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Editor's Introduction 

This issue completes Vol. 1 of Lesbian Ethics. The next issue begins Vol. 2. I 
think LE is a real journal, that's here to stay. This also means that, for many of 
you, IT IS TIME 10 RENEW. 

It is marvelous to experience the cycle of an issue taking shape and becoming 
a physical reality. Each issue takes on a life of its own. And so far they seem to 
be taking 5 months, instead of the planned 4 months, to be born. Perhaps pro­
duction time will get shorter as production becomes more routine. 

I am particularly fond of this issue. (for one thing, I think I deserve special 
recognition for having produced three covers which are totally color uncoor­
dinated with each other. I do not know if this has been done before.) LE #3 is, J 
think, a particularly meaty and even controversial issue. Lesbian Ethics is a radi­
cal lesbian and a radical feminist journal, but that still leaves plenty of room for 
disagreement. Again I want to encourage readers to submit responses and reac­
tions to material that has appeared in this and previous issues. 

The Readers' Forum topic for Lesbian Ethics #1 (2) is "What Works." The pur­
pose of this forum, a suggestion of Julia Penelope's and Sarah Valenine's, is to 
refuel our sense of radical community and to strengthen our collective power 
by sharing information about what does work: Write us your favorite retorts to 
sexist remarks, tell us about successful lesbian actions - ones that didn't make 
the papers, ones that did, ones you didn't want to make the papers. (LE will 
print your contributions anonymously if you wish, but you do need to identify 
yourself to us.) Your contribution can be very brief (,,He said ' - - ~ I said ' - - "') 
or longer. I~ like to make this a regular LE feature, another way for. us to learn 
from each other and enjoy each other. 

A few items of business: 1) We are glad to forward mail to LE authors, if you 
enclose a stamped envelope we can do it in. 2) If you change your address you 
must let us know. THE POST OFFICE WILL NOT FORWARD YOUR COPY Of 
LE, since it is mailed bulk rate. 3) Please put your address on your letters, not , 
just on your envelope. 4) If you send a check or a letter and do not get a 
response in a reasonable time, please write again. I am sometimes very busy, 
but lesbian mail also does get lost. 

So, now, sink your teeth into LE #3. 

Jeanette Silveira 



The Mystery of Lesbians: 111 

Julia Penelope 

The Context of Choice 

Liberal feminists have made the word choice so attractive, as though all 
wimmin were capable of acting as autonomous, self-determining beings. 'We 
must respect all women's choices," they say, as though our choices are made in 
a vacuum, as though every single woman knew what her choices are or might 
be. Humanism ignores the fact that our choices, such as they are, are made in 
the context of heteropatriarchy. How many of our "choices'' are REAL choices? If 
there is a "politics of liberal feminism; it's nothing more than a way of 
rationalizing the fact that women continue to choose men. 

Many Lesbians have expressed surprise and pain about the phenomenon of 
wimmin who "go back to men:' Each of us knows at least two or three "lesbians" 
who've "gone back" to heterosexuality. Gloria Greenfield, for example, once a 
Separatist, later a co-owner of the now-defunct Persephone Press, describes her 
own shift in identity from Jewish Lesbian to Lesbian Jew in Nice Jewish Girls.1 

Now, she's married (but she didn't change her name). Because "choices" can 
only be made in the heteropatriarchal context, they're no choices at all. A 
Lesbian who prioritizes her heterosexual community doesn't live full-time in a 
Lesbian community, and her dual allegiances will lead, inevitably, to betrayals. 

The message sent to Lesbian Separatists by such Lesbians is: We don't need 
you. Maybe not. But/ need you: I need Lesbians. Many Lesbians cannot "go 
back" to men because we didn't start there. One can "go back" only to 
something she's previously "left:' The metaphor of "returning" to men or 
heterosexuality reveals the heterosexism of liberal feminism, because it assumes 
that All women are or have been heterosexuals, first. Heterosexuality becomes 
the touchstone of their identity. 

I have no heterosexual community to return to. It's just not that simple. 
Maybe, as Beverly Smith has suggested, white Lesbians become Separatists 
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because we have to reject white men and all they stand for.2 But we could 
certainly choose to identify with gay men; we do, after all, share an oppression. 
There may be some truth in what Beverly said, but it ignores every Asian, 
Native American, Black, or Chicana Lesbian who has chosen herself and other 
Lesbians as her priority. Separatists didn't invent racism or classism or sexism. 
We may not be any better than anybody else, but we're also no worse, and anti­
Separatist Lesbians of Color, like Barbara Smith, have allowed themselves to be 
used by anti-Separatist caucasian feminists, who wield more power than they 
do, because of skin privilege.3 These attempts to discredit Separatist political 
analysis have caused Separatists of Color a lot of pain because the statements 
have been used by caucasian anti-Separatists to justify ignoring and isolating 
Separatists of Color, thereby denying them support and making them more 
invisible." 

When we talk about "choices," let's at least try to be honest with each other. 
We have enough pain and sufficient obstacles in our lives not to compound it 
all by lying to each other. Those Lesbians who believe they must make a 
"choice" in prioritizing their oppressions, who feel they must choose between 
the racism, classism, or anti-Semitism of caucasian Lesbians and the Lesbo­
phobia of their genetic communities will, I hope, make their choices well . 
We don't choose the ethnic, racial, religious, or economic communities into 
which we're born. We can choose a commitment to other Lesbians. We can 
also reject the idea of Lesbian community, and many Lesbians have done just 
that, by returning to the "safety" of their genetic communities and rejecting me. 
They say, and I believe it's true, that they feel "safer'' choosing labels and com­
munities that include men. But I believe that "safety'' is illusory and dangerous 
to Lesbians. Is the hatred and violation of Lesbians in male groups easier to 
tolerate than whatever racism or classism still infects the minds of white 
Lesbians? If so, let's say so and have the realities of the choices we make or 
don't make out in the open between us. Choose men, reject Separatists, but 
don't try to justify your choice by trashing us. · 

I've singled out racial and ethnic conflicts here because Lesbians like Barbara 
Smith have used them as a pretext for diverting our attention from wimmin's 
issues. But the return to men and their communities is going on under a variety 
of other guises as well. I could expect, and get, praise for dropping my political 
commitment to Lesbians and turning my energies to combatting racism, or 
classism, or fighting for animal rights. Because I'm an obvious Lesbian, I have no 
credibility in the heteropatriarchy. Any cause I chose would be discredited by 
my voice unless I also chose INVISIBILITY. I'd have to choose to abandon the 
priority I give to Lesbian existence. 

lfl contrast, writers like Rita Mae Brown and musicians like Holly Near can 
use their ability to pass in order to make money from liberal heterosexuals. 
Such wimmin may excuse their choice by claiming, as Rita Mae has, that they're 
"artists" first and Lesbians second, but that's a convenient lie. The fact of the 
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matter is that it's not only more rewarding to label oneself an "artist" rather than 
a Lesbian, it's also safer, because "artist'' is a category validated in the 
heteropatriarchy. 

Similarly, I have no sons to bind me to the heteropatriarchy. I cannot see 
myself as having any political investment in "human beingism" as some Lesbians 
with sons do. I was a humanist before I became a feminist, and I know that the 
neo-humanism now popular among feminists is a way of ignoring choices; I 
understand that none of our choices in these days is easy. But, really, is it also 
necessary to discredit and trivialize Separatists in the process? Is there some­
thing inherent in the nature of your choices that requires you to claim that my 
choice is invalid? Do those choices necessitate my dismissal? 

As Sid Spinster pointed out in her excellent rebuttal of Adrienne Rich's 
confused "Notes for a Magazine: What Does Separatism Mean?":5 

It's time for non-Separatist Lesbians to start explaining yourselves. What does it 
mean to not be a Separatist in "our" movement? What is your strategy for the 
defeat of patriarchy over the long haul? Can you honor the choice of Separatist 
wimmin of color not to work with men? Is it racist not to be a Separatist; not 
to withdraw your support from patriarchy, not to fight for an anti-racist 
Lesbian-identified culture? · 

I have yet to hear even attempted answers to Sid's questions, which indicates 
two things to me: First, the nee-humanists among us didn't (and don't) take her 
questions seriously; second, they can't afford to take them seriously because 
they don't have answers to them. To date, neo-humanists have substituted 
Separatist-baiting and name-calling for outlining a viable, plausible political 
analysis of their own, thereby avoiding the unpleasant prospect of asking 
themselves questions they're afraid to answer. 

My politics aren't something I can put on and take off like designer jeans 
(even if I could find them in my size) . My politics are me. I believe that the 
same is true for other Lesbians who call themselves Separatists, Lesbians who 
refuse to put aside their priorities for the illusory benefits of neo-humanism. 
There are too many Jewish Lesbian Separatists who have chosen the potential of 
Lesbians together, in spite of anti-Semitism among us. There are too many Black 
Lesbian Separatists who choose other lesbians, in spite of racism, for the vision 
of a community where we can be together. So many Separatists are working­
class or poor that charges of "elitism" and "privilege'' would be laughable if they 
didn't come from other lesbians who should know better. 

Let's be honest with each other. let's stop hiding behind the rhetoric of the 
left of the 1960's: Separatism isn't racist, classist, or elitist. Those are fashionable 
labels used to discredit Separatist analysis, they're substituted to hide the void in 
other "analyses:' Ironically, in spite of efforts to keep Separatists invisible in the 
WlM media, we have a quasi-mythical grass-roots reputation because the 
visible "stars" of WLM can't resist taking potshots at us. So a lot of newcomers to 
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WIM are told that •separatists are bad," but the few who might tak~ the tim_e to 
check things out for themselves don't know where to go to get the informat10n 
that would enable them to make their own judgments. 

for years now, Separatists (and Separatism) have been cast as the "villains" in 
episode after episode of the WLM soap opera. We turn up in some of the most 
unlikely places: Friedan's It Changed My Life, Morgan's Going Too Far (as the 
dreaded "'killer dykes;, insulted in the last segment of Joanna Russ's Extra 
(Ordinary) People.• And the spectre of "separatism" is frequently raised by their 
•gay brothers"' whenever individual gay wimmin finally tell them that they're 
tired of "struggling" with gay male misogyny. 

