to become its own entity, and constituted a major draw for Valdes-Rodriguez’s 

readers. She first titled her blog a “Road Diary” but by November, after moving it to its 

own site, entitled it “Queen Sucia.” Though her official website still exists, the URL that 

she began with now funnels readers directly to her blog. From this we can surmise that 

her public persona draws more readers, and constitutes a more effect marketing tool, than 

the more conventional marketing strategies originally at work on her official website.  

When Valdes-Rodriguez began blogging, her posts functioned as brief overviews 

of her day and her experiences; in time, however, her posts have become more 

sophisticated and more personal. The subjects that she writes about, which include her 

on-and-off again marriage, raising her son, navigating her writing career, discussions 

about politics and current events, serve as ways for readers to identify with her, to keep 

her relevant, and to secure her popularity. She brings the personal into the public as a 

savvy marketing strategy. Valdes-Rodriguez often makes intensely personal revelations 

on her website. At different times, she has revealed that she suffers from both bulimia 

and bipolar disorder, that she has had an abortion, and that she is bisexual (Shankbone). 
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After making these claims, she often later recants them.46 The effect, then, is that like her 

characters’ relationship to their Latina-ness, Valdes-Rodriguez can inhabit and then 

abandon each of these identities. An aspect of these personal revelations not yet 

examined has to do with their sensationalism. Not only do Valdes-Rodriguez’s 

proclamations function to make her more relatable to readers, but they also garner her 

tremendous publicity and notoriety.47 

Valdes-Rodriguez began her blog as a way to sell books by connecting with the 

reader, by sharing her personal experience in a public way. Her public persona became a 

strategy for selling books and connecting with readers in the service to creating a 

consumer base; for her, community and market became synonymous. Her actions are 

motivated by the demand for sales that stem from the commercial matrix within with she 

publishes, even as she critiques the limitations of the industry. Her blogging history 

demonstrates a constantly shifting identity that is equal parts third wave and opportunism. 

She markets the personal to her public as a means of getting them to buy (into) her 

product. However, she can also be seen to embody the kind of contradictory identity 

described by third wave writers. 

 The follow-up to Dirty Girls, titled Dirty Girls On Top (2008), offers a cynical 

view of celebrity, mass culture, and fame. Its plot, which picks up where its predecessor 

                                                
46 Often, these revelations can be difficult to corroborate after the fact, since Valdes-Rodriguez frequently 
takes her blog down after making such posts. In his February 13, 2009 post “AVR and Wikipedia,” writer 
David Shankbone discusses several such public statements by Valdes-Rodrigues, as well as her attempts to 
control her public image via her Wikipedia page. 
47 Valdes-Rodriguez also frequently takes unpopular positions on timely topics in order to generate 
additional publicity. Examples of this can be found in her labeling of Stephanie Meyers’s Twilight series as 
racist (“The Politics of Wizards and Vampires”) and her July 2009 article for Alternet.org that appeared 
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left off, shows the six sucias as they continue to navigate their relationships, careers, and 

friendships. A conversation between Cuicatl (Amber) and her manager Frank 

demonstrates how the novel sees the limitations of mass culture and celebrity status. In 

the exchange, Frank explains to Cuicatl that her record sales are down because her new 

album is too sophisticated, declaring, “it’s too much for the public to understand” (142). 

He continues, “It’s the best music you’ve ever written, and that’s the problem. … You’re 

still popular. You’re just maybe not as popular as you were before. Because people in this 

culture like brand names to be reliable” (142). Cuicatl asks, “Brand names? Is that what I 

am now?” He responds, “In a way, yes. People go to McDonald’s, they know what 

they’re going to get…” She exclaims, “That’s fucked.” He answers, “That may be, but 

it’s capitalism. That’s how it works, I’m afraid” (142). Frank’s description of Cuicatl’s 

fan base indicates his belief that popular culture functions mainly as a means by which 

capitalism produces simple cookie-cutter products that the public unthinking and 

unwittingly consumes. Furthermore, his fast-food analogy illustrates the way that 

capitalism can restrain and control a mainstream artist’s cultural production. For Frank, 

mainstream success requires brand reliability. Though neither Frank nor Cuicatl should 

be read as Valdes-Rodriguez’s mouthpiece, their exchange raises questions about how 

she views her own cultural productions in relation to the public.  

This case study places Valdes-Rodriguez’s popular chica lit novel within the 

context of her other writing in order to show how this author consistently undercuts her 

own critical positions. From the feminist critique in Listen Up to her portrait of Latinidad 

                                                                                                                                            
after Michael Jackson’s death in which she argues that his musical ability is mediocre at best (“Michael 
Jackson”). 
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to her constantly changing public persona, Valdes-Rodriguez’s body of work 

demonstrates how marketing, capitalism, publicity, personality, and celebrity are 

intertwined, and how cultivating these conditions brings with it limitations for a popular 

feminist author who is attempting to succeed within the mainstream. At times, she 

appears to perform this assimilation because the mainstream literary sphere in which she 

works necessitates it, just as mainstream success necessitates a whitewashed version of 

Latinidad. At other times, the contradictory positions that she adopts stem from her desire 

for additional publicity and fame. But, her contradictions and ambivalences might also be 

seen as exactly the kind of identity described by Rebecca Walker in to be real; she 

embodies the characteristics that define the third wave. The sucias, concerned with their 

own individual empowerment, do not seem to care about the lower-class women that they 

oppress. Valdes-Rodriguez frequently adopts and then discards various self-definitions. 

The kind of persona she has created, then, raises the very concerns voiced by Bean and 

others about the dangers of not just the celebrity and popularity of third wave feminists, 

but the acceptance of all women’s identities and lifestyle choices as empowering.  

 Like her characters, Valdes-Rodriguez wants to occupy the mainstream while 

simultaneously critiquing it. Her body of writing shows how challenging a goal this can 

be. But the limitations that come across through her actions and her literary 

representations do raise important questions for other feminist authors who depend on 

appealing to the commercial matrix (publishers and consumers) in order to disseminate 

their feminist representations: Do the means (creating a market segment) justify the end 

(creating a feminist community)? If readers are able to identify with representations that 

they cannot find anywhere else, and to use their combined purchasing power to 
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encourage additional representations, have they gained a sense of power by using the 

forces of capitalism for their own benefit? Though her bestsellers have gained Valdes-

Rodriguez considerably greater capital—both monetary and cultural—she still must 

negotiate with those who own the mode of production. 
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Chapter 3  

“Freedom of the press belongs to the one who owns one”: Third Wave 
Strategies in the Writing of a Second Wave Feminista 

  

For those who have followed Lorna Dee Cervantes’s career since its inception, 

her entry into the world of blogging might come as a surprise. Until recently, the Chicana 

poet shared very little of her personal life with her readers. Her public presence was 

limited to her three critically acclaimed poetry collections, and the established body of 

critical work that studied them. Those who wanted to know more about the Chicana 

author had to satisfy themselves with interviews she gave every few years. A self-

proclaimed hermit, she describes herself as “intensely private” and shied away from any 

kind of self-publicizing (Cervantes, “Death Angel”). But in March 2005, Cervantes 

entered the blogosphere with a self-titled personal blog that was subtitled “Lorna Dee 

Cervantes opens her pencil into pixels - poetry, peace y Xicanisma.” Via her blog, 

Cervantes writes about her daily life, activism, political issues, the act of writing, the 

genre of poetry, and offers many poems, both her own and others’.  

In explaining her decision to make her personal life public, Cervantes wrote: “I 

have decided to take on the responsibility of my name—[…] [Xicanisma is] the defiant 

definition against what calls you out: If I don't define myself someone will define me. If I 

don't speak for my self some one will speak for me […] This is who I am. This is where I 

*live*, this is what I look like” (“Death Angel”). For her, the blog serves as a site where 

she can assert her own identity by revealing herself more fully. She chooses this medium 
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because the process of self-definition that she is interested in is one of public self-

definition—challenging the way that others characterize her. She is not speaking here 

about her own struggles with defining herself, but with her struggles to present who she 

really is in the face of others’ imposed definitions. At once a genre and a location, the 

personal blog is a form of public journaling. It offers a space where one’s writing about 

oneself is meant for the gaze of others. Because a blogger has complete control over the 

content in her posts, it becomes a natural choice for Cervantes, as someone concerned 

with controlling how she gets defined out in the world. Like Ensler, Valdes-Rodriguez, 

and the authors of Sister Spit, Cervantes sees the public presentation of her personal self 

as a political act—by sharing the many aspects of her life with the blogosphere, she can 

disrupt others’ readings of her and her work, and intervene in the larger conversations 

about Chicana and feminist identity.  

At the same time, her mode of self-presentation offers a different picture of 

engaged feminism than either Ensler or Valdes-Rodriguez. Though all three case studies 

demonstrate the complicated nature of defining and representing contemporary feminist 

identity and culture, they differ in terms of the representations they offer and the 

approaches they use. If Alisa Valdes-Rodriguez’s case study illustrates the ways in which 

an author’s public persona can be complicit in the commercial market’s constraining of 

feminist representations, the example of Lorna Dee Cervantes shows how a blog can 

function as a space of freedom for a feminist author. While the previous two chapters 

investigate literature and authors that operate in and through the commercial publishing 

sphere and the mainstream media, this one explores the work of an author who engages 

with the public through independent forms of publishing. Cervantes, like Sister Spit, does 
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not cultivate mainstream success—though she finds herself interested in expanding the 

way critics and readers understand Chicana identity, she is not willing to work within the 

limitations of the commercial matrix; she does not want to contort herself and her beliefs 

in order to make herself appealing enough to achieve mainstream success. 

To achieve the kind of freedom that she desires (and which allows her to be 

herself), she uses her blog to cultivate a non-commercial mode of circulation. As this 

chapter will demonstrate, Cervantes has long seen the value in the small press, having run 

one herself. She appreciates the freedom it offers and the way it enables previously 

unrepresented communities to form through the circulation of literature. This chapter 

argues that for Cervantes, the blog functions as an online version of the independent 

press. It allows her to publish her own writing, and through this writing, to create 

communities. This case study examines Cervantes’s mode of circulating her ideas, and 

demonstrates the kinds of freedoms and limitations that this mode brings with it. 

Cervantes, in the space of her blog, showcases a lived Chicana experience that 

disrupts the way she gets read—as the embodiment of a particular time in Chicana/o 

history, as the real-life version of the protagonist of her most-anthologized poems from 

Emplumada (1981)—and the way people read her writing. Like Ensler, Cervantes came 

of age during the Women’s Movement, and began writing as a way to contribute to it. 

Unlike Ensler, who came to feminism through her work with peace camps, Cervantes 

experienced the Women’s Movement through the lens of the Chicano Civil Rights 

Movement. For her, feminism offered a way to articulate the interlocking oppressions she 

faced as a Chicana. Critics and readers approach her writing through this particular 

historical moment to the exclusion of other more expansive perspectives. To contest this, 
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Cervantes uses the unrestricted space of her blog to disseminate her poetry and her 

interpretations of it alongside her personal reflections, whose topics range from political 

critiques, community events, and the mundane. She merges these different aspects of her 

life to show that Chicana experience encompasses more than the kind of political critique 

she offers in Emplumada. She seeks to redefine Chicana as a label by publically 

demonstrating what a “Chicana writer” can do and who she can be. 

For Cervantes, the issue of definition is one she finds troubling. As an author best 

known for her first poetry collection, Emplumada, which appeared in 1981, she often 

feels frustration with readers and critics who continue to ignore her later work. Many of 

the poems in Emplumada tell the coming-of-age experiences of a young Chicana growing 

up in San Jose. These poems, I would argue, find favor with these critics and readers 

because of the particular Chicana identity that they present—one that is explicitly 

political, critical of machismo and affirming of Chicana/o culture, which allows it to fit 

neatly into a social protest model of Chicanidad. Because her political poems often stand 

in for her body of work as a whole, we can understand Cervantes’s juxtaposition of her 

personal life with her literature, via her blog, as a way to explode conceptions of her as a 

purely political writer. By bringing her personal concerns together with her literary 

productions Cervantes asks readers to access and understand her poetry through her wide-

ranging interests, musings, and her politics. Furthermore, Cervantes uses her blog to 

explain what her poems mean, to show readers that Chicana poetry can encompass the 

personal as well as the political. Ultimately, her blog argues for an understanding of “La 

feminista” that is flexible and encompassing rather than static and limiting. For 
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Cervantes, the label of Chicana poet should apply to one who writes about “the war 

between the races” but also about her grief at the dissolution of her marriage.  

Ray González’s description of Cervantes in his 1997 Bloomsbury Review 

interview aptly illustrates the kind of categorization that Cervantes takes issue with. He 

writes, “[Cervantes] is the premiere Chicana poet in the United States” and since the 

release of Emplumada “no poet has come close to capturing what it means to be a 

Chicana […] Her pain, her loves, and her family history are the same stories every 

Mexican American or Chicano has lived and felt” (3). Deborah L. Madsen, in her work 

Understanding Contemporary Chicana Literature, writes something similar. She states, 

“In the poem ‘For My Brother’ Cervantes remembers not so much a collective experience 

but a personal memory that is paradigmatic of Chicano/a experience” (202). For critics 

like González and Madsen, Cervantes becomes emblematic of Chicana feminist literary 

history.  

