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Our Bodies Ourselves For The New Century

Introduction: A Timeless Guide Meets a
New Era

For decades, women have turned to a single, trusted source for
honest, evidence-based information about their bodies, health,
and  sexuality.  That  source  is  Our  Bodies,  Ourselves,  a
groundbreaking  book  first  published  in  1971  by  the  Boston
Women's  Health Book Collective.  It  was revolutionary in  its
approach: women sharing their own experiences, challenging
medical  authority,  and  putting  knowledge  directly  into  the
hands of readers. As the world entered the twenty-first century,
the collective recognized that while the core mission remained
as vital as ever, the context had changed dramatically. This led
to the publication of Our Bodies Ourselves For The New
Century,  a  comprehensive update that  retained the book's
empowering  spirit  while  addressing  the  new  realities  of
reproductive technology,  digital  health  information,  evolving
family structures, and persistent health disparities. This article
explores the enduring relevance of  Our Bodies Ourselves
For  The  New  Century,  examining  how  it  continues  to
empower women and shape the conversation around bodily
autonomy, health literacy, and feminist healthcare.

The Genesis of a Movement: From Pamphlet
to Pillar

To understand the significance of Our Bodies Ourselves For
The  New  Century,  one  must  first  appreciate  the  original
book's  impact.  Born  from a  1969  workshop  at  a  women's
liberation conference, a group of women began discussing their
dissatisfaction with the male-dominated medical system. They
pooled their  experiences,  researched their  own bodies,  and
produced  a  193-page  newsprint  booklet  titled  Women  and
Their Bodies. The response was overwhelming. Women across
the country were hungry for information that respected their
intelligence  and  validated  their  experiences.  The  booklet
evolved  into  the  first  commercial  edition  of  Our  Bodies,
Ourselves in 1973, which sold hundreds of thousands of copies
and was translated into dozens of languages.

The core philosophy was simple yet  radical:  knowledge is
power.  The  book  demystified  anatomy,  menstruation,
pregnancy,  contraception,  menopause,  and  sexuality.  It
encouraged women to question doctors, seek second opinions,
and trust  their  own instincts.  This  foundation remained the
bedrock of the New Century edition, but the editors knew they
had  to  address  a  world  transformed  by  AIDS,  assisted
reproductive  technologies,  the  internet,  and  a  deeper



understanding  of  gender  identity.

What’s New in the New Century Edition?

Updated Medical Science and Evidence-Based
Information

The  new  century  brought  rapid  advances  in  medical
knowledge. Our Bodies Ourselves For The New Century
incorporated the latest research on everything from hormone
replacement  therapy  (the  Women's  Health  Initiative  findings)
to  human  papillomavirus  (HPV)  vaccines.  It  provided  clear,
balanced explanations of new contraceptive methods like the
contraceptive  patch,  vaginal  ring,  and  intrauterine  systems
(IUS). The book also tackled emerging concerns such as the
long-term  effects  of  birth  control  pills,  the  safety  of  breast
implants, and the complex landscape of fertility treatments like
in vitro fertilization (IVF). The editors did not shy away from
controversy;  they  presented  differing  perspectives  while
helping  readers  evaluate  evidence  critically.

Expanded Focus on Reproductive Justice and
Rights

One  of  the  most  significant  shifts  in  Our  Bodies  Ourselves
For The New Century  was its  explicit  alignment with the
reproductive  justice  framework.  Coined  by  women  of  color
activists in the 1990s, reproductive justice goes beyond the
simple choice to have or not have a child. It demands that all
women have access to the resources needed to raise children
in  safe,  healthy  environments—including  good  healthcare,

housing, and freedom from violence. The New Century edition
devoted  substantial  space  to  issues  affecting  low-income
women, women of color,  immigrant women, and those with
disabilities. It addressed the history of forced sterilizations, the
crisis  of  maternal  mortality  among  Black  women,  and  the
barriers  to  abortion  access  that  disproportionately  impact
marginalized communities.

Inclusivity of Diverse Bodies and Identities

While the original Our Bodies, Ourselves was written primarily
by and for cisgender heterosexual women, the New Century
edition  made  a  conscious  effort  to  be  more  inclusive.  It
included  dedicated  sections  on  lesbian,  bisexual,  and
transgender health. It  acknowledged that not everyone who
needs  gynecological  care  identifies  as  a  woman,  and  it  used
language that respected diverse gender identities. The book
also addressed the health concerns of older women, women
with chronic illnesses,  and women with physical  disabilities.
This inclusivity made Our Bodies Ourselves For The New
Century  a  more relevant  resource for  a  broader  audience,
reflecting  the  feminist  understanding  that  health  is
intersectional.

Navigating the Digital Age of Health
Information

By the late 1990s and early 2000s, the internet had become a
primary source of health information. But the quality of that
information varied wildly.  Our Bodies Ourselves For The
New Century faced the challenge of competing with WebMD,
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online  forums,  and  countless  anecdotal  blogs.  The  book’s
response was to reaffirm the value of curated, expert-reviewed,
and community-tested content. It provided guidance on how to
evaluate  online  health  sources,  how  to  find  reliable  patient
advocacy groups, and how to use online communities without
falling prey to misinformation. In this way, the book acted as a
trusted compass in a sea of digital noise, reminding readers
that while the internet could be empowering, critical thinking
was essential.

