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INTRODUCTION:


This Is Our Time


What is voice? What empowers women to speak— up, out, boldly, truthfully? And why must women claim a place at the table? These questions are at the heart of Write On, Sisters!, which is also a clarion call to women to write, to speak and be heard, and to recognize the myriad influences—historical, cultural, economic, emotional—at play when it comes to how we express ourselves and allow ourselves to be heard.


Women are half the world’s population, but we do not have an equal voice in the political arena, when it comes to who gets published, or in journalism, where women are still too often relegated to softer beats.1 Despite measured gains for women in terms of education and employment, the gender gap—“the difference between women and men as reflected in social, political, intellectual, cultural, or economic attainments or attitudes”—is as wide as it’s ever been.2 In her book Men Explain Things to Me, Rebecca Solnit wrote, “Women fight wars on two fronts, one for whatever the putative topic is, and one simply for the right to speak, to have ideas, to be acknowledged to be in possession of facts and truths, to have value, to be a human being.” Women today are fighting as we have historically—for equal representation, for our right to be believed and to be heard and to be read. For our place at the table.


It doesn’t matter whether you’re writing fiction or memoir or poetry or self-help or children’s books—the personal is political. This was a rallying slogan from the second-wave feminist movement in the United States, and it’s relevant to women writers of all stripes because the political conditions in which we live affect women’s voices. Women’s voices are at the center of some of our most recent, gripping national firestorms: the #MeToo Movement, Christine Blasey Ford’s Senate Judiciary Committee testimony against Brett Kavanaugh, Stormy Daniels’s 60 Minutes interview and tell-all book, and much more.


Because women are too often silenced, because we recognize the effort to silence and the impact of silencing, we inherently bring personal conviction and values to our writing. Audre Lorde, poet, feminist, and civil rights activist, wrote, “When we speak we are afraid our words will not be heard or welcomed. But when we are silent, we are still afraid. So it is better to speak.” In her activism, she gave voice to women everywhere, particularly to women of color, who have faced sexism just like their white counterparts, but also racism, stereotyping, undermining, and marginalization of their voices.


Writing is self-expression, and as such, when we write we give voice to what we think, what we care about, and who we are. When we read a book—or even a post—we take a walk inside the innermost recesses of the author’s mind, welcomed into a place so private that the words we read on the page may be words the author has never uttered aloud. How powerful—and intimate—is that?


Author Dani Shapiro has said that voice is courage. As a publisher of women’s books and a writing coach who works to support people to express themselves on the page, I often think about this most simple of definitions. So many authors struggle with voice, thinking it’s something they have to find or cultivate or grow into. Others cower once they begin a writing project, writing to the wrong audience, tucking their tails between their legs as they abdicate their authority—to the peers they imagine will judge them, the family members they suspect will never forgive them, the critics they conjure up in their minds. The very act of curbing what we want to say for fear that it might not land well with others is the first step we take in turning over our power—and women writers do this more than men.


I’ve spent the past two decades working with authors, most of them women. I have enough experience with male authors to be able to compare. Yes, men encounter self-doubt. They worry what others will think. They censor themselves, too. But the degree to which women grapple with their doubts, fears, inner critics, outer judges, and so much more is arresting. It’s possible that women just talk about what cripples them more, but I don’t think so.


The culprit is a little thing called conditioning, which in psychological terms is learning that happens as a result of responses to our actions. The first half of this book examines the four main forms of conditioning that hold women back: historical, cultural, economic, and emotional. As recently as the 1960s and ’70s, girls were regularly steered out of intellectually rigorous career choices, encouraged to be secretaries and nurses and assistants. Women who pushed to be part of the conversation were considered uppity, brazen, rude. They still are. Where women’s rights are concerned, we’re still just emerging from the womb. The #MeToo movement has shed light on a disturbing revelation that most—if not all—women go through life dealing with bouts of feeling emotionally unsafe, walking on eggshells, ignoring or denying their better judgments, feeling as if they have to swallow whatever’s dished out, realizing that calling men out for bad behavior will only make them seem as if they’re oversensitive or overreacting. Many women still earn less than men, and even those women who have means struggle to prioritize or assert themselves financially when it comes to their creative pursuits.


It takes incredible stamina to face these kinds of resistance and keep pushing forward. Women writers experience resistance in spades, in the form of discouragement, of not being given the same opportunities as men, of having to weather the sexism of the writing world, of being systemically silenced. Given that women face these kinds of challenges disproportionately, we have to give ourselves props for our persistence. Yes, we can look to the past to see how much we’ve overcome. That so many women write, that we express out loud, that we publish our truths, are signs of our resilience and strength—and a repudiation of a system that’s worked hard to keep women’s voices unheard.


