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tired. From the ceiling over my bed
troubles spin down on growing threads.
Only promise if you do get too weary,
take a bank president to lunch,

take a Rockefeller with you. Write
your own epitaph and say it loud.

This life is a war we are not yet
winning for our daughters’ children.
Don't do your enemies’ work for them.
Finish your own.
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Lesbianism: an Act of Resistance
Cheryl Clarke

For a woman 1o be a lesbian in a male-supremacist, capitalist, misog
ynist, racist, homaophobic, imperialist culture, such as that of Nosth
America, is an act of resistance. (A resistance that should be chaunpi-
oned throughout the world by all the forces struggling (or liberation
from the same slave master.] No matter how a woman lives out her les-
bianism — in the closet, in the state legislature, in the bedroom - she has
rebelled against becoming the slave master's concubine, viz. the male-
dependent female, the female heterosexual. This rebellion is danger-
ous business in patriarchy. Men at all levels of privilege, of all classes
and colors have the potential to act out legalistically, moralistically.
and violeritly when they cannot colonize women, when they cannot
circumscribe our sexual, productive, reproductive, creative preroga-
tives and energies. And the lesbian - that woman who, as Judy Grahn
says, “has taken a woman lover™ - has succeeded in resisting the slave
masler’s imperialism in that one sphere of her life. The lesbian has
decolonized her body. She has rejected a life of servitude implicit in
Western, heterosexual relationships and has accepted the potential of
mutuality in a lesbjan relationship — roles notwithstanding.

Historically, this culture has come to identify lesbians as women,
who over time, engage in a range and variety of sexual-emotional rela-
tionships with women. I, for one, identify a woman as a lesbian who
says she is. Lesbianism is a recognition. an awakening, a reawakening
of our passion for each {woman] other {woman] and for same {woman).
This passion will ullimately reverse the heterosexual imperialism of
male culture. Women, through the ages, have fought and died rather
than deny that passion. In her essay. “The Mcaning of Our Love for
Women Is What We Have Constantly to Expand™ Adrienne Rich states:

_. .Before any kind of feminist movement existed, or could cxist,
lesbians existed: women who loved women, who refused to com-
ply with behavior demanded of women, who refused o define
themselves in relation to men. Those women, our foresisters, mil-
lions whose names we do nol know, were torlured and burned as
witches. slandered in religious and later in “scientilic” tracts, por-
trayed in art and literature as bizarre, amoral, destructuive, deca-
dent women. For a long time, the leshian has been a personification
of feminine evil.




Lesbians have been forced 1o live between two cultures, both
malc-dominated, each of which has denied and endangered our
existence.. . . Heterosexual, patriarchal culture has driven lesbians
into secrecy and guilt, often to self-hatred and suicide 2 Y

The evolving synthesis of lesbianism and feminism - two women-
centered and powered ideologies - is breaking that silence and
secrecy. The following analysis is offered as one small cut against that
stone of silence and secrecy. It is not intended to be original or all-
inclusive. I dedicate this work to all the women hidden from history
whose sulfering and triumph have made it possible for me to call my
name out loud.* ’

The woman who embraces lesbianism as an ideological, political,
and philosophical means of liberation of all women from heterosexual
tyranny musl also identify with the world-wide struggle of all women
to end male-supremacist tyranny at all levels. As far as | am con-
cerned, any woman who calls herself a feminist must commit herself
to the liberation of all women from coerced heterosexuality as it
manifests itself in the family, the state, and on Madison Avenue. The
lesbian - feminist struggles for the liberation of all people from patri-
archal domination through heterosexism and for the transformation
of all socio-political structures, systems, and relationships that have
been degraded and corrupled under centuries of male domination.

However, there is no one kind of lesbian, no one kind of lesbian
behavior, and no one kind of lesbian relationship. Also there is no one
kind of response to the pressures that lesbians labor under 1o survive
8s lesbians. Not all women who are involved in sexual-emotional
relationships with women call themselves lesbians or identify with
any particular lesbian community. Many women are only lesbians to
a particular communily and pass as heterosexuals as they traffic
among cnemies. (This is analogous lo being black and passing for
white with only one’s immediate family knowing one's true origins.}
Yet. those who hide in the closet of heterosexual presumption are
sooner or later discovered. The "nigger-in-the-woodpile” story retells
itself. Many women are politically active as lesbians, but may fear
holding hands with their lovers as they traverse heterosexual turf.
{This response to heterosexual predominance can be likened 1o the
reaction of the black student who integrates a predominately white
dormitory and who fears leaving the door of her room open-when she

