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In Loving Dedication:


To everyone with Cuntlove in their hearts, especially my Sacred Mother.


I thank you for giving me life.









Author’s Note


Unless otherwise stated, throughout this book the words “gentleman,” “man” and the like are used to refer to the tightly knit, male social power structure as it is recognized in American patriarchal society.


Let it be known that the author is fully cognizant of the fact that many men in this world strive for women’s rightful place in society. Without the work, study, love and support of certain members of the male sector of humanity, this book would not have been as thoroughly articulated as it was.


The author is grateful and indebted to many members of this sector of humanity, both living and dead, of which her loving father, brothers, nephews, Malcolm X and Robert Graves are merely six.


The author would also like to acknowledge that masculine and feminine nouns and pronouns impose unrealistic limitations on lived human experience. The author looks forward to the time when our vocabulary reflects the reality and complexity of our multi-gendered human nature.


All that said, the author continues to be free to talk some serious shit.
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A friend sent me a book with a note that said, “Dodson, you’re gonna love this woman.” The bright yellow cover had a pink daisy with “cunt” written in its center. I dropped the book into my handbag to read on my trip to San Francisco the following day.


The plane landed before I knew it. My nose was buried in this bold, brave declaration of independence written by a young woman named Inga Muscio, who was surely my spiritual granddaughter.


Over the next four days, during business meetings and social dinners, I kept asking friends about the author who had the guts to title her book Cunt. Did anyone know her? The book jacket said she was a recluse, but I figured a cuntlovin’ woman like me could get through to her. I left my phone number with her publisher, knowing everyone comes to New York City at some point.


Although Inga and I span two generations of feminism, we share a lot in common. Both of us embrace the old Anglo-Saxon noun, “cunt,” that claims the innate power of the sex organ it names.


In my first book, Liberating Masturbation, which was self-published in 1974, I had a chapter titled “Becoming Cunt Positive” followed by sixteen full-page pen-and-ink portraits of my friends’ cunts. Inga begins Cunt by informing us about her reconciliation with the word and the anatomical jewel it names. She points out that when popes or politicians refer to female genitalia, “the term ‘vagina’ is discreetly engaged.” She writes that the word originated from a term meaning “a scabbard or sheath for a sword,” and rightly concludes, “Ain’t got no vagina.”


From the nineteen-sixties to the present day, I have objected to the term “vagina” because it refers to the birth canal and leaves out the clitoris, the primary source of women’s sexual pleasure. As a budding feminist author in the seventies, I was furious to discover the vast number of women struggling, and mostly failing, to have an orgasm from penis/vagina intercourse and blaming themselves. I proclaimed that “frigid” is a man’s word for a woman who can’t have an orgasm in the missionary position in a few minutes, with only the kind of stimulation that’s good for him.


Among the many things that excited me about Cunt was how it took me back to my feminist awakening. My perspective was grounded in the sexual revolution of the sixties and seventies. Abandoning marriage and monogamy and claiming my sexuality radically altered my life. This new feeling of empowerment gave me the courage to have the first one-woman exhibition of erotic art in New York City. I began writing articles and speaking out about the importance of women embracing masturbation so we could develop and define our own sexuality. I designed a workshop I called “Physical and Sexual Consciousness Raising.” My feminist commitment evolved into helping women learn to become orgasmic by experimenting with different forms of clitoral stimulation. I ended up leaving my art studio for what became a twenty-five-year career running masturbation workshops.


Inga is a product of the eighties and nineties, when many mainstream feminists wanted to censor pornography and the anti-violence movement merged with an anti-sex movement. My worst fear while reading Cunt was that I’d be engulfed in a PC feminist rant, an anti-sex diatribe focused on ending violence against women. But I discovered that Inga’s adamant anti-rape stand was not anti-sex. Instead, she offered ways for women to deal with rape beyond impotently stomping our feet, hating sex and blaming men.


I silently cheered when she said we needed to learn self-protection, suggesting practical techniques for protection like the one she uses for dashes to the store late at night: she calls a friend to let her know she is going out, puts rocks in her pocket, jumps on her bike and goes. For me, the best part about studying martial arts and self-protection in the seventies was learning to avoid dangerous situations in the first place.


I have observed the women’s movement for the past forty years, and we’ve routinely avoided the subject of sexual pleasure. From Women Against Pornography to the current V-Day campaign to end violence against women and girls, sex continues to be equated with violence. As if ending violence for biological women alone could ever change anything.


Every Valentine’s Day, the one day that celebrates lovers, the Vagina Monologues, which spawned V-Day, is performed around the world. Yes, we can say it’s a beginning. Or we can say that the good old boys have thrown us another bone. The adorable Dr. Ruth saying “penis” or “vagina” or “sexual arrrrrrousal” entertained us, but merely saying the words publicly provides no new information that improves our sex lives. I tend to question anything or anyone that gets corporate sponsorship, for it wouldn’t get corporate sponsorship if it truly challenged the status quo. Corporate feminism is a far cry from the early feminist movement of the seventies. Back then we sat in a circle, which broke through the traditional model of a leader or expert standing in front of a group. We shared the truth about our lives, making “I” statements instead of giving advice. As we spoke, we began to realize that how we were living was indeed the result of the current political climate. This new awareness gave rise to the powerful feminist statement of the seventies, “The personal is political.” Unfortunately, this brilliant concept has rarely been applied to our sexuality.


As long as we continue to insist that sex is a private matter, public discourse by most feminist authors, scholars and women’s studies educators will continue to focus on rape, incest and abuse. Many feminist leaders avoid discussing the subject of pleasure for different reasons. If they celebrate sexual pleasure, they will be attacked by right-wing factions. On the other hand, going public with their sex lives is still considered threatening within the mainstream feminist movement. Having no sexual pleasure would be as embarrassing as having too much, or the “wrong” kind. Until more feminists have the courage to openly claim and enjoy their own sexuality and sexual pleasure, the women’s movement will remain stuck in a joyless discourse which does not improve society.


