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Notes for a Magazine

W are very excited to bring you the 15th Anniversary Sinister

Wisdom Retrospective — a distillation of our part in the lesbian and
women’s movements in the United States over the last fifteen years.
This issue is a monument to our work: solid, strong, fixed in place.
This issue is a marker of our movement: small and bright, bobbing in
a difficult channel, sometimes obscured by waves and weather,
showing direction.

We hope this Retrospective will serve both lesbians who have
been active in our movements for the last twenty years and new
generations just getting started. What I believe we’ve created is a
picture of the engagement of lesbian minds over these critical years.
There is a wholeness to it — a quality of the fullness of our lives that
can’t be understood as simple progression from 1976 to 1991. Here is
the spiral, the circle, the internal organs, the spirit of invention,
thought; reflection on and call to action.

It hasn’t been easy to get this to you. Think of all the womyn -
involved over time; the unlikely possibility that Sinister Wisdom
would survive seven editors, six changes of address, all these repub-
lican years. Remember the thousands of meetings, misunderstand-
ings, painful differences of opinion, bursts of energy and idealism,
personality clashes, gossip, betrayals imagined and real, new alli-
ances, fragile hope, painful criticism, marches, demonstrations,
evolving world views, everything that life brings and takes away
influencing our analysis — all that is condensed in these pages.

Sinister Wisdom has often provided a mirror for lesbians — the
first publication of poems and chapters that became books. If we had
access to the last published version of a piece, we generally used that
version. We have credited later publication and noted when we used
updated versions, and we appreciate the support we’ve gotten from
lesbian publishers — their generous permissions to reprint, and their
help in finding authors. The work appears more or less in order — we
moved some pieces to explore the development of themes. There’s a
special chronological section of excerpts from all the editor’s notes
which appears towards the end.

Many lesbians poured their energy into this collection. When
Gloria Anzaldia suggested we do this, I had no idea how difficult it
would be. The Retrospective exists due to the prodigious critical
energy of the current editorial group (whose names are listed on the



inside front cover) and an enormous amount of scut work (scanning,
typing, xeroxing, phoning, assembling) for which Val Stoehr, Cath
Thompson, Susan Goldberg, Nicole Appleberry,Sauda Burch, Jasmine
Marah, Susanjill Kahn and Susan Levinkind deserve additional
mention. Caryatis Cardea was a life-saver in the last six weeks, work-
ing tirelessly and thoughtfully on editing, assembling and details. I
am privileged to work with so many dedicated, diverse dykes.

We gave ourselves 288 pages, went to 350, had to stop at 368.
Wherever it made sense, we excerpted or edited the originals (with
author permission — those pieces are preceded by “from”). And we
still had to cut over a hundred pages of things we really wanted to
include. We cut primarily the more recent, in-print work. Some of our
concerns and events got bypassed —and we found glaring omissions
of issues and lesbian voices we had hoped to include. Another group
might have made a very different retrospective. I started to dream
about page counts and the politics of choice. The fact is, this edition
represents this editorial group’s current values and world-view, as
applied to the material all the editors have bequeathed us.

We think we’ve done an incredible job and hope this Retrospec-
tive gives you as much as it’s given us. We tried, as much as possible,
to bring you source material that’s out of print or difficult to get; to
represent the intellectual and creative herstory of Sinister Wisdom; to
leave you with a sense of the issues we wrestled with between these
covers; to present as wide a range of writers and artists by race, class,
age, ability and ethnicity as SW has included; and to honor our
achievements. These are the lives of womyn who have cast their lot
with womyn. We have not simply endured — we have shown each
other the face of our creative resilience. We have every reason to be
proud, and we have all the possibilities of going on from here.

Elana Dykewomon
. Oakland, 1991

Notes on Language

In the beginning, there was woman. That is, womon/womoon/
wimin/wymin/wimmin/womyn. Well, never mind: actually, she
was a lesbian. Butit took some time to salvage that word from history.
I mean, herstory.



Lesbians have written of the need to throw off the shackles of
sexist slavery, to find release from paralyzing guilt, to convince the
world that we are angry, not crazy, to move beyond the darkness of
patriarchal oppression into the light of feminist freedom. What is
wrong with this picture? Inaccurate metaphors that trivialize other
struggles, associations of mental and physical disabilities with moral
qualities, a dichotomy in which black is evil and white is good.

Feminist analysis of language took us from mankind to human-
ity, from chairman to chairwoman to chairperson to chair. The study
of word origins cut from our vocabulary such words as gypped (to
cheat, asa Gypsy would), sleazy (inferior, as products from an area of
Poland), and denigrate (to vilify, literally, to blacken). Weare learning
to challenge pioneering (innovative and brave); pioneers in the build-
ing of these united states engineered genocide. Spanish, Yiddish,
Italian, English as used in other countries, as well as regional, class,
and racial/ethnic American dialects are all finding their place within
the pages of lesbian literature.

We have known for some time that every theftis nota rape, every
old womon is not a grandmiother. We are still learning that every
beginning is not a baptism, willful ignorance is not blindness. Yet, the
most persistent forms of language abuse against which we struggle in
Dyke culture still come in the form of dark/ light distinctions, and a
reliance on phrases which use bodily traits to connote intelligence,
perceptiveness, moralintegrity. Think, fora moment, aboutsuch terms
as blackmail, white lie, fat cat, a lame idea.

To the work we receive today, we try to apply all of this expanding
body of knowledge. For this issue, we have edited only for space. We
have not superimposed on our past the values we hold today. We are
reprinting, not rewriting, some of our history as Lesbians.

This workis not amatter of political correctness, itself aborrowed
termdenoting mind-control, but of political honor. It isa commitment
to acknowledge the power of language and the privilege of being
published. It is the recognition of multiple struggles, and the accor-
dance of mutual respect among a cultural diversity of lesbians.

And the work continues. How about deaf to reason, every day is
like Christmas, trimming the fat from the budget, poor in spirit,
standing up for our rights...?

: Caryatis Cardea
Oakland, 1991



Harriet Ellenberger
23 December 1990

E)r the past several years I've been putting as much distance as
possible between myself and Sinister Wisdom and the milieu it helped
create. When you bet your life on a project and it succeeds beyond
anything you might have reasonably or unreasonably expected, it's
hard tolet go, hard to know what to create next. Or how. For me, it was
necessary to change language, country, and culture in order to
separate finally, collapse, and start all over again (a fair indicator of
how much that magazine meant to me). Now, we'll see if this hard-
won distance gives me anything resembling perspective.

What I remember most about doing Sinister Wisdom with Cath-
erine, and what I loved most, is that we were operating at the very
edge of possibility (a phrase I stole from Catherine — she says all
these wonderful thingsand then doesn’t write them down). Webegan
it in Charlotte, North Carolina (a more unlikely place you could not
pick) in utter (and I do mean utter) isolation. Any movement
friendships we’d had we’d lost for reasons that are too complicated to
explain (you might say neither of us was easy to get along with). And
we did not quite know what we were doing. Neither did anybody
else. This kept us in a state of nervous excitability, but it gave us a
freedom that none of the later editors have been blessed with. By the
time we handed over SW to Adrienne and Michelle, it had a willful-
ness, a momentum, and a troubled history all its own (imagine a very
bratty five-year-old).

I can’tbelieve it was only five years we did that journal. It felt like
thirty-five years’ worth of world-level events speeding by. Wedid on-
and-off outside jobs for cash, but basically we ate up our (mostly her)
resources and lived, breathed, and dreamed Sinister Wisdom twenty-
four hours a day, seven days a week.

It was a fantastic way to live.

There were many who poured their energy and their heart into
SW during those years (Leigh Star perhaps most of all) but for me
Catherine was always the center, the one who made it go, the one who
risked the most, the one who paid the highest price. I remember her
sending me to my room to write “Notes for a Magazine” for issue 1,
and when I came out (approximately three days later), terrified



speechless of what I had written, she read them, blanched, and said,
“Perfect. They’ll go in just like that.” She was kissing her past life
good-bye and she knew it.

Which brings me to the subject of love, since courage requires it.
It was an act of love, Sinister Wisdom. That's the only way I can de-
scribe its root, its origin, its essential character. It grew out of those
endless dusk-to-dawn conversations between us, which were a form
of lovemaking themselves, and which were motivated by a mutual
love for the world, to put it bluntly. The world, the earth, her people,
her creatures, everything that walks, swims, crawls, slithers, flies,
breathes, squeaks, shouts, sings, speaks.

That is why the logo is what it is. That is why the title is what it is.
And that, I am convinced, is where power is.

For me, Sinister Wisdom was never really about lesbian commu-
nity. It was never really about art or politics either (since, for starters,
the distinction between the two is not clear to me). It was about
transformation, nothing less. It was about releasing the power of
passionatelovebetween women throughlanguage and image, words
and pictures, with the intent of saving the earth and her creatures,
including ourselves, from destruction.

Inmany ways, that sounds like even more of along shot now than
it did fifteen years ago.

But what have we got to lose?

Jerusha (#13, 1980)



What Is A Lesbian?

Catherineand Harriet van a “ What Is A Lesbian?” column in issues #3 and #4.
We started with quotes that appeared in those early issues and added a few ...

3* ¥* ¥k

[Wle've been thinking about the meaning and power of the word
“Lesbian”...what happens to a woman when she identifies herself or her
work by that word, what happens when she doesn’t, what we mean by
the word, what is meant by the word when it is used against us.
Catherine and Harriet #3

I am a lesbian because I love women — and because I love myself as a
woman....The woman who chooses herself, who chooses other women,
is denying the necessity to choose opposites, is, in fact, denying the
necessity of opposites....When I became a lesbian, all the many parts of
myself came together.... The choice of lesbianism (and the opening to
womanvision) is a wholistic, integrated choice: theblending of a politics,
poetics, sexuality, spirituality, philosophy, psychology, etc. that tran-
scends opposites, heals schisms, and affirms a multi-dimensional real-
ity. To move in the direction of this multi-dimensionality is to choose
revolution in the deepest, most transforming sense of the word — (for
me) lesbian-feminist-anarchist revolution. Peggy Kornegger #4

First, lesbianism, even technically sexually, is not ‘homosexual’ it is
gynosexual. And second, beinga womon-identified-womon,alesbian,
is: opposing the male sex and everything it represents, realistically,
and opposing the masculinization of the female sex.... I prefer ‘male
sex’ to ‘patriarchy’ becauseit prevents confusion. The malist regimes,
malized societies, are not just rule by father, but rule by son, brother,
anything and everything male. If we understand that our enemy is the
male sex, a very real parasite living off our reproduction of ourselves,
we keep ourselves ideologically realistic, which is the only soil in
which any real strategy will grow.... My primary fear, is that the
female sex is afraid to admit that the male sex is its enemy, and that
wewilllieinabsolutely any way wehaveto, to preventunderstanding
this.... Itis why womon don’t want to hear theory about the male sex,
and ... will accept rhetoric about the female sex as criticism and reject
criticism of the male sex as rhetoric.... Lesbianism is womon trusting
womon for our very physical survival. Not pretending to trust one
another. Mia Albright #3

10



But lesbians know that the Nos and the Yeses are indivisible. A
revolution with the vision to see its true direction calls for more than
refusal. It calls for blood-knowledge of the possible. In her erotic life,
the lesbian imprints the possible on the tissue of her being. The deep
exploration and celebration of self and other. The reclaiming and the
cultivation of the soil of her psychic and physical territory. The
dissolving of man-made divisions between flesh and spirituality,
giving and receiving, work and play, creation and recreation. The free
sharing of wealth. That is what my lover and I do at the kitchen table,
and that is what we do in bed.

Cynthia Rich “Reflections on Eroticism” #15

We are living proof that women can not only survive without men, but
wesurvive happily. And welive inrelative peace and harmony with one
another, for no matter what differences may exist between any group of
Lesbians, we are never threatened when we have to deal with one
another on a truly human level. And we enjoy being together.

This means that if there’s ever to be a true revolution for the liberation
of women, Gay women will have to make it. The question is, will we
succeed when most'men and women are against us? Better yet, will
it be worth the effort?

I wish I knew. Anita Cornwell “To a Bamboozled Sister” #3

Lesbianism crosses all major forms of family, marital residence, mean
size of local communities, marital exchange, social stratification, and
post-partum sex taboos. I conclude from this data that lesbianism is
geographically, socially and economically widespread across human
society. Susan Cavin, “Lesbian Origins Sex Ratio Theory” #9

And it tells me something about the essence of what we are as
feminists — and especially as lesbians — that it is seen by those who
would destroy us as a threat, poison, and in that threat is our defense.
...Forby being what we are, by speaking aloud, we come immediately
into confrontation with the world around us. Certain things — if
imagined and then spoken — deny us access to approved roles within
oursocial sphere. Asaself-spoken lesbian, Iwill never again be the same
“good girl” I was when the approval of the fathers was possible for
me, whetherin my personallife or my professional and political lives.

Judith McDaniel “The Transformation of Silence ...” #6

if lesbian culture includes all possibilities among women, lesbian
comes to mean very much the same thing as feminist — which is what

11



lesbian feminists have often claimed, to the dismay of homophobes.
as dolores noll pointed out some years ago, many dykes feel a clear
need for a name that means ‘women who sleep with women” —how
else do you know who won’t put you down for wanting her?
Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz “Culture Making...” #13

Isupposeit’s important to believe that “lesbian” is someone in revolt
against patriarchy. But certainly my revolt ain’t necessarily every
lesbian’s revolt. And certainly, frankly, I find many lesbians’ revolts

revolting. I have attained the privilege of doing so by living almost
entirely outside the “real” world and making up one as I go along. I
therefore live in a complete world of smart dykes, dumb dykes,
literate dykes, illiterate dykes, etc. The “real” world is populated by
straight people/men/women. A “lesbian” to me does not look and
seem better than those others becauseIseldomrecognize those others
except through a dim haze and only clearly when they’re trying to
take something away from me and/or being particularly offensive.

...Lesbians are sharks, vampires, creatures from the deep lagoon,
godzillas, hydrogen bombs, inventions of the laboratory, werewolves —
all of whom stalk Beverly Hills by night. Bertha Harris #3

... [A] Lesbian is a Lesbian. In my mind it means a superior being ...
almosta goal tobeachieved.... Iknew [as a child] (instinctively?) that
Icould doanythingIwanted to doand beanythingI wanted tobeand
that the reason that this was so was that I was a Lesbian. I also felt...
that it meant a tremendous weight of responsibility upon me in my
behavior, thatIneeded tobein every way superior tomy surroundings
... Inasense, then, yes, Lesbians must be humanists. If we accept that
thereisaworld responsibility, then certainly Lesbians are responsible
for the world. We are best fitted to be, so we almost would have to be.
Ibelieve that if the world (the human race) is to survive, then Lesbians
will lead the way.... I believe that women would automatically be
Lesbians given social choice to be. It is, after all, so preferable a way
to be, to live, that I cannot imagine anyone thinking for a moment of
any other choice given the facts.... If we go on insisting that we have
to be defined by patriarchy and by men in general then we may not
ever succeed.... We have to live with women ... in every sense. Our
goals are with women. I do not know why men will fade out in such
aworld, butI know that they will. Why assume that Lesbians are cast
out? Cast out of whose world? Not out of mine, my dear: the only
world I live in is filled with Lesbians. My world is the real world.
Barbara Grier #3
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Julia Penelope (#1, 1976)

from A Cursory and Precursory History of
Language, and the Telling of It

I']:;w “feminist solution” had come easily, as things do, when every-
one had relaxed and stopped stumbling over themselves. As usual,
the solution was the easiest and the most obvious, and had been
within reach forever, but no one had seen it. We had been looking off
into the distance for so long that the obvious was easy to miss, being
obvious. And the analysis of the feminist situation came even easier.

Energy. That simple. Women had energy. Men...had learned to
draw the huge quantities of energy they required from the earth,
water, fire, sun, and atom. Most importantly, they had learned how
to draw energy from women....

Consequently, there was a “battle to be fought.” Women smiled,
encouraged,and sometimes wept,and went onbeing women, although
they began to wear themselves out trying to fulfill theneeds of men....

What sparked those first feminists was the fact that men had
begun to take themselves seriously...They thought they were NEC-
ESSARY! They began to believe that they were self-perpetuating, and
it finally reached a point where they had plundered and pillaged,
ravaged and raped, not only the women, but the earth, and each other....

The feminists went on having meetings where everyone dis-
agreed about everything imaginable, talking and arguing with other
women, putting out a lot of energy and getting a lot of energy from
other women, which they called “consciousness-raising,” learning to
love themselves and each other, and learning to do all the things they
had believed they couldn’t do. Nothing seemed to make sense, and
then all of it made sense, and they continued to become what they
werebecoming.... They had ceased to oppose the ordering of themen,
had realized that opposing, the act of opposing, drains energy,
creating its opposite, lack of energy. They had learned that opposing
a thing merely feeds it and strengthens it, giving it a reason to
continue itself. Instead, they withdrew into their centers, forcing the
men to oppose them, to drain themselves in the idle activity of battle

This piece of writing was reprinted in its entirety in For Lesbians Only: A Separatist
Anthology, eds. Sarah Lucia Hoagland and Julia Penelope (London: Onlywomen
Press, 1988), 55-62, and is excerpted here with permission of the author and
publisher. It was originally published in SW under the name Julia Stanley.
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against, while the women began to live for. The women, growing to-
ward wholeness, began tounderstand that oppositionisitself: opposition.
The men, in their appropriation of the world, had defined identity as
opposition. The women, in becoming themselves, began to create
identities out of themselves, on a new ground....

As we grew in knowing ourselves, we put aside the language we
had once cherished for its ambiguities, although we had called those
ambiguities “subtle nuances.” We had once been proud to speak a
language in which we had no means of speaking our meanings
clearly, evento ourselves. First, we had to discover our meanings, and
out of that discovery grew alanguage that expressed them clearly. As
strength dissolved our need for fear we began to explore our silences,
which came to satisfy us as rest and the fulfillment of meaning. We
learned to speak only when there is meaning in our words. That was
the hardest thing we had to learn, so many of us did not know we had
meanings.

The language that evolved out of our learning together was a
language of acting in the world, rather than “events”; it was a speaking
of our living, not our “lives”; of our doing, not our “deeds”; of our
touching, eating, tracing, dancing, ormoving, not “motion,” of dying,not
“death.” The nouns of men became our verbs, what had been “objects”
becamedoers. Theabstraction, thelabeling, theclassification, theimposing
of a fixed, external order was no longer needed. “Love,” “death,”
“honor,” “dignity,” and “trust” were expressed in our living together;
we did not need to speak of such things as though they were unreal,
fragile. Through the verb we entered into the world and began to
understand the other beings in the world as they lived.

There is a story we still tell for the joy of the telling, of a group of
women who once gathered together, and some of the women called for
words from the other women, and out of these words they wovea chant,
and the chant became a singing together. And one woman yelled out the
word anarchism, which was then woven into the fabric of the chanting,
and in the chanting that word became orgasm, going on.

Accept this telling of me as it is of you. We belong to ourselves.
Feel the power that is yours swell and lift within you. It is yours. It is
you. Itis all of us. Womanlove self—creating womanpower within us.
Take your power into your hands and lift them up, your power living
in you. Let us join our hands together in strength and in love, the
radiant power of women. Let us speak the language of our living.
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Audre Lorde (#3, 1977)

Meet

‘/\/oman when we met on the solstice

high over halfway between your world and mine
rimmed with full moon and no more excuses
your red hair burned my fingers as I spread you
tasting your ruff down to sweetness

and I forgot to tell you

I have heard you calling across this land

in my blood before meeting

and I greet you again

on the beaches in mines lying on platforms

in trees full of tail-tail birds flicking

and deep in your caves of decomposed granite
even over my own laterite hills

after a long journey

licking your sons

while you wrinkle your nose at the stench.

Coming to rest

in open mirrors of your demanded body

I will be black light as you lie against me

I will be heavy as August over your hair

our rivers flow from the same sea

and I promise to leave you again

full of amazement and our illuminations
dealt through the short tongues of color

or the taste of each other’s skin when it hung
from our childhood mouths.

When we meet again
will you put your hands upon me
will I ride you over our lands

- will we sleep beneath trees in the rain?
You shall get young as I lick your stomach
hot and at rest before we move off again
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you will be white fury in my navel

I will be sweeping night

Mawulisa foretells our bodies

as our hands touch and learn

from each others hurt.

Taste my milk in the ditches of Chile and Ouagadougou
in Tema’s bright port while the priestess of Larteh
protects us

in the high meat stalls of Palmyra and Abomey-Calavi
now you are my child and my mother

we have always been sisters in pain.

Come in the curve of the lion’s bulging stomach
lie for a season out of the judging rain

we have mated we have cubbed

we have high time for work and another meeting
women exchanging blood

in the innermost rooms of moment

we must taste of each other’s fruit

at least once

before we shall both be slain.

"Meet" was reprinted in Audre Lorde’s The Black Unicorn (1978, W.W. Norton,
NY). This is the version that appears in The Black Unicorn.
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June Arnold and Susan Griffin (#2, 1976)

Lesbians & Literature

Two sections from a seminar at the Modern Language Association, San
Francisco, December,1975. Panelists included June Arnold, Sandy Boucher,
Susan Griffin, Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz and Judith McDaniel.

Susan Griffin:

I'want to talk about silences and how they affect a writer’s life. Of
course many of us have read Tillie Olsen’s book on silences in which
she talks about the effects of material conditions on writers’ lives and
especially on women'’s lives, but I want to talk today about psychic
silences — silences that occur because of psychic conditions and
particularly that silence which affects us as lesbians.

I feelin fact that the whole concept of the muse, or of inspiration,
is one that is kind of a cop-out concept. There is something very
fascinating going on in the writer's psyche when there is silence, an
inability to write, and it can’t very well be explained by “well, today
I was inspired,” or “it’s flowing now.”

But in fact, each silence and each eruption into speech constitutes
a kind of event and a kind of struggle in the life of the writer. To me
the largest struggles in my life around silence had to do with the fact
that I am a woman and a lesbian.

When I first recognized my anger as a woman, my feelings as a
feminist, suddenly my writing was transformed. Suddenly I had
material, I had subject matter, I had something to write about. And
then a few years after that I found another great silence in my life. I
found myself unhappy with my writing, unhappy with the way I
expressed myself, unable tospeak.I wroteina poem—"words donot
come to my mouth anymore.” I happened also in my personal life to
be censoring the fact that I was lesbian and I thought I was doing that
because of the issue of child custody. That was is a serious issue in my
life, but I wasn’t acknowledging how important it was to me both as
awriterand a humanbeing, to be open and to write about my feelings
as a lesbian. In fact, I think that writers are always dealing with one
sort of taboo or another. If these taboos are not general to society, you
may experience in your private life a fear of perceiving some truth
because of its implications and this fear can stop you from writing. I
think this is why poetry and dreams have so much in common —
because the source of both poetry and dreams is the kind of percep-
tion similar to that of the child who thought the emperor had no
clothes. The dangerous perception. Dangerous to the current order of
things.
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But when we come to the taboo of lesbianism, I think that this is
one thatis mostloaded for everyone, even for those who are not lesbians.
Becausethefact of lovebetween women, thefactthattwowomenareable
to be tender, to be sexual with each other—is one that affects every event
in this society — psychic and political and sociological.

For a writer the most savage censor is oneself. If in the first place,
you have not admitted to yourself that you are a lesbian, or to put it
insimplerlanguage —thatyou love women orare capable of wanting
to kiss a woman or hold her — this one fact, this little perception, is
capable of radiating out and silencing a million other perceptions. It’s
capable, in fact, of distorting what you see as truth at all.

To give you one example, there have been numbers and numbers
of psychoanalytic papers, poems and articles written on the Oedipal
relationship. Everyone seems to recognize that the son can love the
mother and that then there is the conflict with the father. This is
supposed to be a big taboo and yet everyone can talk about it easily.
And yet, who of us really, even lesbians, can talk about the love of the
daughter for the mother? Yet all human beings learn love from their
mother whether they are male or female. Everyone who's ever been
amother knows that fora fact, a child learns to smile from the mother,
learns to enjoy being held. The first love-affair, male or female, is with
the mother.

I feel that the mother/daughter relationship is one that is central
to all women’s lives, whether they have made the decision to be
heterosexual or homosexual. In fact, when you come to a relationship
about the mother and the daughter, you come to a relationship
inevitably about the daughter and her own self. If she cannot accept
the love she’s felt for her mother, if she cannot accept that identifica-
tion, she cannot accept also the love that she’s felt for herself. We get
back here to whatI think is the central problem with women’s writing:
that is self-hatred, hatred of the body, hatred of one’s own voice,
hatred of one’s own perceptions. In fact, the female voice is charac-
terized as ugly in this society — especially our mothers” voices. Our
mothers’ voices are characterized on tv as loud, as harassing, as
bitchy, as fish-wifey. Many women, whatever our sexual identifica-
tion, try to move away from the mother rather than to go back and
look at this important relationship. This is only one way in which, as
a writer, censoring your feelings of love for women can affect your
perceptions.

In fact, I want to tell you the story of a poem that I wrote. I wrote
the first line of it a year before the rest of the poem was written. This
was a case in which the muse camebacka year later,and a real process
occurred while she was gone. The poem is called “The Song of A
Woman with Her Parts Coming Out.” The title occurred to meand the
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first few lines, but I just simply could not go any further and it was a
mystery to me why. It was during a period in which I was in a
relationship witha woman whom Iloved, butI was not writing about
anything in that relationship because I was worried about child
custody and because she also was not really willing to call herself a
lesbian. I couldn’t use the word to myself and words are magic. In
King Lear just the simple “nothing” changed everyone’s life in that
play. Words have a tremendous power and I believe that it is ex-
tremely important to use that word, to be able to say:  am a lesbian.

The rest of the poem did come out when I re-examined this in
myselfand decided that indeed Thad touse that word. Thad tobe open
about my sexuality in my writing. And I'll end by reading that poem,
“The Song of A Woman with Her Parts Coming Out,” (published in
The Lesbian Reader, Amazon Press, 1975).

Note: this was an extemporaneous speech delivered from notes.
+4++

june Arnold:

Daughters, Inc. is a Vermont-based publishing company special-
izing innovels by women, founded by Parke Bowman and mein 1972.
Our first list came out in October 1973 and since then we have
published eleven novels and one anthology. We began with our own
money, the two of usinan old Vermont farmhouse. We specialized in
novels partly because the other women'’s presses were publishing
poetry, short stories and nonfiction, and partly because we believed
in the novel as a woman'’s art form — that it could be an extension of
and intensification of consciousness-raising, a place where reader
and author could communicate on an intimate personal level, where
thereader could see her own or her sister’s experience portrayed and
receive it in a different way than through the mind. Because we think
people do things not because they know what is right or wrong but
because they feel deeply about their own oppression.

I'want to talk about what I think is existing right now as a lesbian-
feminist or feminist-lesbian novel. I've gotten this idea from reading
manuscripts submitted to us, novels we’ve published, and other
women'’s press publications. It’s not prescriptive; I just think that
certain things have happened. And I think women everywhere in the
women’s movement are trying to express very much the same thing
but I think the lesbian feminist will be the one to bring the develop-
ment to the most plump, rich, full ripeness.

There is a pre-women’s movement novel, Gertrude Stein’s
Melanctha, which I think is a forerunner of what lesbian feminists are
now doing. What she called ‘exploring the infinite complexity of the
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present’ is very much what lesbian feminists are now trying to do,
because we have no past. The dialogue between Melanctha and the
doctor shows the impossibility of the doctor, who stands for reason
and society, ever understanding the mind of a women with only a
present. And the circularity of Melanctha’s sentences and thoughts
opens up, for those of us who follow, the problem which every lesbian
feminist feels in her unconscious: how to phrase what has never been.

I think the novel — art, the presentation of women in purity (also
I would include poetry, short stories) — will lead to, or is revolution.
I'm not talking about an alternate culture at all, where we leave the
politics to the men. Women's art is politics, the means to change
women’s minds. And the women’s presses are not alternate either but
are the mainstream and the thrust of the revolution. And there’s no
tenure in the revolution.

One of the things we have noticed in reading women’s press
writings is a change in language. We’ve gotten rid of harsh expres-
sions like screw and spread your legs (women as property/objects),
we’ve reclaimed fat and wrinkled as adjectives of beauty, we've
experimented with unpatriarchal spelling and neuter pronouns. I
think we’ve changed our sentence structure, and paragraphs no
longer contain one subject since the inclusiveness of many complex
things is striven for. We write to express feelings not appearances. I
think changesinlanguageare hard to pinpoint but it’s clear to me that
lesbian feminist writers are trying to shape a new tool for new uses,
toreclaim ourlanguage for ourselves witha very strong sense that we
have been divided from it.

The form this new novel is taking — it’s developing away from
plot-time via autobiography, confession, oral tradition into what
might finally beaspiral. Experience weaving in upon itself, comment-
ing on itself, inclusive, not ending in final victory /defeat but ending
with the sense that the community continues. A spiral sliced to
present a vision which reveals a whole and satisfies in some different
way than the male resolution of conflict. I also think welose a little bit
of the old adrenalin-raising intensity by doing this, and what we’ll
have to figure out a way to do, both as readers and writers, is to
express the intensity differently and learn to hear it differently, in
different ways.

As far as character goes, there are usually many characters or at
least several. There is no hero (which is a heritage from the Greeks
who cared very little about women). There is an interinvolvement of
women in a community. Now I think the lesbian will be the one most
likely to be able to deal with women relating to women within a
community, which doesn’t mean that every lesbian can do that or that
no feminist can; it means that their own experiences will force lesbian
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writers to confront communities of women.

Whenwe have talked about genius in the past like Gertrude Stein,
we usually mean that one person rises up out of her time and co-
ordinates or solidifies what's gone before and makes it palpable. I
don’t think we'll see lesbian feminist genius in the same way. I think
it is arising right now and it is a collective genius, coming from one
woman’s poem, another’s comment, ascene fromachapter ofa novel.
I think that as a writer; as a publisher from the material we get I see
it; and I certainly feel that as a reader.

The artist, if she calls herself a lesbian feminist, is going to have to
be responsible to the feminist community and involved in it. As an
artist she must challenge all assumptions. The lesbian understands in
the most intimate complex detail how assumptions attempt to limit
and channel human possibility. In rejecting the culture’s most funda-
mental patriarchal patterns, the lesbian starts with her head empty, or
free of solutions, answers — a vital precondition for discovery.

This responsibility to and involvement in the community leads to
several new qualities in the art produced:

There is a breaking down of distance between the writer and the
reader. An example of this is Elana Nachman in Riverfinger Women
when Inez, speaking about the past, says “Those nights with your
arms curved around your own thickness saying to yourself, I will be
enough for myself. I will never need anyone. Never. I will be for
myself, warm and all’ — are those times gone? Those times are now,
dammit.” And you're brought right into the story.

There’s a change in humor, a softening, search for a different way
of telling a joke, getting away from having a butt of a joke (which was
us most of the time). The humor deals with the absurdity of the
patriarchy but also our own foibles, assumptions and presumptions
which we discover during the learning of lesbian feminism. No one
is born a lesbian feminist — we ourselves are in process and the
process will be revealed in the novel too.

I think we have a kind of unprecedented, complete honesty,
however embarrassing. InNancy Lee Hall’s A True Story of A Drunken
Mother, thebeer that she had made and stored in the garage exploded.
It was her security. In panic she screams to her daughter: “It’s blowing
up, stupid! Runinthe houseand getall the pans and pitchers you can find
—hurry.” Thechild returns with one pot. Themotherscreams “Youbrat!
I'said all you can.” This is a very hard thing to write about and expose,
and requires caring more about women than about your own image.

Because of this softening, opening honesty, I think the women'’s
community is going to trust, if it doesn’t now, the lesbian feminist
writer — which means that if a hundred sociologists say that old
women are timid, conservative teasippers and one lesbian feminist
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writer says NO, old women are dangerous, furious, ready to swoop
down on society because they have no life to lose, you the reader can
believe it because the dyke author is committed only to the truth,
having no stake in placating the culture — no life to lose either. The
feminist presses, for the same reason, will be the ground in which this
new art is brought to flower.

