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Conditions is edited by Elly Bulkin, Jan Clausen,
and Rima Shore. We work collectively to select and edit
material which will reflect women’s perceptions of them-
selves, each other, the conditions of their lives, and of
the world around them.

This collective process is a difficult one. We have
found that we do not always agree or identify with view-
points expressed by the women we publish, or with each
other.

Because we do not proceed from a single concep-
tion of what Conditions should be, we feel it is especial-
ly important to receive critical and personal reactions to
the writing we publish.



TO OUR READERS:

Although we gave you a detailed progress and financial report in
Conditions: Six, we want to bring you up-to-date on events since that is-
sue went to press.

At the time Conditions: Six appeared, Irena Klepfisz had recently
told us of her need to take a partial leave-of-absence from the editorial col-
lective because of the demands of her paying job. Having done that, Irena
found that the ongoing pressures of full-time employment, together with
her need for writing time, made it impossible for her to resume editorial
work. We very much regret the loss of her editorial perspective, which for
five years has had such an important influence in creating and shaping
Conditions.

In the area of finances, several developments seem worthy of men-
tion. In summer, 1980, we received from the Coordinating Council of
Literary Magazines (CCLM) an Editorial Fellowship of $5,000. Ten such
fellowships are awarded by CCLM each year, for the purpose of allowing
editors to devote additional time to work on their literary magazines. We
were particularly pleased that a substantial percentage of feminist periodi-
cals received these awards in 1980, since in 1979—the first year of the fel-
lowship program—all had gone to male editors. (A feminist protest follow-
ing the announcement of the 1979 awards no doubt had an impact on the
decision-making process.) Since the money was divided among Conditions’
editors, the award was to some extent a nominal one; nevertheless, it repre-
sents the only substantial payment we have received, or seem likely to re-
ceive, for our editorial work, and we were greatly encouraged by it.

Partly in order to offset rising costs—including postage, paper, print-
ing and the expense of a newly-rented office (a necessity after years of ac-
cumulating boxes, files, and back issues in our living rooms)—we are raising
prices for subscriptions and single copies. The price for a single copy of
Conditions (including available back issues) will now be $4 .50 to individ-
vals, $8.00 to institutions. Regular subscriptions (3 issues) will now be
$11.00 to individuals, and $22.00 to institutions. At the same time we are
maintaining our old “hardship” subscription rate of $6.00 for women who
for any reason cannot afford the regular rate, as well as our policy of pro-
viding free subscriptions upon request to women in prisons and mental in-
stitutions. Supporting subscriptions ($25.00 or more) are particularly wel-
comed to help offset these below-cost subscriptions. We urge those of you



who have purchased single copies to subscribe. In order to improve our
financial position, we need to increase not only ourtotal circulation, but
also the percentage of copies sold through subscription.

These price changes also represent an effort to reduce our dependence
on grant support. In the past year we put out two issues, with a total bud-
get of $18,000; of this amount, $8,000 came from grants. We are painfully
aware of the dangers of reliance on outside support, particularly in the
present political climate. Directly relevant to the issue of funding for Con-
ditions and similar periodicals is the Family Protection Act. That Act, to
be re-introduced in the current congressional session, would mandate a cut-
off of all federal funding to lesbian and gay organizations. The proposed
fifty-percent cut in the budget of the National Endowment for the Arts,
which both directly and through CCLM has helped to fund Conditions, is
also ominous.

We feel that it is important to mention these budget measures in their
larger political context. While we came to no agreement about a collective
political message, nor even about the wisdom of sending one, we all felt
that we could not speak about the effect of budget cuts on our magazine
without expressing outrage that those same cuts, and the political forces
which have inspired them, endanger the very lives of millions of people, es-
pecially poor women and children, and especially those people who do not
have the privilege accorded in this society to those of us who are white.

As we prepare to send Conditions: Seven to the printer, we find our-
selves in an increasingly repressive and threatening environment. In that
context, we sometimes feel a certain irony in our concentration on pro-
ducing a small-circulation literary magazine. At the same time, we believe
that the existence of lesbian, feminist, and other small-press periodicals, as
of all radical or alternative resources, is more vital than ever.

A word about our plans for the near future. The three of us who con-
tinue to edit Conditions have been working on the magazine since the sum-
mer of 1976. Added to the weight of our other responsibilities and involve-
ments, the ongoing burden of this work is tremendous. We have been dis-
cussing for some time the need to rethink the way in which the work of
producing Conditions gets accomplished. Irena’s departure makes the situ-
ation even more critical. We must now take a short break from reading
manuscripts and putting out another issue, in order to assess alternatives




-

and initiate reorganization. We therefore will not begin to consider sub-

missions for Conditions: Fight until autumn. &

We thank you for your continuing support.

Elly Bulkin
Jan Clausen
Rima Shore
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LINDA HOGAN .

2 .

SOPHIE

October 5,1972
Early freezing rain. Saw a plane overhead.

My room is full of these notes and I cling to them. October 1,
1960—Killed rooster. 1 used his feathers for this pillow I speak to on
long nights. And I dream over it of haggard women, of a young girl
whose mother had the high-cheeked, wide face of an Indian, and
straight lashes. I dream ghosts and fears, my own life. And thenl
write.

Some of these notes are written on the yellowed backs of fu-
neral home calendars, some on sheets of music, Christmas cards I re-
ceived over the years. Here is one written on Gray-West funeral home
paper, a blue 1924 calendar with a picture of stone angels on front:
March 3, 1925—Coldest spring coming. Birds arrived early. Nearly
starving. Fed them combread. That year when birds fell out of the
sky like they had been shot. It seemed the very earth would freeze
and remain hard to our needs. When the wildflowers finally bloomed,
they fed the eyes. They were the most beautiful flowers I have seen.
And the birds grew so fat they could barely fly above the trees. The
river was full of fish.

This writing is how I keep track of it all. How I remember
Francie, the chicken who rode my shoulder while I shoveled snow.
She had red feathers the color of pennies, and bulging eyes. Her claws
were old twigs. I wrote that on one of these pieces of paper. About
her chasing grasshoppers and pecking death into a frog.

And I wrote about the young woman from town who came out
to ask me about herbs. She was a small woman with a long, blonde
braid down the center of her back. She took a picture of me with a
new camera that develops film while it is in your hand. She pulled
out the curled paper. Soon, there was my face growing from nothing
into old age. Like I was being painted by the spirits. My face coming
into being on the other side of eyes. I wrote on the back of that picture

Copyright © 1981 by Linda Hogan.
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how many things were not in my face. And I wrote also what was
there: June 21, 1964—Sophie grows white hair that, lqaks like a water-
Jall with no place to go. Sophie grows toothless. Sophie grows a loose
neck.

I chop my own wood to feed the fire. I feed my animals. Tom
the bull puts his head on my shoulder when I walk near and looks at
me with his sooty eyes. Iknow him. He is watching to see if he will
outlast me.

Snow came early this year and when I go outside I have to lift
my boots high. Itry to follow in my own tracks. My feet grow numb.
My mother told the story of a person who followed their own tracks
so long they became nothing. But here I think I am something because
I see all the way around the bend of earth to the east. The clouds take
shape, white trout, slow-moving cats, an eye of the sky looking down
at me.

There was a stray cat here once. Black and white like the land-
scape at night. And soft to touch with these calloused hands and split
nails. There was a dog too. One I ordered through the catalogue.
And singing birds, yes, I've always kept singing birds like those little
finches. Canaries, sometimes. And the seashells I have strung all
over my house, they sing in the wind and scare the crows away.

October 8, 1972

Now that I have been thinking about old age, I see that my
ankles have swollen, the skin has grown thin and sheer with a spider’s
web of little veins. Dark spots on my hands. Bad knuckles. And I
think about death now.

When I think about that I begin to fear the ants though they are
such small things. I begin to think of the mountains which will swallow
me, the plains to the east on which I will be blown. It makes me fear
nature, the place I live. It makes me long to have the soft white hands
of a city woman, hair which is subdued. But no, here my blood sings
in my ears. And it does not matter if the entire earth becomes a vul-
ture, this is my home. Still, there are times when it frightens me.

While I looked at myself, my ankles and hands, T looked in the
polished metal at my face. White Eye, the people used to call me and
still my eyes are pale blue like a blind animal. My skin is dark. My
hair is white and thin.
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My father was a trapper. He traveled around to reservations and
when he’d come back he would teach us some new words'and some-
times a song or two. When things are too quiet those songs make you
feel better. When the river, like now, is hard around the fish, then I
sing some of the songs and beat out a rhythm on this table.

I write these things because it is like planting seeds. They grow
and are with me to harvest. Like my name. I carved it over the door.
SOPHIE. Under this name I walk daily, entering and going out. It is
my home. It holds up to the strongest winds. Isleep in it.

I write sometimes at night beside an oil lamp and it is like a
river beginning to move. Earth crumbles and falls into the water.
My thoughts begin to flow with the ground I have walked on.

March 26, 1960—The ice cracked on the trees. Old Sam hit with
a broken branch. He was the dog I trained to carry fire wood for me.

October 10, 1972

Many years ago I used to work in kitchens of feed houses. Those
were like hotels mostly. I cooked and cleaned and laundered towels.
But it was like stillbirth. The light was always dim. Breath took the
form of coughs. At night people would cough in the back rooms. Or
behind a curtain someone would sleep on the kitchen floor and they
would cough. Those without money could not afford an appetite.
They could not be born and so they remained in the back rooms of
damp buildings breathing the bad air, the smell of glue, of animals
rendered into paper paste.

That was why I decided to come here. 1had my two sons and
I knew I could raise chickens and grow fresh vegetables and that would
be better than a life in the east or in San Francisco or Seattle. I brought
a few hairpins, a catalogue where I could order chickens to be sent to
me, [ brought letters from people I have known.

When 1 was first here there were others, neighbors. They helped
me build, they baked bread. We cleared the road of stones and swept
it. I played the fiddle and they danced. No one was coughing. No
one spitting up blood. Faces were filled out and flushed with color.

I have been running a successful business here. I hunt and trap.
I sell cream and eggs in town. I am quiet and there are strong things
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that live in silence. I don’t like those radios because there are too many
voices and they sound lonesome, talking without leaving any space

for silence. The voices travel through you, through the walls to enter
this room. They are like the dead, moving through solid things.

October 11, 1972

When I first came here I came with, among other small things, a
basket of potatoes, salted beef and a black umbrella to shield the sun.
It had a flower on it that came from Paris. I thought that was amusing,
the daughter of a trapper and an Indian woman being gifted with a
yellow silk flower from Paris. But when I was young I had a long
neck, a narrow line of jaw. Black hair.

Some years ago I wrote this note: They graze cattle on my land.
Clip my fences. The others have moved out. 1 do not remember
the year, but there was a grazing act in government. Some men took
possession of my land and began trickling cattle in, one by one. I
would repair my fence and at night they would cut it down again. 1
remember this well, I would wake up in the morning to find the cattle
there, slow and scary-eyed eating my crops. They stomped down the
land like they were tamping a grave to keep the wolves away. Wolves,
what wolves those men were. They killed my chickens and my angora
rabbits and nailed them to the fence posts. They had me arrested by
the sheriff for interfering with their grazing.

They left. The land was no longer full of grass for the cattle.
The people all around here had given up and moved. I slept with
my rifle beside me. They left me poor as a snake, except that a snake
has food. It has a place to live. It has clothing and eyes that are al-
ways open,

But when they were gone this land was mine again. I walked
over the short, nibbled grass. Ilooked again up at the wide curve of
sky. I threw that Paris flower, yellow silk and all, up into the air and
walked away before it could land.

October 12, 1972

I go through these papers. A note about the year of the ants,
when they were everywhere and I had to dig a ditch outside the door,
line it with canvas and oil so that the ants could not pass inside. I
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chinked all the cracks in the house. They were thickémoving toward
me. They crawled through the fur of my milk cows. They were as
land hungry as those grazers had been.

I write this as I have written before: Fixed windows. Dug po-
tatoes. Last night I went out walking under the moon. A lovely fall
night. Almost winter, there is snow. Just that touch of it in the air.
Last winter I snow-shoed on a full moon night, all blue, the surface
of snow. Walking through the trees. Quiet. A rabbit’s track like
stitches on one of my white quilts. Last night the aspens had golden
leaves, touched with snow. I do not expect to see another person un-
til summer when the land is dry.

People might wonder how an old woman such as I am can snow-
shoe. When I get tired I dig a hole into the snow and sleep there. I
am used to this body, I have lived in it so long.

May 5, 1957—Baby broke windows. 1 once had a horse that
could open the door and walk in to snuffle for a potato. What a spoiled
thing she was. When I fixed the door so that she could not enter, she
walked around the house hitting and breaking the windows with her
nose. That is how she got her way. After that I left the door ajar.

October 13, 1972

I was married at thirteen to a man who had one ear missing, as
well as a side of his nose. This happened because of a bear.

That man had a parting of ways from me and I have been mostly
alone since that time. He was the father of my oldest son.

People give me a headache. One woman, a ranchwoman, dug
old burial places on her land and collected a roomful of pottery, axes
and arrowheads. Black obsidian arrowheads and little jewel-like things.
She kept it alt locked up. She found a human jawbone. She took these
things out of their place and kept them in her home but these relics
put a curse on her. And she worried that someone would steal them.
She locked her house. She stayed inside, afraid someone would come
in and kill her for the little things.

One day her cow broke its leg, stuck in some mud. She was
afraid to go take care of it, or to even spend the time dressing it out
to eat. It lay there, on one side, bellowing a little and bloating until
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it died from so much gas, swelled up like a water bag. . '

The woman stayed inside, worrying herself thin. And she
finally died there, a young woman too, inside that room with the
human jawbone and the little relics of death.

For me, I value the cattle. Buttercup. Goldenrod. I care for
the horsebeans and carrots I grow and for the canary and the goldfish
that swims above my table. I write this diary. July 15, 1965—Looked
Jor hammer. Played fiddle.

October 14, 1972

Today Old Tom returned. He’s been on one of his jaunts as
bulls will sometimes do. He loves being lost, that feeling of being out
in the woods. But even more he loves coming home to a handful of
salt. I got him some salt when I heard his bells coming up the way.

I hauled water from the creek. Extra water for the barrels outside,
Winter is coming and this is the last thaw. I already miss the sound
of June bugs hitting against the lantern.

I took out my black lace dress from the trunk. Played the fiddle
for a while. Collected dried wheat and some straw for the table. It is
good to walk outside. Old people can walk in beauty, mother used to
say. And it is true. Walking across the earth’s surface, looking up at
the Bald Mountains, seeing a hawk. We walk light-footed and feeling
the pull of earth. It pulls us toward it, back home. My body may be
bent but my feet still move with ease across the ground. I may be
brittle but my skin still bends. My ears hear the creaking of trees.

My eyes see everything. And the things I see are who I am.

October 15, 1972

I'do not live with dresses rustling about my legs, or with large
bonnets or hats with nets. I am a woman who gossips with animals,
who puts leather hinges on the door and swings heavy black iron ket-
tles. No small feet. No pinched waist. I am a woman. I know how to
work. I carry wood on my back. This face is like the earth with its
lines of dry riverbeds, the weather worn into it. Where I plant, every-
thing grows. Where I walk I leave beauty. I walk along the edge of
the sky.

ForS.C. (1881-1972)
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JOY HARJO

LEAVING

Four o’clock this morning there was a call.

She talked Indian, so it was probably her mother.

It was. Something not too drastic, tone of voice,

no deaths or car wrecks. But something. I was

out of the sheets, unwrapped from the blankets,
fighting to stay in sleep. Slipped in and out of her
voice. Her voice on the line.

She came back to me. Lit cigarette blurred in the dark
and an ashtray. All lights off but that. Laid

her body down next to me. Empty, these final hours
before my leaving.

Her sister was running away from her boyfriend and
was stranded in Calgary, Alberta, Needed money
and comfort for the long return back home.

I dreamed of a Canadian plain, and warm arms around me,
the soft skin of the body’s landscape. And I dreamed
of bear, and a thousand mile escape homeward.

Copyright © 1981 by Joy Harjo.




WHITE BEAR

She begins to board the flight

to Albuquerque. Late night.
But stops in the corrugated tunnel,

a space between leaving and staying,
where the night sky catches

her whole life

she has felt like a woman
balancing on a wooden nickle heart
approaching herself from here to
there, Tulsa or New York,
with knives or corn meal.

The last flight someone talked
about how coming from Seattle
the pilot flew a circle
over Mt. St. Helens; she sat
quiet. (But had seen the eruption
as the earth beginning
to come apart, as in birth
out of violence.)

She watches the yellow lights
of towns below the airplane flicker,

fade and fail backwards. Somewhere,
she dreamed, there is the white bear

moving down from the north, motioning her paws
like a long arctic night, that kind

of circle and the whole world balanced in
between carved of ebony and ice

oh so hard

Copyright © 1981 by Joy Harjo.
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the clear black nights
like her daughter’s eyes, and the white
bear moon, cupped like an ivory rocking
cradle, tipping back it could go
either way
all darkness

is open to ali light.
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TALKING TO THE MOON No. 002

Moon

you lift your white skirts
over your thighs.

I want you this way,
soft river

in the dark.

TALKING TO THE MOON No. 003

You took me to the rodeo

at Window Rock, moon.

Dry heat in the afternoon

and Indian cowboys rolled and

rocked on sweat-stained saddles.
They took numbers and rode them
flew soaked into a violent dust.

You took yours on the back

of a terrified reservation horse

and dove through the gate

in a tidal storm, out

of the arena into the motionless
Arizona hot sky.

The p.a. system crackled and

groaned. Purple syrup made puddles
in the dirt. Smeared faces of children
watched you and your horse disappear
like balloons let loose from a department
store.

You left me at the rodeo,
moon.

Copyright © 1981 by Joy Harjo.
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The dance of bulls, and grotesque balancing
of horses continued in the melting sun,

like it always had—and everyone

forgot your flight, except for me

and the bright stars of gazing children

and the intuitive muscles of livestock

galloping on.
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SEPTEMBER MOON

Last night she called and told me
about the moon over San Francisco Bay. ‘
Here in Albuquerque it is mirrored ;
in a cool, dark Sandia mountained f
sky. The reflection is within
all of us. Orange, and almost
the harvest moon. Wind and P
the chill of the colder months coming :
on. The children and I watched it, 3
crossing San Pedro and Central i
coming up from the state fair.
Wind blowing my hair was caught 5
in my face. Iwas fearful of traffic, ‘
trying to keep my steps and the moon was east,
ballooning out of mountain ridge out of smokey clouds
out of any skin that was covering her. Naked.
Such beauty.

Look.
We are alive. The woman of the moon looking
at us, and we looking at her, acknowledging
each other’s presence.

Copyright © 1981 by Joy Harjo.
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BEVERLY SMITH with JUDITH STEIN
and PRISCILLA GOLDING

«“THE POSSIBILITY OF LIFE BETWEEN Uus”t
A DIALOGUE BETWEEN BLACK AND JEWISH WOMEN

Introduction*

Last winter, five women from the Boston area got together to
discuss our connections to each other as Black and Jewish women.
We met four times, taping our discussions so that they could later be
used as the basis for this article. The impetus for having these dia-
logues came from the controversy related to the publishing of the
poem “Minority” by Judy Simmons which appeared in Conditions
Five: The Black Women’s Issue. While the decision to publish the
poem was being made, Mary Nelson, one of the participants in the
following dialogue, suggested that an article based on discussions be-
rween Jewish and Black women would be a way of more thoroughly
exploring the complex issues raised by the poem.?

[ have acted as coordinator and editor of the discussions as well
as participating in them. The selection of other participants was based
on my asking friends I wanted to include and getting their suggestions
about other women who they thought would be interested. Eventually
we ended up with a group of three Black and two Jewish women, some
of whom were close friends, some of whom were acquaintances, and
some of whom had not met each other before the discussions. An un-
spoken requirement for participation was a commitment to feminism.
Our shared feminism was an important element in the success of these
discussions. Other characteristics which gave us common ground were
that we are all Lesbians, we all grew up in working-class or lower
middle-class families, and we are all college graduates.

*This Introduction, and all italicized passages in this article, were
written by Beverly Smith.

Copyright © 1981 by Beverly Smith, Judith Stein,
Priscilla Golding, Mary Nelson, and Eleanor Johnson.
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Something we agreed on from the beginning was that food is an
important part of our cultures and we wanted to*have food to accompay
our discussions. Since there were only five of us we couldn’t quite de-
pend on potluck so we made many phone calls back and forth to coop- k
dinate our contributions. Having food at all our meetings gave them
a friendly, social atmosphere and also provided some emotional com-
fort while discussing difficult topics. Our meetings were held at the
Cambridge Women’s Center and at each other’s houses.

Another thing that helped us along was humor. The tapes are
generously punctuated by laughter, much of it in response to the
ironies and paradoxes of being who we are. Writing of the humor [
feel frustration at trying to convey what the experience of these
dialogues was actually like. They were sometimes upsetting or de-
pressing but they were also often a lot of fun. Another problem is
that in changing spoken language into written language much is lost— .
intonation, rhythm, timing, gestures and facial expressions. §

Three of us worked on producing typed transcripts of the tapes,
work which was extremely tedious and time-consuming. While tran- 5
scribing we began to identify themes which we felt were important.
When the transcripts were completed I read them, selecting passages
that I thought should be included and through this process identified
the four major themes/topics around which the article is organized.
These topics are 1) Feminism and relationships between Black and
Jewish women, 2) Friendships between Jewish and Black women,
3) Being Lesbians in our cultures, and 4) Similarities and differences
between Black and Jewish women,

An effort has been made to preserve the dialogue form while
structuring the article thematically. Making words that were originally
spoken readable has involved editing out some of them and adding
others with the purpose of making the article as clear as possible.

The participants were Eleanor Johnson, Judith Stein, Mary
Nelson, Priscilla Golding and Beverly Smith.

We have identified ourselves as follows: Q

Eleanor (Elli): 1 was born in ’50 to a Black working class family in
Roselle, New Jersey. I was raised by/lived with my mother, father
and maternal grandmother along with two brothers and three sisters.
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Judith: 1am a 28 year old Jewish woman from a lower m‘iddle class
family. I grew up in a small city in Indiana which had a very small

Jewish population,

Mary: The middle daughter of a retired soldier and working R.N.
mother, [ was 24 at the time of the discussions. I’ve been told that
my home in Hartford, Connecticut is in a Black middle class neighbor-

hood.

Priscilla: 1 am a second-generation Bostonian from a working class
Jewish family. Iam 30 years old.

Beverly: 1 am a 33 year old Black woman. I grew up in Cleveland,
Ohio in a family which included my twin sister, Barbara, my mother,
grandmother, aunt and great aunts.

Several months have passed since we submitted the initial draft
of this article to Conditions. During this time, some of us decided that
there was more to say about the process of our working together and
about the resulting article than what appeared in the original manuscript.
The comments below are individual women’s additions.

Judith: At each of our four meetings we experienced very different
levels of energy, intensity and emotional depth. However, we were ex-
tremely non-confrontive with each other. For me, the fact that I
didn’t know all the women and had little basis for trust, and my own
apprehension about our topic, meant that I was reluctant to confront
other women, or to insist that we push harder to talk about subjects
even more intense or painful than those that we had already addressed.

Although we did discuss some assumptions about how to work
together, we never made a decision as a group about exactly what we
wanted to accomplish in these discussions, or about what level of anger
or confrontation was OK. The result was that we treaded very lightly
around explosive subjects, and shared our experiences as Black or Jew-
ish Lesbians without really tackling the issues of conflict between Blacks
and Jews. This sharing of experiences was often very deep and power-
ful; much of this depth is lost in the translation from tape to print.

A serious omission in our discussions and in this article is any
discussion of Jewish racism and Black anti-semitism. I think that the
dynamics within the group, the fact that we met only four times and
were not an on-going group, and the pain produced by many of our
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“easier” topics all contributed to our inability to tackle this topic
head on. For whatever reason, our lack of discussion about our own
racism or anti-semitism is a serious flaw.

I am disappointed at what this article is not; I had hoped we
would create something which spoke more directly to the intersection
of race and culture in our lives as Lesbian feminists. But I am also
pleased at what the article contains: this is the first time I have seen
this level of our perceptions of our lives as Black or Jewish women,

I hope that women find the article a useful base, a starting place, and
that other women use our work and build on it. I am committed to
the women’s movement moving forward, and that must include a hard
look at class, race and culture. I hope this article becomes one of
many efforts examining these issues,

Priscilla: When I walked into our first meeting, faced with four women,
a tape recorder, and a table full of good food, my expectations in some
ways exceeded the reality of the situation. In other ways, I was not
able to predict the intensity and energy which would be produced
during our four meetings. I, along with other women, had thought
that we would cover all aspects of Black/Jewish relationships; political
and personal, local and international; share relevant anecdotes from
our past and commiserate over family joys and estrangements. What
we did share was a lot of emotions about our pasts and our hopes for
the future. What we have shared with the reader are excerpts which
hopefully will give an indication of our interactions and inspire more
women to document their own dialogues so we may all share their
joys and their wisdom.

Elli: As a Black woman, not to mention being Lesbian feminist, I
have been concerned about how my process comes across in the dia-
logue which follows. To expose myself emotionally to white women
is to leap over many boundaries—some of which are manageable
(possible Lesbian connections), while others seem nearly impossible
(the subtleties of racism). My inclination is to proceed under the
notion that the other Black participants are responding to the emo-
tional exposure as a unified voice. In response to my Black feminist
consciousness I am aware of having to let go (at times unwillingly) of
the safety valve of assumptions. What follows is how I dealt with
that realization.
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From the beginning, we knew that we wanted to explore what it
means for us to be Lesbians. When we talked at the end of our first
meeting about topics we wanted to cover in future discussions Elli
said, ‘I was thinking about what it means for us to be Lesbians in our
particular cultures. ’Cause I know for me one of the things that I'm
struggling with is trying to reach back and preserve some stuff that
[ think is real essential to me as a Black woman and to try to sift out
the stuff that’s oppressive to me. But I'm sort of reconnecting to my
family as an adult Black Lesbian feminist. So that’s real scary but I
would like to try to talk about that in some way.” Judith expressed
a similar perception about her position as a Jewish Lesbian—*I feel
like it’s a struggle for me to learn to live as a Lesbian feminist and
to live Jewishly at the same time.”

For us, being Lesbians is not our only subcultural identity. As
Jewish and Black women we have both wanted and needed to identify
with our own ethnic and racial groups. As Black and Jewish Lesbians
we are faced with the task of trying to reconcile these two strongly felt
identities. In our discussions we talked about our fears of being rejected
by our families and communities because we’re Lesbians. We also tried
to resolve our criticisms of the heterosexual family with our knowledge
that it was that same heterosexual family which enabled our peoples
to survive. These discussions were some of the most painful we had,
but they also made us feel very close to each other. We realized that
we are all “between a rock and a hard place.”

We began our discussion of this topic at our second meeting.

Beverly: What does it mean to be Lesbians in our cultures? (Melo-
dramatic laughter.) T’'m glad I’'m on the couch.

(Giggles.)
Mary: What does that mean?
Priscilla: Yeah, what does that mean?

Beverly: Oh, what I meant is that I don’t think that Lesbians are well-
loved in our communities. That’s what I mean. Let me put this idea
out. Something I have felt, and I know I’ve talked about it with Elli,
because it seems to me to be such an important part of being a Black
Lesbian is the fear of or the reality of rejection by Black people be-
cause we’re Lesbians just seems like one of the most painful things in
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the world. Because it’s not like, to me it couldn’t be like being a
standard white Lesbian and being rejected becausg of homophobia,
by I guess white society or the larger society, or what have you. It
has very painful aspects to me. It feels awful to be part of an op-
pressed group and have the members of your oppressed group reject
you.

Priscilla: Tt evokes all the feelings of never fitting in and never fitting
in and never fitting in. The groups get smaller and smaller and smaller.

You accept that you don’t fit into the American culture in general when 1

you start. Iknow I do feel that way, wanting to belong so much, and
wanting in a lot of ways to be very much part of at least American
Jewish culture. That’s already a small group of people. And knowing
that that’s not true. There’s some overlap, but I'm never going to fit
in there. I mean I’m not going to change, and the way I am now, 'm
not going to fit in. But it’s definitely something that does bother me.
I think that has a lot to do with my maturing and feeling closer to cer-
tain people. And I do feel very close to Jewish people in general, even
straight Jewish people, because there is some kind of family feeling at
this point. I do feel that a Jewish person is more family to me, and
around Boston they usually are. (Laughter.) There’s a small amount
of Jewish people here and you are related. And if you go a couple of
cousins away you can find people that are always related. So that’s
it—it’s like having a family reject you and that’s what it is. It’s like
knowing the family would not accept me because I'm not out as a
Lesbian in most places, especially within a lot of Jewish places. I mean
I just go my way. And there are a lot of women that aren’t married
now. I mean in my generation I can do that. Before I couldn’t,but
now it’s acceptable. . . it’s frowned on in some places, but it’s accept-
able. There are women that have gone to college and that have careers.
They think I have a career.

(Laughter.
Judith: We know it’s just a job.
Priscilla: 1 meanit’s a cover.

Beverly: T've got tosay this. I’'m not out to the slim remnants of my
family. We’re talking about three or four people basically who are not
primary relatives or anything, but I'm hoping that if they ever think
about it that they will remember that phrase “career girl” and say, “Ah
yes, she must be a career girl. . . . Ireally think of that as a cover. . ..
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Jla: That’s my cover. That’s why it was good I finally got a job. . .

jsci
ftn wasn't working out t00 well. .

(Laughter.)
You can’t be unemployed and be a career woman. Doesn’t

Beverly:
Jook good-

priscilla: But that’s what it is, it’s a cover. I mean if I was walking
around and saying, “Hi, ’m a Jewish Lesbian,” it wouldn’t work out.
But as long as I don’t have to confront, and that’s where I am, I don’t
have to. It’s not a day-to-day issue. They don’t come to me and say,
«Why aren’t you married and having children? Where is your man?”

It doesn’t happen because there are covers, and as long as everyone on
both sides is comfortable, then superficially everything is fine. That’s
the way it is with most people, that is my family and most people in
Jewish culture. I think that’s where a lot of Jewish Lesbians are. Those
are some of the ways you can just live out your life. As long as you
don’t make a big confrontation, you can not be married, you can do
that now. I don’t think you could have done that fifteen years ago.

It’s like being in limbo.

Beverly: 1 have gotten the impression that Jewish culture has had a
huge amount of emphasis on marriage and on marrying the right people

too.

Priscilla: Well, when you’re only a couple million, it’s a reality, I mean
it is something that is real hard to deal with, not having Jewish children
bothers me a lot—1 want there to be Jews in another generation, but
the way things go,and the types of Jews that I want, I’d like to see all
the Jewish Lesbians I know have children because of the types of things
that we have to pass on. That’s something I share with the straight
Jewish community—I share that with them. I'd like to have a child
but I haven’t been able to work that out. . . and maybe things could
improve, maybe it could work out. As of now, it doesn’t look possible.

Judith: 1 feel a heavy weight, about the responsibility as Jewish women
to have Jewish children, and then particularly as Jewish Lesbians and
feminists to have children that are raised in some way other than the
standard heterosexual values. And it’s not at all far removed that the
literal survival of the people depends on numbers, the numbers of
people who will identify as Jewish. Nobody in my family ever talks
about the Holocaust, talks about numbers, or talks about survival, so
it’s much more coming from places other than my immediate biological
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family. But I'm very aware of the issue around survival, and I think
that for me, the stuff about being a Lesbian and, being a Jewish Lesbian i
is “How will we survive?” And I believe it, I believe without any doubtm
that that is how we made it through—every place we ever got thrown
out of, everything that was done to us—was that the bloodlines of the
family were very strong, and the extended family. There’s these whole
traditions of family networks called landsmen which is Yiddish, people
who are from the same shret! and town. .

I'understand that what I am about is not supporting the survival
of the traditional family and that’s a very big conflict for me. I mean,
as a Lesbian, my survival depends on that structure changing, and my
political values depend on that structure changing, but as a Jewish
woman, | know that’s how I got here in a very literal sense. The family
held together, not because they liked each other, not even because there
was necessarily a great deal of genuine caring, but because they were
family and there was an obligation.

And so I get really torn apart, because part of the reason why I
think my mother, who’s fairly sophisticated in some ways, is so threat-
ened by my Lesbianism, is that she understands that I am not about
maintaining the family. It’s a real major conflict for me, and I can deal
with it by making jokes, but you know, I carry five thousand years of
history on my back. And I feel like I am running smack up against it
when I say I don’t want this family structure to continue. And then I
can turn around and say, “But that’s how we got here.” So to me it’s
real serious, this thing about making Jewish babies.

(Long silence.)

Elli: 1 think that must be some of what I hear as a Black Lesbian—that
it is against the family, or it’s against the nation.

Beverly: One of the things some Black people feel is that being a Les-
bian is being white. Someone told me that a Black woman doctor said
Lesbianism is something you “catch’ from white women. A doctor!!

It is painful to think that you are doing something that could
even be construed, whether you believe it or not, as going against your
people.

Judith: In religious Jewish families, there are the traditional burial rites.
One of them is sitting shiva. It is a kind of ritual mourning and in re-
ligious families they do that if you marry a gentile. But I know a num-
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ber of people whose families sat shiva for them when they came out.
[ mean marked them as dead. The child becomes dead, L:mean they
cease to exist.

Elli: 1 think the other thing, at least the stuff that I get from Black
women who are heterosexual, is the whole thing about protecting the
image of the Black man. He’s been so downtrodden, beaten and op-
pressed—even more so than the Black woman, how could you as a
Black Lesbian, take yet something else from this Black man, which
would be his woman, it’s like trying to be a man.

(Long silence.)

Judith: When I first moved to Boston, I used to go to Coolidge Corner,
to someplace that was Jewish. I used to go out, and I would flip out
thinking, “If people knew I was queer, who would be there for me?”

I mean I always knew that I was masquerading there. I feel like that
when I go to straight Jewish events.

When I’m at something in the women’s community or a Lesbian
event, I feel limits on how much I would want to count on women
there. Even in the heart of Lesbian nation, I don’t fit. As a white
woman, I can have all the illusions taught to me that I'm going to be
able to fit, if I just do it right somehow. It isn’t that it’s so shocking,
but I do keep running into the feeling of not fitting at Lesbian events,
and I feel it in Jewish things too. I’'m very aware, not just of being a
Lesbian, but what that says about my values.

Beverly: Aswe say, “between a rock and a hard place.”

At our third meeting we continued talking about our conflict-
ing commitments to our cultures and to Lesbian feminist politics.

Elli: 1 think that the part where we got real bummed out before was
when we were talking about families. Our trying to find our niche in
our own families or in our communities. And just what some of the
rationale is for keeping us out. We were trying to struggle to find a
place to be in and talking about the ways we still felt in or wanted

to be in as a viable part of the family. But then we could see, at least
for Black families, we could see reasons for them wanting to keep us
out and I think that’s where we got stuck. I think that with Jewish
families it was the same thing. Particularly in the name of Black
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nationalism or something like that—the need to keep the family lines
alive and going. And being a Lesbian—is that a contgadiction to all
that stuff? It’s like a dead end street. Where do you go after that?

Beverly: 1 think where you go is into political action and into asserting
your right to be. That, yes indeed I am Black and I'm a Lesbian. 1
have always been Black, I was born Black I am going to die Black, as
my grandmother told me. . . . I do think that political activism, and I
include also developing theory, is one of the things that we can do.
It’s just so ironic, *cause we were all born into our own cultures and
ethnicities. We were all raised as Black or Jewish women, there is no
doubt about that. And yet you become a Lesbian, all of a sudden
you’re not seen as legitimate.

Judith: T don’t have any way to touch it, that weight of history. I
could push my way into the community, that’s where activism could
take place. But I don’t believe that the nuclear family is a good situa-
tion, and I do know that’s how we survived. And so I have those two
things and it just feels like I don’t know any way out of that one. [
just feel like those two things keep running in head on against each
other. The kinds of things that ensured survival had to do especially
with women being the ones who kept the family together. And I don’t
know how activism touches that. It just feels like that history is sort
of around my neck. And it’s different than getting included in the
community ’cause even included in the community I'm not going to
have the kind of family that I'm talking about.

Beverly: 1 still think, Judith, that there is a way of taking apart some
of those concepts or realities, historical facts that you’re talking about.
If you can kind of pull apart what is there then you can figure out a way
of putting things back together in a new way. Now it’s true that the
nuclear family was a unit that allowed, and in our case the extended
family, but let’s say the heterosexual family which I think is more to
the point, was something that allowed both of our groups to survive.
One of the things we could look at is how much was heterosexuality

a necessary part of it. I don’t think the idea of family is necessarily a
negative idea either. There are some valuable concepts embodied in the
family and particularly in our families, that is, families that are units in
oppressed groups. But to recognize that the family is good and that’s
how we stayed on this earth as identifiable peoples doesn’t mean that
we have to take it all. That we can try and look at it in a critical man-
ner and say, “You know this is great and this is bullshit and we don’t
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iscussed relationships we had with women of the other
we dx:scuthat we were sharing parts o f our lives which had both
group, Se";’d"gpo litical significance. There is no adequate way to sum-
Mlha se stories which encompass a range o, f experiences, some
marize the. me negative, SOme neutral, some baffling. The excerpts
w,,?:;v;;lslzw were selected because they suggest what is possible be-

tween us.

- All the Jewish kids who were in my classes were very smart. But
Eﬂ.f. were also very sensitive to me, which is something that I remem-
berydisﬁncﬂy, I remember names, Howard Kipnis. . . . Just all these

different names pop up, you know.

And this young woman Minnie, we were in sixth grade, we were
both cheerleaders. We had developed this school team and then of
course we had to have cheerleaders for the team. And she and I were
safety patrols together. So when everybody else had to go into class
we'd be out there practicing our cheers. And I was so in love with this
woman, I swear. She was wonderful. But the thing was after school
we never mixed. She went to her neighborhood. I went to my neigh-
borhood. She never came to my house. I never went to her house.
And we never talked about that. It was just understood. And it was
always that way with kids in the class. . . .