- “Lwould ke to give partn ular acknowledgment 10 the Combaher River Collectives
A Black Fenuost Statement’ Recause this document espouses struggeling aganst
tacml e nual heterosexual, and o lass oppression T it has become o mamiesta of racheal

femunist thought acthion and practice

like & smoked clam; when your friends misunderstand

your books and your enemies

understand them far too well ; -

when you lie alone on the sharp stones of unspoken
retorts fallen in the ravine of garrulous night

in the canyon of echoes where the dead

whisper reproaches : when you are empty of words,
& worm in your own apple,

ignore, ignore that death murmuring at your ear
like a lover far too pretty for you, whose attentions
flatter you, and how people will talk,

you will show them yet if you

but turn your head. Ignore those soft

shapes from the stone cold fog

welling from the back of the throat.

He is not pretty, that boy, only well
advertised. Give your enemies nothing.
Let our tears freeze to stones

we can throw from catapults.

Death is their mercenary, their agent.
He seduces you for hire.

After your death he will pander

your books and explain you.

I know we can’t make promises.

Every work pushed out through the jagged
bottleneck sewer of the industry

is a defeat, mutilated before it’s born.

My faucets drip at night too. I wake



20

Memo §0: Alta, Margaret Alwood, Olga Broumas, Diane
Dilrima. Miriam Dyak, Judy Grahn, Susan Griffin, June JOljdlm,
Fave Kicknosway, pMaxine Kumin, Denise Levertov, Karen Lindsey,
Au;lrv borde, Mary Mackey, Honor Moore, Robin Morgan,

Adrienne Rich, Sonia Sanchez, Kathleen Spivack, Alice Walker,

and all the rest of us female poets

Subject: Alternatives to what has become expected

When living resembles airport food;
when Lhe morning paper hands you Chile

wilh the throat slit; the black children of South

Afrira wounded thrashing like fish in a basket,

bload on asxphall the sun dries; when your last lover
announces her conversion to the Reverend Moon o
explaining how your impure body impeded her pure mind;
when Lhe second to last lover publishes

his novel in which you sprawl with your legs

spread saying all those things he alway's

wanted you lo say, garish scenes you will have

{o live with as if you had lived them

like u candid snap of you

on Lhe loilet for the next {wenty years;

when your daughter elopes with an FBI accountant
stealing your only eredit card ; when your son

<hoots sugar and shil; when disdain

mounts you on a colored toothpick

-

plays gospel music.) There is the woman who engages in sexual
emotional relalionships with women and labels hersell bisexual [This
is comparable to the Afro-American whose skin-color indicates her
mixed ancestry yet who calls hersell “mulatto” rather than black )
Bisexual is a saler label than leshian, for it posits the possibility of a
relationship with a man, regardless ol how infrequent or non-existent
the female bisexual’s relationships with men might be. And thea these
is the lesbian whois a lesbian anywhere and everywhere and whaisin
direct and constanl confrontation with heterosexual presumption,
privilege, and oppression. {Her struggle can be compared to that of the
Civil Rights activist of the 1960's who was out there on the streets for
freedom, while so many of us viewed the action on the television )
Wherever we, as lesbians, fall along this very generalized political
continuum, we must know that the institution of heterosexuality isa
die-hard custom through which male-supremacist institutions insuie
their own perpetuity and control over us. Womien are kept. main-
tained, and contained through terror, violence, and spray of semen. It
is profitable for our colonizers o confine our bodies and alicnate us

- from our own life processes as it was profitable for the European to

enslave the African and destroy all memory of a prior freedom and
self-determination - Alex [laley notwithstanding. And just as the
foundation of Western capitalism depended upon the North Atlantic
slave trade, the system of patriarchal domination is bultressed by the

subjugation of women through heterosexualily. So. patriarchs must

extoll the boy-girl dyad as "natural” to keep us straight and comphiant
in the same way the European had to extoll Caucasian superiority 1o
justify the African slave trade. Against thatl historic backdrop, the
woman who chooses o be a lesbian lives dangerously.

