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“You Play the Girl by Carina Chocano blew my mind. Like a goldfish realizing that water existed, I instantly came alive to the air and the atmosphere of how my Otherness informed my girlhood. Each and every message of being asked to stand still so that I could be seen by the cultural product of male-made entertainment made me scream with recognition. In particular, the Flashdance chapter time-traveled me back to my youth, but holding hands with a clear-eyed, brilliant, hilarious friend. Re-looking at Stepford Wives, I Dream of Jeannie, Bewitched, and all of the other hypnotic suggestions about my supposed womanhood made me feel alive and energized and ready to topple the patriarchy. The world is changing for women and girls and here is one of the first steps — going back to do archaeology about what the heck happened to us, how we got colonized. If information is power, You Play the Girl is a superpower.”


— JILL SOLOWAY, writer, director, creator


“Carina Chocano is a brilliant thinker, a dazzling stylist, and an intellectual in the truest sense of the word. An important critical work as well as an entertaining personal story, You Play the Girl looks at old archetypes in new and often astonishingly insightful ways and establishes Chocano as a unique talent and crucial voice in the cultural conversation.”
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For Kira




In a society where values changed frequently, where fortunes rose and fell with frightening rapidity, where social and economic mobility provided instability as well as hope, one thing at least remained the same — a true woman was a true woman, wherever she was found. If anyone, male or female, dared to tamper with the complex of virtues that made up True Womanhood, he was damned immediately as an enemy of God, of civilization, and of the Republic. It was the fearful obligation, a solemn responsibility, which the nineteenth-century American woman had — to uphold the pillars of the temple with her frail white hand.


— BARBARA WELTER,


“THE CULT OF TRUE WOMANHOOD: 1820–1860”


The title women and fiction might mean, and you may have meant it to mean, women and what they are like; or it might mean women and the fiction that they write; or it might mean women and the fiction that is written about them; or it might mean that somehow all three are inextricably mixed together and you want me to consider them in that light.


— VIRGINIA WOOLF, A ROOM OF ONE’S OWN


From the time I was 11, it was, “You’re a pop star! That means you have to be blonde, and you have to have long hair, and you have to put on some glittery tight thing.” Meanwhile, I’m this fragile little girl playing a 16-year-old in a wig and a ton of makeup … When I wasn’t on that show, it was like, Who the fuck am I? … My dream was never to sell lip gloss. My dream is to save the world.


— MILEY CYRUS,


ON PLAYING HANNAH MONTANA, IN MARIE CLAIRE




Introduction


MY DAUGHTER, KIRA, HAS HEARD BEDTIME STORIES ALMOST every night since she was born. By the time she turned eight in 2016, she was surprisingly up to date on early Peanuts comics, the collected novels of Frances Hodgson Burnett, Spider-Man cartoons from the sixties, the existential adventures of Frog and Toad, the collected oeuvre of Roald Dahl, Star Wars through the ages, mother-and-daughter versions of the movie Annie, and Ghostbusters past and present. I didn’t set out to lead her on a tour of my literary coming-of-age, nor did I anticipate, on revisiting them, that I would recall the stories I’d loved as a kid more vividly than actual events from my childhood. But that’s exactly what happened. At times, I’ve questioned my motives. What did I think I was doing? What were my intentions, exactly? Was I introducing things to her, or introducing her to me? What if I was trying to introduce myself in her somehow, via her eyeballs and ear canals, like an airborne brain spore? Could that still be considered educational, or was it just creepy? Was I like every other parent, or like a parody of a hipster caregiver in a Portlandia sketch? Was that just how culture works?


Once, when Kira was five, I presented her with a beautiful, too-expensive illustrated copy of Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, and I accidentally let it slip that I wasn’t sure whether I’d read it before. She smelled a rat — probably because I was, in fact, proffering a rat. For one thing, we’d already established a system of recommendation rooted in unregenerate nostalgia, not pedagogy. For another, she’d already seen the animated Disney movie and read Walt Disney’s Alice in Wonderland, the Little Golden Book based on the movie, and she hadn’t liked them any more than I had at her age. But I was curious. I had the pressing feeling that the original had something urgent to tell me. So, I insisted, and Kira relented, but a few pages in, she shut me down and demanded I read Sleeping Beauty instead.


The version of “Sleeping Beauty” we owned also happened to be the Little Golden Book version, Walt Disney’s Sleeping Beauty, the one based on the movie featuring a Goth-Barbie Princess Aurora, the silly-goose fairies Flora, Fauna, and Merryweather, and the sophisticated supervillain, Maleficent. Kira was crazy about Sleeping Beauty. She could not get enough. We read the story every single night at bedtime, sometimes twice a night, for a year. She memorized it by heart from start to finish and insisted that I pause just before the part where Maleficent crashes the christening, so she could recite the lines. Every night, Kira gravely pronounced Maleficent’s fatwa on the princess, followed by her parents’ alarmed reactions.


“Before the sun sets on her sixteenth birthday, she shall prick her finger on the spindle of a spinning wheel, and d-i-i-i-i-e-e!” (she said in Maleficent’s voice).


“Oh, no!” (she said in the queen’s voice).


“Seize that creature!” (she said in the king’s voice).


It was fun.