Weve been made into the ogres lurking under bridges in the WLM fairy tale. 
A rap group for young Lesbians in Washington, DC was told, a couple of years 
ago, simply that "Separatism was a bad thing, unrealistic, man-hating, etc:' 
When the facilitator of this group was asked where one might go to read about 
Separatism, she didn't know. At a workshop on racism in Lincoln last year, one 
Lesbian asserted that "the Separatist bent" in the Lincoln wimmin's community 
was responsible for the racism there. fortunately, a Separatist was present who 
pointed out that racism had a significantly longer history in Lincoln (and 
elsewhere) than Lesbian Separatism, and it wasn't likely that one could account 
for racism among Lincoln wimmin because of the six (or eight, depending on 
how one counts) Separatists who live there. 

But we must ask, and seriously, what kind of stupidity exists among us that 
such assertions are accepted, believed, and repeated as though they make 
sense. Why do the lesbians who utter such nonsense gather followings around 
them as though their garbage was astute political analysis? Such assertions are 
common in Lesbian and feminist communities all over the U.S., and this scape­
goating has given us enough notoriety that many Lesbians find their way to 
reliable sources of information on their own eventually. What worries me are 
the larger numbers who don't bother to find anything out for themselves, 
accepting instead whatever they're told about Separatism and Separatists 
regardless of the credibility of the source. This docility is evidenced on an even 

· larger scale in our preference for negative information about other Lesbians, 
information which we rarely bother to check out and simply accept as "true" 
without considering the sourc.e or the probability of distortion. In contrast, we 
hardly ever pass along positive information about each other. Where does this 
comefroml . · 

As they were about the ancient Amazons, stories are told, events are 
~borated according to the .taste of whoever's telling the story, and no one 
knows for sure what's lad an(I what's fiction. But Lesbians go on becoming 
Sepa~ No, Wf!re notlhe media •stars" so doted upon by heterosexuals, but 
the hostility and ,_ di~ • .U$ have worked in our favor. Were not 
ensast,d1rr a dia~ewith;heterosexuals. Most of us, however reluctantly, have 
0!CJ.ded dJat our ~n~es must W, to other Lesbians; attempts to talk to 
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heterosexual feminists are usually frustrating and depressing. Lesbians are the 
focus of our lives. In contrast to all the wimmin's voices telling us we should be 
working with "progressive'' men and their issues. For this "narrowness" we'll 
never be "forgiven:' But no one is attacking us because we aren't "struggling'' 
with fat men, for example, to eradicate sizeism and looksism in our society, 
even though a lot of Separatists are fat and have these issues in common with 
fat men. Why aren't heterosexual and Lesbian feminists calling us names for 
excluding fat men from our lives? 

Partly because they have no interest in fat issues; partly because they've 
bought the Virginia Slims theory of "liberation;' But the crux of the matter 
remains that Separatists have steadfastly maintained, even those (like myself) 
who have, on occasion, worked in coalitions, that MEN ARE THE ENEMY. 
Weve insisted that our primary commitment is to Lesbians (or, for some, to 
wimmin in general). Liberal feminists are embarrassed and threatened by our 
refusal to let go of wimmin and our issues as priorities, and, lacking a coherent 
political analysis of their own, they've resorted instead to calling us "man-haters;' 
"elitist," "privileged," "racist:' and, yes, "fascist:' every name that'll set liberal knees 
ajerking. Judy Grahn once observed, when we were discussing this phenom­
enon, that she'd never heard a heterosexual woman called "fascist;' only Les­
bians. (Recently, a group of Separatists in the Bay Area told participants at the 
Jewish Feminist Conference that Jewish Lesbian Separatists didn't appreciate 
being called "fascists;' Why isn't the anti-Semitism of this name-calling obvious?) 
Why do wimmin/Lesbians feel comfortable comparing any woman to powerful, 
evil, violent men like Hoover, McCarthy, and Hitler? Why do they immediately, 
reflexively, grab for the most odious male name they can think of and wield it 
as a weapon against us? What is the source of this deep-felt need to discredit 
and hurt Separatists? The viciousness itself is a cowardly, feeble act of decep­
tion, a dangerous masquerade in which Separatists are portrayed as the male 
enemy so that other wimmin can feel powerful by attacking us, instead of con­
fronting their very real powerlessness in this culture. What comfort can there be 
in this? 

Separatists have been saying this for years, but it bears repeating again (and 
again and again): We choose wimmin or we choose men. Let's drop the 
deception and the rhetoric. Let those feminists who prefer men, who need to 
work with men in order to feel good about themselves, who require the 
company of men, who feel safer with men, simply say so and claim their 
choice out front. I won't like that choice, and I won't approve of it, but I'll 
respect the honesty of the assertion. 

What angers me are the elaborate justifications and abstract theorizing about 
choosing the causes and movements which are validated by segments of the 
heteropatriarchy. What angers me i~ the hostility directed at me, as though 
hurting me will somehow discredit my decisions to work with Lesbians and 
make choosing men seem a courageous and necessary act. But this is nothing 
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more than the old trick of heteropatriarchal reversal, a tactic also being used 
successfully by the S & M "feminists• wh~re marty~ing themselv~ for the_"cause" 
of PORNOGRAPHY. Choosing wimmin over men ,s scary; choosing Lesbians 
over the safer category, wimmin, is even scarier. I know; I'm scared a lot. When 
I get really terrified and think I can't go o~ ch~sing ~es .. bians for one mo~e day, 
I recall the image of Robin Morgan weeping p1t1fully m Not a Love Story' 
because her decision to stay with "her man" and struggle with his sexism was so 
hard and painful for her, casting herself as the helpless heterosexual "victim" of 
Lesbian "oppression." That image has stayed with me because I was so angered 
and sickened by the hypocrisy and self-delusion of her plea for pity. What does 
it mean to say that one "loves a man" and, at the same time, to acknowledge 
the male violence experienced every day by millions of women? What does it 
mean to "love our oppressors'? Women have been loving men for millenia, and 
I can't see that it's done anything but worsen our situation. What does it mean, 
in the face of all evidence to the contrary, to believe that men, now, today, can 
be "rehabilitated: and to commit one's life to that belief? Why is that choice 
seen as "nobler" than choosing each other? Why is it so easy to be male­
sympathizers and cast Lesbian Separatists as the "oppressors"? Who's living in 
the "real world'? . 

Choosing men is simply not the same act as choosing wimmin or Lesbians, 
and its consequences are very different. I'm not talking here about lipstick, or 
pantyhose, or a hamburger. I'm not debating a matter of "taste" or "preference:' 
I'm talking about the conscious, aware decision to choose the safety of male 
approval instead of the risks and dangers and joys of a Lesbian community. 
Don't think for a moment I'm glorifying or romanticizing the day-to-day exhaus­
tion and tiresomeness of living among Lesbians, I'm not ignoring the pain I've 
experienced when other Lesbians have attacked and rejected me. I'm saying 
that, in spite of the pain and frustration I've experienced among Lesbians, we 
need each other. · .• 

Accepting the priorities of men as their own, liberal feminists hastened to 
rewrite the entire WLM agenda hoping, thereby, to get the male approval they 
knew would be withheld otherwise. This revisionism has had a foreseeable and 
subversive effect: There is no Jonger an identifiable, autonomous WLM in the 
U.S. That the word feminist and the derogatory women~ fibber continue to 
identify us as "man-haters" in the popular mind is beside the point. It feels very 
different for many of us who were once active and "inside" the Movement. (I 
know for a fact that J do speak here on behalf of wimmin other than myself.) 
What many now call the WLM Is indistinguishable from socialism, environmen­
talism, and a diluted, ineffectual brand of liberalism that occasionally affirms a 
'concerrf about racism, anti-Semitism, and imperialism. If I'd wanted to con­
centrate my ~e$ on issues that affect non-women, l'd've signed up long 
before the seQ>lld w.ave crashed Qnto the shores of my consciousness; I didn't 
need femia,J~ to at,rt Q1e to the dan~rs of anti-~emitism, nuclear war, or 
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racial bigotry then, and I don't look to feminism to do that for me now. I grew 
up as a Lesbian among Jewish Lesbians; I know how anti-Semitism continues to 
flourish. I grew up trying to squeeze myself under my desk during the oblig­
atory "bomb drills" of the late Forties and the Fifties; I've been afraid of nuclear 
war since I watched mushroom cloud after mushroom cloud blossom into fire 
and ash on the movie screens of my childhood. I grew up in the racially­
segregated South; I've fought racism since I was old enough to ask my mother, 
'Why"? 

The WLM, once so hopeful and energetic, and even irreverent, has been 
successfully subverted from within as well as without. We cannot continue to 
put other issues and causes ahead of our own. Surely there are men capable of 
doing something worthwhile who don't require constant monitoring! 