As a member of the largest and second most oppressed group ol
people of color, as a woman whose slave and ex-slave foresisters sul-
fered some of the most brutal racisl, male-supremacist imperialism in
Western history, the black lesbian has had 1o survive also the psychic
mutilation of heterosexual superiority. The black leshian is coerced
into the experience of institutional racism - like every other nigger in
America — and must suffer as well the homophobic sexism of the
black political community, some of whom seem to have forgotien so
soon the pain of rejection, denial, and repression sanctioned by racist
America. While most political black lesbians do not give a damn #f
white America is negrophobic, it becomes deeply problematic when
the contemporary black political community [another male-
dominated and male-identified institution) rejects us because of oul
commilment to women and women's liberation. Many black male
members of that community seem still not o understand the historic




connection between the oppression of African peoples in North
America and the universal oppression of women. As the women'’s
rghts activist and abolitionist, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, pointed out
during the 185('s, racism and sexism have been produced by the same
animal, viz. "the white Saxon man . b

Gender oppression (i.e. the male exploitation and control of
women's productive and reproductive energies on the specious basis
of a biological difference) originated from the first division of labor,
viz. that between women and men, and resulted in the accumulation
of private property, patriarchal usurpation of *mother right” or matri-
lineage, and the duplicitous, male-supremacist institution of hetero-
sexual monogamy (for women only). Sexual politics, therefore, mirror
the exploitative, class-bound relationship between the white slave
master and the African slave - and the impact of both relationships
{between black and white and woman and man) has been residual
beyond emancipation and suffrage. The ruling class white man had a
centuries-old model for his day-to-day treatment of the African slave.
Before he learned to justify the African's continued enslavement and
the ex-slave's continued disfranchisement with ‘arguments of the
African’s divinely ordained mental and moral inferiority to himself [a
smokescreen for his capitalist greed) the white man learned, within
the structure of heterosexual monogamy and under the system of
patriarchy. torelate to black people - slave or free — asa man relates 1o
a woman, viz. as property, as a sexual commodity, as a servant, as a
source of free or cheap labor, and as an innately inferior being.

Although counter-revolutionary, Western heterosexuality, which
advances male-supremacy, continues to be upheld by many black
people, especially black men, as the most desired state of affairs
between men and women. This observation is borne out on the pages
of our most scholarly black publications to our most commercial black
publications, which view the issue of black male and female relation-
ships through the lens of heterosexual bias. But this is to be expected,
as historically heterosexuality was one of our only means of power
over our condition as slaves and one of two means we had al our
disposal to appease the while man.

Now, as ex-slaves, black men have more latitude to oppress black
women, because the brothers no longer have to compete directly with
the white man for control of black women's bodies, Now, the black
man can assume the “master” role, and he can attempt to tyrannize
black women. The black man may view the lesbian — who cannot be
manipulated or seduced sexually by him —in much the same way the
white slave master once viewed the black male slave, viz. as some per-
verse caricature of manhood threatening his position of dominance
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the european-american tradition, this need is satisfied by certain
proscribed erotic comings-together. These occasions are almost
always characterized by a simultaneous looking away, a
pretense of calling them something else, whether a religion, a fit,
mob violence, or even playing doctor. And this misnaming of
the need and the deed give rise to that distortion which results
in pornography and obscenity — the abuse of feeling.

When we look away from the importance of the erotic in the
development and sustenance of our power, or when we Jook
away from ourselves as we satisfy our erotic needs in (oncert
with others, we use each other as objects of satisfaction rather
than share our joy in the satisfying, rather than make connec-
tion with our similarities and our differences. To refuse to be
conscious of what we are feeling at any time, however comfort-
able that might seem, is to deny a large part of the expericnce,

. and 1o allow ourselves to be reduced to the pornographic, the

abused, and the absurd.

The erotic cannot be felt secondhand. As a Black leshian
feminist, | have a particular feeling, knowledge, and under-
standing for those sisters with whom | have danced hard,
played, or even fought. This deep participation has often been
the forerunner for joint concerted actions not possible before.

But this erotic charge is not easily shared by women who con-
tinue to operate under an exclusively european-american male
tradition. | know it was not available to me when | was trying to
adapt my consciousness to this mode of living and sensation.

Only now, I find more and more women-identified women
brave enough to risk sharing the erotic’s electrical « harge
without having to look away, and without distorting the enor-
mously powerful and creative nature of rthat exchange.
Recognizing the power of the erotic within our lives can give us
the energy to pursue genuine change within our world, rather
than merely settling for a shift of characrers in the same weary
drama.