Her dad, Craig’s, theory was that Kira loved Sleeping Beauty because it ends with the cursed princess Aurora reuniting with her parents after spending sixteen years in hiding with the fairies. Being welcomed home by her father, King Stefan, and her mother, the queen, who is nameless but alive (which is more than can be said for most princesses’ mothers), was the real happy ending. This made sense to me; five-year-olds want nothing more than to be autonomous and free, but also safe, cherished, and loved — just like adults. Still, I wasn’t satisfied. I kept fishing for some stunning preschool insight, some apocalyptic nugget of truth that would reveal all. Like, why did she like Sleeping Beauty so much? What about her did she rate so highly above the other princesses? I liked to imagine that it had something to do with her ultimately defying a death sentence, or maybe that Kira was unconsciously attracted to the power of the rebel fairy. But my daughter’s answer was always the same: Sleeping Beauty was the prettiest. And it was true. She was. And really, what else was there to go by in a heroine? She had the longest, blondest, most flowing hair. Her dress had the fullest skirt and the most sharply drawn-in waist. Other than that, she was young, innocent, passive, naive, vulnerable, submissive, oppressed, kind to animals, handy with a broom, persecuted, and exploited — which is to say indistinguishable from the rest. An impotent pawn in a power struggle between the king and an “evil” fairy or “wicked” queen, who was always defeated in the end. She spoke very little, and when she did, she did so softly, never stridently. She sang sweetly, worked cheerfully, and suffered nobly and exquisitely. We’re taught since birth to associate prettiness with goodness and worth. It’s a hard lesson to unlearn. When I was little, I liked Sleeping Beauty best because she was the prettiest, too; because I recognized her as the feminine ideal. I understood that she was not descriptive so much as prescriptive, that she was not so much the hero of her own story as the grail.


After Kira fell asleep that night, I finished reading Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and was shocked by how familiar the story felt, how deeply it resonated. Alice was moody, snobbish, high-handed, judgmental, and quick to anger. She asked too many questions and had a real problem with authority. She was an emotional eater who anxiously scarfed whatever anyone put in front of her. She acted like she was entitled to things such as explanations, respect, and a nice house with plenty of toys to play with. She took offense easily and often felt sorry for herself. She was opinionated, argumentative, and self-absorbed. She was nothing like the heroines in fairy stories — nothing like the princess, or the girl. No wonder I didn’t like her. Compared to Sleeping Beauty, Alice was a monster. She was just like me.


The story goes like this: Alice, age seven, is lounging by the river with her older sister on a warm spring day. Her sister is reading a book with no pictures, and Alice is bored and on the verge of dozing off, when suddenly a White Rabbit in a waistcoat runs by, checking his pocket watch and muttering about the time. Alice jumps up and follows the Rabbit under a hedge, accidentally tumbling down a rabbit hole. She lands in a nonsense land, where none of the rules of logic or physics apply. In Wonderland, depending on the ever-shifting, utterly nonsensical context, her body is always either too big or too small, her emotions are too much, and the creatures she meets are rude, bossy, dismissive, and hostile. They misapprehend and misunderstand her and mistake her for things she’s not. The White Rabbit takes her for his maid. The Pigeon takes her for a serpent (her neck has stretched out like a flamingo’s). The Mad Hatter and the March Hare tell her there’s no room for her at the tea table, even though it’s evident there’s plenty. They offer her some nonexistent wine, then rebuke her for crashing a party she has not been invited to.


All this gaslighting eventually leads Alice to a full-blown identity crisis. She starts to doubt her sanity. (“We’re all mad here. I’m mad. You’re mad,” the Cheshire Cat tells her. “How do you know I’m mad?” Alice asks. “You must be,” says the Cat, “or you wouldn’t have come here.”1) She never believed in fairy tales when she was younger, and yet here she is, seemingly trapped in one. Someone should write a book about her, she thinks. Perhaps she’ll write it herself when she grows up. Then it occurs to her that she is grown up — or as grown up as she’s going to be allowed to get in this limiting, infantilizing place, where there’s no room for a person like her to grow up in.


When Lewis Carroll published Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, in 1865, the world was in the midst of scientific, technological, economic, and social revolution. Industrialization, urbanization, mass communications, mass transportation, and free trade had given rise to market capitalism and the middle class. Darwinism, Marxism, and Freudian psychology had revolutionized the social world. Newly minted middle-class “ladies” found themselves in the awkward position of having to symbolically uphold the culture’s values. What women were and how they fit into society became a kind of public obsession. The more educated upper-middle-class women organized around social causes like abolition, temperance, prison reform, education reform, marriage reform, and asylum reform, and the more they agitated for suffrage, property rights, custody rights, reproductive rights, legal rights, access to higher education and the professions, and dress reform, the more they were pressured to conform to a certain type. The “cult of true womanhood” was the capitalist answer to the “woman question” — as in, What was to be done about them and their infernal demands? It was the trope versus women of the Victorian era, the original backlash against liberal reforms that played out in the press, popular media, and advertising,2 and it dominated the popular media in overt and covert, pandering and hectoring, polemical and service-oriented ways, as it does now. It sold papers and magazines, inspired sermons, launched letters to the editor, and moved a lot of soap. It provided a materialist answer to an existential question, filling the void left by end of the old, “divine” feudal social order and replaced it with a “natural” social order based in “science.” The “cult of true womanhood” split the symbolic world in two, sorting everything into categories. To men went the “public sphere” of commerce, politics, law, culture, reason, and science; and to women — “true women” — went the “private sphere” of the home, the children, morals, and feeling.


