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Unfortunately, her efforts to 
draw attention to the universal-
ity of women’s suffering across 
cultural and class lines often leads 
her to dispense with specificity. 
When she writes in “The Longest 
War” that “violence doesn’t have a 
race, a class, a religion, or a nation-
ality, but it does have a gender,” 
she ignores the decades of work 
that women of color and women of 
the Global South have done to con-
vince mainstream feminism that 
experiences of gender inequality, 
and even gendered violence, are 
intensely mediated by women’s 
other identities and oppressions.

The essays were written be-
tween 2008 and 2014, but at times 
Solnit’s writing feels oddly dated, 
and the conclusions she reaches 
about topics like the emancipatory 
potential of same-sex marriage or 
the necessity of a feminist move-
ment to bring together multiple 
fights for justice and liberation 
seem to echo already widely 
accepted premises of feminist 

writing. The second-to-last essay, 
an examination of Virginia Woolf 
and the importance of addressing 
the unknown and unpredictable, 
is the book’s strongest. Solnit 
is at her best in pieces like this, 
which take a specific topic and 
weave it into a wide range of other 
subjects—from Susan Sontag to 
walking and wandering—rather 
than those that make broad gener-
alizations about gender. — ! " # $ % !&
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DON’T MISS: Each essay is 
paired with a beautiful painting by 
Ana Teresa Fernández, an artist 
who engages in performance doc-
umentations that depict women’s 
labor and sexuality.

Craftivism:  
The Art of Craft 
and Activism
Bet!y Gr"r, Ed.
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The concept of craft as a form of 
activism can be a bit overwhelm-
ing to process: If the world is 
crashing around our ears, how is 
crocheting a doily going to help? 
Craftivism answers that question 
by taking a highly organized view 
of the form and function of both 

craft and activism that ends up 
being great fun to read.

Editor Betsy Greer combines 
contributor essays, interviews, and 
vivid photos to show and tell how 
crafters get their politics on. Lau-
ren O’Farrell’s tiny knitted mouse 
clutching a “Down with Fat Cats” 
sign holds his own in the midst 
of London’s Occupy protests and 
is widely photographed. A Boston 
group crochets nets for aban-
doned basketball hoops, works of 
functional art that offer hope for 
more inclusive public spaces. And 
quilters respond in force to every-
thing from the Boston Marathon 
bombing to the history of Chileans 
“disappeared” under the rule of 
Augusto Pinochet. A beautiful 
arpillera tapestry square shows a 
family seated around the dinner 
table, but at the head of the table 
there is only a question mark. Just 
above it, there is a man’s portrait 
with the words “DONDE ESTA” 
stitched in. 

Many of the makers profiled 
here have backgrounds in fine 
arts that they use to more popu-
list ends. While trained artists 
using craft to send a message are 
f luent in the conceptual language 
of protest, there’s plenty of blank 
canvas for the rest of us to work 
with. Whether it’s acts of “guer-
rilla kindness” like making toys 
or cupcake sculptures to give 
away, or encouraging first-timers 
to draw or help stitch a giant 
embroidery canvas, a common 
thread of Craftivism is that the 
seemingly simple act of making 
is itself political. Sourcing mate-
rials (Michaels or the dumpster?), 
slowing down to focus on a 
project, and working in commu-
nity with others can all be seen as 
acts of rebellion; if the end result 
is a grenade-shaped clutch purse, 
so much the better. A thought-
ful piece on upcycling offers tips 
for reuse projects that make the 
whole world your potential craft 
store while keeping valuable 
goods out of our landfills.  

In an interview about the book, 
Greer advises would-be craftivists 
who fear they’re not creative to 
play with different media to find 
a good fit, and then find a cause 
that speaks to them and see what 
emerges. Anyone short of ideas 
need only browse through Craftiv-
ism for an imagination boost: It’s 
a wide-ranging survey of what’s 
been done, and a sure way to 
inspire what’s to come.  
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PERFECT GIFT BAG: This book, 
a pound of coffee, a glue stick, 
and a new Sharpie. 

My Body is a Book 
of Rules
Eli#a $a%uta 
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Elissa Washuta is white and Native, 
bipolar, and lost her virginity to 
rape. Her first book, My Body Is a 
Book of Rules, is a modern coming 
of age memoir that reaches into 
these tangles of the body and mind 
through American pop culture. It’s 
not a traditional memoir: Washuta 
employs linked essays that mimic 
the cyclical wrapping of her experi-
ences. She draws from the lessons  
of her sixth-grade Catholic school 
and intertwines them with a 
Cosmo magazine quiz, tells the 
story of her rape as an episode of 
Law & Order: SVU, and counts 
down her lovers to the moment of 
trauma, where the broader context 
of her often self-destructive deci-
sions are revealed. Chapters are 
divided by a 16-part autobiography 
of her Native heritage that asks 
what makes an “authentic” Indian. 
Is it regalia, the skin’s ability to tan,  
the measurable drops of Indian 
blood quantum, or the historic 
traumas of genocide, war, and 
rape? These intervening sections, 
which she describes as the “back-
bone” of the book, are every  
bit as powerful as the chapters,  
and make a welcome and famil-
iar resting place.

A common 
thread of 
Craftivism 
is that the 
seemingly 
simple act  
of making  
is itself  
political.  