By the time I got out of elementary school there may have been
maybe a few of the same Jewish families that I knew in elementary
school. There were a couple of kids who I remember throughout high
school who were very smart and became more and more isolated.
They were still ridiculed. And I don’t think there were any anti-
ewish slurs but just the fact that they were very quiet and very smart
and they were very different. They would be out of school and no-
ody would talk about the Jewish holidays. It wasn’t something that

as out in the open. Although I had Jewish teachers it still wasn’t
ked about that some days they would be out. There were these
ifferences that were not talked about.

And [ think that the racial tension was there from day one for



me. So that I think the Jewish kids sort of got lost in the shuffle.
That it was just white and Black. And I think gome of the feelings
that I had were wanting to have these friendships but somehow having
to cross over all of these barriers to have it happen. So that it just
never happened. And I never took the risk to have it happen. . .. :

Some of these relationships, I was too young to understand
what was going on. To be able to formulate the questions that were
in my head. As akid I walked around with so many questions anyway
that nobody ever answered. But that was one of the big ones.

And I still think about some of those kids now. Where are they?
That slowly, they moved away. And that wasn’t talked about. And I
know that there was a lot of feeling there. There were times when this
one woman, Minnie and I, we would begin to talk about stuff, but
somehow the words weren’t there. We’d go on to talk about some-
thing else. I just remember a lot of pain and a lot of unspoken stuff,
just a lot of unspoken feelings. And I know that there was some al-
legiance there between particular Jewish kids and Black kids. But the
whole thing about loyalties just overrode that whole thing.

In a later discussion Elli analyzed a difficult yet fulfilling rela-
tionship with a Jewish woman.

Mary: 1 think that maybe in the back of my mind I was thinking that
I can’t give this woman all of myself because she was white. And I
thought I should save part of myself for Black women. I would give
her up to a point where we got to and then she had her own set of
demands.

Elli: 1think that’s a real crucial issue. Mary just talked about feeling
like she couldn’t share all of herself to this Jewish woman. . . . And
that reminds me of some of my interactions with Jewish women. . . .

I don’t think I had any real relationships with Jewish women
until I came to Boston, outside of the elementary school experience
that I talked about before. But in Boston there were five women |
was pretty close with and one of them is Jewish. I think a lot of the
critical areas in my spending time with them had to do with each of
our issues around identity. I felt a lot of the time, for me to share
who I am as a Black woman would somehow legitimize these other
women because they felt so awful about who they were and where
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ey came from. So when you talked about holding part of you back,
[ felt that 2 lot. Icouldn’t totally share *cause I felt like I would be
. ced off. As though my identity would somehow legitimize these
nglir women. It’s almost like a leech, sort of hooking on to some-
gne else’s identity, to make you feel better about who you are. I felt
that alot. Sol think I also held back and I feel a lot of these women
hooked up with ethnic cultures other than their own. Each of them
ot into something else where they could feel better about themselves
and have something that they could identify with.

This Jewish woman and I are the only two out of that group
who have really come to terms with each other as who we are. And
it’s taken almost four years to do that and we’re just beginning to
sort of have a dialogue and a real relationship between me as a Black
woman and her as a Jewish woman. And it’s still real painful. Because
in this country we’re both dumped on. As Lesbians we’re both dumped
on. With all the stuff going on internationally it’s just real hard for us
both to hear each other and to respect what the other one has to say
and remain friends. It’s a real big task. And I think it was real threat-
ening for her feeling so shaky about being a Jewish Lesbian.

But it was always real threatening for her, for me to start talking
about what it meant for me to be Black and connecting with Black
women and struggling with my family. It wasasif, “Well, if you’re
really into being Black does that mean that you won’t be able to hear
what it means for me to be Jewish?”” It’s like that always seems to be
mutually exclusive. My Blackness was always a threat to her. And I
don’t know if I ever understood that. I think that that’s a real common
thing with white women anyway. As if somehow you have to keep a
part of you under wraps. Otherwise it’s too overwhelming or too threat-
ening or too something. But that was real striking with her since she
was dealing with, “Is it OK for me to be Jewish?”’ herself.

Judith: Were you aware in this group of women who were white-
skinned that this woman was Jewish? Is that an awareness you had?

Elli: Oh yeah. What struck me about it, this is real interesting, is I
think what originally attracted me to her isthat she felt more real to
me. She’s a darker-skinned Jewish woman, she had black hair and
brown eyes. I mean I was drawn to her more so than the other wom-
en. And that’s a real painful area for her always being the dark one,
in her family and her community. So for me to get drawn to her for
stuff that’s real painful for her in the white mainstream. It was al-
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ready a set up for the two of us. And I think that I was protecting 1
myself too. Ialways felt that I couldn’t be totallythere with her as i
a Black woman, because it was so painful for her. That always comes
up for me if [ am going to be totally myself as a Black woman with a
Jewish woman, that painful stuff always comes up around identity.

I would say that is probably the most real relationship I have
with a white woman in Boston. She is probably one of the few wom-
en who has taken her ethnicity seriously. There’s some good stuff
there, but there’s a Jot of painful stuff there too for both of us. And
we’re still struggling with it.

Judith: Part of why I asked whether Elli knew her friend was Jewish
is that especially recently I've been trying to figure out why I don’t
feel like white people. I don’t feel like 'm white people. But I know
I have white skin and I walk down the street and I'm white people.
But I have this sort of contradiction that goes on all the time. And
sometimes I talk about feeling dark in situations even though I am
fair-skinned and light-eyed. And that to me is that 'm not like other
white people.

Elli: She used to talk about that too, about being dark, and that used
to make me angry. I'd say, “What do you mean, dark? You know
you’re not dark, you’re white. I'm dark.”

Priscilla: When you walk into a white room. When I was at the Har-
vard Club and all the people there were white. All of a sudden you
see the difference. I always felt dark but I felt good about it.

Judith: 1 don’t know, because to me it’s important to maintain that
distinction to try and find some kind of ground of owning having
white skin and I get a lot of stuff for that because of being white.
But also, that ’m not white people, not like regular Christian white
people. And I don’t know if that’s a difference that any of you ex-
perience. It is part of how I see the world anyway. That’s why I was
asking you if you were aware of her being Jewish. And when you say
you were drawn to her, that doesn’t surprise me at all.

Elli: Tt was that darkness, it’s true.

Judith movingly described the development of her first friend-
ship with a woman of color.
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world and you’re still considered a nigger. You don’t have that kind
of buying power. So I guess I have an appreciation for your explana-
tion of the difference, that it is clearly an oppression, but in this
country it is not on the same scale. The texture is real different. It
functions for different reasons.

Beverly: There’s been a lot of paralleling of stuff in our other meet-
ings. But I’'m not quite sure whether we’ve reached points of identity.
I'm not sure whether we’ve answered a basic question—is what we
have to contend with the same for Black and Jewish women? What
are the similarities and what are the differences? . . ..

One of the things it raised for me is that when I read it,* it’s
true that my experience of who Jewish people are in this country and
what their power position is, is that indeed, they are not like Black
people. They don’t have the same relationship to that. And that’s
what I want to bring up here.

Priscilla: 1 think that’s the key. A lot of the differences is that you’re
white-skinned and there are certain things that Jews can do, and it’s
only because they’re white-skinned, that they’re allowed to do things.
There’re a lot of places that you can get jobs because you are white-
skinned. It doesn’t mean that you are tolerated. But you can get
things economically, you can get your paycheck. You can go to a lot
of places and it’s because you’re white-skinned.

And a lot of the oppression that’s there does not necessarily
hit in the area of economics. It hits in the isolation. It hitsin a lot
of different places that are not necessarily economic. I think that’s
why American Jews in this generation, and it’s a very short period of
time in Jewish history, have been able to get decent jobs and to have
all the material pleasures that America has offered. Jews have been
able to do that because they’re a white-skinned minority. And they
can be tolerated in a lot of places that people of color are not.

*At the beginning of this discussion we talked about excerpts from the
article “Culture, Feminist Racism and Feminist Classism: Blaming the
Victim” by Hope Landrine. Off Our Backs, Special Issue on Racism
and Sexism, November, 1979, pp. 2-3.
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Judith: The oppression of Jewish people-in this country-at this time

is not on the level of physical survival. And I thinksthat the oppression
of people of color is absolutely down to the level of physical survival.
And those are the kinds of things that are listed in that article—things
having to do with physical survival, around food, around heat, around
drug addiction, or any of those things, any thing, just being able to
live. And I don’t think that the oppression of Jewish people in this
country, except for maybe in the beginning part of the big migration
from Eastern Europe, has ever been quite so seriously on the level of
physical survival as the oppression of people of color in this country.

But the conclusion that I feel like some people make, and it
just seems really inaccurate, is that there is no oppression, or it is not
real and serious, or that it’s a thing of the past, or that it’s a figment
of the imagination of Jewish women who want to sort of be cool and
identify as oppressed. And that’s where I start just getting enraged.

But I don’t see it on a survival level. So I don’t see it as the
same. And I think that I’ve had to watch for that in myself—as a real
danger to sort of falsely identify. It’s just real clear to me that my
physical survival has not been on the line in my life. That to me is
some of the difference. And it is clearly a lot less serious whether or
not you can go to Harvard or you can go to the state college than
whether or not you are going to be able to pay the rent or get thrown
out on the street. But I don’t feel like one is real and the other is
false.

Priscilla: 1 think that’s the issue. They’re different. And there’s some
people who don’t want to acknowledge the existence of Jewish op-
pression. And that’s what I find a lot happening in the feminist com-
munity. There’s been lots of letters, oppression against oppression,
which one’s better. And things are different, people are different,
groups are different. But it doesn’t negate one or the other.

Beverly: Well there’s one thing I've got to say which I feel is very dif-
ficult for me to say. I’'m just thinking about my experiences in child-
hood and growing up. According to some sorts of American myths or
whatever I heard growing up, Jews were members of a minority group,
of course they wouldn’t use the word oppressed, and Black people
were too. And I always knew that we were just so many light years
away from the position of Jews. And it made me angry. It made me
furious. And I felt, like how is it that they get to be members of a
minority group but they seem like they’re doing all right. And we
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othing. And so Ijust wanted to state that. From the position I
hﬂveilfll as a Black child growing up, this was something that was very
s

apparent 10 1

1 Both by concerned feminists and certainly by the mainstream
Jud '.t ' community, I have seen Jewishness be used in a really vile way
JCWIShk rivilege that comes from being white-skinned. What I grew up
to ma§n garticular, and I think it was real typical for the child of Amer-
.w]th’blom parents who were moving into the middle class—was that we
1cag;,rstood “prejudice” because we had experienced it and we wouldn’t
:Zthat way with Black people. And that was it. So I grew up with
the assumption that of course I wouldn’t be prejudiced *cause I knew
what it was about, from being Jewish. And that was despite real
platant lies to that. Because I also grew up hearing about the
schwartzes which is Yiddish for Black, and it’s not a complimentary
term. In my family, you would never say nigger, but you might say
schwartze if you wanted to?

That’s been a real thing to work against. There’s some way of
paying attention to the fact that despite prejudice and very real, very
vile stuff that I experienced as a child, it’s not the same. And some-
how, I grew up with the attitude that it’s almost tit for tat.

I feel like Jewishness gets to be this sort of seesaw. Sometimes
it’s up and sometimes it’s down. And that’s true in the feminist com-
munity too. Among Jewish feminists. Sometimes it’s up—and I my-
self have been in the position of being a white-skinned Jewish fem-
inist, denying that I have work to do around racism because ’'m Jew-
ish and so I understand it better, certainly better than any other
white women. I think that even at my worst I did not presume to
understand it better than a woman of color. But I had a whole load
of arrogance that I pulled off my Jewishness. And that’s not some-
thing I’m proud of at all. I feel like I've got to go back now and un-
do that.

And then the other side of that is women saying, “[Being Jewish]
doesn’t make any difference, you’re just like me.” And me knowing
that’s not true. So I think the potential for white-skinned Jewish wom-
en to use Jewishness as a way of evading dealing with their own skin
privilege is real-I mean I've seen it and I’ve done it and I believe it’s
real possible. But even given that potential, I’ve seen as a response to
that non-Jewish white women saying, “Well, it really doesn’t make any
difference, you’re still white.” And it feels like neither one of those
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things are really the whole truth. (Pause.} It makes me nervous to put
that on tape, you know. It does. ’Cause I’ve got bad deeds, right.
Sort of the worst aspects of trying to be a Jewish feminist.

Eli: 1 guess to me what you’ve said feels like the essence of what I
have been thinking about in terms of our whole process. And the
anger that Beverly was talking about. Like there’re all these similari-
ties, but yet when it comes down to it, to the outside world, people
will always know that 'm Black and people may never know that
you’re Jewish. And I think that’s where Black people get real impa-
tient and just sort of want to push you aside, like “Look!” *Cause
you don’t have to deal and I guess as feminists we can choose to deal
or choose not to deal depending on how backed into a corner you
get. Or how principled you are. But that’s a choice that you have,
and that’s not a choice Black women have.

Judith: Tt hasn’t always been a choice for Jews. It is a choice for me
and probably will be my whole life.

Priscilla: 1 think that’s why Jewish women react in different ways.
Jewish women who have identity, who identify with Jewish people
and Jewish history have a very different perspective than women
who know they’re Jewish but operate in their lives only as feminists.
But if you’re really tied to the history you can’t disregard it, even
though right this minute walking down the street someone doesn’t
see thousands of years of oppression. But it’s inside me.

Afterword

Writing this Afterword I am thinking of what’s included in this
article and I'm also very aware of some things which are not. The
article itself contains only a fraction of all we said and experienced.
And of course we have not nearly exhausted any of the subjects we
approached.

1 feel it’s important to point out that we did not deal directly,
in detail, with the issues of Jewish racism and Black anti-semitism in
this country. Perhaps because the things we did talk about sometimes
produced so much pain for us we were reluctant to take this on. It’s
also possible that this topic could be handled better by women who
had longer herstories of being together (e.g., an ongoing discussion
group of Black and Jewish women) or by separate groups of Jewish
or Black women.
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A characteristic of our approach to all the issues we discussed was
our refusal to passively accept the “truths” we’ve been handed about
them. Our commitment to look instead at these issues in all their
complexity constitutes the essence of a radical, feminist politic.

We were quite conscious of the significance of this undertaking
from the beginning. In our first meeting Judith said, “But none of
the things I've read about Black and Jewish relations are by feminists.
None of this is by women. So here we are, talk about groundbreaking,
and that makes it real scary. Because in some ways I would like to
do something that other women can build on, can use and build on.”

We feel that this article is something valuable which other wom-
en can use as a basis for their own discussions and that other women
can take our work and go farther.

At the end of our last meeting, Mary talked about the impor-
tance of what we had accomplished. “Just the fact that the five of
us have gotten together to talk about Jewish and Black relationships
is going to mean that each time we leave and we talk to someone
who’s either Black or Jewish, we’re going to say, ‘I was in this group
and we talked about this.” And it’s going to change our perspective
and it’ll just get more people thinking about it. It’s a long process
and we might not have the time to see it to fruition. But at least
it’s begun.”

NOTES

1 The title is taken from the last line of Adrienne Rich’s classic essay,
“Women and Honor: Some Notes on Lying.”” Motheroot Publications,
214 Dewey Street, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 15218. c. 1977. Also
available in On Lies, Secrets, and Silence: Selected Prose 1966-1978,
by Adrienne Rich, W.W. Norton & Company, New York, 1979.

2See Judy Simmons’ poem “Minority” in Conditions: Five—The Black
Women’s Issue (1979), pp. 93-94. Following that poem was an
“Editor’s note” by Lorraine Bethel and Barbara Smith, guest editors
of that issue, commenting on the process involved in their decision to
publish “Minority.”

3 Priscilla’s comment during this discussion that “Jewish culture is
food,” echoes Harriet Malinowitz’s superb short story, ““Coffee and
Cake” which appeared in Conditions: Six (1980). The character re-
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calls sitting shiva for her father and how visitors brought her family
quantities of baked goods. “I only rememberéloving those cakes for
being so inordinately civilized; for being so attractive; for being so ex-
pensive. Within those boxes with their script saying ‘Ida’s’ or ‘Mitzi’s’
or ‘Ratner’s,” I sensed my culture” (74).

4Elly Bulkin has analyzed the use of the term schwartzes in her family
in the following way: ‘“Asked to recall my earliest awareness that there
were differences between people of color and white people, I remem-
bered two instances which symbolize for me some of the complexity
of transcending my own racism to take clearly anti-racist positions.

I recall 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” (5). This passage is from
Bulkin’s extremely important essay, “Racism and Writing: Some Im-
plications for White Lesbian Critics,” Sinister Wisdom 13, Spring
1980, pp. 3-22.
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JANINE CANAN

*

CHILDHOOD

I could hardly wait to get out. Iremember it. I was always being
held. I'was all alone. Iwas being eaten by ahairy mouth. I sat. Sud-
denly I stood up and I walked. My first sentence was a perfect sen-
tence. Nuns rushed in the halls. Mother wore a silk bedjacket. The
nipple was rubber. May I have a drink of water please. 1 wet my bed.
Mother took me behind the mirrored door so her glasses glistened.
Don’t you ever do it again. Why did you murder Daddy, why did

you do it? I walked into the bathroom in my sleep. Coming after
me thousands of them. We went back to the orange ranch. Pancho
bit me on the nose. Mr. Birch cut me an orange, round and round it
peeled off leaving a handle. The airplane crashed in the orange grove
during the war and the government paid us back. I smeared POO-poo
over the walls and turned the pictures upsidedown. I was standing in
my crib. I was standing at the window with my sister in my arms al-
most throwing her out. Iwas in the department store all alone. The
pillars were spiralling candycanes with a man’s voice that haunted my
name. The room throbbed with it. Shadows were moving over the
ceiling, avocado trees and snakes waiting to bite off my feet. The show-
er-door slammed shut during the earthquake. I was walking across the
street holding my father’s hand. We stepped out of the blue Lincoln
into the windy street. Palm trees, looking both ways. She came home
from the hospital in her coral robe, smiling red lips. I was sitting in
the back seat of the car. She leaned over and kissed me. We were
hugging in her white dress in the living room, twirling. I was running
up and down the cement steps of the backyard. We were building
pyramids, we were building forts, we were playing in the sandbox.
Lemons, oranges, peaches, apricots, kumgquats, loquats, magnolias,
roses and pomegranates. We were wearing our blue chiffon dresses:
Deena’s with a round neck, mine with a vee. To make me look thin-
ner. Deena’s bedroom was painted blue to make her relax. The bed-
wetting machine rang when she wet. Mother was washing our hair in
the kitchen sink. Iwas lying on the counter. Deena was getting her
scalp massaged. Mother was braiding my hair pulling the little hairs
tighter into the fat brown braids. She was brushing. We were sitting

Copyright © 1981 by fanine Canan.
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at the kitchen table. Deena was spooning peas into the coral curved
booth. Iwas looking out the window. You have a,beautiful view of
the city. I was sitting on the roof listening to my cousin’s jazz records,
At his funeral I looked in: waxy white Roger. I said funerals are bar-
baric, ’'m never going again. Mary Martha Hart’s belly blew up like a
balloon in her foamy nightgown. Her casket was closed. Isaw them
standing at the bottom of the stairs. Everyone else was asleep. Mother
was panting get me a drink. Daddy was laughing, hair thick and wavy,
Mother’s nightgown was in a heap by the bed in the morning. I asked
why. Mother was saying I want a divorce. Mother was saying she got
hot during the night and took it off. When she died there were no more
piano lessons. She said if you ever get cold you can put your hands be-
tween your legs like this. Her large brown thighs. Her long brown
breasts with big dark circles. Marks on her hips. The pasty beige cover
slapped on. The black mascara coated on and on. The careful lined
full red lips. Kisses for us on toilet paper. Lots when she went out.
Her bright aqua lowcut dress glaring on the hanger. My olive green vel-
vet pants in the lowest drawer.

The matching top with inset bodice. The beautiful white and red pat-
terned tucks on the dress Mother sewed the night I was blackballed.
Laughing in their cars the night the girls came to get Maureen. The boys
swiping hubcaps across the street. My nose pressed against the window-
screen. My file on sex on the back shelf. On my dressing table the tall-
eared cactus Daddy gave Mother when they met. Mother bending over
her cacti downstairs on the backporch. Mother waiting for Daddy to
come home from work. The dark cooks with their greasy bags of french-
fries. Call your father and find out when he’s coming home from work.
Laughing with mother, the latelate show, candy from the little market.
Dangling off my bed in daydream. Going downstairs to do homework.
Pantomimes in the basement, I a flying angel. Mother sitting on the rose
sofa sipping her coffee. Playing the piano, playing the harp. Mother
stirring her coffee, Mother getting up. Sugar from the sugarbin, all

over the kitchen floor. That was beautiful, could you play it again.
Catherine Jackson leaning with perfume by my side. You can do any-
thing you want. Nita’s perfume and long nose. My Killer serve slipping
the net. Straight A’s. Mr. Andelian sitting on my desk, his dog eyes,

are you happy at home? Doors locked. Slammed it on her finger.
Mother getting dressed at midnight. Cleaning my knick knack shelf.
Mother getting undressed before the recital. Waiting on the edge of the
bed. Waiting on the school steps. Are you still here? I'll be right there.
Black. Oh there you are. Mother when are you going to get up. Lazy
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will you get up. Mother I’'m going to be late. Mother I'm late.
Mother I thought you didn’t love me anymore. Dedication page torn
out of My novel. My babyblanket, careful embroidery, unfinished.
My pabydoll. My furry Jocko. My own bicycle. Coming down the
gtairs 100 early Christmas morning: my breathrobbing golden ever harp.
[ want to be sweet. Bring me the hanger to spank you. She doesn’t
mean what she says. The mommy and daddy lie together and make a
paby. And when she was good she was very very good and when she
was bad. . . . Old Ben got so fat he couldn’t get out of his chair to eat.
will Helen Trent find love and happiness at thirty-five. Soft warm
preadcustard in bed sick. Will Oscar Levant have to go back into the
mental hospital. And here’s Perry Como. Wither thou goest I will go.
Beeny and Cecil the Seasick Seaserpent. Jane Eyre, Nancy Drew, all
the Bronte sisters. Mommy just one more song. I was writing my
thoughts on scraps of paper sticking them in the drawer in the dark.
Maple furniture, colonial houses, stone and wood. In the Rockies far-
away. . . I was taking the bus to the downtown library to study “The
Lovesong of J. Alfred Prufrock.” I was walking down Hollywood
Boulevard into Pickwick Books, the record stores. I was watching
Madame Bovary in the small dark theatre, their legs touching under the
table. I was running away, down the block past the MacDermotts’, past
the Barys’, up the hill to the house with the low brick wall where I sat
drying my tears, watching the clouds, the moon. I was walking home.
I was wading through waist-deep floodwaters in my homemade woolen
skirt. I was going away to college.




ROCKY GAMEZ

&

from THE GLORIA STORIES

Every child aspires to be something when he grows up. Some-
times these aspirations are totally ridiculous, but coming from the mind
of a child they are forgiven and given enough time, they are forgotten.
These are normal little dreams from which life draws its substance.
Everyone has aspired to be something at one time or another; most
of us have aspired to be many things. I remember wanting to be an
acolyte so badly I would go around bobbing in front of every icon I
came across whether they were in churches or private houses. When
this aspiration was forgotten, I wanted to be a kamakazi pilot so I
could nosedive into the church that never allowed girls to serve at the
altar. After that I made a big transition. I wanted to be a nurse, then
a doctor, then a burlesque dancer, and finally I chose to be a school-
teacher. Everything else was soon forgiven and forgotten.

My friend Gloria, however, never went beyond aspiring to be one
thing, and one thing only. She wanted to be a man. Long after I had
left for college to learn the intricacies of being an educator, my young-
est sister would write to me long frightening letters in which she would
say that she had seen Gloria barreling down the street in an old Plymouth
honking at all the girls walking down the street. One letter said that
she had spotted her in the darkness of a theater making out with an-
other girl. Another letter said that she had seen Gloria coming out of
a cantina with her arms hooked around two whores. But the most dis-
turbing one was the one when she said that she had seen Gloria at a
7-11 store, with a butch haircut and what appeared to be dark powder
on the sides of her face to imitate a beard.

I quickly sat down and wrote her a letter expressing my concern
and questioning her sanity. A week later I received a fat letter from her.

It read:

Dear Rocky,
Here I am, taking my pencil in my hand to say hello and hoping
that you are in the best of health, both physically and mentally. As

Copyright ©® 1981 by Rocky Gamez.
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for me, 1 am fine, thanks to Almighty God.

The weather in the Valley is the shits. As you kave probably
read or heard on the radio we had a hurricane named Camille, a real
Liller that left many people homeless. Our house is still standing, but
the Valley looks like Venice without gondolas. As a result o f the
ﬂgoded streets, I can’t go anywhere. My poor car is under water.

But that’s all right. [ think the good Lord sent us a killer storm so
that 1 would sit home and think seriously about my life, which I have
peen doing for the last three days.

You are right, my most dearest friend, I am not getting any
younger. It is time that I should start thinking about what to do with
my life. Since you left for school, I have been seeing a girl named
Rosita, and I have already asked her to marry me. It’s not right to
go around screwing without the Lord’s blessings. As soon as I can
drive my car I'm going to see what I can do about this.

Your sister is right, I have been going around with some whores
but now that I have met Rosita, all that is going to change. I want to
be a husband worthy of her respect, and when we have children, I
don’t want them to think that their father was a no good drunk.

You may think that I am crazy for talking about being a father,
but somewhere in a magazine I was reading about something called
artificial insemination. It’s quite easy.

You may think I'm crazy for talking about being a father, but
seriously Rocky, I think I can. I never talked to you about anything
so personal as what I'm going to say, but take it from me, it’s true.
Every time I do you-know-what, I come just like a man. I know you
are laughing right now, but Rocky, it is God’s honest truth. If you
don’t believe me, I'll show you someday. Anyhow it won’t be long
until you come home for Christmas. I'll show you and I promise you
will not laugh and call me an idiot like you always do.

In the meantime since you are now close to the University library
you can go and check it out for yourself. A woman can become a
father if nature has given her enough come to penetrate inside a wom-
an. I bet you didn’t know that. Which goes to prove that youdon’t
have to go to college to learn everything.

That shadow on my face that your sister saw was not charcoal
or anything that I rubbed on my face to make it look like beard. It is
the real thing. Women can grow beards, too, if they shave their faces
every day to encourage it. Ireally don’t give a damn if you or your
sister think it looks ridiculous. [ like it, and so does Rosita. She thinks
I'm beginning to look a lot like Sal Mineo, do you know who he is?
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Well, Rocky, I think I'll close for now. Don’t be too surprised b
to find Rosita pregnant when you come in Christmgs. I'll have a whole E
case of Lone Star for me and a case of Pearl for you. Til then I remain
your best friend in the world.
Love, Gloria

I didn’t go home that Christmas. A friend of mine and I were
involved in a serious automobile accident a little before the holidays
and I had to remain in the hospital. While I was in traction with almost
every bone in my body shattered, one of the nurses brought me an-
other letter from Gloria. I couldn’t even open the envelope to read ¢
it, and since I thought I was on the brink of death, I didn’t care at 1
all when the nurse said she would read it to me. If this letter contained L
any information that would shock the nurse, it wouldn’t matter any-
way. Death is beautiful insofar as it brings absolution, and once you
draw your last breath, every pecadillo is forgiven.

“Yes,” I nodded to the matronly nurse, “you may read my
letter.”

The stern-looking woman found a comfortable spot at the foot
of my bed and, adjusting her glasses over her enormous nose, began
to read. E

Dear Rocky,

Here I am taking my pencil in my hand to say hello, hoping you
are in the best of health, both physically and mentally. As for me, I
am fine thanks to Almighty God.

The nurse paused to look at me and smiled in a motherly way. 3
“Qh, that sounds like a very sweet person!”

I nodded.

The weather in the Valley is the shits. It has been raining since
Thanksgiving and here it is almost the end of December and it’s still
raining. Instead of growing a prick I think I'm going to grow a tail,
like a tadpole. Ha, ha, ha!

The matronly nurse blushed a little and cleared her throat.
“Graphic, isn’t she?”

I nodded again.

Well, Rocky, not much news around this asshole of a town ex-
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cept that Rosita and I got married. Yes, you heard right, I got married,
We were married in St. Margaret’s Church, but it wasn’t the type of
wedding you are probably imagining. Rosita did not wear white, and
] did not wear a tuxedo like I would have wanted to.

The nurse’s brow crinkled into two deep furrows. : She picked
up the envelope and turned it over to read the return address and then
returned to the letter with the most confused look I have ever seen in
anybody’s face.

Let me explain. Since I wrote you last, I went to talk to the priest

in my parish and confessed to him what I was. In the beginning he
was very sympathetic and he said that no matter what I was, I was
still a child of God. He encouraged me to come to mass every Sunday
and even gave me a box of envelopes so that I could enclose my week-
ly tithe money. But then when I asked him if I could marry Rosita

in his church, he practically threw me out.

The nurse shook her head slowly and pinched her face tightly.
I wanted to tell her not to read anymore, but my jaws were wired so
tight I couldn’t emit a comprehensible sound. She mistook my effort
for a moan and continued reading and getting redder and redder.

He told me that I was not only an abomination in the eyes of God,
but a lunatic in the eyes of Man. Can you believe that? First I am
a child of God, then when I want to do what the church commands
in Her seventh sacrament, I'm an abomination. I tell you, Rocky,
the older I get, the more confused I become.

But anyway, let me go on. This did not discourage me in the
least. 1said to myself, Gloria, don’t let anybody tell you that even
if you're queer, you are not a child of God. You are! And you got
enough right to get married in church and have your Holy Father
sanctify whatever form of love you wish to choose.

The nurse took out a small white hanky from her pocket and
dabbed her forehead and upper lip.

So, as I walked home having been made to feel like a turd, or
whatevyer it is abomination means, I came upon a brilliant idea. And
here’s what happened. A young man who works in the same slaughter
house that I do invited me to his wedding. Rosita and I went to the
religious ceremony which was held in your hometown, and we sat as
close to the altar rail as we possibly could, close enough where we
could hear the priest. We pretended that she and I were the bride and

53




groom kneeling at the rail. When the tifne came to repeat the marriage
vows, we both did, in our minds, of course, where fiobody could hear
us and be shocked. We did exactly as my friend and his bride did, ex-
cept kiss, but I even slipped a ring on Rosita’s finger and in my mind
said, “With this ring, I wed thee.”

Everything was like the real thing, Rocky, except that we were
not dressed for the occasion. But we both looked nice. Rosita wore
a beautiful lavender dress made out of dotted swiss material. Cost me
$5.98 at J.C. Penny. Ididn’t want to spend that much money on my-
self because Lord knows how long it will be until I wear a dress again.
I went over to one of your sisters’ house, the fat one, and asked if
could borrow a skirt. She was so happy to know that I was going to
go to church and she let me go through her closet and choose anything
I wanted. I chose something simple to wear. It was a black skirt with
a cute little poodle on the side. She went so far as to curl my hair and
make it pretty. Next time you see me, you'll agree that I do look like
Sal Mineo. ]

The nurse folded the letter quietly and stuffed it back inside the ‘
envelope, and without a word disappeared from the room, leaving ]
nothing behind but the echoing sound of her running footsteps. :

After my release from the hospital, I went back to the Valley
to recuperate from the injuries received in the accident. Gloria was 1
very happy that I was not returning to the university for the second
semester. Although I wasn’t exactly in any condition to keep up with
her active life, I could at least serve as a listening post in that brief
period of happiness she had with Rosita.

I say brief because a few months after they got married, Rosita
announced to Gloria that she was pregnant. Gloria took her to the
doctor right away, and when the pregnancy was confirmed, they
came barreling down the street in their brand new car to let me be
the first to know the good news.

Gloria honked the horn outside and I came limping out of the }
house. I had not met Rosita until that day. She was a sweet-looking
little person with light brown hair, and smiled a lot, a little dippy in
her manner of conversing, but for Gloria, who wasn’t exactly the
epitome of brilliance, she was alright, 4

Gloria was all smiles that day. Her dark brown face was radiant
with happiness. She was even smoking a cigar and holding it between
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her teeth on the corner of her mouth. “Didn’t I tell you in one of my
jetters that it could be done?” She smiled. “We’re going toshave a

baby!”

“Oh, come on, Gloria, cut it out!” I laughed.
“You think I'm kidding?”
“I know you’re kidding!”

She reached across Rosita who was sitting in the passenger seat
of the car and grabbed my hand and laid it on Rosita’s stomach.
«“There’s the proof!”

“QOh, shit, Gloria, I don’t believe you!”

Rosita turned and looked at me, but she wasn’t smiling. “Why
don’t you believe her?” she wanted to know.

“Because it’s biologically impossible. It’s. . . absurd.”
““Are you trying to say that it’s absurd for me to have a baby?”’
I shook my head. “No, that’s not what I meant.”

Rosita got defensive. I moved away from the car and leaned on
my crutches, not knowing how to respond to this woman because I
didn’t even know her at all. She began trying to feed me all this gar-
bage about wormnan’s vaginal secretions being as potent as the ejacula-
tions of a male and being quite capable of producing a child. I backed
off immediately, letting her talk all she wanted. When she finished
talking, and she thought she had fully convinced me, Gloria smiled
triumphantly and asked, “What do you got to say now, Rocky?”

I shook my head slowly. “I don’t know. Ijust don’t know.
Your friend is either crazy or a damn good liar. In either case, she
scares the hell out of me.”

“Watch your language, Rocky,” Gloria snapped. “You’re talking
to my wife.”

I apologized and made an excuse to go back into the house.
But somehow Gloria knew that I had limped away with something in
my mind. She went and took Rosita home, and in less than an hour,
she was back again, honking outside. She had a six-pack of beer with
her.
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“Alright, Rocky, now that we’re alone, tell me what’s on your

mind.” P

I shrugged my shoulders. “What can I tell you? You’re already
convinced that she’s pregnant.”

*“She is!” Gloria explained. “Dr. Long told me so0.”
“Yes, but that’s not what I'm trying to tell you.”

“What are you trying to tell me?”

“Will you wait until I go inside the house and get my biology

book. There’s a section in it on human reproduction that I'd like to
explain to you.”

“Well, alright, but you better convince me or I’ll knock you
off your crutches. I didn’t appreciate you calling Rosita a liar.”

After I explained to Gloria why it was biologically impossible
that she could have impregnated Rosita, she thought for a long silent
moment and drank most of the beer she had brought. When I saw
a long tear streaming down her face, I wanted to use one of my
crutches to hit myself. But then, I said to myself, “What are friends
for if not to tell us when we’re being idiots?”

Gloria turned on the engine to her car. “Okay, Rocky, git outta
my car! I should’ve known better than come killing my ass to tell you
something nice in my life. Ever since I met you, you’ve done nothing
but screw up my life. Get out. The way I feel right now I could easily

ram up one of them crutches up your skinny ass, but I’d rather go
home and kill that fucking Rosa.”

“Oh, Gloria, don’t do that! You’ll go to jail. Making babies is
not the most important thing in the world. What’s important is the

trying. And just think how much fun that is as opposed to going to
the electric chair.”

“Git outta the car now!”

Idid.
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MARTHA COURTOT

THE FREED WOMAN

her face is dissolving

loose skin hangs in flaps

on a shapeless form

she has one good eye

which looks to the left and right
afraid to miss anything

she refuses to blink

she lives in rooms without mirrors
nothing that could reflect back at her
is permitted

they tell her  she is a free woman

she can move now from house to house
country to country

then why does she sit for hours
refusing to move?

why does she describe her life
by the blemishes on the walls
which surround her?

every day new messages arrive for her
explaining carefully in plain language
that she is a free woman

she answers: i will never surrender

she looks like a woman

who has experienced fire

her features are burnt away

her one good eye  refuses to close
like a dragon’s it remains vigilant

Copyright © 1981 by Martha Courtot.
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they tell her  she is a free woman 4
advise her to leave the room
leave the country  leave her ancient self
leave the names secreted under plaster 4

:
i will never surrender, she says. 3




STEPHANIE STRICKLAND

RITE: A LIFE

1.

She could only ask

her best friends.

Best friends sank their nails
in the small of her back,
said curve your tailbone

to the ceiling;

squeezed her breasts

with whalebone,

said smile, be

like us.

2.

In the cellar, where the laundry chute drops
twisting bodies of cloth,

behind the warped door where pears marinate
and jars of hominy wait under moons of wax,
where broomscratch feathers the cindery floor
and the cool board is waist-high

she bends, sinking all her weight on the iron,
burning it into pleats of her blouse.

Copyright © 1981 by Stephanie Strickland.
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3.

The day her arms were stiff
and she planned a way to eat
without reaching

for a pan. And then the day
her fingers couldn’t turn the can
opener far enough.

The curb got higher

and the bus step

taller. The day the bus
pulled away without her.

The day she asked for help

to read the names

on the boxes.

The day she didn’t.




MIRIAM SAGAN.

NOTES FOR AMERICA

Snowing in Flagstaff, Arizona, 1 A.M.

I call from the pay phone but you are not there
And I wonder what time it is in California and if
You are in bed with someone else or just

Working late. Eight hours already

On this Greyhound bus; we've passed

Through Laguna, New Mexico, where an old woman
Got off at the pueblo and her husband

Met her in the pick-up and they smiled and kissed
Lightly. I go to sleep across two seats

And a drunk gets on and then gets off and I dream
That something is hitting my head and I wake up
Hitting my head. Sunrise over the Mohave Desert,
How I love the sound of that word, Mohave:

Pale and red, a light coating of dust

On my clothes and hair. Something about this landscape
Makes me wonder: Could I survive

A nuclear holocaust? What would I eat?

Could I live if all my friends were dead?

We pass a chemical plant, a rocket testing ground.
My father always says: “I never could imagine
Where they could test an atom bomb

Until I saw New Mexico.” I want you.