From here sprang the notion of wifehood and motherhood as a “job,” and not just any job but a calling so noble and exalted that it could be done only for love, not for anything as corrupting as money or status. The “true woman” was tasked with creating a serene, restorative refuge for her husband, far removed from the filthy, corrupting world of capital where he went out to stalk his prey. In compensation for her complete civic and financial disenfranchisement, the upper-middle-class wife was given the run of the house — assuming she was fortunate enough to acquire one in marriage. The job included managing the servants, administering the household budget, overseeing the social, moral, and spiritual development of her husband and children, and devoting herself to accurately telegraphing her husband’s status through “the ladylike consumption of luxury goods.”3 Safe at home in her “walled garden,”4 she stoked and quelled her social and status anxieties at once by heeding the counsel of magazines such as Godey’s Lady’s Book (1830–1878), which offered fashion tips, hints on practical housekeeping, advice on social-etiquette questions, intimate glimpses into the lives of aristocrats and socialites, and advertisements featuring all the latest must-haves. The stuff that made a lady a lady.


That few could afford the lifestyles portrayed here, or keep to all the contradictory advice, was entirely beside the point. (Working-class women, with their labor for wages, were always too “real” to be “true.”) “True womanhood” was nothing if not aspirational anyway, because there’s nothing like trying to live up to an impossible standard to keep a woman in her place.


The “true woman,” also called the “angel in the house,” after a popular poem by Coventry Patmore, was an idea of “woman” endlessly promoted in advertising, newspapers, popular literature, and women’s magazines.5 This was the popular ideal every proper modern lady was expected to live up to.6 The historian Barbara Welter narrowed the “true woman’s” cardinal virtues to four: she was pious, submissive, domestic, and pure.7 Her innocence was childlike, and her demeanor was modest and demure. She forgave her husband all his transgressions but committed none of her own. She absolved him of his sins. She aimed to please. Her manners were faultless, and her taste was unimpeachable. She was placed like a fragile doll atop a narrow pedestal from which, with one false move, she could fall from a very great height.


This was the world a girl like Alice was brought up to navigate. This was her pathway to successful adulthood. She was expected to marry, have children, and become a lady of the house, and she was educated for this purpose alone. A lady of the house became part of the house: under both British and American law, marriage divested her entirely of her property and personhood. A single woman was a feme sole; a married woman was a feme covert, or “covered woman,” legally subsumed by the identity of her husband. Women began to acquire legal status as people with the Married Women’s Property Acts of 1839, but they did not yet fully enjoy it in Alice’s day.


In Peru, my own great-grandmother, Rosa María Montenegro, was married off when she was sixteen to a prosperous man twenty years her senior. “I still played with dolls,” she told me once. “On my wedding night, I tried to climb out the window. Nobody had told me anything.” Once she figured it out, she was happier. Her husband was nice to her and gave her more money and freedom than her mother had. Twice a year, she ordered clothes and furniture from Europe. They would arrive by ship and be transported from the end of the dock to the harbor by train. Everyone knew her husband had syphilis. He died when she was very young, leaving her widowed with three girls. They moved back in with her mother. Eventually, she married again and had a fourth daughter six months before her second daughter, my grandmother, had my mom. To remain a spinster was to be societally “redundant,” but to marry, for a girl, was to be absorbed into the self of another, like a vanishing twin. A woman’s education was designed to coax her to sleep at sixteen and keep her unchanged and unconscious forever. It was an undoing. It wasn’t a start but a “finishing.”


Why did I identify with this Victorian girl-child Alice? Alice’s adventures in Wonderland were nothing like my life. So why were they so familiar? I’d never fallen down a rabbit hole into a strange, incomprehensible land, except, you know, when I had. I’d had an absurdly peripatetic childhood and experienced more culture shock by the time I was Alice’s age than most people do in a lifetime. Then, as an adult, I’d spent almost a decade as a pop-culture critic. During the last four years, I spent most of my waking hours in darkened screening rooms. When I first started to work as a TV critic, in 2000, it was probably the best time to be writing about TV, and when I first started to work as a movie critic, in 2004, it was probably the worst time to be writing about movies. I found myself spending hours in the dark, consuming toxic doses of superhero movies, wedding-themed romantic comedies, cryptofascist paeans to war, and bromances about unattractive, immature young men and the gorgeous women desperate to marry them. Hardly any movies had female protagonists. Most actresses were cast to play “the girl.”


“The girl” was the adult version of “the princess.” As a kid, I’d believed the princess was the protagonist, because she’d seemed the most central to the story. The word protagonist comes from the Greek for “the leading actor in a contest or cause,” and a protagonist is a person who wants something and does something to get it. “The girl” doesn’t act, though — she behaves. She has no cause, but a plight. She doesn’t want anything, she is wanted. She isn’t a winner, she’s won. She doesn’t self-actualize but aids the hero in self-actualization. Sometimes, I’d sit in the theater and feel mounting despair and think, Why do you keep telling me this? Why are you talking to me this way?


Of course, there were good movies that reconnected me to myself and to the world, but most of the time I felt like some half-mad ethnographer lost in another dimension, frantically gathering field notes from inside this dark mirror in which I couldn’t for the life of me locate myself. I began to feel unreal, peripheral in my own life, trapped in a dream not my own. I felt like a canary in a coal mine, bearing traumatized witness to the inhumanity of the tent-pole threequel, chirping my tiny, impotent protests into the dark void. I felt, I guess, like Alice in Wonderland. It helped to take notes, for some reason. I wrote things down to assuage the bricked-in, bloodied-fingernail feeling of despair that sometimes came over me, to assert my existence, to remind myself to buy bananas on my way home. I filled notebook after notebook with loopy, illegible scrawls of outrage. I know everybody says their handwriting is loopy and illegible, but mine really was, because I wrote in the dark.