I want wimmin who choose men to take responsibility for that decision, 
because it's a choice that everything in our society encourages, urges, mandates, 
requires. I live in a society that tells me every day to choose men. When I turn 
on the radio or television, no one screams at me to choose Lesbians. No one 
tells me to buy Diet Pepsi because then I'll meet "the Dyke of my dreams:' I'm 
not told to buy Hanes pantyhose because Dykes "prefer'' them! (Which is 
probably just as well for me!) In such a society, try to imagine the insult to my 
intelligence, my sensibilities, when Starhawk, who calls herself a "feminist; 
asserting that "we need images of both genders to enable us to come into all of 
our powers" and that "the part of us that feels free and autonomous, out of the 
realm of mother's control, comes to be identified with maleness; LEAPS to the 
conclusion that, "This might change, of course, if our childcare arrangements 
changed so that men as well as women become associated with the fears and 
pleasures of infancy .. ~1 

What kind of "political" analysis is this? It's pure heterosexualism.8 When 
Starhawk asserts that "we' need both sexes for role models, she blithely ignores 
those of us who were brought up by our mothers, liked it that way, and believe 
that our lives are better and stronger because we didn't have a male parent 
during our formative years. Some of us have managed to do well for ourselves, 
and, even though I agree with her claim that we associate freedom and 
independence with men, I can't conclude, with her, that allowing men access to 
babies and children will help to break that association. If anything, as an incest 
survivor, I believe that allowing men unlimited and unsupervised access to 
children is a stupid, dangerous idea, made to appear plausible in the context of 
a humanist framework that asks us to ignore real and provable differences 
between the behaviors and actions of women and men. If men get their way, 
and women let them participate in raising children, we'll very quickly notice a 
substantial increase in the numbers of incest victims. And I know too well the 
damaging extent and power of my past experiences as an incest victim, and 
how, without my being aware of it, those experiences controlled and poisoned 
my responses in intimate relationships.9 
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Where Do I Co from Herel 

It's time now to return to two of the central questions in this essay. First, why 
do wimmin who call themselves "feminists" refuse to name the enemy? Earlier, 
in Part II of this essay (Lesbian Ethics No. 2) I listed so many sources and 
varieties of FEAR that I don't think I need to do more than say, again, their fear 
of the consequences, male retaliation, is stronger than their need for freedom. 
We see such behavior in battered wimmin, who return, time after time, to the 
batterer, and they call their fear of change "love," or "financial dependence:' or 
"the children's sakes:" The willingness of wimmin to remain in battering relation­
ships brings me to the fact that we are, all of us, the "broken" wimmin of whom 
Mary Daly writes so eloquently:10 

From the earliest times of patriarchy countless mothers have been broken, and 
the resulting broken daughters have carried on the chain of fragmentation . . .. 
Women in the Misbegotten State have been assigned to break/divide the 
daughters. to break in their daughters, to break down their defenses, to cut off 
their possibilities for Originatcommunication. They are indeed unfettered in 
carrying out this male-ordered mission. 

The fact of the matter is that every single one of us is "broken"; not a one of 
us can claim that her self is whole. When we strike out at each other in anger 
or pain, were often acting out of our broken state, retaliating against each other 
for the damage done to us in the heteropatriarchy. In spite of 01.J'r best 
intentions, we persist in hurting each other. But we must break "the chain of 
fragmentation" somehow. Are there some ways we can acknowledge the old 
pain we carry within us, stay in touch with its origins enough so that we can 
realize our violent reactions to each other have their sources in the things men 
have done to us in the pastl Can we make it possible to begin to heal ourselves 
by allowing for mistakes, disagreements, and angry moments, by stepping 
outside the immediate situation, examining our own intentions and motivations, 
and saying to each other, -Yes, I made a mistake. Can we go on from here?" 
Must we continue the cycle of oppression among ourselves by expecting a level 
of perfection, even nobility, in each other, ·while, at the same time, excusing the 

- mistakes of menl Why are we kinder to men than we are to each other? 
Which brings me to the second question of this essay: If some of us are 

willing to name our enemy, men, why is it possible for us and apparently 
impossible for a majority of wimminl What is it in us that acknowledges our 
fear but feels compelled, in spite of it, to say, Men ·are the enemy? 

Almost everyone I know has a simple theory about the perceivable 
differences bttween ourselves and •the others:- Most of these theories start with 
"There are just two kinds of people in the world, the ______ and the 
______ ,, The blanks are easily filled in with the theorizer's then-
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current favorite opposites: the Good and the Bad, the Saved and the lost, the 
Suckers and the Con-artists, the Sadists and the Masochists, the Hawks and the 
Doves, the Haves and the Have-nots, the Anal and Oral retentives, the 
Dreamers and the Doers. Other theories about our differences get pretty 
sophisticated and allow for three classes: the good, the bad, and the ugly; 
ectomorphs, endomorphs, and mesomorphs; the lower, middle, and upper 
classes; the stupid, the average, and the bright. 

Well, as a good friend once observed, theories are like assholes; everyone has 
one. I have an asshole, and I have a theory. Mine is also simple. It goes like this: 
There are two kinds of people, those who crave reality at any cost, and those 
who have to escape from reality, also at any cost. There are those who go crazy 
if they're told to ignore what they see around them, and those who go just as 
crazy if reality is the only thing they can get. Of course, only a minority seems 
to need to stare long and hard at what they can see, and the business of 
providing illusions is the multi-million dollar industry of politicians, amusement 
parks, television, movies, and Madison Avenue, all of whom manufacture neat 
deceptions for the majority of people who don't want to know what's going on 
around them. 

Pretty simple, huh? But complicated, too. Who's to say what's "real" after all? 
Reality is a slippery item, and, as the quantum physicists assure us, we create 
the reality we perceive, we see only what we expect to see, and the cultural 
filters imposed on our minds guarantee limited and conventional vision. So 
maybe the people I say are escapees from reality are the ones who "really'" 
know what's going on and I'm the one who "can't face the truth :' (I'll grant that 
that's possible, but I'm dubious. This is my theory, after all, so I get to put myself 
in the "good" category, those who need real ity to feel safe.) Indeed. What we 
believe we know exists depends utterly on where were standing in the world at 
a specific moment. Here's what I believe I know: Men rule the world. Men rape 
women. Men rape all females, their daughters, wives, mothers, sisters, grand­
daughters and any other female unlucky enough to be accessible to them when 
"the urge" strikes. Men beat women up, cripple them, maim them, starve them, 
kill them. Men make money and war. Heterosexuality insures that men will 
always have a ready and willing supply of females for their uses. 

That's what I see around me every day I live, and some days are worse than 
others. I would welcome anyone who can demonstrate to me that I'm wrong, 
that my perceptions are distorted by where I stand in the world. But don't trot 
out your "exceptional man" to show me; everyone has one or claims to have 
one, including me. But I'm not willing to base my entire political analysis on his 
existence. I wish I had a dollar for every heterosexual feminist who's challenged 
my Separatism by claiming that "her man" is "different:' and, then, after she'd 
become a Lesbian, confided to me that he was a rapist, a batterer, a violent 
misogynist. I remember my mother telling me, when she still hoped that I'd turn 
out heterosexual, that "a good man is one in a million" and holding up my dead 
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father to me as evidence. Heterosexual women know men for the untrust­

worthy, base individuals that they are. Why, then, do they persist in defending 

them, lying for them, and protecting theml Is this, perhaps, proof of the 

•mothering instinct,• since the facts so clearly contradict the assertions? Is it 

possible that they can't "help themselves"? 
In a conversation (November 9, 1984), Jennifer Lynne suggested that the 

difference seems to stem from how individual wimmin deal with their 

knowledge of oppression. Some seem to take the information inside, turn it 

over, look at it from every angle they can think of, and, on the basis of that 

examination, set about the processes of changing themselves; their commitment 

moves from the inside out, from their experiences of oppression and their 

construction of hopes to those of other wimmin. Others in contrast, seem to 

acquire the information about their oppressed situation, learn the appropriate 

rhetorical noises to make, yet don't seem to change themselves. They can talk 

about "wimmin's oppression: or the need to eradicate pornography, or the 

importance of dealing with racism, but there's a barrier of some kind between 

the words their lips are forming and the inside of their minds, because the 

shape of their lives doesn't seem to change over the years. They go on hurting 

other wimmin and seem oblivious to the damage they do in our communities. 

Some have called this the process of intellectualizing our oppression. 

Take, for example, the night I ended up defending Judy Chicago's "Dinner 

Party," something lij never imagined I'd find myself doing. A local wimmin's 

collective had shown the movie about the making of "The Dinner Party" to raise 

money. At a bar later, I found myself in a heated argument with another lesbian 

who had nothing but criticisms about the art itseff, the movie about it, the 

processes involved, etc. etc. I've criticized "The Dinner Party" myself; i think I 

know its flaws as well as anyone. Yet, something about the criticisms of this 

Lesbian grated; something about her intensity, her persistence in refusing to say 

that there might be anything positive about Judy Chicagds art, made me doubt 

the reasons underlying her totally negative, critical approach to Chicagds 

efforts. Finding words for what I felt is hard, but I think it was the way she 

dismissed everything about 'The Dinner Party,' denied it any value at all, insisted 
upon its •wrongness.• : · . . 

That, and the fact that this particular Lesbian had never taken any risks herself 

in the commun~ had oever tried to do anything, become active in one of the 

many~llP,SJ' CO.ntributed ~nything of her own to our efforts on behalf of 

:m)riiij):,lnt.etd,, 5he tematned al'?°f from all. the groups, and had set herself 

dp ~~frse1f i ns,ble for tellmg those of us who were trying to 
0 "8~~~ 11u~•:t.J.~ iAgi~e ou~t we .were doing wrong. And she may have 

r,~~tle, sfoppecf. listening, and then I stopped caring. 

a ~ b~ rd for anything; she didn't take the time to 

J~ ere, lj hJnk you made a mistake there:' The 

~ !& ~ n _. token ack~owleclgement that, in spite 
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of mistakes, we might also have accomplished some positive things. Had she 
been working alongside any of the wimmin she criticized so freely, had she 
herself contributed to the community, I think my reaction would've been 
significantly different. As it was, I found myself trying to get her to say that 
something, anything, about ''The Dinner Party" was deserving of her approval. 
To no avail. Yet, she has now aligned herself with the politics of the male left 
and, from that position, harangues other wimmin about their alleged misdeeds 
and misbehaviors. 

Broken? Yes, she's a broken woman. So am I. And I've done the same thing or 
been perceived as doing the same thing. I, too, have forgotten or neglected to 
say, "Good job, but don't you think such-and-such could've been handled 
better?" But I've also been taking my own risks along the way; I've also been 
"putting myself on the line,H open to the judgments of other wimmin myself. My 
own commitment to change was visible and explicit, and I think I've been 
consistent enough in my willingness to take risks that I've earned some measure 
of latitude for my mistakes, some credibility, at least, for the quality of my 
commitment. It's too easy to sit back and ridicule or trivialize another woman's 
efforts, to deflect our ancient anger against men and target other wimmin for its 
expression. It's called "horizontal hostility" and is the behavior that most surely 
marks an oppressed group. We will, every time, turn our anger in on ourselves 
rather than direct it against the perpetrators of our oppression. I'm not 
advocating the kind of liberalism that urges uncritical support or validation for 
every impulse or idea of any woman. We need to be critical of each other, and 
it's easier to see the errors and misconceptions of someone else than it is to see 
them in ourselves. We need to remain aware of heteropatriarchal traps, to 
monitor ourselves as well as other wimmin, to question, question, question. 