I’ve been told by corporate feminists that talking about sexual pleasure when there is so much sexual violence against women is inappropriate, insensitive and politically incorrect. And who is to blame for all the sexual violence in the world? Dare I ask why so many feminists think biological women have cornered the market on being victimized by violence? Will I sound too insensitive in mentioning the violence caused by poverty, hunger and wars that affect women, men and children of every gender?


In Cunt, I found a young feminist brave enough to claim her body, her cunt and her sexuality. She openly supports masturbation, which is the bottom line of pleasure. Although the acceptance of masturbation has made headway over the last few decades, it has not been nearly enough for me. My idea of sexual liberation is linked back to the suffragette movement and my hero Victoria Woodhull’s declaration of free love. Cunt’s subtitle is A Declaration of Independence; I want sexual independence. I want to free sex from the old religious morality of heterosexual marriage as the only viable lifestyle. I want to see the end to the double standard that allows men an abundance of sexual choices while they pose as monogamous married men and insist on faithful wives.


Inga and I have both endured abortions. The comparison between them shows some progress. One of mine was an illegal kitchen-table abortion in the fifties with a metal tool scraping out my uterus without any anesthesia. One of hers was gently induced with massage and herbs, which was far more civilized. Both of our unwanted pregnancies were with men we liked. Unfortunately, we had been thinking with our clits and forgot about birth control. Sex is a powerful force.


Inga did eventually make to it New York, and she called me. Over dinner, one of the first things I asked her was how she handled telling strangers the title of her book. She replied that she simply said, “It’s a women’s studies book.” How clever of her. In the seventies, I felt obliged, or maybe challenged, to say the name of my book every time someone asked.


We had a good laugh when I told the story about the cab driver who inquired about my line of work. When I said I had just written and published (and was now distributing) a book, naturally he wanted to know the title. Full of feminist fervor, I proudly said, “Liberating Masturbation,” and he drove smack into the car in front of us that had stopped at a red light. From that day on I made it a point to use the second title, A Meditation on Selflove, whenever I was in a moving vehicle.


When I sold the book to Crown, the title was changed to Sex for One, but that didn’t fool anyone. If people hesitate to buy my book for fear the salesperson will think they are going home to masturbate, how do folks handle asking for Cunt?


As we talked, Inga and I agreed that one of the big, glaring problems today is the pitiful state of sex education in our schools. Currently religious groups have imposed their own beliefs on public-school students with government-funded, abstinence-only programs that limit sexual expression to heterosexual, monogamous marriage. Our teens are being told that birth control usually fails, and abortion and homosexuality are morally wrong. And, as ever, masturbation is never mentioned as a safe alternative to penis/vagina intercourse. While religious leaders claim we have a choice as to whether or not we follow God’s laws, our teens are not given a choice.


We also agreed that until America accepts sexual diversity as the law of the land and includes lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, transsexuals, genderqueers and intersex people, we will remain in the Dark Ages of human sexual expression. We all need to come out of our sexual closets. We need to be able to talk about sex without shame and take pride in how we choose to enjoy our bodies and genitals. Otherwise the public discourse on sex will continue to focus on abuse, rape, incest, disease and dysfunction. It’s time we begin to discuss sexual skills that will help us experience pleasure.


I believe that thought creates form, and I hold the image of a future filled with women who are cunt-positive and orgasmic on their own terms. My declaration of independence includes sexual and financial self-sufficiency. We will have an equal voice in government and decision-making. Raising our children to be fair-minded and sex-positive is our best hope for the future.


The intergenerational friendship between Inga and me is time-binding, a concept of Alfred Korzybski, a mathematician who wrote a book called Science and Sanity. Time-binding is building upon the knowledge of each generation, accumulating it and passing it on in order to learn from our mistakes and avoid repeating history. Just as I was inspired by sex-positive Victoria Woodhull, I hope I have inspired Inga, and that she will be there to inspire the next generation of young women.


Inga and I continue to stay in touch, time-binding our ideas of sex-positive feminism. She says I remind her of her grandmother, and I tell her she is the granddaughter of my dreams. When we talk together, our age difference disappears. We are feminists who want equal rights for women all over the world, and that includes sexual pleasure.


Betty Dodson, Ph.D.


New York City, June 2002
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Cunt is a necessary book, one of the most important books in print today, not only for bio and trans-women, as it obviously is, but for men-folk and dyke boys as well. And it is important not only for those whose cunts or other body parts or lives have been scarred by the deathly culture in which we find ourselves immersed. When you count rape survivors, domestic violence survivors, those who love those survivors, wage slaves, survivors of public or private education, all of us now living on a planet which is being killed before our eyes, it certainly encompasses more or less all of us. Cunt is also for those who, against all odds, may actually retain shreds of their original sanity.


Cunt is a celebration, not only of cunts but of all life. Cunts are life, as are pricks, kneecaps, elbows, fingernails, the tails of tadpoles, redwood needles, and the sandy red soil we taste between foreteeth and tongue. Cunt explores this life, rolls this life gently between fingertips, more gently across the soft skin of lower belly and more gently still between still-softer thighs. The book tells us—whole or scarred—how to live, as life tells us how to live, as our bodies tell us how to live, as fingertips, elbows, pricks and cunts tell us how to live. As the soil tells us how to live. They’re all the same. Only different.


I first read Cunt last year, long after it had changed the lives of many people. It took me a day. I picked it up as the sun cleared the trees to the southeast, and didn’t put it down till the book was done and the sun was well on its way back down the blue hill above. It was a day that changed my life. I have read the book several times since, and each time have learned more about the women in my life, more about my own life, more about life in general. And I’ve learned about the culture, about the way men are trained to terrorize women and children. And I’ve learned what women, and children, are doing about that.


