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FOREWORD

Jacqueline Woodson

So needed back then—this book.

So needed. Right now—this book.

There is a spiritual that begins There is a balm in Gilead to make the wounded whole. There is a balm in Gilead to heal the sin-sick soul. For so many of us, coming of age in the fifties, sixties, seventies, and eighties, there were no balms. We moved through the world in our bodies filled with a sense of shame simply by virtue of being born with vaginas and breasts, hips and thighs. We didn’t know the extent of the shame—where it had begun, by what grace we had come to know it. After all, hadn’t the feminist movement changed the world for women? Hadn’t we reclaimed our bodies, ourselves, and moved on?

Maybe. But…

The first time I read The Vagina Monologues, I was in my thirties, new to motherhood, with an infant daughter. The monologues on paper, as they had years before onstage, made me laugh, cry, happy-dance. But this time, there was something more—they made me think of my own past and my daughter’s future. In reading the monologues, I realized that what had been missing from so many of our lives was the conversation and the celebration—the shameless celebration of vaginas and periods, breasts and butts and thighs. I knew that this conversation and celebration were going to be a part of my own daughter’s life—and the lives of the many young people I would be a part of helping to raise.

There is a balm in Gilead to make the wounded whole.

The first time I got my period, I wished it away—successfully for another year. As a child I knew it only as “the curse” and truly felt cursed to suddenly have to deal with my bleeding, my body, the changes to it that were so visible to the world. A generation later, the first time my daughter got her period, she shouted, “Call the aunties! It’s time for a celebration!”

Let’s keep this conversation and this celebration going on!


INTRODUCTION TO THE 20TH ANNIVERSARY EDITION

Eve Ensler

The first time I ever performed The Vagina Monologues, I was sure somebody would shoot me. It might be hard to believe, but at that time, twenty years ago, no one said the word “vagina.” Not in schools. Not on TV. Not even at the gynecologist. When mothers bathed their daughters, they referred to their vaginas as “pookis” or “poochis” or “down there.” So when I stood onstage in a tiny theater in downtown Manhattan to deliver the monologues I had written about vaginas—after interviewing more than two hundred women—it felt as if I were pushing through an invisible barrier and breaching a very deep taboo.

But I did not get shot. At the end of each show of The Vagina Monologues there would be long lines of women who wanted to talk to me. At first, I thought they would want to share stories of desire and sexual satisfaction—the focus of a big part of the show. But they were lining up to anxiously tell me how and when they had been raped, or assaulted, or beaten, or molested. I was shocked to see that once the taboo was breached, it released a torrent of memories, anger, and sorrow.

And then something I could never have expected took place. The show was picked up by women all over the world who wanted to break the silence in their own communities about their bodies and their lives.

Memory one. Oklahoma City, the very heart of the Republican heartland. A tiny warehouse. The second night, word has gotten out about the play and there are too many people and not enough seats, so people arrive with their own lawn chairs. I am performing under what is essentially a lightbulb. In the middle of a monologue, there is a great scuttling in the crowd. A young woman has fainted. I stop the play. The audience takes care of the woman, fanning her and getting her water. She stands up and declares what the play has emboldened her to say, for the first time: “I was raped by my stepfather.” The audience hugs her and holds her as she weeps. Then, at her request, I continue with the show.

Memory two. Islamabad, Pakistan. The show is banned. So I attend an underground production of The Vagina Monologues where brave Pakistani actors are performing the play in secret. There are women who have come all the way from Taliban Afghanistan in the audience. Men are not allowed to sit in the audience, but instead sit in the back, behind a white curtain. During the performance, women cry and laugh so hard their chadors fall off.

Memory three. Mostar, Bosnia. The performance is to commemorate the restoration of the Mostar bridge, which was destroyed in the war. The crowd is composed of both Croats and Bosnians, who have been slaughtering one another so recently, and there is tension and uncertainty. Women read a monologue about the rape of women in Bosnia. The audience weeps, wails, screams out. The actors stop. Audience members console one another, hold one another and weep together—Croats holding Bosnians, and vice versa. The play resumes.

Memory four. Lansing, Michigan. Lisa Brown, a state representative, is reproached and silenced by the state legislature for using the word “vagina” in protesting a proposed bill restricting abortion. You are not allowed, she is told, to say that word. Two days later I fly out to Lansing and join Lisa and ten female house members on the steps of the statehouse for an emergency performance of The Vagina Monologues. Close to five thousand women attend, demanding that our body parts be named and recognized in our own democratic institutions. The taboo is broken. We can speak and be seen.

Shortly after the play was launched, with a group of other feminists, I helped form a movement called V-Day, to stand with all the women (cisgender, transgender, and gender-nonconforming, in all our colors) who were carrying out these fights across the world. Since then V-Day activists, through their productions of the monologues, have raised more than $100 million to support centers and shelters for rape and violence survivors, to fund hotlines, to confront rape culture.

And now, twenty years later, I wish for nothing more than to be able to say that radical antiracist feminists have won. But patriarchy, alongside white supremacy, is a recurrent virus. It lives dormant in the body politic and is activated by toxic predatory conditions. Certainly in the United States, with an openly racist and misogynist predator in chief, we are in the midst of a massive outbreak. Our job, until a cure is found, is to create hyperresistant conditions that build our immunity and our courage, making more outbreaks impossible. It starts where The Vagina Monologues, and so many other acts of radical feminist resistance, begin—by speaking out. By saying what we see. By refusing to be silenced.