In Fresno,I wash my hair in the station

Which disgusts me, but I want

Clean hair for you.

And then the fruit trees begin to appear in the valley
And it is raining in California

On the little houses and the begoniavilla

And the fields of tomatoes and the white chickens

Copyright © 1981 by Miriam Sagan.
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And coming down into Santa Clara an enormous rainbow

Which I take as a sign meant for me in particular

And I remember God’s covenant with Noah

And coming into San Jose I see

Spray painted on the cyclone fence, the slogan:

WOMEN RELEASE YOUR UNGOVERNABLE RAGE AS POWER
WOMEN RELEASE YOUR RAGE.
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WENDY ROSE

&

SUN DAY MORNING:
EATING A HAMBURGER IN IOWA CITY

some of the people

are fresh from church

in starched store-bought dresses,
jackets that match

the slacks and straw hats
tightly laced with resin.

They see an Indian woman
shamelessly sitting at

one of the booths

thankfully at the rear

put they leave anyway

their lips a thin line

from the barrier nearly crossed
and their eyes

are blue marbles.

Some of the people

are young, school jackets

of black and bright yellow,
tenor voices and

tight sopranos farm-fresh.
Translucent eyes

roll over me

and peg my beadwork

to my breast,

let my black hair contrast
with well-combed wet cornsilk
as it flies around me

at this early hour

like a picture frame,

They must protect themselves
as their parents have done

by walking out of this place

Copyright © 1981 by Wendy Rose.
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that has been invaded

by native forces

and they leave the jukebox
untouched. Duty

is fulfilled.

This is Sunday.

What is different

is pointed out

and discussed.

They plot ways to trap me
fooled into my snipe-hunt here.
The women come back

and stare with interest in their eyes
talking softly and comparing me
to something on their minds.




PAULA GUNN ALLEN

&

BELOVED WOMEN

It is not known if those

who warred and hunted on the plains
chanted and hexed in the hills

divined and healed in the mountains
gazed and walked beneath the seas

were Lesbians

It is never known

if any woman was a Lesbian

so who can say that

she who shivering drank

warm blood beneath wind-blown moons
slept tight to a beloved of shininghair
curled as a smile within crescent arms
followed her track deep into secret woods
dreamed other dreams

and who would record these things
perhaps all women are

Lesbian though many try

to turn knotted sinew and stubby cheek
into that ancient almostremembered scene
perhaps all know the first

beloved so well

they can shape the power

to reclaim her

Copyright © 1981 by Paula Gunn Allen.
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The portents in the skies—

the moons forever growing and falling
away, the suns concentric orbits
daily crossing themselves like a nun—
who’s to say that these are signs

of what has always been?

And perhaps the portents are better
left written only in the stars,

etched on cave-walls, rosewindows,
the perfect naves of brooding
cathedrals. Perhaps

all they signify is best left

unsaid.

Nobody knows whether those women
were Lesbians. Nobody

can say what such an event

might mean.
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PAULA GUNN ALLEN

&

LESBIANS IN AMERICAN INDIAN CULTURES

I. Introduction

The Lesbian is to the American Indian what the Indian is to
the American—invisible." Among the Sioux there were women
known as the “manly-hearted women” who, it seems, functioned
as warriors, Whether they were Lesbians is not mentioned in refer-
ences to them. Indeed, their existence was a pretty well kept secret,
and little is made of it. Among the Cherokee there were women
known as Beloved Women who were warriors, leaders, and influential
council members. But among the Cherokee, all women had real in-
fluence in tribal matters until reorganization was necessitated by
American removal attempts. It is not known, however, whether the
Beloved Women were Lesbians.

In my reading about American Indians, I have never read an overt
account of Lesbians, and that reading has included hundreds of books
and articles.? The closest anyone has come, to my knowledge, is a
novel by Fred Manfred entitled The Maniy-Hearted Woman, and
though its protagonist dresses as a man and rejects her feminine role,
and though she marries a woman, the writer is very explicit: she and
her “wife”” do not share intimacies—a possibility which seems beyond
the writer’s ability to envision. Indeed, she eventually falls in love
with a rather strange young warrior who is possessed of enormous
sexual attractiveness (given him by spirit-power and a curious genetic
circumstance). After the warrior’s death, the Manly-Hearted Woman
divorces her wife and returns to woman’s garb and occupation, dis-
carding the spirit stone which has determined her life to that point.>

Because there are few direct references to Lesbians or Lesbian-
ism among American Indians that I am aware of, much of my dis-
cussion of them here is necessarily conjectural. The conjectures are
based on secure knowledge of American Indian social systems and
customs which I have gathered from study and from personal informa-
tion on the American Indian people—of whom I am one—and on my
knowledge of Lesbian culture and practice.

Copyright © 1981 by Paula Gunn Allen.
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Certainly, the chances that aboriginal American women formed
affectional alliances are enormous. There was a marked tendency
among many of the tribes to encourage virginity or some version of
chastity among pubescent women; this tendency was rarely found
with respect to the sexual habits of married women, however, and it
referred to intercourse with males. Nothing is said, to my knowledge,
about sexual liaisons between women, except indirectly. It is equally
likely that such relationships were practiced with social sanction,
though no one is presently talking about this. The history of Native
America is selective; and those matters pertaining to women that
might contradict a Western patriarchist world view are carefully
selected out.

Some suggestions about how things were in ““time immemorial,”
as the old folks refer to pre-contact times, have managed to find
their way into contemporary literature about American Indians.
Many tribes have recorded stories concerning daughters born to
spirit women who were dwelling alone on earth. These daughters
then would become the mothers of entire tribes. In one such tale,
first mother was “born of the dew of the leaf of the beautiful plant.”*
Such tales point to a time prior to the advent of the patriarchy. While
historical and archeological evidence suggest that this time pre-dated
European contact in some regions of the Western Hemisphere, the
change in cultural orientation was still proceeding. The tribes be-
came more male-oriented and more male-dominated as acculturation
accelerated. As this process continued, less and less was likely to be
said by American Indians about Lesbians among them. Indeed, less
and less about women in any position other than that sanctioned by
missionaries was likely to be recorded.

There are a number of understandings about the entire issue that
will be important in my discussion of American Indian women—hetero-
sexual or Lesbian. It is my contention and belief that those two groups
were not nearly as separate as modern Lesbian and straight women
are. My belief is based on my understanding of the cultures and social
systems in which women lived. These societies were tribal, and tribal
consciousness, with its attendant social structures, differs enormously
from that of the contemporary Western world.

This difference requires new understanding of a number of
concepts. The concept of family, the concept of community, the
concept of women, the concept of bonding and belonging, and the
concept of power were all distinctly understood in a tribal matrix;
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and those concepts were/are very different.from those current in
modern America. .

The primarily Spirit-directed nature of the American Indians
must be understood before the place of women, and the place of
Lesbians, will be comprehensible. Without that understanding, almost
anything about American Indians will seem trivial, obscure, or in-
furiating. To put it simply, the tribes believed that all human and
non-human activities were directly related to the Spirit world. They
pelieved that human beings belonged in a universe that was alive, in-
telligent, and aware, and that all matters were as much in the province
of the Spirits as of human beings.

This perception was not based on fantasy or on speculation.
It did not spring from some inarticulate longing planted deep within
the savage breast by some instinctive human need to understand and
manipulate reality. That scholars and folklorists can believe that it
did testifies to their distance from a tribal world. In fact, the Amer-
ican Indian people, of whatever tribe, grounded their belief in the
Spirit world firmly upon their own personal, direct and communal
experience. Those who are traditionals today still place the same
construction on actual events. They speak directly to a Spirit being,
as directly as you might speak to a lunch companion.

Because this is so, their understanding of bonding, sexual rela-
tionships, power, familial order, and community was quite different
from a modern Christian’s view. Included in one’s family were a
number of Spirit people. Among those who shared intimately in
one’s personal and private reality were one or more personal Spirit
guides; on the advice of these guides rested many of the decisions
and activities in which any person engaged.

II. Family and Community in American Indian Life

Much of modern society and culture among American Indians
results from acculturation. Christianity has imposed certain impera-
tives on the tribes, as has the growing tendency to “mainstream”
Indians through schooling, economic requirements, and local, state,
and federal regulation of their lifestyles. The Iroquois, for example,
changed the basic structure of their households after the American
Revolution. The whiteman determined that they had defeated the
Longhouse (the term denoting Iroquois tribal groupings, or the
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Iroquois nation as a whole)—though they had not even fought the
Iroquois. Social disorder of enormous magnitudg ensued. Handsome
Lake, a Seneca prophet, received a series of visions that were to help
his people accommodate to the whiteman. The central relationship
of mother-daughter was thus destroyed, for Handsome Lake decreed
that a woman should cleave to her husband and they should share a
dwelling separate from her mother’s (clan) longhouse.®

Among American Indians, Spirit-related persons are perceived
as more closely linked than blood-related persons. Understanding this
primary difference between American Indian values and modern Euro-
American Judeo-Christian values is critical to understanding Indian
familial structures and the context in which Lesbians functioned.

For American Indian people, the primary value was relationship to
the Spirit world. All else was determined by the essential nature of
this understanding. Spirits, gods and goddesses, metaphysical /occult
forces, and the right means of relating to them, determined the tribes’
every institution, every custom, every endeavor and pastime. This
was not peculiar to inhabitants of the Western Hemisphere, incidental-
ly; it was at one time the primary value of all tribal people on earth.

Relationship to the Spirit world has been of primary value to
tribespeople, but not to those who have studied them. Folklorists
and ethnographers have other values which permeate their work and
their understandings, so that most of what they have recorded or
concluded about American Indians is simply wrong. Countless ex-
amples could illustrate this basic misunderstanding, but let me share
just one, culled from the work of one of the more influential anthro-
pologists, Bronislaw Malinowski. His massive study of the Keres
Pueblo Acoma presumably qualified him as an authority on mother-
right society in North America. In Sex, Culture and Myth Malinowski
wrote: “Patrilocal households are ‘united households,” while ‘split
households’ are the exclusive phenomena of matrilocal mother-right
cultures.”® While acknowledging that economic considerations alone
do not determine the structure of marriage patterns, Malinowski fails
to recognize marriage as a construct founded on laws derived from
conversations with Spirits. The primary unit for a tribe is not, as he
suggests, the household; even the term is misleading, because a tribal
“household” includes a number of individuals who are clan rather
than blood relatives. For non-tribal people, “household” typically
means a unit composed of a father, mother, and offspring—though
contemporary living arrangements often deviate from that stereotyped
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conception. A tribal household might encompass assorted blood kin,
medicine society “’kin,” adoptees, servants, and visitors who have a clan
or supernatural claim on membership although they are bxologlcally
unrelated to the rest of the household. Writing about tribal societies
in Oceania, Malinowski wrote: “Throughout Oceania a network of
obligations unites the members of the community and overrules the
economic autonomy of the household.”” To a tribal person, the
very notion of the household’s autonomy appears to be nonsensical.
To exemplify his view of tribal practices, Malinowski cites the Trobriand
Islanders’ requirement that a man give approximately half of his pro-
duce to his sister(s) and another portion to other relatives, thus using
only the remainder for “his own household” which, Malinowski con-
cedes, is largely supported by the wife’s brother(s) and other relatives.
[ mention this example from a tribe which is not American Indian,
because Malinowski himself encourages generalization: “Economic
obligations,” he continues, which “cut across the closed unity of the
household could be quoted from every single tribe of which we have
adequate information.”®

Malinowski and other researchers have dismissed the household
as an economic unit, but have continued to perceive households
from the viewpoint of the nuclear family—father, mother(s), and
offspring. He remains within the accepted, biased European under-
standing of “household” when he states:

The most important examples [of split-households]
come from the communities organised in extreme
mother-right, where husband and wife are in most
matters members of different households, and their
mutual economic contributions show the character
of gifts rather than of mutual maintenance.’

The case of matrifocal-matrilocal households only seems extreme when
one defines “household” in terms that do not allow for various styles
of bonding. Malinowski believes that this “extreme mother-right”
method of housing people is exceptional. He does concede that it
results from conditions found in high-level cultures, rather than in
“primitive” ones'®— which is an extremely interesting observation.
But in making it, he again relies on some assumptions that are not
justified by available evidence.

If “household” signifies housing and food-provision systems,
then the living arrangements of American Indians pose numerous
problems, the matter of father-right versus mother-right being only
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one. In fact, people were inclined to live wherever they found them-
selves, if living signifies where you stash your belonglngs, where you
take your meals, and/or where you sleep. Throughout North America,
men were inclined to have little personal paraphernalia, to eat wherever
they were when meal-time came, and to sleep in whatever spot was
convenient when they were tired. Clan, band, and medicine-society
affiliations had a primary bearing on these arrangements, as did the
across-the-board separation of the sexes practiced formally or in-
formally by most tribes.

Malinowski’s view assumes that households may take various
forms, but that in any case they are unified to the extent that they
may be spoken of as “‘mine” by a male who is husband to a woman
and claims to be the father of her children. The “extreme” case of
the “split household” occurs when a man who is identified as a
woman’s husband does not contribute to her economic life except
by giving presents. This notion of “household’ is pretty far from
any held by tribal people with which I am familiar. Even among
contemporary American Indians, a male who is identified as the hus-
band of the lady of the house may not be (and often is not) the
father of her children. But according to Malinowski, “The most
important fact about such extreme matriarchal conditions [as among
the Pueblo and several other groups cited] is that even there the
principle of social legitimacy holds good; that though the father is
domestically and economically almost superfluous, he is legally in-
dispensible and the main bond of union between such matrilineal
and matrilocal consorts is parenthood[sic] .

Carefully examined, the foregoing observation makes no sense;
even if it did, it suggests that even though fatherhood is irrelevant
in the home or office, a male remains indispensible because his
presence (which may be very infrequent) confers legitimacy on
something. Indeed.

Analyses like those of Malinowski can only be explained by
the distortive function of cultural bias. A Pueblo husband is im-
portant because husbands are important. But I have known many
“husbands™ who had several “wives” and could claim that a number
of women (who might or might not be claimed as wives) were the
mothers of their children. And this remains the case despite some
two to five hundred years of Christian influence. As an old Laguna
woman has said in reference to these matters in the long ago, “We
were very careless about such things then.”
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Actually, the legitimacy of motherhood was determined by its
very existence. A woman who gave birth was a mother as léng as she
had a living child, and the source of a household’s legitimacy was its
very existence. American Indians were and are very mystical, but
they were and are a very practical people.

While there can be little question about the fact that most
women married, perhaps several times, it is important to remember
that tribal marriages bore little resemblance to Western concepts of
that institution. Much that has been written about marriage as
practiced among American Indians is wrong.

Among many tribes divorce was an easy matter for both women
and men, and movement of individuals from one household to an-
other was fluid and essentially unconstrained. There are many ex-
ceptions to this, for the tribes were distinct social groups; but many
had patterns that did not use sexual contraint as a means of social
control. Within such systems, individual action was believed to be
directed by Spirits (through dreams, visions, direct encounter, or
possession of power objects such as stones, shells, masks, or fetishes).
In this context it is quite possible that Lesbianism was practiced
rather commonly, as long as the individuals cooperated with the
larger social customs. Women were generally constrained to have
children, but in many tribes, child-bearing meant empowerment.

It was the passport to maturity and inclusion in woman-culture.
An important point is that women who did not have children be-
cause of constitutional, personal, or Spirit-directed disinclination
had other ways to experience Spirit instruction and stabilization,
and to exercise power.

“Family” did not mean what is usually meant by that term in
the modern world. One’s family might have been defined in biological
terms as those to whom one was blood-kin. More often it was de-
fined by other considerations; spiritual kinship was at least as im-
portant a factor as “blood.” Membership in a certain clan related
one to many people in very close ways, though the biological con-
nection might be so distant as to be practically nonexistent. This
facet of familial ordering has been much obscured by the presence
of white Christian influence and its New Testament insistence that
the term “family” refers to mother, father and children, and those
others who are directly related to mother and father. In this con-
struct, all persons who can point to common direct-line ancestors
are in some sense related, though the individual’s distance from that
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ancestor will determine the “degree” of relationship to other
descendants of that ancestor. .

Among many American Indians, family is a matter of clan mem-
bership. If clan membership is determined by your mother, and if
your father has a number of wives, you are not related to the children
of his other wives unless they themselves happen to be related to your
mother. So half-siblings in the white way might be unrelated in an
Indian way. Or in some tribes, the children of your mother’s sister
might be considered siblings, while those of your father’s brother
would be the equivalent of cousins. These distinctions should dem-
onstrate that the concept of family can mean something very dif-
ferent to an Indian than it does to a non-Indian.

A unified household is one in which the relationships among
women and their descendants and sisters are ordered. A split house-
hold is one in which this is not the case. A community, then, is an
ordering of sister-relationships which determine who can depend on
whom for what. Male relationships are ordered in accordance with
the maternal principle; a male’s spiritual and economic placement
and the attendant responsibilities are determined by his membership
in the community of sisterhood. A new acquaintance in town might
be asked, “Who is your mother?” The answer identifies the person
and determines the ensuing relationship between the questioner
and the newcomer.

Again, community in the non-Indian modern world tends to
mean people who occupy a definable geographical area and/or who
share a culture (life-style) or occupation. It can extend to mean
people who share an important common interest—political, avoca-
tional, or spiritual. But “community” in the American Indian world
can mean those who are of a similar clan and Spirit; those who are
encompassed by a particular Spirit-being are members of a com-
munity. In fact, this was the meaning most often given to the con-
cept in traditional tribal cultures. So it was not impossible that mem-
bers of a community could have been a number of women who “be-
longed” to a given medicine society, or who were alike in that they
shared consciousness of a certain Spirit.

ITI1. Women and Power

Any discussion of the status of women in general, and of Les-
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pians in particular, cannot hope for accuracy if-one misunderstands
women’s power in tribal societies. It is clear, I think, thatthe
ground we are here exploring is obscure: women in general have not
peen taken seriously by ethnographers or folklorists, and what ex-
plorations have been done have been distorted by the preconceptions
foisted on us by a patriarchal world-view, in which Lesbians are said
not to exist, and women are perceived as oppressed, burdened, and
powerless.

In her discussion of the ‘“‘universal” devaluation of women,
Sherry Ortner, for example, cites the Crow, a matrilineal American
Indian tribe which placed women rather highly in their culture.
Ortner points to the fact that Crow women were nevertheless re-
quired to ride “inferior” horses during menstruation, and were pro-
hibited from participating in ceremonies during their periods. She
cites anthropologist Robert Lowie who reported that Crow women
were forbidden to open one particular medicine bundle which “took
precedence not only of other dolls but of all other Crow medicines
whatsoever.”'? Ortner marshalls this and other impressive evidence
to support her claim that Crow women were believed to be inferior to men.
But I suspect that the vital question is not whether women have been
universally devalued, but when and how and why this came about. 1
further suspect that this devaluation has resulted from the power
which women are perceived to have, and that evidence supporting
this contention is at least as massive as the evidence of our ignominy.

Ortner again cites Lowie, who wrote: “Women. . . [during
menstruation] formerly rode inferior horses and evidently this loomed
as a source of contamination, for they were not allowed to approach
either a wounded man or men starting on a war party.”!> Ortner
continues in this vein, concluding that women are devalued even
among the matrilineal Crow, because menstruation is seen as “a threat
to warfare, one of the most valued institutions of the tribe, one that is
central to their self-definition. . . .”!%

Ortner apparently follows Lowie in assuming that menstrua-
tion was perceived as dirty and contaminating by tribal people, and
that they saw it in the same light in which it was viewed by patriarchal
peoples. Thus, she concludes that the Crow prohibited women at
prescribed times from certain activities because of a belief that menstru-
ation is unclean. The truth of the matter is quite different. Tribal
people view menstruation as a ““medicine” of such power that it can
cause the death of certain people, i.e., men on the eve of combat.
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Menstruating (or any other) Crow women do not go near a partlcularly 1
sacred medicine bundle, and menstruating women aze not allowed
among warriors getting ready for battle, or those who have been
wounded, because women are perceived to be possessed of a singular
power, most vital during menstruation, puberty, and pregnancy, that
weakens men’s powers—physical, spiritual, or magical. The Crow and
other American Indians do not perceive signs of womanness as con-
tamination; rather they view them as so powerful that other “medi-
cines” may be cancelled by the very presence of that power.

The Oglala Holy Man John Lame Deer has commented that the
Oglalas do not view menstruation, which they call isnati (dwelling
alone), as “something unclean or to be ashamed of.” Rather it was
something sacred; a girl’s first period was greeted by celebration.
“But,” he continues, “‘we thought that menstruation had a strange
power that could bring harm under some circumstances. This power
could work in some cases against the girl, in other cases against some-
body else. .. **S

Lois Paul has found similar notions in the context of a peasant
culture. In her essay “Work and Sex in a Guatemalan Village,” she
discusses the power that menstruation, pregnancy and menarche
are believed to possess. She notes the belief of the peasant Pedranos
(in Guatemala) that menstruating women can seriously impair a man’s
health, or even kill him by stepping over him or putting menstrual
blood in his food.!®

Power, among tribal people, is not perceived as political or
economic, though status and material possessions can and often do
derive from it. Power is conceived of as being supernatural and para-
normal. It is a matter of spirit, involvement, and destiny. Woman’s
power comes automatically, hers by virtue of her femaleness, her
natural and necessary fecundity, and her personal acquaintance with
blood. The Arapaho felt that dying in war and dying in childbirth
were of the same level of spiritual accomplishment. In fact, there
are suggestions in the literature on ritualism and tribal ceremony
that warriors and male initiates into medicine societies gain their
supernatural powers by imitating ritually the processes that women
undergo naturally.

The power of women can only be controlled and directed by
other women, who necessarily possess equal power. A woman who
is older is more cognizant of what that power entails, the kinds of
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destruction it can cause, and the ways in which it can be directed
and used for good. Thus, adolescent women are placed under the
care of older women, and are trained in manners and customs of
modesty so that their powers will not result in harm to themselves
or the larger community. Usually, a woman who has borne a child
pecomes an initiate into the mysteries of womanhood, and if she
develops virtues and abilities beyond those automatically conferred
on her by her nature, she becomes a medicine woman. Often, the
medicine woman knows of her destiny in early childhood; such
children are watched very carefully so that they will be able to
develop in the way ordained for them by the Spirits. Often these
children are identified by excessive “sickliness,” which leads them
to be more reflective than other children and which often necessitates
the added vigilance of adults around them.

Eventually, these people will enter into their true profession.
How and when they do so will vary tribe by tribe, but they will
probably be well into their maturity before they will be able to
practice. The Spirit or Spirits who teach and guide them in their
medicine work will not appear for them until they have stabilized.
Their health will usually improve, and their hormone-enzyme fluctua-
tions will be regularized. Very often this stabilization will occur in
the process of childbearing and nursing, and this is one reason why
women usually are not fully accepted as part of the woman’s com-
munity until after the birth of a first child. Maternity was a concept
that went far beyond the simple biological sense of the word. It was
the prepotent power, the basic right to control and distribute goods
because it was the primary means of producing them. And it was the
perfect sign of right spirit-human relationship. Among some modern
American Indians this principle is still accepted. The Keres, for
example, still recognize the Deity as female, and She is known as
Thought Woman, for it is understood that the primary creative force
is Thought.

As Leslie Silko of Laguna put it in opening her novel Ceremony:
Ts’its’tse’nako, Thought-Woman,
is sitting in her room

and whatever she thinks about

appears.
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She thought of her sisters,
Naw’ts’ity’i and P'tcts’ity’i, s
and together they created the Universe
this world

and the four worlds below.

Thought-Woman, the spider,
named things
and as she named them

they appeared.!”

Women have great power that is unique to them. This power
must be carefully controlled lest it upset the tribal applecart. This
concept concerning the supernatural power of women has undergone
changes since contact. At Zuni and Hopi, for example, the Deity,
who was once perceived as female, has been seen as male in recent
times, having passed through a phase of androgyny.'® The Deity at
Laguna, Ts’its’tsi’nako, Thought Woman, has two “descendants” or
“sisters,” Naw'ts’ity and I’tcts’ity’i. Somewhere along in the Myth of
Creation, I'tcts’ity’i, referred to as“‘she,” is suddenly referred to as “he.”
An interesting parallel occurs within the Pueblo religious structure,
where the Cacique/Hochin is (or are) always referred to as yaya, mother,
though a male always holds these positions. Yet the title derives from
Iyetico, Beautiful Corn Woman, who is our mother. Iyetico returned
to Shipap because of the men’s disobedience. She didn’t exactly
abandon her children, but she removed herself from their presence,
leaving with them her symbol and link, Jariku, “corn mother,” and
the protection of the cacique. At least, that’s how the current story
goes. One suspects that Iyetico didn’t leave—that she was abandoned.
The men’s disobedience led to some disastrous consequences; per-
haps the most disastrous (and least talked about) consequence was
the increase in violence toward Keres women as the Keres tribes have
moved from the rule of Iyetico to the patriarchy.

IV. Lesbians in Tribal Life

Lesbianism and homosexuality were probably commonplace
among the old Indians. But the word Lesbian, when applied to
traditional Indian culture, does not have the same meanings that it
conveys today. The concepts are so dissimilar as to make ludicrous
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attempts to relate the long-ago women who-dealt exclusively with
women on sexual-emotional and spiritual bases to modern women
who have in common an erotic attraction for other women.

This is not to make light of the modern Lesbian, but rather to con-
vey some sense of the enormity of the cultural gulf that we must con-
front and come to terms with when examining any phenomenon re-
lated to the American Indian. The modem Lesbian sees herself as
distinct from “society.” She may be prone to believe herself some-
how out of sync with “normal” women, and often suffers great an-
guish at perceived differences. And while many modern Lesbians
have come to see themselves as singular but not sick, many of us are
not that secure in our self-assessment. Certainly, however we come
to terms with our sexuality, we are not in the position of our American
Indian fore-sister who could find safety and security in her bond with
another woman because it was perceived to be destined and nurtured
by non-human entities, and was therefore acceptable and respectable
(albeit, perhaps terrifying) to others in her tribe.

Simple reason dictates that Lesbians did exist in tribal cultures,
for they exist now. Because they were tribal people, the terms on
which they existed must have been suited to the terms of tribal ex-
istence. And women were not perceived to be powerless; their power
was great and was perceived to be great by women and men.

Spheres of influence and activity in American Indian cultures
were largely divided between the sexes: there were women—goddesses,
mothers, sisters, grandmothers, aunties, shamans, healers, prophets
and daughters; and there were men—gods, fathers, uncles, shamans,
healers, diviners, brothers, sons. What went on in one group was often
unknown to the other.

There were points of confluence, of course, such as in matters
pertaining to mundane survival; family-band-clan groups interacted
in living arrangements, in the procural or production of food, weapon-
1y, clothing, and living space, and in political function. Men and women
got together at certain times to perform social and ceremonial rituals,
or to undertake massive tasks such as hunts, harvests, or wars. There
were certain reciprocal tasks they performed for one another. But in
terms of any real sense of community, there were women and there
were men.

In such circumstances, Lesbianism and homosexuality were
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probably commonplace. Indeed, same-sex relationships may have
been the norm for primary pair-bonding. Families did not consist

of traditional nuclear units in any sense. There were clans and bands
or villages, but the primary personal unit tended to include members
of one’s own sex rather than members of the opposite sex.

Women spent a great deal of time together, outside the company
of men. Together they spent weeks in menstrual huts; together wom-
en tilled their fields, harvested wild foods and herbs, ground grains,
prepared skins, smoked or dried foodstuffs, and just visited. Women
spent long periods together in their homes and lodges while the men
stayed in mens’ houses or in the woods, or were out on hunting or
fishing expeditions. Young women were often separated from the
larger groups for periods of months or years, as were young men. It
seems likely that a certain amount of sexual activity ensued. It is
questionable whether these practices would be identified as Lesbian
by the politically radical Lesbian community of today; for while sex
between women probably occurred regularly, women also regularly
married and raised children—often adopting children if they did not
have any. There were exceptions to this rule. The Objibway, for
example, recorded several examples of women who lived alone by
choice. These women are not said to have lived with other women;
they lived alone, maintaining themselves and shunning human society.

The women who shared their lives with women did, as a matter
of course, follow the usual custom of marrying. The duration of mar-
riage and the bonding style of marriage differed among tribes. Many
peoples practiced serial monogamy; others acknowledged the marriage
bond but engaged in sexual activities outside of it. Adultery was not
a generally recognized concept in American Indian cultures, although
some tribes did punish severely a woman who “transgressed” the mar-
riage bond. Among many tribes paternity was not very important;
one was identified by the identity of the mother and her clan. This
practice was widespread in North America at the time of contact and
today persists in many regions, including the southwestern United States.

Because traditional American Indian women spent the preponder-
ance of their time with women, and because attitudes toward sex were
very different from modern Western views, it is likely, in my opinion,
that Lesbianism was an integral part of American Indian life. This
seems reasonable given the fact that Lesbianism is a widespread prac-
tice even in cultures which have more rigid notions about “appropriate”
sexual and bonding behavior. However, relationships among women
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id not depend only on opportunity. Lesbianism must be viewed in
the context of the spiritual orientation of tribal life.

The prototypical relationship in this sphere was that of sister
1o sister. Silko makes this apparent in her account of Indian myth:
Ts’its’tsi’nako, Thought Woman, thought of her sisters, and together
they created the Universe, this world and the four worlds below. This
concept posits that the original household, the proto-community, was
founded on sisterhood. It was based on the power of Creative Thought,
and it was that Thought—of three sisters, united—which gave rise to
all creation.

It may be possible to distinguish between those women who
took advantage of the abundant opportunities to form erotic bonds
with other women, and those women whose relationships with women
were as much a matter of Spirit-direction as of personal preference
(though the two were one in some senses).

It might be that some American Indian women could be seen as
“dykes,” while some could be seen as “Lesbians,” if you think of “dyke”
as one who bonds with women in order to further some Spirit and
supernatural directive, and “Lesbian” as a woman who is emotionally
and physically intimate with other women. (The two groups would
not have been mutually exclusive.)

The “dyke” (we might also call her a “ceremonial Lesbian”)
was likely to have been a medicine woman in a special sense. She
probably was a participant in the Spirit (intelligence, force-field) of
an Entity or Deity who was particularly close to earth during the
Goddess period (though that Deity is still present in the lives of some
American Indian women who practice Her ceremonies and participate
actively and knowingly in Her reality). Signs of this Deity remain
scattered all over the continent: Snake Mound in Ohio is probably
one such holdover. La Virgin de Guadalupe is another. There are
all sorts of petroglyphs, edifices, and stories concerning some aspect
of Her, and Her signs are preserved in much of the lore and literature
of many tribes.

American Indian tradition holds that one who is chosen/directed
by the Spirits for a particular task must carry out that task. Whoever
does not do so is subject to physical and/or psychological destruction.
This is not, by the way, because Spirits are naturally vindictive, but
rather because it is the nature of supernatural/paranormal power to
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act; if it is denied proper expression, it will €Xpress inappropriately,
and this might (and often does) result in dire avents to the chosen
one, her loved ones and/or her people.

people.'® They all point to a serious event which results in the
death of the protagonist, her visit to the Spirit realms from which
she finally returns, transformed and powerful. After such events,
she no longer belongs to her tribe or family, but to the Spirit teacher
who instructed her. This makes her seem “strange” to many of her

cused of the same thing. Tales of evi] sorcerers abound; in fact, in
my reading, they seriously outnumber the tales about sorceresses.)

The Lakota have 3 word for some of these women, kouskalaka,
which is translated ag “young man,” and “woman who doesn’t want
to marry.” I would guess that its proper translation is “Lesbian” or,
colloquially, “dyke.” These women are said to be the daughters (the

followers/practitioners of wiva numpa or Doublewoman. Double-

rope baby signifies the potency of their union in terms that are com-
prehensible to theijr society, which therefore legitimizes it

It is clear that the koskalaka are perceived as powerful, as are
their presumed male Counterparts, the winkte, Byt their power does
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pot constitute the right “to determine her own and others’ act1ons

a5 Jane Fishburne Collier defines the concept. 21 Rather, it consists
of the ability to manipulate physical and non- -physical reahty toward

certain ends. When this power is used to determine others’ actions,

it at least borders on “black magic™ or sorcery.

To clarify the nature of the power I am talking about, let us
jook briefly at what Lame Deer has to say about the winkte. Lame
Deer is inclined to speak rather directly, and tends not to romanticize
either the concept of power as it is understood and practiced by his
people, or the winkte as a person who has certain abilities that make

him special.

He says that a winkte is a person who is a half-man and half-
woman, perhaps even a hermaphrodite with both male and female
organs. In the old days, winktes dressed like women and lived as
women. Lame Deer admits that though the Lakotas thought people
are what nature, or dreams, make them, still men weren’t happy to
see their sons running around with winktes. Still, he says that there
are good men among the winktes, and that they have special powers.
He took Richard Erdoes (who was transcribing his conversation for
their book, Lame Deer: Seeker of Visions) with him to a bar to inter-
view a winkte. He asked the man to tell him all about winktes, and
the winkte told Lame Deer that “a winkte has a gift of prophecy and
that he himself could predict the weather.” The Lakota go to a
winkte for a secret name, and such names carry great power, though
they are often off-color. “You don’t let a stranger know [the secret
name],” he says. “He would kid you about it.”?% A winkte’s power

to name often won the winkte great fame, and usually a fine gift as well.

The power referred to here is magical, mysterious and sacred.

That does not mean that its possessors are to be regarded as a priestly-

pious people, for this is hardly the case. But it does mean that those
who possess “medicine power” are to be treated with a certain
cautious respect.

It is interesting to note that the story—one of the few reliable
accounts of persons whose sexual orientation differs from the hetero-
sexual—concerns a male, a winkte. The stories about kbskalaka are
yet to be told. It seems to me that this suppression is a result of a
series of coincidental factors: the historical events connected with
the conquest of Native America; the influence of Christianity and
the attendant brutal suppression of medicine people and medicine

83




s

practices; the patriarchal suppression of all references to power held
by women; Christian notions of “proper” sexual tiehavior; and, re-
cently, a deliberate attempt on the part of American Indian men to
suppress all knowledge among their own people of the traditional
place of women as powerful medicine people and leaders in their own
right. The medicine-Lesbian (to coin a term) has become anathema;
her presence must remain hidden until all power she held has been
totally blanketed by silence. It is to prevent what I believe to be a
serious tragedy that this article is being written. We must not allow
this conspiracy of silence to prevent us from discovering who we have
been and who we are. We must not forget the true source of our being,
nor its powerfulness, and we must not allow ourselves to be deluded
by patriarchal perceptions of power which inexorably rob us of our
true power. As Indian women, as Lesbians, we must make the effort
to understand clearly what is at stake, and this means that we must
reject all beliefs that work against ourselves, however much we have
come to cherish them as we have lived among the patriarchs.

V. Conclusion

Womanculture is unregulated by males, and is misperceived by
ethnographers. Perhaps this is so because it is felt—at least among
ethnographers’ tribal informants—that it is wise to let “sleeping dogs
lie.” There may also be fear of what power might be unleashed if the
facts about American Indian Lesbianism were discussed directly. A
story that has recently come to my attention might best clarify
this statement.

Two white Lesbians, feminists and social activists, were deter-
mined to expand their activities beyond the Lesbian and Feminist
communities, and to this end became involved in an ecological move-
ment that centered on American Indian concerns. In pursuit of this
course, they invited a Sioux medicine man to join them, and arranged
to pick him up from the small rural town he was visiting. When he
saw them, he accused them of being Lesbians, and became very angry.
He abused them verbally, in serious and obscene terms. They left
him where he was and returned home, angry and confused.

A certain amount of their confusion was a result of their mis-
perception of Indians and of this particular medicine man. I have
friends in the primarily white Lesbian community who seem to think
that Indian men, particularly medicine men, are a breed apart who
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are “naturally just.” Like other Americans, Indians are}inclined to act

in ways that are consistent with their picture of the world, and, in this
particular Indian’s picture, the world was not big enough for Lesbians.
The women didn’t announce their sexual preference to him, by the

way; but he knew a kGskalaka when he saw one, and reacted accordingly.

A friend who knew the women involved asked me about this en-
counter. She couldn’t understand why the medicine man acted the
way he had. Isuspect that he was afraid of the Lesbian’s power, and
I told her that. An American Indian woman to whom I recounted the
story had the same reaction. K&skalaka have singular power, and this
medicine man was undoubtedly aware of it. The power of the koskalaka
can (potentially, at least) override that of men, even very powerful
medicine men such as the one in my story. Iknow this particular man,
and he is quite powerful as a medicine man.

Not so long ago, the American Indians were clearly aware of
the power that women possessed. Even now there are those among
traditionals (those who follow the old ways) who know the medicine
power of women. This is why a clear understanding of the super-
natural forces and their potential in our lives is necessary. More than
an interesting tour through primitive exotica is to be gained.

Before we worry about collecting more material from aborigines,
before we join forces with those who are in a position to destroy us,
and before we decide, like Sherry Ortner, that belief in ancient matri-
archal civilization is an irrational concept born of conjecture and wish,
let us adjust our perspective to match that of our foresisters. Then,
when we search the memories and lore of tribal peoples, we might be
able to see what eons and all kinds of institutions have conspired to
hide from our eyes.

The evidence is all around us. It remains for us to discover
what it means.

NOTES

! I use the term American Indian, rather than Native American.
While Native American was the usage introduced on college campuses
in the Sixties and Seventies, American Indian is the preferred term of
Indian communities and organizations.

2 Jonathan Katz, in Gay American History (New York: Crowell, 1976),
included a chapter on “Native Americans/Gay Americans, 1528-1976”
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CHERRIE MORAGA

&

ANATOMY LESSON

A black woman and a small grey one talk about their
bodies—about putting a piece of their anatomy in
their pockets upon entering any given room.

When entering a room full of soldiers who fear hearts,

you put your heart in your back pocket the black woman
explains—it is important not to intimidate. The

soldiers wear guns—not in their back pockets.