We may as well acknowledge that we’re all fucked.


I don’t mean this in the delightful sense of lovers coming together, meeting in the middle of their hearts and minds and bodies, but in the sense that we’re in far more trouble than words—even words as powerful as Inga Muscio’s—can say. Wild salmon are disappearing, as are great apes, coral reefs, native earthworms, wild forests, wild places of all stripes. Last week two more huge chunks of Antarctica fell into the sea. Dioxin contaminates polar bear fat, and it contaminates mother’s milk. Three corporations control more than eighty percent of the beef market, and seven corporations control more than ninety percent of the grain market. Military scientists have placed computer chips in the brains of rats, and can force the creatures to go left, right, backward, forward by pushing buttons on keyboards. Imagine the fun the scientists would have if they figure out how to do this with women’s hips.


We’re fucked. We all know the numbers. We know that twenty-five percent of all women in this culture are raped within their lifetimes, and another nineteen percent have to fend off rape attempts. Which means of course that unless one guy is excruciatingly busy, an awful lot of men are rapists. We know that as many as twenty-two million American women have been molested by relatives, with six million of those molested by their fathers. We know also that 565,000 American children are killed or injured every year by their parents or guardians.


We know, too, that there are more slaves in the world today than came across on the Middle Passage. And we know that in the 1830s a slave in the American South cost between $500 and $1000, the equivalent of $50,000 to $100,000 today. And now a slave costs about $50, making them not even a capital but a simple expense, to be used up and thrown away.


We’re fucked.


This is where Cunt comes in. If we’re so fucked, one might reasonably ask, why not just go ahead and off ourselves? Cunt gives the answer (as do our cunts, pricks, elbows, kneecaps, and as do all the wild and free creatures on the planet): life is good. Life is really, really good. Not mediated life. Not televisions, cars, stereos, jobs, professional sports, colognes, perfumes, skyscrapers, steel, asphalt, brick, mortar. But life. Waking up with the sun on your face. Tasting your lover’s sweat. Smelling their scent. Stubbing your toe, petting a dog, french-kissing a tree (but only if the tree agrees), helping your mother plant her garden, feeling your body grow heavy at the end of a hard day, and waiting to catch up to your dreams.


But to merely reside in the sensual as the world burns isn’t good enough. Nor is it good enough merely to mourn the losses both inside and out. Both of these are necessary, but not sufficient. And here Cunt helps again. If things are so bad, one can also ask (this time unreasonably, I think), why not just withdraw into the sensual, why not just party (or cry)? Because, I think Cunt makes clear, this question reveals nothing neither more nor less than an inability to love. If you’re in love, with your life, with your body, with your lover, with the tree outside your door, with the world that gives rise to all of these, the fact that we’re all deeply, deeply fucked doesn’t matter a damn to your actions: if you’re in love, you act to protect your beloved.


In the end, Cunt is about love, as are cunts, pricks, elbows, as is the soft flesh of puppies’ ears, as are the spines of thistles and the sharp edges of blades of grass.


If we are to survive, we must reclaim our planet from those corporations which—and people who—are destroying it. But even before this, we must reclaim our own bodies and our hearts from that same grasp. Cunt helps us do that, helps us find our way back to our cunts, pricks, elbows, kneecaps, and perhaps most important of all, our hearts.


Derrick Jensen


May 2002









Preface
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“Cunt” is very arguably the most powerful negative word in the American English language. “Cunt” is the ultimate one-syllable covert verbal weapon any streetwise six-year-old or passing motorist can use against a woman. “Cunt” refers almost exclusively to women, and expresses the utmost rancor.


There’s a general feeling of accord on this.


Except for some friends who know all about this book, no one calls me a “cunt” to communicate what a cool and sublime human being they think I am. Up until a certain time in my life, I never employed “cunt” to express respect or admiration.


I qualify these statements because my relationship with “cunt” is no longer what it once was.


One day I came home from third grade and asked my pops, “What’s a wetback?”


With resignation and a sigh, Dad elucidated a brief history of “wetback.” He concluded, “Don’t you ever say it.”


A list of words I was similarly not to utter was forthcoming: nigger, beaner, kike, wop, jap, injun, spic. The only formal cuss word included on his roster was “cunt.”


Coming as I did from a family where us kids were allowed to strew profanities like rice at a wedding, I was mighty affected by all this. Why, in my father’s way of thinking, could I call someone an asshole but not a wetback nigger cunt?


The foreshadowings of a mystery.


In my childhood home, the 1965 Random House Dictionary was as much a part of dinnertime as laughter, arguments ’n wanton table manners. Throughout dinner, my siblings and I were required to spell and define new vocabulary words. It was a custom I enjoyed very much.


I was raised to appreciate the power of words.


Little did I know that when I grew up, out of the billion and one words in the 1965 Random House Dictionary and beyond, there would exist no word that I could use to adequately describe myself.


This wouldn’t be much of a problem except that there are millions of me’s: articulate, strong, talented, raging, brilliant, grooving, sexy, expressive, dancing, singing, laughing women in America, of all shapes, hues, ethnicities, sizes, sexual orientations and dispositions.


We are everywhere.


But what are we.


The only dimly representational, identifying term that advocates truly authentic recognition for the actual realities of women in this world is “feminism.” This is a relatively youthful word. Our actual realities, on the other hand, are rooted deep.


We are born with them in our hearts.


Inherited them from our mothers.


Grandmothers.


Under the influence of this dilemma, I’ve asked myself if there might be a word as old, as universal and as deeply rooted as women’s actual realities in patriarchal society. Hidden somewhere in the English language, could there be a word with power steeped in our history, a word which truly conveyed the rage and hope of all women?