The writer Renata Adler once spent a year — the same year I was born, in fact — working as a movie critic for the New York Times. I know this because during my time as a movie critic, I felt so alienated from myself and my feelings that I went looking for evidence that I was not the first, or only, person in history ever to have felt this way. A Year in the Dark is a collection of Adler’s reviews from 1968. In the introduction, she talks about how she left her job reviewing books at The New Yorker when she realized that she did not believe in “professional criticism as a way of life.” When the New York Times offered her a movie job, however, she thought about how her favorite film critics used movies as a way into larger cultural conversations, “putting films idiosyncratically alongside things they cared about in other ways.” Writing about movies was a way to write “about an event, about anything” — which spoke to me, because it was how I felt when I first started to write about TV. I wrote about what interested me and reacted to whatever seemed to be worth reacting to in the moment. With movies, though, I was beholden to release schedules and to divvied-up assignments. There were no more random connections, no more jumping into the conversation as it got good. Instead, I drove, I sat, I watched, I processed, I did it again. I started to shut down. Adler, too, reached the point when she felt the movies “completely blotted out the content of much of my life yet filled the days, like dreaming,” so she quit.8 I felt the same way, but I didn’t quit. Craig would come upon me in a catatonic stupor, trying to find new ways to say the same things about the same things. “Just do it like a Mad Lib,” he’d say. “Write up a few templates and fill in the blanks.” I never took his advice, so he’d retaliate by reading my reviews aloud to me in a Gene Shalit voice. Sometimes, he’d fix me with a dead-eyed stare and deadpan the movie-critic words I’d forbidden him ever to utter in my presence:


“Razzle-dazzle,” he’d say. “Summer fare.”


One day, in 2007, I read something that snapped me out of my torpor. It was a throwaway line in an Isla Fisher interview. Asked how playing the breakout role in Wedding Crashers changed her career, she replied that, much to her initial surprise, it hadn’t. “I realized after Wedding Crashers there aren’t that many comic opportunities for women in Hollywood,” she said. “All the scripts are for men and you play ‘the girl’ ” in the hot rod.9 Following Wedding Crashers, Fisher was cast as the love interest in Hot Rod, an Andy Samberg vehicle about Andy Samberg in a vehicle. Her remark laid bare not only the reality — not enough comic opportunities for women in Hollywood — but also the ideology that created and perpetuated that reality. It was right there in the sentence structure, easily parsed: “All the scripts are for men and you play ‘the girl’ ” suggests that the scripts were handed down by the clean, white hand of God. It banished “the girl” to the sidelines to perform her girly insignificance on command. It was right there in the dismissive way her comment was received as clickbait all over the Internet. “Borat’s Babe Plans a Hollywood Sex Revolution,”10 one headline announced, not only missing the point but mocking and dismissing it. Women’s experience in its entirety seemed contained in that remark, not to mention several of the stages of feminist grief: the shock of waking up to the fact that the world does not also belong to you; the shame at having been so naive as to have thought it did; the indignation, depression, and despair that follow this realization; and, finally, the marshaling of the handy coping mechanisms, compartmentalization, pragmatism, and diminished expectations.


An old, familiar sense of unease started to take shape after that. It wasn’t just the movies. It was everything, everywhere. It was the sublimated sexism that mutated every experience but that we weren’t allowed to notice or acknowledge. It was the regressive subtext that seemed to undermine every progressive text. Between the time I was a curious little girl in the 1970s and the time I was an utterly confused and bewildered adult woman in the 2000s, I got lost in a nonsense world of double binds and mixed messages until I wasn’t sure who I was or what I was supposed to do. Yet it was clear that I was supposed to do something, because there was always someone there to tell me that what I was doing was wrong. Women’s ideas of themselves had changed, but the world’s idea of women, somehow, had not. The cognitive dissonance was palpable at all times.


In 2012, about four years after I left the paper, I went to see a movie called Ruby Sparks, written by Zoe Kazan, who also starred. The film was about a nerdy prodigal novelist named Calvin who wrote a literary blockbuster in his youth but has been blocked and paralyzed by the anxiety of his own influence ever since. One day, he dreams a girl. Her name is Ruby. She is quirky and devoted, and he loves her. She’s the kind of girl he’d love to meet — the girl of his dreams. He shows the manuscript to his brother Harry, who tells him, “Quirky, messy women whose problems only make them more endearing are not real … You haven’t written a person, you’ve written a girl.” But the next morning, he wakes up to find Ruby in his kitchen, eating breakfast. Somehow, not only has he manifested his dream girl, but it turns out he can write her any way he wants. He can literally control her story from his typewriter. (He uses a typewriter, because that’s the kind of guy he is.) Calvin calls Harry to come over and confirm that he hasn’t gone crazy. He hasn’t. Not only is Ruby real, but also, as Harry observes, “You could, like, tweak things if you wanted.” He begs Calvin, “for men everywhere,” not to let the opportunity go to waste. But Calvin takes the high road. He puts away the manuscript and vows never, ever to attempt to control Ruby or in any way determine her fate through his writing ever again.


Ruby, of course, just thinks she’s a person. She doesn’t know she’s been conjured from Calvin’s imagination, that she is just an avatar. All she knows is that Calvin is squarely the center of her life, the only point of her existence, and she feels empty and rudderless. She’s stuck at home all day, isolated, with nothing to do while he writes. She starts to get depressed and clingy, which drives Calvin crazy. Finally, he pulls out the manuscript and begins to subtly adjust her. What if she were just a little less needy, a little more independent? It works. Soon, Ruby enrolls in a class and makes new friends. She makes plans with them after class, and Calvin gets jealous. Ruby and Calvin visit his family, and much to his displeasure, she loves them and they love her back. Then one night, at a party, she jumps in the pool with a rival author, and Calvin freaks out. Back home, they fight, and Ruby accuses him of expecting her to live up to his “platonic ideal of a girlfriend.” She says he doesn’t control her, and he begs to differ. He sits down at the typewriter and starts to type, first making her bark like a dog, then crawl on all fours, and finally jump up and down like a cheerleader, yelling, “You’re a genius! You’re a genius!” over and over until she collapses, then scrambles to her feet and runs away.