You let the heart fester there. You let the heart
seeth. You let the impatience of the heart build

and build until the power of the heart hidden begins
to be felt in the room—until the absence of the heart
begins to take on the shape of a presence—until the
soldiers look to you and begin to beg you to open up
your heart to them, so anxious are they to see what it
is they fear they fear.

Do not be seduced. Do not forget for a minute that the
soldiers wear guns. Hang onto your heart. Ask them
first what they’ll give up to see it. Tell them

they can begin with their arms. Only then, will you
begin to negotiate.

Copyright © 1981 by Cherrie Moraga.
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FOR THE COLOR OF MY MOTHER

[ am a white girl gone brown to the blood color of my mother
speaking for her through the unnamed part of the mouth
the wide-arched muzzle of brown women

at two

my upper lip split open

clear to the tip of my nose

it spilled forth a cry that would not yield

that travelled down six floors of hospital
where doctors wound me into white bandages
only the screaming mouth exposed

the gash sewn back into a snarl
would last for years

I am a white girl gone brown to the blood color of my mother
speaking for her

at five, her mouth

pressed into a seam

a fine blue child’s line drawn across her face

her mouth, pressed into mouthing english

mouthing yes yes yes i
mouthing stoop lift carry

(sweating wet sighs into the field

her red bandana comes loose from under the huge brimmed hat

moving across her upper lip)

Copyright © 1981 by Cherrie Moraga.
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at fourteen, her mouth

painted, the ends drawn up

the mole in the corner colored in darker larger mouthing yes
she praying no no no

lips pursed and moving

at forty-five, her mouth

bleeding into her stomach

the hole gaping growing redder

deepening with my father’s pallor

finally stitched shut from hip to breastbone
an inverted V
Vera
Elvira

I am a white girl gone brown to the blood color of my mother
speaking for her

as it should be
dark women come to me

sitting in circles
I pass through their hands
the head of my mother
painted in clay colors

touching each carved feature

swollen eyes and mouth
they understand the explosion the splitting

open contained within the fixed expression

they cradle her silence
nodding to me
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JACQUELINE LAPIDUS

& -

from VOYAGE TO LESBOS

ATHENS

the travel folder does not say
Sappho slept with women

the pulp novel postulates
a widowed father

a merchant husband

a pederast poet friend

the bad translation, dusty
between phrasebooks at Pantelides’
is circumspect

but we’re not fooled

we lock our door at the YWCA

and fuse, faces flushed,

palms damp, tongues

tasting the names of Sappho’s lovers:
Anactoria

Andromeda

Atthis

Damophyla

Erinna

Gyrinno

Gongyla

Gorgd

Herd

Mnasidika

Pleistodika

and Timas of Anatolia who died young

Copyright © 1981 by Jacqueline Lapidus
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MYTILENE

mulecarts clatter down the dockside road
spraying dust into our breakfast

yesterday, looking for the castle
on the hill, we hiked

past every little shop in Mytilene
to a spot so lush with flowers
we called it a suburb

but never found the gate,

only a bare slope, ruins
crumbling round its shoulders

in the sunset, the island

turned to gold

our skin, our hair illuminated

and the women in black,

arms linked & laughing

on their way home from church,

gold teeth gleaming like Byzantine ikons
asked if we were sisters

the sign said AMAT ® REYETAI HO2 TOTRAGIA
but my hidden camera

carried their portrait safely home

this morning, we’ll just snap marble Sappho

turning her back on Conservative Party Headquarters
and try again for the castle

after our afternoon nap in the birthday-cake hotel
where the sun reverberates off zinc rooftops

and seagulls perched on the Cathedral dome

shriek with pleasure over the din of the bells

Copyright © 1981 by Jacqueline Lapidus.
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PLOMARI

our room has a double bed
put no windows

Marika the landlady, 22
& 2 kids already
promises a table for tomorrow

my husband lets me have anything I want:

studying physics
going to be an engineer

never suspects what we do at night
enclosed in her pink stucco walls

Copyright © 1981 by Jacqueline Lapidus,
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SITE OF THE PETRIFIED FOREST

up here the hills are so old so worn

it is the end of the planet as we know it

it feels like the beginning of the world

nothing but a goatpath winding behind us

to remind us we have come this far

with our thin shoes and city legs

trying to make ourselves heard above the howling wind
the sun, indifferent, burns on

there is no forest

there are no trees

only stone stumps squatting in the scrub
like toads, sole survivors

of a world destroyed by fire

not a bird not a fly on their ancient surfaces
patient and rough as crones

to the men who come nightly armed with chisels,
shatter their silex testimony
and carry home the splinters to adorn
upright pianos and the counters of cafés
they reply:
we are our mothers’ offspring
bred in the very center of the earth
we have learned to wait for rain
up here where the air is clean
we shall grow again

Copyright © 1981 by Jacqueline Lapidus.
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ERESSOS

fragments of poems
fragments of marble
volcanic rockface rising from the sea

inland, an ancient plane-tree
broods over the deserted village square
and shuttered houses sleep in the sun’s glare

the grandpa population’s gone to the shore
for the summer, ruddy under straw hats
puffing their pipes

showing off toddlers between sips of ouzo

we are living above a café€ called “Love”

we wake at dawn to eggplant! squash! tomatoes!
escape nightly from motorcycle thunder

between each other’s thighs

and finally, one morning,

other lesbians—what joy

to watch them, white jumpsuits,

purple vests, ordering breakfast

in Sappho Square!

we don’t need to ask where they come from
their language (eyes, knees,

fingertips to cheek)

requires no translation

the local women
giggling on their doorsteps
stare

fragments of poems
fragments of marble
volcanic rockface rising from the sea

Copyright © 1981 by Jacqueline Lapidus.
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I imagine Sappho walking here,

tiny and weathered, her dark hair

shot with grey

nails clipped for the lyre

she has left her students splashing in shallow water
her lips move noiselessly as fine sand underfoot
remembering her childhood:

this vast expanse of beach/bright as a woman’s skin

this whispering sea/clear as a woman’s voice

these rocks/once lava, pitted cleft and chambered
like the convolutions of a lover’s cunt

born of such a landscape,

grown in her incandescent light

you lie awake at night in foreign cities
longing for her uncompromising love,
seeking her breast forever

risking everything to sing of her:

then suddenly you’re the Black Swan,
Lady Sappho of Mytilene

teacher of moonstruck girls

mother of tall Kleis who can’t carry a tune

it is strange to be famous in your own lifetime
it is never quite the same when you come back

fragments of poems
fragments of marble
volcanic rockface rising from the sea

so might it be with me:

my Atthis gone in search of her own dream,

my island changed, my name

a synonym for unmentionable passions,

my lines consumed by fire

but nonetheless immortal, my life

defiantly confirmed by the women who come after
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MAUREEN BRADY -

NOVENA

1

All through the years that Aunt Mary Flizabeth sent me novenas
1 didn’t fully understand them or her or who she was to me. She was
gaunt. She stood cooking on the coal stove with her back to me, wear-
ing a cardigan sweater. Her shoulder blades were like the hooks on the
kitchen wall where the coats hung—blunt prominences. I thought of
the scarecrow in the garden, the overseer. Large scapulae without the
flesh filled out. This is what I thought of when her Christmas card
came addressed to Mr. and Mrs. Brian Maguire and family. Inside the
card was a tiny envelope and inside this envelope a small card inscribed
with the message: Commencing December 20, 1950 and continuing
for the next nine days, fifteen novenae will be said for you at the re-
quest of Miss Mary Elizabeth Maguire. How had she decided on fifteen
when there were six of us?

2

Mother bought dish towels for our family to give to Aunt Mary
Elizabeth for Christmas. I wandered through the gift shop after mass
and imagined myself grown up, with my own money, buying her a
beautiful blue holy card with a radiant picture of Mary on it, or per-
haps a scapular. A scapular was to be worn under your clothing, against
your skin. The problem was to think of Aunt Mary Elizabeth with
skin. She seemed to use her body only as a skeleton she traveled with—
to church, to the factory, to the cemetery where she visited the dead.

3

She wrote letters all winter that started and ended with: “The
roads are so slippery.” She described traveling the river road to the
factory every day. “The curves are treacherous,” she said, “and the
snow gets plowed right over the river bank, and it seems like that’s
where I’ll end if the arthritis doesn’t get me first.”

Copyright © 1981 by Maureen Brady.
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4 .

“Are you scared of the dead?” she asked mé once. ““I mean does
the idea that their flesh has gone cold and heavy frighten you?”

“I guess 50, I said, our white gloved hands clasped together.

“You needn’t be,” she said. “Think of the lightness of the spirit
without the body.”

Was it walking in the cemetery that made me think her teeth
had rattled as she spoke?

5

Spring was her time. In June she wrote: “It’s not that 1
wouldn’t like to see you but the nerve of my brother to think I
would go away on the long weekend when he knows perfectly well
that I always visit the dead on Memorial Day.”

Then: “Things grow up so bad in the summer. If you come to
visit me you might pass right by this place and not know it’s here.”

I always think of her in spring—the ground still hard and barren,
the snow in dribbles on the north side of the hill. I think of holding
her hand, climbing between the gravestones toward Granny and the
others—Aunt Mary Elizabeth’s stillborn sister and my great uncle Jack
who plunged over the river bank and required a good deal of prayer
since he was drunk.

6

Once I sat on one of the stones. Mary Elizabeth had wandered
over to visit the neighbors’ graves and I found a low stone and sat
with my dress pulled down over my knees, my black missal in my lap.
I wished that I had one with gold pages. I closed my eyes and tried to
communicate to Aunt Mary Elizabeth with my will: Next year for
Easter please notice that I don’t have a missal with gold-edged pages.
Mine have red edges. I opened my eyes again and stared at the sharp
contrast of the black book and the white gloves, so pure. She came
from behind and pinched my rear just below my waist. She had bumpy
joints in her fingers from the arthritis and I couldn’t believe she could
pinch that hard. Istarted to yelp but her teeth were in my ear, rattling.
“Hush,” she said in a whisper. “You were sitting on someone’s spirit.
How would you like someone to sit on yours?”
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A large cloud moved in and I was shivering by the time we
reached the car. .

7

At home I had a section of my top drawer marked off for Aunt
Mary Elizabeth’s gifts: Granny’s funeral card, a scapular, a white lace
mantilla, my blue rosary, some holy cards which I alternated so a dif-
ferent one was showing, my missal, my white gloves. I wasa lover of
baseball and carried my baseball cards with me. Each time I changed
my underwear I had a glance at my Easter gifts, and [ knew they were
mine, though I was not sure who I was that had them.

8
“Do you still have the rosary I gave you last Easter?”
“Yes, Aunt Mary Elizabeth, the blue one.”
“You are a good child to hold onto your things.”

She told me my cousin lost hers. “She puts it in her lap and
when she kneels it drops and her mind is so much on God that she
doesn’t hear.” Aunt Mary Elizabeth said she told Coleen, “The rosary
is a circle, never finished. You can always say another one.” She is
really telling this to me. “Still I see her rushing,” she says of Coleen.
“You would think she was going somewhere.”

I always thought that Aunt Mary Elizabeth would will all of
Granny’s religious objects to this cousin, the first female heir in my
generation, but then I saw that I might have a chance if I didn’t lose
my rosary, if I learned to keep going around the circle without boredom.

9

I lost my religion the year I went away to college but continued
to receive my novenas from Aunt Mary Elizabeth in with the family
package at Christmas. By the time I was an adult with my own money
and could have bought her holy cards, I had forgotten I ever intended
to. I had my own apartment, my own dresser. In the top drawer, my
missal sat under the last pair of white gloves she had given me. Never
worn. She who refused to betray the dead for a Memorial Day weekend
away could not be told that I no longer went to church. No longer
wore my white gloves, carried my black missal.
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But Christmas, a card addressed to me—Miss Irene Maguire—
and inside the card, a tiny envelope, and inside that—fifteen novenas. ,
For me, alone. Scarecrow. Overseer. She knew. A woman of vision., 4

10

“Iwish I could travel to visit you but I don’t know when,” she
wrote. “I go down the river road and back six days a week and the
factory is always there. They own you in this life but they won’t
have me in the next.”

“At last the roads are not so slippery so I hope you’ll come
for Easter.”

11 3

Winter was hard here, much freezing rain and the pipes froze
more than once, but now I have a warm sun on my back and cool
brown earth at my feet. I rake the soil that has just been tilled for the
garden. My hands are thin-skinned from winter. Blisters begin to form
and the muscles of my back feel as if they are curling into a rope, but
the evenness of the patch of ground I have finished draws me to go on.

12

Her brothers always say that Aunt Mary Elizabeth is a spinster g
because they did such a fine job of protecting her from their not-to- [
be-trusted contemporaries when she was young. I wonder what Granny {
told her. In my memory Granny is an old woman with pure white hair, g
wrinkles so deep they enfold my imagination. She rocks in a high-
backed wicker rocker. She has false teeth, and as I hover around her
chair she takes them out, covers their entire mass with her hands and
rattles them in my ears. I tell her this gives me goosebumps and she
chuckles at my fears.

When Granny died, my mother and father decided I was too
young to go to the funeral. How could I explain to them that I thought
she meant to invite me?

13

The winter coats still hang in the hall, heavy gloves poking from
their pockets. I must cover my hands to go on raking. Iam over a
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decade past childhood and still, in my top drawer, I have a section for
relics. And in all these years since Aunt Mary Elizabeth gave me my
last pair of white gloves, they have never been worn.

14

The gloves are soft, inside and out, and soothing to my blisters.
1t is Easter Sunday. I rake my garden until the whole patch has con-
stancy. The gloves are perfect. I am lightheaded with the discovery
of them. I furrow several rows for early planting, stoop and drop the
seeds with careful spacing. I go back and cover the seeds with a small
hill of dirt, tamp it with my gloved hands. Isend a message to Aunt
Mary Elizabeth: These rows are my novenas for you. I hope that the

sun is shining in Pennsylvania where I know Aunt Mary Elizabeth must

be visiting Granny in the graveyard.

My gloves are still pure white on the back side but have turned
brown on the paim side. I remember her pinch: so sudden, so firm.
I go on tamping the earth, feeling the rope muscles of my back
touched by the sun.
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ADRIENNE RICH 3

COAST TO COAST

There are days when housework seems the only

outlet  old funnel I've poured caldrons through

old servitude In grief and fury bending

to the accustomed tasks the vacuum cleaner plowing
realms of dust the mirror scoured  grey webs
behind framed photographs brushed away

the grey-seamed sky enormous in the west

snow gathering in corners of the north

Seeing through the prism
you who gave it me

You, bearing ceaselessly
yourself, the witness
Rainbow dissolves the Hudson  This chary, stinting
skin of late winter ice forming and breaking up
The unprotected seeing it through
with their ordinary valor

Rainbow composed of ordinary light
February-flat

grey-white of a cheap enamelled pan
breaking into veridian, azure, violet

You write: Three and a half weeks lost from writing. . . .

I think of the word protection
who it is we try to protect  and why

Copyright © 1981 by Adrienne Rich.
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Seeing through the prism  Your face, fog-hollowed burning

cold of eucalyptus hung with butterflies

javender of rockbloom

0 and your anger uttered in silence word and stammer
shattering the fog  lances of sun

piercing the grey Pacific unanswerable tide

carving itself in clefts and fissures of the rock

Beauty of your breasts your hands
turning a stone a shell a weed a prism
traveller and witness

the passion of the speechless

driving your speech

protectless

in coastal light

If you can read and understand this poem
send something back: a burning strand of hair

a stillwarm, still-liquid drop of blood

a shell
thickened from being battered year on year

send something back.

1978
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TRANSIT

1. a) passage through or across. b) a transition; change....

4. in astronomy, a) the apparent passage of a heavenly
body across a given meridian or through the field ofa
telescope. (Webster)

When I meet the skier she is always

walking, skis and poles shouldered, toward the mountain
free-swinging in worn boots

over the path new-sifted with fresh snow

her greying dark hair almost hidden by

a cap of many colors

her fifty-year-old, strong, impatient body

dressed for cold and speed

her eyes level with mine

And when we pass each other I look into her face
wondering what we have in common

where our minds converge

for we do not pass each other, she passes me

as I halt beside the fence tangled in snow,

she passes me as I shall never pass her

in this life

Yet I remember us together

climbing Chocorua, summer nineteen forty-five

details of vegetation beyond the timberline

lichens, wildflowers, birds,

amazement where the trail broke out onto the granite ledge
sloped over blue lakes, green pines, giddy air

like dreams of flying

Copyright © 1981 by Adrienne Rich.
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en sisters separate they haunt each other
¢. who I might once have been, haunts me
rjs it, [ who do the haunting \
ting and watching on the path |
ow she appears again through lightly-blowing
stals, how her strong knees carry her, ;
ow unaware she is, }}ow simple .
his is for her, how without let or hindrance |
she travels in her body |
until the point of passing, where the skier |

and the cripple must decide ‘
|

to recognize each other?

1979

105 '




WHAT IS POSSIBLE

A clear night if the mind were clear

If the mind were simple, if the mind were bare
of all but the most classic necessities:
wooden spoon  knife mirror
cup lamp chisel
a comb passing through hair beside a window
a sheet

thrown back by the sleeper

A clear night in which two planets
seem to clasp each other  in which the earthly grasses
shift like silk in starlight
If the mind were clear
and if the mind were simple  you could take this mind
this particular state and say
This is how I would live if I could choose:
this is what is possible

A clear night.  But the mind
of the woman imagining all this  the mind
that allows all this to be possible
is not clear as the night
is never simple  cannot clasp
its truths as the transiting planets clasp each other
does not 5o easily

work free from remorse
does not so easily

manage the miracle
for which mind is famous

or used to be famous

Copyright© 198] by Adrienne Rich.,
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does not at will become abstract and pure

this woman’s mind
does not even will that miracle

having a different mission
in the universe

If the mind were simple  if the mind were bare
it might resemble a room  a swept interior
pbut how could this now be possible

given the voices of the ghost-towns
the desert’s tiny and vast configurations
needing to be understood

the oracular night
with its densely working sounds

If it could ever come down to anything like
a comb passing through hair beside a window

no more than that
a sheet

thrown back by the sleeper

but the mind
of the woman thinking this  is wrapped in battle
is on another mission

a stalk of grass  dried feathery weed  rooted in snow

in frozen air stirring  a fierce wand graphing
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Her finger also tracing

pages of a book .
knowing better than the poem itself
knowing through the poem
through ice-feathered panes
the winter
flexing its talons
the hawk-wind

poised to kill
1980
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DIANA RIVERS .

&

FAMILY REUNION

I

Her children are scattered all over now. And so is Sheila. In
the past two years she’s gone from New York to New Orleans and in-
yolvement in women’s politics, to a commune in Arkansas, to a Cali-
fornia film group and back to Arkansas again. And her possessions
too are scattered. Rugs left with her ex-husband—she’s going to re-
possess them as soon as she has her own place. Furniture in the attic
of a New Jersey barn that might be sold by now. Boxes of books—
how many, three boxes, four, six, she doesn’t remember anymore—
with a friend in San Francisco, the books she can’t live without.
Clothes, jewelry, paintings, photos left in a winding trail across the
country and more important, parts of herself, deep parts of herself
caught tangled in people’s lives and endeavors, torn off by departures,
hers and others’.

When she comes back again to Arkansas her friends are surprised.
“We thought you’d stay in San Francisco. It seems like everything’s
happening there.”

“It is. There’s everything there you could possibly want or im-
agine and more and too much. Everything but a peaceful space to sort
it all out. Ihad to come home for that.” So for the first time in her
unmarried life Sheila calls a place home and comes back to it—but to
town, not to the struggle on the commune.

She rents a tiny house with a big yard. “I've got to have a garden
even if ’'m not in the country.” And she isn’t going to live collectively
for a while, she says. She has too much to think about and needs time
to be alone.

But then the question of loving women, the question that’s
agonized her since New Orleans and chased her across the country,
moves in with her. Nancy, sick with some undiagnosed illness, comes
to share the house and they fall in love. Nancy, who was only going to
stay a week or so while she found another place.

Copyright © 1981 by Diana Rivers.
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““Oh yes, time to be alone,” Margo says mockingly. “Well,
people say all kinds of things about relationshijps but when it comes
to it, I believe what I see.”

“Well I meant it when [ said it, Margo. I thought I’d had enough
of relationships for a while.”

“That’s different, that was with men. Anyhow, like I said, I be-
lieve what I see.” Margo is careful to remain alone.

So the question comes and lands in Sheila’s hands as gently as a
small bird. But the small bird has a beak and can use it and sometimes
draws blood.

“You think you’re better than me because I've always been gay
and you’re just learning to love women,”” Nancy shouts at her. “You
think I'm queer and you’re not.” Sheila cries and feels deeply cut, not
because it isn’t true but because it is. And lying wakefully in the dark
with one of her anxiety attacks she thinks—Nancy’s right, she’s right
about me but how can I change that? And do I want to? — The central
root question of her identity floating in the shifting fluid of her life,
—But I love herso much—she says silently, passionately to the night
powers and curls tight against Nancy’s body, always lighter, thinner.
“Leave her alone you monsters,” she says to the darkness, to whatever
it is that saps and sucks away at life. She feels herself sleeping between
death and love, her body like a shield.

But mostly Sheila finds it easy loving another woman. Even in
their angriest fights there are some lines not crossed, some respect for
the person that remains. She never feels that threat of annihilation at
the core and realizes how often in fights with Tom it was not her idea
she was defending, not the correctness of what she was saying but her
very survival, her right to existence. And even Ian that she lived with
for a while at the commune. He’d been so different, a much gentler
man, wanting peace in the world but when he was hurt he fought that
same way. How do men learn that, the words to destroy with and
more than that the will to use them? Sheila can think quick enough of
things to say but women are trained not to use words that way. —It’s
castrating, that terrible word—castrating. And men have no such re-
straint. Women after all don’t have balls, so men can say anything,
words to crush the ego, the heart, the soul. Symbolic castration, words
to break the spirit—the very thing women value in each other.

Living with Nancy is a gentling experience. Sheila can feel hard
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jittle crusts and scabs, grown for protection, scaling away, soft parts of
perself expanding. Sometimes, coming down in the morning, she sees
the light falling in just a certain way on flowers Nancy’s picked or
stones that she’s arranged and Sheila’s filled with a sense of warmth
and safety. Friends tease her for being so stable. Charlotte says, “You
haven’t moved in three months. Are you settling down? Getting con-
servative? Where will I get my vicarious adventures now?” But they’re
glad for her.

A house, a lover to share it with, a job. She drives a bus for a
government agency, taking old people on errands—doctors’ appoint-
ments, shopping, sometimes a movie. A funny job but she loves do-
ing it. It’s mostly women. They like and trust her. It makes her feel
useful and pays enough to live on. Not much, it’s only four days a week
put she doesn’t need much and it leaves her some time free. And Nancy
stays home and does indexing when jobs come in but the worik is
sporadic, sometimes nothing for a while, sometimes so much that Sheila
has to help. (They’ve just struggled through a three-volume American
history.) Nancy sleeps a lot or rests upstairs by the big window that
Jooks out over the yard toward the hills. They send for Sheila’s books.
When the boxes come it’s like Christmas. The books are lined up now
on the low shelf under the window, waiting for Nancy. “I’'ve never had
so much time to read before.” There’s not much furniture but they
paint the house white and fill it with big brightly covered cushions.

And now that the weather’s getting cold they finally manage to get a
working refrigerator from the landlord.

The roof is the real problem. It’s leaking more with each rain,
tiny veins of water, probing, probing. . . . But the landlord is stubborn.
When Sheila calls up he says, “No way. Not going to put on a new
roof. That’s crazy. The whole place is falling apart. It’s going to be
torn down in a year or so—garden apartments.”

“Well, for right now it’s leaking. At least get someone to
patch it.”

“T can’t. Nobody wants to do that kind of work.”

“Tl1 do it myself, then. Just get me a ladder, the materials and
take some off the rent.”

)

T can’t. The insurance. ...

“Damn the insurance!” she’s shouting into the phone, enjoying
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it. Nancy is clapping. “That damn roof of yours is Jeaking all over.
Our clothes, our books, everything’s getting ruined. Are you going to
pay for that?” She hangs up feeling satisfied and not.expecting much.
After three more calls he brings it all, a ladder, tar, shingles, rope. He
mumbles and shuffles and gives terrible warnings, . . . never saw a
woman do such a thing.” And finally he leaves.

Sheila stands straddling the roof peak, her arms up, fingers like
arrows in the blue sky. “I’'m queen of the air,” she shouts.

“If you fall off before you get that roof fixed it’s going to be a
wet winter.”

“It’s okay. I'm spider woman. Ican’t fall. Nancy, I love it up &
here. Ido. Do you want to be up here? Is this something you wanted
to do?” !

“Don’t worry, I haven’t the slightest desire to be up there. And
I don’t feel at all deprived or oppressed holding the ladder.”

But it’s not easy maneuvering with a rope on the steep roof and
more than once she feels herself slipping before the rope snugs up on
her. Later she wonders what her sons would have thought seeing her
up there. She often does that, seeing herself over again through their
eyes, giving her life a peculiar complexity, the quality of double ex-
posure coming at the strangest times.

“They’d be proud of you and if they weren’t they should be.
The hell with them anyway. Who cares? I'm jealous of your past. It 3
doesn’t leave us alone. I feel like it’s peering into our lives, into our 8
beds. They’ve had your time. It’s my turn now.” j

The next night they lie together in the dark, safe and dry , listen-
ing to the rain. “I love the sound of rain when it’s outside.” They sink
back into that deep voluptuous body comfort, shared warmth and
safety from the elements. And for days afterward Sheila feels a sense
of accomplishment.

“A few years ago I wouldn’t even have tried that. I'm amazed at
how well I did it. Do you think it’s alright or am I becoming too male,
turning into the man of the house?” )

Nancy makes a sound like a laugh and cough combined. “Look— |
a year ago I could have out-run and out-climbed and out-danced you
easily and a year from now I’ll probably be able to again, so do n’t get
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ity Just enjoy your glory while it lasts. And besides I like my
100 uPP;Ol;gh.” Nancy is lying in the upstairs bed looking particularly
4 'Im-lznwith the quilt pulled up high around her.

fragll
The hous

one of her rugs

ing. |

«[f he'll let go of it. He’ll probably moan and groan about how
taking it away from my children too and tell me again how he’s
:;;t the home together for them—the twist of guilt. But we need it

here.”

She wants the rug because the house is old and hard to heat and
the dampness 1S especially bad for Nancy but more than anything and
without het knowing it, she wants it because it was her grandmother’s.
Somehow having that rug on the floor will make her own life seem
jess bizarre to her and more familiar.

¢ is dry now but drafty. Sheila is talking about getting
back from Tom when she goes up north for Thanks-

Going to New York for Thanksgiving—the first time she’s been
there in two years. Back. . . back. . . into a primeval time, a different
geological era. And they’ll all be there, all her sons, home from the
various places they’ve scattered to. Josh up from Florida where he
works in a marine lab, the other two from schools in Michigan and
Vermont. She’s seen them separately a few times since she left but
never together. And of course Tom will be there. She pictures his
pbulk standing in the doorway as she comes up the walk. All of them—
together—that solid male presence, so loud and absolute, the way they
talk, how they occupy space, sit in the chair, in the room, in the house,
in the world. Will there be space for her in that scene?

Women in New Orleans used to say—three sons? Why’d you
have three sons?—Why indeed, a feminist with three sons, as if she’d
done it on purpose. What hurt was having no daughters to share her
new life with. —But these are my children and I love them. I carried
each one in my body for nine months. . . Alien seed. She remembers
how they each had stopped being fluid and light, had hardened, solid-
ified, moved away from her love. Josh had kept it the longest, that
loose flowing quality of the new child. That was because he was part
reptile. He was-the one who caught frogs and toads and turtles and
most of all snakes. Snakes that he carried in his pocket and up his
sleeves, wore casually around his neck. Memories of her own childhood.
She’d taught all three of them about the woods. But Josh had gotten
more of it. He was most hers, softhearted, cried easily—until it was
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beaten out of him, over years. And she’d had to wat}ch, helpless. That
man’s world has no place for a boy that cries. He’s learned to toughen
up. His brothers aren’t ashamed of him anymore. He’s with them now,
part of that block of maleness, the old flowing rivers parched dry—
cracked and hard.

Going back. . . going back. . . She’ll have to meet their judgments
on her life, on herself. Two years, two years and how can she account
for them? ‘“Nancy, I'm scared. Why did I ever agree to do this? How
can I be with them and stay myself? Keep hold of my new life, of
this reality?”

They’re up in Nancy’s room visiting with Margo. Nancy is lying
with her head on Sheila’s lap. The room is filled with sunlight and
tiny rainbows flash from the crystals hanging in the window. The
whole space seems to float in light and color.

“P’ll be there with you,” Nancy says. “Even though my body’s
here, my love will go with you.”

“That’s right, we’ll all be there with you, all our spirits, any time
of night or day. And this rotten old atheist will even light a candle for
you every night, send you energy. How about that? Just don’t tell
anyone else or they’ll think I'm going soft.” Margo’s pacing around
the room, unconscious of the rainbows slipping across her face.

Sheila shakes her head. ““I can see Tom standing there with his
square bulk, saying, ‘Well, you got rid of your husband, left your chil-
dren, you had the freedom you wanted. What did you do with it?” ”
The accounting, what have you made of yourself? Have you scored
in the world and how?

She’d been a waitress, an apprentice typesetter, taken a carpentry
class, tossed around fifty and one hundred pound bags of food for
the co-op in New Orleans and also helped form and felt driven out of
the women’s collective there, been on unemployment, food stamps,
welfare, learned as much about movie cameras and editing as the
women at SkyFilms could teach her. And what was she doing with
it all? —Driving old people around in a bus. “And what does all that
amount to anyway?”

“It’s your life and you’re living it. That’s what it amounts to.
Why does it matter what he thinks?”’
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«But look at it. I have no profession. There’s nothing 'm

4 at, not really. I've spent two years just going ardund in circles.”
00C 72

«He’s still in your head, isn’t he?” Margo’s voice is getting
wyou've got that fucker out of your life but he’s still in
d, sitting there making his fucking judgments and you’re
damnit! You’re letting him!” She stamps to the end
and hits the wall.

Jouder-
your hea

Jetting him,
of the room
Nancy sits up with a groan. “Margo, can you rant more

quietly? This house can’t take it and neither can I. Privileges of
the Sick~”

“Sorry.” Margo comes to sit by them on the bed. “But I'm
right aren’t 1? You're still letting him tell you what to do, how to

see yourself.”
“No,” Sheila says shaking her head. “It has to do with how I
feel about myself.”

“That’s bullshit—pure bullshit! You don’t even believe that.”
Margo’s shouting again.

“So you’re going to push me around instead and tell me what
to think and that’s better because you’re a woman.” Now Sheila’s
shouting too. “Is that what you feel, Margo? That it’s okay for you
to bully me because you’re a woman?”

“Look, you two. Ineed some rest or at least some restful
space and this isn’t it.” Nancy lies down again, sighing wearily.

Margo stands up. “I have to go back anyway and work on
Charlotte’s truck.” Stomping downstairs, she calls back, “If you
want to keep that man in your head you’re welcome to him. Just
don’t bring him back here with you.”

After she’s left Sheila asks, ““Nancy, is she right? What do you
think?”

“You know she’s right.”
“You don’t think it’s my own feelings too?”
“I don’t think you know what your feelings are yet.”

“Sometimes you are like a child. Your life is very new to you
still. And sometimes in different ways we’re all like children.”




Sheila strokes Nancy’s hair gently, watching the colors from the
crystals flicker on her face. She sees the knowledge of death there, not
just the paleness but a subtle inwardness and wonders as she has so of-
ten, what it really feels like to be inside that other person.

“I’'m so confused at times. I feel all caught and mashed up be-
tween different values.”

“Do you like what you’re doing? Do you think it’s worthwhile?”
“Of course [ do.”

“Then why are you asking some man up in New York if it’s
okay?”

“Nancy, I’'m scared of going. My whole past is waiting there to
swallow me up. I was married to that man for 23 years. I'm really
scared.”

“I know you are. I’ve been watching it.” Nancy turns her face
away so her expression’s hidden and asks very quietly, “Will you come
back?”

“Nancy—of course! Why the hell wouldn’t I?”
“I thought maybe you’d marry them all again.”
“Not likely.” She hugs Nancy close against her. ‘“No chance.”

And anyhow they’re gone, scattered now, the family she’s left 4
doesn’t exist that way anymore. But she dreams about them still, young
and together. For the week before she leaves she dreams about them
every night, her boys as little children and Tom, younger, less cynical,
less hard—dreams full of warmth and anxiety.

11

This familiar room but so unfamiliar, as if seen from underwater,
blurred and wavy and at the same time solid—so solid—everything mas-
sive, appropriate furniture in its appropriate place, no empty corners.
Furniture she’d helped select, refinish, arrange, and now it’s oppressing
her. Unmoving material ghosts of oak and maple stare out blindly.
Sheila feels stifled, suffocated here. No—it’s more like drowning, going
under, her bones turning soft. She’s actually spent years of her life in
this room and here it still is, a monument, a museum kept in living
order. Longing for her bright pillows and quilts and cozy disorder,
she thinks—he should have burned it all and started over.
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They'1e all greeting her, talking at once and it’s hard to under-
4 the heavy rumble of their voices. She’s not used to Vmale voices
and can’t distinguish the words. She answers or tries to an-
anymore t0 say what will seem normal, tries not to show her panic at
e, tnesin y familiar-unfamiliar, not to let them see she’s drowning,

ifyingl
mett;l::t:’ of her life are colliding and ripping apart, that floods of feel-
tha

ings 8r€ rushing through the gap.

Out of the din Sheila can hear Toby saying, “Looks like you lost
t of weight Mom.” And she’s able to answer, “That’s because I've
alo oving so fast.” She laughs and they laugh with her and that
her a little. Tom’s watching her intently—studying, waiting.
ds his eyes. He wants to know who I am and I’'m not ready
not ready. But she knows it’s coming soon.

peen M
steadies
She avoi
for that yet,
gitting down to eat they take the same places at the table they’ve

always had except for Josh and Toby who trade jokingly. Sheila auto-
matically sits with her back to the kitchen looking out at the pine

ove, Those trees were little seedlings when they first bought the house.
_They need to be thinned—she thinks—someone should take care of
that— And then realizes that she’s had the same thoughts almost every

time she’s sat there—years. —Well it won’t be me now that doesiit. . ..

Marty’s telling a story about school, rambling through people
and buildings and places that are endless and unfamiliar to her. Then
somehow Josh is talking about reptile collecting in F lorida. Sheila
feels absent, unconnected to it all, hearing them at a distance from
herself as if they were a television program playing in another room.
Some part of her is annoyed that they’ve shut her out so easily but
underneath she’s in a frozen panic, thinking—soon they’re going to
ask me. Soon. . .soon....

Tom is still watching her, hasn’t stopped since she came and
when there’s a pause he says loudly, “Well, now, tell us, what on earth
are you doing in a place like Arkansas?” —As if it’s Tibet or Hungary,
as if only someone as crazy as Sheila would go there.

They’re all looking at her. Now that the questioning’s started
she’s actually relieved. “Just living there,” she says as casually as she’s
able. “Everyone has to live some place and Arkansas is no stranger than
anywhere else.” They’re still quiet, leaving her space to talk, not even
eating. “I've rented a little house. I’'m driving a bus for the E.0.A.”

“You live by yourself?”
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“I was for a while. That’s what I thought I needed. Now I'm
living with a woman named Nancy. We’re in love with each other.”
It’s been said, the words that can’t be undone, irreversible, irretrievable,
dropped like a rock on the table, humming, humming in the air around
them. Into that reverberating silence she says quickly, “She’s very
sick. The doctors don’t know what it is,” and thinks—I’m throwing
them Nancy’s death like a bone, to keep the wolves from my throat.
How shameful— She’d meant to say it all clearly and cleanly. But she’s
feeling calmer, steadier than she’d expected. When she can collect her-
self, she looks around from face to face, each arrested, silenced in per-
sonal surprise or embarrassment or confusion. What to say. ..?

“We’ve been to lots of doctors. She’s getting worse.” Judas,
she tells herself, traitor, as if only some great tragedy could make their
love forgivable. Is she a traitor for even being there alone? Would
Nancy have come with her if she’d been well? Would Sheila have wanted
her to?—Well, I’'m not saying another word into this silence—she thinks
stubbornly—I want to be out of this room, out, away from here, away
from them all—in the pine grove or walking away down the road. But
before she can actually move Josh says gently, “That must be very hard
for you.” He’s watching her with concern. She realizes that only a
few seconds have passed.

“I knew she was sick when we got together but it’s still hard.”

The others don’t look at her. They focus on eating. Forks and
knives against plates seem very loud. The food gets passed around
several times. Finally Marty asks, “What were you doing in California?”

““Mostly learning to make films. There’s a women’s movie col-
lective there called SkyFilms.” She tells them movie stories and they’re
able to relax and look at her. She even gets them to laugh. But when
she runs out of stories Tom says dryly, “Well, you didn’t have to learn
all that just to end up driving a bus.”

Sheila feels the old anger rise in her, rise and subside like a breath.
She looks right at him and laughs, “That’s right. Ididn’t. That’s not
what I learned it for,” and she’s thinking—he’s just where he was when
I left, not changed at ali. Thank heaven I’'m not living with this man
anymore— The sense of relief is so intense she blushes.

Tom doesn’t ask her any more about her life that night but next
morning he meets her in the doorway, a tight smile on his face. “I
always wondered why sex was so rotten between us,” he says in that
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e always hated and was so afraid of. “Now I

sh)/L y wife was a little bit queer. Now I don’t have
, ¢ it was me.” He makes a grab for her arm but
anOTe th/i;tlon he’s found absolution for their whole
Abso she would have had to argue with him, struggle,
Before fix the blame, the ever shifting, never quite fixed

tryto  gays, “No, you don’t have to worry,” and think-
he just ° ¢ -s with potent, secret warmth—maybe he’s really
smil®” _ there all the time.