It is the responsibility and privilege, too, of feminist criticism and
feminist studies teachers to participate in the development of our own
voice and art — and also to watch out for and warn of tricksters who
try to use the ingredients learned at panels like these, instead of her
own experience, to gain a new kind of fame as a feminist.

I think we know a lot about how lesbians are oppressed. I'd like
to say that the lesbian feminist novelists, short story writers, poets,
artists of all kinds and the feminist presses themselves are, I think,
magnificently privileged to have the art of the future in their hands.

(The idea of breaking down distance is from an unpublished paper by
Andrea Loewenstein. This talk first appeared in Plexus, February, 1976.)

TeE€E

Judith McDaniel (#4, 1977)

Raspberries

Others ripen

slowly

into darkness;

You

hide beneath

a leaf

and come in swift and fragrant redness.
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Harriet Desmoines (#5, 1978)

from Retrieved From Silence:
My Life and Times with Daughters, Inc.

December, 1977: ... Review copies of Applesauce, I Must Not Rock, and
Angel Dance arrive in the mail. With an eerie sense that history is
repeatingitself, I promiseI'llreview one ... and I proceed to the business
of completely falling apart in privacy while reading Daughters’ latest.

Applesauce brings the past flooding back.

; * ¥k ¥

Checkpoint #1: November, 1973

Now nan body felt extraordinary, the sense of feeling focussed on nan
palms as if one first experienced the metaphor literally . . . as if . . . aliveness
existed independently and merely needed to be called up.

(June Arnold, The Cook and the Carpenter, p. 26)

In three nights and three days (inbetween making money, cooking,
vying for “heterosexual acrobat of the year,” and various other Renais-
sance Girl activities), I read Rubyfruit Jungle, Nerves, Early Losses, The
Treasure,and The Cookand the Carpenter.Iread themagain. ... Igothrough
and pick out the juicy parts.... I end up falling in love with every single
female characterbutone ... congratulate myself on having made no false
guesses about the shared gender of lovers, despite the tricky pronoun na.

Then I review the only cryptic novel of the lot, The Treasure,...a
review which successfully avoids any hint of Lesbian activity.

Time passes... and I grow more melodramatic by the hour. I buy
a typewriter, for salvation ... Finally, when the new year hits, I sit
down to write myself out of a suicide.

* ¥ ¥

Nine months and 213 journal pages later, I sit alone, in a room of

my own that rides like a fugitive ship above the women’s center....
We have a lot of paper. Here is the typewriter. Why don’t you become a

novelist? I urge you to become a novelist.  (Bertha Harris, Lover, p. 91)

...I can only manage to sit at the typewriter if I imagine I'm
composing a love present to women in the same struggle I am.. . .

* Xk ¥

Checkpoint #2: January, 1975

.-Daughters in High School, Riverfinger Women, and A True Story
of a Drunken Mother have simultaneously burst into sound, forming
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an insistent rhythm section in the back of my head. Riverfinger Women
shuttles around the dyke contingent of the women'’s center, passed from
hand to hand with squeals, shouts, moans of recognition. Buzzing,
popping, crackling, singing, the center is a live wire, receiving informa-
tion, tapping out information: these are our lives (beep), these are our lives
(beep), these are our lives.The journal that began as a delicate matter of
personal survival becomes acommunal record. Sometimes it feels foggy,
sometimes it feels cruel, but once in a great while it feels like loving,
holding a mirror to the wymyn around me, murmuring, you didn’t
know you were a miracle? look.... everyone is writing now, and the
journals pass from hand to hand with squeals, shouts, moans of recogni-
tion. The women'’s center newsletter becomes a babble of gushing,
furious voices — rhetoric and love poems to wymyn...

In the midst of the whirlwind, seven of us converge. We talk
together, breathe together on the subjects of how to untangle patriar-
chal language, how to exorcise patriarchal values, how to cut away
patriarchal attachments. We are Lesbians; together we become sepa-
ratists, and we name ourselves, with much hilarity, “drastik dykes.”
Conspiring, we peel away layers of lies, layers of constructed selves,
stripping down, down, down to touch the essential WD surging
up, released, from below.

* ¥ ¥

.. After our public and private dramatics, we leave the women'’s
center — in part, because the women'’s center has already left us. Its
environment vanished, my journal is at an end....I wrestle with
passage after long passage of introspective murk, maundering self-
pities, dribbling mundaneities, here and there flashes of what seems
now — in the utter collapse of my courage — to have been.more
delusion than dream. Nothing works. Nothing.

. * * *
Checkpoint #3: November, 1975 :

Seven drastik dykes, having sucked the last juices each from her
own past, each from our collective past, are reduced to tearing each
other’smost present, most vulnerableskins. Three of us head north on
the strength (in my mind, at least) of one last-ditch fantasy: that some
(any) speeding tough-talking, boot-stomping naugahyde New York
City dyke will inform us what to do with ourselves next....finally, we
land exhausted, bedraggled, and half-stunned at a party to celebrate
the coming-out of Daughters’ third group of books: The Pumpkin Eater,
Happenthing in Travel On, Born to Struggle, and Sister Gin. Someone
introduces us as the troops from North Carolina, and June Arnold
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asks us if we know the woman who reviewed Daughters’ books for
The Charlotte Observer. With the unmistakably helpless feeling I'm
being witched, I manage squeakily to reply, “I did.” She laughs.

“You're Daisy, in Sister Gin.”

* % ¥

Sister Gin breaks silence, lifts taboos, renames — transforming ...
old wymyn from patriarchy’s waste product to feminism’s front line
fighters. It uncovers the “revolutionary” potential of white Southern
wymyn, of closeted “professional” dykes, of Lesbian alcoholics, even
— controversially enough — of gin... It does all these things, and
more — including a sensitive because tentative exploration of the
betrayals of Southern Black wymyn by Southern white wymyn and
the continuing links, twisted but still holding, between them. But in
the back of that Trailways bus, I noticed none of these — only the
forgotten feeling of release: release of courage, release of anger,
release of laughter, release of female self. Onelong ecstatic whoosh....

Theory was failing me, journaling had driven me blathery, when
miraculously it all appeared there, in a novel: the transformation of
suppressed impulse into authentic female speech; the transformation
of passivity into authentic female action (a gang of old wymyn
stripping rapists, tying them toboards and leaving them in the streets
isauthentic, it mustbe, it gives me such profound satisfactions). It was
all there: the transformations of consciousness, the peeling away of
inhibitions — with the pullings back, the defections to cowardice, the
spiralling progress, the ironies of Lesbian lives tumbling one on top
of the other, oddly shaped crystals refracting light.

Sister Gin was not properly a “novel” at all to me; it was an
apparition. :

* ¥ ¥

...That plot? in that place? None of it was real, none of it was even
possible. And yet. . .. Seven unlikely members of the Shirley Temples
Emeritae captured more of the essential rebellion fermenting in seven
drastik dykes than I could record, living that rebellion....

¥ ¥ ¥
Checkpoint #4: December, 1977
Review of Applesauce by June Arnold...

Applesauce, while seeming to grow by putting out flowering
shoots inall directions, as fantastically wild a novel as one could wish
for, assumes finally the shape of a perfectly pruned parable.... In it,
“the primary struggle of a woman to be a woman” emerges as a
succession of violent self-transformations.
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.. my only criterion for choosing to include something, imagined or real,
was whether or not it touched the floor of me.
(author’s foreword, Applesauce)

The threads are all slipping from my hands. Get hold of your self,
I tell my self, but which one? ... This time the environment is womyn-
space. An environment in which networks of womyn touching, two
at a time, three, seven at a time, happen naturally, without expecta-
tion, without planning, without predetermination — touchings al-
most accidental, almost by design.

In writing my journal I tried to connect my life, some other
wymyn'’s lives, all other wymyn’s lives —I failed becauseI forced the
connections. All T knew to do next was to help make another environ-
ment for another “journal” to grow in, and then lie in wait, watching for
the touchings to begin, the synapses to spark, the messages torelay. . . .’

Writing this “review,” I begin to feel a bit the happiness of clarity.
But the most important part is still missing— what it is that Iso want,
the tormenting, elusive object of my desire, desire and object conjured
up whole by wymyn’s words, cast down by wymyn’s words, called
upagainand againby new words. Thesource. That which connects...

* ¥ ¥

What is it I so want? Only this: the witch’s doing. The power to
transform energy. The power to juggle spheres of sound, the power
to keep them in the air, the power to transmute the tumbling words
into mirrors, crystal spheres glinting in thesun, reflecting doe wymyn
panther wymyn, gazelle wymyn. .

. you didn’t know you were a mzmcle? Look.
* ¥ ¥
One thing leads to another . . . and the nature of all kinds of rapture,
including this, is that it must clothe itself in disguise. . . . There is no ending
that is, eventually, not happy.
(Bertha Harris, Lover, p. 208)

By the end of 1978, Daughters, Inc. had published: Angel Dance (M.F. Beal);
Applesauce, The Cook and the Carpenter and Sister Gin (June Arnold); Born to
Struggle May Hobbs); Daughters in High School (ed., Frieda Singer); Early Losses
(Pat Burch); Happenthing in Travel On (Carole Spearin McCauley); I Must Not
Rock (Linda Marie); In Her Day and Rubyfruit Jungle (Rita Mae Brown); Lover
(Bertha Harris); Nerves (Blanch Boyd); The Opoponax (Monique Wittig); The
Pumpkin Eater (Penelope Mortimer); Riverfinger Women (Elana Nachman/
Dykewomon); The Treasure (Selma Lagerlof); A True Story of a Drunken Mother
(Nancy Lee Hall); You Can Have It When I'm Through with It (Betty Webb Mace).
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Clementina, Lady Hawarden, was an enigmatic photographer born in
Scotland in 1822. She married at 23, gave birth toa son and died at the ageof42.
Graham Ovenden, editor of the only major publication dealing with her work,
referstoherasbeing “like Vita Sackville-West, a mixture of thearistocraticnorth
and the Mediterranean south.”

In Hawarden'’s photographs, the women almost always touch each other,
often they embrace. Some couples seem about to kiss, others look as if a shared
intimacy had just been interrupted. If one individual were a man and the other
a woman, the overt sexuality would be taken for granted. The photographic
ambiguity is a result of our lack of biographical information combined with the
Victorian exaltation of emotionally charged friendships between individuals of
the same sex. Most of us have been taught to read sentimentality rather than
sexuality into this type of image.

— from Tee Corinne (#5, 1978)
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Catherine Nicholson (#5, 1978)

The Rape of Diana

Interviews of Casey Czarnik and Coletta Reid

On October 25, 1977, between five and seven a.m., Diana Press, a pub-
lisher of Lesbian feminist books, was invaded by vandals who successfully
eluded the alarm system, and using the chemicals at hand in the shop proceeded
todamage negatives, plates, paste-up copy, unbound books, printing equipment,
telephones, adding machines and typewriters; and to ransack files, storage
cabinets, desks. No one was ever arrested for this crime.

Coletta Reid — editor, writer, publisher — and Casey Czarnik — graphic
artist, designer, printer — founded Diana Press in Baltimore in 1972. In the
spring of 1977 the press moved to Oakland, Ca. Its structural principles, its
political philosophy, and its economic policies have been the subject of serious,
bitter controversy in feminist publishing. I have agonzzed a great deal over the
issues ... and am not yet ready to write about it. But in December I knew that
I wanted to talk to Colettaand Casey ... Itnet them in Chicago, where the three
of us were attending the MLA convention. The following interview took place
in the Ladies’ Powder Room (the only place we could find to plug in the tape
recorder) of the Palmer House on December 29, 1977.

Catherine: What was your immediate emotional response to the
vandalism?

Coletta: I think the most upsetting part of what happened for me
was coming in the shop that morning and seeing most of the work we’d
done for the past five years destroyed. The original pasteup of Songstoa
Handsome Woman, the first book we published, was torn down the
middle on every page; and as I looked at it and saw back to the past —
the many hours spent in setting type, pasting-up copy, hand collating
that first book — I realized that this act of vandalism against us was truly
that of people who hated women'’s culture and women'’s labor....

Casey:...Ididn’'t feelanything rightaway —I was numb.Istarted
calling the police and dealing with getting everyone home. I went
immediately to survey the damage — check the presses out. My first
impression was that the presses were not wrecked, but later I dis-
covered that a lot of damage had been done to them — subtle things
to water and ink systems that took hours to clean up. I wanted to see
it all so I could absorb it; I didn’t want any surprises later...

Catherine: So you were suppressing your feelings...?

Casey: Yes, I was really holding in, just reacting to necessity very
practically, and I wouldn’t allow a lot of emotion right away. Later I
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couldn’tsleep....Someonealways had tobeat the shop, Ijust couldn’t
goaway and leaveit.Ifelt it was vulnerable, that more could happen,
that someone was out to get us, that someone really hated us, that it
was really hateful and spiteful, and that someone would do it again.
... To this day, I can’t go and look at the damage to the covers, because
I know I'll have to redo a lot of art work....For awhile, I went around
thinking how glad I was that I hadn’t finished certain things — all my
covers, all my artwork — because they would just have been destroyed
anyway. And that's what my attitude has been since then — that I don’t
want to do extra work for fear that it will all be for nothing. It's been hard
enough to go along these past six years because you never get full
appreciation from people, but when you havea direct attack against you
it’s almost like someone is saying they don’t want you to be alive.

Catherine: Had you ever in your whole life felt that strongly
violated?

Casey: No, you see, that’s the longest period of my life that I've
put so much of myself into what I still believe in, and felt that I had
really accomplished something worthwhile.

Coletta: My emotional reaction was very different from Casey’s.
IthinkIwas the only person to burst into loud tears at the shop within
five minutes... My first reaction and what I still think is that it was an
attack by the FBI. I felt that they had known that we were on the verge
finally of reachingalot more women with ourbooks and that they had
stopped us.Istarted raging and screaming at the walls that every time
we would reach the point of building more of a mass movement that
they would stop us, and that I hated men, hated the pigs, hated the
government, and I raged on and on. And I still feel that way — that
we were at a point of publishing a book that had the possibility of
reaching a lot more women and of getting our books into a lot more
bookstores; that publishing the Elizabeth Gould Davis manuscript
would have put us over that very tight margin to the point of being
able to hire more women to be sales representatives around the
country. I think that distribution and sales are the biggest problems
women'’s presses have and we were trying to make enough money to
solve these problems. And now we don’t have the money to do what
we planned for the next year. Financially the attack was so well-
directed and so smart: it was aimed at our financial survival. We as a
women’s business are always so close to the edge of being able to
continue, so an attack like this has been a severe blow — a disaster.

Catherine: Did you ever consider giving up?

Coletta: Yes.Ididn’t think that right away, but about three weeks
laterIwent into a severe depression in which I feltlike it wasn’t worth
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itanymore,and thereason why I thinkI wentinto thatdepression was
that we were not able to make any kind of comeback ... after three
weeks of hard work, of keeping our morale up as best we could, we
were still unable to operate as a print shop. And I think that that’s
when the full impact of what the vandalism meant hit me. Up until
then I'd kept thinking that with a lot of hard work we can get back in
production again, but in fact, they effectively ruined our production
for three months... they effectively got rid of the reprints so we didn’t
have any Ladder books to sell yet. So then I thought why is it worth
it? why haveIbeenkilling myself working 12 hoursaday forsix years,
why have I taught myself skills that are hard, stood up to male
printers, male salesmen, male bookstores, and for no reason, in order to
be crushed within a half hour? The vulnerability of women’s cultureand
of women who are independent and try to stand on their own really
struck me. And the necessity forwomen tobond togetherto support each
other was crucial at that point, because I felt that without the support of
women across the country, who sent us dollar bills, who sent us letters,
who sent us postcards, who said don’t bother to write and thank me just
continue, was the only thing that saved me at that point.

Casey: Coming on this trip is to try to raise our morale.

Catherine: Has it helped?

Casey: Oh yes, it’s been very good. It's been important to talk to
people who felt that what Diana Press is doing is good and valuable.
But when I see the press operating again, I'll feel better.

Coletta: I think one of the things that has been crucial to Diana
Press and has distinguished us from other women publishers has
been that we’ve felt this tremendous commitment to production, to
women gaining control of production by actually learning to do the
work themselves, and what Casey and I get the most personal
satisfaction out of is seeing things run and seeing finished books come
out that we can hold and flip through and say, look how well this is
typeset, and look how beautifully printed itis,andlookat thebinding,
and so when nothing is running, it’s like we have nothing to get hold
of in terms ~ “ satisfaction. I think we’re both very tied to the produc-
tion in terms of how we feel about ourselves and our work, and the
production was what they stopped.

Among the books printed by Diana Press were: Edward the Dykeand Other Poems
and She Whoby Judy Grahn; Pit Stop and Child of Myself by Pat Parker; Sex Variant
Women in Literature by Jeannette Foster; The Ladder Anthologies edited by Bar-
bara Grier and Coletta Reid; Class and Feminism, Lesbianism and the Women's

Movement and Women Remembered edited by Charlotte Bunchand Nancy Myron.
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Gloria Gyn (#5, 1978)

Writing and Politicking as Privilege

Once there was a bright, strong woman who lived in an ordinary
town. She had always had a natural curiosity and loved learning, but
because of her poor background, she tried to prepare herself for a life
of working, instead of taking courses to prepare herself for college.
Her knowledge of the world was that if you didn’t work, you didn’t
eat, and to attend college was out of the question. Like many women
of her class, however, marriage seemed a way out; having babies kept
her out of work for a short period, but added to her responsibilities,
along with housework and a regular paid job. Her job was necessary
because there was never enough money for living expenses, not to
~ mention luxuries.

She always wanted to write, but never felt educated enough, and
when her marriage ended after three years and the total responsibility
for herownsupportand her two children fell completely on her, there
was little time to think, let alone try to write.

When the women’s movement began attracting her attention in
thelate 1960’s, she felt it was something she could relate to—afterall,
she worked for a living, was as independent as she could possibly be,
and didn’t depend on men for anything. What she found in the
women’s movement was a lot of talking and writing, study groups,
and intimidation. Those women were educated and they wanted
people to know it! If men would not listen to them, women would
have to. It was so difficult to understand a lot of what was being
written, because of all the big words used, and the language was so
different. She also discovered that what all the theory boiled down to
was simply rhetoric — none of it dealt with the reality of the lives of
most women she knew, including her own. She felt she had to try to
belikethe educated women in the women’s movement to beaccepted.
It was almost the same as when she was growing up; the sense of not
being as good, not being middle class, not having the privilege of
making choices for herself. Ironically, it was those women who made
her become class conscious as she had never been before. When she
was younger, she had pretty much accepted who she was, although
she hated her class position and was often made to feel ashamed of
being poor.
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What angered her a lot was that she tried to live her life according
to her principles; she tried to change her life, working with women,
trying to learn, and trying to educate as well. She saw many of her
ideas go down the drain because she was neither speaker nor writer
enough to express her ideas “properly.” It was made clear to her that
she lacked “credentials,” and she remained a patronized “token.”

So she decided to go back to college, which turned into a disaster.
Because she was an outspoken feminist, she had trouble. She was
always having to compromise, just to be allowed to swallow all that
male propaganda (which she had discovered “higher learning” was all
about). She was the only student in the local junior college women’s
association and had the same feelings of intimidation she experienced in
the women’s movement; even though shehad more experience workmg
with women, she lacked those goddamn “credentials.”

She quit school and had a nervous breakdown and it was in the
psychiatric ward that she came out as a Lesbian to herself. She became
part of the Lesbian community and began reading Lesbian writings.

More frustration. ‘

This intrepid would-be writer finds herself trying to make sense
of the theoretical works of women like Daly, Rich and others and
falling on her face. Shestill feels without credentials, unknowledgeable,
ignorant.

And she is sad and angry.

Sad that Lesbians must use the elitist, bullshit language and style
of the university. Angry that men are able to read Lesbian works
when Lesbians are not able to.

Sad and angry that there seems to be a Lesbian “star” system. Sad
and angry that there is plenty of educated theory and not enough
everyday practice. The competition among Lesbian writers for being
the loudest (if not the clearest) voice seems apparent. Does all that
male education really work for women, or does it trap them squarely
in male values? Does it really take prestige and credentials for even
Lesbians to be heard?

In the words of one young working-class Lesbian friend, com-
menting on Lesbian writing, “Sometimes I feel like becoming a
separatist — separating myself from the whole Lesbian trip, includ-
ing separatists!”

What happens to women like these who have something to say,
important ideas to express? Where is their vehicle, if not in Lesbian
publications? These women use the oral tradition that women have
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used through the ages, having no other way. They pass their culture
along to each other through love and trust, denying the patriarchal
value system. They defy the twin oppressions of “scholarship” and
“authority” without loss of any intelligence, living out their beliefs
without benefit of male approval. Their language is not of the uni-
versity, but of love of each other — and no amount of theory will
change that.

Perhaps more women would or could write (in their own way)
about whatthey arethinkingand doing if it were their “vocation.” But
most women who are fighting for economic survival don’t have that
privilege, and writing is a privilege. Lesbian and feminist presses need
to take a hard look at who they are reaching, writers at who they are
writing for, publishers who they are publishing, and at the privilege
they have as a result. The dominance of degreed, “star” writers in
Lesbian and feminist publications smacks of elitism and tells of their
politics. The seduction of the university is complete. Their “products”
control Lesbian and feminist publishing and writing, and they in turn
continue to oppress working-class women.

It's an easy way out to write for the academic crows; it’s a far more
difficult task to write for the common woman.

Linda Marie Nolte (#37, 1989)
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emily oddwoman (#5, 1978)

ASoliloquy onthe Thousand Mysteries of Women

to be read in a wry, shy voice

It’s true, I think sometimes I'm beautiful and strong and kind, and I
don’t know why a thousand women aren’t indicating any passion
toward me. That’s when I figure there must be some defect invisible
to my own eyes that gleams blindingly to all others and scares them
from me. But thenI think, there are at least a thousand women whom
I find wondrous and why is my own passion not urging me toward
them? So perhaps, I muse, it’s a secret mass stand off —leaving us all
hungry and longing. There are, I realize, at least a thousand different
preconditions to ardent acceptance considered essential by each
woman alive. Often I can then surmise that the next logical step is that
I clearly must have my own thousand preconditions too and so what
thehellare they anyway? Maybe everyone hasa thousand knownand
unknown ones and is secretly (even to herself) somehow looking for
a matching thousand. As I continue musing in this vein, the assorted
aforementioned thousands already make a pile so steep that I start
searching fora witchbroom to sweep psychic house. Of course I know
I write brave home alone making love to myself, but in the bar

your house,

those meetings,

that dance

this dinner,

Ismellall the Reasons It Won’t Work, whichis T know

Iknow the odorreally from the passive gas that permeates our female
mental atmosphere. Ah — but when the microsecond wedge of
hesitation looms between us, it carries fear and awkwardness and
detachment, not only from each other, but from the feelings within
one’s womanself that grease the skids, oil the joints, lubricate the
impulses, propel the pulse, move the questions, engage the encoun-
ter. Anyhow, that’s how I experience it these days. It’s certainly not
defensible and I'd abandon it in a minute if I could feel it go. But
somehow it’s still just there — a mystery in a plain brown wrapper.
It's not even that I don’t see bridges between us, you understand.
There are in fact easily a thousand bridges. It’s just that we're all
standing in the middle of different ones.
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Barbara Grier (#5, 1978)

from Neither Profit Nor Salvation

Note: The following speech was given by Barbara Grier as Keynote speaker on
Lesbian Day at the Women's Week festival at San Jose State Univ. on March 10,1977.

In the last several months whileI’ve prepared, or tried to prepare, to
speak to you today, I've often thought — talking to myself in the
mirror, riding back and forth to work, — how extremely arrogant it
is for anyone to get up in front of a group and pretend to be able to
discuss in 15, 20, 40 minutes the subject of Lesbians and Lesbianism.

I'm 43 years old. I've spent virtually my entire life from age 14
studying the subject.... There are millions of Lesbians in the United
States. Not thousands nor hundreds of thousands, but millions of
women who are Lesbians. We have many things in common, but we
have many more things not in common with one another....

Probably the Lesbians sitting in this room have a little higher
sense of what we call “consciousness” but maybe not even that,
because I'll bet there are some closeted Lesbians in this room, too. In
fact, thereare probably a few secret Lesbians sitting out therelistening
to me now. And as I'm talking, you’re beginning to shake inside or
squirm a little. There’s bound to be some of you out there. There are
always some of you in every room where there are a few women,
always. Every time you ride a bus and there are a handful of women
on the bus, someone on that bus is probably a closet Lesbian, maybe
several someones on that bus. In fact, the closet, that ridiculous place,
may be just exactly the only other thing we have in common besides
the basic one, that we are Lesbians.

...Now, even thecloset folk have differing levels of “closetism”...I
guess we'll coin a word. Some of us live in closets part of the time,
some of us live in closets, say 75% of the time and 25% we’re out of the
closet. We have select people to be out of the closet with. We're out of
the closet with all of our gay friends, for example, and five select
heterosexual individuals that we’ve chosen throughout our lives to
decide to confer the great honor on them of telling them that we’re
Lesbians, and holding very still for a few moments and looking into
their eyes for fear they’ll flinch, back up, turn away, reject us outright,
as if it mattered. As if it mattered a damn bit. It is the closet that is our
sin and shame.

There’s been a lot of talk since the late 1960’s about coming out of
the closet. There’ve been marches and speeches. There’ll be many

35



more speeches, at least, if not so many marches since marching
doesn’t seem to be this year’s thing....There will be another tiny
percentile point rise at the end of the year of visible Lesbians. This or
that artist, this or that writer, this or that composer, this or that
politician, this or that priest, this or that minister. A few more of us will
come out of the closet. Come out, come out, wherever you are. That
will be very good for them and that will be very good for the handful
of people whose lives they touch and it will probably even be
somewhat beneficial for the Lesbians who have access to their public
derring-do and take some comfort from their acts.

But coming out of the closet is getting to be less and less of an
option and more and more of an obligation....It's a moral obligation.
It’s not a matter of coming out of the closet because it’s good for you.
It's not a matter of coming out because it's good for your lover,.
because you're going to feel better, because it'll eventually loosen up
your relationships with your neighbors or helpat work. It has nothing
to do with that. You need to come out of the closet because you know
you’re a Lesbian and every one of you who stays in the closet makes
it harder for the woman down the street to come out of the closet. We
help oppress each other, weare our own oppression. We even havea few
women out there who are ashamed of being Lesbians. That’s hard to
imagine, I know, but it’s true. There are still Lesbians out there who are
ashamed of being Lesbians. Incomprehensible, illogical, of course, but it
exists. Now, there are a few people who remain in the closet and enjoy
being uncomfortable about being Lesbians, and I'm not sure if anything
I say here today is going to have any effect on any of them....

Butit’snota matter of choiceany longer.I’'mnotreally asking you
to come out of the closet, I'm telling you. You have to come out of the
closet, you have to come out. Not only do youhave to, but the time has
come where those of us who are out of the closet need to put pressure
on those who are in. And I don’t mean unkind pressure but real
pressure.... I mean make those women who are Lesbians and know
they are Lesbians stand up and be counted. It is time to do so. Once
again, I am not advocating that you run around with sandwich
boards, I am not saying you need to go out on the street and chalk it
in front of your house. I am saying that you need to start acting like
whoyoureally are. Don’tlie,don’t pretend. Behaveas youare, you're
a Lesbian, act like a Lesbian, be glad you're a Lesbian, tell the world
you'rea Lesbian, subtly, of course. But makesure that every thinking,
intelligent person anywhere around you, that has any relationship
with you, however casual, is aware or likely to be aware of your
orientation. It’s the least you can do for the cause, it’s the least you can

36



do for your own people. We have a terrible disadvantage — we aren’t
marked in some clear cut way. We can’t be seen, we aren’t visible. As
others have suggested, I too wish we’d all wake up lavender some
morning and solve part of the problem. We cannot be seen and because
we can’t be seen, we can pretend, and in years past, perhaps there were
reasons for it. Perhaps it was better, perhaps it was easier to pretend.

Butit’s not good anymore, it's not healthy, it doesn’t feel good, it’s
not good for you, and it’s very bad for the movement. It’s very bad for
the future. It's extremely bad for the young Lesbians now, the 10-year
olds, the 15-year olds, the ones who are 20 and looking to us for
examples. Why not make this world a little easier for everyone who
comesafter us? It's really not too much to ask. Don’t we owe the world
that? Shouldn’t our passage through it enrich it? Shouldn’t our
having lived mean something good for those who come after us? And
what about our own lives? There are an awful lot of young people in
this world. Why should we reinforce in them fear for the safety of any
job? Why should you for a minute imagine that you have to fear for
your job? Oneof thereasons thatwomenare having troubleinuniversities
and inbusinesses ona professional level is the closet. Many women who
would be active in the women’s movement, women who have the
knowledge and the wherewithall to do wonders are cautious in many
cases because they fear that if they rock the boat about feminism,
someone will come out with the fact that they’re closet Lesbians and rock
their boat back a little. I've heard that argument offered up so many
times, I can’t count it. The way to combat it is to come out first.

What it boils down to is this: when you start counting the women
who have succeeded on an historical level, you find that virtually all
famous women were Lesbians. Not all, but virtually all. Such enor-
mous quantities of them, sucha proportion far out of reasonablebelief
that you're forced to come up with one of two conclusions. Either
almost every woman must be a Lesbian given the choice to be, which
happens to be my personal opinion, or, if you can’t accept that, you
must at least accept that those women who step out in the world and
do something important in it are Lesbians. It is unrealistic to believe
that some social body is going to turn upon all of the successful and
creative women in the world and put them out of commission by
some kind of mass genocide. I rather doubt that that's going to
happen. For one thing, there are far too many women for it to happen.
If all the Lesbians come out of the closet, think how many famous
womenthat’s going to concern. Think fora minute in your head about
every entertainer you can name who is gay, every movie star that you
know is a Lesbian. Think about that for a few minutes.
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...So when all these women come out, including all the women who
work in factories and on switchboards and run elevators and work for
Macy’s as I do, when all the women come out, how is it going to change
the world? Well, for one thing, it’s going to make it easier for all of usto
live in the world. It’s going to make it impossible for people to be fired
for being Lesbians because it is going to be extremely difficult to fire
all the Lesbians and still run all the businesses, and all the schools, and
all the universities, and all the churches because you cannot get rid of all
your talent and keep everything moving forward properly. And an
awfullot of talent would have to go. ButI’'m not really asking or cajol-
ing or convincing, I'm trying to tell you in as kind a way as I can that it's
time to come out of the closet and it’s time to make sure everyone
around you comes out of the closet too.... -

Now, coming out, despite everything you ever heard or feared, is
not difficult. I came out when I was 12 years old. I have been out ever
since and I have been out with all the people I've ever been around.
And I'm not a special and not a privileged person. I worked ina non-
professional position in a public library. I worked for a mutual fund,
... [for] the Singer Sewing Machine Co., Pyramid Life Insurance,
Macy’s Department Store whereIhavea ... perfectly ordinary punch-
a-timeclock kind of job, but every person in Macy’s knows who Iam
and what I do. There was an article about my life in Christopher Street
that went all over my department. Everybody in the place read itand
everyone came and talked to me. My boss, who is a stereotype male-
chauvinist pig, oppressive person who dislikes everything ... even
my boss finds somehow an obscure pride in my openness.

But I’'m not asking you, I'm telling you that you have to come out
of the closet. We have to, we all have to be out, we have to because
there’s nowhere else to go. We’ve done all we can do as a small,
isolated, spotlighted public movement. It’s not enough that every
year a few thousand kids come out of high school and decide, boy, oh
boy, I'm going to break with the enemy, my family,I'm going out and
I'm going to live my life. ... Right now, Iwant all of those women over
25 or so who have jobs and responsibilities and a life of their ownand
[think] ... I-did-it-all-myself, let-them-drag-themselves-up-by-their-
bootstraps, I don’t owe them anything. But you do. You owe them
plenty. You owe them your wit and wisdom. You owe them all the
suffering you went through passed by, the right not to have to go
through it all just like you did. It's not that it wouldn’t make them
stronger, perhaps, but it’s just not necessary anymore. What is neces-
sary is coming out. Coming out every day in every way. Neither for
profit nor salvation, but because this is the time to come out.
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Julia Penelope, Audre Lorde, Adrienne Rich (#6, 1978)

from The Transformation of Silence
into Language and Action

The Lesbians and Literature Panel of the 1977 Annual Modern Language
Association Convention, Chicago. Chair: Julia P. Stanley; Participants: Mary
Daly, Audre Lorde, Judith McDaniel, Adrienne Rich. Attended by 700 women.