And lo and behold, I return to the one formal cuss word on Pop’s roster:


cunt.


This book is about my reconciliation with


the word


and


the anatomical jewel.


In Part I of Cunt, “The Word,” I assert that the context in which “cunt” is presently perceived does not serve women, and should therefore be thoroughly re-examined.


English is considered the “universal language” because it represents the victors of history’s present telling. Seizing this language and manipulating it to serve your community is a very powerful thing to do, and—based on a variety of specific elements, such as ethnicity, musical tastes, credit limits and/or sexuality—it is done a lot in America. Creating a general, woman-centered version of the English language, however, is just insanely difficult.


Womankind is varied and vast.


But we all have cunts, and it does not matter if they are biological, surgical or metaphorical. A cunt’s a cunt.


While one word maketh not a woman-centered language, “cunt” is certainly a mighty potent and versatile contribution. Not to mention how deliciously satisfying it is to totally snag a reviled word and elevate it to a status which all women should rightfully experience in this society.


When viewed as a positive force in the language of women—as well as a reference to the power of the anatomical jewel which unites us all—the negative power of “cunt” falls in upon itself, and we are suddenly equipped with a word that describes all women, regardless of race, age, class, religion or the degree of lesbianism we enjoy.


Part II, “The Anatomical Jewel,” examines why having a cunt in this society might just be worse than being called one. Our cunts bleed and have weird, unpredictable orgasms. The birthing process is painful and messy. Lordisa knows what our cunts are up to. Generally speaking, we don’t understand them, we don’t like them and we often think they’re ugly.


A different, more sublime way of looking at this is that our cunts are the symbolic and physical zenith of our existence.


When our cunts bleed, we are bleeding people. Clairvoyant dreams visit our sleepytime heads. Sometimes, the swaggering braggadocio of human males causes our wombs to clench up in spasms of pain. When cunts have stupendous orgasms, we may reel for days, and have a fetching smile for every person we meet when we’re walkin’ down the street. When cunts get filled up with sperm, women sometimes get pregnant and experience either the trauma of aborting, or the courageous and under-appreciated tribulation of devoting the rest of our lives to another human being. When men fuck our cunts against our will, we often feel like a diarrhea shit has been offed upon the very essence of our soul, and may live the rest of our days cleaning it off in whatever way we see fit.


An aisle in all American grocery stores is devoted to various commercial products, dreamed up by corporations owned and operated by men, which are designed to “care for” and deodorize cunts. An entire branch of Western medicine, male style, exists because of the infernal, confounding magic of cunts. Doctors who treat cunts have special names.


Famous cunts in history have caused empires to rise and fall.


Sex industries throughout the world enjoy exorbitant profit margins because of the wonderful things cunts do and represent.


When women endure cultural customs such as clitoridectomies, chasity belts, Mississippi Appendectomies (i.e., forced sterilization), infibulation, forced prostitution, slavery and rape, cunts are where? Why, in the spotlight, of course.


Yes, though they often play supporting roles to cocks, cunts deserve star billing in the marquee of every woman’s life.


Cunts are very important.


Unfortunately, cunts are important to all the wrong people for all the wrong reasons.


Cunts are not important to women because they are the very fount of our power, genius and beauty. Rather, cunts are important to men because they generate profits and episodes of ejaculation, and represent the precise point of vulnerability for keeping women divided and thus, conquered.


History, the media, economic structures and justice systems have led women to the understanding that delighting in a love affair with our cunts will get us no further than Sitting Bull, had he opted to have a passionate love affair with the Seventh Cavalry.


Which, of course, he did not.


Why should Sitting Bull love the Seventh Cavalry? The Seventh Cavalry consistently represented the undoing of his people.


Why should women love our cunts? They, too, consistently represent the undoing of our people.


The main contention here, of course, is that the Seventh Cavalry did not reside between Sitting Bull’s legs.


“The Anatomical Jewel” makes up the bulk of Cunt. The fact that women learn to dislike an actual, undeniable, unavoidable physical region of ourselves results in a crappy Sisyphean situation, warranting an intense focus of attention.


Part III is called “Reconciliation.” One definition of reconciliation is the re-establishment of a close relationship that has experienced estrangement somewhere along the line.


My cunt is mine.


In order to re-establish a close relationship with my cunt, I must take responsibility not only for what it is to me today, but for everything it has become due to the seemingly endless throng of spin doctors, past and present. My cunt serves me in ways cavernously unrelated to generating profits, procuring episodes of ejaculation in males and representing the precise point of vulnerability for keeping women divided and thus, conquered. It is therefore my responsibility to insure this reality resides at the forefront of humanity’s consciousness when history is rewritten once again.


We women have a lot of responsibilities.


Here are a few:


Seizing a vocabulary for ourselves.


Actively teaching ourselves to perceive cunts—ours and others’—in a manner generating understanding and empathy.


Taking this knowledge out into the community.


Learning self-protection.


Seeking out and supporting cuntlovin’ artists, businesses, media and role models.


Using our power as consumers.


Keeping our money in a community of cuntlovin’ women.


We arrive at reconciliation by confronting learned, internalized misogyny and re-educating ourselves on our terms. Three of the most important aspects of reconciliation involve fighting with our minds, art and money to create a cultural consciousness that supports and respects all women. The power and potential of these weapons—minds, art and money—are exalted in Part III.


Closing Regards


One of Cunt’s aspirations is to contribute to a language and philosophy specifically designed to empower and unite all women.


I do not, however, expect my personal experiences necessarily to pluck on the heartstrings of said all women.


I am white, so many complexities of individual and institutional racism are not present in this book like they would be if I were, say, a Filipina-American writer whose ancestors founded a ranch outside Houston before the treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed in 1848.