But we cannot go on as we are. We may have to consider the possibility that 
being Lesbians simply isn't "enough" to enable us to create communities for 
ourselves. Perhaps because of ~y own experience, my necessary reliance on 
other Lesbians for community, and my lack of investment in any heterosexual 
group, I've believed that we, Lesbians, do need each other. The strongest, surest 
part of me cries out for a Lesbian community. Part of me says I'll take a scruffy, 
loud-mouthed, pushy dyke any day, every day, because I'm a "scruffy dyke:•· A 
part of me is invested in the survival of every Lesbian, whether I like her or not. 
Maybe she's a vegetarian, an alcoholic, batterer or battered, sado-masochist, or 
hermit, but she's created herself, and every day she lives she's backed up against 
the same wall I am, the heteropatriarchy. 

There's no retreat from that simple fact. I can't Hgo back" to anywhere from 
here. Once I became conscious of my oppression and all that my life would 
never be because of it, I closed that door. Now, I must continue, somehow, to 
live the conceptual impossibility of being a _Lesbian, of trying to make myself 
whole. That is my reality, my life. Now I re-member. 

Can we call each other to being other than we are, for the sake of a vision we 
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can live toward, at the same time remembering that we will conti_nue to make 

mistakes, continue to hurt each other, conti~ue ~o forget how serious o_ur 

differences arel Can we be critical and remain kind, learn perhaps to disagree 

honestly without disowning each otherl Can we value and respect each other's 

strengths, skills, and talents without devaluing ~urselvesl Can we learn to thank 

each other for time and effort? Can we stop taking each other for granted, and 

stay in touch with the miracle of self-realization that each of us is? Can we 

focus more on the good things we do without forgetting that we must continue 

the process of critical self-examination? Can we end the destructive effects of 

our victimization in the heteropatriarchy, distinguish the pain we bring with us 

into our communities, identify when our feelings arise out of past experiences 

and gradually learn to respond to our present context? Can we break the 

control that our past exercises over us in order to create a present context for 

survival? Can we unlearn the behaviors of victims and come to value ourselves 

as survivors? So far, our anger and frustrations, directed at each other rather 

than our real enemies, have worked to destroy us internally far more 

successfully than any retaliatory actions undertaken by men. Can any one of us 

afford to do their work for them? 
Can we go on togetherl 
There are three possible answers to that question: yes, no, and maybe. I can't 

assume a positive answer, as much as I'd like to. We can no longer assume that 

"being lesbians" is •enougJ1W of .a bond to enable us t~ put ourselves first. Maybe 

we can't go on together, and we need to look at this negative possibility now, 

acknowledge it and talk about it. Perhaps only a few of us are, first and last, 

identified as Lesbians.. If so, we need to find each other and work out ways of 

supporting our vision of a community where we can heal ourselves, or find 

satisfactory ways of reconciling ourselves to our isolation. 

Wf!re at •maybe-' now, and we must be honest with ourselves. If the answer is 

•no: then we can all •go bade to whatever we were doing before the dream of 

a Lesbian movement called forth our best energies and commitment. I will not 

base my Jife on deluded expectations and false hopes. Easy affirmations won't 

do either. lftheansweris'yes:then we have a lot of hard work to do as we 

renew our focus on aeating a lesbian community, and we'll have to begin by 

discovering values we share; valoes that will identify us to each other. 

I suggest we besiawflh hon~ of the variety that originates in critical self­

examination, eadJ•• ~"herself exactly what we want and expect from 

oth~ •esbia~ an4 lt!SQftf in darity. Whatever we do, we deserve honesty and 

darityfii:,m.~,., notgo on together, as lesbians, we need to 

sayilncJMti 
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Lesbian Therapy 
A Reader's Forum 

An Open Letter to an Abusive Therapist 

Ab • 1· nt/therapist relationships happen all too frequently. Is it because us,ve c 1e 
1 0 

. . . h 
th ·sts re incompetent or just bad peop e? r 1s 1t Just t e nature of 

erap, a f I b' /f · · h therapy? In any case, how does the pr~ence o es_ ,an emm'.st t ~rapists in our 
communities affect our relationships with them, with the lesbians in our lives, 
and with ourselves? This is an open letter to a lesbian/feminist therapist who 
acted unethically and unprofessionally with me, her client. I have heard of 
other 1/f therapists who have acted similarly. So I'm writing this for all of us 
saying, "Sisters, surely we can do much better .. :' 

"Before we get started, there's something I need to tell you. Two months ago, I 
terminated therapy with Claudia because I found myself attracted to her. I said 
that she could contact me if she wanted to pursue being lovers with me. She 
called last week and we had lunch together. I'm not sure what will happen but I 
told Claudia that I would have to tell you. We can talk about it one more time 
before our next session together. I think we can still continue therapy together:' 

Then you stopped. Your rehearsed speech over, you quietly sat expectant for 
my response. I had stopped breathing moments earlier when your words came 
crashing into my understanding. My mind raced to sort out what I thought I 
had just heard. Claudia had been my lover (more accurately, sexual partner) for 
about a month. That was a year ago. Indeed, not a very long time - hardly 
anything. But the quickness, intensity, and joy of our "relationship" had so 
affected ~e that I hadn't been able to let go of it. I had attached great impor­
tance to it. A~~-now you, my lesbian/feminist therapist, were informing me that 
you were desmng to have a lover relationship with Claudia who, up until 
recently, had also been one of your clients!! 

There are two dimensions to this situation: Claudia's and mine. I can only 

l 
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offer an observer's view on Claudia's situation based on what little she's told me. 
Claudia went to therapy to work on a specific issue, basically relationship/non­
monogamy/jealousy {it stemmed from the experience of her last long term 
relationship). She went to you partially because she perceived you as someone 
who had an outlook on and experience with what Claudia was seeking. You 
exploited her "process:' Sure, it's possible for a therapist to be attracted to a 
client. There are ways of dealing with that. Discuss it with a colleague or with 
your own therapist. If that doesn't work, terminate therapy - but don't pursue a 
relationship! Oh, but isn't that unenlightened of me? Doesn't my narrowness 
short circuit the possibilities for women relating with each other? Isn't it possible 
you can work it out? Did you subconsciously think that you could help in 
practice (through relationship) what Claudia was struggling to do in theory 
(through therapy)? If so, I think you were wrong - because of the power and 
emotional imbalance inherent in a therapist/client relationship. For Claudia's 
sake, I hope I'm wrong. 

But really it's up to Claudia to decide her situation. I can only reflect on my 
end of the experience. When you first told me about how you wanted to be 
lovers with Claudia, I felt betrayed and vulnerable. (How could you smugly 
claim for yourself a joy that I knew could no longer be mine?) I became over­
whelmingly aware of the power imbalance between us. (You knew a lot about 
me, I really knew little about you. Anything I said could masterfully be twisted 
by the logic of psychobabble.) I couldn't help but feel the exploitation of my 
insecurities and self-consciousness. (What did you tell Claudia about me? Of 
course she'd want you, I'm not really attractive and I'm really possessive! Also, 
you knew I was attracted to you, why didn't you choose me?) Immediately I 
perceived myself as "the loser;' "the victim;' and finally, as "the one who just has 
to accept it because that's the way it is'.' 

And while I cried my pain, kicked and screamed my hurt, and vented what 
little anger I could muster, you sat there calm, rational, and quiet. You crossed 
the line in pursuing your personal desires and then retreated into the role as 
therapist while I "dealt with it'.' We had stayed in the boundaries of our client/ 
therapist relationship - until this incident, when you touched one of my rawest 
emotional nerves. (And later I was to feel further embarrassed and frustrated by 
my explosion, because once again, I let you know how I felt while from you I 
got stony silence.) I asked you why you were so quiet, didn't you have anything 
to say, how did you feel about me and the way I acted, didn't you have any 
reflections? And what did you say? No, you had said all you wanted to say, you 
had said how you felt, you had no reason to judge me. By your silence, how 
could I believe differently. 

I think this situation opens up some important issues about the use of therapy 
in our lesbian communities. I'm sure there are many reasons why women go to 
therapy (crisis, particular issue, depression, whatever). But regardless of the 
issue, the purpose is to establish some sort of relationship in which a woman 



-

18 A Reader's Forum 

. •ve challenger, a miracle worker. For as long 

has a friend, a confidant, an objectilways resented paying for someone I can trust 

as I have been in t~py, 1 have._: .. se she was being paid, I always doubted 

and someone who listens. And, uc:-U h • I • k 

that the therapist liked me (though many_l/f t erap1sts c arm to ta ea woman as 

a client only if they feel they can work w.!~h her). . . . 

Th h I knew you weren't "my friend, 1t was those qual1t1es I was searching 

for. ::.~t is not friendship when one woman does all the emoting and the 

other is the objective listener. Though at times you may have shared your 

perspectives and feelings, the power equation was unbalanced (and therefore 

not mutual) because I was paying and you were the "professional;' the one with 

the insight and knowledge. 

lesbian/feminist therapists see many women in the community as clients. 