4m into the living room and is standing on her
PaSt g the middle of stiff traditional angular birds and
s rug, in 2 jves her a curious strength. “Our house is cold
n it % e rug now.” When he starts to protest she says

l need tj 1 plan to take it back on the plane with me.”
d it now -~

_ tpave a whole lot to say to you. It was the boys’
g, 1don’t - [¢ certainly wasn’t mine.”
to come

Wanted to see me.’
ghd they <~

- 1Notso glad now. What kind of effect do you
0 they're= e on them that their mother’s a Lesbian?” He

2 todha‘/’ ost with a hiss.
t word alws®”
Know — om. That’s going to be up to them.” She walks
t (: ;g to keep herself centered. It’s been said—the
: w’ & (ON the back porch she sees a plant she’d started
.' ow A overflowing the pot. —I'll take back some
- a new <2 1€ I’ll take back cuttings from all of them—
f. She could not bring herself to ask him for
By, like a thh 1€ &

b Mom, pu-st O some boots and walk down to the pond

into the= pond with Josh she sees him again as a little
Bitting overa o uddle full of polywogs, his cupped hands filled
wisgly lifee . ‘‘Baby frogs, baby frobs.” “Put them back

1l die” “E=3uit I want to take them home.” The house was
of things & hat wriggled, crawled, squirmed, slithered and
idn’t stay in t heir containers.

B you still 1i W € snakes?”
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“I have a boa-constrictor in Florida. My roommate Joel is feed.

ing it for me. How about you?” .

“Istill like them but I don’t keep them anymore, I just pick them!

up to hold and let them go again. I guess I don’t keep anything much
anymore. Besides, Nancy’s afraid of snakes.”

“You just have to show her how nice they are.” He says it play.-
fully, in a child’s voice. They both laugh. Once, long ago, they’d de-
cided it would be their secret mission in the world to change people’s
fear of snakes. Feeling really close to him at that moment, she puts
her hand on his arm.

“Mom, is it very different to be loving a woman?” Josh, over
six feet tall and still the straightforward child, still in some way
innocent.

She smiles at him. “It’s gentler. There’s less conflict at a root
level. And for me right now there’s shelter and comfort that I need,
no put-downs. And I can be as open and loving as [ want.”

“I think I can understand that,” he says dreamily. “It sounds
nice for you.”

“And I still love you all,” she says quickly, “T haven’t changed.
I'm still the same person at the core.” She reaches up tentatively to
touch his face. But is it true? At the core she may be the same but
for the rest she’s shed her past life like the old snake skins they used
to find together in the woods.

For the next day or so, talking to old friends and neighbors, she
has a weird sense of dislocation, like putting on clothes that are ten
years old. She goes to visit Marsha who lives down the road and it’s
a strain. It’s always been easy between them. Now she feels distant
and polite. Finally she says, ‘“‘Marsha, I feel like my own ghost.”

Marsha nods and says slowly, “And I don’t think I know you
anymore.,”

Telling the bare facts of her life tells nothing of its essence, its
real meaning to her. It’s as frustrating as trying to tell a dream by the
fragments of remembered events and having no words, no vocabulary
at all for that great spectrum of mood and emotion that are the real
drama.
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They’re all invited to a party at the Beals. Sheila is particularly
rged to come- Clarence Beal corners her in the kitchen. ‘;Ho,' ho, so
e been having a great time playing the middle-aged hippy these
0 + two years and just left the rest of us here in our ruts. Bet you’ve
ﬁ:fi a lot of fine adventures along the way.” He winks and puts his
pand on her arm. She feels revolted and can’t believe that she used
{0 find this man slightly attractive and flirt with him at parties. Jack
Tate appears Over her shoulder. “Hey, I hear you’re doing films in
California. D’you work on. . .7”and he names three or four current
films none of which she’s seen or wants to. She shakes her head,
smiling, smiling, more like a grimace. She feels them looming over her,
repulsive and predatory. Smiling and shaking her head, she slips under
Clarence’s arm and backs away.

“Don’t think she used to be so shy.” They laugh together.
They’re amused by her. She’s part of the evening’s entertainment,
that’s why she was invited. She could probably tell them she was gay.
They’d find that amusing too and still try to make out with her.

Sheila has a quick flash of punching them both in the stomach, that
sharp hard punch Lila taught her, seeing their faces turn red, their
drinks splashed on the wall, seeing them slowly doubling forward to-
gether. . .. But she’s more bored than angry, flat heavy boredom.
Everything in this scene is stale, the jokes, the bragging, the flirtations—
and the cigarette smoke is hurting her eyes.

She leaves early, walking up the familiar road in the dark, rubbing
her arm where Clarence held it. —You should have just punched him
out, she hears Margo saying. That man’s a pig for sure. You should
really have punched him out. . ..

He is and I should have. I’'m just not ready yet. But maybe
next time. —Then out loud to Margo, to the night, “Next time. . .
next time. . ..”

She misses them so much, Lesbian sisters, women she can talk
to. Being here in this foreign country she sees clearly that she’s one
of them. The stars bend over her in the cold air and she’s wishing she
were back in Arkansas. They probably all went out to Mindy’s farm
for Thanksgiving. She sees Mindy with no shirt on, her leather vest
open to the fall cold, chopping wood, and Margo tossing it in the wood
pile. If Taurus is there they’ll play drums until late at night and maybe
sit out by a fire. Sheila feels isolated, cut off — a plant without water.
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She calls Nancy as soon as she gets to the house. The phone
rings across all that space—our lives strung out on ginging wires, she
thinks, like a line from a poem—and then Nancy answers. Nancy’s
voice is right there in the room with her. Sheila’s past and her future
and Sheila with the charged connection between them in her hand.
The phone seems almost too hot to hold.

Nancy sounds tired but cheerful. She’s gotten a kitten, black
and longhaired, for company. The roof leaked in another place, lots
of rain, “. . . but I got the landlord to fix it—told him how sick I was
and that you were away. Scared the old bastard. . . . Margo’s living
with a woman from Chicago. Terry and Linda have split up and Linda’y
going back to the west coast. And I’ve got an index here that’s too :
big for me. Come home. I miss you.” Behind the words there’s a
weariness.

“Soon, soon. . . I don’t belong here anymore. I probably never
did. I miss you, I love you.”

When she hangs up the house seems tensely quiet around her,
alien and waiting. She goes up to her old sewing room somehow ex-
pecting it to be the same, the things that need mending piled up in
corners waiting for her, and the rest a litter of bright fabrics for making
collages and quilted pillow covers. Sometimes all of them, even Josh,
outgrew the shirts before she got to patching the elbows.

But it’s all changed, the only room that has. Tom’s made it into
an office-study, male and orderly. All the soft brilliant clutter is gone,
her designs taken down from the walls. She feels rebuked for intruding -
here and quickly shuts the door. '

That night she sits up sweating from a dream. She remembers
struggling to climb a stone wall with broken glass embedded in the
top. Her hands are ripped and bleeding but she keeps trying. She has
to. On the other side is a huge meeting of women, shouting in anger.
Everything is permeated with fear. She knows she must get to the
meeting but she can’t climb the wall. She’s terrified.

Even now, sitting up in the early gray light, that fear is with her
in the room. She feels very alone, wraps her arm around herself and
wishes for Nancy.

New Orleans—the dream is about New Orleans. There are walls
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pat in the French Quarter for keeping out prowlers. She looks
et pands for blood. New Orleans and Bonnie saying, “Tonly have
F at het for my Lesbian sisters. Straight women can get support from
Gﬂ“g,),, Shut out by other women when she tried to be part of the
n o That six months in New Orleans was the hardest time of
s life. She wouldn’t live through it again for anything. And
wouldn’t trade it for the world. The first time she’s ever felt an-
her woman’s flesh pressed against hers, hot and Wanting, another
an’s tongue in her mouth. Women loving and sitting in judgment
o caught in the tides—women shouting at each other, screaming,
:“; aring chaos, everything going down, anger and tears, accusations
terrible they burm the air, even physical fights, the sisterhood she’s
?:st found ripped apart in bleeding shreds and Sheila’s terrified vulner-
sble self running for shelter to a commune in the Arkansas hills, l
refugee from the women’s wars, finding comfort with a softspoken
Living with women’s rage, surviving it.. . . When

pearded hippie-
she'd talked to Josh about loving women she hadn’t mentioned New
Orleans. She’s still trying to come to terms with it herself.

«That was a time wasn’t it?” Margo likes t© laugh about it.
They'd been there at the same time but hadn’t met til later. “Shit, I
thought somebody was going to get killed for sur®- And you left be-
fore it really got hot.” Margo loves to tell New Otrleans stories, the
worse the better, but always ends by saying, «gyt we all came together
at the end. It was worth it.”

Sitting up, hugging her knees, Sheila says tO Bonnie’s strong round
face in the air before her—Well Bonnie, I'm a Lesbian now. I'm not a
dyke yet but I am a Lesbian— It’s the first time she’s really been able
to say that to herself. Bonnie had loved her and wanted her and been
afraid of being betrayed by a “straight woman” and pushed her away.
“Bonnie, Bonnie, good morning Bonnie, this is yOur sister upina
suburb of New York—our lives are strung out on singing wires— I have
just this morning declared myself to be a Lesbian.” —And thank you
Clarence Beal—she rubs the spot on her arm where he held her— Not
again. No, you won’t put your hands on me again. - . . When she
walks downstairs later she feels different, more solid.

Josh helps her roll up the rug and tie it like @ long helpless body.
It seems as if every piece of furniture in the room has at least one leg
- onit. They puff and struggle, laughing together.

“I feel funny taking it.”
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“Why should you? It’s yours. Dad’s going to grumble. So
what? That’s his way. You got little enough out of this house.”
That’s true—little enough. "

Marty’s driving her to the airport so they can get a chance to tan;
alone, something he’s been asking for. Before she leaves Tom calls her
aside. i

“I see you took the rug.”
“I said I was going to.”

“Look, I don’t ever need to see you back here again. If you
have any business with me you can do it by letter.”

“That’s fine by me, Tom. I don’t fit here anymore. I have no
reason to come back.” The pond, the flowers she’s planted around
the house, the grove of pines in back—never is a long time but she
wouldn’t fly half way across the country for that anyhow, especially
not with her finances. She’s had to borrow most of the money from
Charlotte to come this time. “The boys can come see me in Arkansas - !
next time.” @

“If they still want to see you at all.” He says it so fast, a quick
cut. The old game, silent merciless dueling with no blood showing,
hiding your hurt while you think of what to say that’s hurtful—P1l
never have to play this game with him again, she thinks. “It’s up to
them, Tom.” No sign of feeling in her face or voice, the blood
dripping inside. . . .

Sheila’s glad she took the cuttings from the plants she grew, a
living connection with her past self. They’re safely wrapped in wet
paper towels and tinfoil ready for their journey. Already she can feel
Nancy’s pleasure at seeing them growing on all the window sills.

She hugs Josh and keeps hugging him, afraid to let go and for a
lurching moment it’s a little boy she’s hugging. Toby gives her a kiss
on the cheek and a nod. Tom stands watching, silent in the doorway
as they stuff the rug in the car.

On the way Marty talks about everything except what’s on his
mind but when they’re almost at the airport he finally says, “I'm
having a hard time accepting it, you being with a woman. It bangs
into all my prejudices.”
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«] pet it does. Don’t try accepting. Don’t think about it so

Just let it be. I'm glad you could finally talk. I thoyght you
just going to pretend I hadn’t said anything. It felt pretty weird.
Look, I want you to understand that it took a lot of courage for me to
tell you all, a lot of courage. I just want youto hear that. And ifI
padn’t told you then nothing else I said would have been real.”

pard-
were

“«Yeah, I guess that’s true.” He laughs, “Maybe I should be glad
you have someone who loves you. Maybe that’s how I’ll think about
it.”

“That’s a good way.” She leans back relaxing and watches the
airport sweep in around them.

When he has to leave Marty starts to give her a little kiss like
Toby, then changes and hugs her tight.

“Mom?”’
“Yes.”

“Be happy.”

Do it, do it, do it. She urges the plane forward and up, up with
her will, up with mounting sexual excitement—then, airborne, she feels
a soaring sense of relief and accomplishment, that absolute instant of
transition, of not being any longer on the ground.

Immediately the familiar anticipation of disaster hits her. How
many times and in how many ways has she seen the plane she’s in
come hurtling out of the sky, into the ocean, into snowy mountains,
flaming into cities. She loves the takeoff but she’s always relieved to
get back from where she’s been, safe at least for this time.

The plane tilts up, the city turning at a crazy angle below her,
then flattens out over the clouds. Going home, her blood sings, going
home. She feels stretched thin as if her very flesh were stretched out
across that space. Somewhere, safe in the belly of that plane, is her
grandmother’s rug.
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BECKY BIRTHA  * -

LORRAINE HANSBERRY: ART OF THUNDER,
VISION OF LIGHT edited by Jean Carey Bond.

special Issue of Freedomways (Vol. 19, No. 4, Fourth Quarter,
1979), 799 Broadway, New York, NY 10003. $2.50/issue;

§4.50/year subscription.

In the editorial statement introducing this special issue of
ways, Jean Carey Bond, editor for this issue, presents ob-
jecﬁves: “First, to introduce and, in some cases, reintroduce Hans-
berty- - - and secondly, to encourage attention to, and study of, a
woman whose understanding and vision have enduring relevance,
and whose artistry entitles her to inclusion among the best of con-
temporary American writers” (183).

Freedom

1 approached this collection with additional expectations. I
wanted new information about this black woman who made a success
of being a playwright at the unbelievable age of twenty-eight, in the
Jess believable year of 1959, when A Raisin in the Sun, her first play,
opened on Broadway.

I had learned, from her autobiographical last work, To Be
Young, Gifted and Black, and the film based on it, that Hansberry
was from a middle-class Chicago family, that she had dropped out
of college and settled in New York’s Greenwich Village, where she
wrote for Paul Robeson’s newspaper, Freedom. I knew that she was
a civil rights activist as well as the author of several plays, before her
death at the age of thirty-four. But what were the steps between be-
ing an unknown writer and having her work so widely accepted?
What could a present-day black woman writer learn from her story?

Hansberry’s death held questions for me, too, as does the early
death of any woman writer. Although the nature of the disease made
it seem unavoidable, I found the fact of Hansberry’s death by cancer
personally upsetting, frightening, and hard to reconcile. Much more
frightening, and worthy of serious consideration by contemporary
activists, is the proposal suggested here by Julian Mayfield in his essay
“Lorraine Hansberry: A Woman for All Seasons” that Lorraine

Copyright © 1981 by Becky Birtha.

129




Hansberry (and other outspoken black writers who also died of cancer
in their thirties) may have been the victim of murder by the U.S. gov-
ernment.

Another question stirred my curiosity. Ihad heard intimations,
from time to time, of Lorraine Hansberry’s lesbianism, of her contribut.f;
ing work to The Ladder. 1 was curious to know if Freedomways might
confirm or deny them and, if they were confirmed, how a lesbian !
identity might have affected her life and work. With this variety of t
questions, intentions, and expectations, I began to explore the collec- %
tion of essays. ‘

Art of Thunder, Vision of Light is a dense mixture of critical
analysis, personal memoirs, quotations from Hansberry’s writing,
biography, and discussion of her life, literature, and politics. Included
are sixteen short, readable essays and a sprinkling of briefer statements
from some of the best known voices in the black political and literary
communities. A bibliography of more than four hundred entries com-
pletes the collection.

The relationship between art and politics is a central question
that is raised and explored in many of the essays. We learn that
Hansberry, whose politics were strongly influenced by Marxist ‘,
thought, and who used her reputation as a playwright to join !
civil rights leaders in the desegregation struggle, refused to make a
separation between those politics and her art, asserting that: “The
question is not whether one will make a social statement in one’s
work—but only what the statement will say. . .” (“Lorraine Hansberry: -
The Complete Feminist,” 238).

Still, the question remains a hard one for the black artist, who
is often beset with contradictory obligations, and who must answer
not only to academia and/or ““broadway,” but to the black community,
as well as to her own inner vision. Some members of Hansberry’s com-
munity felt that she was not revolutionary enough. Her character
Lena Younger, head of the family in Raisin, has been the victim of
attacks on that mythical domain, The Black Matriarchy. In the inter-
view-essay included here, “A Lorraine Hansberry Rap,” it is a relief
to hear Margaret G. Burroughs and Lerone Bennett, Jr. agree, not
only on Lena’s blamelessness, but in refuting the whole myth.

Jewell Handy Gresham turns around the question of obligations
to ask, instead, what obligation academia has to the black artist. She
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discusses the academic approach, deploring its neglect of the work of
plack writers, and proceeds to give selections of Hansberry’s prose the
kind of scholarly, critical attention they certainly deserve.

Hansberry’s work has frequently been praised for its “univer-
sality.” (A Raisin in the Sun has been translated into over thirty
languages.) This, too, becomes a political issue, as Aishah Rahman,
in her essay, “To Be Black, Female, and a Playwright,” questions the
value of universality. She asks, “How much ‘truth’ can the black
playwright let white audiences see?” (259). I was struck by the im-
plications of the discussions on this theme for lesbians as well.

While over half the essays are by men (feminist separatists be
forewarned), I found only one of them offensive. Douglas Ward,
writing on “the Passion of Walter Lee,” perpetuates the nonsense
that the conflicts of the male character are necessarily more signifi-
cant than those of any female character. Ward goes so far as to sug-
gest that Hansberry herself is somewhat misguided in allowing her
female characters to devalue Walter Lee’s struggle. Throughout the
essay, Ward upholds that familiar, annoying assumption that the
critic knows, better than the author, what she was really trying to do.

In an autobiographical prose piece, Hansberry wrote, “I was
born black and a female” (‘‘Lorraine Hansberry: The Complete Fem-
inist,” 236). Ever since Frances Watkins Harper and Sojourner Truth,
black women have been expected to choose between these two sides.
For me, the most significant issue raised in these essays is Hansberry’s
feminism, dealt with in depth in only two of them.

I found Margaret Wilkerson’s ‘‘Lorraine Hansberry: The Com-
plete Feminist” somewhat disappointing. Her attempts to prove
Hansberry’s feminism seem to reveal more of a humanist than a
feminist, and fail to reveal either a feminist political analysis or a
commitment to, and valuing of women (e.g., by writing plays in
which they are the main characters).

However, the quotes Wilkerson uses imply that Hansberry may
have been more of a feminist than Wilkerson cares to acknowledge.
In one passage, as Hansberry suggests that the significance of her
opinions stems from the fact that she is both female and black, we
infer the beginnings of a black feminist critical approach. In another
passage, Hansberry suggests that, in exploring ideal human capacities,
much might be learned from woman, who “possesses the most mag-
nificent features of the human race” (244).
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But most enlightening is Adrienne Rich’s “The Problem With
Lorraine Hansberry.” Rich makes it clear that Hansberry was “an
early and lucid feminist” (250). The “problem,” for Rich, is censor-
ship. She discusses censorship by others, pointing out that most of
what we know about the playwright is known through works edited
posthumously by Hansberry’s former husband, Robert Nemiroff, but
adds: “I know from my own experience as a white, lesbian, feminist
writer that the first—and last—censors are interior when we are writing
in the face of that judgment and culture of white males, that cultural
jury which presumes to set standards, to determine whose experience
counts, which themes are ‘universal’. . ., to define ‘greatness itself ”
(249).

Rich goes on to cite and quote from feminist essays written by
Hansberry which were never published. For example, in an essay
entitled “Simone de Beauvoir and The Second Sex: An American
Commentary 1957, Hansberry wrote: “The station of woman is
hardly one that she would assume by choice, any more than men
would. It must necessarily be imposed on her—by force. . . . A status
not freely chosen or entered into by an individual or group is neces-
sarily one of oppression. . .” (253). In 1959, no doubt referring to
the oppression of black women, she said, “obviously the most op-
pressed of any oppressed group will be its women. . . . Obviously,
since women, period are oppressed in society, and if you’ve got an
oppressed group, they’re twice oppressed” (251).

Besides the essay on de Beauvoir’s book, Hansberry had planned
to write a full-length play on the life of Mary Wollstonecraft. And
Rich discloses the fact that the main characters in both Les Blancs
and The Sign In Sidney Brustein’s Window began, in Hansberry’s
notebooks, as women. Hansberry also contributed letters to the
lesbian publication, The Ladder, in 1957, under the signatures L.H.
and L.H.N.

Like many other contributors, Aishah Rahman and Demetria
Brendan Royals, whose essays follow Rich’s, confirm the impact that
Hansberry has had on the succeeding generations of black artists,
actors, and playwrights, appearing at a time when very few role mod-
els were available for black female writers. (I was reminded of my
own astonishment, as a teenager, when I found out that Raisin had
been written by a young woman.) Rahman’s essay is unique in ex-
posing the sexism that is still prevalent in male-dominated black theater,
despite its debt to Hansberry.
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The problem I found with this collection of essays was that
they began to be very repetitive. Certainly issues such as the con-
flict between politics and art and the obligations of the black writer
to her community must have recurred in Hansberry’s life, too, but
at times the essays seemed chosen not so much for what new in-
sight was being presented, as for who was speaking. There was an
overall tone of total acceptance, admiration, and adulation that be-
gan t0 be bland and soporific, and left me wondering if these people
were really recognizing Hansberry as the radical and revolutionary
that she was. Rich’s essay was so noticeably different in tone that I
was at first irritated by such a critical approach from a white writer,
then disappointed that not more of the black contributors seemed
able to risk making statements that might be considered controversial.

For example, there is very little information about Hansberry’s
marriage to Nemiroff, and how that may have affected her work.
Rich tells us that Hansberry’s letters to The Ladder discussed “the
economic and psychological pressures that impel many conscious
Jesbians into marriage” (252). But no one seemed willing to expand
on the subject, which might well prove controversial—not only
around the issue of lesbianism, but also because the marriage was
interracial.

My original quest for new information was left largely unful-
filled. Why is so much still unknown? I found that much of the
material that interested me most was quoted from unpublished sources,
and no full-length biography for adult readers has been written yet,
though fifteen years have passed since Hansberry’s death. Art of
Thunder left me, with its editor, anticipating further attention and
study, to reveal (hopefully) more than we already know; left me
hoping, along with Adrienne Rich, that future criticism of Hans-
berry’s work will go further towards helping us to see this incom-
parable artist “unidealized, unsimplified, in her fullest complexity,
in her fullest political context” (254).
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THE WANDERGROUND: STORIES OF THE HILL
WOMEN by Sally Miller Gearhart. Persephone Press, P.O.
Box 7222, Watertown, Mass. 02172, 1979. 196 pp. $5.00.

One of the perplexities of “women’s culture”—which in prac-
tice seems to mean consciously feminist or lesbian/feminist creative
work—is how to write hopefully about the future without over-
simplifying the present. A writer can be strongly tempted to scrap
the whole scenario of contemporary society and to try to build, from
the ground up, a society that neither fears nor colonizes women. The
trouble is that this kind of revisionism does nothing but reveal the
writer’s preconceptions, because what one woman thinks of as the
“whole scenario”—and proposes as a woman-loving alternative—often
ignores vast areas of culture that are essential to whole groups of other
women. No one ever starts from the ground up: we all start with our
own experience, with the parts of our own class and culture we like
best. Thisisn’t at all the same thing. “Experience” is the part of your
life you can trust, the part you’ve been through; “the parts of our own
class and culture that we like best” can’t be trusted, because some-
body is telling us to like them—they’re part of somebody else’s agenda
for us.

Sally Gearhart’s The Wanderground is a book that attempts this
kind of radical rebuilding, and reveals some significant preconceptions
in the process. Feminist reviewers in general have praised Gearhart’s
imagination, particularly her descriptions of psychic powers, new
linguistic patterns, new modes of nurturance and healing, and the as-
sociation of men with the city and women with the country. Julia
Penelope (Sinister Wisdom 11) says ““the stories. . . fed my fantasies,
something I needed to have nourished”; Susanna J. Sturgis (off our
backs 10:1) calls it “beautifully written; Cheri Lesh (Lesbian Tide
9:4) says “Great literature? Certainly.” None of these reviews has
been wholly without criticism, but none of them has really examined
the book’s implications as a model for the future. In part, I see this
review as a response to those that have already appeared. Since most
fantasy literature (especially feminist) is on some level intended as a

Copyright © 1981 by Catherine Madsen.
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odel for the future, it is important to see what it does with the reali-
ties of its OWn day. While I enjoyed her story-telling powers and found
some of her situations intriguing, I believe she has seriously oversim-

jified the ways women interact with each other and with nature, and
has created an emotional landscape which ignores several important

prOb lems.

The Wanderground consists of twenty stories which Sally Gear-
hart wrote over a period of several years, arranged roughly in the order
of their writing (in an interview in off our backs 10:1 she describes how
some of the stories came to be written); some of the stories connect
with each other, and some stand alone. They describe a world in which
male power can operate only within cities; in the country men lose
their potency, machines no longer function, and women and girls are
free to live in harmony with nature. A few gay men, the Gentles, also
live outside the city;a central conflict in the later stories is whether
or not the women can look upon them as allies. The women have
highly developed powers of telepathy and teleportation which take
the place of technology to some extent, and a strong emotional network.

Gearhart’s writing style emphasizes the commonality of the wom-
en’s experiences. Significantly, everyone is either white or “dark-
skinned,” a physical attribute comparable in this book to having blue
eyes. As a result Gearhart evades certain essential problems. Are the
occasional dark-skinned women in the Wanderground women of color
in terms of their culture and chosen identity? If so, do they experience
racism from the white women? If all the women are white—with some
having slightly darker skin than others—where are the women of color?
(And where, too, are the men of color? Except for a Gentle with a
Latin name, all of the men apparently are white.) Gearhart’s failure
to address these questions raises doubt about the Wanderground as a
viable model for the future.

Individual characterization suffers also as a result of this em-
phasis on commonality. (I found it difficult to tell most of the char-
acters apart except by name.) While Gearhart’s writing devices are gen-
erally effective, they often make the action seem vague, as though it
were being conducted by someone other than the characters, and oc-
casionally credibility breaks down entirely. She frequently uses passive
voice to describe altered states of consciousness: “Far below, anger was
being spoken” (1); “There was a tightening of the bonds that hug the
earth” (100). She uses numerous technical terms without explicitly
defining them, perhaps to suggest that the women understand them
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intuitively: “She’s not in deep fallaway or in retrosense. We don’t know
what is wrong” (53). I was never able to read the recurring ritual of
earthtouch (a long-distance union between women by means of a
sacramental contact with the earth) without feeling it was silly—not
because of its underlying meaning but because of the verbal exchange
that follows it, of which this is one variant:

“Fully given and well taken. Soon, Alaka.”
«“Qr deep, Evona,” chanted Alaka.

“Soon.”

“And deep.”

“Red waters.”

“Deep.”

“Deep.”

“Deep.”

“Deep.”

They spoke together. “Deep. Soon.” (8-9)

I think Gearhart is trying to translate into a verbal formula an ex-
perience that might be better described without dialogue.

Her tendency toward formula also makes the women’s psychic
interchanges seem to me consistently impersonal. Everything has a
name—mindstretch, softsense, care cuils, presencing—and the women
monitor the emotional tone of their encounters with such self-con-
scious goodwill that their observations often seem obvious and in-
sincere. “You’re about to move into murderous energy” (24), Alaka
tells Seja, who is uncontrollably angry over another woman’s rape.
There is something of popular psychology here, something too gen-
eralized to be entirely spontaneous—the impulse to help this woman
is translated into the impulse to help, and thus diffused. Only once
does anyone rebel against the lack of spontaneity—the crusty but
generous Egathese in «Gisterblood”’—and Ono’s response is instructive
as a measure of how far this kind of nurturance can accommodate
individual quirks:

.. .she wrapped Egathese in the softest of pale yellows and
oranges, breathed on her the pinkest of warm carings, and
tried again to rouse the woman with the name.

“Egathese.”

“Stop it,” flooded back to her. “You’re making me
sick with that sticky mollycoddling. . . . Talk with me
straight and clear. You are a hard woman yourself and
not so young either. You do not need those sweet smell-
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ings any more than I do. I will move with you anytime
you say and with any women you can name as _gair-sisters
for us. But stop pushing that mire of sweetness around me.’
Ono was not surprised. . . . The old woman didn’t re-
spond to anything but stiff straightness. For her, meanings
lay always in the line or maybe in the mass, but never in
their interplay. Even her mindstretches seemed some-
times to probe rather than to enfold. (36)

’

Ono is in effect accusing Egathese of male thinking, as though nur-
{urance were never clear and bracing but invariably soft and pink.
This seems to place rather drastic limitations on the women’s emo-

tions—almost as drastic as those of the stereotypical feminine role.

In general the women communicate psychically so much, and
so easily, that their physical contact seems stunted and colorless.
The female body, which the men hated and feared so much they had
to enslave or eradicate it, becomes merely the “hardself’—a necessary
vehicle for psychic exchanges, but never affirmed as seriously as it was
threatened. The most physical scene in the book is a rape scene, and
in one sense heterosexual: Ijeme, a Wanderground spy in the city, is
sexually attacked by a prostitute who believes her to be a man. The
prostitute’s makeup and clothes, her age, her speech (consisting of
“No,” “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” and “Dyke, dyke, dyke!”) are all described
in painful detail (63-66); nowhere is there so thorough a description of
one of the hill women or of lesbian lovemaking. It is as though the
physical and emotional distinctions between the women are irrele-
vant—mindstretch transcends individuality.

This does not ring true to me as a resolution to women’s suffer-
ing in misogynist societies. Far from melding into one warm and uni-
fied spirituality, women become more sharply ourselves as we learn
to accept our bodies, and the patriarchal mind/body split becomes
so patently false that some women would prefer not to communicate
psychically at all, would insist on the body’s reality and importance.
Without that insistence certain essential problems are evaded: what
do these women think about their bodies? How has the woman with
large breasts learned not to feel ashamed, the small woman not to
feel weak? To what extent do thin women still treat fat women
with contempt? What has changed, and what has not, in this society?

Gearhart leaves similar questions unanswered about the women’s
relationship to animals and plants. She evidently intends to show
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the women in a reciprocal relationship with nature, in. which non-
human life is valued as highly as the women valug each other. This

is fairly successful where animals are concerned: there are two striking
scenes between women and wounded animals, one in “Sisterblood”
where Ono poultices her dog’s broken paws with her own blood re-
trieved from a past nosebleed, and the other in “Krueva and the Pony”
where Krueva bargains with a cougar to leave a dying pony alone un-
til she has helped it into death. But the women’s communications
with plants and inanimate objects are sometimes troubling. For in-
stance: “In mutual mind effort from across the room [Alaka and
Seja] enfolded the tea water, requesting it to boil, aiding it, with its
consent, in doing so” (20); a tree willingly dries a woman’s clothes
and hair by “pneuma exchange” (13); “With a wrapping gesture of
her hands she packaged [her tears] ina moss-covered seashell. . . and
set them aside on a shelf of afternoon light” (38). Why? Thisisa
different kind of manipulation of nature than patriarchal men have
practiced, but it is manipulation all the same; and while it is always
done with the nominal consent of the other, it cannot really be re-
ciprocated. I find these passages genuinely disturbing: the women
are getting something for nothing, as though nature is grateful to them
simply for not being men. It is as undeserved as the extravagant grati-
tude women sometimes give to men who are mildly sympathetic to
femninism. As long as the tea water and the tree require nothing of
the women there is no equality between them.

What I think Gearhart has done here is assume that she does not
know what nature would be like if it were freed from patriachal as-
sault—that she has only wishful thinking to guide her in imagining
what it could be like. Actually she, and all of us, know more about
unviolated nature than we realize, nature being far more impervious
to patriarchal assault than we are. Anyone who has ever been sun-
burned or frostbitten, anyone who has been through a fire or a flood,
anyone who has ever killed a house plant knows one crucial fact about
nature: she exists for her own purposes, which are not ours. If women
reject what men have done to nature, we have a certain responsibility
to let nature be what it will—and not to assume that it is friendly, or
that it takes any special notice of us whatsoever. Mother Nature is
virginal, and if she is also fecund it is not a gift but a dangerous and
unfathomable balance: anybody who brought forth green beans and
botulinus bacteria obviously doesn’t care whether she kills us or not.

I think the strongest point of the book is Gearhart’s presentation
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rof the moral dilemmas which the hill women face, and in these sec-
tions she becomes a thoughtful chronicler of lesbian-feminist political
opinion- “The Gatherstretch” presents a dispute over separatism with
such care that no woman’s position is disparaged. In “Meeting the
Gentles,” the last story to be written, the women are confronted with
ay men who have learned not to depend on them and who ate devel-
oping their own psychic powers (““not an enfoldment but a bridge”),
and the violent collision of the women’s mistrust with the Gentles’
ride is powerfully drawn. Gearhart comments (in the off our backs
interview) that this latter story refused to be written until she risked
the possibility that it might conflict with her politics. This, to me,

is the mark of any writer’s essential integrity—the unmistakable voice
of the author’s own truth, the emergence of a threatening and unan-
swerable question. The minute the fantasy becomes strong enough
to hurt—and not before—it becomes strong enough to heal.

Sally Gearhart’s firm grasp of the dynamics of meetings, with
men or among women, is the product of a dozen years’ political ex-
perience and the confidence that she knows what meetings do. Her
blunders about emotional nourishment and the non-human world
seem to come from a lack of confidence in what she knows, an im-
pulse to overcompensate for all the knowledge that has been stripped
from us. But that knowledge is available for the listening: like the
mysteries of the seasons or the phases of the moon, it is an open
secret in every generation, and one only needs the will and the per-
sistence to discover it. What is discovered may or may not agree with
one’s conscious politics, but it will be the real purpose of political
search and the only genuine “solution” any of us can offer to our
sisters: one’s own unanswerable question.
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TOP RANKING: A COLLECTION OF ARTICLES
ON RACISM AND CLASSISM IN THE LESBIAN
COMMUNITY, compiled by Joan Gibbs and

Sara Bennett. February 3rd Press, 306 Lafayette Avenue,
Brooklyn, N.Y. 11238. 1980. 148 pp. $3.50 (more if you can/
less if you can’t). Free to women in prison.

On the radio last night a Berkeley radio station—broadcasting
fifty miles north into the living room where I lay on the floor with
an old friend, a cup of hot cider, and the heat working—listed the
atrocities. Three Black families are being daily harassed by alleged
KKK members in Pinole, California. Their homes are being guarded
by the police around-the-clock. Four U.S. women, doing refugee
relief work, were killed in San Salvador. Ronald Reagan announced
yesterday that he does not believe that the so-called “‘human rights”
struggles occurring in Latin America should have any effect in
determining U.S. “interests” in the area. Lying on the living room
floor, the smell of fascism coming through the pipes, I recalled una
compaﬁera’s words: “We must know how a lesbian life relates to the
context of all life.” Top Ranking is a collection of articles by lesbians
which attempts to address itself to this essential issue.

By focusing specifically on the racial and class relations between
and among lesbians—Black and white, middle-class and working-class—
Top Ranking makes a case for the formation of a Radical Autonomous
Lesbian Movement. As Joan Gibbs and Sara Bennett, the editors,
describe it:

... we see our liberation as lesbians as being tied to the
liberation of all oppressed peoples and the total destruc-
tion of the present system. . . . While recognizing the

need for unity among all oppressed peoples, we also feel
that our complete liberation from our oppression as les-
bians can only be ensured by building a strong lesbian
movement. A movement, however, that not only targets
heterosexism and sexism, the institution of the patriarchy,
but also targets domestic colonialism, the roots of racism,
and imperialism—all systems that oppress lesbians. (2)

Copyright © 1981 by Cherrie Moraga.
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This basic position is echoed throughout the entire book.

*

One of the most effective sections of the book should be
credited to its editors. Their opening article in the collection places
poth race and class oppression within a historical context and pro-
vides a basis from which the racist and classist behavior and attitudes
of many lesbians today can be viewed. In the article, the editors de-
scribe the function of capitalism in affecting race and class relations
during slavery, the civil war, and the “reconstruction” period, laying
the foundation for the trans-national proportions U.S. capitalism as-
sumes today. We call it U.S. imperialism. It is a welcome relief to
read something which in essence could be described as a “historical
materialist” approach in language that is easy to understand. Top
Ranking is a real educator in this sense. Further, the book contains
some basic statistical information on the manifestations of racism
in the prison system today, along with a definition of terms common-
ly used in any discussion of race. The book closes with a selected
pibliography compiled by the editors.

Co-edited by a Black lesbian, Joan Gibbs, and a white lesbian,
Sara Bennett, the articles in Top Ranking are written by both Black
and white women. They range in form from personal chronicles and
letters to highly analytical articles. At the risk of setting up a racial
split in this review, I cannot ignore the basic difference in approach
between the white and Black contributors. That is that when discussing
racism—how it shows its face in our lives—the white contributors tend
to write more theoretically and less personally. Conversely, over and
over again, the Black women use their experiences in order to extrapo-
late a theory. The difference showed. I emphasize this because it is
this phenomenon, using theory in the name of feelings, that permeates
most “anti-racist” discussion by white women. And until these women
start dealing from the heart, the racial split holds (and plenty of muddy
water, at that). In speaking to this, I strongly suggest “Face-to-Face,
Day-to-Day—Racism CR,” guidelines put together by Tia Cross,
Freada Klein, Barbara Smith and Beverly Smith, as a preliminary
means for many women to emotionally come to terms with their
racism. As they explain, consciousness raising “encourages the ‘per-
sonal’ change that makes political transformation and action
possible” (65).

From an analytical perspective, I find Alison Colbert aka/Sarah-
gold’s article, “The ‘All Women’s Interests Are the Same’ Line: A
Trap for Non-Privileged Women?” particularly informative. She does
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a concise critical analysis of the roots of racism and classism in the
“Radical Feminist Movement (1968-72)” (53). Shg states: “because
white middle-class women have been oppressed as women first, we
tend to assume all other women have been as well” (51).