This is not to argue that Cervantes shuns this depiction of her work. In a 1996 

interview, Lorna Dee Cervantes describes herself as “a Chicana,” “a feminist,” “a cultural 

worker” and “very political, that is, an activist” (Krouse and Dobbin 78). Her desire to 

write Emplumada came from a realization that her poetry could function as its own kind 

of activism in the service of el movimiento by presenting the Chicana experience. She 

describes this motivation—to provide representations of Chicana/os where there was 

none—when speaking of her poem “Beneath the Shadow of the Freeway.” Of writing the 

poem she says, “When I realized I was writing Chicana poetry for my raza, the first thing 

I wanted to do was document my personal history. I was not trying to express a deep 

pain, but trying to write poems I was not finding in gringo literature, the mainstream 
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canon. That kind of poem was also missing from Chicano literature. I wanted to write 

about the ‘woman history’ of our raza, about the urban experience and growing up in 

Califas and the barrios of San Jose” (R. González 3). Like other feminist autobiography, 

Cervantes’s sharing of her personal history was political in the sense that it became a way 

to change the historical record. She wanted her writing to document and convey her 

experiences to fill the void of Chicana representations. She explains, “I was having this 

vision of some little Chicana in San Antonio [Texas] going, scanning the shelves, like I 

used to do, scanning the shelves for women’s names or Spanish surnames, hoping she’ll 

pull it out, relate to it. So it was intentionally accessible poetry, intended to bridge that 

gap, that literacy gap” (S. González 167). Cervantes sees Emplumada in a vein similar to 

González and Madsen in that her poems were intended to capture what it meant to be a 

Chicana in that moment, and to make this representation available for other Chicanas.  

The reason Cervantes takes issue with the above classification is that only a small 

portion of her poetry has come to be seen as paradigmatic of Chicana experience. This 

description—political Chicana feminist—has come to define Cervantes, reduce the 

public’s exposure to her poetry, and structure the kind of criticism that gets written about 

her. She comments on this phenomenon when she explains, “It surprises me that ["Poem 

For the Young White Man Who Asked Me How I, An Intelligent Well-Read Person 

Could Believe In the War Between Races"] has become one of my most anthologized 

poems, appearing in about 200 publications and text books, not to mention circulated 

online. It ought to be considered in relation to my other work, about 500 other poems 

which do other things” (“Reflections”). In spite of Cervantes’s demand, her most heavily 

anthologized poems come from Emplumada. A survey of anthologies reveals that while a 
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few poems from her later works (From the Cables of Genocide [1991] and Drive [2006]) 

make an appearance, poems from Emplumada tend to dominate the pages. For example, 

The Norton Anthology of Modern Poetry contains six poems by Cervantes, all from her 

1981 work.48 The Heath Anthology of American Literature contains four poems, two of 

which are from Emplumada, and one from each of her following works. Gloria 

Anzaldúa’s Making Face, Making Soul/Haciendo Caras: Creative and Critical 

Perspectives by Feminists of Color (1990), which was published before Cervantes’s two 

most recent collections, chose to reprint “Poem for the Young White Man Who Asked 

Me How I, An Intelligent, Well-Read Person, Could Believe In the Way Between 

Races,” one of her more explicitly political poems. 

The poems selected by anthologies and scholars all share a decidedly 

oppositional, recognizably Chicana stance. This stance echoes Rafael Pérez-Torres’s 

description of what he terms “classic” Chicano poetry in his work Movements in Chicano 

Poetry: Against Myths, Against Margins: “poetry that deals overtly with issues of 

repression, discrimination, exploitation undertaken by the dominant society against 

Chicanos; poetry that critiques the effects of racist and ethnocentric ideologies; poetry 

whose mode of expression often assumes the hitherto silenced voice of Chicano 

communities. This means that, by and large, the poetry derives from a socioeconomic 

position of disempowerment” (Pérez-Torres 6). When Madsen argues that “[Cervantes’s] 

conception of herself as an activist, as a ‘cultural worker,’ informs her poetry at the most 

basic level” and that “the act of writing poetry, the claim to ‘be’ a Chicana poet, as well 

                                                
48 The poems included are “Uncle’s First Rabbit,” “Cannery Town in August,” “Freeway 280,” “Visions 
of Mexico While at a Writing Symposium in Port Townsend, Washington,” “Como lo Siento, and 
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as the poetry itself all possess an urgent political significance,” this is not untrue (198). 

But it simplifies the way that we understand Cervantes’s writing, and can explain why 

critics frequently look to Emplumada to make their arguments.  

Her two later collections, From the Cables of Genocide (1991) and Drive (2006), 

depart from the explicitly political, accessible poems that constitute Emplumada. From 

the Cables of Genocide uses dense imagery to comment on love lost and found, while 

Drive offers poems about global injustices, “erotic relationships, and abbreviated 

appropriations of poems by famous American poets” (“DRIVE”). Therefore, the 

canonical and critical focus on a handful of Cervantes’s “classic” poems results in a 

simplifying of her body of work, reflects a fragment of what Cervantes seeks to convey 

through her literature, and most importantly, creates a static definition of what it means to 

be Chicana. The only parts of her poetry that people use to talk about Chicana writing are 

her earlier “classic” poems rather than her later, more personal, more imagistic, writing. 

Therefore, “what it means to be Chicana” becomes limited to the experiences that Pérez-

Torres delineates above. 

This directly contradicts what Cervantes understands to be the paradigmatic 

Chicana feminist, or Xicana, experience. First coined by Ana Castillo in her work 

Massacre of the Dreamers: Essays on Xicanisma (1995), the term connotes a radical 

Chicana feminist subject. The need for such a term initially arose when women found 

themselves excluded from both the Chicano Civil Rights movement of the 1960s and the 

burgeoning women’s movement of the same time. As Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano explains, 

mainstream white feminist perspectives ignored “race, culture and class” when analyzing 

                                                                                                                                            
“Emplumada.” 



 102 

issues of gender, while Chicano Civil Rights leaders focused on “race, culture and class” 

but neglected gender as an analytical category (140). Chicanas experienced 

discrimination within both of these communities, and needed a perspective that critically 

examined both (Sánchez 4-5). In order to articulate their concerns and issues, this 

community of women began to write about the specific forms of oppression faced by 

Chicanas. Drawing on the ideas from each, Chicana feminism incorporates analyses of 

gender, race, culture, and class.  

Cervantes, who came of age during the Chicano Civil Rights movement, 

experienced this kind of marginalization personally when attempting to participate as an 

activist. Like many other Chicana writers, she felt excluded by men from the struggle for 

rights and recognition. In choosing to adopt the label of “xicana” in her subtitle, 

Cervantes showcases the underlying theoretical concerns of her blog. She clarifies this 

when speaking about Chicana poetry in a blog post, explaining that   

it is a poetry written out of a consciousness of resistance -- resistance 

against a dominant dominating and repressive force […] And like a good 

poem, there is a symbolic core to it, a reversible logic: that is, some word, 

"Chicana" for example, becomes a signifier which somehow holds all of 

one's oppositions, contradictions and contrarieties, paradoxes and cross-

implications, in check, as if held in some impossible balance of "good" 

and "bad" and all of the levels of ironies that generates "Chicana poet." 

(“Craft”). 

For Cervantes, then, the Chicana label symbolizes both oppression by and resistance to 

the dominant classes. At the same time, this Chicana consciousness confines, excludes, 
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and simplifies the complicated aspects of one’s identity in order remain a coherent and 

recognizable category. As Cervantes concludes, “[The term] is both confining and 

liberating” (“Craft”).  

For Cervantes, Chicana identity should be understood as inherently dynamic, 

flexible, and complex rather than static and constrained. In an interview she explains, 

“You can’t say hippie is one thing. You can’t say Chicana is one thing. You can’t say 

Latina is one thing. Like, ‘How Chicana are you?’ Right? Can you really answer that 

question?” (Stein 643). She elaborates on this stance when asked in an interview if she 

finds the term Chicana to be limiting, responding, “Sure, if you let that happen, but the 

thing is to keep that dynamic. You are the way you are, and you accept the label, and you 

add your own definitions” (Binder 43). Her answer here emphasizes a subject’s agency in 

being able to define and redefine herself even when others impose on her their own 

understandings of who she is. For Cervantes, a label is never really a label—it is what 

one makes it. 

To produce a dynamic self, Cervantes draws on the qualities of the blog form. The 

blog structure has built-in flexibility. It allows its user to post as often as she wants, and 

to control all of the content, including posts, titles, links, and pictures. Cervantes draws 

on these qualities to produce a dynamic self. Before she started her blog, Cervantes was 

limited in scope and opportunity to how she could respond to interpretations put forth by 

literary critics and readers. She began her blog not only to speak for herself but to also 

clarify what others said about her and her work. She describes googling herself one day 

while putting together her CV, only to discover that the predominant bio available for her 
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was full of incorrect information (“Blah”).49 Cervantes, when describing her motivations 

for blogging, explains, “I blog because I am misrepresented, misquoted, misunderstood 

and missed -- often. I blog to set the record straight. I blog because it's never straight and 

there's never any record. I blog to record. I blog because I can” (“Why”). Her comments 

assert that she exposes and corrects inaccurate claims that others make about her. But 

they also reveal the larger problem that Cervantes sees with how she gets portrayed; there 

is no record in the first place because she has not given one. She seeks to remedy this 

through her blog, which functions as an enduring public accounting of who she is.  

For Cervantes, having control over the process of cultural production is a theme 

that runs throughout her history as a poet and publisher. As she likes to say, “‘Freedom of 

the press belongs to the one who owns one’ (“MANGO”). Her use of a blog, and the 

control it gives her, recalls her experience running a small but influential press during the 

1970s.50 Cervantes started her small press in the mid-1970s (MANGO), as a way to 

publish a literary journal of the same name. Because she owned her own printing press, 

Cervantes faced no restrictions on what she could print. Her press went on to produce 

many chapbooks by upcoming Chicana/o authors and helped to create a Chicana/o 

literary community. Through her blog, Cervantes draws on the resources offered by 

newer technology to reproduce many of the same benefits of the small press, namely 

                                                
49 In this same post, she describes a second blog that she started with sole purpose of answering student 
questions (both secondary and higher education) with regards to their reports and dissertations 
(lornadcervantes.blogspot.com). 
50 The independent small press sphere that Cervantes seems most satisfied working within is that of the 
small press. Two of her poetry collections are published with small presses: Arte Publico handled From the 
Cables of Genocide while Wings Press published Drive.  
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freedom of publication and community formation, while also capitalizing on the 

additional opportunities that a blog provides.  

Both her small press and her blog offer a great deal of freedom with regards to 

publication and distribution. In the case of MANGO, Cervantes was able to use her 

independently owned press to publish work by Chicana/o writers who could not find 

publication elsewhere. The circulation of these cultural forms helped create a Chicana/o 

literary community, and expanded the size and shape of the Chicana literary field. Gary 

Soto, who worked with Cervantes during the 1970s to produce the Chicano Chapbook 

Series, describes the publishing landscape at that time and explains how MANGO created 

publishing opportunities for Chicana/o writers. He explains:  

Our little booklets of poetry, all twelve published over a two year period, 

we had no cogent mindset.  No, we just looked around and asked, “Hey, 

vato, you wanna get published?”  Publishing outlets for Chicano writers at 

the time were few and far between.” […] The Chicano Chapbook Series 

had no profound means of soliciting manuscripts. We had no office, no 

telephone, no message pad waiting for the MacArthur Foundation to call 

us and say, “Hey, you’re a winner.”  No, it worked like this: Either Lorna 

knew someone, or I knew someone.  The Chicano literary world in the San 

Francisco area was very small—you could count the writers trying to stir 

up literary dust on your fingers. […] Luckily, I had just gotten a job at Cal 

Berkeley and I had a little feria in my pocket, so was able to pay printing 

costs. (Aragón) 
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Soto’s comments illustrate the scant resources that existed for Chicana/o writers and 

publishers at the time. Because Cervantes owned her own small press, she and Soto were 

able to informally solicit work from writers and then immediately put it into print. The 

organization of the small press meant a direct link between the writer and the publisher. 

But publication was also still dependent on scraping together enough money for printing 

costs. 

Cervantes’s experiences with Mango exemplify the much larger problems that 

Chicana authors faced when seeking to publish and disseminate their writing during the 

1970s. Critic Nina M. Scott describes the hurdles faced by Chicana authors trying to 

publish their work: 

Initially, the marketing of the writings of Chicana and Nuyorican authors 

was not easy, especially since many of them lacked the economic 

resources to begin to publish on their own. … Elizabeth Ordóñez 

observes,  “If the Chicano has been forced to found alternative presses, the 

Chicana has had to resort to alternatives of the alternatives, founding her 

own presses and journals and funding her own fledgling collections” 

(339). Up until recently there were so few widely disseminated examples 

of Latina writing that every critic writing on the subject tended to quote 

exactly the same material […] Many early works were published in 

limited editions by alternate presses or appeared in small journals of 

ephemeral duration ... (67)51  

                                                
51 During this time, many other Chicanas and Chicanos began small presses as well, and these included 
“Quinto Sol and Justa Publications in Berkeley, Parajito Publications in Albuquerque, Maize in San Diego, 
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Scott and Ordoñez both highlight the lack of access and opportunity for Chicana writers 

looking to publish faced, but also the limited availability of Chicana writing itself. 