For not only do we touch our most profoundly creative
source, but we do that which is female and self-affirming in the
face of a racist, patriarchal, and anti-erotic society.



suppress any truth is to give it strength beyond endurance. The
fear that we cannot grow beyond whatever distortions we may
find within ourselves keeps us docile and loyal and obedient, ex-
ternally defined, and leads us to accept many facets of our op-
pression as women. /

When we live outside ourselves, and by that | mean on exter-
nal directives only rather than from our internal knowledge and
needs, when we live away from those erotic guides from within
ourselves, then our lives are limited by external and alien forms,
and we conform to the needs of a structure that is not based on
human need, let alone an individual's. But when we begin to
live from within outward, in touch with the power of the erotic
within ourselves, and allowing that power to inform and il-
luminate our actions upon the world around us, then we begin
t0 be responsible to ourselves in the decpest sense. For as we
begin to recognize our deepest feelings, we begin to give up, of
necessity, being satisfied with suffering and self-negation, and
with the numbness which so often seems like their only alter-
native in our society. Our acts against oppression become in-
tegral with self, motivated and empowered from within.

In touch with the erotic, I become less willing to accept
powerlessness, or those other supplied states of being which are
not native to me, such as resignation, despair, self-effacement,
depression, self-denial.

And yes, there is a hierarchy. There is a difference between
painting a back fence and writing a poem, but only one of quan-
tity. And there is, for me, no difference between writing a good
poem and moving into sunlight against the body of a woman |
love.

This brings me to the last consideration of the erotic. To
share the power of each other’s feelings is different from using
another's feelings as we would use a kleenex. When we look the
other way from our experience, erotic or otherwise, we use
rather than share the feelings of those others who participate in
the experience with us. And use without consent of the used is
abuse.

In order to be utilized, our erotic feelings must be recognized.
The need for sharing deep feeling is a human need. But within

aver the female body. This view, of course, is a “neurotic itlusion’

imposed on black men by the dictates of male supremacy, which the

black man can never fulfill because he lacks the capital means and

racial privilege. 7
Historically, the myth in the Black world is that there are only two
free people in the United States, the white man and the black
woman. The myth was established by the Black man in the long
period of his frustration when he longed to be [ree o have the
maferial and social advantages of his oppressor, the white man. On
examination of the myth this so-called [reedom was based on the
sexual prerogatives taken by the white man on the Black {emale. It
was fanlasied by the Black man that she enjoyed it *

While lesbian-feminism does threaten the black maw's predatory
control of black women, its goal as a political ideology and philosophy
is not to take the black man's or any man’s position on lop.

Black leshians who do work within “by-for-about-black - people”
groups or organizations either pass as "straight™ or relegate our lesbian-
isin to the so-called “private” sphere. The more male-dominated or
black nationalist bourgeois the organization or group. the more resist-
ant to change, and thus, the more homaphobic and anti-feminist. In
these seclors, we learn to keep a low profile. :

In 1979, at the annual conference of a regional chapter of the
National Black Social Workers, the national director of that body was
given a standing ovation for the following remarks:

Homosexuals are even accorded minority status now . . And white

women, tvo. And some of you black women who call yourselves

feminists will be sitting up in meelings with the same white women
who will be stealing your men on the sly.

This type of indictment of women's revolution and implicitly of
lesbian liberation is voiced throughout the bourgeois black {male)
movement. But this is the insidious nature of male supremacy. While
the black man may consider racism his primary oppression, he is
hard-put to recognize that sexism is inextricably bound up with the
racism the black woman must suffer, nor can he sce that no women for
men for that matler}] will be liberated from the original “master-
slave™ relationship, viz. that between men and women, until we are all
liberated {rom the false premise of heterosexual superiority. This
corrupted, predatory relationship between men and women is the
foundation of the master-slave relationship between white and black
people in the United States. ‘