Another article, by Carol Seajay, a white working-class woman,
“The Class and the Closet,” I feel can serve as a model to white
women of how to write from the heart about one’s own oppression
and therefore help open that heart to oppression they do not im-
mediately experience. In her story, Carol very sensitively depicts
the kind of unraveling necessary for a feminist not experiencing color
oppression to finally pierce beneath her skin privilege to the feelings
of invisibility that are caused by the silence around class differences.
Unfortunately, this piece, along with Sarahgold’s, is one of the few
articles that address class difference and oppression in any specific
or concrete way. This is a serious drawback in a book whose title
promises to cover racism and classism equally. To address racial op-
pression with little mention of how classism against people of color
and whites cooperates with racism is to tell only half the story.

One of the strongest features of Top Ranking is its depiction of
the myriad forms that racism takes. In a letter to Chrysalis about an
article on Gone with the Wind, Minnie Bruce Pratt, a southerner, in-
dicts the kind of white feminist criticism which reeks of white solipsism.
She makes clear the need for a “revolutionary” feminism which, by
definition, is actively anti-racist. Similarly, Audre Lorde presents an
example of the best kind of feminist criticism which can be given to
another feminist. In her “Open Letter to Mary Daly,” Audre Lorde
invites Mary Daly “to a joint clarification of some of the differences
which lie between us as a black and a white woman” (88), differences
which were brought to full view in some of the blatantly racist as-
sumptions upon which Gyn/Ecology was based. Audre speaks to the
common “outsiderhood” the two women know as lesbians in hopes
of finally speaking to the difference, and at the same time, refuses
assimilation in the name of feminism: “For then beyond sisterhood
is still racism” (92).

Concerned about assimilation, Vickie M. Mays especially focuses
on the relationships between and among Black women in her article
entitled “Making Visible the Invisible: Some Notes on Racism and
Women-Identified Relationships of Afro-American Women.” She
states: “While the Afro-American lesbian may adopt the predominantly
white lesbian community as her support system, she does so at the
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ense of an integration of her Blackness with her lesbianism, leaving
e);f feeling fragmented and hungry for the type of emotional bortding
2}13 grew up with” (100). This theme of feeling forced to choose be-
{ween Your color and your sexuality is repeated by Black women
throughout the book and is certainly a common concern among ail
Third World women, which causes us to feel alternately alienated, then
crazy- In “Righteous Anger in 3 Parts: Racism in the Lesbian Com-
munity—One Black Lesbian’s Perspective,” Gwendolyn Weindling
chronicles her personal experience working in the white-dominated
Jesbian movement. She describes how any kind of emotionalism on
the part of Black women is considered “angry” and “intimidating”
py white women. She puts it plainly: “I’ve come to understand
emotionalism as being taboo in white ‘cultures’—particularly white
middle class or middle class identified cultures” (76). She goes on
to say, ‘“Sometimes it seems as if by defining myself I frighten every-
one, White Wimmin, Black Men, the white patriarchy, and sometimes
other Black sisters” (77).

Statements such as these by the Black women in the collection
touch me very deeply. My major criticism of the book, however, is
that it posits the issue of racism very specifically along Black/white
lines. As a Latina lesbian, I find my concerns about cultural differ-
ences which are influenced by class completely ignored. There are
virtually no articles by non-Black women of color. Seeing racism in
Black-and-white terms can often mask the class and cultural differ-
ences among women of color. Color is such an all-pervasive oppres-
sion in this country, it is sometimes difficult even for women of color
to see into ourselves for the more tangled roots to our oppression.

In Top Ranking, this Black/white grid is upheld by both Black
and white contributors alike. Even in the opening article by the
editors, the history of struggle against racism in the U.S. by other
Third World peoples is given only peripheral acknowledgement. Also,

I find it especially insulting when in a different article, a white woman,
Karen Johanns, writes, “It’s true we even push Black folks into joining
the white on white anti-nuke movement. . .,”” a statement that basically
ignores the fact that anti-nuclear struggle is a life-and-death concern

for many Native American peoples in the Southwest whose homelands
are being raped right before their eyes; the writer is clearly only ad-
dressing racial relations with Black people.

In concluding their opening article, the editors write: . . . the
most oppressed women’s voices in this society must be heeded and
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followed—as there can be no change without new directions. None
while women are still oppressed” (35). In examining women’s oppres-
sion then, we need to look very deeply to truly comprehend many §
elements contributing to our oppression and separation from other
women. As the times grow more threatening, we must make alliances
with plenty of strong hunches and quick intelligence, alliances which
don’t always fall into neat little categories of Black or white. g

In introducing Top Ranking Joan Gibbs and Sara Bennett state:

We decided to do this book because we felt that the on-
going discussions of racism and classism in the lesbian
community are important, and saw the need for a book
that would hopefully contribute to these discussions

in a positive way.

I feel the editors could have more successfully accomplished the task
of “contributing in a positive way” by taking a more active role as
editors. They write: “we didn’t edit the articles at all, except to cor-
rect what were clearly typographical errors.” The role of an editor,

as I see it, is to seek out and develop articles that will most closely
reflect the vision and purpose of the book as a whole. There is no

such thing as “unbiased” editing. And, the absence of any real editorial
policy only contributes here to a two-sided picture of racism and a
general submersion of class issues under race discussion.

We understand, particularly as Third World and working-class
women, how “editing” has traditionally been used to white-wash, tone
down, or clean-up our language and self-expression according to “their”
standards. But it is time, as we so newly begin to have some access to
our own publications, to proceed, for our own sakes, with the commit-
ment to producing the richest and most comprehensive material possible.

Despite these criticisms, I do urge lesbians to get a hold of the
book. I think it is a useful tool with which to begin exploring some of the *
issues which divide us.
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COMING OUT STORIES, edited by Julia Penelope
and Susan J. Wolfe. Persephone Press, P.O. Box 7222,

THE

stanley
Watertown, MA 02172, 1980. 251 pp. $6.95.

THE LESBIAN PATH, edited by Margaret Cruikshank.
Angel Press, 171 Webster St., Monterey, CA 93940. 1980.

248 pp- $6.95.

The Lesbian Path and The Coming Out Stories emerge out of
and seek to fill the need to tell and hear our stories, to speak about
and listen to what is important in our lives, to break through the
silence that suppresses and distorts our voices and denies us images
that would validate and affirm our lesbian existences:

We. . . offer [The Coming Out Stories] in the hope

of unearthing our individual pasts and our common
pasts, in the hope of bringing our lives to light at last. . . .
We have been silent for too long; we have been

silenced for too long.

(Stanley and Wolfe, Introduction, xv)

Remembering our isolation and believing that this
book, if it had existed in the 1950’s or 1960’s, would
have made our self-discoveries less painful, we are
naturally eager to record something of our lives.

(Cruikshank, Introduction)

The two anthologies of seventy-eight tales show us lesbians
speaking in many diverse voices. They give us much nourishment.
But words like “common past™ and “our lives” raise the question
of whose past, whose lives. Even with a very broad cross-section of
the lesbian population—different classes, races, ethnic backgrounds,
religions—generalizations would be dangerous. As lesbians and as
women we have been defined by others, told who we were and what
we felt. We had our own experiences and feelings ignored and denied.
Given the fact that Third World lesbians are represented here in only
a few selections; that poor and working-class lesbians and disabled
lesbians, if they are present, are not visible as such; that lesbians who

Copyright © 1981 by Bernice Mennis.
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are in the closet, afraid, ashamed, guilty. ... are still silent, the general-
‘our” and ““we” are especially dangerous. The patterns emerging
from the tales may be true for many of us, but they may also be com-
monly shared assumptions that continue to ignore what many lesbians
experience as real. The “we,” therefore, must be seen as these women, f

ized ¢

-

in these tales, telling their stories about their realities.

Begun in 1976, completed in 1977, and finally published by

Persephone Press in 1980, The Coming Qut Stories collects forty-one

. . - . - N ,
personal narratives about a crucial moment in the life of most lesbians—

their coming out. The tales begin:

when she & i were 6
we chased each other

(Diane Stein, 11)

Now, at age thirty-seven, I've been conscious of my
Lesbianism for twenty-two years. I've been coming
out all that time, creating myself, and I’'m not finished
yet.

(Caryl B. Bentley, 79)
Sitting down at the Employment Securities Commis-
sion, I’'m getting ready to draw my pennies, having

quit my job of ten years, my marriage, by sleeping
with a woman last night.

(Minnie Bruce Pratt, 149)

a coming out story would be
a chronicle of all the days of all my lives

(Constance Faye, 176)

The conscious recognition of coming out means—for these wom-

en and for many of us—a coming home, a rebirth, a healing, an arrival,
a feeling of integration and unity:
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I am born.

(Minnie Bruce Pratt, 149)

It was the most natural thing in the world. I wondered
where I had been all my life, yet I did not regret one
moment spent in arriving. To this day [ wonder why it
is not called, ““coming home.” For the first time I was

at ease with being a woman, body and soul were united—
healed. . . or was it, completed?

(Sarah Lucia Hoagland, 147)




P

As I read, I saw the many paths taken on the way “home.” -
what “they,” the patriarchal world, sees as the highlights of eur lives—
marriage, children—from our coming out perspective might be seen as
fear, attempts to conform, stumblings on our road to ourselves. I felt
the honesty and the pain of the writers in attempting to understand
what they felt then and what they feel now, where they lied to them-
selves and where they still lie, and why we block or hide what we know
about our past and our present:

I’ve been telling coming out stories for years—lots
of us have, and mine were usually wry and funny.
... Now I discover I’ve been lying, and selling my
young self short. After twelve years I’ve at last re-
read the journals I wrote back then. . . . It confuses
me now to find out that I wasn’t nearly as naive as
I’'d remembered, that I knew I was a lesbian two years
earlier than I’d remembered. . . . We know what we
know, in spite of all the crazy myths about us, and
often we act even more wisely than we know.

(Judith Niemi, 36)

I used to begin with my conscious recognition, at
age twenty, that I could be sexually attracted to an-
other womon. Since then I have realized that my
Lesbian herstory starts much earlier than that, al-
though I did not recognize it as such at the time.

In this way even our own personal herstories are
denied us, because we do not have the information
to identify them for what they are.

(Anonymous, 70)

Because the tales are all about “coming out,” they have a unity
and a power—a theme repeated in a choral chant. But the main prob-
lem in the book stems from the same source as its power: the repetition
can become boring; stories merge; some sections are less focused and
could be cut; some stories could be omitted without a real loss. Julia
Penelope Stanley and Susan Wolfe made the editorial choice to ac-
cept all submissions and not to edit out any parts. After all the
silencing and judgment from the outside world about what we can
and should say, I understand why they made their choice. But there
is a price in terms of focus and conciseness.

And there is a real problem in terms of organization. The editors
arranged tales “very roughly” in terms of “processes involved in coming

147




” put I detected no meaningful ordering. Perhaps, since much o
what we experience is structured, confined and defined by the histo "
period in which we live, the region in which we grow up (rural/city, ‘-:;;
North/South), our class, color, ethnic background, etc., organizing a 3
book around some of the more significant variables would make morg/{§
clear some of the variations in our pattems—what was possible for
whom, when, why. Statements like:

The best we could do as wimmin was to be like men,
since we had not yet learned of wominstrength and
wominpower. Butch/femme role definition in the
Lesbian culture around me was very important.

(Merril, 136)

show the need for an historical understanding. Our personal histories
are acted out in the context of our society.

In all the tales I felt the pressure of the outside world, imposing
its negative judgments. But the stories don’t provide that external in-
formation (time period, class, place) that might have helped me bette
understand some of the patterns within the patterns.

The Lesbian Path, conceived in 1975 and published in 1980,
supplies some of the “outside world” missing from The Coming Out
Stories. In the thirty-seven personal narratives, we see that lesbians
are, indeed, everywhere: in high schools, in seminaries, in convents,
at Skidmore College, in jail, in mental hospitals, in Wyoming, in Har-
lem, at the Telephone Company, at a McCarthy hearing, at the Michi-
gan Women’s Festival, on farms, getting married, getting arrested, ‘
drinking, canoeing down a river, writing, loving, living their many lives.

Margaret Cruikshank organizes her tales under different cate-
gories: Young Lesbians, Finding Ourselves, Catholic Tales, Struggles,
Lesbians and Literature, Mothers, Public Lives, Adventure. Although
some of the categories overlap, some are less meaningful as distinc-
tions (e.g., all our lives are struggles), and some seem arbitrary and
artificial, they still help us see certain connections, remember specific'
stories, and locate what we want. Each section begins with a general
statement about the topic, some specific comments about each tale,
cross references to other tales in other sections, and referrals to other
books containing similar material. The introductions to the sections
and the brief biographies at the end are helpful.

Although there is some development in the arrangement of tales—

148 1




-

«young Lesbians” is an appropriate beginning and “Adventures’ is ah
effective ending—Lesbian Path, like The Coming Out Storieg, is'more
a patchwork quilt than a developed edifice. The words are there; the
tales are all laid out. We, as readers, can view the whole, pick out the
different pieces, hear what we need, be moved by what touches our

heart.

The selections in Lesbian Path show, again, different prices
some of us must pay for the lives we choose to lead: mental hospitals,
jails, loss of jobs, objectification, loss of love of our family and friends,
Joss of approval, loss of the “security” of marriage, separation from
and/or loss of children. With all the attacks, we sometimes also lose
each other:

And now [ see our relationship crumbling. While
declaring our personal life has strengthened our

pride and belief in ourselves, Annie and I have also

felt its harmful effects. We are growing apart and
although our political activism is not solely responsible,
it has undoubtedly played a big part.

(Mitzi Simmons, 23-24)

And now the fear about the children has frozen that
lovely, sensuous feeling that I had first for S. She
feels that; she is afraid of sex with me. I am too
coldly separate, like a dead woman, or too angry,
burning up myself and anyone near me.

(Minnie Bruce Pratt, 160-161)

But from the many tales, it becomes clear that our losses are deeply
connected to our gains. Despite every effort by the mainstream
“culture” to tell us that we do not, cannot, should not feel what we
feel, we feel it, we know it:

| While I try to introduce myself to you, I am dis-
tracted by a cacophony of internal voices bickering,
interrupting with their versions of my story. . ..

I have listened to you long enough. 1am trying to
hear my own voice—sometimes weak as a whisper,
breaking with tears, stuttering with ambivalence and
fear, hoarsening with anger.

Still, I am determined to introduce myself to you
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as a loving woman. Of course the damned voices con-
tinue their static. . . .

& -
(Ida VSW Red, 70)

It is not surprising that many of us, as some of the tales show,
suppress our own voices, keep ourselves down with alcohol, feel fear
and confusion. The amazing thing is that despite that “cacophony of
voices,” we can still hear our own, that despite our knowledge of what
we will lose, many of us still choose to follow our path, to choose our
lives. That is what makes our personal lives, in their very nature, politjg
Our declaration of being is an act of rebellion, of courage, of strength,
The two anthologies document that victory:

It is the price I chose to pay for me, my sanity and
my freedom.

(Path, DPat Mattie, 175)

I realize, with the benefit of hindsight, that I spent thirty years
of my life wavering between the false security of marriage prom-
ised to me by the patriarchy and my own identity as a womyn.
The path has not been smooth. Nor will the path I have now
chosen be an easy one—but I have chosen.

(The Coming Out Stories,
Susan J, Wolfe, 251)

In both anthologies the presence of white, middle-class women,
academics, writers, and, in The Lesbian Path, former nuns and Catholics,
is strongly felt. While giving voice to many of our lives, in their failure .
to represent the diversity of our population, they perpetuate destruc-
tive silences. As if to excuse the omission of all but two selections by
lesbians of color, Stanley and Wolfe mention requesting contributions
from some Third World lesbians. In an interview in Sojourner (August,”
1980), Cruikshank talks about the “racist attitudes of women like me”
and the need to “do better in the future.” But by the date of publica-
tion of both works, many articles, poems, stories by lesbians of color
were available. Why were they not selected and included or solicited
from different women and groups? And why didn’t the editors go to
the homes, streets, workplaces, bars. . . to tape words of women who
might feel uncomfortable with the written word and who would never
submit a cassette (Wolfe and Stanley offered to accept cassettes as
well as written tales) because they never heard the call or, even if they
had, might need to be persuaded that their lives are significant and
worthy of recording? Editing (and publishing) such anthologies re-
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quires active, not passive, responsibility for gathering our many voices,
for searching out what is hidden. .

&

The limitation in the voices means that we don’t hear certain
realities. Economic survival and its role in our decisions is hardly
mentioned. How is the decision to come out—on the job, to parents,
to friends—influenced by economic class? Culture? Color? Is mar-
riage an economic necessity for some? How is racism expressed in the
jesbian community? What other forms of isolation do working-class
women, poor women, women of color, Jewish women feel within the
lesbian community? What are some of the problems in interracial
relationships? Interclass relationships? What are the specific problems
that an older lesbian or a physically disabled lesbian experiences? The
anthologies are not about these issues. But had the selections been
more diverse more of these questions would have emerged.

And the issues will come up; they already have. After the first
telling of our tales and the recognition of some common bonds, there
is the realization of real differences. It’s another book, or many books,
but after the tales (which bear telling again and again), there is the
dialogue. As Cherrie Moraga Lawrence, one of the two lesbians of color
contributing to The Coming Out Stories, says in writing about racism
within the women’s/lesbian movement:

I feel the necessity for dialogue. . . . It is essential
that radical feminists confront their fear of and re-
sistance to each other, because without this, there
will be no bread on the table. Simply, we will not
survive, . . . The real power, as you and I well know,
is collective. I can’t afford to be afraid of you, nor
you of me, If it takes head-on collisions, let’s do it:
this polite timidity is killing us. (194)

We must hear all our lesbian voices, all our tales, and open to the
lessons and the truths they teach.
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LYNNE REYNOLDS

&

THE BLACK AND WHITE OF IT, by Ann Allen Shockley.
The Naiad Press, Inc., P.O. Box 10543, Tallahassee, FL 32302.
1980. 103 pp. $5.95 +15% p/h.

Ann Allen Shockley’s voice has sounded in a place where there
have been few others to echo it—within the realm of black lesbians
who are writing fiction, a small circle within a small circle. Her voice
had been heard in that spare terrain before when she gave us Loving
Her, an unprecedented novel about the love relationship between a
black woman and a white woman.

e
g*l

i

Because it is one of the first collections of short stories about
lesbians by a black writer, the importance of The Black and White of
It should not be underestimated by lesbians of color or white lesbians.
We are in need of voices of every timbre, range and accent to tell our
stories. As Third World lesbians we have an acute need for writing that ,
depicts the nuances of our own particular experiences. At the same ‘
time, the very scarcity of literature by black lesbians creates a need
for everything to appear exemplary. Few works can survive the kind
of intense scrutiny that is, I think, an understandable outgrowth of so
great a set of expectations. It has taken me a peculiar and sustained
effort to recognize what is actually before me as opposed to what I
might prefer were there. The self-analysis and sifting of motives that
a fair appraisal of this book demands has made it very hard for me to
write about these stories. It has at times been a pain-filled and arduous
process that is as much about being able to read these pieces for what
is in them as it is about being aware of and sensitive to the various sit- -
uations out of which they emerge.

As a black lesbian I need to affirm my experience as such, need
to see a reflection of my own life and the lives of friends and acquain-
tances, of women about whom I have only heard, of women about
whom I can only guess. It is not in the particulars that this identifica-
tion is sought, of course; however, I expected to encounter in Shockley’
stories some degree of the universality that binds us together, friend to
friend, friend to stranger, and stranger to stranger as lesbians of color.
I cannot make that identification with the characters in the stories of
The Black and White of 1t.

Copyright © 1981 by Lynne Reynolds.
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As a black lesbian writer, I have had an even greater difficulty
coming to terms with this book. I unashamedly look for ingpiration
in the writing of others like myself, having a true sense of them as my
jiterary mothers and sisters. They provide points of reference for me
and consequently I feel myself as seriously invested in their efforts to
communicate their experiences and perceptions as I am in my own.

I claim in equal parts their triumphs and their shortcomings. For
those reasons I cannot easily disengage from the writing in The Black
and White of It to provide a model of even-handed criticism and dis-
passionate observation. I have tried instead to substitute frankness
where 1 could have more easily equivocated.

The stories in The Black and White of It introduce the reader
{o ten couples in various states of relating to one another. There is
one heterosexual pair among them. The women depicted are both
black and white (in same-race couples and racially mixed pairs), young
and middle-aged, professional, student and working-class.

The ten stories about them are written as if according to formula.
Within a couple of paragraphs the reader is introduced to the main
character(s); a subsequent paragraph establishes their ages, professional
status, and usually some family background and/or education. The
reader is led into the action of the story, made aware of the central
conflict, and then moved forward toward a resolution. There is nothing
inherently wrong with this method of advancing a story; however,
used repeatedly as it has been in this collection, it creates the impres-
sion that the stories have not been clearly differentiated each from
the other.

I was surprised to find the stories seemed remarkably flat. Po-
tentially volatile interactions never fulfilled my anticipated reaction
to them. I don’t think that the author has communicated successfully
the essential, underlying tension that exists between people in circum-
stances like those she has created. The aftermath of a lover’s death, a
clandestine meeting with a married lover, a politician’s attempt to pre-
serve her heterosexual facade, the taking of a young lover by a middle-
aged woman after the demise of a long-lasting relationship, the first
meeting of a white woman with her black lover’s family—these are
not neutral occurrences. They carry a tremendous emotional charge;
yet as they are written by Ann Shockley, the stories barely engaged
my imagination, except to make me wonder why they fail to do that.

There is one three-page story that I thought of as the singularly
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effective example of short-story writing in this book, “Love Motion.”
It traces the lesbian fantasy evoked by a woman to transcend the un-
pleasant experience of being made love to by her husband. Thelan- /|
guage in the story is spare, the details are relatively few, and the power
in it is considerable. What it possesses in greater measure than any of
the other stories is vitality and dynamic tension, relating just how i
thoroughly two people can occupy separate levels of consciousness 4
while living the same event. It is a story about isolation, survival,

and hope. It occurred to me that perhaps the reason “Love Motion”
is effective where the other stories are not has something to do with
its brevity. The strength of the story doesn’t have a chance to ;
diffuse itself over a number of pages; the essence is not diluted by the
story’s end.

When 1 first read The Black and White of It 1 felt puzzled and }
somewhat angry because Ann Shockley’s characters seemed to me to
have been drawn from a two-dimensional universe, inhabiting a world
charged with negativism. From one story to the next the author seemed
intent on conveying lesbian life as difficult at best and often painful.
In keeping with the generally low level of awareness and self-acceptanc
of the characters in them, six of the book’s ten stories feature at least |
one character who has chosen to hide or deny her lesbianism: b

She was only bi-sexual, which was better, more normal, 4
half-way sane. .

(““The Play,” 45)

“Have we come out to our colleagues, friends—students?”’ it

“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.”

(“A Meeting of the Sapphic Daughters,” 62) g

She had to cut this conversation off. Get rid of her.
Adrienne couldn’t come back into her life now. She
was that part to forget, keep as contained and secretive
as possible.

(“Holly Craft Isn’t Gay,” 70) bl

Choosing “the life” exacts a high cost from nearly all the women
in this collection. At the low end the coin is paid in anxiety and ap-
prehension, as in “A Special Evening”:
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She couldn’t afford to misjudge. She had been hurt
before. . .. She couldn’t afford to make any more mis-
takes. She was getting older. She had learned from tife
mistakes of the past—only a few—but enough. Enough
to have left a bottomless reservoir of hurt inside her
brimming with the painful words: I’m not like that. (99)

A number of the stories describe a peculiarly bleak atmosphere
and characters or situations dominated by passive acceptance and
resignation. Shockley’s own words reflect this:

But if crumbs were all she would have, then crumbs
she would take. . .. She would have to wait until an-
other Saturday night came around.

(“One More Saturday Night Around,” 86)
Penelope felt a sunken abyss within her gorged with

sadness. Watching them she wished it could have been
different, knowing it could not.

(““Spring Into Autumn,” 23)
She could wait, for wasn’t waiting and wishing and
hoping the vine of life—in the life?

(“‘A Special Evening,” 103)

Part of my problem with these stories is that they seem terribly
out of balance. There is, in most of them, a dearth of positive feeling
which might have offset the absolute profusion of anguish, distress,
and painful awarenesses that comprise the predominant emotional
themes throughout this book. The narrowness of this scope makes
it hard for me to place Shockley’s characters in the world.

I thought that the recurrence of the themes of closetedness, the
pervasive use of alcohol in almost all of the stories’ personal and social
interchanges, the subtle role-playing and overall atmosphere of despair,
described elements of a not-altogether contemporary time sense; that
they were remnants of what I think of as a strong nineteen-fifties out-
look. I'wondered why two of the most highly visible and vocal social
movements of the past decade and a half—lesbian and gay liberation
and the women’s movement—seemed to have no discernible impact
upon the dispositions of either the characters or the outcomes of
these stories. The idea that there are alternative modes of behavior
and thought besides the societally prescribed ones, which might be
viewed as the greatest contribution of both of these movements, is
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absent from the motives of the women in these stories. Their choices §
are none other than the most obvious ones ok the most severely re-
stricted, which is of course a valid theme to build a story upon; but
what disturbs me is the consistency with which this lack of choice is
exploited. For me it points to either a lack of thematic or creative
imagination or a world view that is painfully negative. It seems that
of the many decisions that might be influenced by one’s lesbianism,
most of those need not be limited because of it. That limitation is
what I consistently encounter in Ann Shockley’s stories.

The characterizations, as Ann Shockley has drawn them, are
shadowy and insubstantial. The reader is (perpetually) awash in de-
tails: what cars are driven, the brand of alcohol consumed, the type
of clothing worn. Yet none of those features alters my perception
of her characters as little more than silhouettes—intricate paper cut-
outs, with the hand holding the scissors very much in view.

If one steers away from stereotypes and attempts to portray
people in a manner that makes them accessible to a reader, the matter
of differentiating even between black and white is not easily accom-
plished. Having characters slip in and out of black speech, make ref-
erence to the church, reiterate that black lesbians are thought of as
“bulldaggers” and/or “lepers” by the black community, or occupy a
spectrum of colors from peach to ebony does not make them black,
as far as I am concerned. It tags them (like so many objects on a
flea market table). These details occur to me as further details paint-
ing the surface of these stories but not coloring the deeper places ‘
out of which they should be drawn. They seem to be fragments of
something that should be the essence of what is at times an entirely
different set of comprehensions and encounters of and in the world,
those of blackness. Once again, there is something missing. In that
way the black characters are treated exactly like their white counter-
parts in these stories.

Three of the six stories having black characters in The Black
and White of It in some way address attitudes held within the black
community about race and homophobia. In two of these, lesbianism
becomes the negative focus of a dispute which began with the discus-
sion of race. In “Play It But Don’t Say It” the argument between
Mattie, the black Congresswoman, and her lover begins with this dis-
cussion of white lesbians:

“Coming out of the closet is more significant to white ¥
lesbians. . . . We black women in our struggle against l
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racism planted the seeds for the white women’s move-
ment. Now, I guess, it’s time for them to do us a
favor. Liberate the so-called sex-crazy black woman
from her own hang-ups.” (36)

&

The argument ends with a furious Mattie striking Alice, who has just
stated that Mattie’s lesbianism is well known. Roz, in “Home to

Meet the Folks,” comes out to her family in the course of defending
her white lover, Marge, from the malicious comments of her sister-in-
jaw. Sheis prodded by these words and the threat by her brother of

violence against her lover if Marge lays a hand on his sister:

»

“Why in hell do you want to live with a honky? . ..
“Frankly, 7 don’t think eny white person can be a

friend. .. .”
“Maybe she’s funny. White women are really into

that now, I hear. With this women’s liberation crap
going on—"" (56)

The link is made between black hostility toward whites and lesbianism
here; so a black, heterosexual female character argues that lesbianism is:

« .. Caused by white pollution. . . It’s a white trick
for black genocide.” (57)

The third story dealing with race and lesbianism is “A Meeting
of the Sapphic Daughters.” Lettie and Patrice, two black lesbians who
are lovers, decide to attend one of the Sapphic Daughters’ meetings to
try to find other black lesbians. They don’t find any others, but do en-
counter racist attitudes and are insulted by one of the group’s members,
causing Lettie to think to herself:

You goddamn racist! . . . 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. (67)

Though somewhat awkwardly expressed, this thought is central to the
much-needed dialogue that must go on between white women and black
women of the lesbian community, if in fact we are to have something
that could be considered a “community.” The impact of this story

was rather unfortunately undermined by an obvious set-up: they

came (expecting little), they saw (no more than they expected), they
departed (opinions intact). I could not help but wonder what this

story might have been if it had been written with more subtlety.
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In the end I must consider what it is that I came to find in this
book and what it is that I came away with. What I'brought to the idea
of reviewing The Black and White of It was a willingness to connect
with it, to look at and beneath the words in it in order to find an af-
finity with the writer that Ann Allen Shockley is. I cannot claim suc- 4
cess, and believe that at least partially I am responsible for not having -
been able to allow for the distance between us as women with some
experiences and insights in common. I came away from this reviet
with the renewed hope that there be in the future much more writing
done by as many of the diverse members of our community as exist,
the old and young of us, the accomplished and the neophytes among
us, and the black and white of us.
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WE SPEAK IN CODE, Poems and Other Writings
by Melanie Kaye; Visual Art by Paula King, Michele
Goodman and Lee Pickett. Motheroot Publications, Inc.
214 Dewey Street, Pittsburgh, PA 15218. 1980. 108 pp.
$4.75 + .50 p/h.
We Speak in Code is about conspiracy and the acts of conspira-
tors. About survival and the acts of survivors. About the love of
women and about women as lovers. It is about the day-to-day violence
which threatens the lives of all women, which makes our day-to-day
existence a series of heroic acts. This poetry is intent on naming and
intent on speaking the truth. It is political in the finest sense; and
there are cracks in the surface where these words have gone.

The book includes an introductory essay, “On Being a Lesbian
Feminist Artist,” in which Melanie Kaye explains her coming-into-
speech, a process many of us in the feminist and lesbian/feminist
movement have shared. The recognition of other voices. The neces-
sity of connection with other women’s lives and voices, past and
present. The danger in this new-found and newly forged community
of a slide into hierarchy:

The danger is that the space which allowed me and
many of us to become writers has been enclosed, filled,
and made inaccessible to new women, except through an
old-girls network of workshops and who-one-knows. We
all have stories, they should be told. . . . Moreover, by con-
necting with women whose experiences have not been [ !

e AR

voiced, or voiced rarely, we expand who we are, not only

enlarging our private understanding of women’s experience,
but enlarging the community of women makers so that our
experience is more fully, more accurately, named, explored,

and known. (10-11)

I think of this last point with regard to white women hearing the
voices of black women; the seeming inability of many white women
to realize that the experiences and the tellings of black women are
intrinsic to their lives—that issues like Conditions: Five or Heresies 8

Copyright © 1981 by Michelle Cliff.

159




P

are tools for their survival as well as tools for the survival of black
women. Only by expanding our circle of voices, of knowledge, can
this movement, and our work, continue to exist. This is an important
beginning to Melanie Kaye’s book, for it states the purpose of her
poetry and provides a personal and political context for her words,

The introductory essay is preceded by a poem, “Survival Is an
Act of Resistance.” ““‘Survival’’ details the first recognition, the first
conversations with another woman, the first experiences with another
woman’s body; it asks the question: “who is the subject?” (4)—to
which the entire book is a response. We are the subject. Dessie Woods:
is. Cassandra is. Tillie Olsen is. Mary Moody Emerson is. Melanie
Kaye is. Her grandmothers, mother, sister are. The poem concludes:

L

speak what you know: you are
an edge to balance,

one cell of the planet

and also the planet’s eye

also the woman who learns

how to season and stir

on one foot.

and dance.

sometimes the ground is not firm
sometimes no one

has stood on this ground before. (4)

Part One of the book, “Jewish Food,” begins with “Rituals:
one,” in which the poet speaks in the voice of an ancestor, a woman
who demands that the traditions be passed woman-to-woman. It is
about the necessity of welding a historical continuity to our lives:

Your blood calls for guidance
we are its source

we demand

union. Look—

we bring you bones.

They are maps

but heavier. Take them. (16)

The image of bones recurs throughout these poems. Bones as the
basis of structure. The source of knowledge, flesh stripped away.
The link with the past. The source also of sustenance, the guardian
of the future:
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On the fire

inside the bone-cage

unborn eggs s
simmer

(“My Nana’s Nana Made Chicken Soup,” 17)

There are the “bird-bones” of the poet’s grandmother in “And Why
Aren’t You Talking about Me, Helen, Your Grandmother?” But it

is now

—too late for questions, your brain ‘
locked. Blood ‘
can’t get through

your blue as a girl’s eyes ‘
flatten, track ghosts
back of my shoulder ‘

words are gone (19)

This woman chose independent passage from the shtetl, at sixteen.
Took a lover. Was an ambulance driver. Buried a son and a husband.
Danced at Roseland. Drank. Her story is told through “A few stories
my mother told me,” and the memory of Melanie Kaye’s own body.

Now when you dance in the road

we come after you; when you sneak out the back
we track you, find you

rib-deep in the river, eyes trapped. (21)

“Rib-deep”—again bones—this time as limit.

Most of the poems in Part One deal with the poet’s direct past.
“Brooklyn 1956: The Walls Are Full of Noise™ is about existence
in the enforced proximity of an apartment house, the lives of the in-
habitants bound by the need for water:

We are 6-D and water comes last to us,
showers are risky, I pop out red and soapy
when anyone turns on cold. If I howl
they hear it in 5-D where Mrs. Hirsch

uses our water up. Mrs. Hirsch

is divorced, dyes her hair black.

She and her daughter Paulette shriek

1 HATE YOU at 2 in the morning. (24)

For those of us who have lived among people, in cities, where we hear
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women shriek at each other at 2 A M., men and women doing battle,
wives and children being beaten; or where there i a “peeping Tom”
we know by sight: “ ‘Hey Tom, nice of you/to see us again,’/we shout
back/across the deep alley.” (25)—these words ring with truth about
our lives. In “City Indoors” (26) a child is being beaten. The father,
“young bearded hippie out of work,” screams and turns on a rock
station. There are these and other sounds. The stereophonic violence
of daily city life: “and i in my apartment alone, quiet, asking/ for
quiet, remember sounds of a family banging around 4 small/ rooms”
(26)—this extraordinary knowledge of other people’s pain reminds
us of our own pain, and our need for quiet, a private space around
us. And with enforced proximity comes also enforced isolation.

next door the chinese man with a grey crewcut hangs to dry
bundles of herbs, unfamiliar. On the street he won’t speak

to me but through the window we smile and wave. somewhere
people smile and wave not only through windows, these are not
empty gestures, no one beats the children, and the wounds are
minimal, minimal bleeding (26)

Most of us have heard, by now, the theory that it is the daughters
of “ethnic” families with a tradition of filling plates who are the vic-
tims of anorexia nervosa. In “Jewish Food: a process” (31-33),
Melanie Kaye uses the commonplace of ethnic, specifically Jewish,
specifically her own, eating and overeating as a powerful metaphor.
She speaks of “the need to eat, as in a panic” (31). And she connects
this addiction to present and past history:

somewhere people are starving.

this has something to do with my cheese sand wich.
somewhere in poland in the camps

my greatgrand parents, uncles and aunts

went crazy, pulsing need,

dreaming of soup with pieces of real meat,
plotting for bread, sugar

anything for chocolate—

I will not feel guilty

for not starving (32)

The hunger for food. The false hunger for food, after the body has
been satisfied, masking other hungers. But the hunger for food is
one of the only hungers the powerless may be empowered to act on.
We are still hungry because our real hunger is for that which will
abolish other hungers. The poet pledges:
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to use myself .

against those who keep us bloated,
estranged from each other, hungry
for power to feed ourselves (33)

The other sections of the book—*“Living with Chaos,” “Naming,”
«e Speak in Code”—are an opening-out, a movement from the
ct past, of city life, J ewish life, a circle of ancestors and
ale relations, to an ever-enlarging vision of female experience and
al to this vision is the naming of the violent conditions

olitics. Centr

of female existence:

At night my sister and I

stretch over a bed by the window,
watching. Each man

who walks through the dark heat

in a thin shirt, twirling his keychain, might
be a rapist, wife-beater, killer.

We make what are called

sick jokes: maybe

Son of Sam is Andy’s

brother, killing the woman who finally
left, or Sara’s husband, or

our uncle, screaming

as he screamed at his sister, you little
slut, you whore

If the Sons of Sam feed at our table
whose daughters are we?

(“‘August, 1977,” 82-83)

We are the daughters of Lilith (who “refused to lie under him”),
Judith (who “lopped off his head™), Clytemnestra (who “stabbed him,
for killing their daughter”), Procne (who “fed him children in a pie,
for raping her sister””), Penthesilea (who “made war”) (83). But under
our conditions of existence we do not dream of these women, we dream
of the violence done to women by men. This violence obsesses us, forces
us to refocus our energies in a constant attempt to survive.

One tool for this survival is to hear the voices of other women,
the details of our past, seeking through what “they”” have written about
us and writing our own record:

A woman who listens to women
is always crazy.




A woman who winds the threads
of women’s whispers
does not expect good reviews.

She speaks to women.

She says, listen.

In our mother’s house we feel safe
but the winds blow through us
blood marks the time of exile

in the father’s kingdom, we
fetch a price. The men

rush about madly, roaring

into the faces of other men.
Their faces

blur into each other’s faces—
father/ husband/ captor—

why should we care?

Even our sons are theirs
brought home to us broken
bleeding into clothing we wove
with able hands

too late for our protection—

we have only each other to save.