I am a lesbian who wouldn’t oppose a tumble in the hay with my housemate’s boyfriend’s twenty-year-old brother who lives in Peru and is achingly beautiful, so likewise with rigid strictures of hetero- and homosexuality.


I am an American citizen from a mid-middle-class family that was supported solely by the sweat of my mother’s brow. As such, I have never been without shoes, food, education, shelter and other fine trappings of subsistence.


When I was three, an accident with a street-cleaner bristle blinded me in my right eye. I’ve lived through the deaths of my father and youngest brother. I started writing as a child to survive a spiritually blighted landscape. I obsessively devoted my life to writing so I wouldn’t go insane after my brother died. I’m a vegetarian, but I like watching people eat spareribs.


All this greatly influences my perspective.


As does a prayer my mother has hanging in her kitchen, now, then and in the hour of her death: “You are a child of the universe, no less than the trees and the stars. You have a right to be here, and whether or not it is clear to you, no doubt the universe is unfolding as it should.”


From the poetry of Sappho to the zines of riot grrrls, personal experience has proven to be a very effective way for women to communicate. Sharing individual knowledge contributes to the whole, and has been a foundation of women’s power, in cultures spanning the globe, since time out of mind.


Here in America, at the dawning of the post-patriarchal age, a growing understanding of our differences and commonalities continues to emerge full force. Because we now have more means to communicate than ever before, histories based on personal experience are increasingly poised to unite all women.


Women are blue-black as the ocean’s deepest knowledge, creamy-white ’n lacy blue-veined, freshly ground–cinnamon brown. Women are Christian motorcycle dykes, militantly hetero Muslim theological scholars, Jewish-Chinese bisexual macrobiotic ballerinas and Chippewa shawomen who fuck not just lovers, but Time and Silence too.


Women are drug addicts, anti-abortion activists and volunteers for Meals on Wheels. Women have AIDS, big fancy houses, post-traumatic stress disorder and cockroach-infested hovels. Women are rockstars, Whores, mothers, lawyers, taxidermists, welders, supermodels, scientists, belly dancers, cops, filmmakers, athletes and nurses.


There are not many things which unite all women. I have found “cunt,” the word and the anatomical jewel, to be a venerable ally in my war against my own oppression. Besides global subjugation, our cunts are the only common denominator I can think of that all women irrefutably share.


We are divided from the word.


We are divided from the anatomical jewel.


I seek reconciliation.









Part I


The Word
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a tidy little prelude


On the choice occasions popes and politicians directly refer to female genitalia, the term “vagina” is discreetly engaged.


If you will be so kind, say “vagina” out loud a few times. Strip away the meaning and listen solely to the phonetic sound. It resonates from the roof of your mouth.


A “vagina” could be an economy car:


“That’s right, Wanda! Come within five hundred dollars of the actual sticker price, and you’ll win this! A brand new Chrysler Vagina!”


Or a rodent:


“Next on Prairie Safari, you’ll see a wily little silver-tailed vagina outwit a voracious pair of ospreys.”


Say “cunt” out loud, again stripping away the meaning. The word resonates from the depths of your gut. It sounds like something you definitely don’t want to tangle with in a drunken brawl in a dark alley.


A “cunt” could be a serious weather condition:


“Next on Nightline, an exclusive report on the devastation in Kansas when last night’s thunder cunt, with winds exceeding 122 miles an hour, ripped through the state.”


Or a monster truck:


“The City Arena is proud to present the Coors Crush ’Em Demolition Round-Up competition, where Randy Sam’s Beast of Burden will challenge Mike Price’s undefeated Raging Cunt in the 666 barrel jump.”


Moving from phonetics to etymology, “vagina” originates from a word meaning sheath for a sword.


Ain’t got no vagina.









Cuntist Mystique
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I came across the power of “cunt” quite accidentally. After writing an article for a newspaper, I typed in “word count,” but left out the “o.” My editor laughingly pointed out the mistake. I looked at the two words together and decided “Word Cunt” seemed like a nice title for a woman writer. As a kind of intraoffice byline, I started typing “Word Cunt” instead of “word count” on all my articles. The handful of people who saw hard copies of my work reacted strongly and asked why I chose to put these two words on my articles. After explaining my reasoning to editorial assistants, production magis, proofreaders and receptionists, I started wondering about the actual, decontextualized power of “cunt.”


I looked up “cunt” in Barbara G. Walker’s twenty-five-year research opus, The Women’s Encyclopedia of Myths and Secrets, and found it was indeed a title, back in the day. “Cunt” is related to words from India, China, Ireland, Rome and Egypt. Such words were either titles of respect for women, priestesses and witches, or derivatives of the names of various goddesses:


In ancient writings, the word for “cunt” was synonymous with “woman,” though not in the insulting modern sense. An Egyptologist was shocked to find the maxims of Ptah-Hotep “used for ‘woman’ a term that was more than blunt,” though its indelicacy was not in the eye of the ancient beholder, only in that of the modern scholar. (Walker, 1983, 197)


The words “bitch” and “whore” have also shared a similar fate in our language. This seemed rather fishy to me. Three words which convey negative meanings about women, specifically, all happen to have once had totally positive associations about women, specifically.


Of the three, “cunt” garners the most powerful negative reaction.


How come?


This was obviously a loaded question to be asking myself, ’cause the answer evolved into quite the life-consuming project.


According to every woman-centered historical reference I have read—from M. Esther Harding to bell hooks—the containment of woman’s sexuality was a huge priority to emerging patrifocal religious and economic systems.


Cunts were anathema to forefather types. Literally and metaphorically, the word and anatomical jewel presided at the very nexus of many earlier religions which impeded phallic power worship. In Western civilization, forefather types practiced savior-centered religions, such as Catholicism. Springing forth from a very real, very fiscal fear of women and our power, eventually evolving into sexual retardation and womb envy, a philosophy and social system based on destruction was culled to thriving life. One of the more well-documented instances of this destruction-oriented consciousness is something called the Inquisition. It lasted for over five hundred years. That is how long it took the Inquisition to rend serious damage to the collective spirit of non-savior-centered religious worshippers.