Bitch Media is a non-profit, independent media organization. 
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At times I wanted to read this 
book through my fingers, the 
way I sometimes watch a scary 
movie. When Washuta describes 
her rapist, who she continued to 
date afterward, as “that boy who 
turned you from a girl to a gash,” 
I’m inside her body, feeling the 
wounds cauterize and rip open, 
again and again. That’s why this 
book and Washuta’s voice, matter. 
She does not turn away from her 
own agency and she does not let 
anyone off the hook. She inter-
twines the threads of her multi-
ethnic identity, bipolar diagnosis, 
and rape, and sets them against 
the backdrop of culture and young 
adulthood. In doing so, she reveals 
the explicit and the implicit ways 
in which we are all injured, and 
also how we heal, one step at a 
time. As I read, I wasn’t sure I 
wanted to tear off my own band-
aids, but Washuta’s just-the-facts 
ways of recording her journey left 
me no place to hide. Her honesty 
invites us explore questions we’re 
not usually encouraged to ask: 
What makes our experience of suf-
fering legitimate? Why do some 
of us lose faith in the world so 
young? How do we reconcile our 
brains, bodies, and cultures and 
come out whole? — ! " # " $ % & "'
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PAIRS WELL WITH: Deborah A. 
Miranda’s Bad Indians: A Tribal 
Memoir, Leslie Jamison’s The 
Empathy Exams: Essays.

Sworn Virgin
Elvira D!ne", tra#$ated 
by Clari%a Bot&!rd
2"$/'3%&,+'!%3+*,!4

In the unusual gender-bending 
tradition of Albanian mountain 
people, a young unmarried 
woman may take an oath of celi-
bacy, upon which the community 
expects her to dress and behave as 
a man. The Kanun, a set of local 
laws passed orally until the 20th 
century, strictly codifies women’s 
social status as secondary to 
men’s: Women cannot buy or sell 
anything without permission, 
participate in village assemblies or 
elections, drink in public, smoke, 
or wear a watch. By becoming a 
“sworn virgin,” a woman tran-
scends these limitations under the 
condition that she never marry or 
have a family of her own; if she 
breaks the oath of celibacy, the 
punishment may be death.

This practice, increasingly 
rare in post-Communist Albania, 
serves as the premise for the 
2007 Italian-language novel by 
Albanian writer Elvira Dones, 
translated by Clarissa Botsford. 
Dones traces a fictional survivor of 
the practice, Hana/Mark Doda as 
s/he abandons the mountains and 
emigrates to the United States. 
The novel picks up Doda’s story 
as he arrives at Washington D.C.’s 
Dulles airport in December 2001, 
slowly masters English, finds a job 
and an apartment, and relearns 
to act and to relate to herself as a 

woman. Several lengthy f lash-
backs to the 1980s show Hana 
as a university student in Tirana, 
making the decision to return to 
her native village and to honor her 
dying uncle and adoptive father by 
becoming Mark, his male heir. 

One of the fascinating parts of 
Sworn Virgin is following Hana’s 
transformation into Mark and, 
16 years later, Mark’s journey 
of becoming Hana again. The 
freedoms that her male status 
allowed, though significant, left 
Mark trapped in the rough life of a 
mountain truck driver, the sparse-
ness of his existence intensified by 
the breakdown of the Communist 
regime and general lawlessness in 
the countryside. Soon after taking 
the oath, Hana/Mark realized 
that she failed to escape the law 
itself: Man or woman, the Kanun 
governed her everyday life. In the 
United States, rediscovering her 
female self, an older and wiser 
Hana is looking for a compromise, 
aware of the inherent strengths of 
the Mark part of her personality.

This unique cultural prism  
allows Dones opportunities 
for keen observations on the 
performance of gender, as well 
as a good deal of humor. In D.C., 
Hana lives with her cousin Lila’s 
family, sleeping in the kitchen 
of the tiny apartment Lila shares 
with her husband and daughter. 
The interactions between cousins, 
at times tender and loving, at 
times cantankerous and fraught 
with misunderstandings, give 
this novel great momentum and 
allow the characters to fully come 
alive on the page.  
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POSTSCRIPT: A sister publication 
from And Other Stories, Helen 
DeWitt’s novel Lightning Rods 
takes the notion of the male gaze 
that disassembles a woman into 
body parts to a satiric extreme, 
providing a biting commentary on 
the American corporate culture.

Scandals of  
Classic Hollywood: 
sex, deviance, and 
drama from the 
golden age of  
american cinema 
Anne Helen Petersen
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If you thought our collective love 
of celebrity gossip began when 
Brad chose Angelina over Jen, 
think again. People have always 
hungered for a good Hollywood 
scandal, and the stars of yester-
year paved the way for today’s 
eager paparazzi and gossip 
bloggers with trysts, trials, and 
tribulations just as salacious as 
anything you’d find on the news-
stand today. In Scandals of Classic 
Hollywood, Anne Helen Petersen 
takes us back to the beginnings 
of modern-day celebrity culture 
and shows us that the more celeb-
rities change, the more our love 
of gossip stays the same.

The book—which spans about 
50 years of Tinseltown royalty—
is handily organized not just 
chronologically, but by volume. 
In “Twilight of the Idols” we meet 
Fatty Arbuckle, whose trumped-
up arrest made him the tragic fall 
guy of the film industry. In “The 
Blonde Menace” Petersen decon-
structs the personae of two very 
different bombshells, Jean Harlow 
and Mae West. “Broken by the 
System” offers a critique of a sexist 
and racist Hollywood through the 
lives of Judy Garland and Dorothy 
Dandridge. The book covers the 
big scandals you’ve probably heard 
of (Montgomery Clift’s drinking 
problems, James Dean’s driving 
problems) and those you probably 
haven’t (Rudolph Valentino’s “slave 
bracelet,” anyone?). Throughout 
its manageable 200-and-change 
pages, Scandals of Classic Holly-
wood brings them all to life. And 
lest you think the old days were 
boring, fear not: The secret affairs, 
copious drug use, and elaborate 
coverups of yore make for plenty 
juicy reading. 
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