Therefore, they have a lot of information about many women (including women 

who may not want to be known)! Do we really want so few women having that 

much informationl Cl don't, now that I know what you have done with the 

information that I gave you about myself.) Can any therapist be so objective 

about all that she encounters both professionally and socially? Where are the 

boundariesl I have run into you in some social settings. How am I supposed to 

actl Will you talk to me in any meaningful wayl You once told me that what­

ever I said about myself in therapy you do not associate with me in the social 

setting. And I, on the other hand, don't know how to make small talk because I 

have shared the important intimacies of my life with you. I do not like this 

patriarchal fragmentation and partitioning. It doesn't allow us to encounter each 

other woman to woman. • 

1 respected you and trusted you. I valued your insight and your self­

co~fiden~e. Why ~id ~u feel it was~imP,Ortant to inform me about your 

actions with Oaud,al Did you ~l.d fiod out $0mehow and that it would be 

better that I knew from ~l ~me sense of fairness? Did it have to 

do with your sense of in !)'of showing some openness and 

;;:,~ o~_didJ:' t I had not let go of my feelings 

SOm d 
au •a! . ~ Jd spark some jealousy and worse yet 

e eeppam1n hi · h I · 

gol Or did you Ila>., Le P. me sooner m t er~py !o ~t .'t 

and therapistl f,,QWing you were a caring ,emm1st 

It doesn't ma 
perceived that 
Youweret>evtm~ 
Nothing I 
nothing I 
wanted to 
decidedto 
role and 
plishedJM 

yourself as honest and open, I 

f-righteou$. You were the master. 

i'J.IOt argue with your righteousness. 

oi guilty or wrong. There was 

J WU J:)OWerless. And you still 

t,you still could be. When I 

wanted to continue in your 

~ ~me so far and accom- . 

still things that I needed to 



Lesbian Therapy 19 

work on. I should still continue therapy. Well, thank-you for the condescension. 
It has taken me a long time to begin to articulate the hurt, the anger, and the 

betrayal that I felt in this situation. And I have worked hard to maintain my self­
esteem through this. I've wanted for so long to have you know what you've 
done. But as I said before, I could not approach your righteousness. I did not 
want to subject myself to your anger as you would try to justify yourself. You 
wouldn't take me seriously, as I now feel you never did. But most importantly, I 
did not want to give you anything more of myself. I did not want to become 
more vulnerable. You knew how I felt about Claudia. I, of course, would have 
felt bad regardless of whoever was to be her new sexual partner. But because of 
what passed between Claudia and me, and from my understanding of our con­
versations, I still, unfortunately, held on to the hope that we might get together 
again. But because her new lover turned out to be you, I felt mocked and 
betrayed. Not only because of my past with Claudia but also because you knew 
my insecurities around being an attractive sexual woman. You knew my self­
confidence vulnerabilities. In some ways, this reopened my feelings of being 
crazy, stupid, and out of control. How could I have given you so much power 
in my life? 

One of my perceptions of this experience comes as a question about women 
in therapy. Why did I undermine my own judgment? Why did I doubt my 
instincts? Your reputation, both positive and negative, preceded you. You were 
known to some as an excellent therapist. On the other hand, you were known 
as "sexually promiscuous," as emotionally cruel to your love'rs, as a wedge 
between lovers in a relationship. I perceived you as sexually self-confident and 
aware. I was wary of going to a therapist whose sexuality and sensuality were so 
frightening to me. This uncomfortableness, however, was something I wanted to 
"overcome:' I hoped to learn from you. 

By investing my trust and confidence in a therapist, I handed my own 
authority over to someone else. Also, I didn't need to use my friends as con­
fidants, thereby, of course, giving a certain superficiality to our relationships. 
How many other lesbians does this happen to? How does it affect the way 
lesbians in our communities trea~ and respond to each other? Fortunately, the 
friends to whom I spoke about this experience were very supportive. Also, the 

· handing over of one's self-authority to the perceptions of a therapist continues 
the woman-as-victim cycle. I felt victimized in this situation. And though many 
1/f therapists think that therapy helps women to discover and claim their own 
power, this does not address the real power differential that exists between 
therapist and client. 

Since this happened, I have seen you at some of the women's events in town. 
You are very solicitous to me. I am furious with you. And you have said that if 
there's anything I want to talk to you about you're willing to listen. Listen to this: 
Go to hell. 
· Recently, because of a conversation you had with a mutual friend, you 
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. ed v. lied to say that you hadn't realized how betrayed I felt 
apolog1z to me. ,ou ca h. • , · 
You acknowledged that you made a mistake. But at t 1s point,, I m not ready to 

· t apology: It doesn't feel real or honest to me. I dont trust you. The 
accep your • , •1 f' 
bottom line is that you fucked up. An apology doesn t eas1 y 1x how I feel. 
Since you've broken a contract with me, I sh?u_ld deman~ the_ return ~f the fees 
I paid you. (Claudia should do the same.) Th•~ 1s not the first time ~ou ve s

1

aid, 
"lt11 never happen again;" Maybe you should Just stop, because saying you re 
sorry and not adjusting your behavior i~n't acceptable. _I'm not ex_pecting you to 
be perfect. But I do have high expectations for the ethical behavior of women, 
especially lesbians, because we have so much creativity and life to offer to each 
other. We can't afford to abuse each other, we get enough of that from the 

patriarchy. Healing is essential. 
I have learned, yet another time, that my strength lies in me. I am continuing 

to appreciate that fact. I don't easily trust people. Trust is something women 
have so little of in each other. Therapy is something that is billed as a relation­
ship of trust and confidence. I trusted you. I like you. I respected you. You were 
a model of strength for me. Women have need to recognize other women as 
models. But I must ask one final question. In a relationship in which the power 
differential is clear, was I really being trusting? Or was I merely finely tuning the 
art of manipulation as a means for survival? In this world of patriarchy, women 
need to come together as allies in mutuality. I think I will now spend more 
intimate time with my friends. 

Mev Miller 

Mal practice 

I am currently suing a lesbian feminist psychiatrist for medical malpractice. 
The ethical issue is abuse of power. Although I would like to give a detailed 
account of what happened in therapy prior to my decision to take legal action, 
I cannot do so until the lawsuit closes. I think, however, that it is my moral duty 
to publish a letter warning lesbians that it is possible to be severely abused by a 
woman who advertises herself as a lesbian feminist therapist. 

This "healer' seduced, betrayed and abandoned me. She shattered my ability 
to trust. She broke my beliefs. She wrecked a long-term relationship, injuring my 
lesbian lover too. Years have passed and I remain shocked, distraught, and 
fragmented by the experience. Meanwhile this therapist continues to treat 
lesbian patients. So I would advise women to be painstakingly cautious about 
choosing a therapist. Investigate her background. Be thorough and skeptical. 
Ask how she views therapist/client sex; do not enter therapy with someone who 
approves of it or who considers the therapy relationship a "real" relationship. If 
you have the slightest flicker of doubt about the therapist, trust your own 
perceptions. 
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For myself, after my former therapist's psychic/sexual abuse of me, I don't trust 
therapists anymore. Why? Because the imbalance of power endemic to that 
"relationship'' makes the patient/client vulnerable in ways that she would never 
otherwise allow herself to be, even in an intimate relationship with a lover. The 
very definition of therapy requires one to open up more deeply than she would 
in any normal relationship. In this abnormal state of childlike dependency 
(transference), the patient/client, no matter how mature and/or sensible she 
usually is, can no longer be responsible for her behavior within the therapeutic 
situation in the way she can and should be for her choices in a real relationship 
between equals. Again, the therapeutic relationship is not real, no matter how 
much we may wish it to be. One woman unveils her dearest secrets, bares her 
soul, while the other observes in unshared safety, risking relatively little. This 
one-sided exchange fosters a false sense of security, a sense of absoluteness and 
certainty that one cannot get from authentic relationships. Therein, of course, 
lies both the appeal and the danger of therapy. As Mary Daly wrote in her 
unsurpassed analysis of feminist therapy in Cyn/Ecology: The Metaethics of 
Radical Feminism: 

The same incongruities that are inherent in the role of females who would 
be christian priests and ministers are ingrained in the functions of the newly 
ordained female priests of therapy ... My criticism concerns therapy as a way 
of life, as an institutionalized system of creating and perpetuating false needs, 
of making and maintaining depression, of focusing/draining women's energy 
through fixation upon periodic psychological "fixes:' My criticism concerns the 
emotional, economic, and intellectual hooking of women into a perpetual pro­
cession of cyclic re-turning, which provides false security and prevents inde­
pendent risking/questing .. . I suggest that the god of therapy is therapy itself 
. .. For this reason, any criticism of therapy threatens/terrorizes the ther­
apeutized . . . Like religion, therapy tends to replace transcendence, assuming/ 
consuming all process, draining creative energy, eliminating Originality, mis­
labeling leaps of imagination, shielding the Self against Self-strengthening 
Aloneness. The Self becomes a spectator of her own frozen, caricatured 
history. (pp. 280-83) 

When I first selected this psychiatrist, I considered myself superbly discerning 
and exceptionally insightful about human character. What I failed to see was 
the tragic extent to which a woman can misuse power. Wearing a mask of kind­
ness and compassion, appearing to be wise and altruistic, this "advanced" 
thinker used her professional skills and personal charisma to persuade me to 
give my Self over completely to her care. Although I still agonize over why, she 
ultimately proved not merely indifferent to my welfare, but hostile towards me 
and even destructive to my survival. As humiliating as it feels, in part, to say 
this, the fact is that she almost destroyed me. In spite of months and months of 
unremitting anguish, terrifying alienation along with the blankness of being that 
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makes d~ir seem lighthearted in comparison, I am alive. But after devasta­

tion of this magnitude occurs, one can perhaps never entirely recover; if a lost 

limb can never be regrown, the same is true for psychic mutilation. 

1 am aware that by naming what happened to me - by pointing a finger at a 

therapist _ I risk condemnation. Several close friends, themselves in therapy, 

have found it necessary to say to me that what happened to me could never 

happen to them. In other words, they perceive themselves as different from and 

therefore safer than the woman abused by another woman. They need to make 

it clear to themselves and to me that I am "other." And in this way they uninten­

tionally objectify me, perpetuating the humiliation begun by my ex-therapist. 

Isn't this kind of disassociation similar to what takes place when we assert, " I 

could never be raped. Rape happens to her, not to me. I'm different. I know 

something she doesn't:'? 
Besides, what woman would think it necessary to protect herself from another 

woman, especially from a woman who calls herself a lesbian feminist healer? 

The man on the suicide prevention line, upon hearing that I had been abused 

by a psychiatrist, urged me to rush to another therapist. "But this time choose a 

woman: he advised. It would seem that safety is nowhere to be found in patri­

archy. Except, maybe .. . (and I am still only falteringly believing this) safety 

within oneself as a dignified, solitary Self, distinct from social relationships, 

rooted in nature, and without profound answers, but still somehow afloat, and 

reaching out through words for some thread of kinship with others. 