Key Themes That Resonate Today

Body Image and Self-Esteem

A recurring  theme throughout  Our Bodies Ourselves For
The New Century is the importance of positive body image.
The book encourages women to reject the narrow standards of
beauty  perpetuated  by  media  and  advertising.  It  includes
exercises  for  learning  to  appreciate  one’s  own  body,
discussions  of  body  dysmorphia,  and  practical  advice  for
dealing  with  weight  stigma  in  healthcare  settings.  By
normalizing diverse bodies, the book helps women feel less
alone in their  struggles and more empowered to seek care
without shame.

Sexuality and Pleasure

Unlike  many  medical  texts  that  treat  sexuality  solely  as  a
matter  of  reproduction  or  disease  prevention,  Our  Bodies
Ourselves For The New Century celebrates sexual pleasure
as  a  vital  part  of  health.  It  offers  detailed  information  about

anatomy, arousal, orgasm, and communication with partners. It
addresses common sexual problems such as low desire, pain
during intercourse, and the impact of medications on libido.
The tone is frank, supportive, and nonjudgmental, emphasizing
that  every  woman  has  the  right  to  a  fulfilling  sex  life  on  her
own terms.

Menopause and Aging

The  New  Century  edition  dedicates  thorough  attention  to
perimenopause and menopause, a phase of life that was often
ignored  or  treated  as  a  disease.  It  explains  the  biological
changes, discusses the pros and cons of hormone therapy, and
offers  holistic  approaches  to  managing  symptoms  like  hot
flashes,  mood  swings,  and  vaginal  dryness.  The  book  also
addresses  the  emotional  and  social  aspects  of  aging,
encouraging women to embrace this stage as a time of wisdom
and liberation rather than decline.

How the Book Empowers Health Advocacy

One of the most enduring strengths of Our Bodies Ourselves
For The New Century is its practical advice for navigating the
healthcare system. It  provides scripts for talking to doctors,
lists  of  questions  to  ask  before  surgery  or  treatment,  and
guidance on how to read medical records. It explains medical
jargon  in  plain  language,  making  complex  topics  like
immunology, genetics, and pharmacology accessible. The book
also emphasizes the importance of second opinions and the
right  to  refuse  treatment.  By  equipping  women  with  this
knowledge, it reduces the power imbalance between patient



and provider and encourages active participation in medical
decisions.

Furthermore,  the  book  includes  a  comprehensive  resource
section listing national and local organizations, hotlines, and
websites. This allows readers to continue their research and
find support networks tailored to their specific needs, whether
that  involves  breast  cancer,  endometriosis,  or  navigating
fertility treatments.

Criticism and Evolution of the Text

No book is perfect, and Our Bodies Ourselves For The New
Century has faced its share of criticism. Some reviewers felt
that  despite  efforts  at  inclusivity,  the  book  still  had  a
predominantly white,  middle-class perspective.  Others noted
that the sheer volume of information could be overwhelming,
and that some sections were already outdated by the time of
publication  given  the  rapid  pace  of  medical  research.  The
Boston Women's Health Book Collective acknowledged these
limitations and encouraged feedback. They saw the book as a
living document, one that would continue to evolve with each
new  edition  and  through  partnerships  with  community
organizations.

Indeed, the legacy of Our Bodies Ourselves For The New
Century lives on not just in its printed pages but in the digital
projects  that  followed.  The  collective  launched  a  website,
created  educational  toolkits,  and  continued  to  update
resources  online.  The  book's  framework  has  also  inspired
numerous  spin-offs  and  adaptations  in  other  countries,  each

tailored  to  local  cultural  contexts.

The Enduring Relevance: Why We Still
Need This Book

In an era of unprecedented access to information, one might
wonder if a book like Our Bodies Ourselves For The New
Century  is still  necessary. The answer is a resounding yes.
While we can Google any symptom, we often lack the ability to
distinguish credible sources from commercial or biased ones.
The book provides a curated, trusted foundation. Moreover, the
political  climate  around  reproductive  rights  remains  fiercely
contested. Attacks on abortion access, contraception coverage,
and comprehensive sex education make the book's advocacy
for bodily autonomy as critical as ever.

The book also fills a need that no single website can: it offers a
holistic, narrative-driven understanding of health. Rather than
reducing a woman to a set of risk factors or organs, it presents
her whole life story—her emotions, her relationships, her social
context. This humanistic approach is something that algorithms
and search results cannot replicate. Our Bodies Ourselves
For The New Century reminds us that health is not just about
treating disease; it is about living fully, with knowledge and
confidence.

Conclusion: A Foundation for the Future

Our Bodies Ourselves For The New Century stands as a
testament to the power of feminist collective action and the
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enduring  hunger  for  honest,  woman-centered  health
information. It updated a classic for a new generation while
staying true to the core principles of empowerment, inclusivity,
and  evidence-based  knowledge.  Whether  addressing
reproductive  justice,  sexuality,  aging,  or  navigating  the
healthcare  system,  the  book  continues  to  serve  as  a  vital
resource. As we move further into the twenty-first century, the

lessons of  Our Bodies Ourselves For The New Century
remain essential: knowledge is power, our bodies are our own,
and  together  we  are  stronger.  For  anyone  seeking  to
understand their health from a feminist perspective, this book
is  not  just  a  historical  artifact—it  is  a  living  guide  for  the
journey ahead.