The Inquisition justified the—usually sadistic—murder, enslavement or rape of every woman, child and man who practiced any form of spiritual belief which did not honor savior-centered phallic power worship.


Since the beginning of time, most cultures honored forces which were tangible, such as the moon, earth, sun, water, birth, death and life. A spirituality which was undetectable to any of the human senses was considered incomprehensible.


One imagines victims of the Inquisition were not hard to come by. Women who owned anything more than the clothes on their backs and a few pots to piss in were religiously targeted by the Inquisition because all of women’s resources and possessions became property of the famously cuntfearing Catholic Church. Out of this, the practice of sending “missionaries” into societies bereft of savior-centered spiritualities evolved.


Negative reactions to “cunt” resonate from a learned fear of ancient yet contemporary, inherent yet lost, reviled yet redemptive cuntpower.


Eradicating a tried and true, stentorian-assed word from a language is like rendering null the Goddess Herself.


It’s impossible.


Ancient, woman-centered words and beliefs never, like, fall off the planet. Having long done taken on a life of their own, they—like womankind—evolve, and survive.


Chameleon style.


For women this has involved making many, many concessions, such as allowing our selves, goddesses, priestesses and words to be defined and presented by men.


Many words found in woman-centered religions, such as cunt, bitch, whore, dog, ass, puta, skag and hag, along with the names of just about all goddesses—over time—assimilated bad connotations. As matrifocal lifestyles became less and less acceptable, “cunt” survived, necessarily carrying a negative meaning on into the next millennium.


Words outlive people, institutions, civilizations. Words spur images, associations, memories, inspirations and synapse pulsations. Words send off physical resonations of thought into the nethersphere. Words hurt, soothe, inspire, demean, demand, incite, pacify, teach, romance, pervert, unite, divide.


Words be powerful.


Grown-ups and children are not readily encouraged to unearth the power of words. Adults are repeatedly assured a picture is worth a thousand of them, while the playground response to almost any verbal taunt is “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me.”


I don’t beg so much as command to differ.


For young girls in this society, coming into the power we are born with is no easy task. As children, our power is not culled out of us as it is for boys. Still, culling power is—above and beyond all social conditioning—a very surmountable task to which womankind collectively rises higher each day.


But we need a language.


A means of communication demands and precedes change.


I posit that we’re free to seize a word that was kidnapped and co-opted in a pain-filled, distant past, with a ransom that cost our grandmothers’ freedom, children, traditions, pride and land. I figure we’ve paid the ransom, but now, everybody long done forgot “cunt” was ours in the first place.


I have lived the past couple years of my life writing a book called Cunt. When people ask me what I do, sometimes I bypass the whole conversation and say I’m a taxidermist. Reactions to a book called Cunt always lead to an intense grilling. Ain’t never encountered ambivalence. At this juncture, I am still absolutely unable to gauge reactions to this word.


Living with the title of this book as such a huge fixture in my day-to-day life has been a very weird anthropological study unto itself. “Cunt” is a bad, bad word, but damn if it don’t intrigue people when it’s the title of a book instead of a meanspirited expletive.


Since everybody already knows that the diabolization of “cunt” is an absolute reality of our language, nobody has to waste time and energy defending its honor.


A cunt by any other name is still a cunt.


“Cunt” is a highly satisfying word to utter on a regular basis.


Every girl and lady who is strong and fighting and powerful, who thrives in this world in a way that serves her, is a rockin’, cuntlovin’ babe doing her part to goad the post-patriarchal age into fruition.


“Cunt” is the crusty, disgusting bottle in the city dump pile that is bejewelled underneath and has a beautiful genie inside.


Here is a nice story about the transformation of destructive negative, crap-ola into constructive, positive brilliantiana.


Once upon a time, civil rights activist Dick Gregory went into a restaurant and ordered some chicken. Three or four men who wore pointy white hoods for their nighttime fashion statement presently came into the restaurant and said, (I’m paraphrasing here) “Yo, boy. Anything y’do tah dat chicken, we’re gone do tah yoo.”


Mr. Gregory looked at the chicken on the plate before him and was silent.


The men repeated, “Anything y’do tah dat chicken, boy, we’re gone do tah yoo.”


Everybody in the restaurant stopped what they were doing and stared.


Mr. Gregory sighed, picked up the chicken and gave it a big ol’, sweet ol’ kiss.


Perhaps, as some “historians” may have it, I fabricated the historic considerations in reassessing the way we presently perceive “cunt.”


Even if “cunt” were simply four spontaneous letters someone strung together one day ’cause his wife didn’t have dinner on the table when he got home from a hard day’s labor offing witches or indigenous peoples, it is still our word. Demographically, the women who have no chance of negatively being called “cunts” throughout life can be found in totally cloistered nunneries and maybe Amish communities.


Based on the criteria that “cunt” can be neither co-opted nor spin-doctored into having a negative meaning, venerable history or not, it’s ours to do with what we want. And thanks to the versatility and user-friendliness of the English language, “cunt” can be used as an all new woman-centered, cuntlovin’ noun, adjective or verb.


I, personally, am in love with the idea.









Part II


The Anatomical Jewel
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an eentsy bit of math


If it were my job to mathematically figure out which women despise more: being called a cunt or having one, I’d be hating life.


I’m glad that is not my job.


Instead, my job at present is to discuss some of the different ways ’n means women learn to hate our cunts, which still isn’t the most savory task on earth, but it is attainable.