The tactic many black men use 1o intimidate black women from

embracing feminism is to reduce the conflicts beiween white women
and black women 10 a "tug-0"-war” for the black penis. And since the

black leshian, as stated previously. is not interested in his penis, she




helerosexuality. Black lesbians alnd all black women involved i-n the
struggle for liberation must resist this manipulation and seduclfon.
The black dyke, like every dyke in America, is everywhv.:re——m l_he
home, in the street, on the welfare, unemployment and social security
rolls, raising children, working in factories, in the armfed forcgs, on
television, in the public school system, in all the professions, going to
college or graduate school, in middle-management, et. al. The black
dyke, like every other non-white and working class and poor woman
in America, has not suffered the luxury, privilege or oppression of be-
ing dependent on men, even though our male countcmarl§ have be.en
present, have shared our lives, work and struggle, z{nd. in addlthn
have undermined our “human dignity” along the way like most men in
patriarchy, the imperialist family of man. But we could never depend
on them "o take care of us” on their resources alone —and, of course,
it is another “neurotic illusion” imposed on our fathers, brothers,
lovers, husbands that they are supposed to “take care of us” because
wc are women. Translate: “to take care of us” equals “to control us””

Our brothers’, fathers’, lovers’, husbands’ only power is their man-
hood. And unless manhood is somehow embellished by white skin
and generalions of private wealth, it has little currency in racist,
capitalist patriarchy. The black man, for example, is accorded f'Lal.lve
elite or colonial guard or vigilante status over black women in im-
perialist patriarchy. He is an overseer for the slave master. Because of
his maleness he is given access to certain privileges, eg. employment,
education, a car, life insurance, a house, some nice vines. He is usually
a rabid hefcrosexual. He is, since emancipalion, allowed to raise a
“legitimate” family, allowed to have his piece of turf, viz. h.is w.ifc afxd
children. That is far as his dictatorship extends for, if his wife
decides that she wants to leave that home for whatever reason, h-e
does not have the power or resources to seduce her otherwise if she is
determined to throw off the benign or malicious yoke of dependency.
The ruling class white man on the other hand, has always. had the
power to count women among his pool of low-wage labor. !us means
of production. Most recently, he has “allowed”” women the right to sue

for divorce, to apply for AFDC, and to be neocolonized.

Traditionally, poor black men and women who banded together and
stayed together and raised children together did not. have flfe huxury to
cultivate dependence among the members of :hetr' f.amthes. So, the
black dyke, like most black women, has been conditioned to be sclf -
sufficient, i.e. not dependent on men. For me personally, the condi-
tioning to be self-sufficient and the predominance of female role
models in my life are the roots of my lesbianism. Before 1 became a les-

itis dancing, building a bookcase, writing a poem, examining an
idea. , /
That self-connection shared is a measure of the joy which 1
know myself to be capable of feeling, a reminder of my capacity
for feeling. And that deep and irreplaceable knowledge of my
capacity for joy comes to demand from all of my life that it be
lived within the knowledge that such satisfaction is possible,
and does not have to be called marriage, nor god, nor an afterlife.
This is one reason why the erotic is so feared, and so often
relegated to the bedroom alone, when it is recognized at all. For
once we begin to feel deeply all the aspects of our lives, we begin
to demand from ourselves and from our life-pursuits that they
feel in accordance with that joy which we know ourselves to be
capable of. Our erotic knowledge empowers us, becomes a lens
through which we scrutinize all aspects of our existence, forcing
us to evaluate those aspects honestly in terms of their relative
meaning within our lives. And this is a grave responsibility, pro-
jected from within each of us, not to settle for the convenient,
the shoddy, the conventionally expected, nor the merely safe.
During World War II, we bought sealed plastic packets of
white, uncolored margarine, with a tiny, intense pellet of yellow
coloring perched like a topaz just inside the clear skin of the bag.
We would leave the margarine out for a while to soften, and
then we would pinch the little pellet to break it inside the bag,
releasing the rich yellowness into the soft pale mass of
margarine. Then taking it carefully between our fingers, we
would knead it gently back and forch, over and over, until the
color had spread throughout the whole pound bag of marga-
rine, thoroughly coloring it.
I find the erotic such a kernel within myself. When released
from its intense and constrained pellet, it flows through and col-

ors my life with a kind of energy that heightens and sensitizes
and strengthens all my experience.

We have been raised to fear the yes within ourselves, our deepest
cravings. But, once recognized, those which do not enhance our
future lose their power and can be altered. The fear of our
desires keeps them suspect and indiscriminately powerful, for to
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bian, Foften wondered why | was expected to give up, avoid, and trivi-
alize the recognition and cncouragement Helt from women in order to
pursue the tenuous business of heterosexuality. And | am not unigue.