Ordoñez points out the transient nature of these small press publications, and Mango is 

no different. Copies of the journal are difficult to obtain in a university library, and while 

there may be informal archives of its issues they are not easily accessible. Cervantes’s 

1970s small press offered extreme accessibility for previously unrecognized Chicana/o 

voices, but like many of the other small presses of the time, was hampered by financial 

resources when it came to the actual publishing and distribution of materials. Though 

there are more independent presses at this juncture, they are still face limitations like 

limited print runs and small profit margins.  

Blogging, as an online version of the small print press, offers a way around the 

constraints that a small press faces. Cervantes hosts her blog on Blogger.com, a free site. 

It does not require any startup capital, and her blog posts are available to any reader with 

access to the internet. Because she maintains it herself, as opposed to at the expense of a 

commercial publisher, she avoids having to curtail or censor what she has to say. A blog 

is easy and accessible to users and offers a relatively mild learning curve. Users are able 

to publish their work instantaneously, for free. Of publishing poems via blogs, Cervantes 

exclaims, “Wow, instant poetry. I so, so much enjoy this aspect of independent 

                                                                                                                                            
and Bilingual Review Press in Ypsilanti, Michigan. Journals sprang up at major universities where 
Chicanos and Chicanas were faculty memebers and students: El Grito at the University of California, 
Berkeley; Metamorphosis at the University of Washington; Mizquitli at Stanford University; Revista 
Chicano-Riqueña at the University of Texas, Houston; and Aztlán at the University of California, Los 
Angeles. […] A third vehicle for literary expression was community journals, such as Encuentro Femenil 
in Austin, Caracol in San Antonio, Tecolote in San Francisco, and Mango in San Jose” (Sánchez 15-16). 
Sanchez writes, “Most of the [Chicana/o] poetry of the late 1960s and the 1970s was presented in limited 
editions by small publishing houses or in community journals, poems by Chicanas are now not easily 
available to the larger mainstream audience” (Sánchez 17). 
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publishing. Long Love Little Presses.” (“New”). Cervantes’s blog also provides her with 

ability to publicize and sell her work on her own terms. This became crucial for 

Cervantes after her divorce and ensuing move back to the Bay area in California, since 

she was no longer teaching. Her blog became her main source for making money and 

networking. She used it to advertise her poetry workshops. She also uses her blog to 

publicize and sell her books. Sometimes, this takes the form of announcements about her 

publications, such as the release date of her book or directions for how to order it. 

Cervantes’s adoption of first the small press and then the blog keep her out of the 

commercial matrix, in contrast to Ensler and Valdes-Rodriguez, who both court 

widespread audiences. If Cervantes worked within the commercial matrix, she would 

have to contend with the same limitations that Ensler and Valdes-Rodriguez face. To 

publicize the Monologues in a widespread way, Ensler must use strategies that presented 

a focused, consistent message, to make the message of V-Day coherent as it disseminates. 

She sticks to her main point—to stop violence against women, and through a series of 

rules, standardizes grassroots performances of the play. Cervantes, who values flexibility 

and dislike labels and self-promotion, would have to change her approach to succeed in 

the commercial marketplace. Though Cervantes uses her blog, like Valdes-Rodriguez, to 

connect with readers and to sell her books, there are key differences in the dynamics that 

govern their online content. Valdes-Rodriguez blogs in order to create a customer base, 

so her content and style need to be marketable and appealing to her mainstream public. 

Though she has the freedom to write about any topic, she might choose not to in order to 

avoid displeasing her readers. Cervantes can be as critical as she wants to because her 
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priority is not to sell books but to share her ideas. She is not trying to be successful within 

the mainstream sphere and therefore does not need to build up a customer base. 

Cervantes is more interested in cultivating community. 

An important part of Cervantes’s publishing experience was the sense of 

community that she felt. As the Sister Spit case study will illustrate, independent presses 

rarely exist to make a profit. They publish writing because they believe it should be 

shared with others, and through this sharing, hope to inspire others to write. Cervantes is 

no exception to this. She describes the enthusiasm she felt when printing people’s 

writing: “There was just a gal with her press who wasn't afraid to get dirty or lose a 

finger. Who didn't care how the house smelled in the morning or if the dishes were 

washed. Who only cared about getting it right, getting it inked up good, getting the lines 

straight because they were some of the best lines she had ever read. Lines that still hold 

up” (“MANGO”). Her account shows how important she saw this work to be, because of 

the respect she has for the writing. Among the authors that MANGO published were 

Alberto Rios, Orlando Ramirez, Jimmy Santiago Baca, Ray Gonzalez, Wendy Rose, 

Bernice Zamora, Luis Omar Salinas, Ricardo Sanchez, and Sandra Cisneros. Many of 

these writers have gone on to become established authors within the field of Chicana/o 

literature. Her publishing helped to draw together Chicana/o writers in a more defined 

and coherent way. 

Cervantes enjoys blogging because, like her work with the small press, it offers a 

sense of community. She notes this when she tells an interviewer, “There's lots of 

Chicanaos - Xicanerati - online. The new generation, ARISE! It's El Quinto Sol all over 

again” (“Blah”). However, the blogosphere offers a much larger group of people with 



 110 

whom she can interact. With the small press, community comes from the circulation of 

print text amongst a group of readers. In the blogosphere, community forms when 

po’bloggers (what Cervantes terms bloggers who write, and write about, poetry) choose 

to read and comment on each others’ work. Through this, Cervantes finds the same kind 

of support and energy that she valued from her small press publishing. Her description of 

the poetry blogosphere captures in detail the wide range of interactions that take place: 

For po’bloggers, [the blogosphere is] the equivalent of a round-the-clock 

open studio for poets, where they’re always serving. You never know 

what people will be talking about there, who will be reading a poem, who 

will be selling a book, who will drop in for a visit, who’s getting close to 

fisticuffs, who’s crying in the kitchen, who will need to be expelled for 

inappropriate behavior, what book or new magazine will be on the coffee 

table, who’s in the kitchen where the heart of the party always seems to 

congregate, where the talk is always hot and spicy and the cárcajadas, the 

peals of laughter provide drum roll. … I read about 50 blogs a day, mostly 

po’blogs. (“Back”) 

Not only does Cervantes vividly capture the feelings that are present across the 

blogosphere, but she presents these blogs as different virtual homes. The sense of people 

interaction is palpable through her description.  

Blogging creates a stronger community than the kind Cervantes created through 

her small press publications, because of its zero cost and capabilities for exchanging 

ideas. With her press, financial assets limited the kind of community she could create. 

Through the blog, Cervantes can read other poets’ writing at any time and, unlike the 
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one-way communication mode of print text, instantly comment on what she just read. She 

can also post her own work and get feedback. Blogs enable dialogue and conversations 

between readers.  

One way in which blogs are just beginning to catch up with literary journals, 

academic presses, mainstream publishing houses, and independent printers is in the kinds 

of literary awards for which online writers are eligible.  Blogs are beginning to qualify for 

previously print-only awards, and new categories are also being created. Because of these 

actions, blogs and blogger-poets might now be taken more seriously. In fact, Cervantes 

won an established award for a poem she published online. Her poem “Shelling the 

Pecan” won the 32nd annual Pushcart Prize (“Shelling”). Of winning the award Cervantes 

writes, “The first time I won a Pushcart it was still called the ‘Pushcart Prize: Best of the 

Small Presses and Little Magazines’ - it's returned to its roots. I'm stoked […] I consider 

this a victory for po'bloggers [poet-bloggers] everywhere.’” (“Shelling”) And that’s not 

all. In recent years, the Pulitzer Prize board began accepting online submissions in a 

small number of its categories, and has now agreed to accept submissions in all fourteen 

of its journalism award categories.52 Though the board does not yet accept online 

submissions in any of its literary categories, their rapid acceptance of online material 

proves promising for formal acceptance in the literary sphere of online literature. The 

                                                
52 From the Pulitzer Prize website, describing the change: “The board typically exercised its broad 
discretion in 1997, the 150th anniversary of Pulitzer's birth, in two fundamental respects. It took a 
significant step in recognition of the growing importance of work being done by newspapers in online 
journalism. Beginning with the 1999 competition, the board sanctioned the submission by newspapers of 
online presentations as supplements to print exhibits in the Public Service category. The board left open the 
distinct possibility of further inclusions in the Pulitzer process of online journalism as the electronic 
medium developed. Thus, with the 2006 competition, the Board allowed online content in all 14 of its 
journalism categories. And for the 2009 awards, the competition was expanded to include online-only news 
organizations "primarily dedicated to original news reporting and coverage of ongoing stories" (Topping). 
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space of the blog, then, offers not only the same kind of opportunities to Cervantes as 

Mango did in an earlier era, but offers improved ways for her to share her prose and 

poems with readers. 

 Cervantes uses the freedom and flexibility of the blog form to offer not only her 

poetry, but a public chronicling of her life. Through her blog posts, she offers an account 

of the different facets of her personal life: political activism, day-to-day activities, 

thoughts about writing, and poems. This persona that gradually appears from this merger 

challenges the static “classic” Chicana identity that gets read onto her and her work. By 

making the personal public and placing it alongside her writing, she presents a more 

expansive understanding of Chicanidad whose experiences include but are not limited to 

those she shares with the speakers found in Emplumada.  

Activism and community engagement play a key part in Cervantes’s personal life. 

In a 1996 interview, she describes herself as “a cultural worker” and “very political, that 

is, an activist” (Krouse and Dobbin 78). Many of her posts substantiate this by illustrating 

her frequent involvement some form of political activity. This includes circulating 

information about upcoming community and national events, such as her post about a 

block party in the Mission District of San Francisco to end violence against women or a 

pro-immigration walkout or about an anti-Minuteman counter-demonstration (“Support,” 

“Police”). She also blogs about her participation in various political movements. For 

example, when she posts about Buy Nothing Day, she tells to readers, “I learned early on, 

about as far on as some of you, my favorite po' bloggers, are in age -- that far on -- that 

the most revolutionary thing I could do is stop consuming” (“Nothing”). She goes on to 

explain how she chose early in life never to drive, as her own way of consuming less 
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resources. Finally, she uses her blog as a space to organize her own political actions. 

When Hurricane Wilma hit Isla Mujeres in October 2005, where Cervantes has lived and 

worked for periods of time, she used her blog to help raise funds and supplies for local 

residents, continually offers news updates about the flooding and damages to the island, 

and uses her blog to help coordinate communication between families who have someone 

on the island. These postings verify Cervantes’s identification as an activist, and illustrate 

the wide range of activities, groups, and communities with which she engages. More than 

that, they show how these activities permeate Cervantes’s life, and how her activism is 

dynamic, diverse, and ongoing.  

The above posts show Cervantes as politically engaged, and something that she 

and critics see as a central part of her identity. But through additional posts, she reveals 

aspects of her life that do not center on political action, or that fall beyond the 

conventional Chicana/o themes that Pérez-Torres describes as part of a “classic” 

Chicana/o identity. These take many different forms. Sometimes she posts about what she 

cooked for dinner, what she saw looking out her window earlier that morning, the kind of 

music she just listened to, or something funny her son or then-husband said to her in 

passing the previous day. At other times, Cervantes posts her answers to completed 

quizzes and questionnaires that are a staple of online social networking. For example, she 

answers an internet meme titled “Thirteen Things on a Thursday,” and offers such 

information to her readers as her dislike of eggplant, her fear of cows, her phobia of 

ostriches, and the fact that she sometimes writes poems and “throw[s] them into the 

ocean as offerings to Yemaya” as a form of positive thinking (“Thirteen”). Through the 

sharing of these details, Cervantes appears to readers as a human being, rather than a 
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symbol. Her posts communicate to her readers the many parts of her personality: a 

warmness, her concern for others, goofiness and playfulness. These details work to 

deconstruct an image of Cervantes as more than an activist or a writer. By choosing to 

present all these aspects of her life, Cervantes implicitly shows her readers that all of 

these facets of her life are of equal value to her.  

Cervantes uses these personal posts to contextualize the poetry that she publishes 

or reprints on her blog. By doing so, she not only asks readers to consider her poems in 

relation to her other postings, but to see her as a poet and at the same time more than a 

poet. Cervantes shares both new and previous published work on her blog. Much of her 

new poetry comes from various writing exercises that she undertakes as a way to be 

actively writing. One of these exercises involves writing a poem in seven minutes, and 

taking the following twenty-four hours to revise as much as you want. Cervantes 

eventually published many of her seven-minute poems in Drive, her most recent 

collection. Just as Cervantes enjoys reading and commenting on the poems of others, she 

finds it useful to receive comments and compliments on her own work.  

 Cervantes not only circulates her poems, but she also disseminates explanations of 

them. In different posts, Cervantes presents one of her poems to her readers and then 

walks them through its meaning line-by-line. For Cervantes, this strategy provides a 

corrective to readers who read her work as manifestations of her identity. She offers her 

own close readings as a way to distinguish between her identity and the message of the 

text. In one instance, Cervantes offers a reading of her poem “Mammatus” in response to 

readers who asked if the poem was about her love life. She writes, “[This is] a poem 

written entirely outside of my experience” (“Mammatus”). In her post, she describes in 
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detail how she came to create the poem and why she made the word choices that she did 

(“‘Mammatus’”). As she walks readers through the poem, she moves between 

descriptions of her process and reflections on the act of writing more generally. This 

interplay between the personal and the writerly collapses authorial intent and criticism. 