Throughout the decades and centuries, the idea that women’s stories don’t matter has been steadily reinforced. Virginia Woolf started an important cultural conversation—and revolution—in 1929, when she wrote A Room of One’s Own, which argued that women must have both means and privacy in order to write. She also concluded that women of her generation and prior had to overcome their circumstances in order to write, given the expectation that they become mothers and tend to the household, not to mention the fact that they suffered from lack of education, money, and privacy.


Only in the aftermath of World War II, as women entered the workforce in a meaningful way and began to earn their own money, and then following the women’s movement of the 1960s, in which women insisted on being heard in new ways, would we experience a profound cultural shift that gave women’s voices a more level playing field. Still, the effect of centuries of conditioning people to believe that men’s stories matter more is that collectively we believe this notion to be true. This conditioning seeps into our own conscience, manifesting as a sabotaging internal voice that says things like, Why bother? Who do you think you are? Insert whatever worst self-doubt or fear comes to mind. It doesn’t matter that your rational brain knows otherwise. It doesn’t matter if you came of age in the 1970s during the Free to Be . . . You and Me era. It doesn’t matter if you’re a second- or postwave feminist who believes in gender equality. It doesn’t matter if you’ve been in therapy your whole life to overcome the multitiered impacts of being suppressed. You still believe that what you have to say—compared to whatever more authoritative, deserving, qualified, or talented person you’re measuring yourself against— matters less. We all do this.


This is why it’s so important to speak and to write and to use our voices. There’s a famous quote from award-winning novelist Toni Morrison that I cite often: “If you find a book you really want to read but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it,” she said at the 1981 meeting of the Ohio Arts Council. I like to think she was talking to the women in the audience when she said this. When we speak and write, we claim our right to have a voice, to have a say, and therefore to have power. This extends all the way to claiming our place at the table, which is an act of confidence and audacity. Claiming insists. Claiming demands. Claiming means saying, It’s mine and I’m taking it. Women are conditioned not to be this way. We’re not supposed to insist or demand or take things without asking—even though men do it all the time. We’re supposed to demur, be polite, and wait our turn. Well, enough of that already, because look how far it’s gotten us.


I have heard from too many women since the 2016 presidential election that they are too distracted to write, too upset to unleash their creative energies, that they’re wasting too much time on social media and spinning their wheels. In 2018, in an open letter to a young activist during troubled times, Dr. Clarissa Pinkola Estés wrote, “What is needed for dramatic change is an accumulation of acts, adding, adding to, adding more, continuing.”


When we write, we add to. When we speak up, we add more. When we publish our work for others to see and consume—this brilliant and brave act of intimacy—we continue. So, Sisters, I invite you to read on but also, more important, to write on. This is our time.




Part I
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CHAPTER 1:


She Wrote, She Writes
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Women are late to the game of writing and publishing, not by choice but by circumstance, by design, by history. For centuries, women’s stories were not heard. Yes, a smattering of early women writers existed—the poet Sappho in the seventh century BC; Julian of Norwich, whose 1395 publication, Revelations of Divine Love, was the first book in English credited to a woman; Anne Bradstreet, the first American woman to publish a book in 1650—but for those women who dared to write, it was not with encouragement or support. They were going against the grain, bucking expectations, being revolutionary in their pursuit to self-express. I open this chapter in celebration of the many women authors who fought, as Rebecca Solnit articulated in the quote I cited in the introduction, “for the right to speak, to have ideas, to be acknowledged to be in possession of facts and truths, to have value, to be a human being.”


In the nineteenth century and earlier, women who wanted to write were hindered by social pressures not to write or faced real barriers to getting their work published in a meaningful way. Jane Austen wrote in small homemade booklets called quires, which were easily concealable, as it’s long been speculated that she felt compelled to hide her writing.1 In 1837, when Charlotte Brontë, at just twenty years old, sent some of her poems to England’s poet laureate, Robert Southey, his response was curt and emblematic of the attitude of the times: “Literature cannot be the business of a woman’s life and ought not to be,” he wrote. Lucky for us, his discouragement did not deter her. In 1861, Harriet Jacobs wrote and published Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, an early example of what’s known now as “slave narrative,” though it should be called an autobiography. Jacobs published under a pseudonym and got the work published only when abolitionist Lydia Maria Child agreed to write the preface.