Julia Penelope Stanley:

This afternoon’s panel grew out of an MLA panel last year on
which Audre Lorde, June Jordan, Adrienne Rich and Honor Moore
spoke to us about the relationship between their identity as wimmin,
as Blacks, as Lesbians, and their poetry. Last year I learned how little
wimmin understand about any of the language that I claim as
essential to my identity. _

Too oftenin my pastI've felt alienated in an environment such as
this, felt that the structure, atmosphere, architecture, of academic
meetings eroded, devoured the meaning of my words, made my
syntax hemorrhage; I would feel my connections to my language
drain away, dissolve. Last year at MLA I sat with tears in my eyes
listening to an unknown woman object to Adrienne Rich’s statement
that there “is a Lesbian in every womon,” saying that she could not
accept the “freudian implications of the word Lesbian.” I raged in si-
lence, torn, wounded, not knowing how to explain that, although I
had loved wimmin, and only wimmin, emotionally, physically, sexu-
ally, for 24 years, I had not been able to let the word Lesbian pass my
lipsinall those years; thatin 1972, when I first tried to apply that name
to myself, I stuttered, I whispered, I choked. Last year, I still didn’t
know how to explain the importance of that word in my life to other
wimmin. This panel grew out of my silence last year.

Naming ourselves; naming our lives; naming our actions. Without
language, I am nameless, [ am invisible,  am silent. If I refuse language,
Irefuse myself. Through my language, I define myself to myself; I can “see”
myself. My language always goes before me, illuminating my actions;
through my language, I create myself, for myself, and for other wimmin.

Last year, I found myself telling another womon my coming out
story, the story of how and when I had become a Lesbian, in all the
senses in which I now use that word. I was telling her the story of my
life. T halted, stumbled, paused through that narration. My story was
brokenby long silences whileI groped in my mind for words, phrases,
metaphors through which I might communicate myself to her. I
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wanted her to understand me asI understand me, and I discovered in
that telling that my life, my coming out, was a narrative of silences, the
silence of denial, of self-hatred, of pain. Later, I told another womon
of that long and painful narration. She asked, “Did you tell her
everything?” I said, “Yes. Everything I thought was important.” She
said, once again, “Did you tell her everything? Did you tell her about
your long silences with other wimmin?” And I was glad that I could
say, “Yes.I told her about my long silences, my pain, my muteness.”

Too many of us still want to believe that language is a trivial, irrel-
evant issue, that it is not a wimmin’s concern. The patriarchy devalues
language in two ways: First, weare told that continued use of masculinist
English, e.g., he, man, mankind, bitch, chairman, etc.,is “correct,” and that
changing thelanguageisbothuseless and impossible! Second, within the
patriarchy, language is used to deceive, to coerce, to protect those who
hold power. Wimmin can’t allow the boys to continue to control English
(or any other language). We must make English our own, in our way, to
serve our purposes. Wemust end the millennia of silence about our lives;
if we don’t we will be unable to define our lives in ways that're different
from what we know now. As a Lesbian, I understand the importance of
language inmy life. Withlanguage, Ican claimaspects of myself thatI've
denied, express ideas that have been suppressed and tabooed for along
time. With language, I can define my life as real, and I can act to change
my life. The wimmin I've asked to be here this afternoon understand
language and silence and language and action —

Audre Lorde:

I would like to preface my remarks on the transformation of silence
into language and action with a poem. The title of it is “A Song for Many
Movements” and this reading is dedicated to Winnie Mandala....

Nobody wants to die on the way
caught between ghosts of whiteness
and the real water

none of us wanted to leave

our bones

on the way to salvation

three planets to the left

a century of light years ago

our spices are separate and particular
but our skins sing in complimentary keys
at a quarter to eight mean time

we were telling the same stories

over and over and over.
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Broken down gods survive
in the crevasses and mudpots
of every beleaguered city
where it is obvious

there are too many bodies

to cart to the ovens

or gallows

and our uses have become
more important than our silence
after the fall

too many empty cases

of blood to bury or burn
there will be no body left

to listen

and our labor

has become more important
than our silence.

Our labor has become

more important

than our silence.

(from Audre Lorde’s The Black Unicorn, W.W. Norton & Co., 1978)

In listening to Mary I was struck by how many of the same words
seem to come up.... words such as war, separation, fear, and the ways
in which those words are intimately connected with our battlings
against silence, and the distortions silence commits upon us. I have
cometobelieve overand overagain that what is most important to me
must be spoken, made verbal and shared, even at the risk of having
it bruised or misunderstood. That the speaking profits me, beyond
any other effect. I am standing here as a black lesbian poet, and the
meaning of all that waits upon the fact that Iam still alive, and might
not have been. Less than two months ago, I was told by two doctors,
one female and one male, that I would have to have breast surgery,
and that there was a 60 to 80 percent chance that the tumor was
malignant. Between that telling and the actual surgery, there was a three
week period of the agony of an involuntary reorganization of my entire
life. The surgery was completed, and the growth was benign.

But within those three weeks, I was forced to look upon myself and
my living with a harsh and urgent clarity that has left me still shaken
but much stronger. This is a situation faced by many women, by some
of you here today. Some of what I experienced during that time has
helped elucidate for me much of what I feel concerning the trans-
formation of silence into language and action.
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Inbecoming forcibly and essentially aware of my mortality, and by
what I wished and wanted for my life, however short it might be,
priorities and omissions became strongly etched ina merciless light, and
what I most regretted were my silences. Of what had I ever been afraid?
Toquestion ortospeak asIbelieved could have meant pain, or death. But
we all hurt in so many different ways, all the time, and pain will either
change, or end. Death, on the other hand, is the final silence. And that
might be coming quickly, now, without regard for whether I had ever
spoken what needed to be said, or had only betrayed myself into small
silences, while I planned someday to speak, or waited for someone else’s
words. And I began to recognize a source of power within myself that
comes from the knowledge that while it is most desirable not to be afraid,
learning to put fear into a perspective gave me great strength.

I was going to die, if not sooner then later, whether or not I had
ever spoken myself. My silences had not protected me. Your silence
willnot protect you. But for every real word spoken, for every attempt
Ihad ever made tospeak those truths for whichIamstillseeking, I had
made contact with other women while we examined the words to fit
aworld in which weall believed, bridging our differences. And it was
the concern and caring of all those women which gave me strength
and enabled me to scrutinize the essentials of my living. -

The women who sustained me through that period were black
and white, old and young, lesbian, bisexual, and heterosexual, and we
all shared a war against the tyrannies of silence. They all gave me a
strength and concern without which I could not have survived intact.
Within those weeks of acute fear came the knowledge — within the
war we are all waging with the forces of death, subtle and otherwise,
conscious or not, I am not only a casualty, I am also a warrior.

What are the words you-do not yet have? What do you need to
say? What are the tyrannies you swallow day by day and attempt to
make your own, until you will sicken and die of them, still in silence?
Perhaps for some of you here today, Iam the face of one of your fears.
Because I am woman, because I am black, because I am lesbian,
because I am myself, a black woman warrior poet doing my work,
come to ask you, are you doing yours?

And, of course, I am afraid — you can hear it in my voice —
because the transformation of silence into language and action is an
act of self-revelation and that always seems fraught with danger. But
my daughter, when I told her of our topic and my difficulty with it,
said, “Tell them about how you’re never really a whole person if you
remainsilent, because there’s always that one little piece inside of you
that wants to be spoken out, and if you keep ignoring it, it gets madder
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and madder and hotter and hotter, and if you don’t speak it out one
day it will just up and punch you in the mouth from the inside.”

In the cause of silence, each one of us draws the face of her own fear
— fear of contempt, of censure, or some judgment, or recognition, of
challenge, of annihilation. But most of all, I think, we fear the very
visibility without which we also cannot truly live. Within this country
where racial difference creates a constant, if unspoken, distortion of
vision, black women have on one hand always been highly visible, and
so, on the other hand, have been rendered invisible through the de-
personalization of racism. Even within the women’s movement, we have
had tofightand stilldo, for that very visibility which also renders us most
vulnerable, our blackness. For to survive in the mouth of this dragon we
call america, we have had to learn this first and most vital lesson — that
wewerenever meant tosurvive. Notas humanbeings. And neither were
most of you here today, black or not. And that visibility which makes us
most vulnerable is that which also is the source of our greatest strength.
Because the machine will try to grind you into dust anyway, whether or
notwespeak. Wecansit in our corners mute forever while our sisters and
our selves are wasted, while our children are distorted and destroyed,
while our earth is poisoned, we canssit in our safe corners mute as bottles,
and we still will be no less afraid.

In my house this year we are celebrating the feast of Kwanza, the
African-American festival of harvest which begins the day after Christ-
mas and lasts for seven days. There are seven principles of Kwanza, one
for each day. The first principle is Umoja, which means unity, the
decision to strive for and maintain unity in self and community. The
principle for yesterday, the second day, was Kujichagulia — self-de-
termination — the decision to define ourselves, name ourselves, and
speak for ourselves, instead of being defined and spoken for by others.
Today is the third day of Kwanza, and the principle for today is Ujima —
collective work and responsibility — the decision to build and maintain
ourselves and our communities together and to recognize and solve our
problems together.

Each one of usis here now because in one way oranother we share
a commitment to language and to the power of language, and to the
reclaiming of that language which has been made to work against us.
In the transformation of silence into language and action, it is vitally
necessary for each one of us to establish or examine her function in
that transformation, and to recognize her role as vital within that
transformation.

For those of us who write, to scrutinize not only the truth of what
we speak, but the truth of that language by which we speak it. For
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others, it is to share and spread also those words that are meaningful
to us. But primarily for us all, it is necessary to teach by living and
speaking those truths which we believe and know beyond under-
standing. Because in this way alone we can survive, by taking part in
a process of life that is creative and continuing, that is growth.

And itis never without fear; of visibility, of the harsh light of scrutiny
and perhaps judgment, of pain, of death. But we have lived through all
ofthosealready, insilence, except death. And Iremind myself all the time
now, that if  were to have been born mute, and had maintained an oath
of silence my whole life long for safety, I would still have suffered, and
I'would still die. It is very good for establishing perspective.

And where the words of women are crying to be heard, we must
each of us recognize our responsibility to seek those words out, to
read them and share them and examine them in their pertinence to

Audre Lorde
photo by Lynda Koolish (#10, 1979)
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our lives. That we not hide behind the mockeries of separations that
havebeen imposed upon us and which so often we accept as our own:
for instance, “I can’t possibly teach black women’s writings — their
experience is so different from mine,” yet how many years have you
spent teaching Plato and Shakespeare and Proust? Or another: “She’s a
white woman and what could she possibly have to say to me?” Or “She’s
a lesbian, what would my husband say, or my chairman?” Or again,
“Thiswomanwrites of hersonsand Thavenochildren.” And all the other
endless ways in which we rob ourselves of ourselves and each other.

We can learn to work and speak when we are afraid in the same
way we have learned to work and speak when we are tired. For we
have been socialized to respect fear more than our own needs for
language and definition, and while we wait in silence for that final
luxury of fearlessness, the weight of that silence will choke us.

The fact that we are here and that I speak now these words is an
attempt to break that silence and bridge some of those differences
between us, for it is not difference which immobilizes us, but silence.
And there are so many silences to be broken.

Adrienne Rich:

Many of the ideas in what follows belong to a continuing, non-
linear, meditation-and colloquy ... everything I say here has been
touched in some way by other women writers, thinkers, teachers and
students, without whose work my own would be impoverished.

I'would like to speak this afternoon of silence as a crucial element in
civilization. Of namelessness, denial, secrets, taboo subjects, erasure,
false-naming, non-naming, encoding, omission, veiling, fragmentation
and lying. Because time is short,  will be able only to speak these words
inyour ears, hoping that hearing the forms of silence named will keep us
all alert for its presence, aware that it has many presences. Most of all I
would like to speak of how the unspoken — that which we are forbidden
ordread tonameand describe—becomes the unspeakable (asinthe phrase
unspeakableacts); how the nameless becomes the invisible. And Iam going to
suggest some thoughts to you about the acts of writing and teaching, as
a choice between collusion with silence, or revolt against silence.

One of the most recent voices that has entered this meditation and
colloquy is that of Barbara Smith, in her essay, “Toward a Black Feminist
Criticisth.”” She writes of the interconnections between the violence com-
mitted by white racist culture against Black women, the violence com-
mitted by homophobic culture — white and Black — against Lesbians, the

* Barbara Smith, “Toward a Black Feminist Criticism” in Conditions #2.
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blotting-out by literature and literary criticism — including that written
by Black males and white feminists — of the lives of Black women and
most utterly the lives of Black Lesbians. I urge you to find and read this
essay, becauseitaddresses eloquentlyasilencethatimprisonsall women,
white or Black, Lesbian orheterosexual. In other words, Iurgeeach of you
to read it for her own sake, not for the sake of Black or Lesbian women. We
cannot escape collusion with racism or homophobia simply by having
“humanistic” intentions, by a desire to be politically liberal, or in the
belief that we are in revolt against silence for anyone’s sake but our own.

I want to re-examine here, however briefly, the terms “racism”
and “homophobia” because they too seem to me in need of redefin-
ing, and, in the case of “homophobia,” re-naming. The instrumental-
ity of white women in the perpetration of inhumanity against Black
people s a fact of history.” So also is the instrumentality of women of -
the same race against each other, or against our own children: the
horizontal and misdirected violence born of a sense of impotence.
White women have collaborated actively and passively with racism.
Our brains and our affections have been poisoned by its fumes, but
there is another tale to be told as well....

Ibelieve that we must recognize and reclaim an anti-racist female
tradition, closely entwined though not identical with feminist tradi-
tion. This history has been erased, both by Black and white-Leftist
documenters of the Black movement, for whom the only “leaders”
(with the token exception of Angela Davis) are men; and by white
male historians who have erased or trivialized in their texts not only
the suffrage and birth control movements and the socialist feminism
of the’20s and ’30s, but the activism of women like the Grimké sisters,
Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Lillian Smith, Fannie Lou Hamer.

But the mutual history of Black and white women in this country is
arealmso painful and resonant that it hasbarely been touched by writers
either of political “science” or of imaginative literature.... a great deal of
white feminist theorizing, where it has dealt with racisim at all, has done
so laboring under a burden of liberal guilt and false consciousness, the
products of a long-inculcated female guilt and self-blame. It is time we
shed this un-usefulburdenand look freshly at the concepts of racismand
responsibility. To understand we have been, not the creators of racism,
but oftenits instruments, is not to deny or trivialize that instrumentality;
it is, perhaps, for the first time, to recognize and resolve to end it.

*Isay “Black” and not “Third World” because although separation by skin color
is by no means limited to Black and white women, Black women and white
women in this country have a special history of polarization as well as of mutual
oppression and mutual activism.
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Women did not create the power relationship between master
and slave, nor the mythologies used to justify it, which so strongly
resemble the mythologies used to justify the domination of man over
woman. Women in revolt against the ideologies of slavery and
segregation —two dominant themes of patriarchy —have most often
worked from a position of powerlessness, while men in power have
called our sense of justice “emotionalism,” dismissing our voices and
acts of protest because we have had no collective leverage of our own
to bring to the struggles we undertook on behalf of others. And white
feminists have too readily tolerated the charge that “white, middle-
class women” or “bourgeois white women,” are rather despicable
creatures of privilege whose oppression is trivial beside the oppres-
sion of Black and Third world women. This ... charge of “racism” [was]
made in the most obscene ill-faith by middle-class white males against
white women fighting for collective autonomy. An analysis that places
the burden of racism on white women does not only compound false
consciousness: it neglects the profound interconnections between
Black and white women from the historical conditions of slavery on;
and it does not permit any real examination of the nature of female
instrumentality in a system which oppresses all women.

As a Lesbian/feminist my nerves and my flesh as well as my
intellect tell me that the connections between and among women are
the most feared, the most problematic, and the most potentially
transforming force on the planet.Ineed tounderstand more about the
connections between Black and white women.... How have white
women projected our own sexuality, our own feelings of deviance,
onto Black women, not tospeak of our own rage? Whatillusions of the
other’s Amazonism or incompetence, glamor or disability, sexuality
or sexlessness, still imprint our psyches, and where did we receive
these impressions? How did the Civil Rights movement of the 1960’s
explode the long-dormant reservoirs of intensity between Black and
white women? How has the Black man, how has the white man,
gained from polarizing the “white bitch” and the “nigger cunt”? Why
have questions like these remained unspeakable?

In her Conditions article, Barbara Smith says that she would like “to
encourage in white women a sane accountability to all the women who
live and write on this soil.” Speaking as a white Lesbian/feminist, I
would .add that for this accountability to be truly sane, it cannot be
nourished by guilt, nor by “correct politics” nor by the false conscious-
nessborn of powerless responsibility; norcanitbefeltasanaccountability
to some shadowy “other,” the Black Woman, the myth, it cannot, above
all, befounded inignorance. If we begin torecognize what the separation
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of Black and white women means, it must become clear that it means
separation from ourselves. Breaking silence about our past means
breaking silence about what the politics of skin color, of white and
Black male mythology and sexual politics, have meant to us, and
listening closely as Black women tell us what it has meant for them.
Why should we feel more alien to the literature and lives of Black
women than to centuries of the writings and experience of whitemen?
Which of these two cultures is most truly significant to us as we struggle
to build a female vision? And what, for a feminist, can passive racism
mean but that we passively consent to remain the instruments of men,
who have always profited from colonialism, imperialism, slavery, en-
forced heterosexuality and motherhood, organized prostitution and
pornography, and the separation of women from each other?

The past ten years of feminist writing and speaking, saying our
own words or attempting to, have shown us that it is the realities
civilization tells us are regressive or unspeakable which prove our
deepest resources. Female anger. Love between women. The tragic,
potent bond between mother and daughter. The fact that a woman
may rejoice in creating with her brain and not with her uterus. The
actualities of Lesbian motherhood. Thesexuality of older women. The
connections — painful, oblique and often bitter —between whiteand
Black women, including shame, manipulation, betrayal, contempt,
hypocrisy, envy, and love. If we have learned anything in our coming
to language out of silence, it is that what has been kept unspoken,
therefore unspeakable, in us is what is threatening to the patriarchal
order in which men control, first women, then all who can be defined
and exploited as “other.” All silence has a meaning.

And so if we re-examine the term “racism” from a feminist
position, we must also take a closer look at the term “homophobia”
(meaning the fear of same-gender erotic feelings, in oneself and in
others). I suggest that it is an inadequate and misleading term — a
form of silence, or false-naming, or veiling — where the fear of
Lesbianism is concerned. What all women live with, what feminists
and Lesbians have consciously to confront, is gynophobia: the age-old
male fear, and hatred, of women, which women too inhale like
poisonous fumes, from the air we breathe daily. This is a qualitatively
and politically different question fromthe fear of male homosexuality.
The gynophobia directed atall womenis more virulently and violently
directed at the Lesbian because she is most clearly “disloyal to
civilization,” in choosing women to be at the center of her life.
Women, like Blacks, are seen as needing to be controlled, as embodi-
ments of the “dark” unconscious, inferior in intellectual quality,
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marginal, guilty victims, dangerous. Violence against women, like vio-
lence against Blacks, is rationalized, condoned, and, in the case of
women, encouraged by pornography. And so I would like to urge upon
all women, Black or white, who are teaching literature, or writing it, or
writing about it, an accountability to the Lesbian in themselves, a
commitment to hear her and give her space, to speak for her, however
stifled she may have become, however faint her voice or blurred her
visage. Accountability to Lesbian experience, literature and history is
accountability to what has been unspoken and unspeakable. As writers,
asscholars,asteachers, wehaveachoice: tonameornottoname. Butnon-
namingisalsoaction: theadding of yet another layer—our own—to the
walls that entomb a part of the truth, a part of our freedom.

Silence. Denial. Secrets. Taboo. False-naming. Erasure. Encoding.
Omission. Veiling. Non-naming. Fragmentation. Lying. Against this
texture or tissue of the unspoken, what wonder if Emily Dickinson
exhorted herself to “Tell all the Truth — but tell it Slant —”; that the
words of Phyllis Wheatley that come down to us give us only a ghost
of her lifelong pain; or that Gertrude Stein wrote that poetry is “of
naming something of really naming that thing by its name” yet that
“in Tender Buttons and then on and on I struggled with the ridding
myself of nouns, I knew nouns must go in poetry as they had gone in
proseifanything thatis everything was to go on meaning something.”
If the noun or name for something is unspeakable and the writer is
committed to her own meaning, she may, as Stein did, adopt desper-
ate strategies....

There is so much to be done. Feminist scholars and theorists still
need to examine the question of how institutionalized heterosexual-
ity has served to buttress patriarchy, the control by men of women'’s
minds, bodies and energies. Hetero-feminism is still not feminism in
its wholeness, any more than a feminism which engages in passive
racism is worthy the name. If in the study and teaching of literature
we fail to listen for the silences underlying the poetry of heterosexual
romance, if we are not attuned to the gaps in language, the unwritten
scenes and absent characters of the novel, the encoded messages in
thewritingactually before us, weare failing as scholarsand educators
in the task of bringing-to-light, rescuing from oblivion, exposing both
the limits and the untouched possibilities of literature....

Some portions of this talk later appeared in my essay, “Disloyal to Civilization:
Feminism, Racism, Gynophobia” (in Lies, Secrets and Silence: Selected Prose 1966~
1978. NY: WW Norton, 1979).
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Pat Suncircle (#7, 1978)

Mariam

Eom where Phoebe stands, just outside the door, only Mariam’s
back s visible as she leans forward in her chair to point something out
to thelittle sister, herbroad, stretching back and the long black leather
coat like a scholar’s robes or bat wings momentarily obstructing
Phoebe’s view of the girl. Phoebe smiles, but that fades as quickly as
ifithasbeen metby a frown. The girlis fascinated by Mariam’s stories
of Georgia, or her army days in France, or her coming out on the
southside of Chicago in 1953, and if Phoebe could read lips it would
only take a few words for her to recall which story. She’d listened to
Mariam and heard them all. Three years ago, when she was only
eighteen and unsure what to say to strangers Mariam had filled their
hours by talking about herself. She took Phoebe and they wove back
through the beauty and repulsiveness to the time she lost her eye in
a fight with her first lover to the houseparties and rentparties and
marriages and how she performed a ceremony herself in 58 and the
couple was still together. Sometimes she talked so softly that it
seemed she spoke to herself but Phoebe listened to the older woman
and learned things that other women her age never knew existed.

At the time Mariam’s words had been golden, they still were she
knew by watching in the girl’s eyes a subdued kind of awe that only
escaped fromadolescentsin the presence of anadult they truly respected.

She walks slowly back to the desk, pulls out the chair but then just
walks past it and over to a shelf of neatly arranged books and begins
to straighten them. Nothing will get done in the store today she
knows, so she won’t even attempt it. Laughter comes from the little
office. Itangersher. Notbecause sheisn’t part of thelaughter, jealousy
could be dealt with. This is something that the thought and sight of
Mariam, and even recalling her words, stirs. A keen anger at the
woman who has taught her so much and scary wishes that she had
never learnt it. And then a thick shame at having this anger towards
another black woman.

She whirls abruptly and goes into the office with them, slamming
the door purposely to scatter their words. But Mariam and the girl
have an energetic rap going about Cuba and Phoebe knows how it is,
foracoupleof years ago when she was only interested in styleand the
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latest dances, Mariam could coax her to Brooklyn and the lament of
the Haitian refugees there. Mariam is a history teacher and Phoebe’s
anger softens a little. She sits listening to them for maybe a whole half
hour before her gaze rests on the older woman and she stops hearing
her words and grows sour again. “Goddamn butches.” She says the
words far beneath a whisper and as close to tenderness as to anger.

The first time that she saw Mariam the woman was enfolded in
butch like a bat inside its wings and upside down, leaning against the
bar with the patch over one eye which sucked attention to her stern
chocolate face. Phoebe’s gaze had traveled over Mariam’s vest and
black leather coat down to the pair of cowboy boots keen enough at
the toe to go up a rat’s behind; Phoebe had decided now here was a
butch with class at least, and had forgiven her a little. But not quite
enough. Walking down the street people stared, did double-takes at
the woman they thought was a man. It angered Phoebe that they thought
she wanted an imitation man — any man — and she became silent and
didn’t talk to Mariam. And did not answer Mariam'’s questions.

A customer comes into the store and Phoebe goes out to wait on
her, but the woman only wants to browse so Phoebe paces the room,
swinging her arms like a bored child, blanking her mind, trying to
savor only the sweetness of Mariam.

The word bulldyke was something that she could not deal with,
its connotations violated every sensitive thought that she had ever
had about herself; she was lesbian and she was gay. She was not what
the sisters in her family called ‘bulldyke’ and pronounced only in
hushed or sneering tones. ‘Bulldykes” were tightlipped and when
they spoke every other word was a curse word, ‘bulldykes’ got
puking drunk everytime they set foot in a bar, they beat women with
their fists, they looked at women like men did, and, of course, they
dressed likeaman. Thesisters said all this about “bulldyke’; the words
lesbian and gay weren’t in their vocabulary until Phoebe put them
there. She called herself a lesbian and acted like she always did and
treated them like she always had; their keen sense of threat had nearly
beenlaid torest,and then along came Mariam. The sisters saw herand
shot Phoebe an “uh huh’ look and went quiet.

“Bulldyke,” of course, was a part like “sissy’ or like “preacher,” but
when Phoebe cautiously mentioned this to Mariam all she did was
chuckle and talk about being wold-fashioned.” If Phoebe insisted she
said less and less, so, afraid that Mariam would start avoiding her, or
worse, get tightlipped, Phoebe accepted the ‘bulldyke’ part, always
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weaving past itanyway to the woman she called her friend. Then last
winter, when she quit work and returned to school, shemoved in with
Mariam to save money.

She walks towards the door, stares through it at the street, stares
until her eyes strain and squint and stares until they pull and become
wet with pain because for the second time that afternoon, to remedy
an anger growing scary, she is recounting the detail of last winter.

Theybecame tight. They went to movies together, they barhopped
and danced and looked at women together and they gave each other
time apart when Phoebe went to meetings and classes and Mariam
watched television. Phoebe was becoming more and more involved
in politics and the two of them talked for hours about black politics,
but when she mentioned gay issues the conversation waned. She -
talked then and Mariam nodded and smiled. The time or two that she
practically dragged Mariam to gay rallies, the older woman merely
reared back in her chair and looked and made unsettling remarks
about the ‘white boys” who ran it. Sometimes she fell asleep and
displayed her scorn by snoring. But when the meeting was over and
everybody filed out they all somehow meshed with the other people
on the street and Mariam was the only one who resembled the issues
discussed. Mariam was who all the eyes followed. And sometimes
Phoebe would walkdown the sidewalk shoulder toshoulder with her
friend and sometimes she would walk as far apart as she dared.

In the apartment just below Mariam’s lived Thompson, a gay
brother with his hi-fi speakers on the ceiling and usually loud enough
for their whole end of the building to hear. The reason that nobody
complained, it soon became obvious, was that he played the right kind
of music. Mariam had long ago made his acquaintance. She would
occasionally even make special requests by stomping on the livingroom
floor, three stomps for Al Green, four for the Emotions, and he would
cut short whatever he was playing and comply immediately. Some-
times Thompson came over with Sonia and she brought Mexican soul
food and she and Thompson would put onsalsa and invent new steps
and teach them all at the same time. Mariam would call to Phoebe
from the kitchen, “this is the gay rally right here baby, gay tarry
meeting, gay revival meeting. Sunday go-to-meeting meeting it’s all
right here and no white boys allowed.” Phoebe partied too.

Sisters. Thompson said he was tight with the sisters. He stopped
the sisters of their building on their way from the grocery store, the
day care center, on their way to pick up the mail and introduced them
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to Phoebe. They smiled coolly. Phoebe was familiar with the nature
of that smile; a sissy kept abreast of all the latest fashions and knew
how torap what the New York models were doing with their hair like
a beauty pageant moderator and he invited them over for elaborate
meals and movie star gossip. Sissies were fun; but the women didn’t
have no use for lesbians.

Phoebe hurt. She would wear her brother’s air force jacket then,
and say that they were going to look at her funny anyhow so why
leave any doubt in their minds and she and Mariam would be ‘butch’
together. But it was easier not to, because then she could talk to sisters
on the street, on the bus, at the laundromat, sisters she’d never seen
before and it would be alright to. She pulled off the jacket, walked
differently and lookedat Mariam more and more disconcertedly out
of the corner of her eye.

Anold stray cat took to following them around and when they went
in he would lay outside their door sometimes all night. He would dis-
appear for a few days and then turn up at the kitchen window and
they would make a circle place in the frost there for his moon face to
starein. Thenonemorning Phoebe wentdownstairsand almoststumbled
over himlying dead on the front steps with a car aerial jammed halfway
up his ass. She numbly chipped away with her boot at the ice freezing
him to the steps and pushed him over the side. When she came back
the body was gone. But when she got to their door she recognized
laying there the aerial sticky with blood. Perhaps the hallway was just
quieter in winter, but now it seemed listening quiet.

Mariam, when she was told, shook her head and cursed under her
breath. That was all.

Phoebe had seen in the older woman'’s eyes flickers of the same
pain that came to the surface when she told her horror stories. Phoebe
had expected her to be outraged at least. Wearing cowboy boots be a
crazy cowboy shoot up the building especially the sisters. But all that
Mariam did was hold her and cradle her wet face and for just a little
bitshelost herself in Mariam, becoming aware of the firm flesh which
was almost hard on her upper arms and grew softest down around
the breasts and she felt herself in one of Mariam’s history stories and
that was the closest they’d ever been. But the anger came back when
she insisted to Mariam that they start confronting the people in their
building — espec1a11y the sisters—and Mariam reacted likeshe really
had suggested shooting up the building. When she insisted Mariam
set her face and said less and less and finally grew silent — big butch
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immovable-black matriarch lie cohabited and gave birth to so much
chickenshit, to Phoebe’s way of thinking. She wanted to say so, but
already Mariam sat facing the window.

Phoebe remembered the massages. How when there had been
warm times, that was the core. How Mariam’s hands took her farther
and farther out like a string unwinding from the top of her head
working her until finally she was a big chunk of dough under
Mariam'’s great big hands molding her into any shape she desired and
back out again and rolling her over and over and over spinning her
tossing her in the air squeezing sweet dream as light as the airhole in
a biscuit. Mariam’s hands massaging were simply the hands of a
mother working on the family supper.

Mariam sitting back in her robe and her yellow, green, red,
purple, patterned headrag, her Jamaican headrag, talking on the
phone to her brother.

“I'mtheonly daughter,” Mariam said, “whensomebody gets sick
I have to go home.”

Her first night in an apartment by herself, Phoebe heard the
sounds very clearly. The footsteps of neighbor boys just inside the
door, women'’s voices whispering in fear, the scratching of the cat at
the window. For one hour just before the sun rose, she slept.

The next morning when she opened the door, three sisters were
standing in front of 219; they hushed their conversations as she stood
locking the door, fumbling a little because their fishhook eyes caught
at her skin. She walked away without looking at them.

—”Ummmmmm, her girlfriend left her you know, saw her
moving out yesterday.”

—"Shebe on the lookout for another one, Marcy you better watch
out.”

—"Hubh, I ain’t worried. I got my man, he’ll stomp that little
scrawny ass scandalous he catch her eye on me.”

—"Well me, I carry a blade...”