Cervantes's decision to chronicle what she was thinking as she wrote this poem collapses 

the possibilities of the poem; her comments dominate the way we experience her poem. 

Conversely, though Cervantes wants for readers to approach her poem without bringing 

in her personal life, she must share her personal thoughts with her readers to model what 

a close reading like this would look like.    

One of the best illustrations of this comes from a reading she offers of “The Poet 

Is Served Her Papers,” (from From the Cables of Genocide), a poem that has very much 

to do with her love life. The poem speaks to Cervantes’s failing marriage and subsequent 

divorce, and uses dense imagery to convey the emotions and associations of a love lost. 

To convey the experience that Cervantes gives her readers, and to demonstrate how 

Cervantes’s description illuminates and augments the text of the poem, an excerpt 

follows of the poem and the corresponding description: 

 As we come to the cul-de-sac / of our heart’s slow division / tell me again about true / 

love’s bouquet, paint hummingbird / hearts taped to my page.  

My ex-husband once wrote in my writing notebook early on in our dating: 

"The writer, it's a cul-de-sac," which was a quote from Franz Kafka's 

letters. He won me over early on with that line. When I read that line I 

make a gesture forming a heart with my hands and arms, than slowly 

separating them, making what looks to me like two cul-de-sacs in the air. 
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In other words, I still love my husband, I don't want the divorce, I want to 

read all those love letters again in the mail, and not divorce papers I am 

being served. The painted hummingbird hearts had to do with an intimate 

detail from the relationship, he was in love with an Asian woman at work 

and had painted hummingbird breasts for her in the style of Chinese brush 

painting.  

Sign me over with XXXs / and passion. Seal on the lick / of a phone, my life. And pay./ 

And pay. And pay. (“Papers”) 

I like the idea of a phone ringing sounding like the tactile equivalent of a 

licking or lapping cat tongue, for example -- the phone which doesn't ring, 

and change "my life." The "pay and pay and pay" line refers to the 

alimony I never asked for, and more, it refers to a Ruben Blades song I 

listened to over and over again during this time. It was about his mother 

and how she never slept ever since his father left, and how she would stay 

up and watch the ghosts on the television keeping away the ghosts of her 

memories. It had a verse line, roughly translated as it contained several 

puns, about how "the debts of the heart have never been paid in full" 

(nunca han pagado) that plays on how she never turns off the light. That 

song is in this poem, the ghost of it -- those dark angels milling around on 

the head of a flea. (“Papers”) 

Many of the details that Cervantes shares here are intensely personal. They reveal the 

connections that Cervantes makes between images, connections that readers would not be 

privy to any other way. Her description of the personal story behind the cul-de-sac 
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imagery creates an indelible image in a reader’s mind. Furthermore, rather than separate 

the personal from the poem, her description asks readers to replace their own associations 

of the text with Cervantes’s feelings and emotions. While her decision to explain the 

poem’s meaning with such specificity could be seen as making the same kind of 

interpretive imposition that she resists from others, we should view her explication as an 

assertion of her own experience where there has been none. Cervantes presents this 

information not to restrict others’ readings of her poem, but to demonstrate the richness 

of meaning that this poem has to offer. She does this because without it, she finds that her 

work gets read only in limited ways. Using the freedom that a blog offers, Cervantes is 

able to react to the ways that she sees herself as being pigeonholed by others. She carves 

out a space for her identity, her work, and how it is read.  

Cervantes blogs to present herself to the public sphere. As her comments in this 

chapter show, she feels frustrated with how she gets represented by critics and 

anthologies, and with what readers see in her poems. She resents that readers define her 

based on a limited selection of her political poetry. She sees herself and her writing as 

doing more than only the particular kind of political critique found in Emplumada. 

Cervantes’s expectations of these poems disrupts how people see her and her work, 

because they ask readers to allow for both the kinds of critiques found in Emplumada as 

well as the personal self-reflection of “The Poet Is Served Her Papers.” By explaining 

this poem on her blog, Cervantes is able to offer a poem that rarely makes it into 

anthologies. She is also able to present her personal experience without explicit political 

content or other markers of the “classic” Chicana/o poetry that Pérez-Torres describes. 

By doing this, she asks her readers to reconsider what constitutes Chicana identity.  
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Pérez-Torres writes, “Notions of authenticity are misguided. There are no poems 

that are more or less Chicano, none that manifest a truer Chicano expression than others” 

(7).  To stick to such a concept, he argues, “can delimit the word, create borders, erase 

differences, and replicate some of the discursive violence against which the establishment 

of a Chicano cultural discourse speaks” (Pérez-Torres 9). When critics do this to 

Cervantes, it does not allow for the complexity of her writing, and only seeks to 

categorize her writing, and her, in limiting ways. Cervantes uses her blog to make room 

for all of her writing—poetry and prose—as a way to foreground elements of it that 

refuse to fit neatly into the critical paradigm used to conceptualize Chicana identity. The 

content of her blog gets at the complexity of how she herself understands the way that 

these various identities (i.e. feminist, Chicana, poet, Chicana poet, “classic” Chicana 

texts, etc.) play out and can be defined in and through each other; we can use her blog 

writing to complicate the way that we think about and categorize her poems. This case 

study documents the project of Cervantes’s blog: to rethink what it means to be Chicana 

in the twenty-first century, while updating the space of the small press in an innovative 

new way. She takes to her blog because in silence she found that others defined her, and 

in this new online space she takes on the burden of defining herself and her work. 

Through this, she presents a fuller representation of her own identity, to be seen and 

recorded. 
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Chapter 4 

“Sort of like music … Sort of like literature”: Sister Spit, the Spoken 
Word, and Live Feminist Communities 

 

“I toured with Sister Spit last summer. We did 28 cities in 30 days, 

something like that. I remember driving through the desert in Arizona, a 

great red desert, then a small park with dried flowers, hard red star-shaped 

ones and a few of us sent them to our girlfriends. … In Vegas we were 

hanging out with pretty drinks in a bright turquoise pool next to a tall hotel 

and Sini’s hair was bright yellow, and Michelle’s was blue, and Tara was 

mohair pink. We performed at a club called Double Downs. The promoter 

was a boy from the slam scene, a Nevada lawyer by day, Dave Figler. The 

bar was rowdy and ready for us. We got a teeny amount of press that 

summer but the single mention in Curve of the cities Sister Spit would hit, 

backed up by Dave’s efforts, brought out every queer in the state. … The 

same audience showed up at Double Downs this summer. We drew our 

culture everywhere.” (Eileen Myles, “On the Road”) 

  

Sister Spit, a spoken word group co-founded in 1994 by Sini Anderson and 

Michelle Tea, came into being as a way to counter the overwhelming straight male 

presence in the slam poetry scene. What began as a monthly all-girl open mic night in 

San Francisco became, three years later, Sister Spit’s Rambling Road Show. The Road 
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Show featured primarily lesbian spoken-word writers who traveled in a van from city to 

city in order to perform their work for live audiences in bars, coffee shops, and other 

venues. Their tours were less like staid literary readings and more like the performativity 

of the riot grrl and queercore groups with which they identified. Sister Spit distinctly 

embodies the ideas of the third wave—with its embrace of lesbian, genderqueer, trans 

identities as well as a working-class attitude—but works within the alternative, 

independent publishing avenues that were established during the second wave. By 

likening itself to a band through touring and performances, Sister Spit creates a unique 

space for its female members to share their writing beyond the realm of print publishing, 

and through this, is able to create communities through their art. The group’s circulation 

of its writing through these live literary performances open up literature to its audience 

and the kind of feminist queer community that it wishes to bring into being. This case 

study argues that Sister Spit combines musical influences and a DIY ethic to bypass 

traditional publication routes and create a new way of circulating its literature to 

audiences. Through touring, Sister Spit creates queer and feminist communities from 

which Spitters draw emotional sustenance and support, while at the same time acting as a 

publicity vehicle with which Spitters can develop and further their writing careers.   

The idea for Sister Spit was the product of Anderson and Tea’s first meeting. 

Both had recently relocated to the queer-friendly city of San Francisco. The impetus for 

Sister Spit’s formation came from Anderson and Tea’s desire to create a space where 

women writers could share their work. Their plan to create this space came from a shared 

love of writing, along with a mutual desire to intervene in the overwhelmingly male, 

hetero-dominated makeup of the city’s literary open mics. Anderson had been active in 
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the slam scene in Chicago for several years prior, and found herself continually frustrated 

by its marginalization of women’s writing and the scene’s inability to “be loud enough to 

make an impact” (Anderson, Word 279). But her meeting with Tea gave her optimism: 

“[Tea and I] met over coffee at the Bearded Lady Café, and by the end of the 

conversation we had established a partnership as cohosts of this new open mic night. 

Sister Spit’s first show was a week later. It felt like hope; it felt like a beginning” 

(Anderson Word 279).  

For both Tea and Anderson, the act of writing provides an outlet through which 

they can express themselves. They saw Sister Spit as a way to share this outlet with 

others. For Tea, writing has always been a part of her life, something she has always been 

inspired to do (So Good). When she ended up moving to San Francisco in 1993, she 

began writing in earnest (So Good). For Anderson, the discovery of writing poetry gave 

her a crucial way to relieve the anxiety she felt when growing up in a household that 

struggled with “money, food, shelter, and emotional well-being”  (Anderson, Word 277). 

She began writing at twenty-one, and describes the act of composing her first poem as the 

moment that saved her life (Anderson, Word 278). Anderson discovered that poetry was a 

way for her to communicate with others, something she had struggled with as a child. 

This, along with her ensuing participation in the Chicago slam scene, gave her a way to 

connect with people. In an essay about spoken word, Anderson explains the 

transformation of self that writing made possible for her: “I figured out that writing could 

be art, that other women shared some of my experiences and would thank me for writing 

what they couldn’t say, that what I had been ashamed of all this time could be considered 

a strength, and that I had a voice that people responded to” (Anderson, Word 279). 
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Writing, for her, became a way to be powerful for both herself and others. Several years 

later, she created her own spoken word troupe Words to Swallow, her “first attempt at 

creating community through art” (Anderson, Word 279). This early attempt prefigures the 

cultural work that Anderson and Tea would envision for Sister Spit. Both Anderson and 

Tea see writing as instrumental to their sense of selves. For them, the Sister Spit open mic 

was a way to give other women a place where they could develop their own literary 

voices.  

The instant success of Tea and Anderson’s open mic night proved the need for a 

women-centered space, even within such a lesbian-friendly city. Throngs of women 

turned up to read. Anderson describes the first show as “packed to capacity with girls 

leaning in from outside to hear the show” (Word 279). More importantly, within the 

space of the open mic, women experienced the kind of community that Anderson and Tea 

had hoped for. Of these early open mics Anderson writes,  “Girls who had never read 

their work out loud were hitting the stage, while those who were already writing found an 

amazing audience. It had a very righteous air to it. Righteousness was important at the 

time—we were demanding space” (Word 279). Anderson’s characterization of these 

early events centers on the way these women’s readings had a quality of indignation, or 

of anger mixed with self-justification. Some of these early happenings featured 

performers responding to injustice, to marginalization, to being silenced.  

After three years of co-hosting their monthly event, Anderson and Tea decided to 

make Sister Spit a national touring road show in 1997. They selected a group of women 

who would travel together in one van for the entirety of the tour. The original idea to tour 

came from Tea’s experience as a drummer in a band. She liked the dynamics of the 
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touring band and wanted to apply it to the literary scene (So Good). Her experience, 

along with Anderson’s admiration for riot grrl and queercore performers, led the group to 

model its performances after transgressive punk-influenced musical acts. The group’s 

goal was to make it to the Michigan Womyn’s Festival. Though they had mixed feelings 

about the festival’s politics (e.g., its exclusion of transwomen) and its festival attendees 

(one Spitter described them as “bare breasts and fanny packs” [Myles, “Intergeneration” 

71]), Tea and Anderson felt like it was an audience to which they should reach out. 

Instead, the festival turned them down because their blending of performance and 

literature did not seem to fit with the festival’s lineup. They explained to the group that 

Sister Spit was “sort of like music—and they already had Phranc—and also sort of like 

literature, and they had Dorothy Allison” (Myles, “Intergeneration” 71). While this 

confusion ultimately ended their initial hope of performing in Michigan, this blending of 

genres would come to mark Sister Spit as unique within feminist public culture. 

The many elements that contributed to a Sister Spit show (and tour) can be traced 

to their identification with a queer, feminist, punk rock aesthetic. When speaking about 

the group, founders Tea and Anderson, as well as Spitters like Myles and Nomi Lamm, 

consistently describe a strong connection between Sister Spit and the riot grrl and 

queercore movements. When Anderson describes how she came to feminism, she names 

as influences Kathleen Hanna of Bikini Kill and Lynn Breedlove of Tribe 8, both of 

whom were involved in riot grrl and queercore (278). Anderson’s mention of musician 

Kathleen Hanna reveals the underlying influence that the musical movements of riot grrl 

and queercore had on the way that Spitters conceived of their literary performances. The 

influence of music and musical performances led Sister Spit to arrange its shows in ways 
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that rejected conventional literary readings in favor of imitating rock shows. 

Queercore (also called homocore) emerged during the early 1990s as a way to 

inject more of a queer presence into the punk scene. It adopted punk’s do-it-yourself 

(DIY) ethic as well as its oppositional stance towards commercialism (Spencer 227, 253). 