As political lesbians, i.e. lesbians who are tesisting the prevailing
culture’s attempts to keep us invisible and powerless, we must
become more visible {particularly black and other lesbians of color} to
our sisters hidden in their various closets, locked in prisons of self-
hate and ambiguity, afraid 1o take the ancient act of woman-bonding
beyond the sexual, the private, the personal. [ am nol trying to reify
lesbianism or feminism. 1am {rying Lo point oul that lesbian - feminism
has the polential of reversi ng and transforming a major component in
the system of women's oppression, viz. predatory heterosexuality. If
radical lesbian-feminism purports an anti-racist, antli-classist, .anti-
woman-hating vision of bonding as mutual, reciprocal, as infinitely
negotiable, as freedom from antiquated gender prescriptions and pro-
scriplions, then all people struggling to transform the character of
relationships in this culture have something to learn from lesbians.

The woman who takes a woman lover lives dangerously in patri-
archy. And woe betide her even more if she chooses as her lover a
woman who is not of her race. The silence among lesbian-feminisis
regarding the issue of leshian relationships between black and white
women in America is caused by none other than the centuries-old
taboo and laws in the United States against relationships between
people of color and those of the Caucasian race. Speaking heterosexu-
ally, the laws and taboos were a reflection of the patriarchal slave
master's atlempts to control his property via controlling his lincage
through the institution of monogamy {for women only} and justified
the taboos and laws with the argument that purity of the Caucasian
race must by preserved {as well as its supremacy). However, we know
that his racist and racialist laws and taboos did not apply to him in
terms of the black slave woman just as his classist laws and taboos
regarding the relationship between the ruling class and the inden-
tured servants did not apply to him in terms of the white woman ser-
vant he chose to rape. The of fspring of any unions between the white
ruling class slave master and the black slave woman or white woman
indentured servant could not legally inherit their white or ruling class
sire’s property or name, just their mothers' condition of servitude.

The taboo against black and white people relating at any other level
than master-slave, superior-inferior has been propeunded in America
to keep black women and men and white women and men, who share

acommon oppression at the hands of the ruling class white man, from

organizing against thal common oppression. We, as black leshians,




L aevvenemently resist being bound by the white man's racist, sexist
\aw;;, which have endangered Potential intimacy of any kind between
whites and blacks. o

I cannot be presumed that black lesbians involved in love, work
and‘sunal relationships with white leshians do so out of self- h;'lle an(i
denial of our racial-cultural heritage, identitics, and oppression. Wh
should a woman's commitment o the struggle be qm:;tinn.cd n);
af‘ccplvd on the basis of her lover's or comrade’s skin color? White les-
bians engaged likewise with black lesbians or any lesbians of cnk;r
cannot be assumed to be acting out of some perverse guilt-ridden
racialist desire. '

1 pe‘rsonally am tired of going to events, conferences, workshops
plan.mng sessions that involve a coming together of black and olhel:
lesbians of color for political or even social reasons and listening to
black leshians relegate feminism to white women, casligate bl!:ck
women who propose forming coalitions with predominantly white
feminist groups, minimize the white woman's oppression and exag-
perate her power, and then finally judge that a black lesbian's commi%-
ment tot he liberation of black women is dubious because she does not
sleep w.nh a black woman. All of us have to accept or reject allies on
the basis of politics not on the specious basis of skin color Have not
black people suffered betrayal from our own people? ‘

Y.es. black women's experiences of misogyny are different from
white wom.en's. However, they all add up to how the patriarchal slave
master decided to oppress us. We both fought each other for his favor
appr.nval, and prolection. Such is the effect of imperialist heterosexisi
palnarcl.\y. Shulamith Firestone, in the essay, "Racism: l'he Sexism of
lhe_Famlly of Man™, purports this analysis of the relationship betlween
white and black women-