Women comprise over 50 percent of this country. Women comprise just over 50 percent of this planet. There’s plenty of power in numbers. If we don’t have power, it can’t have anything to do with mass.


I conclude it must have to do with some stuff inside ourselves.


To know oneself truly is to love oneself. Whereas women do not learn the veritable nature of ourselves in this culture, the likelihood that we love ourselves and/or one another is highly suspect.


All cunts belong to all women.


The responsibility sits between our legs.









Blood and Cunts
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One fine spring day, after the lunchtime recess in sixth grade, Miss Cothran announced that all the boys were to join Mr. Rogers out on the playground for a game of softball, while all us girls were mandatorially invited to accompany her to the cafeteria.


My friends ’n me knew what was up. We had heard about the infamous Period Movie around fourth grade. Most of the boys were no less familiar with this legendary film and teased us relentlessly as they filed out to the softball diamond.


In the cafeteria, the girls from Mrs. Wolff’s class, Mr. Rogers’s class and mine assembled into tittering rows. The school nurse stood in the front of the room, between the pull-out movie screen and a table displaying all of the various disposable bleeding paraphernalia we would one day come to know so well. She explained the ways to affix pads to our panties and dabbled a little into tampondom; then the Film Projector Monitor was called to do her duty, and the Period Movie started.


To date, it is the most intellectually impaired film I’ve ever seen, taking into account the combined fatuity of Basic Instinct and Ace Ventura: Pet Detective.


A cartoon of the female form demonstrated how this dot in your head travels down to your cunt and makes you bleed. The doctorly sounding male narrator insisted that we not take baths or exercise during this “special time,” but be sure to keep spotlessly clean with lots and lots of soap and showers because menstruating girls tend to stink up the room if they’re not completely at one with personal hygiene. He also informed us that any pain or discomfort we might feel resided “in our heads,” and had been collectively imagined by womankind for thousands of years.


Were we told anything about how our uteruses are almost exactly like the moon, shedding their linings, growing new ones and shedding all over again? Did the Period Movie teach us thing one about how miraculously cool and sublime the human body’s reproductive system is when you’re a girl?


Fuck no.


All I truly gleaned from this experience was that my cunt was the yucksville reason I had to sit in that stupid cafeteria watching some hack nurse show me how to safety pin a three-mile-wide wad of cotton to a pair of brief underpanties even my grandma wouldn’t be caught dead in, while the other half of the sixth grade population was out in the sunshine playing softball. This was the first formal instruction in estrangement from my cunt—within a lifetime’s barrage—that I consciously recall.


With all the prepubescent hoopla surrounding periods, I was inclined towards totally vivid nightmarish visions of complete humiliation that would usher in my initiation to womanhood. A recurring one was related to the shower scene Carrie endured—where she was pelted with tampons—in the Hollywood/Stephen King rendition of menstruation commencement. I was wholly unprepared for the simplicity and intuition I encountered at the inauguration of my blood.


In seventh grade, I was walking home from school with Teresa and Joyce. We were halfway down Tunnel Street and suddenly I knew I was bleeding. It was the first time I remember knowing something in this manner. I told Teresa and Joyce, “Hey, I just started my period,” and that was that. I went home, grabbed a pad out of my mom’s store and bled on it.


Tampons didn’t come along until my fourth period, when Amy Ajello instructed me in great detail over my teen talk phone line. It was tricky holding the phone to my ear and inserting a tampon for the first time but, thank god, I managed, ’cause pads creeped me out the door. Whenever I wore one, I imagined Jimmy Vallejo and Andrew Vasquez pointing at the gigantic bulge moshing up my ass as I walked down the hall. In my vision, they howled, à la Beavis and Butthead, and everyone else, of course, would hear about it and I’d be the laughingstock of the whole middle school.


Shame kept a close watch on me and all my girlfriends.


It was shameful to bleed, to be seen bleeding, for blood-soaking paraphernalia to be visible on or about one’s person at any time whatsoever, to speak of bleeding, to look like we were bleeding, to be excused from P.E. because of the crippling cramps which sometimes accompany bleeding, to display frailty, vulnerability or mood swings because we were going to be bleeding soon and to express any emotion other than contempt and disdain in reference to our blood.


No one, least of all my peers—who, verily, whispered about this proscriptive subject in hushy undertones, behind closed doors, in only the most trusted of boyless locales—thought bleeding a pleasant reality.


Girls are told bleeding is a bad thing, an embarrassing thing, a secret thing that we should hide and remain discreet about come hell or high water.


Boys are told to go outside and play sports while the girls learn about some creepy, cootie-laden mystery that makes blood ooze out from our you-know-whats.


Given my swimmingly fetching cultural milieu, getting used to this bleeding business took quite a while. In the meantime, I fervently asked people why the hell this happened to us girls. Various sources consistently informed me that it was (big sigh) “just part of being a woman” (big sigh), or the good ol’ standby curse we inherited from Eve.


My period was not only a “curse,” but for the first years of bleeding, I was completely incapacitated with mind-numbing spasms of pain. For at least one day out of every month, I didn’t go to school or work. I lay in bed and cried, unable to do anything about the agony of my uterus. Frequently, because of this “imagined” pain, I fainted and puked.


I find it fascinating that men’s description of the pain enkindled by a knee to the groin sounds awfully similar to what I have experienced for up to thirty-six unflagging hours. And yet, imagine the hue and cry if men were informed that the horrifying symptom of pain accompanying a swift kick in the nuts was purely psychosomatic.


A coupla years after my period started, the newspapers across our fair nation announced that women weren’t imagining those intense pains. Scientific studies proved that the pain is real! As you might surmise, this was but a load off my mind.