In her work DIY: The Rise of Lo-Fi Culture, Amy Spencer traces the rise of DIY culture, 

which she describes as “us[ing] the resources available to you … to cross the boundary 

between who consumes and who creates … [and DIY culture’s] primary aim is to build 

unique idealized networks in which anyone can participate” (11). Though DIY culture 

has been central to a variety of communities in the twentieth century, Sister Spit drew on 

the form of DIY culture that emerged from this and the riot grrl music scenes. Queercore, 

through its merging of punk and anti-commercialism, sought to subvert mainstream gay 

subculture. Queercore founders saw 1980s gay culture as a community that had begun to 

adopt an assimilationist stance in order to maintain the modicum of acceptance it had 

received, and to value bourgeois and materialistic lifestyles (Spencer 277-278). 

Queercore produced not only Team Dresch, but also bands such as Tribe 8, Fifth 

Column, and Third Sex, and gave rise to festivals like Homo-a-go-go (in Olympia), 

Scutterfest, and Queeruption (Spencer 285).  

Just as the queercore movement sought to expand a restrictive punk scene, the 

earlier Riot Grrl movement began as a way for young women to use punk music as a way 

to “break away from preconceived stereotypes of female sexuality in rock” (Spencer 

293). The Riot Grrl scene “boasted full-blooded, aggressive femininity at its center, 

confronted issues such as rape, domestic violence, sexuality, and female empowerment, 

and applied a grassroots, independent sensibility to its manifesto” (Ciminelli 142). Riot 
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grrl and queercore were closely intertwined, with many later riot grrl bands, such as 

Bikini Kill, Bratmobile, and L7, also being classified as queercore. Sister Spit heavily 

imitated its musical influences by touring as a group and putting on shows that created a 

rowdy, exciting, and loud experience for its audience. Both of these groups sought to 

expand space within different musical spheres to create more room for cultural 

production. Sister Spit wanted to do the same within the literary world, where it saw an 

absence of writers talking about the kinds of issues they faced and experiences they had. 

For Sister Spit, the adoption of this queer, feminist, punk aesthetic signified an 

imposed and assumed marginal position. The group, like those bands that it idolized, 

understood itself to be positioned outside of not only the heteronormative but also the 

homonormative and feminist mainstreams. The Spitters saw themselves as queer 

feminists whose concerns were not represented in either the GLBTQ and feminist 

movements. Tea and Anderson saw Sister Spit as their opportunity to form a queer 

community for women who felt that they did not fit in with the larger lesbian or feminist 

communities. The writing of Tea, as well as that of Eileen Myles (a poet who toured with 

and has written about Sister Spit), both elaborate on the kind of queerness that they found 

in the group. 

Tea explains her own attraction to queer sex as stemming from its outsider status. 

She explains,  

I never liked the big gay movement [solely to] fit in; [I] reconciled myself 

to the impossibility of fitting in long before I’d ever kissed a girl. In fact, 

part of what drew me to queer sex was its transgressive nature. I’d already 

learned to steel myself against the opinions of normal culture, and took a 
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certain punk rock pride in having the knowledge and resources that people 

on the margins have. (Moore 7) 

Tea’s rejection of “the big gay movement” echoes the criticisms of it by queercore 

founders. Her description of queer sex as “punk” and transgressive reveal the specific 

ways that the queercore and riot grrl movements led her to understand and identify as 

queer.53 For Tea, the allure of queer identity has to do with its marginal status—she wants 

to occupy the edges of the mainstream gay culture. Her identification allows her to 

valorize her working-class roots and queer identity simultaneously. 

Myles speaks to the alienation she felt within earlier lesbian communities of her 

generation. The culture of Sister Spit made her feel comfortable and at home. She writes, 

I came out in New York in the late ‘70s. But lesbian feminism left me 

feeling like I didn’t cut the mustard, like I’d gone to the wrong non-Ivy 

League school and liked punk rock and amphetamines too much and 

Aphra Behn too little. … When I did connect with a girl … [it's because] 

we were at war with the lesbian culture around us … I know I’m not alone 

in my ancient alienation and new affinity. There’s a teeming society of 

women who identify the postpunk third wave of feminism as the beat 

we’re listening to because unlike the taboo-laden feminism of my youth, 

the new lesbian mise-en-scène is a fierce, wildly infectious, and inclusive 

cultural force. (“Intergeneration” 68, 71).  

                                                
53 An additional factor for Tea might also be her history of sex work, which she chronicles extensively in 
her memoirs. 
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In making her generational distinction, Myles relies on wave terminology to depict the 

Spitters and their audience members as more inclusive and less prohibitive. However, the 

qualities that she finds unappealing have less to do with generational appeal per se and 

more to do with their embodiment of this punk queer aesthetic.  

 The qualities that Tea and Myles attribute to punk queerness emphasize its 

appreciation for working-class culture, but in a way that still critiques hetero- and homo-

normative embracing of conspicuous consumption. The ethics of DIY call for creating 

culture rather than consuming it. The same qualities Tea lauds in her queer identity are 

the ones she sees as missing from contemporary feminism. Speaking for the group, Tea 

explains that Sister Spit members felt that feminism had made “assumptions” and 

remained ignorant about their lives as working-class queer women (Word 14). In 

describing these gaps she writes,  

You know how earlier eras of feminism sort of forgot that there were poor 

women? Remember there was that whole lavender menace wariness of 

queer women butting in with their own experiences, messing up our 

heterosisters’ stab at media acceptance? I think that the people who made 

up Sister Spit, ‘the all-girl performance tour that tore up the U.S. at the 

end of the last century,’ were the living breathing responses to those 

overlooked patches of feminist experience … We were the lavender 

menace and the broke-ass menace; we were the never been to college 

menace and the drunken menace; we were the shove your dogma menace 

and the my poetry can beat up your theory menace. (Word 13)  
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Tea’s mention of “lavender menace” refers to the way second wave mainstream feminism 

distanced itself from lesbian communities. Tea and others felt that same kind of exclusion 

from the larger feminist community of the 1990s with regards to both queer and working-

class identity. The qualities Tea wants in a feminist community are not only limited to 

these. Instead, Tea and others see Sister Spit as the solution.  

Another prominent theme in her explanation is the academic divide between other 

feminists and those that make up Sister Spit. She juxtaposes academia and theory with 

poetry and attitude. Tea’s words evince a kind of outrage, the deeply ingrained grievance 

of the excluded. In this case, the source of Tea’s outrage comes from the privilege that 

one gains from taking part in higher education, and the way that obtaining a degree 

creates an avenue for college educated writers to publish more easily. Though she does 

not explicitly state the above sentiment, Tea often speaks in other places about the ways 

that her working class background was not conducive to attending college, and her 

eventual awareness of alternative routes to publication. In multiple interviews, she 

explains that once she moved to San Francisco, she realized that she would never “be a 

writer who studied writing or came into publishing via the academy”  (So Good).  While 

those options seemed unreachable, she discovered instead that being a published author 

could come from sharing your writing through DIY methods: “You can be this other kind 

of writer who writes and brings your stuff out into the streets and reads in bars and 

publishes your own poetry” (qtd. in Bussel). Sister Spit functioned as a reaction and a 

corrective to those exclusionary spaces. Tea substantiates this when she describes the tour 

as “an act of defiance, explaining that “[Spitters] were, largely, a group of people who 

had heard the word No too much. No to being queer, to wanting to be artists, to thinking 
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anyone would want to listen to our attitudinal manifestos” (Word 16). For those who 

identify with the kind of identity that Myles and Tea describe above, Sister Spit functions 

as an inclusive space. 

For Tea, the DIY ethic is crucial to why she embraces this particular punk, 

outsider form of queerness. Furthermore, it shapes her approach to publishing and 

distribution, and the kind of community they allow for. One of the main goals of those 

involved in the queercore movement was the creation of a community, a supportive 

network, and a way to get information to people. Much like what Sister Spit attempts 

through touring, queercore musicians saw themselves as not only sharing their art but 

bringing people together who had never been together before. Jody Bleyle, a member of 

the band Team Dresch, explains,  

We didn’t think about doing [our music] on major labels … The point of it 

wasn’t making money. It would be great to reach as many people as 

possible, but that wasn’t the initial goal. The idea was just to meet 

anybody, to reach out to anybody … Underground movements are 

different from the mainstream in part because this art isn’t one-way 

communication. The idea is to inspire everybody to get involved and make 

things and participate. We didn’t want to start a band just so our band 

could be big. We wanted to find and build a community so we could have 

friends and date them and go to parties. (qtd. in Ciminelli 52) 

Tea, like Bleyle before her, understands the work of Sister Spit to be a way for its tour 

participants to have the chance to share their writing with audiences all over the country 

outside of the more traditional and consumerist publication market. By doing so, Spitters 
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hoped to inspire those who came to see them to participate in the kind of culture and 

community that they had created. They sought to reach out to audiences through whom 

they could develop queer communities that shared these core values, Sister Spit utilized 

their interest in and identification with musical acts. Taking on the persona of a band 

allowed the authors to create community amongst themselves, while simultaneously 

using live shows to generate enthusiasm and excitement for their work and demand 

engagement and connection from their audience members.  

Bands did not just influence Sister Spit’s particular kind of queer feminist identity 

(how they conceived of themselves) but influenced the way that they chose to perform 

their writing—as more of a show than simply reading their work.54 Sister Spit structured 

their shows in ways that rejected the models of conventional literary readings in favor of 

rock shows. A traditional literary reading might involve authors reading from their 

published work in front of a quiet, attentive audience, often in a low-key establishment 

like a bookstore or a library. Audiences were expected to listen patiently until the end, at 

which time they might then ask the authors questions about the reading or their work in 

general, and then purchase some of the author’s available published work. During more 

conventional literary readings, authors seek to engage with their audiences mostly 

through their literature, but not necessarily as people. Sister Spit, in order to duplicate 

their loud, rowdy, righteous open mics, opted for stage performances of their writing in 

                                                
54 They weren’t just influences, they shared many of the same booking agents. In describing a show in 
Boston, Myles writes, “An amazing promoter, Hannah Doress, organized the show. Hannah has her finger 
on the pulse of an extremely amorphous all ages punk mostly dyke post-college music identified girl scene 
which is lit by the presence of such figures as Tinuviel of Villa Villakula records which early on recorded 
Sleater Kinney, Team Dresch, Ruby Falls, and poetry” (“On the Road” 235). 
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venues more often associated with musical performances, like bars, clubs, or coffee 

shops. Spitters used this strategy to entice people to their shows with the promise of 

entertainment, and through the show itself involved the audience in the ideas that the 

authors were sharing onstage.  

The audience was expected to engage with the author’s performance, whether it 

be cheering, clapping, or yelling. Anderson and Tea acted as emcees, telling stories, 

bantering with each other, and hyping up the audience before and after each performer. 

Audience response was a key part of the show, and its engagement with each author’s 

performance—through cheers, clapping, or yelling—signaled its appreciation and 

enthusiasm. Just as with Ensler’s Monologues, the energy from the audience engagement 

served to create an emotional coherence amongst its disparate members. Furthermore, as 

Myles explains in the epigraph for this chapter, these performances attracted queer 

audiences and in doing so, formed temporary but visible queer communities. The 

performances created the connection that built excitement at their shows. Sister Spit 

helped to draw out queer feminists, and then draw them together. The choice of Sister 

Spit members to tour their literature, to perform for their readers every night, is one of the 

aspects that makes their queer literary productions unique and compelling, and effective 

at what they set out to do.  

Descriptions of Sister Spit shows demonstrate how the dynamic of the show—the 

transformation of writing into live performance—enthuse and energize participants and 

audiences. To those who read at or attend a Sister Spit reading, the show makes quite an 

impression. Eileen Myles, who has written about touring with Sister Spit in an essay 
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entitled “On the Road (& At Home) With Sister Spit,” offers a detailed description of a 

typical open mic: 

Sini [Anderson] and Michelle [Tea]’s emceeing is smart and gossipy, and 

totally enthusiastic. … This open mike was distinguished by a loud 

raunchy atmosphere in which you could hear a pin drop. All kinds of girls 

took part: a big-haired biker girl from New Jersey, a sophisticated girl 

from LA reading “fiction” about depositing a red ant hill on an ex-lover’s 

mound (in a driveway, of course), a tall thin ethereal girl reading 

translations of a young recently dead Russian poet. And Sherry 

Bombadier, big and cute, in a baseball cap doing her Elvis-like vulnerable 

litanies of youthful hurt and pain. And boyish triumph. There’s buckets of 

pain and abuse in the Sister Spit material. It’s reality. Many girls do get a 

dirty deal. It reminds me of early Bikini Kill shows where Kathleen 

Hannah [sic] would offer the mike to any girl who had been raped.” (“On 

the Road” 234) 

In her recollection, Myles emphasizes the noisiness and bawdiness of the crowd but also 

the rapt attention that crowd members paid to readers. This juxtaposition implies the 

audience’s desire to hear what each speaker has to say but also indicates that the disparate 

crowd has come together as an audience. Furthermore, she likens the performance to that 

of an early riot girl band where the singer would literally give audience members the 

chance to speak about their trauma as a means of gaining agency and authority over their 

experiences. Myles draws a parallel between Sister Spit performances and the band’s 
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method for empowering audience members in order to emphasize that Sister Spit open 

mics were doing the same kind of cultural work.  