_Hf)W do the women of this racial Triangle feel about each olhe}7
Divide and conquer: Both women have grown hostile to.each other.
white women feeling contempt for the sluts” with no morals black
women .[e?lmg envy for the pampered “powder puffs.” The black
woman is jealous of the white woman’s legitimacy privilege, and
com(or(', but she also feels decp contempt . . ‘Simiiarly the v'vhile
woman's contempt for the black woman is mixed with envy: for the
black woman's greater sexual license, for her gulsiness .for her
freedom from the marriage bind. For after all. the black v;mman i
not under the thumb of a man, but is pretty much her own boss lls
come and go, 1o leave the house, to work {much as it is degradin
work] or to be “shiftless™ What the white woman doesn't know i§
that the black woman, not under the thumb of one man, can now be
squashed by all. There is no alternative for cither of lh‘cm than the
choice between being public or private properly, but because cach

psychic and emotional components of that need - the
principal horror of such a system is that it robs our work
of its erotic value, its erotic power and life appeal and ;5
fulfillment. Such a system rcduces work to a travesty of
necessitics, a duty by which we cam brcad or oblivion for
oursclves and those we love. But this is tantamount to
blinding a painter and then telling her to improve her
work, and 1o enjoy the act of painting.
1o impossible, it is also profoundly crucl.

It is not only next

As women, we nced to ecxamine the ways in which

our world can be truly different. 1 am speaking here of

the necessity for reassessing the quality of all the aspects
of our lives and of our work, and of how we move toward
and through them.

The very word erotic comes from the Greek word
eros, the personification of love in all its aspects - born of
Chaos, ana personifying creative power and harmony.
When I speak of the erotic, then, I speak of it as an
assertion of the lifeforce of women; of that creative
cnergy empowered, the knowledge and use of which we
arc now geclaiming in our language, our history, our
dancing, our loving, our work, our lives.

There are frequent attempts to equate pornography

and .croticism, tow diametrically opposed uses of the sexual.

Because of these attempts, it has become fashionable to
scparate the spiritual (psychic and emotional) form the
political, to sce them as contradictory or antithetical.

"What do you mean, a poetic revolutionary, a meditating
gunrunner?” In the same way, we have attempted to

separatc the spiritual and the erotic, thereby reducing the
spiritual 10 a world of flattened affect, a world of the

ascetic who aspires to feel nothing. But nothing is farther

from the truth. For the ascetic position is onc of the
highest fear, the gravest immobility. The severe
abstinence of the ascetic becomes the ruling obsession.
And it is one not of scif-discipline but of scif-abnegation.
The dichotomy between the spiritual and the
political is also false, resulting from an incomplete
attention to our erotic knowledge. For the bridge which

connects them is formed by the erotic - the sensual - those

physical, emotional, and psychic expressions of what is

- deepest and strongest and richest within each of us, being

shared: the passions of love, in ils deepest meanings.




this rcason, we have ofien tumed away from the /'/
cxploration and consideration of the erotic as a source of
power and information, confusing it with its opposite, the
pormographic. But pornography is a direct dcnial of the
power of the erotic, for it represents the suppression of

truc fecling. Pornography emphasizes semsation without
feeling.

The crotic is a measure beiween the beginnings of
our sensc of self and the chaos of our strongest feclings. It
is an intcrnal sensc of satisfaction to which, once we have
experienced the fullness of this depth of fecling and
recognizing its power, in homor and sclf-respect we can
requirc no less of oursclves.

It is never casy to demand the most from oursclves,
from our lives, from our work. To cncourage ecxccllence is
to go beyond the cncouraged mediocrity of our society is to
encourage cxcellence. But giving in to the fear of fecling
and working to capacity is a luxury only the unintentional
can afford, and the unintentional are those who do not
wish 10 guide thcir own deslinies.

This intemal requirement toward excellence which -

we leam from the erotic must not be misconstrued as
demanding thc impossible from oursclves nor from others.
Such a demand incapacitates cveryone in the process. For
the erotic is not a question only of what we do; it is a
question of how acutcly and fully we can feel in the doing.
Once we know the extent to which we are capable of
fecling that scnsc of satisfaction and completion, we can
then observe which of our various life endeavors bring us
closest to that fullness.

The aim of each thing which we do is to make our
lives and the lives of our children richer and more
possible. Within the cclebration of the ecrotic in all our
endeavors, my work becomes a conscious decision - a
longed for bed which I enter gratefully and from which 1
risc up cmpowered.

Of course, women so cmpowcrcd are dangerous. So
we arc taught to scparaic the crolic demand from most vital
arcas of our lives other than sex. And the lack of concem
for the crotic root and satisfactions of our work is felt in
our disaffection from so much of what we do. For instance,
how often do we truly love our work cven at its most dif-
ficult?