Anonymous 

Lesbian Feminist Therapy: 
A Report and Some Thoughts 

The origins of this issue on lesbian feminist therapy go back several years, 

when I went to a "lesbian feminist" therapist with my lover, for couples coun­

seling. I had avoided therapy for many years, but thought of couples counseling 

as not-quite therapy. At our first meeting, after hearing both of our initial stories, 

this therapist turned to my lover and said, "I'm in a similar position to yours now 

in my relationship:" I felt very unsafe very fast. Since, not surprisingly, my lover 

liked this therapist better than I did, she asked the therapist a couple of sessions 

later if _she'd consider doi~g •ndividual counseling with either one of us at the 

same time ~ ~ were doing couples counseling. The therapist said, yes, she 

could be obJective and separate the two kinds of sessions in her mind. I said 

that I didn't beli~e that kind of objectivity was possible. She got angry at me 

that I ~s doubting her word, and took up a good portion of our time trying to 

fist:1t with me. There were several similar incidents, and I terminated the coun­

~mg a~er ~~ut two ~onths. Recently I read an article in Women & Therapy 
two feminist therapists," who reported on a "technique" with a heterosexual 
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couple of siding with the male in initial sessions. This is to keep him from 
bolting. These therapists viewed themselves as treating the relationship rather 
than individuals (it's called "systems theciry'1; thus, they did not have to confront 
their dishonesty to their clients. Very convenient, no actual persons to be 
responsible to. Perhaps, I thought on reading this article, our I/f therapist had 
been using this technique on my lover and I. This did not make me feel better, I 
do not like being lied to and manipulated by lesbians. 

A friend of mine had a very similar experience in couples counseling with a 
lesbian therapist, at about the same time I did. We were both very angry, and 
were frustrated that there was no way to call these therapists to account. We 
wanted to write down our stories and get someone to publish them, but the 
possibility seemed too remote to pursue. Moving forward a few years to the 
present, recently a friend (not a therapist but in their professional network) 
reported a feminist therapist saying to her, 'What are we going to do about all 
these lesbian therapists sleeping with their clients?" What indeed, I said, and 
decided to do this issue of Lesbian Ethics. 

Since that decision, I have learned a lot. For one thing, every lesbian to 
whom I mentioned the topic had a story. Here are some of them, from around 
the country: 

A prominent lesbian therapist was counseling a lesbian couple. She counseled 
Lesbian1 to leave Lesbian2, moved Lesbian1 into her house, and the two 
became lovers. 

A prominent lesbian feminist therapist was counseling a lesbian couple. With­
out the knowledge of Lesbian1 she had an affair with Lesbian2 while couple 
counseling was continuing. 

A prominent lesbian feminist therapist, who wrote a column for the local 
lesbian paper, formed a therapy cult like those described in Laura Brown's paper 
in this issue. She became lovers with one client and made her a co-therapist. 
She insisted that her clients engage in marathon counseling sessions with her, 
moved out of town, and would call them a_t all hours on the phone to do "coun­
seling:' Several of her clients filed complaints which resulted in her losing her 
license. 

Two therapists doing weight-loss counseling advertised in the lesbian com­
munity by using a picture of a fat woman with a circle and bar symbol over her, 
meaning "No Fat Women" (you know, like the bumper sticker, "No Fat Chicks'1. 

A lesbian said to me, "Most of my friends who go to therapy have a story 
about sleeping with a therapist. My drug dealer [the speaker is now clean and 
sober] had sex with her therapist and they used to take drugs together~ 

A lesbian therapist is known for socializing extensively with groups of her 

clients. 
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A prominent lesbian therapist, after gaining her lesbian client's trust and 

learning about the incest in her past, became lover's with her and then began 

behaving like the client's mother had behaved during her childhood. 

A prominent lesbian therapist has had several affairs with clients and made 

one her co-therapist; they now advertize together in the local lesbian paper. 

A prominent lesbian therapist, recently elected an officer i.n a statewide pro­

fessional organization finds a new lover among her clients frequently and has a 

serious alcohol and drug problem. 

A lesbian feminist therapist expressed concern over the frequency with which 

therapists in her lesbian community break the confidentiality of their clients. 

One prominent therapist, after giving a lesbian psychological tests, revealed the 

test results to the lesbian's friends, asking them to convince the lesbian to enter 

therapy. 

According to Laura Brown, currently head of the Women's Division of the 

American Psychological Association, 14 of the 18 complaints against therapists 

now being adjudicated by the APA are complaints against women therapists. 

I could go on, but I hope this gives the flavor of the data. The first thing that 

impressed me, after I had gotten over my shock at the extent of the problem, 

was that, although I was hearing a lot of second-hand stories about abusive 

therapists, only two lesbians had sent personal accounts to Lesbian Ethics. The 

two pieces are eloquent and instructive, but they are only two. I think that the 

intimacy of therapy, and the powerlessness and humiliation one feels when 

therapy goes wrong are so intense that it is difficult for a lesbian to reveal these 

experiences to others in print. 
The second thing that I noticed was that lesbian therapists have known about 

these abuses for years. For example~ feminist therapists did manage to bring an 

end to the Colorado therapy cult described by Laura Brown in this issue, but the 

rest of us did not read about it in our local feminist newspaper. We may talk 

about individual cases in our communities, but the victims remain isolated 

victims. To my knowledge, Laura Brown's paper is the first time that a lesbian 

feminist therapist (or any therapist) has taken the issue of therapy abuses to the 

lesbian press. 
The sorry truth is that too many lesbian therapists are behaving much like 

male therapists: Abusing their clients, forming therapy cults, or protecting thera­

pists that do. The demand characteristics of the profession seem stronger than 

whatever ethics are innate to lesbianism. I doubt this problem is limited to ther­

apy; I would expect to find a similar problem in other professions and in other 

places in the lesbian community. I do think the facts confirm the need for Les­

bian Ethics. Our community is not going to grow itself, we are going to have to 
build it consciously. 

A practical solution to part of the therapist problem would be for lesbians 

who are deeply concerned with these issues to start a lesbian feminist therapy 
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referral service. Therapists who agreed to practice according to written ethical 
principles, such as Laura Brown suggests in this issue, would be listed with the 
service. Then lesbians seeking a lesbian feminist therapist would know where to 

go to find one, and lesbians who felt a therapist had violated those principles in 
therapy would have somewhere to go with their complaints. 

As for therapy itself, for or against, the argument that stays most strongly with 
me is Caryatis Cardea's, in this issue: Who are these lesbian therapists, what are 

their politics, and HOW MUCH DO THEY KNOW? I could certainly use a good 
lesbian therapist. Everyone I know could use a good lesbian therapist. I don't 
see anything wrong with learning from others, whether they be parents, 
teachers, or therapists. But I need a therapist who doesn't exist yet, a therapist 
who not only takes it for granted that being revolutionary is essential to health 
(there are a few of those), but who also knows HOW to live in this world AS A 
REVOLUTIONARY and be as happy and well-balanced as possible while doing 
it. I think we may be building this body of knowledge slowly, together, but no 
one yet knows the answers. 

When I think about it, it is clearly absurd to expect these large numbers of 
perfectly average, often young lesbians to be wise enough to either understand 
or be able to help with many of the problems in lesbians' lives. And it is worse 
than absurd to make ourselves so vulnerable, by revealing the intimate details of 
our lives to someone we know almost nothing about. 

I do think that often the impulse to become a therapist is a genuine one. Par­
ticularly if a lesbian has had a more than usually traumatic childhood, it can be 
healing for both her and others if, as her work, she helps others to survive as 
she herself has survived. Such lesbians often have a great deal to give. And it is 

in the area of childhood damage that I think therapy can be of some use, 
helping us to discover and learn how to use those resources that we have now 
but did not learn to use when we were children. Unfortunately, however, 
healthy motives and even talent do not always mean a therapist will avoid 
abusive behavior. According to Laura Brown, "Usually the ethics offenders are 
'magicians: wonderful therapists until they cross over the line; that's part of how 
they can do it, they're hypnotized by their own splendor'' (personal communi­
cation, August 29, 1985). 

The impulse to seek therapy is also a pro-life impulse at its core. We want 
control over our lives, we want to be happy and loving and creative. But when 

revolution or social change does not seem possible, then we are the only thing 
in our lives that we can work on. The price we pay, though, is very high. We 

blame the victim, we blame ourselves. That is, having a clear political perspec­

tive means accepting that we are victims. That acceptance is not too difficult to 
maintain when the lesbian movement is at its height, since we believe we have 

the power to change, and in fact are changing, the system that is victimizing us. 
In a time of political conservatism, however, our own victimhood is a very pain­

ful truth to hold on to. Better, perhaps, to blame ourselves, not men, and thus 

continue to try to fix our lives, by fixing ourselves. 
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If therapy is often not the answer and yet the impulse to relieve the pain is 

healthy and insistent, we need to find some better ways. Could we return to 

consdousneswaising, groups do you thinkl We left them because we were 

impatient to change the world. Now we know patience is required. I have been 

in a support group for over 3 years; not a consciousness-raising group but very 

helpful and healing. Ruth Mountaingrove's contribution to this forum, next, 

shows us another way. We will need many such. 
Jeanette Silveira 

Touch: The Ethics of Nourishment• 

What brought me into therapy years ago when there were no lesbian thera­

pists, that I knew of at least,. was touch. My inability to touch a friend of mine 

who was strapped to a hospital bed in traction. A woman friend I loved and 

desperately wanted to reach out~, to hold. There might as well have been a 

wall of glass between us in that hospital room. I was paralyzed by a thou shalt 

not I onlyfeltbutdidrtt ti, • ·n of or even understand, until this year 

when a friend said, yes, nuclear family are allowed to touch their 

husbands and their else: they are owned. 

And I was a woma:i'.j d made a substitution for touch 

by touching • my voice, but here it did not 

work with •Pli ~!~tM to be held in my arms. 

I was UJllreL-•fflDII fa human being for being so 

tied up.. •• ldi nternally in my gut (which I 

ha\le I in my tongue. Tongue tied. 

Un about why I couldn't touch 

her. 
I o was also a long time friend. 

egood way to go but she solved 
\Vith me as long as we were in this 

d lunch together downtown, or 
m, or talked to each other at, 

~ Jhat nature was allowed. 
dreams, or current situations and 

ato contact with my feelings 
me, since they had been buried 

d gradually this work with her 

men's liberation movement to 
me a lesbian through this 
"th a woman who would be 

that the problem of 
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Have been mulling over touch. Realizing I do not touch myself much. 
Wondering why that is. Who told me I couldn't touch myself? Who benefits 
when I don't? 