I once read in an interview with Kazan that she was interested in writing about the violence inherent in reducing a person to an idea. Watching Ruby Sparks, it occurred to me that the movie was a perfect metaphor for how popular culture labors to reduce us to ideas every day, and how as girls we grow up in a kind of inverted media Wonderland that works diligently to erase and replace us with uncanny fantasy versions of ourselves. The character of Ruby is doubled. She’s both a modern patriarchal ideal and an actual person struggling to emerge from under the oppressive veil of this ideal. Ruby Sparks is about what it feels like to grow up obscured by this phantom doppelganger, which is both the central conflict of the movie and the central thesis of this book. Also this: extreme power differentials are extremely bad for human relationships. And this: I’m not convinced that love is a job. And this: perspective matters; to the girl of your dreams, your dream is a nightmare if she’s trapped in it.


Near the end of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Alice befriends a couple of misfits, the Gryphon and the Mock Turtle. They feel more or less the way she feels about the mad people of Wonderland, and come the closest to validating her feelings. The Mock Turtle tells her about his education, about the lessons he learned in school that “lessened” him every day. He helps Alice realize that she’s neither mad nor alone. The validation gives her the confidence to return to the garden and challenge the authority of the Queen of Hearts, which, of course, makes the Queen turn purple with rage. “Hold your tongue!” she commands. And when Alice refuses, she yells, “Off with her head!” But Alice has stopped being afraid. She’s started once again to grow back to her full size. She reaches out and waves the Queen away. “Who cares for you?” she says. “You’re nothing but a pack of cards!” And at this, the Queen comes apart, and the cards scatter in all directions, and Alice wakes up from her dream and runs home.


Despite having refused to listen to the rest of Alice, Kira kept it in mind. She peeked at it here and there when I wasn’t looking. One day, she spotted a vintage dress at the flea market. It was a smocked, light-blue flannel with a Peter Pan collar, puffed sleeves, and a bow in the back. It looked like Alice’s dress. She asked me to buy it for her, and I did. She wore it often with her fancy headband with the huge gold-lamé bow on top that she picked out at H&M. On Read Across America day at school, she added a white pinafore and black patent-leather Mary Janes, and went as Alice. She was five then, and seven when I started writing this — the same age as Alice. At seven, a girl is on the cusp of falling down the rabbit hole into an artificial garden where she’ll be taught to submit to the nonsense rules of an unwinnable game — croquet with hedgehogs for balls and flamingos for mallets — under constant threat of annihilation.


Kira has since outgrown the dress and lost the gold headband, but I hope she’ll also outgrow all the limiting, oppressive, infantilizing stories — all the fairy tales designed to keep her small, and cowering, and afraid — long before I did. I hope that, like Alice, she wakes up and sees them for what they are: nothing but a pack of lies. I hope she swats them away without a second thought and writes her own fairy tale, one that reflects her own experience as her own person in this nonsensical world.


In the meantime, this book is for her.




PART ONE


Down the Rabbit Hole






If you drink from a bottle called poison, it is almost certain to disagree with you sooner or later.


— LEWIS CARROLL, ALICE’S ADVENTURES IN WONDERLAND
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Bunnies


I LEARNED ABOUT SEX FROM WHERE DID I COME FROM? but I learned about sexiness from my grandfather’s Playboys and Bugs Bunny in drag. I gathered, from the book, that sex was an awkward thing that happened when a lumpy man was feeling “very loving” toward a lumpy lady and wanted to “get as close to her as possible.” From Playboy, I learned that sexiness was naked ladies and weird, invisible men.


My grandparents’ house was built in the mid-1950s and looked like the set of a Pink Panther movie. The den, in particular, showcased the kind of rakish, cosmopolitan masculinity that was cool at the time. Perhaps there was a time when my grandfather hosted regular poker games with other guayabera-wearing, Brylcreemed, sun-damaged men in white socks with sandals gathered around the green-felted card table, but by the time I came along, he was down to one. Tío César was a retired navy admiral whose gentle mien, bulbous nose, and severe vision impairment recalled a beatific Mr. Magoo. Another interesting thing about him was that he had lost his vocal cords to cancer and relearned to speak by gulping down air and burping out words. (It’s called esophageal speech. He taught us to do it.) By the time I came along, the den was not a social space so much as a shrine to the persona my grandfather had created for himself, with Playboy as his guide.


My grandfather collected Playboy magazines. I don’t mean he saved every issue; I mean he saved every issue, had them bound by the dozen into leather-bound annuals with gold-embossed spines, and arrayed them on a low shelf behind the poker table like a set of handsome encyclopedias. They imparted a pervy yet learned vibe to the room that offset the lowbrow ribaldry of the framed cartoons by the mirror-backed bar, featuring scenes of sexy nurses and sexy secretaries being sexually harassed. There was also — my former favorite — a cartoon of a man flushing himself down the toilet over a caption that read, “Goodbye, cruel world.” The nurses and doctors in the framed cartoons in my grandfather’s den looked like creatures from two different planets (Toad Mars and Bimbo Venus), but it was the pink, chubby, bald, and frizzy-haired illustrated couple in Where Did I Come From?, slotted together like a hippie yin-yang with little red hearts floating up from their naked embrace, that struck us kids as strange and unfamiliar; a little too fraternally similar for comfort.