After all those days I vomited because the mid-section of my body was clenched in a fist of throbbing excruciation; when I sat in the bathtub crying for five hours straight; when I couldn’t get out of bed or leave the house for fear of fainting in public; suddenly, because a group of men took the time to study a group of women and found there was indeed a rational reason for these symptoms to wrack our bodies once a month, I was allotted the pale comfort of knowing this pain actually existed!


Oh, joy.


Cynic that I am in such arenas of contemplation, I wonder if perhaps this generous allotment wasn’t bestowed upon womankind because pharmaceutical companies came to the magnanimous conclusion that sales for pain relievers would skyrocket if only they invested in a little “research” to counter the “in her mind” myth and re-condition the general public into believing there was a veritable malady at hand.


In the spring of 1995, I had the momentous honor of interviewing Barbara G. Walker at her home in New Jersey. Among many other things, she told me about menarche parties women in her community have for the newly menstruating. Ms. Walker described a menarche she attended a few months prior to our interview. The honoree wore a red dress. Her mother made a beautiful, red cake for her. A bunch of women, young and old, brought her red gifts wrapped in red paper. The older women talked about the symbolism of the moon and the miraculous joys of both bleeding and not bleeding anymore, while the younger women who hadn’t yet started to bleed duly expressed reverence for the honoree, and enthusiasm about starting their periods.


I mean, wouldn’t that be wonderful?


Wouldn’t you feel like a total princess if your mom or whoever did that for you? Wouldn’t that put a whole new slant on bleeding from the get go?


I was deeply moved by Ms. Walker’s account, but in all honesty I must acknowledge my bittersweet envy. My mom’s a dang smart lady, and I admire her above and beyond all women on the planet, but it was a bummer to realize that if she hadn’t been so busy dealing with the social constraints of single motherhood during the early ’80s, sans the aid of a supportive community of women, she might have had the inspiration to hostess a menarche for my sister and me. Whereupon, I sincerely doubt I would’ve spent almost a decade of my life teaching myself to love the blood that coursed out my stunning cunt every month.


Throwing menarche parties for our younger sisters, nieces and daughters is a very simple and profound way of effecting positive change for the next generation.


Get off your ass and do it.


If Pippi Longstocking were the nation’s covergirl, rest assured that women would have a superlative role model in the fine science of accepting ourselves. Ms. Longstocking is extremely outspoken in response to negative social beliefs:


[T]he children came to a perfume shop. In the show window was a large jar of freckle salve, and beside the jar was a sign which read: DO YOU SUFFER FROM FRECKLES?


“What does the sign say?” asked Pippi. She couldn’t read very well because she didn’t want to go to school as other children did.


“It says, ‘Do you suffer from freckles?’” said Annika.


“Does it indeed?” said Pippi thoughtfully. “Well, a civil question deserves a civil answer. Let’s go in.”


She opened the door and entered the shop, closely followed by Tommy and Annika. An elderly lady stood back of the counter. Pippi went right up to her.


“No!” she said decidedly.


“What is it you want?” asked the lady.


“No,” said Pippi once more.


“I don’t understand what you mean,” said the lady.


“No, I don’t suffer from freckles,” said Pippi.


Then the lady understood but she took one look at Pippi and burst out, “But, my dear child, your whole face is covered with freckles!”


“I know it,” said Pippi, “but I don’t suffer from them. I love them. Good morning.” (Lindgren, 1970, 18-19)


Unfortunately, Pippi Longstocking is not the nation’s covergirl.
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All the way through my teens and into my twenties, I loathed my period. “Menstruation” was synonymous with unmitigated physical pain on a monthly basis.


But then I got to thinkin’.


Maybe because I was in college, and what are you supposed to do in college if not think? Maybe because I noticed a marked difference in the way women reacted toward menstruation at this point in human development. Maybe because for the first time in my life, I found myself surrounded by women who were greatly intrigued by the workings of our bodies. Maybe because by the time I went to college I’d taken enough psychotropic plant forms to feel more or less At One with the Universe, instead of lost at sea in the swimmingly fetching cultural milieu I’d previously more or less accepted as reality.


During this period of thinking, I read books and watched the moon.


All women throughout time have had the opportunity to see the moon. From Africa and Asia to the Americas and Europe, plenty of these ladies started noticing that the moon grows, recedes and grows again, over and over every twenty-eight days. Those not detached from their menstrual cycle couldn’t help but trip out on how their own blood rhythm also occurred over the span of approximately twenty-eight days.


This is how the moon links one up with a form of history none of the textbooks can possibly touch upon: a psychic history with all the women who’ve ever bled on this planet.


By reading some books, investing in a lunar calendar and poking my head out the window every night or so, I figured out how to tell time by the moon. I learned her phases and moods. The springtime full moon has a much different luminescence than the autumntime full moon. When I went to a party on a dark moon, I generally had a shitty time. When I went to a party during the moon’s waxing phase, or better, when it was full, I had a whopping good time.


And on and on.


Soon after me and the moon got to be buddies, the strangest thing happened. The simple act of hanging with the moon invoked beliefs my brain had never computed before. Suddenly, all the period propaganda shoved down my throat since that fateful day in sixth grade was far away and beyond ridiculous.


Lo and behold, my period stopped hurting!


I designated the first day of my blood a Special Time where I consciously guarded my quiet. I soaked in mineral salted baths, read Pippi Longstocking, mended clothes (before this, shortening a skirt involved the use of duct tape and an iron) and cooked Creole Tomato Soup.


I quit taking ibuprofen. My period mellowed out even more. For the first time in my life, I actually enjoyed bleeding. I gauged myself with the movements and rhythms of the moon. I still got cramps, but I didn’t faint or puke at all.


Hip, hip!


One month I had pretty bad pains and took some ibuprofen. The following month, the pain was even worse. Then I did an experiment. Some months I took pain relievers and some months, I didn’t. Every time, the month after I took pain relievers, I’d have, as Holiday Golightly would say, the Mean Reds.
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