In another essay for The Village Voice, she emphasizes the unity and togetherness 

of the audience, writing: “The room was resonant and warm. During most of the readings 

you could hear the audience breathing. In a fucked-up, messy way we were one. I looked 

around, feeling my cheeks blazing in the crowded club. …Who needs separatism if 

you’re the boss?” (Myles 71). Her final sentence indicates the power that she felt as a 

result of this sense of community. Many agreed with Myles about the show as a space 

where queer women felt, for the first time, like they had their own space. Margaret Smith 

(who once housed the group) describes a Sister Spit show as “a church revival” and of 

her own position as audience member writes, “I feel like a witness watching these young 

women each summer as they roll into town” (qtd. in Myles, “On the Road” 234). Smith’s 

use of the word “witness” imbues the group’s cultural work with multiple levels of 

meaning.55 On the one hand, Sister Spitters provide evidence of a queer community by 

putting on a queer event. But the archaic religious denotation of the word lends Smith’s 

description a deeper, more profound quality; the Spitters become both the queer scriptural 

text and the vessels for telling others. Audience members like Smith become vessels too, 

as they take part in the experience of the show. 

The texts that Spitters choose to read contribute to this sense of community. 

Though wide-ranging in content and form, they evince the same righteous, forceful 

qualities that the group uses to define itself. Because there is no way to account for the 

                                                
55 Eileen Myles also uses this term to describe the group, writing, “Witnessing is a trope in this all-girl 
movement” (“On the Road” 234).  
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variety and diversity of content, genre, and personality of the many Spitters who have 

performed over the years, this chapter will use a close reading of an album of recorded 

Sister Spit pieces titled Sister Spit Ramblin’ Road Show: Greatest Spits (1999) to 

illustrate some of the ways that their literature functions within the live performance. The 

album consists of recorded readings made with various lo-fi answering machines 

interspersed with live performances. The selections that Tea and Anderson chose to 

include can serve to illustrate how the group defines itself since the album is meant to 

indicate to their fans which performances are the most valuable.  

There is no singular theme that appears in each of these pieces, but they all 

illustrate the importance of voice for alerting people to personal, social, and cultural 

issues. Furthermore, each writer’s work, because of its presentation to an actual audience, 

functions as part of a conversation in which the speaker shares a text with her listener. 

Though each author has a different goal for sharing her specific work, and performs it in 

a different way, they all seek to connect with the audience and elicit a response. In her 

poem “Another Male Bashing Poem Pt. 1,” Kassy Kayiatos critiques the conversations 

that men have about women, and the way they link a woman’s value with her willingness 

to “put out” (Greatest Spits). She recites, 

Sitting in a room filled with young egotistical males 

Telling tales and stories of their conquests 

When I request that it be put to an end 

This is a conversation I heard: 

Yo you know I wanna get some pussy! 

Fuck yeah man! If I knew 
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My bitch didn’t put out 

I would’ve done put her out. 

… 

Well hey hey hey! 

You think just ‘cause she’s out of the room 

You should assume that what you’re saying 

Preys on the ears of different females 

They hear too 

And the strong ones will do something about it! 

… 

I don’t wanna hear your voice 

And frankly you don’t have much choice 

‘Cause in my land where all is good 

I should be queen if you know what I mean 

I just clean up all the mouths 

Of those dirty talking [males] 

That speak the same shit out loud.56 

Kayiatos’s poem depicts how a strong woman deals with the oppressive climate of sexist 

discourse by calling out the men who contribute to it. The speaker in this poem warns 

these young men that they must recognize the power of the speaker to silence this 

harmful discourse. Though the reality in which the speaker has this control is not 

                                                
56 Though lengthy, I include excerpts from these poems in order to preserve them in print since they are 
currently only available on this album. 
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completely clear—her reference to “in my land” could refer to the same room where 

these young men sit or to an alternate reality with different power dynamics—the speaker 

does see herself as an agent of change. This message comes across more clearly when the 

poem is performed. As Kayiatos reads to an audience, she herself occupies a spot on 

stage in which she is queen, even if only temporarily. Through Sister Spit, Kayiatos is 

able to use the stage to counter the kind of sexist dialogue that she critiques with 

representations of a better world.  

Some of the writing that appears on the album centers on sharing a personal 

revelation through the act of performance. Ida Acton, in her piece “Epiphany,” offers a 

bittersweet look at one speaker’s realization that her relationship is unfulfilling and 

irrevocably broken. She declares, 

I want to throw up to keep myself from screaming 

Hey everybody! Guess what? 

I just spent the last half a year of my life  

With a woman who doesn’t give a fuck about me 

And I feel really great about it. 

And God no I’m not saying that to make you feel sorry 

And I’m not saying that to make you feel sad 

I’m just saying that to tell you 

I had an epiphany 

Hey everybody, guess what? 

I just spent the last half a year of my life 

With a woman who doesn’t give a fuck about me 
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And the only thing I feel good about 

Is getting out of it. 

The poem offers no mention of any organized political stance or critique, but it does not 

need to. Acton’s public reading about the dissolution of her queer relationship is in itself 

a political act, not in the sense of making material change but in terms of making her 

representation of queerness available to her audience. The poem emphasizes this through 

its title, which seems especially true through Acton’s performance of the piece. When she 

reads this to the audience, the lines between speaker and reader, and Acton and the 

audience, become blurred. In that moment, she is sharing her personal epiphany about her 

private relationship with the community gathered to see the Sister Spit show. This 

personal revelation in a public way asks the audience to see themselves as “everybody,” 

to consider themselves as Acton’s confidants.  

Speaking up also becomes a way to speak out, and to remember. In Cooper Lee 

Bombardier’s “Exhume,” she critiques the US policy towards AIDS and those with the 

HIV/AIDS virus, and decries the national culture of shame and silence that surrounds 

those who die from this disease. Through her poem, she connects this to her own 

experience in which her partner’s family refused to allow Bombardier to see her before 

she died. She proclaims,  

I will take the earth in my hands and release you 

You will not be forgotten my friend 

I will rip the dirt on your grave with my bare hands 

Release you from the filth of shame and silence 

That you were buried in 
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And I will speak your name loudly and 

The name of your murderer 

I will scream 

AIDS 

… 

I will dig up the earth with my hands and release you 

You will not be forgotten my friend 

You were buried in secrecy and shame 

But I will not let your story be denied 

I will yell as loudly as you 

And all who know me will know your story 

And all who listen will hear your anger and love 

And I will tell your story loudly  

And I will never stop telling. 

The tone of the poem—poignant, angry, determined—makes her delivery of its words all 

the more powerful. Her goal is to memorialize her partner, and to put faces to the many 

individuals who must live with others’ intolerance of those with HIV/AIDS. By sharing 

the story of her partner’s death, she charges her listeners with the same objective: to 

“never stop telling.”  

Another piece that shares Bombardier’s anger and determination is Sara 

Seinberg’s “Fuck You I’m Wonderwoman.” In this poem, she portrays Superman as a 

lazy, drug-addicted deadbeat who mooches off of the speaker and misuses his 

superpowers. In parts of the poem, she conflates Superman with the United States in 



 139 

order to critique US colonial practices and the culture’s objectification of women’s 

bodies. In one part she asserts, “Fuck your speeding bullets/ Fuck your tall buildings/ 

Fuck your single bound/ Superman, fuck you/ I’m Wonder Woman.” Seinberg’s speaker, 

through her words, does the same thing as Kayiatos’s female speaker. She rejects the 

oppressive behaviors of Superman while at the same time emphasizing her own power. 

Within the space of the poem, Seinberg’s speaker destroys the myth of the male 

superhero and replaces it with a superheroine. For audience members, Seinberg’s 

embodiment of Wonder Woman and the repudiation of Superman that she enacts, serves 

as a model for how to use one’s voice to claim space for oneself.  

In addition to the poems themselves, the live tracks on the Greatest Hits album 

provide an experience of the different ways that authors perform their work. Each author 

on the track reads differently, and has a different effect on the audience. When Harry 

Dodge reads her sprawling comic piece about wanting to be a big deal, the idea of selling 

out, and the terrible music of Journey, her well-timed pauses and dry humor invite the 

audience to laugh along and clap, cheer, and whistle at the funny parts. Cooper Lee 

Bombardier’s voice cracks at the end of her somber, eulogistic piece about her partner’s 

death from AIDS, letting the audience see the intensity and emotion that drives the piece. 

When she ends her poem by forcefully concluding “And I will never stop telling!” the 

audience is first silent, and then explodes into applause and cheering to show their 

support. Marci Blackman engages the audience by asking them to snap together to create 

a rhythm, to which she recites and sings her way through her piece. The live tracks also 

present Tea and Anderson’s banter between performers, and the ways that they cajole and 

entertain the audience. In these live tracks, one can hear the energy and enthusiasm of the 
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crowd’s participation. By choosing to perform rather than just read their works, the 

Spitters draw on these audience dynamics to engage with the crowd through their work. 

This case study thus far has examined how Sister Spitters create community by 

engaging their audiences by touring and performing their literary work. At the same time, 

they use touring as a way to feel engaged. As Bleyle describes it, a DIY ethic intends for 

community to work both ways; those who create art benefit from the community created 

by their cultural products. In the case of Sister Spit, its members use the existence and 

energy of these communities to sustain their creative work. Spitters, in comments about 

their touring experience, often remark on how the tour helped them see themselves as real 

writers. In her description of how the Spitters felt after their successful first tour, Tea 

elaborates on the various forms of support the tour offered, writing,  

It was stunning. To have our improbable ambitions validated. To have the 

chips on our shoulders polished and praised. To have our zines and 

chapbooks purchased by brand-new fans who wanted us to sign them, like 

we were real writers! […] It proved to all of us that our writing was 

important, at a time in our mostly young lives when, without such tangible 

evidence, we might have been discouraged from writing by the rigors of 

everyday living in a world that devalued art, especially the first-person 

narratives of such a band of ruffians […] The fact that Sister Spit was a 

success is partly a miracle and partly a testament to how queer and 

feminist subcultures take care of their own.” (Word 19-20) 

One of the primary functions of the audience is, as Tea notes, “validation.” For a group 

like Sister Spit, whose mode of circulation did not depend on publication but rather 
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touring and performance, audience purchases of their homemade materials made their 

cultural production count. The exchange of money for their writing made them see 

themselves as professionals.  

Furthermore, the opportunity to interact with fans, to experience adulation, helped 

Spitters to see the kinds of communities that they hoped to bring into being. For authors 

like Kayiatos, Seinberg, Bombardier, and Acton, whose protagonists must struggle and 

fight to have their say, having people value their work enough to purchase it meant, in a 

way, that those protagonists were not out yelling with no one to hear them. To see the 

circulation of their work take place before their eyes was to prove the existence of the 

queer and feminist subcultures that Tea mentions above. Anderson demonstrates many of 

these sentiments when describing why she found the group to be valuable and important: 

I think that we inspired other queer communities to stand up and take 

personal and collective action. Those performances showed me that where 

there was pain there could be healing, where there was community there 

could be action, and where there was an idea there could be revolution. I 

needed to believe that I could confront personal and political injustice 

through my writing.” (Word 280) 

For Anderson, and other Spitters, the group gives them a way to voice the discrimination 

they face before a live audience, and through this they can feel like they are making a 

difference. The way that Spitters and their audience members find satisfaction and 

support through these performances demonstrates how the strategies Sister Spit uses to 

disseminate its writing creates a network of feminist and queer communities across the 
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country.57 The strategy of augmenting these literary texts with performance allows both 

Sister Spit audiences and Spitters themselves to feel like part of a bigger movement. They 

are able to create spaces in which who they are and how they live their lives feels 

celebrated. 

The act of touring, which involved nine women sharing the day-to-day moments 

of traveling together across the country, created amongst its participants a strong sense of 

family and unity. The online travel journal entries that Sister Spit kept of their 1997 tour 

reveal the sense of togetherness the women share from persevering: 

OK all you kids out in webland, we've made it back in 12 fine pieces, and 

after months of living like feral, van-damaged poets … we've gotten our 

shit together enough to UPDATE THE WEBPAGE!!!!! Sister Spit's 1997 

Ramblin' Roadshow was an incredibly wonderful adventure. I mean, we 

talk the talk, but when we hopped in that beautiful van (R.I.P.) none of us 

knew what we were getting into! … And, although many people in San 

Francisco were placing cash money bets on how long it took for us all to 

hate each other - we didn't! And we still don't! Yes, 12 girls, all on 

                                                
57 Spitters agree that the tour made them feel validated as artists. In an interview conducted by Sara 
Seinberg, she asks various authors if Sister Spit changed their life. Their answers only emphasize further 
the importance of the community that Sister Spit helped to bring together. Cooper Lee Bombardie, who 
toured first in 1997 and again in 1999, answers, “Yes [Sister Spit changed my life]. I went for the adventure 
but came back thinking of myself as a real artist” (qtd. in Seinberg). Ida Action, who toured in 1998, 
explains, “The tour helped me understand it is important to share one's work. Because it helps people, 
because it changes the world and because it will fundamentally change you, the writer, artist, filmmaker, 
contortionist ... It will shake the cobwebs from your heart and grease the rusty gears in your head” (qtd. in 
Seinberg).  
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different menstrual cycles, can co-exist peacefully stuffed into two hot 

vans for over a month. (“Tour 1997”)58 

The sense of adventure and camaraderie made the worst details of the trip—van 

breakdowns, using maxed-out credit cards, staying on floors of strangers’ houses—seem 

appealing (“Tour 1997”). Sister Spit brought women writers together in a way that 

demanded that they get to know each other and support each other. 