History books make clear the gendered roles women were expected to adhere to in every arena of life, so it’s nothing short of a miracle that some women were able to write and publish at all, given the ways in which they were systematically shut out of public life. Education for white women was limited to upper-class families, and even then, well-educated women were seen as subversive or meddling in men’s affairs. The first girls’ high schools in the United States opened in New York and Boston in 1826. Women of color were often seen as chattel, and white women had no political agency and would not earn the right to vote until 1920. In fact, feminist scholars suggest that white women of all social classes were so tied to their husbands prior to the twentieth century that they barely even counted as people.


Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s famous 1882 short story, “The Yellow Wallpaper,” is an early work of feminist literature that, according to the Conversation, “illuminates the challenges of being a woman of ambition in the late nineteenth century.” Gilman’s story exemplifies how white women who sought higher education or a creative life—or even read too much fiction—“could be accused of flouting female conventions and placing themselves at risk of mental illness.”2


Gilman was writing at the very beginning of what’s known now as the progressive era (1890–1920), a time when women were fighting to change the very definition of womanhood. Kate Chopin’s 1899 novel, The Awakening, featured a female protagonist, Edna, whose progressive views and dissatisfaction with her roles as wife and mother make her seem like a very normal and even boring modern-day protagonist. Edna does not behave according to the social norms of the time and kills herself at the end of the book, after her husband leaves her because of her seeming inability to conform.


Despite or because of its depressing ending, The Awakening is credited with ushering in a chorus of bolder and louder female voices. The early twentieth century saw the birth of a whole new form of writing called modernism, in which women explored bold topics, such as lesbianism and sexual freedom, rejected domesticity, and paved the way for a new kind of woman writer, such as Virginia Woolf, Zora Neale Hurston, and Gertrude Stein, to emerge.3 In her book Writing Beyond the Ending, Rachel Blau DuPlessis described how women of this era began to venture past conventional story endings of marriage or death. She analyzed the ways in which writers such as Woolf, Dorothy Richardson, Hilda “H. D.” Doolittle, Zora Neale Hurston, Muriel Rukeyser, Adrienne Rich, Alice Walker, and others used oppositional strategies to question dominant ideologies. She wrote that “narrative in the most general terms is a version of, or a special expression of, ideology: representations by which we construct and accept values and institutions.”4 DuPlessis speaks directly to conditioning in these lines, iterating the link between self-expression (or historic lack of self-expression on the part of women) and what we accept as our dominant worldview.


As I mentioned in the introduction to this book, Woolf herself must be credited for having started the conversation in A Room of One’s Own, published in 1929, about how women were discouraged from writing because of circumstance (in effect, conditioning), as well as external and structural barriers to writing, represented by the figure of the Beadle, an Oxbridge (Woolf’s fictional composite of Oxford and Cambridge) security officer who reminds Woolf’s narrator that only “fellows and scholars” are permitted on the grass; women must remain on the gravel path.


Musing on the inequity of men’s and women’s experiences, Woolf wrote, “[T]hinking of the safety and prosperity of the one sex and of the poverty and insecurity of the other and of the effect of tradition and of the lack of tradition upon the mind of a writer, I thought at last that it was time to roll up the crumpled skin of the day. . . .”5


A decade after Woolf penned her renowned essay, World War II ushered in a new dawn for women. Because women were needed in the workforce, they experienced a profound and collective and unprecedented claiming—of money, autonomy, and also voice. A new kind of woman writer emerged—those who laid the groundwork for contemporary fiction and poetry. Some of the most influential voices of this generation include Doris May Lessing (b. 1919), Maya Angelou (b. 1928), Adrienne Rich (b. 1929), Flannery O’Connor (b. 1925), Joyce Carol Oates (b. 1938), Margaret Atwood (b. 1939), and Toni Morrison (b. 1931). A whole new crop of women writers has come of age in the wake of these literary giants, more influential and numerous thanks to the work of these foremothers.


I would be remiss not to mention the rise of memoir, the genre of my heart, but it wasn’t until the 1990s that its trailblazers, in the form in which we know memoir today, appeared. A few of the better-known contemporary memoirs by women are Mary Crow Dog’s Lakota Woman (1990), Jung Chang’s Wild Swans (1991), Mary Karr’s The Liars’ Club (1995), and Caroline Knapp’s Drinking: A Love Story (1997). Popular autobiographies, like Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969), were published prior to this surge, but these slice-of-life personal memoirs only really gained in popularity in the early 2000s and culminated in the form of such bestsellers as First They Killed My Father, by Loung Ung; A Mighty Heart, by Mariane Pearl; The Glass Castle, by Jeannette Walls; Eat, Pray, Love, by Elizabeth Gilbert; and Wild, by Cheryl Strayed, all of which went on to become films.