The principal horror of any sysiem which defined
the onond in terms of nrofit rather than in terms of human

still believes that the other is getting away with something both can

be fooled into mis-channeling their frustratian onto each other

rather than onto the real enemy, The Man.®

Though her statement of the choices black and white women have
under patriarchy in America has meril, Firestone analyzes only a
specific relationship i.e. between the ruling class white woman and
slave or ex-slave black woman.

Because of her whiteness, the while woman of all classes has been
accorded, as the black man has because of his maleness, certain privi-
leges in racist patriarchy, e.g. indentured servitude as opposed {0
enslavement, exclusive right to public assislance until the 19605,
“legilimate” offspring and (if married into the middle/upper class) the
luxury to live on her husband's income, efc.

The black woman, having neither maleness nor whiteness, has
always had her heterosexuality, which while men and black men
have manipulated by force and at will. Further, she, like all poor
people, has had her labor, which the white capitalist man has also
taken and exploited at will. These capabilities have allowed black
women minimal access to the crumbs thrown at black men and white
women. So, when the black woman and the while woman become
lovers, we bring that history and all those questions to the relationship
as well as other people's problems with the relationships. The taboo
againsl inlimacy between while and black people has been internal-
ized by us and simultancously defied by us. If we, as lesbian-femin-
ists, defy the laboo, then we begin 1o transform the history of
relationships between black women and white women.

In her essay, "Disloyal to Civilization: Feminism, Racism, Gyne-
phobia,” Rich calls for feminists to attend to the complexities of the
relationship between black and white women in the Uniled States.
Rich gueries: :

What caricatures of bloodless (ragility and broiling sensuality still
imprint our psyches, and where did we receive these imprintings?
What happened between the several thousand northern white
women and southern black women who logether taught in the
schools founded under Reconstruction by the Freedmen’s Burcau,
side by side braving the Ku Klux Klan harrassment, terrorism, and
the hostility of white communities? *®

*One such cxample s the Port Royal Experiment [1862). the precursor of the
Freedmen's Burcau Port Royal was a program of selief for {reed nien and women 01 the
South Carolina Sea Islands, organized under the auspices of the Boston Education
Commission and the Freedmen's Belief Assoc in New York and the Port Royal Rebel
Assoc in Philadelphia, and sanctioned by the Union Army and the Federal
Government See The fosonal of Charlotte Forten on the "Port Royal Expeniment” (Beacon
Press, Boston, 1969 Thiough hes Northers bourgeols myopia, Forlen secounts heg

exprricnees as a black teadber among the black § revd mies and women amld her Northern
while women peers

i



e ws woud o well Lo stop (ighting each other for our space at
the bottom, because there ain't no more room. We have spent so much
lime hating ourselves, Time to love oursclves. And that, for all

lesbians, as lovers, as comrades, as freedom fighters, is the final
resistance,
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Uses of the Erotic:

The Erotic as Power
-Audre Lorde

There are many kinds of power, used and. unused,
acknowledged or otherwise. The crotic is a resource
within cach of us that ljes in a deeply female and spiritual
Plane, firmly rooted in the power of our uncxpressed or
unrecognized fecling. In order 1o perpetuate jtself, every
oppression must corrupt or distort those various sources of
power within the culture of the oppressed that can provide
cnergy for change. For women, this has meant a
suppression of the erotic as a considered source of power
and information within our lives.

We have been laught to suspect this resource,
vilified, abused, and devalued within westemn society. On
the one hand, the superficially erotic has been encouraged
as a sign of female inferiority, on the other hand, women

" have been make 10 suffer and to feel both contemptibie

and suspect by virtue of iis cxistence.

It is a shont step from there o the false belief that
only by the Suppression of the erotic within our lives and
consciousness can women by truly strong. But that
strength is illusory, for it js fashioned within the context
of male models of power.

As women, we have come to distrust that power
which rises from our deepest and nonrational knowledge.
We have been warned against it all our lives by the male
world, which values this depth of feeling cnough to keep
women around in order to exercise it in the service of men,
but which fears this same depth 100 much to examine the
possibilities of it within themsclves. So women are
maintained at a distant/inferior position to be psychically
milked, much the Same way ants maintain colonies of
aphids 10 provide 2 life-giving substance for their masters.

But the crotic offers a well of replenishing and
provocative force 1o the woman who does not fear jts
revelation, nor succumb to the belief that sensation is
cnough.

The erotic has often been misnamed by men and
used against women. It has been made into the confused,
the trivial, the psychotic, the plasticized sensation. For