She would not run she would not let them see that, but if she had
run she would not have heard what she heard. They were talking to
her as sure as her mother had, as sure as her grandmother when they
went about the kitchen putting things back in their proper place again
after dinner, after company, not looking her way often but with a
steady stream of good advice and gossip about poetic justice; calling
to her as she ran out the door to school telling her to avoid so-and-so
and she better not do such-and-such, for her own good.
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A weeklater when she heard Mariam’s heavy boot on the hallway
she knew that all of the other women heard it too and was ashamed.
A goddamned lumberjack; no wonder they were scared. Mariam’s
key turned in the lock and she did not even look towards the door. A
week after the first day of spring, she moved into her own place.

She looks at her own reflection in the door; slender, dark and the
‘you put mein mind of my niece’ of an elder sister wholivesin hernew
building. There are elder brothers and sisters and some younger
sisters with children in the new building and everyone has told a story
and had it listened to carefully by the others. They are a family.
Phoebe has told a story...

“Where’s your man today?” a grey-haired brother asks her jestfully.
“I don’t have one,” she replies.

The simple, unsmiling reply does not lend itself to another joke and
so the brother nods to himself and a minute later smiles quietly.

...but Mariam has never visited her there.

Sheopens thedoorto getalungful of smoked autumn air fromthe
university campus, and stands there awhile watching the people.
College students and the black children from the community that is
surrounding gradually seeping color onto the fringes of the academic
pale green. Mariam often speaks of this area years ago when you
didn’t even see black street cleaners here.

She turns to pace the floor again, but instead walks to the office to
askMariam to watch thestore. She hurries out intending to geta quick
breath of air. She walks the rest of the afternoon thinking that if she
had not met Mariam things might be much simpler, however to love
Mariam is to be unable to lie.

Someone comes behind her and puts their arm around her
shoulder. It is Mariam.

“I closed early,” she says, not moving her arm. Phoebe looks
about, it is a busy sidewalk, late afternoon classes are letting out,
dinner is beginning in the student dining hall.

Right away she hears snickering, they are young brothers around
nine and ten having passed going the opposite direction now doing
a leprechaun dance and poking each other laughing. A very proper
white professor carrying a briefcase goes by, looking down his nose
at them, but he would probably do that anyway, they both know.
Everyone is either looking at them or making it a point not to.
Phoebe’s anger subsides a bit as she genuinely wonders how Mariam
hasmanaged all these years. She wonders if her walk has always been
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steady like this, like a graceful, proud lumberjack, even when chil-
dren carefreely tossed epithets at her so often that sometimes they
slipped into her own mind in place of her name, so that when she got
up and looked into the mirror on Monday morning she would think
of the worst name she had been called that weekend.

—”Why do you put on an act?”

—"What act?”

—"Dressing likea damn gangster or acowboy...walking like you
John Wayne.”

—That'stheway Iam, baby.Iremember whenl firstbought thiscoat...”

—”No.” Mariam would edge her way into a story and never
answer. It was scary, demanding things of Mariam, it seemed nearly
disrespectful to someone who had taught you so much, but only
Mariam could help her to clear her mind of everything the sisters said
— the mother, the grandmother, the aunt, the daughter — only
Mariam was closer to her now.

—"Mariam no. I've seen people severed...” She is trying to place
together the words that explainhow thereare millions of peoplein the
world but they are of the chosen few. And alienation is unhealthy.

—"I got my eye on you all the time, Phoebe. I'm watching what
you do. I really am.” e

She smiles an assurance then, and will say no more and does not
look at Phoebe, only keeps her arm tightly around her shoulder.
“QOkay.” Mariam has listened to every word she ever said, every story
she has ever told too; even the ideas of the whiteboys at the gay rallies,
so long as they came through Phoebe’s mouth. Mariam is listening.
Okay. The anger at her friend that has been straining for an entire
summer now loosens, leaving a fine dull ache in every single muscle
in her body...She takes a deep breath and without thinking about it,
puts her arm around Mariam. It is nice. The warmth of her flesh is
either coming through the big coat or has over the years and stories
become meshed with it. It is a worn, smooth old skin, sweet to her
fingers. Phoebe thinks about nothing else for awhile. Then she consid-
ers what they are doing now, walking directly to her new home —two
women in the situation of lovers, a simple guerrilla action.

She strokes Mariam’s arm gently, almost lingeringly as if they sat
already in her apartment with no one looking but two women in a
mirror. The thought of the sisters is painful, but worrying about that
brings exhaustion and costs precious things. They are nearly home.

There are distinct voices and words that she will hear inside her
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head for weeks to come and ringing out constantly like the rhyme in a
poem is the class ‘bulldyke’ playing on itself “bulldagger.” She realizes
thatsheisbiting herlip ...someonetalland muscular, largerthanMariam,
is walking on her other side, pressing against her, stepping on her heel
but she does not turn her head and finally he falls away behind laughing
at the top of his voice...and she is afraid that her fingernails might be
tearing through Mariam’s tough coat-skin, she is clutching so hard.

There are distant silences, mostly in the eyes of women her
mother’s age. There are the voices of children that most times she
would not even hear. She looks over at Mariam’s hard profile and
feeling her eyes the woman turns and gives her a gentle look that
nearly warms her into a smile. Mariam is here. Again and again.

Forafew moments, Phoebe holds the eyes of a young girl of about
ten, not fearful eyes, nor angry nor scornful, instead eyes that simply
search their faces.

«?
«?
«?

Barbara Deming (#8, 1979)

Our love, like the new moon,
Lies at last within the old moon’s arms
And grows again.
Lone night after night we had been
Without its light — this grace withdrawn.
Shaken with tears, we spoke our loss —
Admitting what was bitter, bitter.
With this burst water
Love was born again.
Again I swoon upon your mothering breast,
Again the white crescent of your body
And my body are joined, and blessed.
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Linda Marie (#9, 1979)

Unit Number 18

es
e’d better turn the sheet around so the hole is at the bottom.”

“What if someone sticks their big toe init?” “This is the last clean sheet
we'll just have to take a chance.”

This was also the last unit we had to clean for the day. I work with
Alora at the Seaweed Motel. It is just off the highway on the outer
edges of San Francisco. Aloraand I work pretty well as maids together
except she likes to clean with ammonia and I prefer Pinesol and she
likes to tune into the soap operas on tv and I like going through
people’s closets and drawers — when they aren’t there of course. Alora
cleans the rooms while I clean the bathrooms. She runs a dust mop over
the floor and after I help her make the bed she sits on it and watches her
favorite soap. I slap a wet towel over the bathroom. Then to make it seem
sparkly cleanIslipastrip of paper over the toiletseat that says something
about it being sanitary and thenI put another large square paper on the
shower floor so people won't slip when they shower.

Onevery foggy morning Aloraand I pushed our carts through the
courtyard to unit 18 at the far end of the motel. This caused some late
sleepers to curse at us because our carts were so noisy. The people
who checked out of 18 had one hell of a time the night before. The bed
was in pieces wine bottles were in every corner — potato chips
crunched under our feet. The towels were gone except for one
dripping wet washcloth left in the shower, next to the square paper.
We both moaned. Alora turned the tv on. I turned it off.

“Gawd Alora you arebeginning to sound like those damn soaps.”

“1 am not! What’s wrong with you anyway?”

“You know what you told me the other day about your sister
who's having an affair with that married doctor whose wife is going
to kill herself because she has a crippled dog?”

“It’s true!” Alora shouted.

I said, “Alora you told me you don’t have any sisters.”

“And what about you telling me you met the queen of Greece
when there’s no such person!?”

Hey, a voice behind us said, “the tenants are complaining.” The
manager stood at the door with egg stuck in his beard. “I don’t mind
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you talking but keep it down a little.” He left and Alora and I didn’t
speak — for the rest of the day we only said what we needed to.

I pouted and wished I worked with another lesbian instead of
Alora whose boyfriend could only fix cars and talk about baseball. I
never cleaned so thoroughly. I'd ram my hand into a rubber glove
and scrub the living hell out of those bathrooms.

We were near the manager’s unit. He was banging pots and pans
and talking loudly to someone on the phone, “ —no I said we do not
take cats and a deposit must be paid for the dog—umm yeah yeah—"

“Do you wanna do one more unit then break for lunch?” I asked
Alora but looked at the cart I was pushing. “Tsk ok.” She mumbled
something else I couldn’t hear.

I knocked twice on the door, “Maid service!” The door opened
slowly. Two women stood, one on either side of the room. One with
her fists pushed into her hips — hips that a leather belt was wrapped
around with a long knife hanging from it. The other woman stood
holding the door, an army jacket on her thick arms. Our eyes darted
back and forth like they were dancing on strobe lights. A radio on the
desk was playing a song called you light up my life. The strong aroma
of fish frying in the manager’s unit overwhelmed me. I held the
rubbertipped finger of my glove to my mouth and cleared my throat,
“Would you like us to clean your room?” “It's alright,” the woman in
the army jacket said. “We're checking out in a few minutes.

Alora pulled on my arm so we went and sat in the courtyard with
our lunches. Alora babbled on about how she was sorry and she sure
hoped I was tooand then she talked about what she was going to feed
whatsizname for dinner while I watched the clouds drift by and the
seagulls dipping through the air and hummed you light up my life.
“Aren’t you gonna eat?” Alora asked “No you can have it if you
want.” So she ate my cheese sandwich and apple. The two women
checked out and drove away in a sports car with Texas license plates.
For the next few weeks I not only hummed the same song over and
over I thought incessantly about the two women and wondered what
they did in Texas. Maybe they’re cattle rustlers or teachers. Do they
live in the middle of nowhere with each other and prairie dogs and
cactus? Why did they come to San Francisco? Maybe they found an
apartment and are living here now. So I went to every place I could
think of that gay women would go to. I remembered every feature on
their faces and saw a great number of women who could almost have
passed for them.
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Alora was really grating on my nerves. She stopped watching the soaps
and watched the gameshowsinstead soeverytimewe’d getour paychecks
she’d screech and throw her arms up like she’d just won a new car.

Then one day the sports car with the Texas plates appeared next to
unit 18. I rushed Alora up as fast as I could and told her lies to stop her
from turning the tv on. “The manager is going to find someone else if we
don’t straighten up.” We were cleaning the unit next to 18 when I heard
their voices — first low and angry then louder and louder, “You can get
twenty fuckin years for possession—You fuckin bitch stay off my ass—*

Alora looked disgusted and banged on the door, ‘Come back
later!” an angry voice shouted. “Please keep your voices down,”
Alora said like she was talking to a room full of children, “You're
disturbing the other tenants. " One of the women stomped out and
pounded down the street. The other woman said to Alora, “Shit then
I'm leavin too!” and she tore off in another direction. “Okay we'll
clean the room now.” Alora sang like nothing happened.

I checked the knife left on the desk. It could have sliced a piece of
hair into four strands. I picked through the open suitcase, four work
shirts, two pairs of overalls, a carton of Camels, a map of California—
“You wanna help me make this bed?” I pulled myself away.

One pillow lay on the floor the other had two dents on it where
I'was sureboth their heads lay before the fight.I wanted to help them.
They weren't cattle rustlers at all but big time dealers probably part
of the Texas connection; or maybe one of them had a single joint and
the other freaked because they are both elementary school teachers
on vacation. I couldn’t bear to leave the motel without letting them
know I was afterall “concerned” about them. So when I cleaned their
bathroom I wrote on the strip of paper left around the toilet seat,
“Please see note in shower” then on the square paper left in the
shower I wrote — “All types of help given — call Linda the maid.”
I left not only my phone number but my address then rushed back
later and wrote careful instructions on how to get to my apartment.
Later that night I waited for a phone call then as I began to tire and
the night slowed down I started feeling ridiculous. I blushed at the
thought of ever facing them again. My god they must think I'm nuts.
I stared down at the phone — if it rang at that moment I would have
passed out from shock. I took the receiver off the hook. The next
morning I called in sick. Everything seemed as usual.

Alora was back to watching the soap opera. I played hopscotch
with two kids from one of the units and they thought it was very
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funny watching an overweight middle-aged woman hopscotching.
Alora and I refused to clean a room that had a large growly german
shepherd guarding the door. Alora told me at some point she was
leaving. She and her boyfriend were getting married and going to
move to god knows where. When we got to unit 18 I went right to the
bathroomand cleaned it quickly. The two women had moved outand
a new tenant was sitting on the bed watching us clean.

After lunch the manager brought the maid that would take
Alora’s place. “This is Sarah.” “Didn’t I meet you in that little bar on
mission street?” I asked her excitedly. “Yeah I thought you looked
familiar.” Sarah wore two earrings in one ear and none in the other.
She was my size and had very short hair that curled tightly on her
head. We checked each other out completely while we spoke.

Alora decided to leave early. Before she left she said “Oh by the
way you know those people in unit 18? They left a note for you.”
“WHAT!” I was nearly on top of her. “Where is it?”

“Oh I didn’t keep it I threw it away.”

“Well shit what did it say?”

“Tsk ohIdon’t know somethin like thank you and ah we got our
shit together and what looked like a phone number or address or
something.”

"Why didn’t you save it for me?!” She looked at me like I was
crazy and left.

Sarah and I have been working together for some time now. She
hates tv and loves snooping through people’s things as much asI do
furthermore we are both waiting for the two women from Texas to
come back.
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Ann Allen Shockley (#9, 1979)

A Meeting Of The Sapphic Daughters

Lettie and Patrice almost arrived at their small apartment the same
time that evening as they rushed home from classes. They quickly ate
an instant dinner of hot dogs and canned baked beans, bathed, and
dressed. By seven p.m., both wereready toleave for the meeting of the
Sapphic Daughters.

Patrice was more excited about the occasion than Lettie mainly
because, initially, it had all been her idea. Lettie had entertained other
thoughts for this Friday night, which did not include being with what
she was certain would be a gathering of all-white Sapphic Sisters. But
Patrice, whom Lettie sometimes affectionately dubbed her Oriole
Cookie, had a habit of wanting to attend events for which she, Lettie,
had no heart. Like the Gurdjieff lecture and Bartok concert last week
at Jefferson University, where Patrice was working on her doctorate
in American literature with the aid of a fellowship. Esoteric lectures
and concerts were all a part of Patrice, who was a growth product of
the fifties. She was one of the first to integrate the schools in Alabama,
and laterbecamearecipient of therushhandoutscholarshipsawarded
toblack studentsby one of the private, predominantly white, women’s
colleges in New England — scholarships awarded to invite Federal
monies. Patrice had been around more whites than blacks. Her whole
life’sitinerary had beenajourney throughanonidentifiable, cultureless
milieu. During this time, she was one of the lucky ones who had few
problems, forher physical makeup ofalightcomplexion, proportioned
features, and curly sandy hair did not cause much of a panic among
those white students who feared only the color of blackness.

With Lettie it was different, for she halfway straddled another
generation. Lettiehad attended all-black publicschools in Washington,
D.C., and completed her college work at Howard University, closing
her circle of blackness. Even now the pattern had not been too
severed, since she taught political science at a community college in
apredominantly black neighborhood. The college had a smattering of
white students and a top-heavy frosting of white administrators. She
knew the whites disliked her, for she made them uncomfortable with
her candid outspokenness.
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Even her appearance seemed a threat to them. She wore her
mixed gray Afro closely cut to the shape of her round head. The deep,
rich, ebony darkness of her skin reflected the mystery of her long-lost
ancestors in the flowing ancestral heritage of her existence. Her dark
flashing eyes could change from softness to a cutting penetration
when adversely confronted. She was cynical; she knew the world,
people—especially white people. About them, she would bitterly
warn Patrice: I don’t care how friendly some of them are, when push comes
to shove, they ‘re white first!

“You've tied that headpiece fifty times,” Patrice snapped impa-
tiently, watching her in front of the bureau mirror.

“Mind’s someplace else—" Lettiereplied shortly, now smoothing
the folds of her long African dress.

“What's there to think about? We're just going to a meeting to
hear Trollope Gaffney. The literature passed out at the college’s
Women’s Center stated that all lesbians were welcome to attend.”

“Uh-huh. ButI'm just wondering how many black lesbians will be
there besides us?” ’

Patrice garnered part of the mirror to apply lipstick. “It would be
nice to find out, wouldn’t it?” :

“How can we when they’re in the closets? “ Lettie retorted.

“Well—so are we!” Patrice exclaimed in exasperation, turning to
face her. “Have we come out to our colleagues, friends — students?”

“For what? To become ostracized? It’s bad enough being looked
upon as lepers by whites, let alone blacks. You know how blacks feel
about—bulldaggers.” Lettie spat out the epithet deliberately.

Patrice shuddered. “I hate that word —”

“So do I. But that’s what our people call us,” Lettie said softly.
Suddenly a smile broke across her face, like sun obscuring a cloud, as
she took in Patrice’s shapely form outlined in a sheer summer dress
the color of violets. “You look beautiful —” :

“And you look beautifully militant!” Patrice laughed admiringly.
“I’'m letting them know in front how I stand.”

"C'mon, Angela Davis,” Patrice teased, “let’s go. The meeting
starts at eight."

II

The meeting place of the Sapphic Daughters was on the second
floor above a curio shop in a shabby brick building near a battery of
dilapidated warehouses. A large, husky woman with a hostile face,
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dressed in faded denims stood guard at the door, blocking their
entrance.

Lettie purposely lingered behind Patrice, fighting off her natural
inclination to simply ignore the woman and brush past her. She heard
Patriceaskwith hernicest Wellesley demeanor: “Is this where Trollope
Gaffney is scheduled to speak?”

The woman gave Patrice a long hard silent stare. Lettie smirked,
thinking she was probably wondering if she were a nigger, and if so,
where did she get that way of speaking.

“Yeah — ” the guard finally grunted.

Deciding that there had been enough time spent on social graces,
Lettie took Patrice’s arm and forthrightly guided her past the door
block.Immediately upon their entrance, they were washed by a shoal
of white faces gazing at them from behind cold masks.

Themeeting hallwasan elongated, poorly lighted roombordering
onbareness. A makeshift platform wasat the front with threestraight-
backed chairs, a small table with copies of Trollope Gaffney’s latest
book, and a scratched-up podium. Decorating the wall behind was a
large cardboard sign reading SAPPHIC DAUGHTERS with the in-
terlocking Sapphic symbol beneath. Metal folding chairs had been
placed in the center of the room. Along the right wall were two card
tables pushed together, covered with white
paper cloths for serving refreshments. A large tin tub housed chunks
of ice-sheltered beer.

Some of the women were seated, while others milled around in
clover group clusters. “Br-r-r, I can feel the chill already,” Lettie
murmured, looking around.

“Dontbesonegative. You just got here. Let’s sit in the back row.”

“No, indeedy! I've had enough back seat sitting in my lifetime!”
Lettie retorted. “Front and center—”

The women seated in the fourth row they entered shifted their
legs slightly to let them in. One attempted a weak smile. “I don’t see
one of us here — ” Lettie observed.

“Sh-h-h — “Patrice hushed her. “I think they’re getting ready to
start.” Three pants-clad women strode stiffly down the aisle to the
platform, feet grinding hard on the wooden floor. “That’s Trollope
Gaffney — ” Patrice whispered excitedly, “in the center.”

“How could I miss her?” Lettie retorted sarcastically, watching
the little group’s important accession to the stand. “She wears the
same kind of clothes all the time.”
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Trollope Gaffney was a tall broomstick-formed woman with a
hard brittle face reflecting her forties. She was dressed in her usual
attire as seen in the newspapers and on the covers of her books: tight
sequined brown pants, braided shirt with a gold women’s pendant
embroidered on the breast pocket, and a beret. The two women
flanking her were flushed with pleasure and excitement. One was
young with a cupid face dotted with two splotches of rouge, and had
long brown hair. The other was older, tallas Trollope and had a surly,
self-important air about her.

Trollope Gaffney sat down first, cocking one leg halfway over the
other, then the girl followed. The third woman stationed herself
behind the podium, scowling darkly at the women who had not
broken their cloistered groups to be seated.

“Please take youx seats —” the woman commanded. “We want
to start on time.”

The groups obediently broke up as the women scattered to find
empty chairs. Then the mistress of ceremony called the meeting of
Sapphic Daughters to order. Before starting the program, she wanted
to remind them about next Friday’s potluck supper at someone
named Cynthia’s house; called for more volunteers to get the Sapphic
Daughters” magazine out; and told them that dues had to be paid by
the end of the month. Then turning to the girl behind her, she said
proudly: “Tobegin our program, Wendy is gomg to read us her latest
poem which is dedicated to Trollope Gaffney.”

There was a smattering of light applause and a barely audible
groan from the back. Wendy stood up nervously, taking a sheaf of
papers from her bag. In a young, breathy intonation, she began a
rapturous reading of her poem:

She is what I love

She with her soft beauty

who can delight me to ecstasy
Take! me away on a cloud of
Woman-an-ly lo-o-ve

"Sounds like the shit I used to write in junior high school,” Lettie
murmured.

Patrice gave her a warning glance, thankful that the seats directly
beside them them weren’t occupied. Lettie was pragmatic, a realist.
Patricehad found this out on their first meeting when they had served
together on a Black Feminist panel. They had talked after the discus-
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sion, talked into the following months, and talked until they discov-
ered each other and how they felt.

When the girl sat down, there was another polite succession of
applause. Themistress of ceremony told Wendy her poem was beautiful,
so tender, full of love, like only women can have for each other. After-
wards, she began reading from a stack of publicity releases to introduce
the guest speaker for the evening, Trollope Gaffney.

“...one of our foremost lesbian/feminist writers. A leader, fighter —”

When she finally finished, the hall resounded with loud, appre-
ciate hand-claps for Trollope Gaffney. When Trollope got up, the
room was instilled with attentive, respectful silence.

Trollope Gaffney had a high-pitched voice that derided her
aggressive, bold, mannish appearance. She was self-assured and
spoke without notes, having done this so many times before. Her talk
was about the gay liberation movement, where it stood now and
projections of how it would be in the future. She envisioned a world
community of lesbians. “We have to assert ourselves — build.
Identify ourselves to each other — this great army of lesbian women,
because we are all sisters-s-s-. We are all one in the beauty of Sapphic
love-e-el”

Later when she finished, the hall’s walls rocked with cheers as the
womenstood up. The Sapphic Sisters began crowding the platform to
enclose Trollope Gaffney in a web of reverence. The young poet
Wendy began selling Trollope’s book as the purchasers waited pa-
tiently for autographed copies. A record player was turned on, and
the nasal voices of a lesbian group singing sad ballads of women in
love with women saturated the hall in a plaintive, hollow sound.

“You want a beer?” Patrice asked, let down by the cynical look
naked on Lettie’s face.

“Now, what was all of that speech about?”

“About love and building a world community of lesbians,”
Patrice answered, as they approached the refreshment table.

“Who needs one? If I'm going to build a separate community of
any kind, it'll be a black one!”

“How much is the beer?” Patrice asked the chubby girl with
yellow bangs behind the table.

“Seventy-five cents for a beer, and fifty cents for a sandwich. We
got baloney, cheese, tuna fish —”

“Wham!” Lettie breathed. “They must be already starting to
finance that lesbian community.”

67



“Two beers, please — ” Patrice ordered, searching her purse.

The woman on the platform who had taken charge of the program
came toward them in long, swaggering strides. “I'mJ.L., president
of the Sapphic Daughters.” Her eyes were a sharp, glittering steel
blue, like a frosty clear winter’s sky. She stood back on herlegs, hands
hooked over her belt, face closed.

“I'm Patrice and this is Lettie —” Patrice smiled, while Lettie
eyed her cautiously.

“You live around here?” J.L. asked.

“Yes —" Lettie said quickly, taking the can of beer Patrice offered
to her. She had played this scene years ago, many times before, going
to places where colored, Negroes, niggers weren’t wanted. J.L.’s
question was a familiar conversation piece that dripped with subtle
warning. Blacks who “lived around here” knew better than to go to
places where they were not wanted.

“Hi!” Now the girl who had read her poetry came up to stand
beside Lettie. “I'm Wendy —

“Yes, we know — the poet,” Patnce said. “This is Lettie and I'm
Patrice.” Wendy stuck outan eagerhand. “We’ve never had any black
lesbians here before —” :

“Oh?” Lettie said icily, raising the beer can to her mouth.

“We meet every other Friday. Sometimes we have rap sessions,
consciousness-raising groups, and dances —”

“Doyou peoplehaveany kind of an organization?”J.L. questioned,
taking a cigarette from a crumpled pack in her shirt pocket.

“Frankly, we don’t know any black lesbians,” Patrice said,
frowning.

“Or, if we do, they haven’t told us,” Lettieadded, smiling venom.

“Do you know any?” Patrice said to J.L. She swallowed her beer
hurriedly.This was a habit with her, to drink beer quickly before it got
too warm and tasted like glue.

“Naw —” J.L. squinted over the cigarette smoke.

Suddenly out of a murky past, Patrice was reminded of the red-
necked crackers in Alabama. Revulsion shivered her spine. After all the
transplanted years, she was surprised that she could still remember.
Painful memories are never easy to forget, like being hurt in love.

Women began drifting over to the table. A rock group record had
replaced the melancholy singers, and a few couples had started to
dance. Beer cans were opened, and sizzling, popping sounds inter-
spersed with laughter.
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“What brought you here tonight?” J.L. went on persistently.

“A couple of things. Primarily, we wanted to hear Trollope
Gaffney. I have assigned some of her writings to my students — ”
Lettiereplied, feelinganger warminside her. Maybe what really brought
her here was the devil to knock hell out of the bitch.

“And we wanted to meet others like ourselves —” Patriceadded,
gently.

Wendy edged closer to Lettie, gazing approvingly at her. “That’s
a lovely African dress —”

“Like yourselves?” The words were thrown like acid by J.L.

You goddamn racist! Lettie thought, as the beer churned sourly in
her stomach. Beer and anger don’t mix. White racists and black
militants don’t mix, and white lesbians and black lesbians are white
and black people first, instilled with personal backgrounds of distrust
and hostilities.

Seeing the smoldering fire in Lettie’s eyes, J.L. backed away,
putting out the cigarette in an ashtray on the edge of the table. “Uh—
well—you see, this is a kind of private organization.” She conjured up
a weak grin which became a clown’s grimace. “We meet at each
other’s houses sometimes and we are all—er—friends.”

“Here comes Trollope — ” Wendy interrupted.

Trollopejoined them, still surrounded by her network ofadmirers.
“I'm thirsty!” she giggled shrilly.

Someone quickly produced a can of beer for her. Over the can, her
eyes glistened at Patrice and Lettie. “And who are you two?”

Patricerepeated theintroductions, watching Wendy openly gazing
at Lettie from beneath heavily lidded speculative eyes. For a flashing
moment, jealousy singed her. Yes, white girl, she’s good in bed to me.
Angrily she finished her beer, throwing the can in a wastebasket.

“We have your last book — ” Lettie told Trollope.

“How nice. What did you think of it?”

Patrice held her breath, waiting for Lettie’s reply. She knew from
long ago how Lettie could raise her husky voice and let it all come out
like thunder and lightning in a brass band. Only this time, Lettie was
constrained.

“The section on political freedom for women was well-taken, but
there doesn’tseem tobeanything inany of the lesbian literature on the
lesbian movement addressing itself to helping the black lesbian to
become free of racism—especially inside the lesbian community.”

Trollope looked puzzled at first, then flustered.
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“WIill there be freedom from racism in your lesbian world com-
munity?” Lettie went on pointedly.

“Of course — ” Trollope answered stiffly, looking over and
beyond them.

“I had a black lover once —” Wendy blurted out.

J.L. shot her a mean look.

“It’s easy to be liberal between the sheets — ” Lettie said too
sweetly.

Trollope let out a squeal. “There’s Tommie! I haven’t seen her in
ages!” Moving away, she smiled broadly. “Nice meeting you —
Patrice and Lettie.”

J.L. grabbed Wendy’s hand — “C’mon — let’s dance.”

Wendy waved back to them as shelet].L. lead her to the dancing
circle. “Come again!”

“Gotenough?” Lettieasked deliberately putting her half-finished
beer can on the table. She hated beer.

“Uh-huh!”

“Then—let'sgo.”

They left and no one said goodbye.

In the bed, Lettie asked sleepily: “Now, has your curiosity been
satisfied about the Sapphic Daughters, my little Oriole Cookie?”

“Umph!” Patrice grunted tiredly. “It was like crashing the D.A.R.—”

“Maybe someday, we might find that silent legion of black
lesbians. But until then —” A

“Westay inthecloset,” Patricemumbled, moving closer to her. “It
would be nice to know — others.”

“Perhaps we do. And possibly one of these days, they’ll let us
know.” Lettie said. “Let’s go to sleep. You never know what tomorrow
will bring.”

"A Meeting of the Sapphic Daughters" was published in Ann Allen Shockley's
book of short stories, The Black and White of It (Naiad Press, 1987). This is the way
it appeared in SW #9.
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JR Roberts (#9, 1979)

In America They Call Us Dykes:
notes on the etymology and usage of “dyke”

The women-loving women
in America were called dykes
and some liked it

and some did not...

Judy Grahn, from “A History of Lesbianism”

I_Aesbians have long been the object of vicious “name-calling” de-
signed to intimidate us into silence and invisibility. Dyke is one of the
words that has been negatively and violently flung at us for more than
ahalf century. In the Lesbian /Feminist 1970s, we broke the silence on
this tabooed word, reclaiming it for ourselves, assigning toit positive,
political values. The reclamation of dyke has also sparked an historical/
etymological search for its origins.

Although dyke is used in England, lesbian, Sapphist and butch have
been traditional there (Partridge 1968). In the United States, dyke is a
cross-cultural term found in both Anglo-American and African-
American slang. In African-American slang, dyke, as it stands alone,
does not seem to have been in widespread use as of 1970, but more
commonly appeared in combination with bull to form bull-dyke,
signifying an “aggressive female homosexual,” bull-dagger, boon-
dagger, and bull-diker being variations. Bull was/is used in Black cul-
ture to indicate Lesbian (Major 1970; Berry 1972)."

The term dike or dyke had probably been around for some time
before the 1930s-1940s when it was first documented in slang dictio-
naries. Slang terms often originate among special groups, some of
which are “outcasts” of mainstream society whose members feel
alienated from the values of the dominant culture. Such groupings
may be based on age, race, ethnic, or class background. Among such
groups have been the younger generation, Blacks, hoboes, criminals,
street people, artists and writers, gays and Lesbians. The creation of
new words and new definitions for old words serves a social and
political purpose: it may constitute an act of power and rebellion for

* Bull was a tabooed word circa early twentieth century, not be used in mixed
company, signifying “the male of the species.” Less offensive terms like “top
cow” were often substituted. Bull bitch was a rural term applied to “masculine”
women (Wentworth, 1944; Wentworth and Flexner, 1975).
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those who feel and are powerless; or it may provide a sense of validation
and identity denied by the dominant culture, thus becoming a source of
social/cultural cohesion and pride — a language of one’s own. A new
language helps to articulate a new society. Some slang terms may
even be adopted by the dominant culture, eventually becoming
“Standard English,” or they may fall into disuse or remain the lin-
guistic property of the special group. Slang terms may be collected and
listed in published lexicons, dictionaries, and thesauri. Definitions may
change with time. These are slow, complicated evolutions influenced by
social,economic, politicaland intellectualideasand eventsin thedominant
culture and among those outcast groups.

The earliest known references using dyke or dike (an earlier?
spelling no longer in wide usage today) to describe “masculine”
Lesbians, or Lesbians generally, date to circa 1920s-1930s, indicating
at least a half century of usage.” Partridge indicates that dike denotes
a “female homosexual” and that the term comes from the combina-
tion bull-dike (Partridge 1968), which was used among Black peopleas
early as circa 1920s-1930s (AC/DC Blues 1977). Godfrey Irwin, a
compiler of tramp and underworld slang, likewise supports this
definition of bull-dikeinaletter to Partridge dated September 18, 1937.
During the thirties, bull-dike was also being used among prison in-
matesat Sing Sing to indicate a woman who practiced oral sex on men
(Haragan 1935, as quoted by Partridge 1968). It is interesting that the
homosexual bull-dike and the heterosexual bull-dike were both asso-
ciated with so-called “unnatural” and socially unapproved sexual
behaviors. This is one of many connections existing between homo-
sexual slang, heterosexual slang, and woman-hating slang.” By the
1940s we find dike or dyke listed in slang dictionaries to indicate
“masculine woman,” being synonymous with other words signifying
“Lesbian” (Berrey & Van Den Bark 1942, 1947)."**

In the pre-liberation forties, fifties and sixties, “Lesbian slang”
was often role-related. Dyke/dike and butch were used to signify
“masculine” Lesbians who wore “men’s clothing” (Stanley, June 24,
1977; Aldrich 1955:54). “Feminine” Lesbians were femmes or fluffs
(Vice Versa 1:6, November 1947). Among Midwest Black Lesbians the

" Earler, at the turn of the century, dyke was one of many slang terms denotin g
the vulva (Farmer and Henley 1890-1904:338).