The Gatekeepers of the Status Quo


In the twentieth century, there was one way forward for a writer who wanted to be published: getting the blessing of a gatekeeper, the person whose job it was at a publishing company to say yes, we want to publish your book. There are two ways to look at the gatekeepers of the written word: as the people who decide what gets published, or as the people who decide what doesn’t get published. Which kind of author you end up being—the one who gets chosen or the one who gets rejected—will likely inform some of your thinking about the role of gatekeepers.


Because I’m a former gatekeeper, and still one, though a 2.0 version who’s made a concerted effort to judge books on the merit of their content, rather than on what else an author may or may not bring to the table (e.g., celebrity, followers, etc.), I understand the unique power gatekeepers hold. They’re not just decision makers; they’re also arbiters of what our culture holds dear who influence what people read by the very act of choosing what gets published.


But who are these people? Historically, they were white men who never confronted the kind of public pressure we see gatekeepers today grappling with—specifically, to be inclusive, to publish more diverse books, to think beyond their own immediate experience when considering what books to acquire. Today, they’re mostly white women who do grapple with these pressures, yet, because publishing is so white and still dominated primarily by white men at the top, the trickle-down culture of the industry still reinforces a particular status quo— that the books that really matter are (mostly) authored by white men.


In a 2015 blog post, Hugh Howey wrote that gatekeepers are bad for literature: “They stifle. They censure. They play it safe.” I agree with him. They do all these things, but for reasons they might justify. They stifle because they truly believe they know best what sells, based on a very white paradigm; they censure because they want to stay in their comfort zone and thus don’t explore options that fall outside the realm of their own known experience; and they play it safe because they often don’t have the supporting data (in the form of strong sales of previously published books) to support the risks they might otherwise take. Acquiring a book requires editors to imagine the readership, and if they can’t, or if the publisher doesn’t know how to reach that readership, then the buck stops there. It’s not a good investment if the project requires the company to work its way into unknown territory.


In publishing circles, there’s talk about readers being the new gatekeepers. The rise of independent publishing and of books that are finding their readership supports this idea. This is good for women writers, writers of color (men and women), and indie authors, too. Readers read what they like, and one of the great lessons I’ve learned from independent publishing is the degree to which taste varies. People crave all sorts of stories and all sorts of voices. Gatekeepers are looking for that special something, and today more than ever they’re trained to scout fame over talent. But that special something is and always has been subjective, and the gatekeepers often pass over books that go on to sell in huge quantities and change people’s lives. So, yes, these people have influence, but authors should never turn over their power to them, because they’re not always right and they don’t always know best.


The Whiteness of the Publishing Industry


Just how white book publishing actually is was met head-on in 2016 with the release of a Diversity Baseline Survey by Lee & Low Books, which asked publishing houses and review journals to report on the following measures of their employees: race, gender, sexual orientation, and disability. What followed was a conversation about the “diversity gap” in publishing and the revelation (perhaps not so shocking to anyone in book publishing) that the industry is 86 percent white. In a panel I moderated at BookExpo 2018 on this very subject, One World editor Chris Jackson shared that too many of his black counterparts in book publishing had left their jobs out of sheer frustration—about their ideas not being heard, about the glacial pace of change.


Historically, white male gatekeepers have published white male authors, white women and men of color have been the outsiders, and women of color have been the extreme outsiders because of “multiple jeopardy,” dual (and sometimes more) and systematic discriminations based on race and gender.6 But since gatekeepers have always faced economic pressure to perform and to make money for their publishing houses, there have, along the way, been surges in what today might be classified as diverse literature. One such occurrence was during the Harlem Renaissance, which, while driven by a black intellectual movement, was amplified because of white patronage. Langston Hughes credited his patron Carl Van Vechten for an introduction to gatekeeper Alfred A. Knopf, which was the stepping-stone that led to Hughes’s work being published in Vanity Fair and to his making a living as a poet.7


The 1950s and ’60s gave rise to a publishing phenomenon known as lesbian pulp fiction. The demand for these paperbacks was through the roof, and countless publishers jumped on the bandwagon. Fawcett Publications stands out in this genre for its conscientiousness (or maybe the company was just invested in the authenticity of the stories) in making a point of publishing lesbian pulp written by lesbian authors, rather than by heterosexual men.