(*‘Cassandra,” 70)

To accept the fact that we are hated. To understand that only by
seeking the depth of our oppression can we reach a knowledge of
liberation. To recognize that this is a history that we must write—
these are some of the subjects of We Speak in Code. And along with
this goes the truth of the connections we forge with each other:

... when
i touch you, i know that touch
as my own skin. ilook

for a name to the dark stirring—
more precise than desire
more compelling than the pacific ocean which

last weekend barely compelled us out of the room
while the sea was only roaring
or cradle, where we once rocked

into breathing, for each other’s taste

(“‘Since We Are After All Animals,” 53)

And “sometimes no one/ has stood on this ground before.” In the poems
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«rrust” and “When You Won’t Fight Back,” Melanie Kaye speaks of
the difficulties of our powerful, sometimes tenuous, connections—
«sometimes we grapple/ at the edge of what seems/ a deadly drop”—
this “full measure/ of what we want” (“Trust,” 54). And these con-
nections, of passion and a new knowledge, are always embattled, if
not from within, then from without:

. danger

is his name for us when we
can’t stand another minute of Deep Throat
6th Year on the movie marquee

he catalogues kisses in books—

our kiss is missing. i discover myself

in your mouth with my tongue—

the dog’s bark makes us jump. somewhere

a man is choosing his prick or fist or gun
to name one of us victim—

(**Naming,” 57)

To speak of this violence is to break a taboo which has kept women
powerless for centuries. The final selection in We Speak in Code is
“Ritual: We Fight Back,” first spoken by women in Portland, Oregon
in 1978. In it, Melanie Kaye has created an oral history of women
who returned the violence by which their lives were circumscribed.
We are all here; these women connect across lines of class, race, ethnic
origin. And we are all in their debt: “When a woman fights back, she
creates the possibility for more resistance around her.” Melanie Kaye
acknowledges as a source of this statement, Adrienne Rich’s statement
in Women and Honor: Some Notes on Lying: “When a woman tells
the truth, she is creating the possibility for more truth around her”’
(106). These two thoughts are entwined; both speak of a new reality,
a new history:

in the kitchen
when we climb on chairs to wipe shelves
we stash knives, paper, string

at the stove
when we turn the gas on and off
we see our lives take shape in flame

dreams—

9 million women with flaming eyes
relentless, incendiary

stare at the danger
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and the news comes daily—
something creaks open in flame
witch bones rattle

is he afraid?

&

(“Heat Wave,” 90)

Note: 1reviewed We Speak in Code in manuscript, and therefore did
not see the visual art by Paula King, Michele Goldman and
Lee Pickett. (M.C.)
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BRIEF REVIEWS:

AZY QUILT by Susan Wood-Thompson. Crone Books; distributed
Crossing Press, Trumansburg, NY 14886. 61 pp. 1980. $3.00.

In Crazy Quilt, her first poetry collection, Susan Wood-Thomp-
n presents work primarily concerned with memory, personal growth,
d relationships among women. Despite the painful nature of much
f her material, Wood-Thompson’s voice is modest, steady, untheatrical.
¢ tenacious patience with which she explores the meaning of her own
d other women’s experience recalls to me Adrienne Rich’s lines (in
Transcendental Etude”): .. as if a woman quietly walked away/
rom the argument and jargon in a room/and sitting down in the Kitchen,
egan turning in her lap/bits of yarn, calico and velvet scraps....”

As the book’s title suggests, a major theme is the menace of
tastrophic personal disruption—insanity, acute spiritual crisis, or
hysical disability—impinging upon the placid-surfaced domestic or
‘private”” sphere. In the terse, impressively crafted “Fever,” a young

girl goes blind following an illness, experiencing her loss of sight as
punishment for having been molested by an old man: . . . Good
girls/don’t have that happen to them. Good girls don’t/go blind”

(p. 5). In “Territory,” the poet recalls her girlhood fascination with
the secret rituals of nuns, how she stole into the deserted chapel:

My fingers swiftly handled the breviaries

I peered at the sisters’ holy cards, tried each stall
expecting the trap door to hell

to drop open under my knees

for coming in moonlight

believing in fire

for not knowing

my place.

(9)

In the long, ambitious, and wonderfully titled final poem, “Try-
ing to See Myself Without a Mirror,” Wood-Thompson adopts a delib-
erately prosaic tone and a sprawling, enveloping form. Sometimes
summarizing, sometimes zeroing in on striking details, she attempts
to arrive at the essential truths of her life, starting with the almost
offhand observation that
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I have known more women
than men all my life .
so the violence

and the love

have come more from them.

(47)

At the end of the poem she has come full circle to the affirmation—
beyond adolescent pain and young-adult breakdown—of her attach-
ment to life, her connection to women, and her identity as a lesbian.

For me, the considerable strength of much of this poem is under-
cut by a didactic, almost moralizing tone in lines such as these:

The bond of suffering

is that we know

we begin with what we have
and do not measure each other
against a perfect husk

that never burst with pain.

(58)

Upon first reading, I felt virtually obligated to applaud this evident
wisdom, which is spelled out in similar terms in the book’s title poem.
The truth is, however, that 'm more moved by earlier, shorter poems
such as “Fever,” “Territory,” and “Frances Kerr Thompson,”” which,
beautiful in their craft, render the complexities of often painful ex-
perience without attempting to present formulaic solutions. My
favorite of the longer poems, “Light Through the Door,” sets the
rituals of daily life and the unfolding of a season against the poet’s
quiet reflection on her experience; it ends with questions.

Like so much of the poetry by lesbian-feminists appearing these
days, Crazy Quilt is self-published. Physically, this is a particularly
accomplished effort, printed on heavy “jvory laid” stock with an at-
tractive quilt coflage on the cover. A list of friends who helped shape
the manuscript and assisted with design and production attests to the
potential of cooperative feminist endeavor; like the poems themselves,
the physical fact of this book seems to invite us to return with re-
newed interest to a feminist examination of the political dimension
of personal life.

Jan Clausen
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BETWEEN A ROCK AND A HARD PLACE by Joan Gibbs. February
3rd Press, c/o Gibbs, 306 Lafayette Avenue, BrooklynsNY 11238.
25 pp. 1979. $2.00.

Black women are exotic

yes!

creatures of the night

with a hell of a herstory
erotic

but we do have our faults. . . .

(19)

Joan Gibbs remarks ironically in her “Untitled Poem for My Sisters.”
Gibbs proceeds to juxtapose more heroic/“exotic” clichés about Black
women with the human realities of their lives; then, in a conclusion
both bitterly humorous and telling, she explains that whenever she in-
dulges in wistful fantasies of “dropping out”:

... something happens:

the rent is due

the phone’s about to be cut off

a brother on the street

calls me a “bulldagger”

or

a white lesbian says,

“I’m just as oppressed as you are.”

Then ’'m reminded
of what Mama always says,
“You can run but

you sure can’t hide.”
(20)

Like this poem, Between a Rock and a Hard Place, Gibbs’ self-published
first collection of “poems and a prose piece,” views Black women’s ex-
perience in a firmly political context while rejecting stereotypes, whether
generated by racist projections of Black “exoticism” or the strictures of
“political correctness.”

At times Gibbs’ attitude toward politics, particularly the her-
metic variety sometimes cultivated within the lesbian community, is
gently mocking (““I wish that I could be like/some other lesbians/with
two or three lovers”—*A ‘Politically Incorrect’ Poem for Sara,” p. 16).
At times she poses questions for herself and readers. Elsewhere, her
political statement is direct and unequivocal, as in “Mantra for the
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Women—1977” with its appeal for the freeing of “Joanne .Liitle/
Assata Shakur/Dessie Woods/all the women” (p.1). . y

For me, however, the heart of the book, and its most powerfu]
statement, lies in Gibbs’ ability to sketch, often with a few deft :
strokes, the movement through the world of the Black women whose
experience concerns her: her own mother, responding with mechanical
deference to the white men who come to the door inquiring for her
sister a month after her death; the unnamed “Woman on the Corner”
who rants about the end of the world while pleading with “David”
to “bring back the stereo” (p. 4); “Denise,” growing up in a small
southern town where there’s no future in her crush on her second-
grade woman teacher, no encouragement for her aspiration to go
north, and no escape from the early pregnancy and ostracism that
befall her. Though this experience is often bleak, Gibbs’ outlook is
not. In “Thinking South,” she portrays a rural community where
““at six/smoke eases from the chimneys,” where “women’s liberation
never reached”:

across the street

Ms Selby’s alone now:
her parents

brothers and sisters
all dead:

has young girls

women teachers

staying with her

from time to time

you can still hear

old and young folks say

“What a shame—a life wasted.”

(15-16)

The spare lyricism of pieces such as this underscores the affirmation
which, despite the evident pain of a consciousness evolving “between
a rock and a hard place,” lies at the core of this book. g

Jan Clausen
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SAGE WRITINGS edited by Barbara Baracks and Kent Jarratt. An
Artists & Elders Project Book. Teachers & Writers Cellaborative
publications. 84 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10011. 1980. 115 pp.

$2.50.

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 for-
ties? Did they never grow old? Did they never reach
sixty-five along with me? Sometimes, alone on the streets,
I look about me and feel there has been some kind of
catastrophe from which only I have been spared.

Barbara Macdonald, “Do You Remember Me?”*

Many of us—lesbians in our twenties, thirties, forties—have
shared jokes or fantasies or anxieties about the “Dykes’ Old-Age
Homes” of the future, as if only after the year 2000 will older lesbians
exist. Some women, like Barbara Macdonald, remind us that they
surely exist now, though we may not recognize or acknowledge them.
SAGE Writings is an important collection which introduces to us re-
cent work by four older lesbians: Gerry Faier, Ruth Herstein, Florence
Holland, and Audrey Seitzova. These women speak to us, and to each
other, in voices that are sometimes furious, sometimes tentative, some-
times tender.

SAGE Writings anthologizes work by eight members of the les-
bian and gay men’s writing workshop at the New York-based organiza-
tion, SAGE—Senior Action in a Gay Environment. An introduction
describes the process of the workshop, which got underway in 1979.
At weekly meetings, each member reads recent work “with no pre-
liminary explanation of how the piece came to be written.”” Each
author chose for publication in the anthology selections from her or
his own writings. The group’s co-leaders, Barbara Baracks and Kent
Jarratt, acted as editorial advisors.

The women’s contributions to SAGE Writings consist of sketches,
poems, aphorisms, fragments from longer fiction. Even in these brief
selections, distinctive voices sound. In “The Plenipotentiary,” Gerry
Faier recalls her presidential role in childhood war games with a warm

*Sinister Wisdom, Ten, special issue: on being old & age (Summer
1979), p. 11.
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irony which gives this memoir of events 60-years past an a,ffecting i
mediacy: *“Of course, as President, I prevailed and the*world was m
safe for Democracy” (10).

The voice in Ruth Herstein’s terse narratives, some no longer
than two lines, is ferociously sardonic:

He said, I want your body
She said, you can have it
when I'm finished with it (“He,” 37)

I have to grow up before
I'm 65
Or they will not give me
my senior citizen card. (39)

She finally got her Ph.D.
Then she lost it. (40)

Herstein’s aphoristic writings are sometimes stunning, and at other
times read like brilliant first or last lines of stories yet to be written,

Audrey Seitzova’s sketches bring to my mind photo albums and pat.
terned wallpaper—the kind of appealing charm suggested by the an- E
thology’s intentionally old-fashioned cover. But in Seitzova’s work,
too, irony quietly erupts, sometimes in the form of understatement,.

In “On Getting a New Cat,” Seitzova recounts how a neighbor, re-
cently spurned by her husband, urges her to adopt her cat: * ‘I made
feeble excuses—my broken leg; I couldn’t bend over to change the
litter pans. . " (50). The cat, Sister, does make a home with the
narrator and her own cats, who listen with rapt attention to The
Mikado.

Excerpts from Florence Holland’s fiction and poetry present
several voices, suggested by the titles of her selections: the poems
“Sonnets in the Shakespearean Mode,” “Missive to Beethoven/Ninth
Symphony, Chorale/ (And to Schiller, the Poet),” and the prose
pieces, “The Gringo and the Universal Victim Type” and “Almost
Hitched to a Cowboy.”

The thematic range of the women’s contributions to SAGE
Writings is quite broad. An excerpt from Holland’s She’ll Be All
Right tells of Franky, “seventeen point nine years old,” who comes
out in Greenwich Village in the thirties. Franky seeks technical ad-
vice from a more experienced role model, Helen, and is horrified by
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her explanations: “The thought of it maqe her carsick” (102). Helen
nevertheless carries on, as role models wijj . =

“The French invented it, maybe. Soixante’ﬂeuf' It’s
really easy. And everybody does it in case YOu didn’t
know. . . . Even marrieds do it, Mmayhe you parents.”

Franky simply could not absorb thig reyelation-

“Shut up about my parents,” she yejjoq. “T2lk about
your own, damn it, Helen.” '

(102)

In Gerry Faier’s excerpt from The Born-4 gain Woman, Or the Reed-
ucation of Mrs. B, a recent widow comes out. or &t least begins the
process, at age 64 on a trip to Miami. Faje c’reates a character who is
appealingly eccentric, and at the same time entirely credible. Mrs. B
buys insurance before boarding her flight ¢ pyorida:

She named as beneficiaries the most unlikely people:

a second cousin that she hadn’t seen spoken to in years,
and a fellow-member of the senior cjtjzen center with whom
she quarreled about the bus seating oy, 5, Atlantic City
Casino excursion. (12)

Her story works a revolution in remarkably gp¢le terms: “Now she
was bothered with vague stirrings of discongey and it disturbed her.
She felt disloyal to Sam’s memory” (15). ’

Both these excerpts address a subject not often treated in fiction
by lesbians—attitudes toward gay men. Fajep> p exoine is deeply af-
fected by her chance encounter with a 82y man in @ Miama cafeteria.
She remembers an earlier meeting with peopje jjice him, and begins to
wonder about her own “curiosity, interest, compassjon or—God for-
bid—identification” (19). Holland’s characte; gelen complains: “ ‘Most
of them act like King Shit with us lesbians, Butit’s “dahling” to those
uptown ladies. . "> (101).

SAGE writings tell of lovers and friengg g, gyyilies and pets, neigh-
bors and acquaintances. The four women giVe’ us glimpses of their pasts
(and the recollections sometimes intersect; Seitzov @ and Faier each write
about matinee viewings of The Perils of Payjjye g3 tWO sides of the At-
lantic). Autobiographical statements place the ay thors in the present,
sometimes in moving terms. There is, as we]|_, o er sense of the future,
of resiliency:
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... and from the small
aperture there sprang a tentatiye _néw
stem which set my heart to racing, trustful
that hope and love must be granted me again

Florence Holland, ““‘Sonnets in the
Shakespearean Mode, Spring I’ (105)

She was not without hope,
She bought a double bed.

Ruth Herstein (40)

Some of these selections are called works-in-progress; but that
description might be applied to many of the SAGE Writings. 1 sensed
in these selections the beginnings or middles of stories yet to be told
fully, outlines of characters yet to be fleshed out. SAGE Writings as-
sembles work presented at the workshop’s early meetings; the com-
pilation of this anthology began within several months of the group’s
formation. The workshop continues, and we can look forward to fu-
ture work by these women, and hopefully by others who may join
them or who may follow their example.

Rima Shore
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NELLIE WONG

*

ASIAN AMERICAN WOMEN, FEMINISM AND
CREATIVITY

Barbara Noda’s review of two special issues of Bridge, an Asian
American Perspective, on Asian American Women (Conditions: Six) sup-
orts the necessity that Asian American women must be published and
peard. Asa writer and an avid supporter of women’s literature, it pleased
me to see Noda’s review in Conditions because it is one of the few feminist
magazines, from its inception, that actively publishes work by and about

Third World women.

However, I must respond to Noda’s review because I disagree with
some of her views; because she does not clarify her criticism of a lack of a
feminist perspective in many of the women’s work; and, finally, because
she fails to discuss these womer’s radical Third World perspectives and the
connection with their creativity that addresses the issues Asian American
women face today in their struggle toward freedom.

In addition, I wish to expand on some ideas that I have about fem-
inism and Asian American women which I feel need to be addressed as well
as to continue an important and crucial dialogue between us as women.

Criticism As A Political Issue

Noda begins:

This review is primarily aimed at other Asian women. I view
it as a discussion among ourselves that we are allowing others
to listen to. In being critical, I know I run the risk of making
a mistake, of alienating my own peer group. But it is a risk
I am willing to take.

This strikes me as an insecure way to view other Asian women, especially
writers and artists, as if to say: “I know I will hurt them because I am
critical. And by being critical, I will alienate them because they won’t
like what I say, or they will disagree with my views.” 1respect Noda’s
honesty. However, her statement tends to discredit Asian women writers,
let alone writers, who are expressing through their poems, fiction and
essays those conditions that impinge upon their lives. Criticism is a nec-
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essary and political process of literature and should be given and takep
an open and principled manner. If we respect each other as writers, we -
must respect the political nature of criticism to clarify our thoughts ap,
visions and to help communicate them. Noda’s comment suggests
criticism should be dealt with personally, that it is a woman’s fault for
ing certain ideas about the world we live in. The world of ideas is as

ours as it is men’s, and it is insidious to suggest that women writers are i
capable of handling criticism.

Asian American Identity: Must It Be Friend Or Foe?

Though Noda aims her review at Asian women, she finds it nece,
to explain Bridge as an Asian American magazine. Why? Is it because
Noda realizes she is writing largely for a non-Asian audience? If so, then it
is necessary to expand her discussion of Asian American identity. Noda
writes,

. many Asian Americans react almost schizophrenically to their
label and undergo a series of identity crises; this is understandable,
because Asian American is a bi-cultural term that joins sometimes jn. '
compatlble and contradlctory values Am I Asxan oram} Amencan?

On the other hand, to be an Asian American can result in the f
of dynamic elements of old and new, Oriental and Occidental, tra-
ditional and revolutionary—a synthesis that reflects sophistication
and integration, the latter a quality the West has been sorely lacking,

Noda doesn’t go far enough on “the fusion of dynamic elements. . .” to be '
an Asian American. “Oriental and Occidental”? The images that I conjure
from such a description lead me to the fabled “Shangri La” where I'd have
no problems growing old if people would only forget my “oriental” fea-
tures and let me be. “Traditional and revolutionary”? Sure! Asian Amer:
icans have actively fought for their right to a positive, self-affirming iden-
tity. We are not “American” because we eat hot dogs, and we are not
“Asian” because we use chopsticks or eat rice and noodles. That split
identity, of course, was fostered by the racism of America’s anti-Asian ex-
clusion laws, the incarceration of the Japanese Americans during World
War II, the Korean and Vietnam conflicts, and the barrage of negative ster-
eotypical images of Asians and Asian Americans through movies, television :
and literature. Asian Americans have always had a sense of their own
identity as a people even though the first American generations had to es-
tablish a new and unique identity, that of being Asian American in a hos-
tile land.
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Feminism and Asian American Women .’
&

On the subject of feminism, Noda writes:

Feminism is not a word I use casually, because for me, femin-
ism is an active, daily force that propels me forward as a woman
and as a lesbian. . . . I am disturbed by many of the authors in
these issues because of their denial of a feminist perspective re-
flected in their writings. They do not have to proclaim themselves
feminists or lesbians, but where in their words do they acknowledge
whole-heartedly the strength, assertiveness and success in their lives
as women? . . . . Or for example, how many of these women ex-
change roles with their husbands that they may better pursue
their activities?

Noda is baiting her Asian sisters who are heterosexual. Does she as-
sume that a simple exchange of roles with their husbands will create an op-
portunity to pursue their careers or art? Is Noda suggesting perhaps that
women must shake off the “yoke” of marriage so they can truly be “free”?
Does Noda deny the fact that most Asian women, heterosexual or lesbian,
hold jobs to support their families and/or themselves? If Asian women
don’t have to proclaim themselves feminist or lesbian, but they do con-
front racism and sexism by writing about it, is such action not “assertive,”
not “successful”? Is such action nonfeminist? Noda needs to clarify her
vision of strength, assertiveness and success so that we may understand
what she means.

Feminism, as a concept, is as broad as it is narrow. Black feminist
Barbara Smith writes:

Feminism is the political theory and practice that struggles

to free ¢/l women: women of color, working-class women,
poor women, disabled women, lesbians, old women. . . .
Anything less than this vision of total freedom is not feminism,
but merely female self-aggrandizement.

(Frontiers, Spring 1980, p. 48)

For myself, feminism cannot be discussed, or practiced, without con-
sidering the social, economic and cultural conditions of why and how we
live, work, create and play. As a woman of color I am not less concerned,
vocal or active about the struggle for women’s rights. As a feminist I do
not leave my ethnicity behind. This point must be made clear. No strides
for social change can be made unless we define and unify our feminist ac-
tivism wholly: that feminism must coalesce with the struggle against rac-
ism, class oppression, economic exploitation as well as against sexism and
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homophobia. Feminism is all-encompassing; its political content and itg
practical forms must not divide lesbians into one camp and heterosex
women into another. It is heterosexism we must fight, and feminists of
persuasions, people of color or white, must not allow sexual and/or racia}
separatism to pit us against one another. If white feminists can take
principled stand against racism, heterosexual women can likewise take
stand against homophobia.

Though Noda asserts that many of the authors in Bridge deny a fey,
inist perspective in their writings, I offer the following excerpts that ref],
a radical Third World perspective, if not an outright feminist one, becaugs
they mirror the injustices of American life and the resistance of Asian
Americans against U.S. imperialism, racism, and economic oppression:

And they would dress us in napalm
Skin shred to clothe the earth.
Bodies filling pock marked fields
Dead fish bloating our harbors.

We, the dangerous,
Dwelling in the ocean.
AKkin to the jungle.
Close to the earth.

Hiroshima
Vietnam
Tule Lake

And yet we were not devoured.
And yet we were not broken.
And yet we are not humbled.

(“We, the Dangerous,’
Janice Mirikitani, Winter, 35)

Your loving
lost in the pumping rush
weaving madness
stitching sorrow
surrendered motherhood
in pursuit of a penny
A SEAM

»»

(“Sewer’s Cramp,
Myenne Nge, Spring, 32)




w

Of the dozen or so articles in the two special issues of Bridge,
Noda curiously ignores discussing “Feminism Is Fine, But What’s It
Done for Asia America?” by Katheryn M. Fong (Winter, pp. 21-22).

I raise this because Fong’s article, reflecting on the jello-like and racist
nature of many white women in the Women’s Movement in the early
1970’s, challenges any woman who proclaims herself a feminist because
of the still prevalent belief that the Women’s Movement is only fighting
for the rights of “women,” which usually means middle-class and
upper-class white women. Fong illustrates,

Ying Lee Kelly, Berkeley (California) City Councilwoman,
as a member of a minority women’s panel stirred much
controversy when she said, “If I am forced to choose to
fight against racism or sexism, my first battle must be to
fight racism?” She was roundly booed by some women
in the audience who considered the conference a strictly
“women’s affair > and wanted no discussions on racism.

Third World feminists, in all segments of the Women’s Movement,
must not be discounted. Also, white feminists who are actively engaged
in anti-racist work must be acknowledged and heard. Further, the
visibility of Third World feminists must not be construed as a “front”
for white feminists. To do so is to submit to the idea that only white
women can be leaders in the struggle for women’s equality. To do so
is to deny the strengths and leadership of women of color who are ac-
tively working in a multi-issue approach against racism, sexism, class
and economic oppression and homophobia.

Asian Women As Heroes

Noda’s review closes with the provocative statement, “ASIAN
WOMEN ARE BEAUTIFUL.” I agree, but why and how are Asian
women beautiful? Is it because of their grace, their suffering and their
endurance? Is it because of their ability to “transcend” their condi-
tion as Noda asserts that Mrs. Kim does in “A Picture Bride from
Korea” by Alice Chai (Winter, pp. 37-42):

But Mrs. Kim does not feel powerless. However limited
her identity, she seeks to utilize its full potential, and in
so doing she transcends her condition.

Noda then quotes the following from Chai’s article:

181




-

I helped my family all the way. . . I give them education.
Now, they married and all in Hawaii and in Los Aéngeles,
living well. Girls, I sent to sewing school. Now they

are all in sewing business. My eldest niece is rich al-
ready, about thirty people work for her. I went to see,

I was very happy because they are all living well. . ..

Are we to assume, then, that a woman, like Mrs. Kim, can “transcend”
her condition by making sure her daughters and nieces become “rich”
and “successful”” through individual business enterprise? Or by be-
ginning to fight capitalism that keeps women, minorities, gays, and
working-class people “in their place”? By organizing workers so

that safe, humane working conditions, including child care facilities,
are provided those who work and hold up the economy? This is

not to criticize Mrs. Kim’s experience, her bravery or her fortitude.
This is to propose looking at and talking about the women who

work for people like Mrs. Kim’s daughters and nieces. Where in

their lives may we find their success, their strength or their assert-
iveness?

I am concerned about Noda’s hopelessness in her view of many
of the works in Bridge:

Is my identity dependent on words like “Jap™ or “gook”?
From many of the writings in these two issues, sadly, 1
would think so.

Of course, we are not identified through words like “Jap” or
“gook,” epithets hurled at us by a racist, white supremacist country
who has constitutionally and legally excluded, enslaved, and incar-
cerated specific groups of Americans because of their race and their
threat to America’s economy. Let’s not forget, too, that “gook”
was born out of the Vietnam War. But do epithets hold us down?
No! The writers in Bridge use these words to openly confront rac-
ism in order that we may begin to be truly visible. That process is
clearly ongoing in Mitsuye Yamada’s article, “Invisibility Is an Un-
natural Disaster” (Spring, pp. 11-13). Noda herself states that
Yamada calls for a more visible Asian person who will repudiate the
stereotype of passivity which has crippled many Asian women (and
men). However, Noda distorts Yamada’s intent when she states:

She says that Japanese Americans went to American
concentration camps with a shrug of the shoulders
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and the resigned acceptance that the Japanese call . \
shikataganai. .

yYamada does not say this. She says: ‘

... The Japanese have an all-purpose expression in their
language for this attitude of resigned acceptance: *“Shikata- ‘
ganai.” “It can’t be helped.” ““There’s nothing I can do i\
about it.”” It is said with the shrug of the shoulders and
tone of finality, perhaps not unlike the “those-were- H
my-orders” tone that was used at the Nuremburg trials. 1}‘
With all the sociological studies that have been made “
about. . . World War II, we should know by now that “they” |
knew that the. . . Japanese Americans would go without
too much protest, and of course ‘‘they” were right, for most \\
of us (with the exception of those notable few) went, resigned
to our fate, albeit bewildered and not willingly. . .. “

Perhaps this kind of acceptance is a way of coping with
the “real’”” world. . . . I'm not ready to accept this evolutionary ”
reasoning. . . . Part of being visible is refusing to separate the i‘
actors from their actions, and demanding that they be responsible ‘
for them.

Part of being visible, then, being feminist, means that Asian
women must continue to create. But because we are in a time and ‘
place that demands the militant courage of women, we must create 1
by expressing our social realities, and work to change those institu- ‘
tions and conditions that dehumanize us and our communities.

That an Asian woman seeks to write lucidly and beautifully is a |
given, but not under a white-imposed sensibility of language and
culture, or a male-defined sense of womanhood.

We must write the truths of our experiences, in our own voices,
from the painful awakening of Helen Chong in Merle Woo’s story
“Recovery’’ (Winter, pp. 42-45), to the beauty of anger expressed, to
taking action as a revolutionary process in our lives. As we write and
create, we will free ourselves. But words and images alone will not
lead to total freedom. Political vision and content must infuse our
words to truly spark the imagination. Political content and vision
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mean we must act bravely with our bodies and our brains. Poet
Genny Lim inspires us with her poem, “If Sartre Was A Whore,” to
do what we must to change the ways we’ve lived, loved and worked:
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I am tired of being called a bitch

1 am tired of being treated like a cunt
I am tired of being a whore

1f I cannot be a woman

If I cannot be a dreamer

If I cannot be an artist

1 will not be




BARBARA NODA -

&

Dear Editors:

In response to Nellie Wong’s response to my review, I feel that in
many instances we were saying the same thing as far as the political
issues of racism and sexism. In effect, we probably agree on the
conditions. However, we do differ in our vision—of feminism and of
creativity.

This response is not to further substantiate my vision, but to clarify
and reiterate.

Genny Lim states in her Author’s Notes to Paper Angels, a play about
the legacy of Angel Island produced by the Asian American Theater
Company in San Francisco, that: “As a second generation American-
born Chinese, I am part of a very complicated transitional culture that
is both traditional and Americanized.”

A major goal of my review was to present the uniqueness of this transi-
tional culture as well as the complications. I wrote: “The last eighty*
years have had a tremendous impact on our his/herstory, but we repre-
sent ancient cultures and much of our identity today reaches far back
in time.”” Thisis simply to say that our story began long ago and as a
minority group with a relatively short his/herstory in the U.S. those
roots are an important part of our lives. The writings in Bridge by
Asian Women focused mainly on our U.S. his/herstory and thus, by
omission, presented an imbalanced and narrow view of our cultural
identities.

Regarding “attitude,” well, the Japanese have a phrase—shikata ga nai.
Sincerely,

Barbara Noda

*“Eighti” as it appeared in the text, was a typographical error. B.N.

Copyright © 1981 by Barbara Noda.
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RIMA SHORE

*

UPDATE: ON SOPHIA PARNOK

Conditions: Six contained my translations of eight poems by
Sophia Parnok—a lesbian who was writing in Russia in the early
decades of this century—and my essay “Remembering Sophia
Parnok (1885-1933).” In an introduction, I noted that it was, to
my knowledge, the first discussion in English of Parnok and her
work. I have since heard from Simon Karlinsky, who teaches Russian
literature at the University of California at Berkeley. I had cited in
my essay his book Marina Cvetaeva, and his comments on homo-
phobia and Russian writers in Slavic Review.

Karlinsky sent me his article, “Russia’s Gay Literature & His-
tory (11th-20th Centuries)” (Gay Sunshine, Nos. 29/30, Summer/
Fall, 1976). In it he had published translations of Parnok’s “In the
Crowd” and “I’m miserable as only beasts can be,” and introduced
her as a poet whose work was ““a magnificent and powerful account
of the situation of a lesbian artist in a male-dominated society” (p. 1).
Later in the long survey he devotes several paragraphs to her life and
work. He writes, for example, that her marriage to Vladimir Volken-
stein was “a marriage of convenience with a sympathetic gay man”
arranged to secure her share of the family inheritance. (My impres-
sion, from letters Parnok wrote to Volkenstein while their divorce
was proceeding, is that emotional entanglement made the marriage
far from convenient.)

He offers this evaluation of Parnok’s work:

Parnok matured very slowly as a poet and it took
her a long time to find her own voice and manner.
Her early poetry is undistinguished. Her magnitude
as a poet becomes evident in her fourth and fifth col-
lections of verse, Music (1926) and In a Hushed Voice
(1928). . . She attained her full stature when the press
and literary criticism were already fully government-
controlled. Parnok’s In a Hushed Voice, which is
clearly a major work by a major poet, went unnoticed
in the Soviet press. (p. 5)

Copyright © 1981 by Rima Shore.
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In the months since Conditions: Six appeared, two previously
unpublished poems attributed to Parnok appeared in the Journal
Novyj zhurnal (New Journal, published in the U.S.). These poems
were sent to the journal by Valery Pereleshin [pseudonym of Valery
Salatko-Petryshche], a gay poet who was born in Siberia and lived in
China until he emigrated to Brazil.

I would like to ask anyone who has information about Parnok,
or who knows of any writings about her work, to contact me at
Conditions. 1believe that Parnok will in time be remembered, that
she will emerge in literary history as a major voice of Russia’s post-
revolutionary decade.
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CONTRIBUTORS’ NOTES
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PAULA GUNN ALLEN, Laguna-Sioux, Lebanese-American, is a freg:
lance poet and writer living in San Francisco.

BECKY BIRTHA is a black lesbian feminist writer who often revie“;é
books for the New Women’s Times/Feminist Review. Her stories and
poems have appeared in Azalea, Conditions: Five, Focus, Sinister Wig: ¥}
dom, A Woman’s Touch, Women: A Journal of Liberation, and elsej
where.

MAUREEN BRADY is currently completing her second novel, Folly
She is co-founder of Spinsters, Ink, publisher of her first novel, Give Me 7
Your Good Ear. Her work has appeared in Conditions, Sinister Wisdom,
Feminary, Southern Exposure, and The New Women’s Times.

JANINE CANAN, bornin Los Angeles 1942, B.A. Stanford, M.D. NYU
isa practicing psychiatrist in Berkeley. Her first book of poems, Of Your
Seed, was published by Oyez Press in 1977. “Healing,” selected from
her unpublished manuscript Who Buried the Breast o f Dreams, will aps
pear in New Directions Anthology 42.

MICHELLE CLIFF is a third-world lesbian feminist writer and co-edltor
of Sinister Wisdom (P.O. Box 660, Amherst, MA 01004).

MARTHA COURTOT- I am poor, a lesbian, a mother; frequently pub-
lished in Woman Spirit, Sinister Wisdom, etc. My political work current
ly is centered on changing the image of fat women in feminist communis
ties and on racism/classism issues. Night River is looking for a publisher

ROCKY GAMEZ was born and grew up in the lower Rio Grande Valle
of Texas. Gloria is a real person and their friendship and experiences:
are the basis for the Gloria Stories. Rocky now lives and works in th
San Francisco Bay Area and Gloria is pretty much alive and living in th
same area where they grew up.

PRISCILLA ANN GOLDING is an active member of Am Tikva, Bo:
ton’s organization for Lesbian and Gay Jews.

JOY HARIJO isa poet, born from Oklahoma. She studied at the Institut
of American Indian Arts in Santa Fe, and later received a BA from the:
University of New Mexico and an MFA from the Iowa Writers Work
shop. She is a recipient of an NEA Creative Writing Grant. She is th
author of The Last Song and What Moon Drove Me To This. Her new




manuscript of poetry is She Had Some Horses. She teaches-poetry at

Arizona State University and is at work on a novel of poedry.

LINDA HOGAN currently works with Colorado Poets in the Schools
Program. She recently won the Five Civilized Tribes Playwriting Award.
She has one book in print, Calling Myself Home, two others at pub-
lishers. She is guest editor for the Native American women’s issue of
Frontiers.

ELEANOR JOHNSON is a Black Feminist therapist, psychic, cat-lover,
and Scorpio, and a member of the Combahee River Collective, a radical
Black Feminist organization in Boston. Her article “Reflections: On
Black Feminist Therapy” appeared in Conditions: Five—The Black
Women'’s Issue.

JACQUELINE LAPIDUS recently gave up teaching for a full-time
translator’s job and helped re-float the English-speaking feminist group
in Paris, where she has lived for 14 years. She collaborated with Tee
Corinne on Yantras of Womanloving, and has a new collection of poems
called Ultimate Conspiracy.

CATHERINE MADSEN is a songwriter with the Greater Lansing Spin-
sters” Guild and the author of a play, “Dentata,” about women, nature
and Christianity. She works as a library clerk in East Lansing, Michigan.

BERNICE MENNIS works at Womanbooks and cares for a little child.

CHERRIE MORAGA is a Chicana, writer, and cultural worker. She is
co-editor of This Bridge Called My Back, Writings by Radical Women of
Color to be published by Persephone Press in Spring, 1981. A native
Californian, at Christmas she moved to Boston.

MARY ANN NELSON is a Black feminist environmentalist active in ur-
ban problems in the city of Boston.

LYNNE REYNOLDS is a black lesbian writer and photographer. She
has been accused of having no sense of humor. That is true.

ADRIENNE RICH’s essay “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian
Existence” appeared in Signs, 1980. She is working on a new book of
poems and will be co-editing, with Michelle Cliff, the magazine Sinister
Wisdom.

DIANA RIVERS — Am living in rural Arkansas, on woman’s land, in a
small cabin I built myself. Have been writing stories about 9 years,
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taking them seriously for about 4, and am now working on a, full-length
Lesbian fantasy, wanting to give voice and form to our visions.

WENDY ROSE livesin Richmond, CA, and is a lecturer in Native Amer-
ican Studies at the University of California, Berkeley. She lives with a
magician who has a black belt in judo and a middle-aged cat.

MIRIAM SAGAN has been in residence at Yaddo, MacDowell, Virginia
Center for the Creative Arts, and Cummington Community. She has re-
cently done anti-draft and anti-nuclear work. She is a small press re-
viewer and an editor/co-founder of Zephyr Press.

BEVERLY SMITH is the director of a new project, The Black Women
Artists Film Series in Boston, Massachusetts. She sees the film series as
the beginning of a long-lived institution which will support and honor
the boundless creativity of Black women.

JAUNE QUICK-TO-SEE SMITH lives in New Mexico. Her work has
been exhibited in galleries, museums, and public collections across the
country and in Europe.

JUDITH STEIN is an activist and writer in the Fat Liberation move-
ment; she also writes Jewish-Lesbian feminist rituals known as Bobbeh
Meisehs (Grandmothers’ Tales). She may be contacted for information
on Fat Liberation or for a list of Bobbeh Meisehs at 137 Tremont
Street, Cambridge, MA 02139.

STEPHANIE STRICKLAND is the Women’s Studies librarian at Sarah
Lawrence College. Her poems have appeared in Calyx, Ironwood, Iowa
Review, and elsewhere.

Small-press books by contributors to CONDITIONS: SEVEN include:

Paula Gunn Alien, Coyote’s Daylight Trip (La Confluencia, P.O. Box 409, -
Albuquerque, NM 87108), 1978, 50 pp., $3.95.

Maureen Brady, Give Me Your Good Ear, novel (Spinsters, Ink, R.D. 1,
Argyle, NY 12809), 1979, 144 pp., $4.50 plus .60 postage.

Janine Canan, Of Your Seed (Oyez Press, SBD 1784 Shattuck Ave.,
Berkeley, CA 94709), 1977, 60 pp., $2.00 plus .13 tax in
Cal., add .75 p/h.

Jan Clausen, After Touch (Distributed by Long Haul Press, P.O. Box
592, Van Brunt Station, Brooklyn, NY 11215), 1975, 76 pp.,
$2.00 plus .60 postage/handling. Checks payable to Long Haul
Press.
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, Waking at the Bottom of the Dark (Long Haul Press),

1979, 80 pp., $3.00 plus .60 postage/handling. ,

, Mother, Sister, Daughter, Lover, stories (Thé Crossing
Press, Trumansburg, NY 14886), 1980, $4.95.