" See “Sexist Slang and the Gay Community: Are You One, Too? by Julia
(Stanley) Penelope and Susan W. Robbins.

™ Currently, there are several theories concerning the etymology of dyke or
dike, which are threaded together by the androgynous concept of the “manly-
woman.”

72



words stud and fish were used respectively (Sawyer 1965). Special
terms indicating varying degrees of “mannishness” were formed by
adding prefixes, for example: bull-dike, diesel dyke, stompin’ diesel dyke."
As Lesbian linguist Julia Stanley indicates, dyke in our own time, the
Lesbian/Feminist seventies, has undergone a change in meaning
from a once pejorative term to a politically charged definition. This
has occurred within the liberation movements of Lesbians and gays.
“Tobeadyke ora faggot,” writes Julia, “refers to one’s political identity
asagayactivist ... butredefining old terms that have been pejoratives for
so long is not an easy process, nor is it something that takes place
overnight. Among women, new definitions are being made among
usages of old terms. As we redefine the old pejorative labels making
them our own, what we choose to call ourselves also takes on political
meaning, defining one’s political position” (Stanley 1974:390-391).

The personal is political. The personal is also historical. On many
levels we Lesbians today have experienced historical/ political trans-
formations. Sometimes it is possible to recall an exact time and place
where transformations occurred. AlthoughIdon’t ever recall having
used the word dyke in the old pejorative sense, I do remember when
I first began using dyke in a liberated sense. It was late 1973; I had just
come out via the Lesbian/Feminist Movement. During a conversa-
tion with an older Lesbian friend who had come out years earlier
without theaid of amovement, I referred to the two of us as dykes. Her
reaction was equivalent to “Hey, wait a minute! Watch yer mouth!”
as if I had uttered some terrible obscenity. She then proceeded to
enlighten me as to the older, negative meaning. But, I said I don’t see
itthat way atall. Tome dykeis positive;it meansastrong, independent
Lesbianwho can take care of herself. AsIcontinued withthemovement,
dyke took on even stronger political implications than “activist.” It
signified woman-identified culture, identity, pride and strength —
women, alone and together, who live consciously and deliberately
autonomous lives, no longer seeking definitions or approvals ac-
cording to male values. Soon my older friend also began identifying
positively with the word dyke.

Exercising this new power of self-definition, we now have a
variety of names and definitions with which to describe our many
political selves. Our Lesbian lifestyle is very diverse, and our use of
language and choice of names and definitions reflect our many
cultural, racial, ethnic, class, regional and political backgrounds, as

* Lesbian poet Judy Grahn theorizes that bull-dike derives from the Celtic warrior
queen, Boudica, who fought the Romans in 61 A.D. (Grahn 1984: Ch.6)
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well as our generational perspectives. Today the straight world
continues to use dyke in the old pejorative sense. There are a number
of Lesbians who do also. These Lesbians may not have been exposed
to the current movement, or, being concerned with their status and
survival in the straight world, they may reject the term as harmful.
There is also a segment of the Lesbian population which grew up,
came out, and participated in the earlier Lesbian culture before 1970
who retain the negative definition they have always known. So the
definition of dyke has changed only for some Lesbians, not for all.

There are some questions to be wondered about. If dyke has dif-
ferent definitions today, is it possible that there were different defi-
nitions in earlier times? Did all Lesbians before the 1970s generally
define dyke negatively? Was it such a distasteful term, or were there
those Lesbians who felt a sense of pride at being labeled dyke? What
did it mean to them? Where did the American tradition of the
“mannish” Lesbian as dike/dyke come from?

Poet Elsa Gidlow raises the possibility that the word dykemay have
had its origins in the Greek word dike, that is Athene, the “manly-
woman” who is the principle of total order (Stanley, June 24, 1977).
There is also the related Flexner and Wentworth (1975) hypothesis
that dike probably came from hermaphrodite, the -dite being “clipped”
off and later evolving into dike, due to a regional (Coney Island??)
mispronunciation. Cordova adds support to this hypothesis when
she reports conversations with older Lesbians who indicate the folk
belief that the root word of dyke was once hermaphrodite, with its
origins inthe Greek myth of Hermes and Aphrodite who join to create
the androgynous creature (Cordova 1974:22). Of the -dite to dike
theory, Julia Stanley comments: “For reasons of my own, I've never
bought the -diteto dike explanation, primarily because /t/ hardly ever
becomes /k/ in natural languages. I'm not saying it’s impossible, es-
pecially in an unstressed syllable, where an alveolar might be heard
as a velar, just that it’s unlikely” (Stanley, June 24, 1977).

My own recent research has turned up an interesting, but never
before cited, usage of dike dating from late nineteenth and early
twentieth century America, representing another possible, and per-
haps more viable, origin, based in the social customs of the people
ratherthanin classicalallusion. Both Schele de Vere (1871) and Clapin
(1902) in their compilations of Americanisms indicate dikeas denoting
aman in full dress, or merely the set of male clothing itself. Schele de
Veresays thisis a “peculiar American cant term, as yet unexplained.”
Clapin, however, indicates that dike likely resulted from the corrup-
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tion of the Old English dight (Anglo-Saxon origin). Dight meanttodress,
clothe; to adorn, deck oneself (Johnson, 2nd ed., 1827). In listing dike,
Mathews (1951) indicates a possible connection between dight and the
English dialect dick, both of which meant “to deck oradorn.” By 1856
dight was cited by Hall as being nearly obsolete in the United States,
while diked and diked out were in use. The word dike probably came to
America with the English at the time of colonization, but once in
America other usages may have developed. Both Clapin and Schele
de Vere indicate that dike was not only used as a verb, but also as a
noun to describe a person of either sex who was all dressed up. How-
ever, dike as a person or as a set of clothing most often referred to the
male sex.

There is growing evidence that during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries anumber of women in both the United Statesand
Europe were adopting male attire, both permanently and on occa-
sion. Katzhas called some of these women “Passing Women” (Katz 1976:
Ch.3).Thesewomendressed, lived, voted, worked —literally “passed”
— as men in the mainstream culture. Some were of the middle and
upper classes, or were artists. Others were independent, working
class women who took on the guise of men in order to survive in a
world where women had few options. As “men,” these women, some
of whom were Lesbians, married other women and raised families.
They could live and enjoy their lives with women and still participate
in the greater opportunities and privileges awarded to men. This
choicewas oftenbased in explicit or covert feminism. Whendiscovered,
however, these women were often punished by society — arrested,
fined, imprisoned, exposed, and forbidden to wear male clothing.
Sometimes the contemporary media picked up on the appearances of
these “she-men,” and anumber of rather sensational articlesappeared,
accompanied by photographs and drawings. Some of these graphics
which are reproduced in Katz indicate women dressed in a “full set
of male clothing” — from hat to suit to cane or umbrella, watch fobs
and chains, to vests and shoes. Lesbians and other radical women —
such as the feminist Mary C. Walker, Harriet Hosmer, and Edmonia
Lewis, the Black/Native American sculptor — were also dressing in
much thesamemannerinthe United States and Europe, not especially
for the purpose of “passing’”” as men, but for the real and implied
emotional, political, and social freedoms inherent in the male costume.
This radical expression of emancipation (which has centuries of
tradition behind it) continued well into the twentieth century and
included both women of color and white women.
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It seems possible that in the American culture where the term dike
denoted “the full set of male clothing” or “a man in full dress,” this
term could also have been applied to women who dressed in such
clothing. Possibly these early radical women, dressing and passingin
male clothing, both permanently and on occasion, were in fact our
first dike sisters in America.

Again, Julia Stanley, who feels that the above etymology for dyke
isthemostviableshe has heard, comments: “Your proposed etymology
doesn’t exclude the possibility that Wentworth and Flexner were
correct in their hypothesis. That is, you may have come up with the
‘missing link” in the semantic development of the word dyke, since it is
stretchingitabit torelateit to the Germanic ditch” (Stanley, June24,1977).

If my hypothesis is correct, it could further be proposed that the
meaning of dike was changing during the time period from the late
nineteenth century to circa 1920s-1940s; that dike had begun passing
from a predominantly positive male and/or neutral meaning to a
derogatory femaleslang term. Linguistically, it may have gone through
a process called “degeneration of meaning.” By the 1930s dike, pre-
ceded by the equally tabooed bull, had been assigned sexual and
derogatory meanings which could be applied both to Lesbians and to
heterosexual women practicing tabooed sexual behaviors. By the
1940s-1950s-1960s the pejorative term dike/dyke was almost exclu-
sively applied to “masculine” Lesbians, with other meanings becom-
ing more obscure, though not yet obsolete. Linguists have found that
this “process of degeneration” is a pattern often occurring to words
which make such a male to female transition.

For this same period of possible linguistic change, there is grow-
ingevidenceindicatinga generalaltering of attitudes toward women’s
relationships with each other." Increasingly more negative aspects
were being assigned to such relationships in the twentieth century
than had been assigned them in the nineteenth century. Medical and
psychiatric science was labeling such relationships “unnatural,” “de-
generate” and “sick.” All manner of “masculine” characteristics of
both a biological and psychological nature were attached to Lesbian
women, as well as to other women who “deviated” from traditional,
“godgiven,” (male-defined) “female roles.” Speculating once again
—since words and their meanings are used to reinforce the values of

" See Carroll Smith Rosenberg, “The Female World of Love and Ritual: Relations
Between Women in Nineteenth Century America,” Signs 1:1 (Autumn, 1975): 1-
29; Alice Echols, “The Demise of Female Intimacy in the Nineteenth Century or
‘There wasn’t a Dyke in the Land,”” unpublished paper, n.d., 34pp.
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a given society, it may be that the linguistic change described above
was related to the social/political change concerning definitions of
Lesbianism and female sex roles. If a concept is assigned negative
values, then the language used to describe that concept will also
assume negative meaning. The language becomes a vehicle by which
the value is perpetuated. Thus dike, once used to describe a well-
dressed male, becomes a vulgar and hateful epithet to be hurled at
women who rebel against confining roles and dress styles.
Itisinteresting to note how our “new” radical definitions echo the
“old” radical traditionsas signified by the term dike/dyke. Betty Birdfish,
a friend in Chicago, wrote to me about a Lesbian dance to be held
there, and how “wimmin are talking about ‘dyking themselves up’
for it.” In my next letter, I asked Betty exactly what that meant —
“dyking ourselves up.” She responded:
About ‘dyking ourselves up’: I think it can mean a whole lot of things.
In general, dressing up so one feels most beautiful, most proud of
herself. I've seen that take many forms in the dyke community, at
events. For example, Allison with her hair in corn rows and beads,
wearing African garb. Or Jogie with a tuxedo and panama hat. Or
Beverly looking like a gypsy with loose-flowing clothes, jewelry,
scarves and wearing scented oil. Or wimmin with tailored blazers
and slacks and vests. Or even wimmin with long-flowing ankle
length skirts or dresses. Many interpretations. Many expressions.
For me, ‘dyking up’ means the tailored suit: elegant, comfortable
and strong. I guess I don’t see this wear as just a ‘masculine’
privilege—but clothing that wimmin /dykes can wear to feel good
in. Ithink I'm nolonger as afraid of feeling ‘butchy’: to work on my
body, todevelop muscles and strength, to bemoreactive physically
(sports, karate, etc.), to move with more force, strength, confidence.
I'mrealizing how stilted I've been by society which condemns this
developmentin wimmin. And Irealize how our own dyke commu-
nity continues to condemn it by labelling it ‘butchy’ and therefore
‘male-identified’ and therefore wrong.Idon’t care anymore (in my
head — but not yet in my gut) about all those condemnations — I
want to grow in ways I know I've always wanted to.
(Betty Birdfish, August 4, 1977)

For the Lesbian of yesteryear, getting “diked up” may have had
the same exhilarating, liberating and fearful effects it has for contem-
porary Lesbians, but even more so since few women at that time wore
pants. To wear “male clothing” before the advent of trousers for
women and the so-called “unisex” fashions of today, was indeed
radicaland revolutionary. It signified a rebellion against male-defined
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roles for women, which “women’s clothing” symbolized and per-
petuated by rendering women passive, dependent, confined, and
vulnerable. Yet this autonomous act of rebellion also made women
vulnerable to punishment, ridicule, and ostracism.”

Dike/dyke need not remain a vulgar epithet of self-hate, shame,
and negativism, a term signifying “masculine.” This is the definition
which a heterosexist, dyke-hating society has formulated and which
many Lesbians past and present have unquestioningly accepted. By
defining some of us as “men” and some of us as “women,” society has
sought to divide us, to create inequality based on heterosexual roles,
thereby defusing the political power of women loving women, reducing
it to a pseudo-heterosexuality which, according to their thinking, is
both artificial and inferior to the “real thing.” Dike/dyke still remains
a word hidden in history. But this new etymology suggests the
possibility of some quite radical origins. Rather than wincing at the
word dyke, we might better remember and commemorate those early
Lesbians and feminists who refused “women’s clothing” and
“women’s roles.” They may have been our first dyke sisters.

* It should be noted that these vulnerabilities were not experienced by women
only in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. As late as 1968, Lesbians
werebeingarrested in Dallas and Houston, Texas for wearing “men’s clothing.”
See: “Special Release to the Ladder.” The Ladder 13:1/2 (October/November
1968):40-41; “Who Can Tell Boys from Girls.” The Ladder 13:1/2 (October/No-
vember 1968):41-42.
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Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz (#9, 1979)

Women and Violence*

men don’t take us seriously because they’'re not physically afraid of us.
Ellen Willis, 1968.
* *
the upstairs neighbor. if i keep typing, i can’t hear his sneering voice,
ican check the anxiety rising: will i have to deal with him again — or
swallow myself, absorb his blaring stereo, his endlessly stupid thrum-
ming the same out-of-whack chords on the electric guitar. practicing,
no doubt, to be the next dylan (dylan, who beat his wife).
last time i asked him to turn down the volume, he snarled, “why don't
you & your friend move out?” “why don’t you shut your mouth,” i shout
back, and he screams, “why don’t you make me? you're supposed to be the
man in this relationship.” later i hear him bellowing from upstairs, “i'll
fuck her ass.”
in the morning my car’s windshield is gooey with spit; pinned to my
doorisa picture of fancy condoms; a poster with my name on it, taped
up in the hall, is crumpled, destroyed.
i got off easy.
(from my journal, october 30)
i was just doing dishes, afraid i’d miss some informative sound.
had to keep turning off the water to listen. the man upstairs hates
me because i’'m queer, is threatening me.
soido dishes, checking for sounds. at the same time, the familiar
orderingact, washing dishes, handsin hot water, calms me. is this
why we clean so furiously — to have one place where we are in
control? i do dishes, rocking between contradictory voices:
— you exaggerate the danger, he’s a cowardly wimp
— you underestimate the danger, you got him mad, you don’t know
what you're playing with
3 weeks ago i shouted “shut your fucking mouth” to a drunk man
cursing me, my mother —there were 5 of us—and suddenly a second
man materializes beside the car, he smashes the car window, grab-
bing my hair as i drive away.
tobe prepared —in any instance of confronting a man —for violence.
to be prepared to defend myself — or to keep my mouth shut: adjust
to his noise, stomach his insults, accept his power.
these are our choices.

*Melanie wrotea regular rumination in SW for several issues called “Scrambled
Eggs.” This was originally #3.
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* *

last night i dreamed i was walking to get the car, up stark to 20th, but
the street was not a street, stark was a wind-tunnel, with machines for
food, half-open doors printing shadows along the walls. i am trying
to run against the wind, and think, suddenly: this is dangerous

my body is the criminal

the fault my body’s spirit
ioffer these words to explain the danger, though i don’t believe them.

but the danger persists, as if they were true.
* *

today’s paper (november 2): in portland, a 32 year old woman getting

off work in a department store, going for her car in the city center

parking structure, got grabbed in the elevator and raped yesterday.

one story. according to statistics, yesterday in portland between 2-20

women got raped. between 6-60 women got beaten. the same thing

will happen today. of course these are only average counts.

every day in this country a woman gets raped every minute.3 women

get beaten every minute. these are also average counts.

what am i counting if not casualties of battle?

why then don’t we admit we are at war?
every man: las probably raped or beaten a woman; or enjoyed
rape fantasies; or threatened a woman with physical force, ex-
plicitly or with gestures — stepping closer, raising his voice; at
least a man he works with or socializes with, who he thinks is an
ok type, has raped or beaten a woman.
every woman: fears rape, or lives inside limits imposed by that fear:
no late night walks, no living alone, no hours of solitude by the river.
if she relates intimately to men, the threat of violence has probably
sufficed to keep her in line. if she is a lesbian, her comfort is that the
threat probably comes from men she is not intimate with.

since i began writing this, L—, a close friend, has been raped. she carries a

knife, has fought men, though she’s small — and he was big, quick. she was

afraid to use her knife. now she has an infection and might be pregnant.
in sum: if you are a woman, you have probably been raped or
beaten or will be; at least a woman you love has been raped or
beaten or will be.

it’s easy after saying this to think of men and women as separate

species, one preying on the other.

the state of war waged on all women by men who are overtly violent

gives all men power. rapists and batterers are the military arm of

patriarchy.
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* *

to stop violence against women we have to change schools, laws, a
system where a few white men make a profit off our labor; almost all
films, records, record jackets, tv, toys, advertising, the junk we get
sold in paper cartons at the supermarket, isolated living situations
and overcrowded living situations: every difficult edge of this cul-
ture contributes directly or indirectly to violence against women.
meanwhile there’s another simpler fact:

men rape women because they can.
men beat women because they can.

the only place where rape is considered a contemptible act is in
prison — by other prisoners — not because it’s cruel, hateful and
vicious, but because everyone knows rape is a chicken-shit crime, a
crime any fool can get away with.
in fact, few rapists land in prison. white skin, professional status, money:
these are buffers, protecting rapists as they protect other criminals.
as for how batterers are treated in prison — who knows? they are
arrested, prosecuted and convicted even less than rapists.
cops, judges, district attorneys, and legislators are (mostly) men who
don’t take women seriously.
men abuse us because they can get away with it.
our task then is to make abuse of women more and more risky,
something men can’t get away with.

% %

Inez Garcia Joan Little Yvonne Wanrow Jennifer Patri Claudia Thacker
Sharon McNearney Evelyn Ware Janice Hornbuckle Hazel Kontos Lenore
Coons Carolyn McKendrick Margaret Pratt Wanda Carr Francine Hughes
Diane Davis Agnes Scott Marlene Roan Eagle Miriam Grieg Gloria
Maldonado Julia Parker Price Bernestine Taylor Darlene Lis Virginia Tierce
Elizabeth Mae Fulmer Gloria Timmons Evelyn Graham Jenna Kelsie Roxanne
Gay Dessie Woods Shirley Martin Alta Bryan Patricia Evans Cathy Thomas
Barbara Jean Gilbert Janice Painter Donna Ferth Nancy Stilson Barbara
Carpenter Judy Wagner Georgia Wondel Nada Alayoubi Christina Pratt
Sharon Crigler Lorilyn Allan Janet Billey Barbara Eacret Idalia Mejia Sandra
Lowe Janet Hartwell Eva Mae Heygood Betty Jean Carter Lea Murphy
Beverly Ibn-Thomas Mary Melerine Maxine Waltman Eva Diamond

these are the names of resistance fighters. the names of women whose
attackersdid not getaway with it. the men who abused themare dead.
the list continues to grow.

some of these women are in prison, along with hundreds of others
whose names i don’t know. their history is our history of resistance.
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each of them has helped enlarge the possibility of resistance.
only as women choose to resist men’s violence will men’s conscious- -
ness change. when men are afraid of us, there will be a material base
for changing their consciousness.

or at least we will be on terms of equality of fear.

whenwomen are as ready to stand up tomen as menare ready to knock
down women we can begin to talk about our common humanity.

not before.
* *

i am talking about women and violence. most often we experience
violence as something done to us. we know it’s horrible; we have
learned/are learning it’s not our fault. so we suffer innocently.
christian or jew, christ has not been a healthy model for oppressed
people.
one step up from martyrdom, we support our right to defend our-
selves. we organize, attend, and try to extend to other women classes
in self-defense. we focus on dislocating knees. we try not to think
about differences in size, weight, fighting skills, between an average
one of us and an average one of them. we are anxious not to escalate
violence, so we rarely carry weapons or know how to use them.
we gloss over the fact that most successful resistance involves some
kind of equalizer: a weapon.
we recognize that women who fight back fight back for all of us. but
in contradiction to the service performed for all women by those who
resist is the fact that each resister has suffered for performing this
service: at best, a painful and exhausting struggle in the courts; at
worst, prison or death. as the death penalty is reinstated or its use is
extended, we need to think about this.
the question arises inevitably:
if we need men to know that committing violence against us is
dangerous — if the use of violence is acceptable in an emergency, as
a desperate choice —
why wait for the next emergency, for the next woman in danger to
choose self-defense at great cost to herself?
why not create our own emergencies???
imagine: every day in the paper, instead of a story about a woman who
was attacked, raped, beaten, tortured and/or murdered — information
which certainly has its effects on us — there were a story about a rapist
or batterer who was beaten, shot, stabbed — even public humiliation
would be better than nothing.
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how long would it take woman-haters to get scared?
this subject — of women organizing to do violence to men — makes
us uncomfortable. we are the life-support system of the universe. we
birth, nourish, and repair. how should we not shrink from commit-
ting violence?

— are we more comfortable as victims?

— is fighting for our own people a guilty act?
when we try to envision ourselves using violence, we crash against
the unthinkable, a taboo.

when we feel ourselves up against a taboo, we should ask ourselves:
why is this horrible? why do we want to reject this? if we find no reason,
only vague feelings of awfulness, we want then to think about this
awfulness.

as long as a rule, commandment, behavior cowers in the unthinkable
corner of our brain, we have no way of knowing whether the rule is
ours or theirs, in our interest or theirs.

ifusing violenceagainst meninan organized fashionis in our interest,
and if we have reactions of discomfort, repulsion to the idea of
fighting for our own people —

then maybe we need to struggle with our discomfort.

men don’t take us seriously because they’re not physically afraid of us.
* *

one thing is clear:

whatever any of us chooses to feel, think, or do about women fighting
abusive men, women continue to fight. increasingly. the question
thenis not, should this happen? — it is happening. the question is, how
do i choose to relate to this fact of women’s resistance?

and if this resistance heartens us with each new appearance, inspires
and empowers us, the question shifts again:

how can i take part in this resistance?

the implications of what i"m saying do not escape me.
iam frightened to write about them openly:
there is danger in fighting.

there is also danger in not fighting.

The thought and spirit of Paula King informs these words.
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Barbara Macdonald (#10, 1979)

from Do You Remember Me?

I live in Cambridge now in an apartment in an old Victorian kind of
house with a woman Ilove. Above us are two men, one studying law
and the other political science and above them a single woman lives
whose lover comes and stays for a few days and then he leaves to
return again in a few weeks. The men who live above us are un-
comfortable when they meet me in the hall, greet me without
looking at me and are always in flight when we meet. The woman on
the top floor does not engage with me in any way but visits with the
students just below her. I wonder sometimes whether it is my lesbi-
anism they cannot deal with or whether it is my age they cannot deal
with. Usually, I conclude they do not deal with people who cannot
give them something—and thereis nothing Iwould give theminany
way toaid their survival. Thelaw student will soon be endorsing laws
that will limit even further my power in the world and the political
scienceinstructor can do me nothing but harm. The woman who lives
above the men has dinner with them occasionally, and waits to see
what power she can align herself with in any tenant dispute.

In the world beyond the house where we live are students riding
bicycles and walking along the brick streets or lying on the grass on
the Common in summer. As we walk along the avenue, we hear the
conversations of the young women telling each other about Him. The
pubs along the avenue are filled with the young men the girls are
talking about and are building their plans for their future around. But
theyoung meninthe pubsaretogether, without the women, laughing
loudly, taking up a great deal of space, and being served by young
women anxious to please.

In contrast to the young walking through the streets, there are a
few old people, moving slowly, bent over. They are mostly women,
alone, carrying home a few groceries in a sack. There are a few old
men. The old women donot enter the pubs, they donot drinkbeer, nor
do they spend their evenings talking and laughing, and no young
girls are waiting on them anxious to please.

"Look Me in the Eye" was published in Barbara Macdonald's Look Me in the Eye:
Old Women, Aging and Ageism (1983, Spinsters, Inc., POB 410687, S.F., CA 94141).
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But if you leave Harvard Square and walk down Cambridge
Street to Inman Square — there you will find the beginnings of a small
women’s community. There is New Words, a bookstore of women’s
literature on feminism, lesbianism, the history of women. Almost any
book at random confirms some of who I am and who I once was. But
it is seldom that a woman past fifty ever enters the place; whenever
I go I am the oldest woman there.

And if you walk on beyond New Words you come to Bread and
Roses, a woman'’s restaurant, where the women who cook and serve
you confirm your right to be in the world as a woman, as much as do
the posters on the wall, posters of Virginia Woolf, Mary Wollstonecraft,
Gertrude Stein, Emma Goldman. The food is good and although
groups of women sit together explaining, talking, laughing, there is
not the struggle for space and the struggle to be heard that there is in
the pubs along our avenue. And if you stay after supper on a Sunday,
there may be a reading by some woman writer, or a film on Gertrude
Stein or Georgia O’Keefe, or perhaps a film of Lillian Hellman’s will
be shown. But though all this is there to confirm the lives of women-
there is no woman there my age. I enter the restaurant and the film
room always aware that I am the oldest woman there. I am glad the
women’s community has abeginning and is there to support women
butIam aware that it is not there to confirm who I am. The younger
women there have no place in their heads to fit me into, have no idea
what I come foras no other woman my age comes, and yet Iam nearer
the age of most of the women on their posters from whom they draw
their support.

Sometimes I feel the young women are supported by other young
women on the basis of a promise or a hope of who they may become,
but that they demand that I somehow already have proved my right
to be taken in. Sometimes I feel like the only way I'll really get into
Bread and Roses — alive in the eyes of the young women — is dead,
on a poster. —

Wherever we go, Cynthia and I, to the pubs, to the theatre to see
“The Word is Out,” to hear Adrienne Rich or Olga Broumas, Mary
Daly, Kate Millett, or to some meeting of the lesbian caucus of NOW,
I am always the oldest woman.

I keep wondering where everybody else is. Where are the friends
I drank beer with in the fifties? Where are the young women I slept
with in the thirties and forties? Did they never grow old? Did they
never reach sixty-fivealong with me? Sometimes, alone on the streets,
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Ilook about me and feel there has been some kind of catastrophe from
which only T havebeen spared. Sometimes in desperationIsearch out
some womanmy ownage on thestreet, oratsomebus stop, orinsome
laundromat, to ask her, “Do you remember me? Did we drink beer
togetherinthe pubs in Seattle? Did we sleep together, youand I, in the
thirties when there were no jobs and never enough to eat and love
carried the whole burden to see us through?” But there is no look of
recognition in her eyes. I see instead fear, I see that she is paralyzed
with fear, that she does not know where my friends and lovers have
gone, that she cannot remember who it was she used to be. She wants
toshow me pictures of her grandchildren as though all of heranswers
could be found there—among the living. And I go on down the street
and I know there hasbeen a catastrophe, a holocaust of my generation
of women, and I have somehow been spared.

My feeling of having been spared is confirmed in the way that no
one seems to be expecting me anywhere. Even if I go intoa local shop
to buy clothes, I am always greeted with the question, “Is this for
yourself?” as though I somehow must be buying for someone else or
as thoughIdidn’tbuy clothes for myself; as though I must have some
supply somewhere in an old trunk, left me by my mother, there
waiting for me to wear when I reached the right age.

ButIhave growntolikeliving in Cambridge.Ilike the sharp lines
of the reality of my life here. The truth is I like growing old. Oh, it isn’t
that I don’t feel at moments the sharp irrevocable knowledge that I
have finally grown old. That is evident every time I stand in front of
the bathroom mirror and brush my teeth. I may begin as I often do,
wondering if those teeth that are so much a part or myself, teeth I've
clenched in anger all my life, felt with my own tongue with a feeling
of possession, as a cat licks her paw lovingly just because it is hers —
wondering, will these teeth always be mine? Will they stay with me
loyally and die with me, or will they desert me before the Time comes?
But I grow dreamy brushing my teeth and find myself, unaware,
planning asTalways have whenIbrush my teeth—that single-handed
crossing I plan to make. From East to West, a last stop in the Canaries
and then the trade winds. What will be the best time of year? What
boat? How muchsail? Igo overagain thelist of supplies, uninterrupted
until some morning twinge in my left shoulder reminds me with
uncompromising regret that I will never make that single-handed
crossing—probably. That I have waited too long. That there is no
turning back.
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But I always say probably. Probably I'll never make that single-
handed crossing. Probably, I've waited too long. Probably, I can’t turn
backnow.Butlleaveroomnow,at sixty-five, for the unexpected. That
was not always true of me. I used to feel I was in a kind of linear race
with life and time. There were no probablys, it was a now or never
time of my life. There were landmarks placed by other generations
and I had to arrive on time or fail in the whole race. If I didn’t pass—
if the sixth grade went on to the seventh without me, I would be one
year behind for the rest of my life. If I graduated from high school in
1928, Thad to graduate from college in 1932. When I didn’t graduate
fromcollegeuntil 1951, it took me twenty years torealize the preceding
twenty years weren’tlost. But now I begin to see that Imay get to have
the whole thing and that no experience longed for is really going to be
missed.

“I like growing old.” I say.it to myself with surprise. I had not
thought that it could be like this. There are days of excitement when
I feel almost a kind of high with the changes I feel taking place in my
* body, eventhoughIknow theinevitable course my body is taking will
lead to debilitation and death. I say to myself frequently in wonder,
“This is my body doing this thing.” I cannot stop it, I don’t even know
what it is doing, I wouldn’t know how to direct it; my own body is
going througha process that only my body knows about. I never grew
old before; never died before. I don’t really know how it’s done, I
wouldn’t know where to begin, and God knows, I certainly wouldn’t
know when to begin—for no time would be right. And then I realize,
lesbian or straight, I belong to all the women who carried my cells for
generations and my body remembers how for each generation this
matter of ending is done.

We never really know the beginning or the middle, until we have
lived out an ending and lived on beyond it.

Of course, this time, for me, I am not going to live beyond this
ending. The strangeness of that idea comes to me at the most unex-
pected moments and always with surpriseand shock, sometimesIam
immobilized by it. Standing before the mirror in the morning, I feel
that my scalp is tight. I see that the skin hangs beneath my jaw,
beneath my arm; my breasts are pulled low against my body; loose
skin hangs from my hips, and below my stomach a new horizontal
crease is forming over which the skin will hang like the hem of a skirt
turned under. A hem not to be “let down,” as once my skirts were,
because I was “shooting up,” but a widening hem to “take up” on an
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old garment that has been stretched. Then I see that my body is being
drawninto the earth—muscle, tendon, tissue and skin is being drawn
down by the earth’s pull back to the loam. She is pulling me back to
herself; she is taking back what is hers.

Cynthia loves bulbs. She digs around in the earth every fall,
looking for the rich loamy mold of decayed leaves and vegetation,
and sometimes as she takes a sack of bone meal and works it into the
damp earth, I think, “Why not mine? Why not?”