Taking part in this tour did not only produce close feelings among the 

participants, but also gave each Spitter a boost with regards to publication. The selections 

that each author read changed on a nightly basis. Sometimes, a Spitter would read 

something they had written the day before. Acton’s “Epiphany” is one example of this. 

The spontaneous nature of these readings in part stems from the fact that many of the 

authors on the tour did not have much published work.59 Instead, their work would be 

available after the show in the form of self-published zines and chapbooks. Sister Spit’s 

mode of dissemination—reading their literature to audiences night after night—allowed 

its participants to share their writing with reading publics without the aid of print 

publication. Furthermore, it helped to establish localized fan bases that made possible the 

later distribution of additional zines and self- and independently-published work. 

Participating in Sister Spit became a way for authors to publicize their work and 

                                                
58 In many ways, descriptions of Sister Spit touring and performance, and the kind of closeness that it 
generates between the performers and between them and their audiences is reminiscent of the atmosphere 
created by earlier women’s music festivals. See Bonnie J. Morris’s Eden Built By Eves. 
59 Of those Spitters who participated in the first tour, only Eileen Myles and Ali Liebegott had published 
books. Eileen Myles, before joining Sister Spit, had already established a name for herself in the literary 
public sphere, and had published two books (Not Me [1991] and Chelsea Girls [1994]), the latter of which 
Tea often cites as an inspiration. She has published consistently since 1997, and has produced ten 
additional books (often with Semiotext(e)). In addition to writing, Myles was also a tenured professor at 
UC San Diego for a time. 
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to gain confidence in their own writing. It also created a higher public profile, which 

post-tour helped Spitters gain a foothold in the network of feminist and queer 

independent presses, cultural organizations and nonprofits, and other artists. A survey of 

the careers of several Spitters who participated in Sister Spit’s first tour in 1997 

demonstrates the ways in which the experience served to create connections and generate 

possibilities for participants.60 Michelle Tea, at the time, had not yet published her first 

book. But the following year, she released The Passionate Mistakes and Intricate 

Corruption of One Girl In America (1998) with Semiotext(e), and this was soon followed 

by five additional titles, on presses such as Seal, Manic D, and Harvest Books. She has 

also edited anthologies on topics that include queer girl writing, growing up female and 

working class, erotica, first person short stories, and fashion as a means of personal 

expression.61 Tea has also become a fixture in the San Francisco literary scene after 

founding RADAR productions, a non-profit that produces literary events in the San 

Francisco area. In addition to readings, RADAR has recently begun a writers’ retreat for 

those authors who are finishing a book (“About RADAR”). Through her work with Sister 

Spit, Tea uses her anthologies and cultural organizing to make more space for other 

writers. Through this, she helps to maintain a literary queer feminist community in San 

Francisco. 

Several members of the 1997 tour have gone on to publish multiple works. Marci 

                                                
60 Spitters who took part in later tours include Shoshana Von Blanckensee, Lynn Breedlove, Ida D. Acton, 
Beth Lisick, Shar Rednour, Stanya Khan, The Turnbuckles, Miranda Mellis, Alessandra Ogden, Carina 
Gina Serrero, Nomy Lamm , Cooper Lee Bombardier, Samuael Topiary, Sarah Gina Jones, Tammy Fortin, 
Daphne Gottlieb, Silas Flipper, Tara Jepsen, Kassy Kayiatos, Jane LeCroy, Anna Joy Springer, Tarin 
Towers, and Laurie Weeks.  
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Blackman published Po Man’s Child with Manic D Press (1999) and Bike NYC 

(forthcoming in 2011, Skyhorse Publishing). She has two works currently in progress: a 

novel, Tradition, and a collection of stories, mostly true. After being admitted to graduate 

school but losing her funding due to the 2009 economic collapse, she continues to live 

and write in New York City (“News and Updates”). Before joining Sister Spit, she edited 

a collection of poetry and prose titled Beyond Definition: New Writing from Gay and 

Lesbian San Francisco, which Manic D Press published in 1994. The anthology features 

both Tea as well as Ali Liebegott, and illustrates the interconnectedness of the San 

Francisco literary scene. Liebegott also took part in the first Sister Spit tour, and like 

Blackman, has gone on to successfully pursue a career as a published writer. Suspect 

Thoughts Press put out Liebegott’s first novel, The Beautifully Worthless, in 2005, and 

her second work, The IHOP Papers, was published by Carroll & Graf Press in 2007. Her 

writing has appeared in anthologies such as a celebration of queer marriage (2004, 

Suspect Thoughts Press), Tea’s first person short stories anthology, and a poetry tribute 

to Mathew Shepard (1999, Painted Leaf Press). In addition to a number of publications in 

literary journals and literary fellowships, she teaches reading and math at the San Ysidro 

Adult School and creative writing at UC San Diego (“Ali Liebegott”).  

Some participants used the validation of the experience to pursue artistic 

endeavors beyond the field of the written word. Sara Seinberg went on from Sister Spit to 

develop a career as a photographer and author. Shortly after the 1997 tour, she began 

working with a photo collective based in San Francisco, and was eventually inspired to 

                                                                                                                                            
61 Tea’s other works include Valenica (2000, Seal Press), The Beautiful (2003, Manic D Press), Rent Girl 
(2004, Last Gasp), Rose of No Man’s Land (2007, Harvest Books), and The Chelsea Whistle (2008, Seal 
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get an MFA in photography. In addition to gallery showings of her photography, 

Seinberg has also continued writing. She published a story in The Color of the Longest 

Day, an anthology of writing paired with photographs (A Fine Mess Press, 1999) and is 

currently writing a novel and curating an upcoming art exhibit (“Sara Seinberg,” 

“About”). Tara Jepsen published essays in two of Tea’s anthologies (Pills, Thrills, Chills 

and Heartache [2004, Alyson Books], It’s so You [2007, Seal Press]), performed multiple 

shows with Beth Lisick (who took part in Sister Spit the following year), and created with 

Lisick a short film titled “Diving with Pearls.” Most recently, she performed a live show 

with Lisick entitled “Getting in on the Ground Floor and Staying There” in 2008 and 

2009. She also co-hosts San Francisco’s “longest running queer open mike” 

(“Biography”). Before joining Sister Spit, Harriet “Harry” Dodge co-owned San 

Francisco’s coffee shop and cabaret, The Bearded Lady, and curated shows there. Dodge 

went on to have an active career as a performance artist. She wrote, directed, produced, 

and starred in her own film By Hook Or By Crook (2001), and has acted in others: The 

Joy of Life (2005) and Let the Good Times Roll (2005). 

Sini Anderson, who helped form Sister Spit, has built her career on the particular 

mode of literary dissemination that Sister Spit embodies. Anderson continues to expand 

on the ways that performance can augment and enliven a print text for a live audience. 

Though she has been published in The Outlaw Bible for American Poetry (1999), much 

of Anderson’s career following Sister Spit has to do with performance. Her venues tend 

towards the musical, and include the Michigan Womyn’s Festival, Lollapalooza, and 

Seattle’s Bumbershoot Art Festival. In a bio for the National Queer Arts festival, 

                                                                                                                                            
Press). 
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Anderson describes her writing as not to be read, but “heard in live performance” (“Sini 

Anderson”). Her performances seek to broaden what a literary performance can 

encompass by using live music and video screens in conjunction with the reading of her 

work. Like Tea, Anderson has been involved in literary community-building, working 

with The National Queer Arts Festival, Harvey Milk Institute, and the Queer Cultural 

Center.  

 When read together, these career trajectories evince several noticeable patterns. 

Most of the Sister Spitters continue to work as independent, noncommercial artists, 

though their art has taken a variety of forms. They also frequently draw on the 

performative in direct ways in their careers. A thread that runs throughout these 

trajectories is the way that many of the Spitters continue to engage with each other 

through a variety of different projects such as movies, edited collections, and 

performances. One example of this is Tea’s nonprofit. RADAR productions uses its 

resources to create events at which Sister Spit authors are able to present their work; it 

functions as a more stable and geographically fixed version of Sister Spit by publicizing 

subcultural authors who might otherwise not find venues. Another connection between 

these authors is the independent presses that publish their work. Small presses that appear 

repeatedly in these various bibliographies, including Manic D, Alyson, and Seal Press, 

help to circulate the work of previous Spitters. The range of publications and various 

other cultural productions that appear in these bios demonstrate how these authors used 

their experience in Sister Spit to continue producing DIY queer feminist culture. They 

draw on the resources of the San Francisco queer literary community in order to give 

back to it through their own cultural productions and participation.  
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In spite of Sister Spit’s eschewal of the mainstream commercial market, its 

members are not totally removed from its forces. As Sister Spit more generally, and Tea 

especially, have become icons and celebrities within the space of their particular queer 

subculture, the forces of the mainstream gay and lesbian marketplace has attempted to co-

opt its subcultural success. It does this by attempting to turn Tea into spokesperson for 

queer feminism, in order to market her as a commodity. Just as both Eve Ensler and Alisa 

Valdes-Rodriguez’s case studies demonstrate, the market’s ability to publicize a literary 

community often relies on a spokesperson. Tea, in spite of her resistance to speaking for 

the larger community of which she is a part, is often positioned as such by gay and 

lesbian publications.  

Interviews with Tea often present her as a superstar within the queer feminist 

literary public. Curve magazine terms her the “ultra-hip San Francisco lit legend and 

queer feminist icon” (Plato). The Lambda Book Report describes her as “the ‘it-girl’ for 

young whitegirl San Francisco writing” (Moore). The Advocate calls her “the queen of 

queer girl writing” and Publishers Weekly labels Tea "a kind of pop ambassador to the 

world of tattooed, pierced, politicized, and sex-radical queer grrls in San Francisco." 

(Marler). Tea becomes the go-to figure for journalists and publications that want to 

explore and target the queer, feminist, punk community. She has achieved a degree of 

success: she is one of Sister Spit’s founders, has published a substantial number of books, 

and established herself as a key organizer in the San Francisco queer literary scene. These 

magazines, many of which have mainstream gay and lesbian readerships, seek to present 

Tea as the representative literary talent in order to simplify and brand the thriving but 

complicated and interconnected literary network described above.  
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Her interviews demonstrate her reluctance to posit herself as representative of her 

community. Instead, she seeks to continually refer her interviewers back to the 

complicated, diverse, and messy community of which she is only one writer. When asked 

in one interview about being the “it-girl” Tea responds with a gentle critique: 

Oh no, is that thing happening where suddenly I’m the one and only? I’ve 

been thickly surrounded by an incredibly talented, supportive and largely 

DIY literary community here in San Francisco and beyond for years. I 

didn’t happen in a vacuum. … I am so not the only one. And I think we’ve 

got a lot of new presses who are willing to take chances and publish new 

voices. Hopefully the big houses will watch and follow their lead and then 

we can all get paid. (Moore 9) 

What comes across in Tea’s response to her interviewer is not just Tea’s problem with 

being labeled, but her problem with the market’s intrinsic desire to isolate and force on 

Tea a celebrity mantle. The media’s desire to install Tea as the public face of this queer 

feminist subculture illustrates the ways in which market forces are always working to 

encapsulate, incorporate, and subsume in order to make something marketable to a larger 

audience. Though Tea does her best to resist being presented in such a way, it seems to 

some degree inescapable.  

 In her spoken word piece “Hope” from Greatest Spits, Harriet Dodge articulates 

the complexities of mainstream commercial success: 

I’m gonna be somebody 

I’m gonna be big goddamnit 

 I’m gonna go to Las Vegas and make something of myself  
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I mean it’s not always easy to follow your dreams 

And you’ve gotta give with this hand to get with the other hand 

You gotta make money, right? 

You can’t always get, sometimes you gotta pay a price 

I started thinking about selling and why do people get mad at people who 

sell out? 

… 

On one hand you want money, right? 

I think if I was an artist I might wanna start, you know, pleasing the 

people and you know 

And then I got ahold of myself and I realized commercial success isn’t 

everything 

Like, look at Journey, right? 

They played to ampitheaters of people and their shit sucked, I mean, right? 

But then I started to think, they’re just regular fuckin’ guys who like to 

play the guitar 

I mean they’re just a buncha guys, right? 

Just like me and you 

They’re probably okay 

And you gotta admit, “Lovin’, Touchin’ Squeezin’” is a really good song. 

(Greatest Spits) 

Through her sprawling reflections on her dreams of success, Dodge concludes that 

making it big in the mainstream marketplace comes with many limitations. She 
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emphasizes how mainstream popularity comes at a price: the price of pleasing the 

mainstream public. She jokes about how the lousiness of Journey’s music as an example 

of what happens when an artist tries to please a mass audience. At the same time, she 

concedes that Journey’s music gets read as inferior because of its mainstream success, 

and concludes that the band’s music is not so terrible after all. Mainstream success, for 

Dodge, creates distance between performers and their audiences by presenting them as 

celebrities instead of average people. Furthermore, she highlights how one’s location in 

the commercial market can affect how different communities, based on their opinions 

about the popular, can write off a commercially successful cultural producer without 

really listening to their product.  