This is how, in elementary school, I came to be sentimental about my grandfather’s nudie magazines. Every year at Christmas, my family traveled to Lima to visit my grandparents. Because we lived so far away (first in São Paulo, then New York, then Chicago, then Madrid, then back to Chicago, then back to New York, then back to Madrid again) and our visits were brief and far between, I tried very hard to hold on to everything. I committed every detail to memory and heaped everything with significance. I adored my grandfather. A dashing, retired air-force colonel with an Errol Flynn mustache, he was a character straight out of a 1960s sitcom: uptight, high-strung, and hilarious; a Peruvian Major Nelson. (Flight was a recurring theme: his Irish great-grandfather, who was born in New York, went to Peru in the 1860s to work as a railroad engineer, likely for Henry Meiggs, the famous California railroad tycoon and fugitive from the law.) My love for him was metonymical, spilling over into the objects that represented him in my mind. He was whiskey, medals, cigarettes, racetracks, card tricks, toffee, Brylcreem, white socks with sandals, Saturday-night Mass, Playboys, gun.


When my cousin Christie and I were in first or second grade and my brother Gonzalo was in the grade behind us, we started stealing Playboys while the adults were distracted with cocktails and arguments. We would sneak into the maid’s room to check them out. This became our holiday prelunch tradition. Once, I laughed until I peed myself on Rosa’s bed, which is how we got caught. A few days later, my mom produced a copy of Where Did I Come From? Written by adman Peter Mayle, of eventual A Year in Provence fame, it was a frank and friendly attempt to demystify sex for kids. The book was interesting but in no way related to my curiosity, because I wasn’t in it for the mammalian science. I was in it for the mystification.


Playboy pictorials were all culture, no nature. All those gauzy photos of naked girls, alone in their kitschy rooms with their props and their yarn-ribbon pigtails (like mine!), had a strangely static and hermetic quality that made the girls’ nakedness look somehow artificial. They made me think of the taxidermied animals at the natural-history museums in Chicago and New York. It was like they were specimens, more lifelike than alive. That they were stripped of their clothes didn’t bother me as much as that they were stripped of all context. They were isolated and frozen in time. Even the outdoor shots seemed to be taken behind glass. The girls’ accompanying biographical squibs only added to this impression, resembling the plaques next to museum dioramas detailing an extinct animal’s name, geographic provenance, “statistics” (height, weight, bust, waist, and hip measurements), and dietary patterns and mating behaviors, or “turn-ons” and “turn-offs.” The Playboy collection was a museum of girls, a taxonomy of girls. The pictures fascinated me and filled me with ontological terror at the same time. I knew, because everybody knew, that only girls were “sexy,” that “sexiness” was girls — it was exclusively female. This confused me, so I kept going back to the magazines, trying to figure it out. It made me uncomfortable in ways I couldn’t begin to express.


The models’ aura of stuffed-bunny obliviousness, by the way, was precisely the vibe Playboy was going for. In 1967, Hugh Hefner told the Italian journalist Oriana Fallaci that he’d called the models Bunnies because of the sexual meaning often associated with rabbits, which were sexy in a way that was timid and frolicsome. He described the way a baby rabbit tentatively approaches, then coyly pulls back, then returns. “You feel like caressing it, playing with it,” he said. Playmates of the Month were modeled on this platonic ideal of a rabbit-girl. “She is never sophisticated, a girl you cannot really have,” he said. “She is a young, healthy, simple girl — the girl next door …” Hefner told Falacci that he was not interested in “the mysterious, difficult woman, the femme fatale who wears elegant underwear, with lace, and she is sad, and somehow mentally filthy.” The Playboy girl, by contrast, was “naked, well-washed with soap and water, and she is happy.”1


I didn’t read this as a kid, of course, but I still think the message got across. Playboy’s “idea of woman” was a naked fairy-tale princess: a young, dumb, defenseless, trusting, easily manipulated woodland creature. She gave herself entirely because she was too inexperienced to know any better. She was a fresh animal, well-washed with soap and water. She could not learn, grow, or change. She could not really exist in a temporal sense. All she could do was to try to preserve and display herself. Experience made her difficult. It got her banished to her witchy cottage in the forest. She had to remain a dumb bunny, an unconscious body, frozen in time and preserved in amber, for as long as she could in order to survive. The “sexy lady” is the only kind of lady that openly exists in the sunshine of the symbolic realm. She is the only kind of lady that warrants being looked at, paid attention to, or acknowledged. In order to be listened to, a lady should be nice to look at. There should be no doubt as to her sexual desirability, but this will undermine her argument, no matter how sophisticated. We are not interested in sadness, sophistication, or experience. We secretly believe that female subjectivity is filth.


When you are a kid — when I was a kid, anyway — you believe in superlatives and data, and find a great deal of comfort in this orderly vision of the universe. So you set out to rank and rate and sort and classify everything you can. When I was in first and second grade, I thought that the Miss America, Miss World, and Miss Universe pageants were actual statistical rankings of the prettiest women in the country, the world, the universe. (I wasn’t sure how Miss Universe could claim the title without competing against aliens from other planets, but I was willing to suspend my disbelief.) I understood that being pretty wasn’t the most important thing, as no doubt some adult had dutifully informed me at some point, but it was obviously the only thing that anybody cared about where girls were concerned. You surmised this just by existing. Being the prettiest was the pinnacle of womanly achievement. It ranked you, if you were pretty enough, as the number one girl in the universe. Yet if prettiness made you visible, it also made you strangely invisible. It made you recede into an undifferentiated, standardized mass.