I'think a lot about being drawn into the earth. I have the knowledge
that one day I will fall and the earth will take back what is hers. I have
no choice, yet I choose it. Maybe I won’t buy that boat and that list of
supplies; maybe I will. Maybe I will be able to write about my life;
maybe [won’t. But uncertainty will not always be there, for this is like
no other experienceI have ever had —I can count on it. I've never had
anything before that I could really count on. My life has been filled
with uncertainties, some were not of my making and many were:
promises I made myself I did not keep, promises I made others I did
not keep, hopes I could not fulfill, shame carried like a weight heavier
by the years, at my failure, at my lack of clear purpose. But this time
I can rely on myself, for life will keep her promise to me. I can trust
her. She isn’t going to confuse me with a multitude of other choices
and beckon me down other roads with vague promises. She will give
me finally only one choice, one road, one sense of possibility. And in
exchange for the multitude of choices she no longer offers, she gives
me, at last, certainty. Nor do I have to worry this time that I will fail
myself, fail to pull it off. This time, for sure I am going to make that
single-handed crossing.
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Joan Nestle (#10, 1979)

Surviving and More:
Interview with Mabel Hampton

I met Mabel Hampton in 1950 when Iwas 10 years old. She was a friend and
buddy of my mother’s; they both weredevoted to betting on the horses to get over
hard times and there were many hard times. Mabel and my mother remained
confidantes until my mother’s death in 1977. Mabel was the first Lesbian
woman I knew; she used to read Lesbian paperbacks, carrying them in her
raincoat pocket with the covers turned in so she could read them on the subway
in peace. She and her lover of forty years, Lillian Foster, lived in the South
Bronx. Iwould bring my lovers to meet them, hoping to get their approval. Now
our relationship is much deeper. Mabel had her own library all these years —
a self-educated woman, she always looked for Lesbian images. She donated her
Lesbian paperbacks and her collection of Wonder Women comics to the Archives.
Since Lillian’s death last summer, Mabel is sharing more and more of her life
with us. She spends Wednesdays at the Archives, sleeps over and leaves
Thursday morning. She never misses her Archives days, and it is a long subway
trip to get here. Mabel Hampton is a wise strong loving woman who never lost
her integrity either as a Black woman or as a Lesbian. :

—Joan Nestle

Mabel, how old are you?

Seventy-seven, May the second, last.

How long have you been a Lesbian?

I've been a Lesbian since I was a very young girl, well, let’s say
about eight ornine. Now that I know what it s, why,IcanseethatI’ve
been this, I've been in the life since I was very young. And I liked it
because I could understand, even at that age, I understood women
andIliked them.Ididn’t understand exactly what it was untilI got up
into my teens, but then I was glad that I liked them.

How do you feel being in your seventies?

I feel all right ... maybe I have a little arthritis, and I'm trying to
getrid of that, and I'm glad I'm at this age because then I understand
what the rest of the young people are going through, and if there’s
anything I can tell them to do, I'd be more than glad to do it.

As long as they’re a Lesbian, and they like it, I'd say — keep it up —
because, in my experience, it's nothing to be ashamed of, you're not hurting
anybody —it’s just that you like women, and you're supposed to like them,
becauseyour motherheldyousoclosetoherall thetime. And youshould feel
thatyou're part of every woman, and try todo the best you can for them...
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How do you feel about women yourself at this point? Do you still find
women attractive?

Oh, yes. [emphatically] Yes, I do, I find them very attractive, and
alittledesirable,um hm.Istillsmileat them,and they smileat me,and
that makes it better.

I'had abirthday party given to meby a dear friend, and I met quite
a few friends, people I knew, and peopleIdidn’t know, and I also met
a lady in the Congress, in the House of Representatives, a hundred
and five years old, soI thinkIshould take a back seat on that. And she
kissed me,and wetalked, and she was very nice. And in comin’ ondown,
Imet another woman, oh! I was given a party at the Senior Citizens’, and
there was a woman there eighty years old, and her and I was the oldest
ones there. So we talked...it just made me feel good to know that I've
_ arrived at this age, and am still going strong [laughs].

You sureare! Tell about your philosophy about doctors. About how you
feel — you don’t go to doctors. You use-herbs and things.

Ithink thereason thatI have the healthIhaveisthatIdon’t believe
in doctors. They’re all right, but so much happens, where the doctor
is implicated in it. AllTlike is my tea, different teas, nettle tea, parsley
tea, and they have brought me around, because I had arthritis. Labor
Day I had a muscle spasm and a stroke along with it, and now I'm
feeling fine, I got rid of all of it, and I can walk, and then, I couldn’t
walk, and I was in bed two and a half weeks. [ What about garlic?] Oh,
yes, garlic goes along with parsley... After  had the muscle spasm I
got to go for a book that was sent me, and that book has done me a
world of good. [Is that the Chinese herb book?] That’s right, they rec-
ommend ginseng, ginseng tea, and so, you know, I'm feeling better?
I can get my hands back of my head, and all that, see, and I think, and
I may hope, that I may live to the ripe old age of eighty-five.

I advise everyone: you have to live right, and you're living right
if you're a Lesbian! ... Live right. You’ve got to live right, that’s right,
live a clean life. Don’t be messing around with other people’s prop-
erty. Then if you do, then whatever you do, whatever you want to get
out of life, you've got to put something in it to get out, and that
something is living decent and taking care of your body, and every-
body else’s body — help everyone else, help as best you can.

How do you feel different now from, say, when you were thirty?

Oh, when I was thirty I was runnin’ like gangbusters! Oh, boy, I
was runnin’ after girls, I was carryin’ on, I had myself thirty, [ had
myself a lily white time! All the girls, in the show —I was in the show
— was dancin’ in the night-clubs, I just had a ball!
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How do you feel now?

Well, I can’t dance now. How do I feel about it? Well, I do the best
Icannow.Iused tosing, whenIwas thirty, I was singing in the chorus,
at town hall, and Carnegie Hall, I was taking lessons from Robert
Malone, and we went into a couple of places and had concerts ...

Do you feel wiser now? Wiser about life?

Well, about my life, yes, I went through enough to know that
things are entirely different, and I'm glad I went through it, because
now I can look back and see the things that happened, but if I had it
to do over again, I would be a Lesbian, but there’s a lot of things I
wouldn’t do. I'd still be a Lesbian, and be smiling at the ladies
[laughs], and settin’ lookin’ at them, admiring them.

Do you feel that your feeling about women has given you strength?
You're a pretty independent person.

Well, naturally, women giveyou, when you're going with women
you get a lot of strength because they sympathize with you and you
sympathize with them, and that’s the way it is, and they stick with
you, you see, they stickright withyou, and those that don’t just let ‘em
go, don’t bother with them. Now, what else?

What do you have to tell younger Lesbian women? What would you
want to tell them about what they have to look forward to, about feelings
about aging? All these women are frightened of getting older.

Oh, that’s stupid!

Why do you think it’s stupid?

Well, I'll tell you why ... Afterall, you’re not on this planet to stay
any length of time—you stay your time out, see, likeIjust said, Iwant
to live to eighty-five, Idon’t know, though, if my time allotted will be
up tomorrow.

Were you ever afraid of getting old?

No, I never thought about getting old. Ijust lived from this day to
thenextday, tothenextday, see, becauseitain’tnecessarily gettin’ old
because you're going to stay here until your time is up, whether
you’retwo years old ora hundred and two! You're going to stay until
your time is up. If we knew that, then we’d be different.

Mabel, do you ever get angry at how you get treated in this society as
an older Black woman?

There’s nobody, practically, that makes me angry now, I don’t
pay anybody any attention, all my friends that I've had for years and
years they treat me nice; everybody likes me — seems that way, they
smile at me — but me, I have a sharp answer for everybody, and
therefore they tell me Ishouldn’t do it, but with me, being my age, I
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believe I can do anything I want to do. And if I don’t like you, I don’t
bother with you. Therefore, you cannot hurt me, because I don’t give
you a chance. I read you before you read me, and that’s your worry.

Mabel, just lately weve been going to some conferences together —could
you talk about them? What do you think about what's going on in the Lesbian
community? How does it make you feel? Like the conference out in Brooklyn?

[This was the Lesbian survival conference in Brooklyn, NY, and
we attended the workshop on growing older as Lesbians.]

I enjoyed that, I'd like to go back there and meet those people,
because even if they haven’t been long in the life, I believe that they’ll
stay init, becausea younger person willgetinand get out,butan older
person won’t — they’ll stay. And me, I've always stayed there
because I liked it, from a child, see.

Mabel, what plans do you have for your future? What kind of things
would you like to do more of?

Well, Id like to visit lots of the senior citizen projectsand see how
they’re getting along, and go in and look around.

What about in the Lesbian community?

Oh, I'd love to be in with them, but right now it seems like there’s
so many straight women, I call them straight women, that’s all mixed
up so that you've got to focus your mind on a couple of people to see
who they are.... If you're not true, you don’t know who’s a Lesbian,
whoisn’t, becauseall of themact the same. You’ve got tositdown,and
talk to them, pick ‘em, just like you would a Chinese puzzle, so you
can find out who they are, what they are, what they do, and how they
did it.

Mabel, remember when we heard that there were two women in a
nursing home in Boston, and you wanted to do a tape? Why did you want
to do that?

I want to do a tape, because I want to get their version of when
they met and how long they’ve been together, and what happened,
when they first met. When they were young, they must've been
passionate in love with each other. And they just stayed together,
stayed together, and those are peopleIlike, but you’ve got to look and
look to find those people ...

Do you think it's important to find these women and put them on tape?

Well, yeah, if they agree with it, yes. But there’s so many people,
I'vetalked to quite a few people — people are nervous about it —and
why, I don’t know, but they are, they don’t want to be implicated in
it. I don’t know what they’re afraid of, but...

But you're not afraid. You make tapes all the time for the Archives.
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I'll tell you, Joan, how I feel about the Archives. We are going
ahead and going ahead means that Lesbians are branching out. In
years to come I might be gone, but thank God at least I'll go down in
history. I want to be a part of going on. The Archives is a marvelous
thing. It should be widened. Each country should have one. We need
to work together and stick together. My life has had three parts, the
first is God, the next part is passion, the third is love. I may be wrong
but that is how I lived my life. Now I have a staunch true friend. I will
find the passion somewheres else.

I don’t have nobody to be afraid of. You remember that. I've
always been Mabel Hampton, and I always continue to be Mabel
Hampton.

(transcribed and edited by Leigh Star)

©1979 JEB (Joan E. Biren)

Mabel Hampton and friend
photo by JEB (#10, 1979)
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Beth Hodges (#11, 1979)

from An Interview with Joan and Deborah
of the Lesbian Herstory Archives

Ll 1974 there was a pantry, dark, and empty except for a single file cabinet. I
knelt on the floor to examine the contents of the cabinet, a complete set of The
Ladder. This was the embryo of the Lesbian Herstory Archives.

Five years later the Archives has outgrown the pantry, spills into the kitchen,
the dining room, the front hall, the bedrooms of the upper West Side apartment that
houses it. In the pantry where I first held The Ladder, shelves of our serial publi-
cations line an entire wall. And all over the apartment I see walls of books, office
cabinets, flyers, posters, collages, framed photographs, and a bulletin board whose
announcements include notice of lesbian raft trips, a black bibliography, a south-
eastern lesbian writers’ conference, a Jewish lesbian anthology.

Today there are over three thousand volumes in the Archives collection.
How many unpublished papers and letters and articles, clippings, taped
interviews, radio shows, videotapes, photographs and manuscripts there are, no
one knows exactly.

The Archives collective has lost members and gained members, but three
have been constant from the beginning. Valerie Itnyre, Deborah Edel and Joan
Nestle together have done the day-to-day work of the Archives these five years.

In April I spoke with Deborah and Joan, the two who share their home with the
Archives collectionand with the hundreds of womenwhovisit eachyear. Sincemuch
of our conversation concerns beginnings, visions and quests, Joan starts out with
the story of a woman who chose to begin her journey at the Archives.

Joan: The Archives reaches out in ways that we didn’t plan for.
One day we were sitting around and there was a knock on the door.
I went to answer it and it was a woman, probably in her mid- to late
forties, and she had a huge backpack on.

Deborah: A little lady.

J: She said her name, she said she was from Hawaii and she’d
tried to call us but the line was busy so she just took the risk of
coming. Her story was that she had been married for many years. She
had raised, I think, five children — the oldest was in his twenties. She
had gotten a divorce, gone to law school, and come out as a lesbian
woman. She’d just finished law school, and “before she got married
to another institution,” is how she put it, she wanted to make a
pilgrimage through, or to, the lesbian community as she had un-
derstood it to be from Hawaii; and she had certain places on her
journey thatshewas goingtostop.She’d madeno previousarrangements.
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The place she wanted to begin her journey was the Archives. So
we welcomed her... She stayed here for three days. What she would
do, shewould get up in the morning, have her healthy breakfast, and she
would sit—she didn’t even sit on a chair, she sat on the floor ina corner
of the Archives — and she would just reach out and pull out things.

We would have dinner together and she would tell us her itiner-
ary. She would say she was going to Buffalo ... “but woman,” we’d
say, it’s terrible snow storms up there now, you know: you're from
Hawaii.” “No, no, that’s 0.k., that’s where my spirit tells me [ have to
go,” and then when she left she said she knew she was right to begin
here, that it was like sitting under a waterfall, in the Archives room.

... around two months later two women came to the Archives
from the Actors’ Sorority, alesbian theater group in Kansas City, and
they said Jackie says hello. So she was making her trek. It’s this image
of an older woman launching herself into the lesbian world, and
finding it, that symbolizes the Archives.

D: She did something that I thought was very brave also. She had
written a series of coming-out letters to old friends, and if their
responses weren't fully real, she wanted to go deal with themdirectly.

J: Her courage and her spiritual vision and her faith that we’d all
be there is symbolic of the Archives. Her courage to journey at this
point in her life.

Something we found from the Archives is that many, many of our
women are on journeys. The Archives gives them a stopping-off
place, a renourishing place. We are a very brave people. ...

D: How did you link back up with Mabel?

J:Mabelalways stayed friends with my motherbecause they went
- to the race track together all the time, and they helped each other
through hard times. So I'knew Mabel, and Lillian, the woman she
lived with for forty years who died this June.

Mabel was the witness to my coming-out, and to my mother’s
upsetness. Mabel told me something the last time she was here, that
when I was coming out, my mother called her in the middle of the
night and said, “If my daughter is a lesbian, I'm going to kill myself”;
and Mabel said to her, “There’s nothing you can do, she chooses,
that’s her life, you have to let her do it.” Mabel was sort of the bridge
between me and my mother.

I remember the first woman I was involved with, Susan. Mabel
was at the house and my mother came home drunk and was in a very
bad way. Susan got very scared and ran out of the apartment. I was
holding on to my mother, trying to get her to calm down, and Mabel
turned to me and said, “Now you leave your mother alone and go
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after your woman.” And I ran out the door after Susan. This was the
first recognition and support for my relationship.

But how we got together again was, when I was out, I guess around
1960, Iwas with Carol, and I'd been off and on in touch with Mabel. And
Mabel told me there was going to be this big dance up in the South
Bronx.Itwas going tobedrag dance, for maleand female homosexuals.
I wanted Mabel to meet Carol so we went to their home and spent the
night there; and we went to this dance at this ballroom. It was just
incredible, hundreds of people, women in suits and men in dresses.

D: What did you wear?

J: T wore a dress, Carol wore a suit, and I remember to this day
coming down the steps and a woman saying to Carol, “CanIborrow
your woman? She’s really saying something.”

D: And you love it, you love it!

J: Tlove it to this day, being an old femme.

B: You said once that the Archives really began with Mabel. That
she was an example for you of strength and self-cherishing.

J: Yes.Mabel wasraised in the south by her grandmotherand then
came to New York when she was about seven. She stayed for a short
time with an uncle who molested her. She ran away and worked in
white people’s houses from the age of nine. She said she was a lesbian
from when she was a little girl playing in Winston-Salem.

Years ago she was doing the things that we as a community are
doing now. In her own way she was an archivist. Her whole life she
was always looking forlesbian images. She taught herself to read; and
she’d save the Wonder Woman comics because they were images of
strong women.

D: She saved the old paperbacks.

J: She had a lot of the fifties paperbacks, which she prized.

She was political in her own way. She was cherishing of her own
history, and knew there were other women like her. She tried to find
the hidden images. And she was also seeking another way of knowl-
edge; she joined the Rosicrucians in a search for a spiritual vision
which she preserves today in the Eastern Star. Because she had a
strong sense that things were wrong, that men were keeping women
from their full power.

B: What is Mabel’s relationship to the Lesbian Herstory Archives
today?

J: She has become very important to the Archives. In fact, she uses
it more than any other woman. Even though reading for her is very
hard because she’s had cataract operations, she spends hours in that
room, reading through what she’s missed. It's likea hunger. She’s just
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finished reading Patience and Sarah. And she just read Ethel Waters...

D: And Ann Shockley.

J: Yes, if Ann Shockley could hear this, Mabel wants so much to
thank her for Loving Her which she read three times and madesurewe
gave copies to every one of her friends. She felt it was such an
important work for her.

We sent her the newsletter. And Mabel, who is living on social
security, sent usadonation—whenshe’s donated her wholelife. And
she tells all her friends about the Archives.

D: Also she gave us her thirties, forties, fifties paperback collec-
tion. Our collection has grown since then, but it’s what she had saved
all these years that started the Archives’ collection.

J: We've been doing an oral history with Mabel. And finally
around a month ago she said, “All T want to do is be remembered.”

B: I don’t think she needs to worry.... Judith Schwarz has been a
member of the collective for about two months now, hasn’t she? How
did you get together with her?

J: One of the very exciting things about the Archives is that so
many women are beginning things, particularly research in lesbian
history. They’re working without support, those that aren’t academi-
cally based. It’s exciting that we share beginning moments, and one
was when Judith Schwarz, whom we did not know at all, who has
now become a member of the Archives and also a member of our
family — she wrote us aletter about how she’d been doing grassroots
research in the Library of Congress, hours and hours, after her ACLU
typist job, and women told her she was crazy, all she was interested
in was dirty linen, why did she want to know about women’s private
lives, that was gossip.

She wrote us a letter saying, “Am I crazy7” It was a very finely
typed and finely worded letter.Iread itand I got so excited, Isat down
and typed one of my emotional outpourings about how it was just the
opposite, that what she was doing was putting the center back into
things, that she could not listen to those who questioned the impor-
tance of what she was doing because they were the ones who created
the emptiness in the first place. And I was so afraid that my letter was
going to be too crazy...

D: ...for this proper woman, who typed so neatly.

J:She wroteback and she was so grateful wejust exchanged letters
almost weekly after that.

D: Also, both of you had discovered the connection of your
mothers” deaths which was very present for both of you at the time,
and it was another bond between you.
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B: Does this happen often, that you bond with women who write
you or who come to use the Archives?

J: That’s another thing that makes the Archives so special. Since
the Archivesis in ourhome, when womenuseit, they dosharein what
is going on in our lives. One of the principles of the Archives is that it
be an integral part of lesbian reality, not an isolated collection. We try
not to let what’s going on here personally get in the way of a woman
who has something concrete and special to do. But what we found —
we’ve had hard times here — is an incredible caring on the part of
women who we have never met before and may never meet again but
who come here and, either through a conversation or through some-
thing they overhear us say, become involved.

I have gotten incredible caring and support for my own difficul-
ties. It is a world of caring that grows out of that room, a center that
radiates. A caring for the collectiveness of all of us also deepens the
caring for us individually. So whenever I hear women saying they
don’t know where the lesbian community is, it’s very hard for me,
because we always feel that ...

B: ... you live there ...

J: ... we live there, that the Archives is at the heart of things.

D: It’s also been incredible because it’s never stopped; no matter
what was going on in our lives, it's always managed to keep on
flowing...

B: Will you talk about what the Archives has meant to you?

J: It has meant life to me.

It started as a political and philosophical and personal issue, but
Ineverimagined it would beas personal as it hasbecome.It’s, [would
use the word magic— how can I say it?— it’s almost as if it has an
understanding of things, almost as a living person. During the time
I'vebeenill, whateverI can do, the Archives has something for me to
do. It has never made me feel useless or valueless or completely
dependent. Thereis always something to create with it, even ifit’s just
clipping articles, which is what I do sometimes.

B:You oncesaid thatyou would remember these early years of the
Archives as its golden age. Why?

J: Tjust see it as very gentle and very personal, the way it is now.
There’s a glory to it, in its simplicity, in the smallness of the room, and
in its coherency. We don’t have large amounts of money to worry
about now and it’s all very manageable. Now every woman who
comes, helps create it, and it’s still small enough that every woman
can see her own impact, can touch everything that’s there. Women sit
shoulder to shoulder, as if the voices could all hear each otherstill. As
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we grow as a culture, or as we accumulate more as a culture, some of
that immediacy won’t be there. But now there’s a quiet strength to it
that I wish all lesbian women could share in.

B:Fran Winantisan example of a woman seeing herimpact on the
Archives.

J: Yes. I had known Fran superficially for years and years but
never have I been able to tell her how really important sheis.... Way
before we knew she was coming, we had madeablow-up of one of her
paintings of her dog who's very dear to her... And we had posted
it... She walked into the Archives room, this woman who I thought
would know for sure how at the center of things she was, and she
wept.

pWhat she wrote in the book, we read afterwards, was, “This has
brought tears to my eyes. You understand.” And for us it was such a
gift to be able to say to her, “You have to understand too, you have to
know how it’s voices like yours who've kept our spirits intact.” So it
was a beautiful moment of being able to say thank you to someone I
wanted to thank for many years.

B: Do you dread the future, that the Archives will change so much
and your relationship with it will change?

D: We realize that the Archives has to grow ... E

J: ... into its own entity. We have a future vision of it, of its having
ahouse with various rooms forallaspects of lesbian culture. So our visual
artists would have space, our performing artists would have space, our
sculptors would have space, and there would be room for women to
sleep inand to eat together in. There would be a living creating of culture
at the same time it is being documented. The Archives house would be
a living symbol of our cherishing of generations. And it would have its
own kind of excitement and its own kind of spirit.

D: I hope that it will always have a sense of caring that so many
larger spaces lose in the process of becoming larger and dealing with
more money and more objects and more things. There can be a
hollowness to a building. I'm sure that won’t happen, because in the
shaping of the Archives, we will have already created a nurturing
space, and so it can’t grow into a hollow.

B: How are you shaping the Archives?

J: We thought that the first, say, ten years of our life with the
Archives would bespentbuilding anatmosphereas muchasbuilding
acollection. Wewould becreating a world of confidenceinus whoare
working with the Archives, an attitude of acceptance, and getting our
community used to the idea that there would be an on-going
intergenerational place that would be for all lesbian women. Not for
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a specific school of thought or a specific age group or specific class or
specific cultural group, but for all of us.

Howthe Archives does thingsis as much a part of the culture it has
created as what it collects. For instance, it wouldn’t be our Archives
—it wouldn’tbe a lesbian archives — if it ever was some place where
lesbian women didn’t have access to it. It wouldn’t be our Archives if
youever needed a letter of referral to be able to use it or if there wasn’t
a place for women to rest when they were tired or to eat when they
were hungry.

B: Or if there was a fee to use it.

D: Orif we got swallowed up into someone else’s collection. Even
if it was a feminist library.

J: We drew up some principles that we hope will be picked up by
the next generation. One principle we hope will always stay loud and
clear is that the word lesbian will never be diluted, will never be lost.
And our Archives will never be turned into a woman’s archives or a
gay archives. But will be the one place that the word, the noun, lesbian
will echo through the generations.

Though we know that women each time may choose a different
word to call themselves — I mean, when I first came out, dyke was a
very hard word and now it’s a wonderful word. Each generation will
take the glory of naming itself. That’s the spirit of the Archives, that
we take what has been abused and turn it into cherishing.

B: Are you training another generation to come along and take
over for you?

D: We see that as part of what we have to do.

J: The first thing that we have done — we hope when this
interview is published we'll be incorporated — is set up a legal
identity that gives us a way to hand down what we’ve created and
keep it safe from the patriarchal society. We have created a founda-
tion, and we hope that the Lesbian Herstory Educational Foundation
will become an umbrella group to encourage and provide sustenance
for lesbian cultural workers in all different fields, and that out of these
women working will come those who take on the Archives as their
generational commitment.

But we've realized that in any time there’ll be only a small group
of women who can say, or will want to say, “Yes, this is my way of
being political; this is how I want to live, giving all my time and
energies to the Archives.” So we're working out other ways. For
instance, having what we call Daughters of the Archives, women who
undertake a project for a short period of time and don’t have to say,
“I'm giving all my life, I will become a vestal virgin of the Archives,"
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but instead can say, “I will work,” for instance, “on documenting
lesbian photography from 1970 to 1980.”

Once we build up a sense of our endurance and our integrity and
our commitment, and we do as much of the shit work as possible, like
getting the incorporation out of the way, getting our cataloging,
setting up the procedures so that when women come into it they don’t
have to do the paperwork but can be more imaginative once we do
this, we think that we really won’t have any problems in getting
women to commit themselves to working on the Archives.

Also, there’sa whole generation now of lesbian archivists. We’ve got
in touch with several who’vebeen trained in patriarchal archival schools
who are now saying, “How can I contribute my skills to the Archives?”

And we hope eventually the Archives will be able to pay us a
salary, will be able to reimburse women who are giving their skills.

B: Do you have a lifetime commitment to the Archives? Do you
see yourself working in the Archives, in the middle of the Archives,
until you die?

J: We do have a lifelong commitinent. We've also learned that
lifelong can be as long as tomorrow or ten years or fifty years.

B: Deb, do you have any reservations about a 11fet1me commit-
ment to the Archives?

D: As long as I can see myself in a fluid relatlonshlp to it, no. But
I'would, if I thought we would be so involved and so tied to it that we
would end up creating an atmosphere that would exclude other
women. | have a strong sense of commitment to the Archives, but it
doesn’t mean that thirty years from now I'm going to be living with
the collection, either literally or figuratively, on such a day-to-day
basis. That I have no way of knowing. Ten years ago I had no vision
ofthe Archives, so it would be wrong of me to try to be literal and say,
“Yes,intenyearsIstill willbe cataloging.” ButI havecommitted myself
to the Archives, to helping it grow.

B: Can you talk about how your life has changed living with this
collection?

J: Our days are in layers; we never know what’s going to happen.
The telephone rings all the time. The other night it began with a
woman here using the Archives. She was going to hear Kate Millett
speak the same place we were and since she lived in Westchester and
didn’t want to go all the way back, we said, “OK, why don’t you stay
for dinner?” Then another friend came, and then a woman from
Boston, Monica, called and we ended up having ten for potluck
dinner.

B: Are you kidding!
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J: No, it just grew. And then we all traipsed over to Gay Women'’s
Alternative. But very much, that’s what happens, depending on the
women’s needs and what’s going on in the house. A visit to the
Archives seldom stops with using the material. It becomes women
sitting down at the table and talking about “why are you interested in
this?” or about an issue in the community; it's women sharing food.

B:Doyou find there are greater numbers of women coming here?

J: Yes. Sometimes there are so many women working here that
nobody knows who lives in the house ...

B: Do women ever come as groups?

J: Yes. Groups are using the house, which is wonderful. I never
went to a private school; it gives me the first feeling of a dormitory.
There are field trips to the Archives. And there’s a group taking a
coursein lesbianliteratureat Barnard, so they come in groups of three
and four to work here; and there’s a wonderful feeling of all this
young energy. I can shtup them with coffee and soup.

B: I remember the first time I stayed here. It was the 1974 Gay
Academic Union, and you had women sleepingall over the floor. You
were so happy to have a lesbian houseparty.

J: Thaven’t changed much in five years.

D: She’s still trying for pajama parties all the time.

B: And you, Deb, how has your life changed living with the
collection?

D:It’s been incredible, the sense of women passing through, and
they are always passing through. It’s trying to hold onto a certain
amount of privacy and space that I need at the same time that we’ve
opened up our house to women coming into it. It’s been incredible
because we’ve met wonderful wonderful women.

But there are some days that I think if I see another piece of paper
or an index card I will puke.

B: I find your generosity amazing.

J: The Archives is based on our principles of resource-sharing.
We have a whole history of resources that allows the Archives to
come into being. If we didn’t have the size apartment we had, which
means, if we didn’t have the jobs that we have...

We ssay, “What is it that we want to do? What do we have that we
can share?” We didn’t have money to rent a separate building, so we
used our apartment. We didn’t have the money or the knowledge —
we hadn’t gone to archival school — so we went to libraries and we
spoke to women who did. We learned about archiving and we found
places we could buy things cheaper.

Every time a woman comes to the Archives there’s another
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sharing. Women will say to us, “Oh, you need stationery? OK, I'll rip
it off from my office” or “You need xeroxing? I'll do that.”

The Archives is an act of empowering. We have taken a power or
we have created a power. We must not stop at the limits imposed
uponus but must think imaginatively, “How far can we take what we
have?” And I think one of the givens of being a lesbian is that we have
huge amounts of imagination and strength.

This is a message to the whole community: I see us as a colonized
people, and one thinga colonized people know is that the society who
thinks you shouldn’t exist in the first place isn’t going to make it easy
foryou to create or to survive. And so, rather than talk about what we
don’t have, we use what we do have.

B: How did you come to see us as an oppressed people?

J: It was reading a passage in a book. This was around five years
ago.I'had been teaching a third world studies program for six years.
I'had been reading the literature of colonized peoples and part of me
knew that being a lesbian in this country is to be colonized. But it
didn’t hit homeuntilIread The Colonizer and the Colonized and I started
to change the pronouns to she. There was one incredible paragraph
about how the colonized are ruled out of time, and how they lose their
sense of lineage. The last sentence in the paragraph was, “The colo-
nized are condemned to lose their memory.” :

It was the word condemned. Condemned. It’s the image of impris-
onment to death. Without our memories we are in an endless prison.
It became the banner of the Archives, to reverse the condemnation.

B: What is the motto of the Archives?

J: In memory of the voices we have lost.

1991: The Lesbian Herstory Archives has outgrown the apartment and
needs a building. Make donations out to LHEF and/or contact them at PO
Box 1258, NYC, NY 10116.
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Priscilla and Regina. Brooklyn, NY, 1979.
photo by JEB (#11, 1979)
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Michelle Cliff (#9, 1979)

from Anonymity and the Denial of Self

’]:l“le expectation of the dominant culturehasalwaysbeen that women
will be pleasing to men; that we will efface our/selves — that we will
besatisfied with, in fact long for, anonymity: this is not news. But with
this realization, as with the realizations of many factors in our common
past, it is necessary to investigate the effects of anonymity on our history
(matriology) and our tradition (matriography) and our/selves (matri-
ces),as well as to examine the details of the phenomenon more closely,
in the past and present, to ensure our survival into the future...

What it comes down to is this: by removing the identity of the
artist, the critic is attempting to remove the personality of that artist
from her work.... To credit a woman with work that is hers is to allow
heraseparate existence: to see her work as the expression of aseparate
personality which may be threatening to the phallocentric dominant
culture....

To make some statement about the self means — if it is to be
positive —that one holds the self in esteem: that there is a feeling of
self-worth....When we choose to create, and to name our creations
as our own, weare engaging inaradical act of separation from which,
historically, we have consistently been discouraged.... :

The refusal to be anonymous, the decision to separate the self
from the expectations and demands of roles, is the choice women
must make if we are to survive. To me this is what it means to be a
feminist: not to be anonymous, not to deny the self. To be a feminist
is to attempt the rescue of other women from the various constraints
which culminate in anonymity; but the first responsibility is to define
the self: To stand separate, alone, saying my woman'’s self, my matrix,
is the source of my identity.
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Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz (#13, 1980)

from Culture Making;:
Lesbian Classics in the Year 2000?