They tried to stop us even saying the names of some of the most precious parts of our bodies. But here’s what I learned. If something isn’t named, it is not seen, it doesn’t exist. Now more than ever, it’s time to tell the crucial stories and say the words, whether they’re “vagina,” “My stepfather raped me,” or “The president is a predator and a racist.”

When you break the silence you realize how many other people were waiting for permission to do the same thing. We—every sort and type of woman, every single one of us, and our vaginas—will never be silenced again.


PREFACE

“Vagina.” There, I’ve said it. “Vagina”—said it again. I’ve been saying that word over and over for the last three years. I’ve been saying it in theaters, at colleges, in living rooms, in cafés, at dinner parties, on radio programs all over the country. I would be saying it on TV if someone would let me. I say it one hundred and twenty-eight times every evening I perform my show, The Vagina Monologues, which is based on interviews with a diverse group of more than two hundred women about their vaginas. I say it in my sleep. I say it because I’m not supposed to say it. I say it because it’s an invisible word—a word that stirs up anxiety, awkwardness, contempt, and disgust.

I say it because I believe that what we don’t say we don’t see, acknowledge, or remember. What we don’t say becomes a secret, and secrets often create shame and fear and myths. I say it because I want to someday feel comfortable saying it, and not ashamed and guilty.

I say it because we haven’t come up with a word that’s more inclusive, that really describes the entire area and all its parts. “Pussy” is probably a better word, but it has so much baggage connected with it. And besides, I don’t think most of us have a clear idea of what we’re talking about when we say “pussy.” “Vulva” is a good word; it speaks more specifically, but I don’t think most of us are clear what the vulva includes.

I say “vagina” because when I started saying it I discovered how fragmented I was, how disconnected my body was from my mind. My vagina was something over there, away in the distance. I rarely lived inside it, or even visited. I was busy working, writing; being a mother, a friend. I did not see my vagina as my primary resource, a place of sustenance, humor, and creativity. It was fraught there, full of fear. I’d been raped as a little girl, and although I’d grown up, and done all the adult things one does with one’s vagina, I had never really reentered that part of my body after I’d been violated. I had essentially lived most of my life without my motor, my center, my second heart.

I say “vagina” because I want people to respond, and they have. They have tried to censor the word wherever The Vagina Monologues has traveled and in every form of communication: in ads in major newspapers, on tickets sold in department stores, on banners that hang in front of theaters, on box-office phone machines where the voice says only “Monologues” or “V. Monologues.”

“Why is this?” I ask. “ ‘Vagina’ is not a pornographic word; it’s actually a medical word, a term for a body part, like ‘elbow,’ ‘hand,’ or ‘rib.’ ”

“It may not be pornographic,” people say, “but it’s dirty. What if our little daughters were to hear it, what would we tell them?”

“Maybe you could tell them that they have a vagina,” I say. “If they don’t already know it. Maybe you could celebrate that.”

“But we don’t call their vaginas ‘vagina,’ ” they say.

“What do you call them?” I ask.

And they tell me: “pooki,” “poochie,” “poope,” “peepe poopelu”…and the list goes on and on.

I say “vagina” because I have read the statistics, and bad things are happening to women’s vaginas everywhere: 500,000 women are raped every year in the United States; 100 million women have been genitally mutilated worldwide; and the list goes on and on. I say “vagina” because I want these bad things to stop. I know they will not stop until we acknowledge that they’re going on, and the only way to make that possible is to enable women to talk without fear of punishment or retribution.

It’s scary saying the word. “Vagina.” At first it feels like you’re crashing through an invisible wall. “Vagina.” You feel guilty and wrong, as if someone’s going to strike you down. Then, after you say the word the hundredth time or the thousandth time, it occurs to you that it’s your word, your body, your most essential place. You suddenly realize that all the shame and embarrassment you’ve previously felt saying the word has been a form of silencing your desire, eroding your ambition.

Then you begin to say the word more and more. You say it with a kind of passion, a kind of urgency, because you sense that if you stop saying it, the fear will overcome you again and you will fall back into an embarrassed whisper. So you say it everywhere you can, bring it up in every conversation.

You’re excited about your vagina; you want to study it and explore it and introduce yourself to it, and find out how to listen to it, and give it pleasure, and keep it healthy and wise and strong. You learn how to satisfy yourself and teach your lover how to satisfy you.

You’re aware of your vagina all day, wherever you are—in your car, at the supermarket, at the gym, in the office. You’re aware of this precious, gorgeous, life-bearing part of you between your legs, and it makes you smile; it makes you proud.

And as more women say the word, saying it becomes less of a big deal; it becomes part of our language, part of our lives. Our vaginas become integrated and respected and sacred. They become part of our bodies, connected to our minds, fueling our spirits. And the shame leaves and the violation stops, because vaginas are visible and real, and they are connected to powerful, wise, vagina-talking women.

We have a huge journey in front of us.

This is the beginning. Here’s the place to think about our vaginas, to learn about other women’s vaginas, to hear stories and interviews, to answer questions and to ask them. Here’s the place to release the myths, shame, and fear. Here’s the place to practice saying the word, because, as we know, the word is what propels us and sets us free. “VAGINA.”
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