Before Hugh Hefner came along, porn was furtive and hidden. After Hefner, it was everywhere; mainstream, pop, classy, cool. Hefner considered that his big innovation was realizing that Playboy wasn’t actual porn so much as lifestyle porn. He wasn’t selling pictures of girls, he was selling a particular male identity via consumption of girls as consumer objects. This identity was similar in many ways to the identity being sold to ladies in ladies’ magazines, only with naked ladies themselves as the expendable products whose constant consumption would bring happiness. This is why Hefner reportedly worried less about competitors like Penthouse and Hustler than he did about “lad mags” like Maxim and FHM. For all their surface differences, the Playmates didn’t suggest individuality so much as variety, an endless cornucopia of consumer choices. As a second-grader, I could fully grasp the orgiastic appeal of beholding something like this. The pleasure of positioning oneself in front of a new sixty-four-color crayon set, complete with built-in sharpener, was impossible to overstate. Like casting a proprietary eye over the display at Baskin-Robbins, it was a heady feeling that quickly gave way to entitlement. I felt nothing short of outrage when the number of flavors fell short of the promised thirty-one. That I always chose the same flavor anyway, and wore out the same-color crayons while barely touching some of the others, was not the point. The possibility of infinite choice was the point. The too-muchness was the point. Knowing the Burnt Sienna was there at your fingertips. Empowering you was the point.


Of course, looking at naked girls in Playboy didn’t make me feel powerful. On the contrary, it made me feel like I was getting a glimpse into a parallel universe where I was at once invisible and excruciatingly visible, negated and exposed. There was no inverse equivalent. I was unaware that just around that time, an academic named Laura Mulvey was coining the phrase “the male gaze.” That language would remain unavailable to me for another two decades. At the time, all I had to help me make sense of it were things like the Frog and Toad story “Dragons and Giants,” the one where Toad gets separated from Frog and runs into a giant snake at the mouth of a dark cave, and the snake sees him and says, “Hello, lunch.”


In 2003, Hugh Hefner told CNN that it was only in retrospect that he realized that what he’d created was actually “the first successful magazine for young, single men” organized around a singular “artistic” idea. A naked girl was placed in a setting, and the suggestion of a male presence was introduced in the picture. “There would be a second glass, or a pipe, or a necktie,” he explained, which would suggest “the possibility of seduction.” For Hefner, presence of this item communicated the idea that “nice girls like sex, too.”2


Playboy was instrumental in helping to combine the good girl and the bad girl into a single entity — what New York Radical Women cofounder Robin Morgan called “the unbeatable Madonna-whore combination.” Women, she argued, were being constantly bombarded with mixed messages, that put them into impossible, crazy-making psychological double binds. It told women to be sexy yet wholesome, frail yet strong, submissive yet imperious. In Morgan’s view, Playboy Bunnies and pageant queens sent to entertain troops in Vietnam were symbols of American racism, militarism, capitalism—“death mascots” in an immoral war. The 1968 Miss America protest, as she wrote in her group’s manifesto, was intended to call attention to this, and to the media’s uncritical promotion of “the degrading mindless-boob-girlie symbol” and unachievable beauty standards which women are trained to believe in. Five years before the protest, in 1963, a young journalist named Gloria Steinem had spent almost two weeks undercover as a Bunny at the Playboy Club and had written an article about it for Show magazine, revealing the terrible working conditions of a job that could bill itself as “the top job in the country for a young girl” and could be taken seriously. I don’t remember noticing any pipes in any photos, but even if the item left casually lying around had been, say, a pack of Bubble Yum or a little book of tiny, puffy Sanrio stickers, I still wouldn’t have held myself at a cool remove as I cast a proprietary eye over the girlie. The question of where I fit into the picture was too existentially traumatizing. Was this what girls turned into? Would I? Did I want to? What if I did? What if I didn’t? Which would be worse? The idea that nice girls like sex, too, never once crossed my mind while looking at a Playboy magazine. It had crossed my mind when playing with my Malibu Barbie and my brother’s G.I. Joe, but there was nothing about the girls in the photographs that implied they were getting anything out of the experience. My cousin and I had been trained to redirect our subjectivity and to accept the mindless-boob-girlie symbol and her ludicrous standard of beauty as our standard of femininity long before we cracked our first Playboy magazine. We recognized the Bunnies from other images we’d seen. They were naked Barbies with princess personalities, just the pretty, passive, vulnerable, unconscious young girls we’d been trained to recognize as our personal ideal; the sleeping beauties. Christie and I thought it was funny that a magazine called Playboy had no boys in it. What a ridiculous oversight! Who was in charge? We were seven or eight or nine years old. We took everything literally. We were wrong, of course. What Playboy actually had was no girls in it.


As a little kid in the seventies, I was never not aware of how feminism defined itself against the ethos of Playboy, but until recently it never occurred to me to think about how Playboy defined itself against the ethos of feminism. I thought of the Playboy version of masculinity as eternal, as the status quo that scrappy feminism suddenly stood up against. I didn’t know that they were parallel universes born of the sexual revolution, in one of which women demanded agency and control over their own bodies, as well as sexual and reproductive rights and freedoms, and in the other of which some men extended their sense of entitlement to the casual use of women’s bodies as entertainment. The old, patriarchal, Victorian notions of protecting young girls’ “virtue” and reputations fell away, and new, commercially exploitive patriarchal notions stepped into the void. Fashion modeling went from being a boring, low-paying workaday job for average-size women that showed customers how clothes fit, to a glam fantasy world full of underage girls made up to look like adults. Playboy helped by reinventing beautiful, naked, sexually available girls as the ultimate luxury item for the ultimate alpha man.