Well the massage people for one, the hot tub people, the sauna establish­
ments. All those consumer things: candy, sweets, clothes manufacturers, car 
salesmen. Whole sections of the economy benefit when I give (buy) myself one 
of these things as a substitute for loving touch - my own or others. Since these 
substitutes are just that, I am always needing more. 

Where am I given permission to touch myself? Washing my face, brushing my 
teeth, combing my hair, taking a bath or a shower, if, the big IF, these are done 
in a practical, utilitarian manner. The idea that I might wash my face - touch 
myself in a sensual way - stroke my body as I clean myself, as a cat uses her 
tongue to clean and soothe herself, is not an idea that is being championed. 
Bathing is to be done thoroughly, but without pleasure, and a brisk rubdown 
with a towel will stimulate circulation. But nowhere have I seen suggestions that 
a sensual stroking of the towel on the body is as good as a candy bar and more 
satisfying. 

Genital touching is reluctantly permitted. The billboards may proclaim that I 
will come alive with coke but they do not extol! the joys of cliteration. And 
even cliteration can be utilitarian. A way of relieving sexual tension, rather than 
a loving of myself. 

I find that with all these codicils that defend me from touching myself I fre­
quently do not benefit from the hugs I am given because I am not there to 
receive them. 

So I stopped writing and began stroking myself. I have a smooth skin with no 
rough patches and fe\N bumps. At first the touch was utilitarian. Then I told 
myself to pay attention, to feel this. And I felt the tingling electricity of my own 
touching. I touched my thighs, my breasts, my belly, and found myself going to 
sleep. (When I just touched my forehead where I have a slight headache, I 
yawned.) 

Writing of touch is giving me a headache as well as a feeling of embarrass­
ment, as though I am dealing with a taboo subject in my culture. And I am. We 
can talk about touch, even write about it in an "objective"' manner, but bring 
the idea of snuggling or cuddling with one or more women into the conversa­
tion with a group of lesbian women and "objectivity" flies out the window. 

The taboo against touching only seems broken when there is sexual bonding. 
Even then there are women who put parts of their bodies off bounds even to 
their lovers. Don't touch me there, or there, or there. Soon the lover touches 
nowhere. 

And while I haven't tried this yet, I'll bet talking about touching myself, our­
selves, will not get much of a response except a backing off. Thou shalt not 
touch is one of our built in thous even in lesbian land. 
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One woman told me after I had talked of cuddling to a group of lesbians, as 

we were sitting around in a collective livingroom, that for her cuddling was 

more intimate than sexuality. Another that she had never been able to separate 

the two. Another woman asked me if I had ever cuddled other women when I 

was in a couple and when I said yes, said, "then you weren't monogamous:' 

And another said that what I was talking about was very threatening to the 

couples there. That they were all in a shaky place. And to the singles I might 

add. And to me continually placing myself at risk of rejection, disappointment, 

misunderstanding. 
And yet, we all want snuggling. Some more. Some less. And it's probably one 

of the main reasons we stay in couples for that touch, for that tenderness. 

We live in a scarcity society where the less there is of something the more 

expensive it is. Where artificial scarcity is part of the economy. Yet the universe 

is abundant. Without artificial scarcity there could be plenty of touching, 

hugging, cuddling for all of us. 
I see instead that we give each other sweets. That it is quite permissable to go 

into the kitchen and make a batch of candy to share with a group of women. 

Nobody backs off from that. It may not be good for your body, it may not be 

food, but in lesbian land it is the substitute for touch. 
I have been traveling now for four months. Sometimes I meet women who 

are into cuddling and we do. Sometimes there are women who consider it as a 

future possibility. Sometimes there are women who want to be lovers. I am not 

talking of strangers. I am talking of old and new friends. Mostly there is a kind 

of shocked reaction - as though snuggling, except with a lover, was taboo. The 

suggestion of non-sexual snuggling with a friend: going to_ bed to cuddle, talk, 

and to sleep is surprisingly new, at least on the west coast where I have been 

talking to women. 
What are the ethics of being a snugglebuddy? One is honesty. Looking back · 

in my journal I find: 

We are going to sleep in the same bed ... and snuggle in the morning. It's 

been six weeks since I've snuggled. My friend says she needs it too. 

How do I feell Enjoying cuddling - not really feeling sexual at all. I told my 

friend that to find a woman who likes and needs to cuddle as much as I do is 
like finding an oasis in the desert. 

I can be warm and open without being sexual. Little jealousies surface and I 

tell myself no one owns ~nyone'else. It's the owning that makes for the isola­

tion. Generously spread out warmth can give healing to many women. My 

friend has that courage to offer and to ask that made my week so good. Also 1 

could accept both my need and the possibility of its being met. I did not deny 
or turn off the possibilities. 

In the case o~ another cuddler, I said I'd be into cuddling, would she? She 

would, so we did. Somewhat tense, but over all nice and warm. In the 
morning we talked a while. The intimacy I like. 
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So what are the ethics of snuggling? For me, not being sexual. Being open, 
tender and warm: Not being in or falling into desire. This last did happen once 
with a snuggler friend of mine some years ago. She said, #I just went up in 
smoke. So I had to tell the other woman. She was not turned on so I went and 
slept somewhere else:' 

For me, sexuality is a different and much deeper dimension. Snuggling is 
friendly and nourishing. Sexuality is passionate and life changing. 

It is not that snuggling can't move into passion but that if it does it should be 
by mutual consent, I feel, with a conscious decision having been reached by 
both women (or more?). 

Snuggling as nourishment is available with a larger number of women, with 
much less jealousy. 

I met a woman at a recent spirituality festival who came to my workshop on 
Nourishment and said she snuggled with 5 other women on a regular basis 
while being sexual only with her lover. And she liked to snuggle without 
clothes. Felt she needed all that touch. 

So far I've worn clothes - pajamas - when snuggling. No clothes says 
sexuality to me but I'm not sure why. In my culture you are naked to your lover. 
But then I think of women's festivals and Michigan where, if you wish, you are 
naked to everyone. So I may try that sometime if it is agreeable to both of us. 

Big spooning is nice. Brings back memories of cuddling with mothers, sisters, 
aunts, cousins. It feels nurturing too. And that's the whole point. This kind of 
being with is food for both of us. A friendly embrace for me is whatever I and 
my cuddler feel comfortable with. It is intimate but not sexual. 

If you have ever been to a festival where women feed each other, if you have 
ever fed a friend food and been fed in return, you will know how nurturing that 
can be. And how much less it takes to be filled. In the same way cuddling, 
snuggling, touch, can feed us. 

One of my friends who read this felt it was simply that my own internal girl 
was not getting enough strokes, enough cuddling. But I take care of my little 
girl. I cuddle my four year old, tell her I love her, am loving with her, and if 
she's having a tantrum I understand that I have not been paying enough 
attention to her. 

I feel rather that the problem of touch is an adult problem and have tried to 
examine some of its roots and how we might begin to work on it. 

Ruth Mountaingrove 

• 1 have been traveling around on the West Coast having discussions with many women 
concerning cuddling. I found, when my partner of 13 years closed the door on this 
intimacy at the same time as she took a lover, that deprivation of touch was the hardest 
thing I experienced. This particle is part of my "research~ 

Many thanks to Mary Forst, Karen Anna: Dianna Seagiver, Marianna, Billie Jo and 
Germane for giving me insights and raising questions. And to all the women in the 
Southern Oregon Writers Croup (or "hearing me into speech~ (The phrase is Nelle Morton's.) 
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The world of feminist therapy was perhaps the first p ace m l e e ping pro es-
sions where being a lesbian was positively valued, rather than treated as a 
shameful fact to be hidden. As such, lesbians have been active and visible 
feminist therapists, and have contributed much to the development of feminist 

therapy's theory and practice. 
Yet it has only been recently that lesbian feminist therapists have begun to 

discuss the ethical issues that we ourselves face in our work. I see two reasons 
for the delay. First, I believe that there was the mistaken notion that women 
who called themselves feminist therapists were ~thical per se. Unethical, r 

exploitative behavior was what the 1>ad guys- did. Ergo, we did not have to 
concern ourselves'too much with ethics as long as· we were sufficiently politi­
f"~ cor~ _Second, ! think ~ many of the ethical concerns operative for 
esbian feminist therapiStS derive from a world not envisioned by those who 
wrote the ethia codes of the ~ping professions. The social structures of a 

•A version d this papet was pteSented the • · 
held in Oakland ~ In.Mardi at Third Advanced Feminist Therapy Institute, 
feminist~- -,,...Jeibi,1984, My thinking on ethical concerns for 
the women who. • n feminist therapists in particular owes much to 
Therapyt~ meeting, and In the Fourth Advanced Feminist 
~ ' Ill April, 1985. Without the work done by these 

richnes JNallllni!ltl:"'·=~ii;iJN!: .. },Fn~~-. Institute, this paper would lack much in 

back. Please write to me at PO Box 20366, 
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lesbian community, the concept of egalitarian relationships between therapists 
and their clients, the impact of operating in an all-woman social and emotional 
context: None of these possibilities are within the world described by the 
ethical code in which I was raised, that of psychology. For instance, standard 
psychological ethics assume a world in which therapists and their clients rarely 
if ever encounter one another outside the therapy hour, and in which the roles 
and relationships of clients and therapists are fixed and defined only by the 
therapy context. This does not allow for lesbian reality, a world in which, 
because C?f both the small size of our community and the oppression which we 
experience, we cross one another's paths constantly. The women who see me 
for therapy are likely to also see me at women's music events, at parties of 
mutual friends and acquaintances, in political groups, at the women's bookstore. 
Our training as therapists in a heterosexual and heterosexist environment leaves 
lesbian feminist therapists with significant ethical lacunae that our experiences 
have taken time to fill (Berman, 1985; Brown, 1984, 1985). 