Michelle Cliff, Claiming an Identity They Taught Me to Despise (Per-
sephone Press, Box 7222, Watertown, MA 02172), 1980, 72 pp.,
$4.00 plus $1.00 p/h.

Martha Courtot, Tribe, poems (Pearlchild Prod., available from the
author at 2800 St. Paul Dr. No. 259, Santa Rosa, CA 95405),
$3.00.

, Journey, poems (Pearlchild Prod., available from the
author), $3.00.

Joy Harjo, The Last Song (poems).

, What Moon Drove Me to This, poems (I. Reed Books,
285 E. 3rd St., NY 10009).

Linda Hogan, Calling Myself Home (Greenfield Review Press, Green-
field Center, NY 12833), $2.00.

, Daughters, I Love You (Loretto Heights College, Denver,
CO, Order from Women’s Research Center), 1981.

Jacqueline Lapidus, Ready to Survive (Hanging Loose Press, 231
Wyckoff St., Brooklyn, NY 11217), 1975, 63 pp., $3.00.

—, Starting Over (Out & Out Books, 476 Second
Street, Brooklyn, NY 11215), 1977, 63 pp., $3.50.

——————————, Yantras of Womanloving (with Tee Corinne), 1981.

Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldia, eds., This Bridge Called My
Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color (Persephone Press),
1981, $8.95 plus $1.00 p/h.

Adrienne Rich, “Women and Honor: Some Notes on Lying” (Motheroot
Publications, 241 Dewey St., Pittsburgh, PA 15218), $2.00
plus .30 postage.

, “The Meaning of Our Love for Women Is What We
Have Constantly to Expand” (Out & Out Pamphlet No. 1),

1977, $1.00.
Wendy Rose, Hopi Roadrunner Dancing (Greenfield Review Press),
1973.

, Long Division: A Tribal History (Strawberry Press, P.O.
Box 451, Bowling Green Sta., New York, NY 10004), 1976/
1980, rev. 2nd ed.

, Academic Squaw: Reports to the World from the Ivory
Tower (Blue Cloud Press, Blue Cloud Abbey, Marvin, SD 57251),
1977.
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, Poetry of the American Indian Series: Part 2, Wendy
Rose (American Visual Communications Bank (multl-medla)
P.0O. Box 26392, Tucson, AZ 85726), 1978.

, Builder Kachina: A Home-Going Cycle (Blue Cloud
Press), 1979.

, Lost Copper (Malki Museum Press, Morongo Indian
Reservation, Banning, CA 92220), 1980.

, What Happened When the Hopi Hit New York (Con-
tact II Press, P.O. Box 451, Bowling Green Station, New York,
NY 10004), 1981.

Miriam Sagan, Dangerous Body (Samisdat Press, Box 231, Richford,
VT 05476), 1976, $1.00.
, Vision’s Edge (Samisdat Press), 1978, $1.00.

Work by contributors to CONDITIONS: SEVEN is included in the
following small-press anthologies:

Against Infinity (Primary Press), 1979. Jacqueline Lapidus.

The Coming Out Stories, Julia Penelope Stanley and Susan J. Wolfe,
eds. (Persephone Press), 1980. 251 pp., $6.95. Maureen Brady,
Cherrie Moraga.

Lesbian Poetry: An Anthology, Elly Bulkin and Joan Larkin, eds.
(Persephone Press), 1981, 336 pp., $10.95 plus $1.00 p/h.
Paula Gunn Allen, Becky Birtha, Jan Clausen, Michelle Cliff,
Martha Courtot, Jacqueline Lapidus, Cherrie Moraga, Barbara
Noda, Adrienne Rich.

The Lesbian Reader (Amazon Press), 1975. Jacqueline Lapidus.

This Bridge Called My Back, Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldia, eds.
(Persephone Press), 1981, $8.95 plus $1.00 p/h. Beverly Smith.

Top Ranking: A Collection of Articles on Racism and Classism in the
Lesbian Community, Joan Gibbs and Sara Bennet, eds. (February
3rd Press, 306 Lafayette Ave., Brooklyn, NY 11238), 1980,

148 pp., $3.50 (more if you can/less if you can’t), free to wom-
en in prison. Beverly Smith.

VP S P

Posters (in color) by Jaune Quick-to-See Smith are available from the artist,
¢/o Conditions.
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Maggie Anderson, Years That Answer, poetry (Harper & Row), 90 pp.,
$5.95.

Ruth Baetz, Lesbian Crossroads: Personal Stories of Lesbian Struggles
and Triumphs (Morrow), 273 pp., $10.95.

Nancy C. Baker, New Lives for Former Wives: Displaced Homemakers
(Anchor Press/Doubleday), 271 pp., $9.95.

Barbara Baracks and Kent Jarratt, eds., Sage Writings: from the lesbian
and gay men’s writing workshop at Senior Action in a Gay En-
vironment (Teachers & Writers Collaborative, 84 Fifth Avenue,
New York, New York 10011), 115 pp., $2.50.

Jane Barnes, They Say I Talk in My Sleep, poetry (Quark Press, Box
193, Cambridge, MA 02141), 16 pp., $2.00.

Rebecca Béguin, Her Voice in the Drum, Novella (Lichen, Box 616,
Hanover, NH 03755), 75 pp., $3.95.

Bloodroot Collective, The Political Palate: A Feminist Vegetarian Cook-
book (Sanguinaria Publishing; The Crossing Press, Trumansburg,
NY 14886), 325 pp., $8.95.

Dorothy Bryant, Prisoners, novel (Ata Books, 1928 Stuart St., Berkeley,
CA 94703), 176 pp., $5.

Pat Califia, Sapphistry: The Book of Lesbian Sexuality (Naiad Press,
P.O. Box 10543, Tallahassee, F1, 32302), 180 pp., $6.95.

Hazel Cartin, Elijah, autobiography (St. Martin’s Press), 311 pp.,
$13.95.

Michelle Cliff, Claiming an Identity They Taught Me to Despise, poetry
(Persephone Press, Box 7222, Watertown, MA), 64 pp., $4.00.

Jane Creighton, Ceres in an Open Field, poetry (Out & Out Books, 476
Second St., Brooklyn, NY 11215), 72 pp., $3.50.

Enid Dame, On the Road to Damascus, Maryland, poetry (Downtown
Poets Co-op, GPO Box 1720, Brooklyn, NY 11201), 56 pp.,
$2.50.

Dragon’s Delight: A Non-Sexist Activity Book for Children (Central
Vermont Women’s Center, 18 Langdon St., Montpelier, VT.
05602), 29 pp., $1.50.

Helen Duberstein, The Human Dimension, poetry (Four Corners Press,
463 West St., New York, NY 10014), 10 pp., $1.00.

Sandra Maria Esteves, Yerba Buena, poetry illustrated by the author
(The Greenfield Review Press, RD 1, Box 80, Greenfield Center,
NY 12833),92 pp., $5.00.
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Lillian Faderman and Brigitte Eriksson, eds. and trans., Lesbian-Femin.
ism in Turn-of-the-Century Germany, stories and attobiographies
(Naiad Press), 97 pp., $5.95. ‘

Lillian Faderman, Surpassing the Love of Men: Romantic Friendship
and Love Between Women from the Renaissance to the Present
(William Morrow), 1981, 496 pp., $18.95.

Ruth Geller, Pictures from the Past and Other Stories (Imp Press, P.Q,
Box 93, Buffalo, NY 14213), 1980, 203 pp., $7.95.

Sally George, Frog Salad (Scribner’s), 1981, 210 pp., $10.95.

Roberta Gould, Writing Air, Written Water, poems (Waterside Press,
Box 1298, Stuyvesant Station, NY, NY 10009), 87 pp., $3.95.

Ellen Greenlaw, Devi K. Hunt, S. Reddick, Adrienne Lauby, Pie in the
Sky, poetry (she-who-wants-does publishers, P.O. Box 10953,
Eugene, OR 97440), 53 pp., $2.50 plus .75 postage.

Jana Harris, Alaska, novel (Harper & Row), 316 pp., $11.95.

Miesje Jolley, A Crack in Time, journal and woodcuts (West End Press,
Box 697, Cambridge, MA 02139), 48 pp., $6.00.

June Jordan, Passion: New Poems, 19 77-1980 (Beacon Press), 97 pp.,
$4.95.

Susan Koen and Nina Swaim, Aint No Where We Can Run: Handbook
on Women on the Nuclear Mentality (WAND, Box 421, Norwich,
VT 05055), 74 pp., $2 plus .50 postage/handling.

Marilyn Krysl, Honey You've Been Dealt A Winning Hand, stories
(Capra Press, P.O. Box 2068, Santa Barbara, CA 93120), 139 pp.,
$6.50.

Audre Lorde, The Cancer Journals (Spinsters, Ink, RD 1, Argyle, NY
12809), 77 pp., $4.00.

Casey Miller and Kate Swift, The Handbook of Nonsexist Writing for
Writers, Editors and Speakers (Lippincott & Crowell), 134 pp.,
$8.95.

Cynthia Navaretta, ed., Voices of Women: 3 Critics on 3 Poets on 3
Heroines (Midmarch Associates, P.O. Box 3304, Grand Central
Station, New York, NY 10017), 54 pp., $4.00.

Alicia Suskin Ostriker, The Mother/Child Papers, poetry (Momentum
Press, 512 Hill St., No. 4, Santa Monica, CA 90405), 62 pp.,
$3.95.

Griselda Pollock, Mary Cassatt (Harper & Row), 119 pp., $16.95.

Monica Raymond, Sign Language, poetry (Whole Women Press), 57 pp.

Jane Rule, Contract with the World, novel (Harcourt Brace J ovanovich),
339 pp., $12.95.

Florence Rush, The Best Kept Secret: Sexual Abuse of Children (Pren-
tice-Hall), 226 pp., $11.95.
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joanna Russ, On Strike Against God, novel (Out & Out Books),‘108 pP-

$3.50. s
Barbara Seaman, The Doctors’ Case Against the Pill (Doubleday), 239
pp., $6.50.

penelope Shuttle, Rainsplitter in the Zodiac Garden, novel (Longship
Press, RED 1, Box 124, Brooks, ME 04921), 182 pp., $9.95.

jean Sirius, The Green Womon Poems (Sirius Books, Box 1027, Brook-
lyn, NY 11202), 25 pp., $2.50.

Holly Sklar, ed., Trilateralism: The Trilateral Commission and Elite
Planning for World Management (South End Press), 604 pp.,
$8.00.

judith W. Steinbergh, Lillian Bloom: A Separation, poetry (Wampeter
Press, Box 512, Green Harbor, MA 02041), 79 pp., $4.95.

janet Sternburg, ed., The Writer on Her Work (W.W. Norton & Co.),
265 pp., $14.95.

Lynn Strongin, Bones & Kim, novel (Spinsters, Ink), 116 pp., $5.50.

Meredith Tax, The Rising of the Women: Feminist Solidarity and the
Class Conflict, 1880-1917 (Monthly Review Press, 62 West 14 St.,
NY,NY 10011), 332 pp., $17.50.

Carol Tinker, The Pillow Book of Carol Tinker, poetry (Cadmus Edi-
tions, Box 4725, Santa Barbara, CA 93103), 101 pp., $5.00.

Nancy Toder, Choices, novel (Persephone Press), 258 pp., $6.00.

Young, Gay & Proud! (Alyson Publications, 75 Kneeland St., Boston,
MA 02111), 95 pp., $3.50.
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CLASSIFIED ADS—ANNOUNCEMENTS

& .

PRODUCTS/STORES

BEAUTIFUL HANDMADE JEWELRY, sculptured for women in ster-
ling silver, by noted designer Laurie Gottlieb, of Sign of the Unicorn,
1126 Guerrero No. 3, San Francisco, Cal. 941 10. Catalogue $.25.

FEMINIST WICCA —Matriarchal Spiritual Center. Rediscover our ‘“‘her-
story” and wisdom. Psychic supplies for Sabbath and individual needs.
Winter solstice gift ideas. Catalogue $1.50. 442C Lincoln Blvd., Venice,
CA 90291.

HEALING, MAGICAL HERBS, OILS, TINCTURES; SASE brings free
catalog. Amazon Tarot Deck: $12 postpaid. Tarot book: $4 postpaid.
ELF & DRAGONS, P.O. Box 609C, Woodstock, NY 12498.

PAGE ONE—BOOKS BY/FOR WOMEN, nonsexist children’s books,
albums, tapes. 453 E. Colorado, Pasadena, Ca. 91101. Mail order list
$1.00.

PUBLICATIONS

AMETHYST GOOSE re-invents mother goose thymes. “De-lightful,”
says Amethyst of Dyke Dianic Wicce. $3.50 ppd — 2 book set. Brigan-
tine Bookspace, Box 2306, Philadelphia, PA. 19103.

EYE TOEYE: PORTRAITS OF LESBIANS; powerful, beautiful photo-
graphs by JEB plus text. This widely acclaimed, 80-page book, discreet-
ly packaged, $10 postpaid from Glad Hag Books, Box 2934-F, Washing-
ton, D.C. 20013.

LESBIAN EROTICA AND SENSUALITY. For women only. A Wom-
an’s Touch— 15 short stories, graphics, photos. $5.50 postpaid. What
Lesbians Do— poetry, prose, graphics. $5.75 postpaid. Order both from
A Woman’s Touch, Dept. D, P.O. Box 2922, Eugene, OR. 97402.

THE RAINBOW RIVER. Stories of cullered womyn, by Linda I.
Brown. From: Iridian Press, c/o Linda Brown/314 East 91st St., No. 5E/
NYC 10028. $3.00.
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LATIN AMERICAN LESBIAN ANTHOLOGY -

&
we would like to inform our sisters of the existence of a Latin American
Lesbian Collective which will publish an anthology dealing with our is-
sues and concerns. We invite you to submit articles, short stories, poems
or songs in either Spanish or English. Those interested contact us as
soon as possible at (212) 473-6864. Materials can be mailed to LALA in
care of Digna Landrove, 170 Ave. C. No. 4H, New York, NY 10009.

LESBIAN HISTORY PROJECT OF NEW YORK

DO YOU REMEMBER MONA’S? Did you hang out at the Hilltop or
any other New York Lesbian bar? The Lesbian History Project of New
York is starting. Any Lesbian interested in participating in the group,
contributing materials or sharing memories about New York metropol-
jtan area Lesbian life pre-1970 please contact us through the Lesbian
Herstory Archives (P.O. Box 1258, New York, N.Y. 10116) or call
212-874-7232 or 516-333-5719. We are interested in collecting bar
names and locations, information about Lesbian life and social networks,
incidents, events, impressions, stories, photographs, memories. All com-
munications are confidential.

WOMEN RESPOND TO RACISM

The National Women’s Studies Association will hold its third annual
convention—“Women Respond to Racism”—at the University of Con-
necticut, Storrs, May 31-June 4, 1981. Contact NWSA Convention Co-
ordinators, Women’s Studies, U-181A, University of Connecticut,
Storrs, CT 06268, (203) 486-4310.

THE WOMEN’S WRITER’S CENTER

THE WOMEN’S WRITER’S CENTER: AN INDEPENDENT FEMINIST
INSTITUTE offering a yearlong program of writing workshops and
women’s literature. Beginning its 7th year in September 1981. Visiting
faculty have included: Olga Broumas, Rita Mae Brown, Judy Grahn,
Adrienne Rich, Audre Lorde. For information: The Women’s Writer’s
Center, Box AY, Williams Hall, Cazenovia, NY 13035.
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Submissions

We are interested in manuscripts of POETRY, SHORT FICTION,
NOVEL excerpts, DRAMA, and other creative forms (JOURNAL
entries, excerpts from CORRESPONDENCE, TRANSLATIONS) as
well as CRITICAL ARTICLES on the women’s/lesbian movements
and institutions, issues involving race, class, age and aspects of les-
bian relationships. We welcome REVIEWS and review copies. We are
especially committed to publicizing and reviewing women’s press
publications.

We are concerned that women’s/lesbian publications have often fail-
ed to reflect the experiences and viewpoints of Third World, work-
ing-class, and older women. We want Conditions to include work in a
variety of styles by both published and unpublished writers of many
different backgrounds. We welcome submissions from all women
who feel that a commitment to other women is an integral part of
their lives.

We are also interested in receiving submissions for covers for Condi-
tions, We have no specific preconceptions as to subject matter or
theme, and will consider any form appropriate for an 84" x 5" black
and white cover bearing the title of the magazine and issue number.
This might be a line drawing or other graphic, a photograph, or a
half-tone of a painting, a collage, or sculpture. Please send a photo-
copy and not the original work.

Send manuscripts and art work to:

CONDITIONS
P.O. Box 56
Van Brunt Station
Brooklyn, New York 11215

Only manuscripts and photocopies accompanied by a stamped, self-
addressed envelope will be returned.




Subscribe! -

Unlike a book or anthology, a magazine depends, for its finan-
cial backbone, on subscriptions, and not on individual sales
(though of course those are always appreciated). We want to
ensure that Conditions will remain self-sufficient, that it will
reach as many women as possible. Subscribe now!

NAME
ADDRESS
zip
Gift subscription for:
NAME
ADDRESS
zip

Please start my subscription with Conditions:
Four Five Six Seven Eight

Is this subscription a renewal? No Yes

$11:  Individual subscription
(3 issues)

$6:  Special “hardship”’ rate
$25, 850, $75: Supporting subscriptions
$22: Institutional subscription ($8: single issue)
$4.50: Single issue only (specify which)
Forty percent discount to bookstores on orders of 5 or more.

Please make checks payable to:

Conditions
P.O. Box 56
Van Brunt Station
Brooklyn, New York 11215




Gift Subscriptions

If you like Conditions, share it! You will be presenting someone
with a wonderful gift, and at the same time will continue supporting
us. We will enclose a gift card.

Birthdays! Holidays! Anniversaries!

CONDITIONS

Please send a gift subscription (3 issues) beginning with Conditions:

Four Five Six Seven Eight

Is this subscription a renewal? Yes___ No___

NAME
ADDRESS

zip

NAME
ADDRESS

zip

Please enclose card from:
NAME
ADDRESS

zip

Rates: $11 forindividual; $6 “hardship” rate; $25, $50, $75 support-
ing subscription; $4.50 individual issue.

Make checks or money orders payable to:

Conditions
P.O. Box 56
Van Brunt Station
Brooklyn, New York 11215




CONDITIONS: FOUR IS STILL AVAILABLE

“One senses about this whole enterprise that it will be, col-
lectively, a sourcebook for future feminists searching for
the record of this era’s best writing. . . . Conditions ex-
plores the material we’re not supposed to and, in doing so,
tells us what we very much need to know. Buy it.”

Patricia McElligott in Motheroot Journal

POETRY by Diana Bellessi, Jeanne Finley, Marilyn Krysl, Lyn Lif-
shin, Judith McDaniel, Robin Silberman, Nellie Wong.

PROSE POEM by Michelle Cliff.

FICTION by Sandy Boucher, Erika Duncan, Ellen Garvey, Susan
Krieger, Janet Sternburg,

ESSAYS: “Finding our Roots in the Homeless Women™ by Steph-
anie Golden; “Man Child: A Black Lesbian Feminist’s Response™ by
Audre Lorde; “Letters from Black Feminists” by Barbara Smith and
Beverly Smith.

REVIEWS: Dreams in Harrison Railroad Park by Nellie Wong (re-
viewed by Jan Clausen); For Their Triumphs and For Their Tears:
Conditions and Resistance of Women in Apartheid South Africa by
Hilda Bernstein (reviewed by Pamela Denyse Trunk); The Maimie Pa-
pers edited by Ruth Rosen and Sue Davidson (reviewed by Liz
Hess); The Notebooks That Emma Gave Me: The Autobiography of
a Lesbian by Kay Van Deurs (reviewed by Blanche Wiesen Cook);
The Pearl Bastard by Lillian Halegua (reviewed by Rima Shore);
Sometimes I Think of Maryland by Jodi Braxton (reviewed by Glor-
ia T. Hull); Take One Blood Red Rose by Mary Joan Coleman (re-
viewed by Elly Bulkin).

Individual copies: $4.50
(Institutions: $8.00)

Make checks payable to Conditions, P.O. Box 56, Van Brunt Sta-
tion, Brooklyn, New York 11215.



CONDITIONS: FIVE—THE BLACK WOMEN’S ISSUE
GUEST-EDITED BY LORRAINE BETHEL AND BARBARA SMITH &
IS STILL AVAILABLE

One of the most exciting and healthy things to happen lately in .
the black community is the coming out of black lesbians. Conditions:
Five, The Black Women’s Issue (which also includes work by many
nonlesbians) reflects this with power, intelligence, and style. . . . Read-
ing the collection is not unlike seeing women breaking chains with
their bare hands. . . .

Conditions: Five represents a continuation of the struggle for
self-definition and affirmation that is the essence of what African-
American means in this country.

Alice Walker in Ms.

POETRY by Donna Allegra, Lorraine Bethel, Becky Birtha, Michelle T. Clinton,
Willie M. Coleman, Toi Derricotte, Ruth Farmer, Yvonne A. Flowers, Carole C.
Gregory, Gloria T. Hull, Cheryl L. Jones, Chirlane McCray, Pat Parker, Michelle
D. Parkerson, Donna Kate Rushin, Judy Simmons.

PROSE POEMS by Alexis De Veaux, Patricia Jones

SONG LYRICS by Hilary Kay, Deidre McCalla, Niobeh Tsaba, Mary Watkins
JOURNALS by Audrey Ewart, Muriel Jones, Janet Singleton, Beverly Smith
FICTION by Audre Lorde and Rashida |

ESSAYS: “ ‘Under the Days: The Buried Life and Poetry of Angelina Weld
Grimké” by Gloria T. Hull; “Reflections: On Black Feminist Therapy” by
Eleanor Johnson; “The Black Lesbian in American Literature: An Overview” by
Ann Allen Shockley; “Notes for Yet Another Paper on Black Feminism, or Will
the Real Enemy Please Stand Up?” by Barbara Smith; “ ‘Artists Without Art
Form’: A Look at One Black Woman Writer’s World of Unrevered Black Wom-
en”’ by Renita Weems.

REVIEWS: Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman by Michele Wallace
(reviewed by Linda C. Powell); The Black Unicorn by Audre Lorde (reviewed by
Fahamisha Shariat); nappy edges by Ntozake Shange (reviewed by Cheryl Clarke).
Individual copies: $4.50
(Institutions: $8.00)
Make checks payable to Conditions, P.O. Box 56, Van Brunt Station, Brooklyn, -
New York 11215. '




CONDITIONS: SIX IS STILL A VAILABLE

“There is no magazine I look forward to more eagerly than
Conditions. In each issue, substance that opens up further
thought; poetry, fiction, art that exhilarate with a sense of a
great blossoming taking place. Already, in the first three is-
sues, my indebtedness is enormous. Conditions is essential
reading.”

Tillie Olsen

“Conditions is highly recommended for academic libraries
and is essential for all collections of lesbian/feminist writing.”

Library Journal

POETRY by Claribel Alegria, Gloria Anzaldia, Gioconda Belli, Jan
Clausen, Rachel deVries, Rebecca Gordon, Lois Elaine Griffith, Jana
Harris, Joan Larkin, Mary Hope Lee, Minnie Bruce Pratt, Claudia Scott,
Judith Vollmer.

FICTION by Dorothy Allison, Diana Bellessi, Sauda Jamal, Irena Klep-
fisz, Harriet Malinowitz, Camille Norton, May Stevens.

ESSAYS/INTERVIEW: “An Old Dyke’s Tale: An Interview with Doris
Lunden” by Elly Bulkin; “Lesbians in the Mainstream: Images of Les-
bians in Recent Commercial Fiction” by Maureen Brady and Judith
McDaniel; “Remembering Sophia Parnok (1885-1933)” by Rima Shore.

REVIEWS: Asian-American Women: Two special issues of Bridge (re-
viewed by Barbara Noda); Give Me Your Good Ear by Maureen Brady
(reviewed by Sally George); Movement in Black by Pat Parker (reviewed
by Cheryl Clarke); True to Life Adventure Stories (Vol. 1) edited by
Judy Grahn (reviewed by Francine Krasno); To Know Each Other and
Be Known by Beverly Tanenhaus, The Passionate Perils of Publishing
by Celeste West and Valerie Wheat, The Guide to Women’s Publishing
by Polly Joan and Andrea Chesman, The Media Report Index[Directory
by Martha Leslie Allen (reviewed by Dorothy Allison); Uses of the Erot-
ic. The Erotic as Power by Audre Lorde, Women and Support Networks
by Blanche Wiesen Cook, The Meaning of Our Love for Women is What
We Have Constantly To Expand by Adrienne Rich (reviewed by Bonnie
Zimmerman).

Also in Conditions: Six — an index to Conditions: One through Six.
Individual copies: $4.50

Make checks payable to Conditions, P.0. Box 56, Van Brunt Station,
Brooklyn, New York 11215,



ADVERTISING

@ CONDITIONS has established the following rates for classified and
3 display ads:

CLASSIFIED ADS:
Women’s/gay presses and businesses, and small presses:

25 cents per word, 10 word minimum.
Commercial presses: 50 cents per word, 20 word minimum.

g DISPLAY ADS:
4 Women’s/gay presses and businesses, and small presses: g
Full page (44" x7”) — $100 ¥

Half page (4% ” x 3'4”) $ 50
Quarter page (2" x 3%2”) — 8§ 25
Commercial presses:
Full page — 8150 ¥
Half page - $75
Display ads must be in the form of camera-ready copy. All adver-
tisements must be accompanied by check or money order.

!

All copy is accepted at the discretion of the editors. . r

cnbaak £ A DOOKSTORE FORWOMEN

0! bools, periodicals,records,efc.
by & about women - fearuring |
publicarions from women's presses

also non-sexist books & playroom
i for children

201W 92 St.-NYC-873-4121: closed Mondays

lesbian booklist available — send sase i




'MOTHER, SISTER,
DAUGHTER, LOVER

Here are beautiful stories, characterized by vitality, clarity, and passion.

—Suzanne Juhasz, Library Journal

Mother, Sister, Daughter, Lover is subtle and powerful, and it is some-
thing more: it is true. I see myself and my community, my politics and
the struggles of my life reflected as they have not been in anything else
I've read recently, with the exception of Joan E. Biren’s Eye to Eye:
Portraits of Lesbians.

—Susanna Sturgis, off our backs

Her most moving stories open up a world we have had little access to in
fiction—the lives of lesbian mothers and their children. . . . Clausen
weaves her fiction with consummate craft: a poet’s delight in language
and economy, an eye for telling detail, an ear for the nuances of dia-
logue. Impatient with surfaces, she ferrets out the intimate truths of the
lives of very different kinds of women. . . like one of her characters,
Clausen “believes in facts and facing them.” Her skill in transforming
these facts into art makes this a book not to miss.

—Cynthia Rich, Ms.

The Crossing Press

$4.95 paper, $9.95 cloth

Available in feminist, gay, and literary bookstores; or make checks pay-
able to The Crossing Press, Trumansburg, NY 14886. Add $.75 per
book for postage and handling.

by Jan Clausen




Leslbian
POETRY

an anthelogy
edlited by:s
Elly Bulkin & Joan Larlkin

et

“The rare quality of many of these poems is their integrity—
the truth that happens when women talk directly to each
other. At a time when differences among us and repression
from outsiders seem ready to crush us, it is enlivening to find
such a variety of Lesbians who are willing to deal in truths.
Because they do, Lesbian Poetry is a book | need.”

—Barbara Smith

“The complexity and richness of the work in Lesbian Poetry

is a testament to our art and our survival.”’
—Audre Lorde

Add $1.00 shipping for first book, $10.95
$.25 for each additional book. Available April ‘81

Persephone Press
P.O. Box 7222, Watertown, Massachusetts 02172
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A WOMEN’S BOOKSTORE

QRDS

(617)876-5310

CAMBRIDGE,MA. 02139

July 19-August 2, 1981
SEVENTH ANNUAL

WOMEN'’S
WRITING
WORKSHOPS

® POETRY WRITING
® FICTION WRITING
® PLAYWRITING
INTRODUCING
NON-FICTION PROSE
Instructor: Kirsten Grimstad
Guest writers and editors:
Marge Piercy
Elaine Gill, The Crossing Press
Director: Beverly Tanenhaus
Faculty: Katharyn Machan Aal
Kirsten Grimstad
Hartwick College/Oneonta, N.Y. 13820
Write: Mrs. Christine Patience

national
feminist news
$6 year

$12 Institution
$10 Abroad

1724 GAYLORD ST - ¢
DENVER, CO. 80206

A monthly newspaper
covering national and
international news
with a feminist
perspective. Read the
news the establishment
press refuses to print
about women's fights
for our liberation.




PERIODS OF STRESS
POEMS BY IRENA KLEPFISZ,

Using various voices and situations, Irena Klepfisz probes the
feelings of women trapped by war, by convention, by other
human beings. Her poems reflect a special concern for women
alone, for their search for a place in society. The settings shift
drastically from Europe to America, from city to seashore,
from conversations with others to dialogues with oneself.

“Her poems on intimacy with people and the natural world of
plants and rocks, and her struggle to find herself in terms of
these people and that world are among the best that I have read
recently. . . Klepfisz describes the feelings of a woman living on
the edges of new perceptions, a woman alone, and defining her
needs, her fears, her possibilities.”

—Lucille Iverson, Sobo Weekly News
PERIODS OF STRESS, 64 pp. $2.00 + .35 post. & handl.

Make checks payable to: Irena Klepfisz, P.O. Box 56, Van Brunt
Station, Brooklyn, New York 11215.

off ourbacks

Great Feminist Journalism

~ 0uT]th year

% National and international news about women
* Thoughtful commentaries, and news ahead of its time
* Health, prison, and labor news

oob, 1724 20 St. NW,

SUBSCRIBE TODAY! Washington, D.C. 20009

$7lyear sample copy $1.00

NAME
ADDRESS
ary 7 state | mp

oft our backs
1724 20 St. NW
Washington, D.C. 20009

$14/yr. contributing sub

$7/yr. regular sub

$20/yr. businesses and institutions
sample copy $1.00

i
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QUEST e

a feminist quarterly

Analyses of issues facing feminists in the 80's;
examinations of past and present strategies for
change; book and film reviews. Subscriptions $9
for 4 issues, $25 Institutions.

P.O. Box 8843, Washington, DC 20003

FEMINARY

A
FEMINIST

JOURLNAL

FOR
THE
SOUTH

Emphasizing the Lesbiap Vision

FEMINARY, one of the oldest surviving feminist
publications in the southeast, announces a shift in
focus from a local feminist magazine to a lesbian
feminist journal for the South.

FEMINARY is published 3 times a year. Subscriptions are $5/yr. for individuals; $10/yr. for institutions.

Address ali correspondence to FEMINARY, P.O. Box 954, Chapel Hill, North Carolina 27514.




JiN/TER WDOM el
A Journal of Words and Pictures for the Lesbian
Imagination in All Women

“, . . a substantial, serious effort to explore all aspects of the lesbian’s
world. . .. The politics, psychology, aesthetics, etc. of the movement
are examined by good to excellent writers. . . . A major contribution
and recommended.”

—LIBRARY JOURNAL

Individuals: one year (4 issues) = $10.00 e
two years (8 issues)= $18.00 4
QOut-of-the-U.S. subs: one year = $12.00
two years=  $21.00
) (U.S. dollars only) 5
Institutions: one year(4 issues) = $15.00 SINISTER WISDO 4

. o P.O. Box 660
Supporting Subscriptions: $25.00and up  Ambherst, MA 01004 .

RIVKAMIRIAM SORJUANA INES DE LA CRUZ LOUISE LAB
cg FRIDA KAHLO NATASA SOTIROPOULOS HELEN JACOBS

CALYX 3

A Journal of Art and Literature by Women

International Issue

Poetry  Visual art Translations

Including work by 35 poets and writers from 17 countries
Dual Language Edition, 200 Pages, Perfect Binding

LIBRARIES AND INSTITUTIONS: $11.00; INDIVIDUALS: $8.50
Plus Postage and Handling: $1.00 ea, domestic; $3.00 ea overseas

Please include payment.

Mail to: CALYX, P.O. Box B, Corvallis, OR 97330

ROSARIO CASTELLANOS EDITHBOISSON
O SUZANNE PARADIS ROSALIA DE CASTRO

LARIBEL ALEGRIA NATALIE CLIFFORD BARNEY LICHI
DAINA DAGNIJA ALFONSINA STORNI _ELISABETH BORCH!
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Literature moving thru themes of family, work and inter-
national concerns by writers, mostly womyn, represen-
ting a range of age, cultures and region. Read for con-
nections. Native Americans, South Africa, the work
place. Feel the force of compassion and attachment.
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POETRY

Ursula K. Le Guin
Mary Randle Tallmountain
Linda Hogan
Andrew Salkey
Paula Gunn Allen
Brenda Connor-Bey
Bob Bohm

Joan Lupo Batista
Harryette Mullen
Thom Lee

Yuri Kageyama
Teresa Anderson
Margaret Randall
David Henderson
Meridel Le Sueur
Sandra Esteves
Thomas McGrath
and others

Publisher
Virginia Scott

FICTION

Manna Lowenfels-Perpelitt
Steven Cannon

Victor Hernandez Cruz
Regina de Cormier-Shekerjian
Mashadi Mashabela

Hettie Jones

Grace Paley

INTERVIEWS
Pietro Di Donato

REVIEWS

“Golden Girl”

“The Collected Poems of
Muriel Rukeyser”

Guest Editor
Zoe (Best) Anglesey
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Sunbury #9 Fall 1980 ISSN 0271-3217 $5.75
Sunbury Press Box 274 jerome Avenue Station Bronx, NY 10468




" SOJOURNER

THE NEW ENGLAND WOMEN‘S JOURNAL
OF NEWS, OPINIONS AND THE ARTS

“Solid reading both politically and aesthetically.”
—Robin Morgan

“A fine newspaper—full of responsible news
coverage, provocative articles and a solid sense
of community.” —Rita Mae Brown

“Relentlessly non-polemic, professionally written and designed, and open to all
points of view.” —Ms.

Find out why SOJOURNER comes so highly recommended.
Treat yourself to our:

¢ Reviews of books, cinema, music, theatre, dance and the
visual arts;

o Profiles of interesting women doing interesting things.

e Viewpoints where you and others can take a stand, lend a
little humor, or just let off steam;

e Poetry of the well-known and the aspiring.

plus news, fiction, sports, and much, much more!!!

SUBSCRIBE TODAY!!
[ $ 8.00 one year NAME
2 $15.00 two years STREET
(] $16.00 institutional CITY
and overseas STATE ZIP
O $ 1.25 sample issue
Published monthly

ﬂ Send payment to: 143 Albany St., Cambridge, MA 02139




sHirers TAnk Tors

in sizes 5= NXL

lady-unique-inclination-of-the-night
a feminist journal of the goddess
p.o. box 803
new brunswick, n.j. 08903

CYCLE 5 AUTUMN 1980
$3.50 + .75 post.

)
writs fa/fm. cafaloguz ofon‘g'nal PAY,
CoMMUNITY GRAPHIC SERVICES

1% Shepton Street
Dorchester, Mass. 0212

The
Political
Palate

A feminist vegetarian cookbook
by the Bloodroot Collective

Want to read a Really Good
Lesbian Love Story?

TO GET YOUR COPY OF THIS
HOT.NEW BOOK

your favorite feminist bookstore
SEND $6.00 TO: DONNA CAMILLE or send $8.95 plus $1.00 shipping
DO O A 90022 Sanguinaria Publishing, 85 Ferris

’ Street, Bridgeport, CT 06605.




: “Frog Salad }'

is the surprising debut of a
sharp-toothed social critic in
lamb’s clothing” -Rosellen Brown

The leaflet for the HOBO benefit had been specific.
“Hey Old New Lefties,’ it said. “Wanna dance?”
And all these people had come 10 the party...

By Sally George

} CHARLES SCRIBNER'S SONS, 597 FIFTH AVE, NEW YORK, NY 10017

LESBIANS & GAY MEN: IF YOU'RE LOOKING FOR

an accountant # AA group  bar & bath * bookstore % car service w church

doctor % dog groomer # electrician & hotel % lawyer # publication % rap group
social group % switchboard % synagogue therapist % travel agent # youth group #
[ or any other business or nonprofit organization that specializes in serving gay people or
| actively welcomes them, YOU NEED GAYELLOW PAGES.

The NATIONAL EDITION, covering the entire USA and CANADA, costs $6.95 at your
bookstore (send stamped envelope for a list of outiets) or $8 by mail (US funds only;
outside North America, $9).

The NEW YORK/NEW JERSEY EDITION covers both states. Features include Manhattan

bar notes & separate Women's Section. $2.85 at your bookstore, or $3.50 by mail
(US funds; outside North America $4.50).

Ask for details of other Regional Editions published occasionally.

WANT TO LIST YOUR BUSINESS OR ORGANIZATION? There is absolutely no charge for a
basic listing. Send a stamped onvelozno for an application form and details to GAY LLOW
PAGES, Renaissance House, Box 29ZC0 Village Station, NY, NY 10014 (212) 929-7720.

Checks or money orders paﬁablo to Renaissance House or Gayellow Pages; cash should
not be sent through the mall.

GAYELLOW PAGES




SUBSCRIBE TO

BLACK AMERICAN LITERATURE FORUM

Recent Contributors: Alvin Aubert, Thomas Cripps, Tom Dent,
Owen Dodson, James A. Emanue!, Donaid B. Gibson, William
Greaves, John O. Killens, Clarence Major, Toni Morrison, Ishmael
Reed, Charles H. Rowell, Darwin T. Turner, Ahmos Zu-Bolton II.

Contents: Critical and pedagogical articles, interviews, bibli-
ographies, book reviews, poetry, graphics.

Cost: $4.00/year domestic (4 issues), $6.00/year outside the U.S.

Name
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