When beth hodges asked me if i’d write something on lesbian
classics in the year 2000, ilaughed. the concept of classics has forsome
time seemed to me one more way in which they get to be pompous and
we getrobbed of our own taste: what do you mean you don’tlike idylls
of the king? it’s a classic! laughed —

and got intrigued. i thought of my favorite books — but what
would become a classic? it seemed megalomaniacal to assume that
whatever mechanism says make it, get known, sell, be heard, get re-
quested, reprinted, endure would coincide with my personal taste.

so what is a classic? ;

2 * ok %k

judgement...

who decides what stays in print, what gets remaindered, what
makes it into paper, onto the supermarket paperback displays, back into
hardbound collected works? ...printed by whom? distributed how?..

it’s not that a classic is necessarily good — what’s good? it's that
something large and encompassing grows from it. a classic is a book,
a writer, chosen — and it is also an institution.

as an institution, a classic is hard to avoid.... we breathe it. a
signpost of a culture, or one of its common foods. a classic knits a
connectionamong people of a culture, so that many many peoplecan
respond with a kind of intimacy and knowledge.

and those who don’t respond, unfamiliar with the signal or
reference? a classic in a given culture always has a supportive rela-
tionship to the culture and to those empowered by that culture.

thatis, a classic may praise or critique — but neverignore — what
the empowered think is important....

to the extent that lesbian culture represents the experience, insights,
values and interest of most lesbians, it will have a combative rela tionship
to those in power — because lesbians, still, are hideously oppressed.

rubyfruit jungle doesn’t change this fact, although it may just
change a few minds, or give a bit of hope....

so lesbian culture — for it be ours, belong to and represent most
lesbians — will be antipatriarchal, antiracist and anticapitalist, one
cultural edge of a revolution we require.!

i require.

107



a sign of the times: even among lesbians, the word we sounds
presumptuous; the word “revolution” seems pretentious. these are
political problems as much as linguistic observations.

this means that lesbian culture will always be in danger of
repression, co-optation,and absorptionin tricky ways2 untilsuch time
as lesbians have control of our own lives....

* F %

but apart from them, is the THEM in us, the daddy’s good-girl,
she-who-really-does-think-like-them. the fact: that whenever we are
not consciously fighting against the hierarchies we were born into,
we will imitate these hierarchies and reinforce the oppression of
other women. but we can say this more simply; how many lesbian
feminist publications are controlled by women of color? by women of
working-class background or without college training? by women who
are poor?...

it’s a question of which lesbians will lesbian culture honor and
support? whose experience will come to be represented in the books
women will read years from now? whichlanguages will be preserved —

the barbadian-brooklyn english of paule marshall’s characters in
brown girl, brownstones? theworking classinflections of sharon isabell’s
yesterday’s lessons?3

* % ¥ 3

if i taught everyone to talk, future generations would not find a
brooklyn jewish accent unpoetic or comical or hard to understand.

but if someone from the british aristocracy schools our poetic
sensibilities, my voice will never sound classic.4

% % %

the questions extend to include, what kind of consciousness will
women have when they pick up which books in which language repre-
senting whose experience? who will they be, choosing great/not great?...

* o %
...asawoman withaccess to print, ican bring women’s works into the
larger circle of awareness. i know that if [a] book is widely read by
lesbians, and loved, and used to inspire other writings; or is critiqued
and responded to in that often useful way — that’s not how it was,
here’s my story —...some 20 to 50 years from now [it] may be
considered a classic. and conversely, if no one reads it .

in this way i exert some small influence on the makmg of lesbian
culture.sodoany of us withaccess to print, publishers...orin classrooms.

* % F

in talking of classics, then, i mean who, what will come to seem

central to who we become and what our culture becomes.
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and we can’t know these thing yet

though we know that we will become partly through our culture; our
classics will be “chosen” partly because they have made us become....

...as long as we cherish the creativity of ordinary women and
value what women themselves have valued (instead of depending
on a patriarchal and snobbish art establishment to determine value
for us), we center exactly on the passionately egalitarian vision
named in “women’s liberation.”

now if those who control what gets passed on are antagonistic to
this vision and therefore claim that grahn’s language is flat and a bit
rhetorical... or that rich has lost something (clarity of form? compel-
ling imagery) by bringing her work progressively towards clarity of
thought, accessibility to the vast majority; or that walker has unfortu-
nately fallen prey to white feminist manhating...thenrich, grahnand
walker may appear in literary history — if at all — as minor writers.
and since “lesser” writers whose work connected with theirs will be
excluded altogether, none of them will be read in a context of like-
minded peers, and their work will seem eccentric rather than central;
and will become marginal to the culture which passes on.5

conversely, if black and white feminists and lesbians confront —
inlife and in art — the substance of what is between us, historically
and currently, separating as well as joining us, so that a genuine bi-
ormulti-racial antiracist traditionis incorporated into lesbian culture,
then the relationship between meridian and lynn in alice walker’s
meridian; or that between lillian hellman and sophronia in an unfin-
ished woman; will be explored as painful beginnings.

or, when audre lorde tells a room full of women, many lesbians,
many black women... “yoursilence will not protect you,” tears shock
my eyes....

we have seen again and again and again that what women —
lesbians, poor women, women of color — need in order to be repre-
sented, is not special favors, but simply access to information, re-
sources, and space. as asian, native american and chicana lesbians,
and lesbians in the new immigrant cultures — vietnamese, cuban,
haitian, and those yet to come to this country — articulate their
cultures, those of us withaccess to feminist resources can welcome the
opportunity to move on over and expand our circle; or we have
betrayed our best visions.

* % %

...if we remember that some of our people lived — and live —
sexless, in terror, we will be careful to expand protection for sexual
freedom and honesty as we fight to rid our lives of horrible violent
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offensive porn, art, junk, and other things we don’t want around....
and one way to expand protection for sexual freedom is to assert it.
if our culture supports and encourages explicit lesbian sex in our art,
then explicitly sexual art and literature — tee corinne’s work, for
example — will perhaps replace exclusively floral interpretations of
our cunts. june arnold’s sister gin will reverberate for us notonly as a
celebration of female love and middle-aged sexuality and integrity
but also as a depiction of explicit lesbian sexuality; as will this
incredible poem of stephanie byrd’s:

I can feel it in my lips

My ass moves towards warmth

Press warmth upon my buttocks

my breasts

rub my crotch the lips

I am warmed, hot water in a bath

I can feel breath in my throat

I choke up phlegm

Lick my chest, the lips :

Dart in to make me choke again

I can feel sight in my eyes

Push sight into my eyes, the eyelets

I see writhing eyelets clearer

Eat me

Eat me

Eat me

alive®

if we continue to self-define; to value solidarity (to revive another
word with a slightly old-fashioned ring);...then lesbians will read
judy grahn’s a woman is talking to death abitthe way the greeks —they
say — sat around listening to homer. it will be key in our culture, not
just because it is (let’s face it) great, but because the values it
embodies will be our cultural values — and because grahn will have
helped to make them ours. to remember what we do with each other
was called indecent. to redefine indecent.

Have you ever committed any indecent acts with women?

Yes, many. I am guilty of allowing suicidal women to die before my
eyes or in my ears or under my hands because I thought I could do
nothing, I am guilty of leaving a prostitute who held a knife to my
friend’s throat to keep us from leaving, because we would not sleep
with her, we thought she was old and fat and ugly; I am guilty of not
loving her who needed me; I regret all the women I have not slept
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with or comforted, who pulled themselves away from me for lack of
something I had not the courage to fight for, for us, our life, our
planet, our city, our meat and potatoes, our love. These are indecent
acts, lacking courage, lacking a certain fire behind the eyes, which is
the symbol, the raised fist, the sharing of resources, the resistance
that tells death he will starve for lack of the fat of us, our extra. Yes
I'have committed acts of indecency with women and most of them
were acts of omission. I regret them bitterly.”

1. anti-imperialist as well; gertrude stein spoke perhaps more in-citefully than
she intended: “Patriarchal Poetry is the same as Patriotic poetry.”

2. virginia woolf pointed out that dangerous books are often absorbed into the
literary canon as “children’s books” — she cites gulliver’s travels and moby dick;
iwas assigned emily dickinson’s “i’'m nobody” in grade school, and along with
alINY public high school english students, read cather and george eliot (50s and
early 60s). think about lesbian books getting shunted off onto children!
3.seejudy grahn’s “murdering the king’s english,” the introduction to vol. 1 of .
truetolifeadventure stories, ed. grahn (and the stories themselves, many of which
are written in language usually excluded from literature).

4. the first time i heard muriel rukeyser read — she was a large woman with a
loud NY jewish voice — my heart sang; i realized i needed to hear her voice as
ihad needed to hear women’s voices againsta drone of male ones. the implications
of this bear on all oppressed cultures.

5. for example, tillie olsen tells of returning to writing after decades of abstention
and discovering that josephine herbst (an older contemporary and another rare
woman writer on the left) was out of print and virtually unknown; in her day,
tillie reports, jo herbst was as popular and as major a writer as hemingway, or
odets....

6. byrd, in 25 years of malcontent, good gay poets press.

7.grahn, “a woman is talking to death,”reprinted in the work of a common woman.

authors and works originally referred to in this article but omitted when
condensed include: toni morrison (the bluest eye; sula), alice walker (the third life
of grange copeland),aphrabehn, christina rosettie, h.d., maricla moyano (beginning
book), ti-grace atkinson, jan clausen (after touch), lorraine bethel & barbara smith
(eds, conditons: five, the black women's issue), adrienne rich (women and honor: some
notes on lying), susan griffin (woman and nature), monique wittig (les guérilleres),
gloria hull, louise bernikow (ed., the world split open, four centuries of women poets
in england and america), off our backs, heresies, azalea, the ladder, blanche boyd, joan
larkin (housework), elly bulkin (ed., with larkin, of amazon poetry), olga broumas
(beginning with o), sandy boucher (assaults and rituals), jane cooper (maps & win-
dows), mary daly (gyn/ecology), melanie kaye /kantrowitz (we speak in code), tillie
olsen (silences), elinor langer, mitsuye yamada (camp notes and other poems), barbara
grier & coletta reid (eds., the three ladder anthologies), june arnold.
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Cherrie Moraga (#11, 1979)

It’s the Poverty
for Kim
You say to me,
“Take a drive with me
up the coast, babe

and bring your typewriter.”

All the way down the coast

you and she stopped at motels

your typewriters tucked under your free arm
dodging the rain fast to the shelter

of metal awnings, red and white

Iimagine them — you two

snorting brandy in those vinyl rooms
propping your each machine onto an endtable.

This story becomes you

a fiction I invent with my ears
evoking heroism in the first
description of the weather.

I say
my typewriter sticks in the wet.
I have been using the same ribbon
over and over and over again.
Yes, we both agree I could use
a new ribbon. But it’s the poverty
the poverty of my imagination, we agree.
I lack imagination you say.

No. Ilack language.

The language to clarify

my resistance to the literate.
Words are a war to me.
They threaten my family.

To gain the word to describe the loss,
I risk losing everything.

I may create a monster,

the word’s length and body
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swelling up colorful and thrilling
looming over my mother, characterized.
Her voice in the distance

unintelligible illiterate.

These are the monster’s words.
Understand.

My family is poor.

Poor. I can’t afford

a new ribbon. The risk

of this one

is enough

to keep me moving

through it, accountable.

The repetition, like my mother’s stories retold,
each time reveals more particulars
gains more familiarity.

You can’t get me in your car so fast.

You tell me how you’ve learned

to write while you drive

how I can leave my droning machine behind
for all

you care.

I say , not-so-fast

not

S0

fast. The drone

a chant to my ears

a common blend of histories
repeatedly inarticulate.

Not so fast.

I am poorer than you.

In my experience, fictions
are for hearing about,
not living.

”It’s the Poverty” was published in Cherrie Moraga's Loving in the War Years (1983,
South End Press). This is the way it appears in Loving in the War Years.
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Elly Bulkin (#13, 1980)

Racism and Writing
Some Implications for White Lesbian Critics

I

Some months ago I began work on an article entitled “Homophobia
and Heterosexual Feminists.” I had begun the article out of a few
years” accumulated anger at having to deal with homophobia in the
“feminist” world of publishing, teaching, and conferences. I wrote
barely two pages before that title seemed inadequate, and I stuck in
the word “white” before the word “heterosexual.” If I — as a white
lesbian — was so invisible to these white heterosexual feminists, how
much more invisible were lesbians of color. Given the general insen-
sitivity of these writers/editors to women of color regardless of
sexual and affectional preference, insisting that they deal with their
homophobia confronted only part of the problem. Though my con-
cern hereis not their homophobia, it —combined with their racism —
served as a catalyst for my own exploration of racism.

For in nearly every instance of homophobia I planned to cite,
racism was atleastasidentifiable. While The Feminist Press’ Out of the
Bleachers: Writings on Women and Sport distinguishes itself by its total
failure to include material about lesbians, italso contains a paragraph
in which a white woman writer congratulates a Black woman athlete
for speaking not “black lingo,” but “perfectly enunciated formal
English prose.”! The special Frontiers issue “Mothers and Daughters”
and the Feminist Studies one, “A Feminist Theory of Motherhood,”
eachincludes only a single poem written from an identifiable lesbian
perspective and no critical or personal articles about lesbian mother-
hood or co-parenthood at all. Neither contains any work about Third
World mothers.?

Ellen Moers, whose Literary Women: The Great Writers has been
called “a model of feminist criticism”? and gets cited positively at
women’s studies conferences, places lesbians under the heading of
“freaks,”* considers lesbianism one of the “worst scandals” that can
beattributed to a dead woman writer “under the respectable heading
ofliterary scholarship,”®and lets less than adozen lines about Lorraine
Hansberry stand as her sole discussion of Third World women
writers.® And Shakespeare’s Sisters: Feminist Essays on Women Poets, with
the exception of Gloria T. Hull’s two-page discussion of Audre Lorde,
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completely ignores lesbian writers asa forcein contemporary women’s
poetry. At the same time, it holds with stubborn perverseness to its
title, despite the opening sentence of Hull’s survey of Afro-American
women poets: “Black women poets are not “Shakespeare’s sisters’.””
Ifind that my almost invariable initial response to what I read and
whatThearis to theissue of homophobia; then, sometimes right after,
sometimes after a significant time lapse, I become aware of the
existence of racism. At last fall’s The Second Sex Conference: S5imone
DeBeauvoir 30 Years Later, I attended a workshop on women'’s
writing led by Rachel Blau DuPlessis, editor of Feminist Studies, and
Sandra M. Gilbertand Susan Gubar, co-editors of Shakespeare’s Sisters.
While DuPlessis at least specified that she was speaking only about
heterosexual romance, Gilbert and Gubar just spoke as if all women
writers — with the exception of Alice Walker — were both hetero-
sexual and white. Adrienne Rich was mentioned, but not as a lesbian;
Alice Walker was praised, but seen only within the context of a white
‘women’s literary tradition. After some discussion, I objected to the
heterosexism of the presentations and met first with embarrassed
silence and then with the assurance that, of course, they were all well
aware of lesbian writing — it just didn’t happen to receive attention
in these particular papers. Going home on the subway, I realized that
I could well have objected to the white solipsism of the presentations
and didn’t—caughtas I was in theimmediacy of my angerat my own
oppression. The following day, given a chance to speak at an open
mike, I made the connections I had failed to make the day before.

II

I'mention this particular example as neither mea culpa nor simple
success story, but as a way of beginning to look at the dynamics and
socializing factors that interfere with our confronting racism, both in
ourselves and in other white women. For I assume that I/we do not
have to be non-racist in order to be anti-racist. For me this has been a
crucial realization. As a vocal critic of heterosexism, I have been able
toraise my voice confident in theknowledge that my ownactions, my
own words do not reflect that very bias. In taking an anti-racist
position, I can make no such claim. Yet I can hardly wait to take these
positions until the day when I will be free of all I have been taught
about race and when I will no longer reap the benefits of having a
white skin in this particular society. Increasingly, I am aware that
such deferring of anti-racist actions effectively silences me.
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I think it is essential that as white women, as white lesbians, we
break out of that silence, that inaction, that wait for the never-never-
day when we will be blameless enough to speak. In part, I see the
process of doing this as investing with inescapable concreteness the
concept of racism. Rich has written in “Disloyal to Civilization:
Feminism, Racism, Gynephobia”:

The concept of racism itself is often intellectualized by white
feminists. For some, a conscientious, obligatory mention of “rac-
ism-and-classism” allows it to be assumed that deep qualitative
differences in female experience have been taken into account,
where in fact intellectual analysis has been trusted to do the work
of emotional apprehension, which it cannot do. (We all recognize the
same phenomenon where male analyses of sexism are concerned.)
Itis possible to make obeisance to the abstract existence of racism,
even to work politically on issues of immediate concern to black
and Third World women, such as sterilization abuse, out of an
intellectual right-mindedness which actually distances us from the
point where black and white women have to begin together. Thave
more than once felt anger at abstractly “correct” language wielded
by self-described political feminists: a language, it seemed to me,
which sprang from learned analysis rather than from that synthesis
of reflection and feeling, personal struggle and critical thinking,
which is at the core of feminist process.® '

Much of what I have learned about racism comes from my
participation in several anti-racism workshops, a white women’s
anti-racism consciousness-raising group, and a series of meetings on
Black-Jewish relations. Both by recalling my own experience and
listening to those of other white women, I learned how pervasive
racism is in each of us and how it creeps in even when I am most
conscious of avoiding it (perhaps too in this article). Yet exploring my
own memories allows me to begin to undo my racism, to start to rouse
from the inertia it fosters in me. Asked to recall my earliest awareness
that there were differences between people of color and white people,
[ remembered two instances which symbolize for me some of the
complexity of transcending my own racism to take clearly anti-racist
positions. Irecall my immigrant grandmother, who died before I was
6, referring to Black people as “schwartzes,” dropping a word of
Yiddish into a stream of English sentences and thereby impressing on
me without further explanation that “they” (and, by extension, other
people of color) were so alien to my white world that their very
existence could not be acknowledged in my own language. Years
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later, in the mid-fifties,  remember my parents speaking with the simple
superiority of Northern liberals about civil rights for Black people in the
South, and thereby impressing upon me both that prejudice was a
terrible thing and that it could be defined in terms of basic civil rightsand
the intellectual concept of racial equality. For them, racism was floating
around someplace out there — certainly in Birmingham and Little Rock;
and if I only believed in the equality of all people, I would be forever safe
from the corrosion in my grandmother’s message.

In the past few years, I have learned better. I have not, after all,
escaped. Had I not these particular stories of the origins of my racism,
I would have others that would have cut equally deep. The issue, I
think, is not to belabor this reality, but to explore what can, in fact, still
be done in spite of it.

If we haven'’t already done so, I think we need to be involved in
anti-racist c-r groups.” As white women, we need to use supportive
formats developed by women looking at patriarchal oppression and
adapt them so that'-we can look at how we have been taught racist
attitudes and at how we perpetuate them, despite our honest desire
nottodoso.Itseems especially insupportable for those of us whorage
daily against the bias of heterosexuals and insist that they explore
where they’re coming from and do something about it to refuse to
take the same steps with regard to racism. If we were willing to spend
an evening learning how men (and nonlesbian women) oppress us,
we should be willing to devote at least as much time exploring how
and why we function as oppressors — and how we can stop playing
that role or, at the very least, how to minimize it. In doing this we can
learn too how racism circumscribes our own lives.

The other half of this self-education project involves filling the
informational, cultural, political, and general historical gaps left by
years of schooling that either omitted or distorted material about
women/ peopleof color. Dueboth toa flowering of writing by women
of color and to their persistent struggle against racism and sexism to
make their work visible, an increasing amount of it has been pub-
lished during the past few years in both (white) feminist publications
and (nonfeminist) Third World ones. While special focus issues (on
racism, Third World women, Black women) have appeared in the
white feminist press in the past year or so, at least as important has
been the general increase in some publications of writing by women
of color. At the same time, nonfeminist Third World publications
(HooDoo; Callaloo, A Black South Journal of Arts and Letters; Bridge, The
Asian American Perspective; De Colores, Journal of Emerging Raza Phi-
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losophies) have put out issues dealing with Asian American, Blackand
Chicana women, while Freedomways: A Quarterly Review of the Free-
dom Movement has just printed awhole issueabout Lorraine Hansberry.
Oneresult of multiple oppression, Third World women's general lack
of access to financial resources, has drastically limited the number of
Third World feminist publications, though Azalea: A Magazinefor Third
World Lesbians and Sojourner: A Third World Women's Research News-
letter have been appearing on an ongoing basis.

Those of us who have entirely or largely given up reading work
by and/or about men will find a growing amount of woman-focused
material, but ultimately will find it impossible to learn about the lives
of women of color while holding to strictly separatist principles.
Studying historical background alone, we will find the lives of
women of color often linked, at time inextricably, with those of Third
World men: in slavery; in World War II concentration camps built for
Japanese-American citizens; in the government slaughter and forced
settlement “reservations” of Native Americans; in land annexed
(Texasand other Southwestern states) and colonized (Puerto Rico); in
institutions that systematically have scorned the languages, cultures,
and abilities of people of color. As the Combahee River Collective has
written in “A Black Feminist Statement”: “Our situation as Black
people necessitates that we have solidarity around the fact of race.” 1°

Even when the perspective is non-feminist or anti-feminist, work
that explores the general situation of women and men of color and the
dynamics between them can be valuable, in part because it indicates the
obstacles faced by women of color who are — or would be — feminists.
So it can be helpful to read Shantih’s “Native American Issue”; The Black
Scholar’s two special issues on “Blacks and the Sexual Revolution” and
“The Black Sexism Debate”; Sunbury’s American Born and Foreign: An
Anthology of Asian American Poetry; alternate press and mass market
periodicals and books by/for Third World people; and weekly or
daily newspapers focusing on Third World communities. And each
of these contains references to more things to read, listings of lectures
and political and cultural events that are most often open to white
women, if we choose to go. As the world in which women of color
spend each day becomes increasingly three-dimensional to us as
white lesbian-feminists, we move further and further out of the white
enclave of thought and interaction in which most of us live, and begin
toseeits limitations—and its oppressiveness—insharper perspective.

Inaddition, wehaveto begin much moreseriously thanIthink we
have thus far to apply anti-racist criteria to work by other white
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women. In part, I see our failure to do this as an aspect of our larger
failure to be seriously critical, though supportive, of each other’s
work. Too often we are so excited by the appearance of a work that
raises important issues and is positive about (white) lesbians that we
fail to consider the aspects of the book in which the author does not
push far enough in her own consciousness. It is, of course, more
comfortable to do this; none of us likes to be told where we have failed
or not been as successful as we might; we find it difficult to resist
identifying with the writer whose work we criticize (and who per-
haps will then spare us when the critical tables are turned). Yet I think
this approach — which can lead to puffing or sliding over serious
problems because they seem too volatile to discuss — shows little
respect for our ability tolearn and grow asa result of serious criticism.

A few years ago, in an interview I did and then edited, Adrienne
Richreferred toan anthology that “included blacks and other minori-
ties; but women and homosexuals were not included.”" Though it
was certainly not her conscious intent — nor mine in editing the
interview — the wording sets up blacks and other minorities and
womenand homosexuals as separate groups and makes the existence
of Black women or Hispanic lesbians a verbal impossibility. The
appropriate criticism that we received from Flying Clouds as a result
helped sensitize us to the issues involved. A consequence of the
criticism was my own increased ability to monitor my own work for
racistlanguage and assumptions. Talking about criticismin that same
interview, Rich has said: “We need a kind of pointing toward what
isn’t being dealt with, what is creating silences and evasions ... We
don’t explore our capacity until we’re challenged.”

Those of us who feel frustrated by the continual failure of all but
ahandful of nonlesbian women to speak out onissues of homophobia
need to ourselves challenge racism and not leave it to be the task of
women/lesbians of color, one that all too often remains undone if
they are absent. Those of us who automatically flip to the table of
contents or to a book’s index to see if lesbians are included need to
teach ourselves to look automatically for the inclusion of women of
color; if we check whether “homophobia” is in the index, we need to
look for “racism” too. When we edit work, we need to do active
outreach for work by women of color, rather than waiting for them to
take the first step. It is not ok to run a special lesbian issue (as Heresies
has done) that is all white or to acknowledge that “lesbians and
women of colorarenotadequately represented,” as Frontiers hasdone
most recently in an issue devoted to “Who Speaks for the Women'’s
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Movement?” when, in fact, we/they are not represented at all; nor is
itacceptable for Frontiers to run alesbian history issue which includes
a questionnaire response from a Black lesbian and a short perfor-
mance piece by an Asian-American lesbian — who is not included in
the table of contents — as its only recognition of the herstory of
lesbians of color.”® While it is crucial to include work by women of
color, weshould notleaveit to them alone to raise issues of racism and
to explore the implications of any issue for women of color. The
responsibility for doing this lies also with us as white women.

III

As critics —and readers — we must not forget the vital intercon-
nection between words and the everyday of women'’s lives. Minnie
Bruce Pratt makes this connection in her lengthy letter to Chrysalis
protesting Carol Fox Schmucker’s “Has Anyone Read Gone with the
Wind Lately?” which discusses Scarlett O'Hara as “a strong, active, alive
woman with a very healthy self-love” in a novel “filled with powerful
women, including older women who serve as role models.”" At the
end of her article, Schmucker talks briefly about GWTW as a racist
novel, whose author’s “racial consciousness . .. mars her vision” (my
emphasis) but which has, nonetheless, “been kept alive by its appeal
to women.”*® Speaking as a Southern white woman who grew up in
the fifties, Pratt writes:

When the movie Gonewith the Wind came tomy hometown every
four years during my girlhood, I would go down to the Ritz, stare
atthe posters where Vivien swooned againstClark in vivid tempura
colors, pay my 25¢ and go into the theater through the swinging
door to the left of the ticket booth. To the right of the booth was
another door; it led up steep stairs to the balcony where the black
people of the town sat when they came to the movies. Schmucker’s
failure to discuss forthrightly the racism in GWTW makes me think
of that balcony. She cites comments from other sources (A. Rich,
A.F. Scott) to prove that Southern white women have positive
attitudes toward black women and men. She does not pointout that
by 1936, the year of GWTW's publication, black women and men were
still being lynched both in the South and elsewhere (see “Lynching”
in the NY Times Index, 1930-) and that Mitchell reproduces the very
excuses used by lynch mobs to justify their actions. .. In chapter 37,
when Scarlett hears of the rise of Klan activity during Reconstruc-
tion and of the black man murdered by a white “gentleman,”
supposedly in defense of white women, Scarlettis said to feel for the
firsttime “akinship with the peopleabouther.” ... Sheidentifies with
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the determination of the men that the South was “too dear a home-
land tobe turned over toignorant Negroes drunk with whiskey and
freedom.” Mitchell, in writing a “historical” romance that con-
dones the worstactions of racism, actions that continued at the very
time of her writing, evades a struggle with significant moral issues.
She, like her heroine Scarlett, participates in, and agrees with, the
immoral actions of white men. Can we then discuss Mitchell as an
author of a “serious piece of work?” . . . To fail to see that GWTW
offers us a heroine who is reactionary, not revolutionary, to fail to
see in what was Mitchell’s endorsement of racism may have actu-
ally increased or sustained the novel’s appeal to white women
readers, is to continue to accept this racism.®
Pratt continues:

If we read GWTW now, we should consider that this fall people
participating in an anti-Klan rally in Greensboro, North Carolina,
were gunned down by the Klan and six, black and white, were
killed (AP, 11/6/79). A woman who was married to one of the
killers said, “I knew he was in the Klan, but I don’t know what he
did when he left home.” If we are white women, we must ask what
is going on outside our “home,” outside our familiar, accustomed
view. Toanalyze GWT Wasif theracial and sexual attitudes thatare
expressed initnolonger existis to evade amoral responsibility, just
as Margaret Mitchell did.

I have quoted Minnie Bruce Pratt’s letter at such length because
it seems to me to model the type of anti-racist criticism that I think we
—as whitelesbians who are feminists—need to domore of. She takes
her early life and uses it as a means of analyzing racism and filling in
the gapsleft in Schmucker’s description of the white Southern female
response to GWI'W. She incorporates an analysis of the impact of
racism into her evaluation of Scarlett, GWTW as a whole, and the
white Southern response to it, rather than tacking it on as something
of an afterthought, a rather unpleasant fact that must be acknowl-
edged someplace in the article without interfering with its overall
thesis.

Equally important, I think, she has taken the responsibility as a
white woman to “ask whatis going on outside our home,” outside our
familiar, accustomed view.” As a result, she is able to bring to her
analysis thekind of informed critical sense thatallows her to place both
thebookand thearticleina concrete historical context of lynching and
other forms of white terrorism. By having learned that history, she is
abletoapproachracismin terms ofits very real connection to people’s
lives, not as an abstraction which it is somehow “good” to oppose.
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In fact, Minnie Bruce Pratt responded to the Chrysalis article shortly
after the Greensboro killings and while her students were writing their
responses to them. In a letter to me, she wrote about that experience:

One of the older black women in my freshman comp class (in her
forties) delayed and delayed handing in the assignment on the Klan.
She discussed with me how writing about her experience brought
back dreadful memoriesand angerand pain and shedidn’t want tobring
it all up. She finally turned the paper in — it told of her family being
driven off land that they had owned for five generations — and
implied that she had seen her mother raped, perhaps beaten by the
Klan — told of her responsibility as the oldest for hiding the other
children during the Klan visits when her mother pleaded with them
to leave, but they came and searched the house — watching them
tramp through from her hiding place. (December 29, 1979)

Even as this description helps put into perspective both
Schmucker’s article and Chrysalis’ decision to print it, it also under-
scores the extent to which racism and sexism are interconnected.
Whereas the rape of the student’s mother was possible because she
was a woman, the specific attack — the entry of her house by the Klan
— took place only because she was Black. :

I see Pratt’s response to the Schmucker article as emerging from
a consciousness honed by her own openness to the type of concrete
experience she mentions in her letter to me. It emerges, in part, from
what Rich has described as crossing “barriers of age and condition...
sensing our way into another’s skin, if only in a moment’s apprehen-
sion.”” If we accept the premise that writing — our own and others’
— can both reflect and perpetuate racism, if we know — or know of —
women of color who have been deeply hurt by racist writing by white
people, including white lesbian-feminists, the impetus for develop-
ing and applying anti-racist criteria becomes compelling.

v

Whenl first picked up Mary Daly’s Gyn/Ecology: The Metaethics of
Radical Feminism in galleys nearly a year and a half ago, I found myself
in full agreement with her that “the oppression of women knows no
ethnic, national, or religious bounds,” that tis, in short, “planetary.”®
I agreed too that all facets of this oppression should be thoroughly
researched and strenuously opposed. Still, I was concerned with her
use of white Western sources that seemed likely to be, for the most part,
not just sexist but also racist, and about her avoidance of race and class
assubstantiveissues in her chapter on American gynecology. Ultimately
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I felt that her failure to consider the biases in many of her sources and to
explore more than tentatively the ways in which race and class influence
the nature and extent of women’s oppression seriously undercuts the
effectiveness of her argument and the reliability of her research.

I waited patiently for feminist reviews that would, in some way,
reflect my concerns. But, except for Mariana Valverde’s comment in
Canada’s The Body Politic that Daly “is quite insensitive to the pecu-
liarities of ethnic groups and historical periods,” none appeared.?
Instead, review after review in feminist periodicals sounded the same
note. In off our backs, Susanna J. Sturgis wrote:

Gyn/Ecology is written to us, for us, from our experience, about us,
the untamed, the Hags ... Gyn/Ecology, this wonderful, brilliant,
amazing Hysterical book, spins itself beyond the words that Mary
Daly wrote. It is a creation, the work of a revolutionary feminist; it
is a vision of strength and integrity of sisterhood.?

And Susan Leigh Star said in Sinister Wisdom:
This book is the total confluence of method and content, of the
personal and the historical, of the reach for change and the un-
flinching examination of suffering, that I have come to know as
feminism. Where this book is, there is feminism ... 2

The critical word — lesbian feminist variety — was in, and Gyn/
Ecology receded into the recent past as a Great Event in lesbian-
feminist history.

The reviews upset me. Only my discussions with other lesbian-
feminists I know prevent me from discounting my own perceptions —
my own decision not to “gynuflect” — as some sort of craziness on my
part. The issue, it seems to me, goes far beyond the book itself to its
implications for the lesbian community, especially the lesbian writing
community. Will we accept as a veritable sacred text a theoretical
book written by a white lesbian feminist that excludes the concerns
about racism expressed repeatedly by Third World feminists??