It’s hard to know how much certain editors or houses championed diverse writers for diversity’s sake. They hardly faced the same pressures editors face today, not just to stay ahead of trends but also to stay fresh and interesting and discerning. It’s easy for acquisitions editors to fall back on what they know. Book publishing gets a lot of criticism for being myopic, and there’s a reason for that, too. You have a high concentration of publishers in a small space—like New York City—and most of the gatekeepers are well educated, primarily white, and more affluent than the majority of the country. This tends to breed a certain kind of insularity that’s hard to avoid unless editors and publishing houses make it part of their mission to be more expansive and far-reaching in their vision.


Since the Lee & Low Books survey, diversity has become a publishing buzzword. While people are certainly talking about the topic, questions loom about whether any change is being effected as a result. I asked writer Kwame Alexander, in a November 2018 interview for the podcast I cohost, if he thought things were getting better when it came to diversity in book publishing, and his response was to turn the question inside out. In essence, he said yes, it’s an important topic, but does the conversation really matter if it’s not making an impact on people’s lives, if those diverse books are not on the shelves of the people who most need to be reading them? These are good questions to ask ourselves. How are we living our commitment to diversity, rather than just talking about it?


Beyond people’s buying habits or the ways in which they’re integrating diverse writers into their reading lists and libraries, book publishers reinforce historical conditioning, in the form of what they publish, the people to whom they pay astronomical advances, and whose stories they lift up. A New Yorker story, “A Suspense Novelist’s Trail of Deceptions,” that broke in 2019 epitomizes a problematic and old-school mentality that prevails in book publishing. The magazine profiled Dan Mallory, whose 2018 psychological thriller, The Woman in the Window, published under the pseudonym A.J. Finn, had gone to auction in 2016 and sold to William Morrow, the very publisher Mallory worked for, in a two-book, $2 million deal. The New Yorker exposé is a long and fascinating piece about Mallory’s sociopathic behaviors, illustrated by pathological lying about things that never happened but which elicited the sympathy of others (and which ultimately catapulted him into favorable situations), including his mother’s cancer, his own cancer, and surgeries he most certainly never had. Beyond the lying, he had a penchant for snubbing people he didn’t like and made his colleagues uneasy. But over and over again, people said, they liked his writing. His emails were good, many colleagues said. And his writing is by all accounts great, except that its storylines are lifted from other bestsellers, something which Mallory has not acknowledged and about which his publisher remains mum.


For all his problematic behavior, Mallory was crowned publishing’s latest “it” boy by virtue of all the ways in which the higher-ups at William Morrow fussed over him, not the least of which was his high salary and enormous advance. Countless people who speculated on this story pointed out how Mallory’s ascension in book publishing highlights an industry hell-bent on cultivating young white men like him. Laura Sebastian wrote on Twitter:


@sebastian_lk


The Dan Mallory story is wild and hilarious until you remember that young women of color are leaving publishing in droves while mediocre white men continue to find enormous success while making subzero effort and creating hostile work environments for their coworkers.


Sebastian is right to call out this inequity, this double standard, and this injustice for what it is. Book publishers have to do better if they want readers to take seriously their desire to create a more inclusive industry. We have a publishing culture that hails, prioritizes, and lifts up white male authors above all others. Some might argue that, for better or worse, this trend only mirrors the culture at large, but if book publishers want to continue to be the arbiters of what we value as a culture, they must steer, rather than stagnate. Perhaps exposés like the New Yorker’s will cause the proverbial scales to fall from the eyes of publishers like William Morrow, which not only propagate the status quo but actually work against inclusivity by harming other, more deserving publishing professionals and authors alike, who feel ostracized in environments that make excuses for—and often reward—bad behavior.


How Women Are Reviewed


In a 2016 interview, Elizabeth Gilbert relayed to me her take on how critics received her novel The Signature of All Things. She speculated that it would have been better received in certain literary circles had she not written Eat, Pray, Love (which has sold more than ten million copies) first. Somehow, her memoir’s extraordinary success had made her less worthy of serious literary accolades, the kind reserved for her male contemporaries, like Jonathan Franzen, David Foster Wallace, or Dave Eggers. Evidence of the kind of disdain she’s talking about is palpable in the New York Times review for her novel, in which Janet Maslin wrote of Gilbert’s fictional protagonist, “She would never have read the 19th-century equivalent of Ms. Gilbert’s Eat, Pray, Love.”
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