Her musings in this poem speak to the dynamics that Sister Spit sought to avoid 

through their strategies for disseminating their literature. The informal networks Sister 

Spit members use to circulate their writing adhere to a punk, DIY ethic; Spitters share 

their literature to create new community rather than to achieve crossover appeal. For the 

members, touring allows them to augment how readers consume and access their work. 

By performing their pieces all over the country, they make their writing available beyond 

the limited channels of small presses. This final chapter looks at a group of writers whose 

interest in publication comes not from the desire for profits but out of the desire to 

increase representation and access to writers who identify with a particular kind of queer 

identity. And through their unique blending of genres and creation of queer feminist 

communities, they did.
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Epilogue  

 
This dissertation, “Selling Sisterhood: A Study of Contemporary Feminist 

Literatures, Communities, and Markets,” is both finished and incomplete. In drawing this 

project to a close, I want to speak to each of these elements—what the dissertation offers 

as it stands, as well as its future potential. I came to this project through my interest in 

Eve Ensler’s Vagina Monologues. I thought it striking how the play emerged during a 

time of great discord among feminists and spread quickly over college campuses, and 

over the next ten years became an international feminist phenomenon. I found the play’s 

success at engaging audiences worth studying—why were so many people drawn to these 

performances? How had Ensler achieved this kind of popularity? She used performance, 

coupled with savvy marketing of the play to campus and mainstream audiences, to make 

the play appealing, reproducible, and popular. My interest in the ways that Ensler created 

a popular text led me to select three additional subjects who used different modes of 

distribution and circulation to engage their audiences, and who worked in both the 

mainstream commercial literary sphere as well as outside of it. I selected my authors so 

as to demonstrate a range of subjects, from authors who worked fully in the mainstream 

to authors who eschewed it.  

Initially, I saw this project as being about the marketplace, how it constrains but 

also enables authors to circulate their representations of feminist identity. Yet, as I began 

to fit these chapters together, my focus shifted from the kinds of marketing strategies 
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these authors used to a study of the triangulation of identity, community, and literary 

distribution. The current version brings together four case studies to examine feminist 

community formation through the lens of the marketplace. Each chapter analyzes how an 

author, or group of authors, uses her literary text to construct her version of feminist 

identity, and how her unique approach to publishing, circulation, and distribution works 

to construct a community around these feminist values.  

The introduction to this dissertation talks about these case studies as examples of 

feminist public culture in a general way. In the process of writing these chapters I have 

realized that each of these texts is selling a kind of sisterhood. Rather than working with 

the vague notion of community, I find the concept of sisterhood to be more a more 

specific, historically feminist notion. The term was used during the second wave by 

authors like Robin Morgan to signify a shared experience of oppression among all 

women, and as a concept was both powerful and alienating. Sisterhood implies not just a 

community but also a sense of solidarity amongst a group of women, as well as a sense of 

shared values and experiences. Applying the concept of sisterhood to these case studies 

allows me to articulate more clearly the different types of sisterhood being sold by each 

of these authors.  

Each chapter of this dissertation focuses on what kind of sisterhood each author is 

selling, and how she sells it. It explains what people are being asked to buy into 

(ideologically, materially, politically, socially), and how these ideas are being circulated. 

For example, Ensler constructs a representation of feminism that values finding one’s 

voice, celebrating one’s sexuality, and the promise of material change. At the same time, 
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the kind of sisterhood her play presents is heteronormative, white, and middle-class. She 

sells this kind of sisterhood to campus feminists by offering them the chance to be 

involved with feminist activism. She reaches mainstream audiences by creating buzz 

through celebrity performances. Through her chica lit, Valdes-Rodriguez offers her 

readers a new conception of upper-middle class Latina identity in which oppression and 

discrimination can be overcome through conspicuous consumption. Valdes-Rodriguez 

takes many steps to market her works to her readers, especially through her choice of the 

chick lit genre, her extensive self-marketing done via her online blog. 

The concept of sisterhood that Cervantes sells to readers is an expansive notion of 

Chicana identity. Though she claims her status as role model during the beginnings of 

Chicana feminism, she seeks to expand the way that critics conceive of her Chicana 

identity beyond that historical moment. She uses her blog posts on poetry, politics, and 

the mundane to present this new version of who she understands herself to be. The 

authors that founded Sister Spit sell a concept of queer, punk sisterhood that they found 

to be missing from contemporary feminist communities. To disseminate this definition 

through independent channels, they tour the country, performing their literary rock 

shows. By focusing on what these authors sell and how they sell it, my chapters speak to 

the ways that feminist authors seek to create new forms of community. 

The strengths of this project lie in its methodology. Contemporary feminist 

communities are nothing if not diverse. Recent feminist thought is predicated on notions 

of self that are dynamic, unstable, and contradictory. The rejection of a static and stable 

subjectivity has led to a proliferation of feminist identities and communities, as different 
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groups seek to organize around shared values and conceptions of self. The circumstances 

of the authors that populate this dissertation do not easily fit into discussions of second 

and third wave feminism. Issues of racism and exclusion are still very prevalent. By using 

a case study approach to these authors and their work, this project presents the 

distinctions that emerge from the different individual approaches evident within these 

pages, and allows for a specific and detailed look at an author’s body of work, her 

specific definition of feminism, and her publishing strategies. I rely on this attention to 

detail as a way to highlight the nuance of each author’s situation and to bring out the 

uniqueness of each case study. Two of my chapters examine authors who use 

performance to share their literary work, while the other two chapters center on authors 

who use new media to augment the ways that readers connect with their literature. My 

methodology allows the differences between these seemingly similar cases to emerge, 

and to account for the different kinds of cultural work that these authors seek to do. In my 

introduction, I talk about the texture of public feminism. By considering the definitions, 

conditions of publication, and distribution strategies used by each author this project 

seeks to convey the quality of the feminist public culture that they help to create.  

For future incarnations, this project needs to offer a more systematic approach to 

some of the concepts on which these case studies touch. The project, as it currently 

stands, uses the terms of community, identity, and marketplace in broad ways that belie 

and undermine the specificity that is at the heart of this project. To create a theoretical 

framework that enables rather than limits these terms, this dissertation needs to grapple 

more firmly with definitions of public sphere and community, the history and overlap of 
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the second and third waves, and the vexations of the marketplace. Expansion and 

clarification of these areas would both tighten the focus and bring a much stronger sense 

of coherence to these four chapters.  

I have used the concepts of community, the public sphere, and public culture to 

describe the various ways in which these feminist authors seek to connect with and 

engage readers with their literature, and through this, disseminate their versions of 

feminism. Over the course of its development, this project became much more about 

issues of feminist community, although in the early stages the public sphere was useful as 

a grounding concept. As defined by Habermas, the liberal public sphere is a space in 

which the circulation of ideas through literature gives rise to communities who 

impartially debate and make decisions about these ideas. Nancy Fraser critiqued this idea 

of an impartial public, arguing that the liberal public sphere was based on exclusionary 

norms. Her notion of the counterpublic, a competing public that challenged the 

hegemonic mode of domination present in the public sphere, informed the way I 

positioned these feminist authors and texts as outside of, yet challenging, the public 

sphere. Public sphere theory offered a way to map the circulation of literature, and the 

conversations that it gave rise to, in the public, and provided a means of tracing how 

feminist literature created and intervened in public conversations, thereby changing 

public values. I use the term feminist public culture as a way to describe the larger 

category into which all of these case studies fall and to which they all contribute, as a 

place producing and contributing to the more general public discourse about feminism 

and feminist issues. Though imprecise, this term has functioned as a way to bring these 
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disparate examples together, to speak about feminist culture more generally, and to map 

the directions in which its is going as a result of these particular literary works and the 

effects they have had on readers. 

 As these case studies took shape, their focus shifted from mapping the effects of 

these texts in the public sphere to the ways that communities form around these texts. As 

these chapters show, the emphasis of my analysis is not so much about the public (the 

private citizens come together to debate about the common good in these social sites), but 

about the kind of feminist community that each author seeks to sell to her readers, and the 

strategies she uses to draw together specific groups of people. While the public connotes 

a broad, anonymous group, the kinds of groupings I ultimately write about are much 

more personal, intimate, and familiar. But even this concept of community, as I currently 

use it, does not do justice to the complex engagement between these authors and their 

readers. Part of the theoretical work that a future version of this project will do is to 

define what I mean by community, as well as to explain the connection between 

community and public sphere as well as community and public culture. Defining these 

terms and relationships will give the project a better vocabulary for describing what new 

definitions of sisterhood are emerging, and how they get strategically propagated. By 

developing a stronger sense of what community and public means, this project can better 

articulate the personal, concrete ways in which ideas about feminism get introduced into 

the feminist public sphere.  

My project also aims to enable a consideration of the second and third waves of 

feminism. It takes as its starting place a moment during the mid 1990s, a turbulent time in 

which feminism sought to redefine itself by embracing the tenets of individualism and 
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commercialism. As author Kellie Bean details in Post-Backlash Feminism (2007), 

authors such as Christina Hoff Sommers had overwhelmed feminist discourse with 

arguments that blamed the women’s movement for a host of societal problems. Rebecca 

Walker sought to reclaim the movement in her 1992 article in Ms. through her naming of 

a third wave. 

 This newest iteration of feminism sought, above all, to reflect the individual 

realities of this younger generation of feminists. Its conception of identity owed much to 

the rise of post-structuralism, which rejected static notions of self, concrete categories, 

and essential truths. In a feminist context, post-structuralism rejected the possibility of 

defining the category of woman in any essential way. The term itself  

refer[s] to a generation of women who came of age enjoying the benefits 

of second-wave feminist activism from the 1960s and 1970s and whose 

politics are often more personal and contradictory than the ‘women’s 

liberation’ social movement that preceded them. The term was actually 

used earlier, in the late 1980s, by some feminists of color who proposed an 

anthology entitled The Third Wave: Feminist Perspectives on Racism, to 

be released by Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press. Although the 

anthology was never published, the challenge to white feminism by 

women of color is a key component of third-wave feminist thinking. Other 

hallmarks typical of third-wave writing and thinking include conflict, 

ambiguity, and paradox; breaking down the essentialist construction of 

gender and insistence on women’s diversity; the notion that identity is 
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multiple, intersecting, and shifting rather than conceptualized as a unified 

self; autobiography and personal experiences as the foundation for 

feminist theorizing; engagement with popular culture; reclamation of some 

aspects of traditional femininity such as fashion, beauty culture, and 

domestic arts; celebration of sexual agency; coalition politics; and 

individual empowerment (more than social movement). (Goren 2-3) 

A number of anthologies quickly emerged, such as Walker’s To Be Real: Telling the 

Truth and Changing the Face of Feminism (1995) and Karen Findlen’s Listen Up: Voices 

from the Next Feminist Generation (1995). Published in 1995, both anthologies defined 

the third wave through a series of first person accounts consisting of many different 

definitions of what it meant to be a feminist. The third wave worked to present itself as an 

alternative to what it saw as the more exacting and rigid ideologies of the second wave.  

My project takes as its precept the position that these two moments are much 

more interrelated than current feminist discourse seems to indicate and I seek to offer a 

fuller historicization of these waves, and a discussion of how critics deploy these 

concepts. My case studies reveal the issues to which the third wave was responding: the 

need to make room for feminists of color in conversations dominated by white feminists, 

the generational affectation felt by younger feminists, the view of personal experience as 

an empowering act, and the impact of feminism’s turn to popular culture. Because these 

case studies fail to fit into definitions of either the second and third wave they can 

contribute to work by other critics who seek to disrupt these categories. Each chapter 
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offers a concrete example which with to think through and analyze this wave 

terminology.  

This project also enables new considerations of the relationship of feminism to the 

marketplace. In its current state, this project offers a conflicted view of the marketplace. I 

began this project with the desire to demonstrate the possibilities of the marketplace for 

feminist cultural production, and to show that the commercial mainstream could be 

energizing for the feminist movement. Although this impulse is evident throughout these 

case studies, it is not always consistent. There are moments in this project where, in spite 

of myself, I presume that feminism and the marketplace are incompatible, and that true 

empowerment can only take place outside of the marketplace. 

To remain faithful to the intent of this project—the recuperation of the 

marketplace as a site for potential activist possibility—future versions of it will still work 

to critique the commercialism of the marketplace while presuming that all of these 

feminist authors are working inside of it. The goal of this project is to map the specific 

kinds of processes and negotiations in which these authors engage, both within the larger 

commercial marketplace as well as the more nuanced localized economies in which they 

participate. These other economies include the realm of academia, the space of the 

college campus, the province of the blogosphere, or the queer punk community. Each of 

these locations has its own constraints, norms, and niches, and by marketing themselves 

in certain ways, these authors aim to succeed within them. Closer attention to the various 

systems that these authors participate in allows me to map how these economies and 
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venues have changed over time, and their relationship to the larger commercial 

marketplace. 

This dissertation tells a story about contemporary feminism, about how the 

authors in these case studies attempt to refashion themselves within the marketplace in 

order to sell readers on their versions of sisterhood. They do so to provide representations 

of feminist identity that they could not find anywhere else. But in order to persuade 

readers, each author must negotiate the particular limitations of the economies in which 

she works. Attention to the ways in which these authors find themselves restricted, or the 

ways in which they restrict themselves, has much to offer contemporary feminist 

scholarship about the potential of the marketplace. Though vexed and complicated, the 

ways that they choose to represent and market sisterhood, as well as why, speaks to the 

future directions of contemporary feminist community in the age of post-Fordist 

capitalism.  
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