Iam, for example, disturbed asIread through the Second Passage
chapters on Indian suttee, Chinese footbinding, and African genital
mutilation by Daly’s almost entirely uncritical use of white Western
sources, nearly all male, and by her failure to acknowledge the racism
both ih passages she quotes in Gyn/Ecology and in those she omits
from her book. Although she finally does discuss the “unabashed”
(172) racism of Dark Rapture: The Sex Life of the African Negro, she
consistently ignores possible racist bias in her focus on the plight of
women (who are, after all, both female and Third World).
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She cites, for instance, the words of Joseph Campbell on Indian
suttee or widow-burning:

In spite of the suffering and even panic in the actual moment of the
pain of suffocation, we should certainly not think of the mental
state and experience of these individuals after any model of our
own more or less imaginable reactions to such a fate. For these
sacrifices were not properly, in fact, individuals at all; that s to say,
they werenot particular beings, distinguished from a class or group
by virtue of any sense or realization of a personal, individual
destiny of responsibility. (116-17)

Daly comments: “I have not italicized any of the words in this
citation because it seemed necessary to stress every word. It is im-
possible to make any adequate comment.” (117) While adequate
comment is certainly difficult to make, Daly consistently focuses in
these chapters on the incredible misogyny of men to the exclusion of
anything else, including the potential racism of her sources. So the
biasinCampbell’s perception of our “reactions,” thereactions of white
Westerners, as innately different from those of Asians slips through
Daly’s pages without comment. I have heard too many Hollywood
and television descriptions of Japanese kamikaze pilots, Chinese
“hordes” invading North Korea, and “fanatically” single-minded
(North) Vietnamese which assume that “life is cheap in the Orient —
they don’t valuelifeas muchas wedo” not to recognize this particular
racist attitude when I read it.

Yet Daly is not through discussing Campbell. She writes:
After describing the live burial of a young widow which took place
in 1818, this devotee of the rites of de-tached scholarship describes
theeventas “anilluminating, though somewhat appalling, glimpse
into the deep, silent pool of the Oriental, archaic soul [emphases
Daly’s].... Whateludes the scholar is the fact that the “archaic soul”
was a woman’s destroyed by Patriarchal Religion (in which heis a
true believer), which demands female sacrifice. (119)

Here her objection is explicitly to the misogyny which is both
clearly present and appalling. But Daly does not confront the other
half of the bias evident in Campbell’s words, which reveal someone
who believes in the stereotype of the “inscrutable Oriental” ( “deep,
silent pool of the Oriental, archaic soul”).

The existence of this racism in Daly’s sources in 1o way mitigates
the woman-hating. ButIdoquestion chapters that cite sourceaftersource
written about women of color by men who are white and Western with
no overall look by the author at what their whiteness, their Western
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background, the racism of their anthropological field, mean in their
reports of these atrocities.

Even more disturbing in certain ways is Daly’s failure to mention
the incredibly blatant racism of American writer Katherine Mayo.
Daly uses Mother India (1927) as a source for her discussion of Indian
child brides who are forced to marry, have intercourse, and bear
children. Daly describes the book by the American writer as “an
excellent work” (119) which occasioned the strenuous attack from
women-hating critics. “Feminist Seekers/Spinsters,” she writes,
“should search out and claim such sisters as Katherine Mayo ... We
must learn to name our truesisters ... . In the process of seeking out these
sister Seekers/Spinsters, it is essential to look at their own writing”
(emphasis Daly’s, 129-30), rather than at their male detractors’.

So Ilooked at Mother India itself. And found Mary Daly doing to
Third World people exactly what she (accurately) charges men of
doing to women. In a reference to a misogynist writer who discusses
Chinese footbinding; Daly says: “The author either concurs in the
erasure or didn’t notice it. All of this boils down to about the same
thing: doublethink or de-tachment from women’s oppression” (144).
In Daly’s non-response to Mayo’s racism, in her wholehearted laud-
ing of her book, we have an analogous phenomenon. Early in her
book, Mayo writes:

The British administration of India, be it good, bad, or indifferent,

- has nothing whatever to do with the conditions above indicated.
Inertia, helplessness, lack of initiative and originality, lack of staying
power and of sustained loyalties, sterility of enthusiasm, weakness
of life-vigor itself — all traits that truly characterize the Indian not
only of today, but of long-past history. All, furthermore, will
continue to characterize him in increasing degree, until he admits
their causes and with his own two hands uproots them. No agency
but a new spirit within his own breast can set him free. 23

Indians are, Mayo says on the next page, “a huge population, mainly
rural, illiterate, and loving their illiteracy” (my emphasis). In Mother
India’s third chapter, “Slave Mentality,” Mayo maintains:
The whole pyramid of the Hindu’s woes, material and spiritual —
poverty, sickness, ignorance, political minority, melancholy, ineffect-
iveness, not forgetting that subconscious conviction of inferiority
whichheforeverbaresand advertisesby his gnawingand imaginative
alertness to social affronts — rests upon a rock-bottom physical base.
This base s, simply, his manner of getting into the world [as offspring
of a child bride] and his sex-life thenceforward [my emphasis].=
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You can “find them,” Mayo concludes the chapter, “at the age when
the Anglo-Saxon is just coming into full glory of manhood, broken-
nerved, low-spirited, petulant ancients; and need you, while this
remains unchanged, seek for other reasons why they are poor and
sick and dying and why their hands are too weak, too fluttering, to
seize or to hold the reins of government?”2

These words were written thirty years before Indian indepen-
dence, after centuries of British rule, and during a decade when
American immigration laws were increasingly being tightened to
keep out Asians and other “non-Anglo-Saxons.” If Mayo’s words are
those of a “true sister,” whom I/we “should search out and claim,”
Daly and I certainly have different standards. While the societally
supported practice that Mayo reveals of taking child brides who are
then forced to have intercourse by their husbands is unquestionably
loathesome, it can hardly explain “the whole pyramid of the Hindu's
woes.” Ido not know, of course, whether Daly read the comments by
Mayo without registering them as racist or whether she consciously
chose not to include them in her discussion of Mother India. But the
result is effectively the same: judgment offered, information pre-
sented, as if racism were beyond notice, beneath mention.

Another kind of “erasure” occurs in Daly’s chapter on American
gynecology, in which she seems to me equally unwilling to admit and
explore the extent to which women of color and poor women of all
races are victims of white male professionals. Repeatedly in this chapter,
Daly has the opportunity to use “graphic and detailed material” to
describe “the horrible physical reality” (150) of the impact on women
of color and poor women of the white, male gynecological establish-
ment. Writing about G. Marion Sims, a nineteenth-century gynecolo-
gist, she says: “He began his life’s work ‘humbly,” performing dan-
gerous sexual surgery on black female slaves housed in a small
building in his yard” (225). In a note at the bottom of the page, she
states: “Mary Smith, an Irish indigent, suffered thirty of his opera-
tions between 1856 and 1859. The black slave Anarcha had suffered
the same number in his backyard stable a decade before” (225). This
information s, in itself, upsetting. Yet that “graphic” detail that Daly
correctly berates male scholars for omitting when writing about
footbinding is conspicuously absent here. Daly’s source, G.J. Barker-
Benfield’s The Horrors of the Half-Known Life: Male Attitudes toward
Women and Sexuality in Nineteenth-Century America, is far more explicit:

Although anesthesia had first been invented at the time (the 1840s),
Sims did notknow of it ... His first patients endured years of almost
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unbelievable agonies ... Sims scoured the countryside for appro-
priate surgical subjects. Significantly, given the need for their
endurance, passivity, and utter helplessness, they were black female
slaves, some of whom Sims bought expressly for his experiments —
thatis, when the owner was skeptical about Sims’ methods. He built
his own private hospital in his backyard to house them. Rumors
circulated in Montgomery that Sims was using human beings as
guinea pigs for his surgical ambitions. The rumors were accurate.
As long as he was in Montgomery, “it was far harder to operate on
white women than on Negroes” because white women were more
ina position to express their will in the relationship with Sims. “The
pain was so terrific that Mrs. H. could not stand it and I was foiled
completely.” So the black slaves served as “adequate material” in
Sims’ “storing” of experience, “finding out more about the appli-
cability of ... silver sutures” until the invention of anesthesia and of
Listerismdissolved theresistance of wealthy white women and Sims
could apply to their bodies the techniques he had perfected on the
bodies of blacks.?”
Daly’s characterization of his practices as “brutal” (225) seems hardly
adequate to describe these sefies of operations done without anesthesia
on women who because of their race and consequent slave status or
their combined poverty and recent immigrant status had no recourse.
I was, quite simply, shocked that, while Daly is perfectly willing to
numb the reader with the agonies of women of color in other coun-
tries, she seems consistently reluctant to do so closer to home.

This pattern of mentioning American women of color and poor
women as gynecological guinea pigs and immediately insisting that their
race and/or class is not pivotal in their selection (or that they are not the
“intended” targets),and then moving ontoa discussion of white middle-
class women ultimately erases race and class as significant. Daly writes:

This blatant statement legitimates the use of women as uninformed
guinea pigs for such drugs as The Pill and the morning-after pill. The
temptationmightbetoimagine thatsuch destructive experimentation
is confined to a particular time (the past) or to particular segments of
the female population (e.g., low-income and nonwhite). While the
latter are victimized in a special way, their “higher-class” sisters are
taken care of in a different way. Thus well-educated (mis-educated)
upper-middle-class women who “willingly” subject themselves (are
subjected) to mutilating surgery and estrogen replacement therapy
are uninformed objects in a refined sense. (my emphasis, 259)

Daly’s use of parallel terms and the verbal speed with which she
moves from poor womenand women of color to middle-class women
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(overwhelmingly white) is remarkable. Her parallel phrases (“in a
special way” and “in a different way”) give equal weight to the
oppression of each group and has the ultimate effect of ignoring the
suffering of women that is determined /affected by their race and /or
degree of economic privilege.

Rather than detailing this suffering, Daly moves on to a string of
statistics which, though informational, lack the immediacy which
concrete examples could bring to her study — and which she is
perfectly willing to use in her discussions of Chinese, Indian, and
African women. Here, as elsewhere in her chapter on American
gynecology, she follows the admission that women of color and poor
women are “targeted” (269) for sterilization only with statistics and
an immediate disclaimer: “It would be simplistic, however,” Daly
writes, “to conclude that poor women are the essential targets of the
intent of gynecological gynocide” (emphasis Daly’s, 270).

Daly’s leveling of difference — even after her brief verbal ac-
knowledgment of it — finds no support in the work done by feminist
healthcare workers and researchers, as reflected in the monthly
health news columns and regular articles in off our backs and other
women'’s periodicals; the publications of such groups as CARASA
(Committeeagainst Restrictions on Abortionand Sterilization Abuse),
CESA (Committee to End Sterilization Abuse), Feminist Alliance
against Rape,and Women Free Women in Prison; the writings of such
Daly sources as Barbara Ehrenreich and Dierdre English; material
listed in the syllabus on Black women'’s healthcare put together by
Beverly Smith; and in other feminist health publications. Since ex-
tensive, thoroughly detailed feminist material demonstrates over-
whelmingly the degree to which women of color and poor women of
all races are used as medical guinea pigs in ways that (predominantly
white) middle- and upper-class women are not, I fail to understand
why Daly chooses not to document their sufferings in this chapter. I
cannot help but wonder about the connection between the absence of
serious recognition of this situation and the validity of Daly’s contention
that “the potential object of such studies is Everywoman” (259).

I find that the erasures in Daly’s book ultimately form a pattern.
For that reason, I think it worthwhile to consider these many examples.
They are not isolated, random omissions. Daly writes with regard to
male scholarship of how “pattern-detecting — the development of a
kind of positive paranoia —is essential for every feminist Searcher, so
that she can resist the sort of mind-poisoning to which she must
expose herself in the very process of seeking out necessary informa-
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tion” (125). While we should follow her advice and develop “pattern-
detecting” with regard to all forms of gynocidal patriarchy, we
should also consistently apply such criteria, as she does not, with
regard to racism and classism. They too are forms of “mind-poison-
ing.” The kind of overall pattern that I detect in Gyn/Ecology, one that
can only be described accurately as racist, compels, I think, a re-

evaluation of the book as a whole.

v

If, as white feminists, we prefer to ignore the pervasiveness of
racist oppression in the lives of women of color and to see women —
or lesbians alone — as a fairly homogeneous group, our preference
emerges directly from our white-skin privilege. If I can go through a
whole day without a sharp awareness of racism, if I can put together
— or think someone else can put together — a viable piece of feminist
criticism or theory whose base is the thought and writing of white
women/lesbians and expect that an analysis of racism can be tacked
on or dealt with later as a useful addition, it is a measure of the extent
to which I partake of that white privilege.

We need instead writing/ criticism that signals that we have been
listening to women of color and understanding what they experience.
Examples of racist incidents abound. My morning paper carries an
article about two white California men convicted of randomly killing
adeaf Blackmanbecause they hadn’t shota deer on their hunting trip;
the white woman who had accompanied them had already been
convicted of second-degree murder. In the course of their spree, one
of the convicted men “tried to shoot at three black men standing by a
truck, but their rifle misfired. He then tried to shoot a young black
woman in the face ... but missed at point-blank range.”? Spared by
luck, the young woman was clearly a victim of racism, not of gynocidal
patriarchy (though, perhaps on another day, that too will target her).
Shejusthappened tobeawoman. Her raceand her near-victimstatus,

-however, were no accident. Nor was the slain Black man saved be-
cause of his male sex. The incident has its countless parallels in
communities of people of color all over the United States — and,
where white people have power, elsewhere in the world. Truly a
planetary phenomenon.

The interconnectedness of oppressions — rather than their “hier-
archy” —in thelives of women of color gets stressed in the Combahee
River Collective’s “A Black Feminist Statement”:
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We ... often find it difficult to separate race from class from sex

oppression because in our lives they are most often experienced

simultaneously. We know that there is such a thing as a racial-

sexual oppression which is neither solely racial nor solely sexual,

e.g., the history of rape of black women by white men as a weapon

of political oppression.*
The development of feminist theory and criticism by white women
thatincorporates this type of ongoing recognition of the role of racism
inthelives ofall women of colorand of economic powerlessness in the
lives of the vast majority of them is a requisite for truly empowering
ourselves as feminists. We can, of course, see this kind of inclusion in
negative terms — we don’t want to oppress women of color. But we
can see it far better as a positive step that underscores a healthy
growth and complexity in a feminist vision of change for all women,
not just for white middle-class ones.

VI
It might be helpful, in attempting to develop such an anti-racist
approach, to begin to work out a list of guideline questions that,
although open-ended, can help us formulate a critical position to-
ward what we write and what we read. I developed the following
specifically with non-fiction prose and collections of prose in mind,
though it would be important also to formulate such questions in
relationship to other genres and collections. Though my list is neces-
sarily incomplete, I hope it will serve as a starting point in the de-
velopment of a comprehensive one:
Representation
— To what extent are works included by women of color who
represent different racial and cultural backgrounds?
— Are women of color represented by work dealing with race
and racism and with topics not primarily focused on race (rela-
tionships with family, sexuality, work, aging, etc.)?
— Does work by white women consider the implications of their
subjects for women of color? ;
Audience
— Does the writer make any assumptions about the race of her
audience and, if so, what implications do they have for women
~of color?
Language
— Does she use terms connecting “black” to evil and negativity
(blacklist, blackout, black sheep; “it wasablack day for her when
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her mother died”) and “white” to goodness and innocence
(white lie, whitewash)?
— Does she use terms to describe people of color that assume
whiteness to be the norm (i.e., nonwhite)?

Critical Attitudes/Assumptions
— Does she give equal value to women of color and white women?
— When she speaks about “women,” “lesbians,” “feminists,” are
her statements applicable to white women and women of color?
— Does she recognize the differences in experience between
women of color and white women?
— Does she recognize differences among various racial and
cultural groups (i.e., Puerto Ricans, Chicanas, Cuban-Ameri-
can) and among individual members of each group?
— Does she consider the class implications of being a woman of
color in a country where white people/men have the economic
power? ;
— Does she incorporate race and racism into her analysis/
evaluation or simply mention/list it?
— Does she acknowledge the effect of race and /or class privilege?
— How does she perceive women of color who have defined
their political commitment in terms of their own Third World
community /people?
— Does she show an awareness of the impact of racism on men
of color?
— Does she show an understanding and knowledge of the
historical framework in which racism has developed and of the
histories of different groups of people of color in this country?
— Does she show an awareness of her own limitations asa white
woman in discussing women of color and racism?
— How does she view women of color who do not speak
“standard” (white, middle-class) English?

Sources
— Has she considered the racial and cultural background of the
author of any sources she has used in terms of possible racial bias?
— Do her sources accurately reflect the experiences and percep-
tions of women/people of color?
— Has she used sources written by women of color (and men of
color if she is using male sources) and observed any differences
in approach and perception between Third World and white
sources?
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— Has she been creative and persistent in finding sources
reflecting the experience of women of color when such sources
were not immediately available to her?

— Does she show an awareness of work done in her field by
women of color and include that work in her bibliography?

VII

I 'am certainly under no illusion that developing and applying
such criteria is a simple matter. AsI venture out in the guise of an anti-
racist critic, I cannot help but know how open to counterchargeIleave
myself —by white women expressing their own anti-racist concerns
and perhaps seeing far more clearly than I; by women of color who
understand the issues as I cannot and will necessarily see me as
“representing the group” oppressing them.? Their right — their ob-
ligation — to raise their own criticism of what I say or fail to say is
undeniable. It emphasizes, in fact, the crucial issue of accountability.
On all levels, the options are clear: to remain passive and silent or to
act with the awareness that doing so'is a necessary business.

The option to speak out now finds support in recent anti-racist
writing by other white lesbians: Carol Ann Douglas’ “Impressions
and Confessions about Racism”; Deb Friedman’s ”Rapé, Racism and
Reality”; Minnie Bruce Pratt’s letter to Chrysalis; Adrienne Rich’s
“Disloyal to Civilization: Feminism, Racism, Gynephobia”; Mab
Segrest’s “Southern Women Writing: Toward a Literature of Whole-
ness”; the contributions of white women to Top Ranking: A Collection
of Essays on Racism and Classism in the Lesbian Community .3 And be-
hind them stand the anti-racist poetry of Muriel Rukeyser, the essays
and fiction of Lillian Smith, the novels of Jo Sinclair.®

As feminists standing outside the patriarchal worldview, as
lesbians standing outside the circle that all but the exceptional non-
lesbian has drawn about herself, we have learned much about the
chasm between intentions and acts. As feminists, as lesbians, as
white-skinned people in a racist society, we can read Adrienne Rich’s
words from several perspectives:

I try to understand
he said

what will you undertake
she said

will you punish me for history
he said

132



what will you undertake
she said

Put in a context other than its original one, but still framing a
dialogue between oppressor and oppressed, her poem can be seen to
ask us — as white lesbian-feminists committed to anti-racism — the
most basic of questions: What will we undertake?

A Note about Language: Throughout my article I use the terms “Third World
women” and “women of color” interchangeably as positive terms adopted by
such women themselves. I find myself in something of a politico-linguistic
transition period: usage of “women of color” is increasing, though it is still used
more by feminists in the Western U.S. than in the East, where I live. Perhaps in
a few years we will have a more generally agreed-upon term. In addition, it is
important to recognize that “women of color,” especially Latina women — who
belong to no single racial group — can be a white-skinned as I am, while still
being victims of racism. My characterization of other women and myself as
“white” refers, in fact, toa complicated intersection of racial and ethnic identity.
The term “Third World” on the other hand seems to imply the priority of “first”
and “second” worlds in which white people form the majority. Though it is not
my subject, I think it important within the framework of my topic to acknowl-
edge the complexity of the language I/we use.
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And Brazil Danced with Africa, 1972
Max Dashu (#33, 1987)
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Linda Jean Brown (#13, 1980)

Dark Horse: A View of Writing and
Publishing by Dark Lesbians*

(Revised 1991, © 1991 LJB)

During these past four years (1976-1980), dark lesbian writers have
madeadefinite impact on womyn’s literature.I would use, as my first
priority, dark womyn who are lesbians who are writers. This is of
major importance. There are many dark womyn writers whose work
appears, but readers are left wondering whether or not a particular
womon is a lesbian. Being a lesbian in society today (still) is not an
accepted fact of life. Dark womyn are already the targets of the most
serious oppressions aimed at any segment of society. It stands to
reason that they may be the least eager to present themselves as
lesbians. Or to present that part of their work which is womon-
identified. They sometimes feel safe exploring themselves in a par-
ticular small community or circle of friends where trust has already
been established. But, for many womyn, the thought of nation-wide
(or even city-wide) exposure is still very threatening. This is particu-
larly true for writers who are working in isolated situations.

Not coming from the privileged roots of the early white lesbian
writers, dark womyn have to struggle towrite and live as dark people,
and also as womyn. Perhaps the struggle to write as open lesbians, as
well, was too great.

While it may be easier, nowadays, for dark womyn to write, the
politics of publishing remain another matter. Dark lesbians, gener-
ally, have few resources to produce our work. Publishing costs $$$
(for typesettting, printing, graphic & layout work). You must have a
good distributor — to contact bookstores; to collect and pay fees, bills
— or have the time, knowledge and resources to do this indepen-
dently. Most dark womyn work full time at another job in order to
eat, pay rent, stay clothed. The economic situation of dark people
dictates this as a way of life. There is little time to undertake produc-
tion and distribution.

" A “dark horse” candidate in the political arena is one who comes frombehind,
unexpectedly building support, ultimately winning the race.
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In the past few years, existing womyn’s and lesbian-oriented
publications have produced “special” issues devoted to the work of
dark womyn. The things featured in these “special” issues have been
wonderful to see and read. But, after the issue has been circulated,
womyn whose workisincluded arerarely heard from again. Publish-
ers don’t retain commitments to the dark womyn writer to publish
their work again — or to share the profits ($$$ or otherwise). These
publishers seem to feel they have “done their part” by producing the
“special” issue in the first place. In addition, the politics of having to
(inmost cases) giveup control —artisticand otherwise— of the work,
have had a substantial number of articles and creative work by dark
womyn accepted for publication, whose major bodies have ended up
on the floors of editing rooms: Edited by publishers (who possibly do
not understand the message or focus of the work), for “clarity.”
Nothing really changes.

Dark lesbian literature speaks of cultural identification and
celebration. :

Poetry, following the oral and rhythmic traditions, is what dark
lesbians are writing most of these days. The imagery, tone, color and
freedom of poetry may appeal more, at this time, to dark womyn than
other styles of writing. Cultural and linguistic traditions have deep
roots in poetic style.

Performing written work (readings, theatre) is also an area where
dark lesbians are heavily concentrated. The excitement of combining
the written, oral and visual goes beyond definitions of art and
performance — letting the audience become celebrants, as well.

However, the performing aspect of dark womyn'’s literary
achievement is often praised, while the literary merit is ignored. The
performance of a particular individual or group is lauded with words
that have a condescending twist — that play heavily on racist stereo-
types of dark people being talented only at “dancing and singing,” or
having to do with our sense of “natural rhythm.”

While poetry and performance may be the easiest things to see
right now, there are a substantial number of dark lesbians who are
novelists, critics, journalists, political theorists, and playwrights.

Ann Allen Shockley is the first dark lesbian — who admits to
being so — who has published a novel, to date (Ann Allen Shockley,
Loving Her, Avon, 1978).

Writing and performing groups and work collectives have been
formed by dark womyn to deal with the different aspects of writing/
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publishing. A partial list follows, based on my knowledge, being
centered in the northeastern USA. The network is new, and developing.

Writing and Performing Groups
Naps, Black lesbian performing ensemble, NYC.
Flamboyant Ladies Theatre Co., Bklyn, NY.
Study Group on Black Lesbians, NYC.

Political Groups with Newsletters/Position Papers
Lesbians of Color Caucus newsletter, Seattle, Washington.
Lesbians of Color Newsletter, San Diego, CA.
Salsa-Soul Sisters, 3rd World Women's Gayzette, Flushing, NY.
Combahee River Collective, Cambridge, Mass.
Committee for the Visibility of the Other Black Woman, NJ.
National Coalition of Black Gays, Columbia, MD.

Publications
Azalea: a magazine for 3rd World Lesbians, quarterly, NYC.
Jemima: From the Heart, poems, Bklyn, NY.

Brown Sister, publication by dark womyn, includes writing by
dark lesbians, Wellesley College, Wellesley, MA. :

Conditions: Five, the Black Women'’s Issue, includes writing by Black
lesbians, edited by Black lesbian-feminists, Barbara Smithand Lorraine
Bethel, Bklyn, NY.

Joan Gibbs, Between a Rock and a Hard Place, poetry and a prose
piece, February 3rd Press, NYC, 1979.

Robin Christian, Lady, These Are for You, poems, NYC, 1978.

Rose Marulanda, Toni /| A New Day | Death, poems, Bklyn, NY.

Linda Brown, To Be More Reul, poems, NYC, 1976; Kiwi, journal,
Iridian Press, NYC.
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Sarah Lucia Hoagland (#15, 1980)

Violence, Victimization, Violation”

Eminists first focused on overt violence against wimmin in pornog-
raphy and rape— the rapidly increasing imagery of dismemberment,
slaughter, cannibalism in porn, the widespread male linguistic and
conceptual merging of violence and sex, the predictable increase of
assault and mutilation — in response to the heterosexist charge that
if wimmin were liberated from our prudish backgrounds, we would
apprec1ate explicit sexual material and would be bedded by an

“appropriate” male. We distinguished between feminism and the
malesexual revolution with thelatter’s elemental premise of access to
wimmin on demand and its consequent absolution of male respon-
sibility and commitment. As we clarified the basic hatred and fear of
wimmin which pornography and rape express, we accepted the
traditional liberal male distinction between erotica and porn, ex-
plaining that material displaying wimmin sexually to arouse men
was OK so long as it contained no hint of physical abuse and violence.
Violence is the key, we said. And we determined to take back the
night. Finally, in an effort to reach out to less aware, less honest, less
afraid, less safe and/or less committed wimmin, many have simpli-
fied the issues and simply focused on violence.

Ithink the simplification as well as the focus erroneous. We must
ask why violence against wimmin is such an integral part of society;
why it is expected that men will maim, rape, batter, mutilate, torture
and murder wimmin; why rape, wife-beatingand “incest” areignored
while wimmin who fight back face the full brutality of the system.
Pornography is violent; but its violence stems from male objectifica-
tionand victimization of wimmin. We are displayed legs apart, cunts
open, arms out of the way, breasts posed, ears accessible, and mouths
ready for male “pleasure.” Objectified, we are objects whose function
istobeacted uponby men—objects of male pleasure, pain, anger, joy,
titillation, aggression, love,2and hatred ... targets of male “attention.”
Straight porn exists to portray the objectification of wimmin, and it is

* This material has been included in Sarah Hoagland’s book, Lesbian Ethics: To-
ward New Value, published by the Institute of Lesbian Studies, P.O. Box 60242,
Palo Alto, CA 94306.
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even more blatant in so-called lesbian porn.? We are the targets at
which they aim to get in some mood or other and then relieve
themselves. Thus men do things tous and for us and at us and against
us but never with us. As a result of objectification, female autonomy,
integrity, independence, are invisible, conceptually non-existent. In
their place menassert our victim status, and violence against wimmin
follows ipso facto.

Objectification s violence, a violation of integrity, wholeness, and
it leads to more violence; but it is important to acknowledge that
objectification is not always obviously violent; it is not limited to
physical assault, dismemberment, maiming and death. When we
focus on explicitly and overtly violent material and on the physical
violence of rape, we fail to acknowledge the full extent of the control
men claim over us; we fail to admit that institutionalized heterosexu-
ality is key in the maintenance of male supremacy. Over the centuries
men have clothed male domination and authority in the rhetoric of
romanceand protection. Wesee only themostblatant of their violations
as violence against us.4

Protection objectifies just as does predation, and violates our
space.® Paternalism operates to legitimize domination and establish
control “for our own good.” To protect us men do things to us and at
us, and if they act “for” us, it is to create the ideology of special
protection for wimmin and affirm our victim status: To be protected
we must first be in danger. Thus it is in the interest of protectors that
there be predators;¢ for men to maintain the conceptual framework in
which they can see themselves as protectors, they must establish and
maintain an atmosphere in which wimmin are in danger; they must
create our victim status. To maintain the ideology of special protec-
tion of wimmin, men have portrayed wimmin as helpless, defense-
less, innocent — victims, targets. And when we step out of the
feminine role, becoming active and guilty, it is a mere matter of logic
that men step up overt physical violence against us to reaffirm our
victim status. When they cannot control us through protection, the
safety valve they have to fall back on is overt violence, predation.” But
protection violates wimmin just as much as predation. Through
institutional heterosexuality, men cast themselves as protectors.

If we focus on obvious violence against wimmin in pornography
and rape rather than the fundamental objectification of wimmin
essential to predationand protection, we will be increasingly tempted
to turn to male protection, institutional and random: police protec-
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tion, the use of men who see themselves as protectors, the fairytale
father protector, increased laws on rape, violence and censorship for
men to (selectively) enforce, neighborhood male vigilantes, the use of
men in anti-porn and take-back-the-night campaigns. We will be
more likely to use Playboy money to fund battered wimmin’s shel-
ters, child advocates and rape crisis lines. And we will be tempted to
believe men are essential to our well-being. If we focus on obvious
violenceagainst wimmin, it will become increasingly difficult to fight
institutional cooptation of feminism and maintain conceptual au-
tonomy from conservatives who are concerned with pornography
and rape in their efforts to return to “sexual purity.” If we focus on
violence against wimmin, we will forget that our victimization forces
us to turn to men, and then asking for protection becomes an accept-
able alternative. The essential function of the propaganda of por-
nography is objectification. The essential function of the propaganda
of protection is also objectification. They both are tools which render
wimmin victims, violate our integrity, fix us in male vision. Porn/
rape (predation) and protection emerge from the same ideology, and
it is a matter of indifference to the successful maintenance of male
supremacy which of the two we fall for.

If feminists focus on obvious violence against wimmin, rape and
porn appear simply to be the results of some mens’ actions who have
been “conditioned” by asexistsociety to vent “abnormal” but tolerated
male aggression against wimmin. If, on the other hand, we focus on
the objectification and victimization of wimmin, it becomes clear that
rape and porn (predation) together with protection are tools men use
to enforce female heterosexuality. Taking back the night only from
predators reinforces our victimization. Taking back the night from
predators as well as protectors challenges the rule of the fathers and
the forced alliance of wimmin with men.

Notes:

1. My thanks and love to Julia Penelope for helpful suggestions on an earlier
draft of this piece.

2. The violence and death worship of Eros and of male erotic love is epitomized
by Cupid’s arrow. In Greek literature and in the Bible, Eros is a total taking and
subsequent loss of identity in contract with Agape, a total giving (allegedly
motherly love). Neither include Philia, companionship and “brotherly” love.
The complete removal of giving and of companionship from erotic love in male
thought betrays the poverty of the male concept of sexuality as well as of the
concept of erotic “love” altogether.
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3. There is now a slick, glossy monthly porn magazine coming out of England
concerned exclusively with so-called lesbians, Lesgirls.

4. To violate is to rape; violate and violence share the Indo-European root, *wei-,
which means “vital force.” *Wei- is possibly related to wiros which means “man”
according to the editor of The American Heritage Dictionary, and appeared in Old
English and Frankish as werewolfe while appearing Latin (vir) as virile. Also the
editor thinks the latter relates to curia or court if it is regarded as deriving from
co-vir which means “men together.” Apparently, the vital force of men together,
particularly virility in their courts, is violence and violation (rape) following the
practice of werewolves.

5. While children are often protected, the protection is allegedly provided so
they can have space to grow up and learn to take care of themselves. No such
expectations surround the conceptual basis of protected wimmin.

6. In fact most often protectors are themselves predators: Husbands more often
beat their wives than strange wimmin, and fathers are more likely to rape their
daughters than strange girls.

7. For example, prior to the Shah’s overthrow, Iranian men attacked feminist
wimmin broadcasting a wimmin’s program in order to “defend femininity” —
punishing feminists and driving other Iranian wimmin to men for protection.
The Ayotollah’s men continue the same policy, attacking wimmin who refuse
the veil.

Jerusha (#13, 1980)
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Susan Chute (#15, 1980)

Backroom with the Feminist Heroe