Playboy was in its heyday between 1966 and 1976, and the women’s movement was in its heyday between 1968 and 1977. In 1969, Playboy assigned a story on women’s lib to a freelancer named Susan Braudy who, after extensive reporting, wrote a sympathetic account of the movement. This infuriated Hefner. He responded in a memo: “These chicks are our natural enemy … We must destroy them before they destroy the Playboy way of life.”3 Braudy refused to alter her story to fit this point of view, so she pulled the piece, and Playboy ended up running an article called “Up Against the Wall, Male Chauvinist Pig” in its stead. A Playboy secretary leaked that story to the press and she left after Hefner discovered who did it.


For me, trouble with Playboy was not that it had pictures of naked girls in it. It’s that in its Looney Tunes universe, it had only predators and prey. Women who believed themselves to be equal were men’s “natural enemy,” as in all the binary dyads — Sylvester versus Tweety, Coyote versus Road Runner, Elmer Fudd versus Bugs Bunny.


In her 1967 interview, Fallaci asked Hefner to explain his real-life relationships with the Playmates he became romantically involved with. How did they work? Was he faithful to them? Did he expect fidelity from them? “The problem of being faithful does not even exist in such a situation,” he replied. “I do not ignore other girls.” He tried to explain that he usually had a special relationship that lasted for a few years and was supplemented by other less important relationships. He rattled off a string of names, girls he’d had primary relationships with for thirteen years. “I would like to make it clear that those never were pseudo-marriages, they were cohabitations, which, unfortunately, provoke jealousy in some women.”


“And are you jealous, Mr. Hefner?” Fallaci asked.


“Sure I am,” he said. “I wouldn’t like Mary to be sexually involved with someone else. When this happened with some of my special girls, I was rather hurt. In my relationships, I do not look for equality between man and woman. I like innocent, affectionate, faithful girls who —”


“Do you mean you would never love a woman who has had as many men as you have had women, Mr. Hefner?” Fallaci broke in. “A woman who accepted and applied your philosophy?”


“Not in the least,” he said. “I have never looked for a woman like me. I wouldn’t know what to do with a Hugh Hefner in skirts.”4


Judith Butler had only recently published Gender Trouble and introduced the idea of “gender performativity” into the culture when I started graduate school, in the early nineties; the idea was that masculinity and femininity were not something we are but something we repeatedly do.5 Around the same time, in a piece in the New York Times Magazine, the critic Katha Pollitt coined the term “the Smurfette principle” to describe the weirdly gender-disproportionate world of cartoons. She had been surprised to notice as an adult that in cartoons it was common to see “a group of male buddies” that was “accented” by a single, stereotypical girl. This conveyed the message that “boys are the norm, girls the variation; boys are central, girls peripheral; boys are individuals, girls types. Boys define the group, its story and its code of values. Girls exist only in relation to boys.” In other words, “the girl” was an intrusion, often unwelcome, in an all-male universe. She did not represent human consciousness but a psychosexual disturbance with a bow on top.6 I found these ideas to be liberating. I also found them to be familiar. I’d encountered them before, not in college but in elementary school, and not through Playboy Bunnies but through Bugs Bunny.


When he is naked, which is most of the time, Bugs is an anthropomorphized caricature of a rabbit of indeterminate age and gender. He has a slim, androgynous body; big, lash-rimmed eyes; a perky tail; the sassiness of a teenager; and a knack for getting himself out of compromising situations. A bunny’s existence is inherently precarious — there is no creature more defenseless — and Bugs Bunny lives all alone, unprotected. He cannot get through an episode without being preyed upon or bossed around by any number of bullies and blowhards, ranging from the merely irritating to the truly terrifying. Nobody respects his boundaries, and everyone underestimates him — which is how, on the bright side, he manages to outsmart them all. Bugs gives the slip to dumb hunters, sadistic sergeants, and pompous maestros alike, not just eluding capture but turning it into a game. He can transform himself utterly without anyone noticing. I deeply identified with the carrot-chomping Bugs Bunny, but he was also my first sexual crush. I liked his big eyes, his crooked grin, his mocking tone, the little cleft in his chest. He was my very first genderfucker.


I adored Bugs. He was my platonic ideal of a man. Yet I never liked him more than when he dressed up as a sexy girl-rabbit. Bugs “played the girl” in the most exaggerated, artificial, ridiculous ways imaginable. In a dress, he was a geisha, a mermaid, a ballerina, Lana Turner, a bobby-soxer, Carmen Miranda, the person giving the performance and the person the performance was for. Bugs in a dress was no helpless bunny all alone in the woods with her tits out. S/he as a girl was vast. S/he contained multitudes. S/he was playful, sexy, sublime. Of all cartoon animals, s/he was the one whose allegiance I never thought to doubt. I trusted Bugs implicitly. I loved him/her. Bugs was on my side. Which is why I never liked him/her less than when he ogled a sexy girl-rabbit and turned to the camera with a dirty wink. Later, in high school, I’d develop an obsessive crush but also a deep sense of identification with David Bowie. When Bowie died, decades later, and stories came out about his relationships in the 1970s with very young girls — girls younger than I was when I first discovered him — I shut up that part of myself. It made me want to cry. I loved him. I thought he was on my side.
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