There are now several pressing reasons for lesbian feminist therapists to be 
creating, codifying, and acting on our own codes of ethics. A positive reason is 
the goal of reducing the influence that models created by and for patriarchal 
institutions have on this vital part of our thinking. It is odd that while critiquing 
thoroughly other aspects of traditional psychotherapy, we have left ethical codes 
alone (except to add to them, as has been the case in psychology, where 
feminists have been responsible for the adoption of strong language against 
sexual exploitation and harassment of clients, students, and coworkers) . A les­
bian feminist code of ethics would incorporate the realities of lesbian lives into 
a new ethical model. In addition, such a code would embody proactive, rather 
than reactive ethics; such a proactive stance is a hallmark of feminist ethical 
thinking, and thus of ethics for lesbian feminist therapists (Rosewater, 1985). 

Yet another, and less attractive, reason for developing and implementing our 
own therapy ethics is the need for ethical, critical feedback among lesbian 
feminist therapists. Self-described feminist therapists have been known to com­
mit abuses of psychotherapy. On occasion, feminist principles have been 
invoked in support of these abuses. For example, feminist therapists (I use this 
description because the therapists in question have done so, not because I 
personally see such actions as having anything to do with feminist therapy) who 
have become sexually involved with women clients during and shortly after 
therapy have rationalized that, since they and their clients were both women, 
there was no opportunity for an abuse of power or for psychological coercion 
entering into the sexual relationship. At times, abusive therapists have utilized 
feminist principles of equality of power to support a position that banning of sex 
between women therapists and women clients would be anti-feminist, since 
such a rule ascribes more power to one woman than another! 

Although it has seemed intuitively obvious to me why sexual involvement 
with current and former clients is an ethical violation, that point has not always 
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been so apparent either to abusers or their potential victims, so I will spell out 

here the issues as I see them. Therapy as a relationship between two people 

contains both obvious, real-world relational components, and subtle, symbolic, 

and often non-conscious components, traditionally referred to by the term 

"transference: However, since this term has heavy overtones of psychoanalytic 

theory, from which it derives, I will use the term "symbolic relationship'' to refer 

to these non-obvious and non-conscious components of the therapy relation­

ship (an earlier article, [Brown, 1983], critiques the use of t_he term "transfer­

ence" and other psychoanalytic concepts by feminist therapists). One extremely 

common aspect of a symbolic relationship in therapy is a symbolic replication 

of a parent-child relatiol')_ship. This can happen in a number of ways: It can be 

because of the therapist's role as nurturer, because the client idealizes the thera­

pist and internalizes her values, because the client experiences herself as "little;' 

regressed, or dependent in relationship to the therapist, or for a variety of other 

reasons. I think that most feminist therapists·would see this symbolic 

component as being an important part of the process of therapy, a level at 

intimacy and trust develop, and where the caring, concern, and parent-like 

feelings of a therapist find their expression. 

In consequence, a sexualization of the relationship by the therapist is very 

much like a parent's sexualization of a relationship with a child. At a symbolic 

level, the parent-child relationship often exists; and it is usually because of this 

level that sexualization occurs on the therapist's part. The damage done when a 

therapist sexualizes the therapy relationship is similar to the damage done by · 

incest. It is not, in my estimation, the case that the client is a consenting adult 

with equal power. Rather, in most cases where therapists sexually exploit their 

clients, the client experiences herself as very dependent upon the therapist and 

as needing that person's love and praise; consequently, she is willing to comply 

with the therapist's requests for sexual contact. Rather than molesting actual six­

year-olds, the. sexualizing therapist molests them symbolically (Bouhoutsos, 

Holroyd, lerma_n, Forer, and Greenberg, 1983). (Discussion of this problem with 

other lesbian feminist therapists, and my experiences as an advocate for sexu­

ally exploited clients of other therapi$ts, suggests, although not conclusively, 

that many of the dients offended against sexually by their therapists are incest 

survivors. In the woman-woman cases d which I am aware many of the offend-

ers were also incest-survivois:) ' 

In an extensive revielV-ofibecliriical and research literature on sex b~tween 

clients and ~ , ~u~ byftian"ah Lerman, a feminist therapist, one 

t!1eme ~ ~~,)ndudlffj all behaviors along the sexual con­
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can, an ~ iti'j~~ fOl'> suicide attempts, and is thus poten-
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therapist who calls herself a lesbian feminist. Although it is true that in feminist 
therapy power is shared and that therapist and client should grow into a rela­
tionship of both greater symbolic and greater real-world equality, it is my belief 
that the destructive potential of sexual involvement remains even after therapy 
has ended. We can and do grow up to become our parents' equals and perhaps 
their friends. We do not, however, grow into their actual or potential lovers. The 
same should be true where lesbian feminist therapists and our former clients 
are concerned. 

Some abusive therapists have condoned the creation of what are essentially 
therapy cults (see Temerlin and Temerlin, 1982, for an in-depth description of 
therapy cults), in which all clients are friends and/or lovers of each other and 
the therapist, and all "do therapy'' with each other in all settings. Although 
Temerlin and Temerlin describe only male-headed cults in their article, I have 
seen, as have other lesbian-feminist therapists, that lesbian therapists can and 
do create cult structures around them. Indeed, it seems as though almost every 
major city has had or currently has at least one such lesbian therapy cult. 
Rationales stated for this cult-creating behavior by lesbian therapists have 
included: It is n~cessary in a misogynist world to create a support system for 
women; there should not be lines drawn between what is "therapy'' and what is 
"friendship"; and, the most frequently offered rationale in the experience of this 
author, women and/or feminism are intuitively therapeutic (at this point the 
conversation is usually heavily sprinkled with quotes from Mander and Rush's 
Feminism.as Therapy to support this particular belief, since that early document. 
of feminist therapy does naively suggest that good woman energy is all you 
need to heal from oppression). 

Each lesbian therapist is likely to know of at least one self-described feminist 
therapist in her own community who has engaged in abusive behaviors and 
used such arguments to support her stand. Each of us has, likely, known the 
sense of perplexity and confusion regarding the appropriate actions to take in 
such cases of abuse of therapy by feminists. Some of us have not wanted to air 
the dirty linen of feminist therapy on the laundry lines of the patriarchal system, 
and often even the ethical structures of our professions have not offered the 
means for dealing with abuses of therapy by so-called lesbian-feminist thera­
pists. For instance, often the offending therapist belongs to no organization that 
would expel her, or is outside of the licensing system, and has nothing to lose. 
Even supporting clients in bringing civil suits against offending lesbian feminist 
therapists has been difficult. For one thing, rarely do such therapists have either 
malpractice insurance or sufficient personal assets to generate damage monies 
for the exploited former client. For another, exploited clients are often among 
the most vulnerable in the lesbian community; in the closet, at risk of loss of 
livelihood or children should their lesbianism be revealed, which would invari­
ably occur if a lawsuit were to be brought. The very abusive and patriarchal 
nature of the legal system also presents a barrier to action for lesbians who have 
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been offended against sexually by their therapists. 
~ ol US haw also found ourselves challenged personally by abusive thera­

pists resa,dlns our right to confront their behaviors. We have often heard that 
since there Is no agreed.upon code of ethical behavior for feminist therapy, we 
are only stating our own opinion, no more vafid than the opinion of the thera­
pist that we belfeve to be abusive. We have been, on occasion, accused of 
gossiplns, bad-mouthing •sisters,* and slander. One well-known author on femi­
nist therapy Issues, who cond1:1cted an abusive therapy cult in Colorado for a 
number of years, accused me of being slanderous, and implied that she might 
take legal action apfnst me If I continued to inform people that she had been 
sexual with clients, and abused and exploited others non-sexually. Although I 
continue to share that information in person, my not doing so in print here 
indicates my unwillngness to undertake the lawsuit that I am sure would follow 
upon my sharing cl her name in print. The complexity of the problem can, I 
believe, be inferred from my own difficulties in finding an effective mode of 
action against therapists who violate ethical norms in ways that are particularly 
harmful to clients. 

An additional ethical concern that moves me in the direction of the creation 
of our own ethical code is that of the ethics of theories that lesbian-feminist 
therapists use as conceptual frameworks for the conduct of psychotherapy._ 
Fifteen years ago, a lesbian-feminist therapist calling herself "psychodynam1c­
feminist," "Jungian-feminist: or "Reichian-femini~ would have found herself 
called into question by other feminists for her wilfingness to utifize theories that 
were by and of themselves sexist and misogynist. In 1985, such Hhyphenated­
feminist" therapists are common. Since the misogyny and sexism of the tradi­
tional theories have not changed, how can lesbian feminist therapists eth!cally 
incorporate those theories into our workl If psychoanalytic theory was misog­
ynist and harmful to women fifteen years ago, what makes it any less so now? 
The very paradigms by which lesbian-feminist therapists understand women's 
growth, development, and healing processes create ethical questions of a kind 
undreamed of by the men who framed the traditional ethical codes of the 
helping professions. 

In short, we need to act responsibly as an Integral part of the exercise of our 
power as feminist therapists, and we need to create structures that will serve to 
increasingfy empower each of us to consider ethical concerns in our own lives 
and work. The guidelines suggested in this paper are more an expression of the 
need for feminist therapy to begin claiming that which is its own and to be con-
sciously responsible during that growth process than they are a proposai to I 
control abuses. However, these guidelines will make clear the kinds of power f 
held by lesbian therapists in relationship to our clients and our women's com- i 
munities, and they will clearly define and give examples of abuses of that I 
power. As a professional group, we have been unfortunatefy true to our sociali- :.· 
zation as women regarding power. We have had difficulty knowing ...... ~,..,._,.yes, r 
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capable of overt power (Smith & Siegal, 1983); we certainly did not envision 
ourselves capable of the sorts of power abuse that we have observed in men. 
We are, and I know that I am, still frightened on occasion by the need for 
acknowledging our power, and so we move slowly toward the codification of 
structures that will make our power visible and tangible. A code of ethics for 
feminist therapy is just such a frightening step, and it is also a validation of our 
knowledge that we are, in feminist and womanly ways, capable of power. It is 
an acceptance of our responsibilities as therapists in lesbian communities, and it 
is a confrontation with self that we must engage in or be disabled as effective 
change agents for others. 

The responsible use of power is thus a theme that must inform our ethical 
standards. One of the truly revolutionary actions of feminist therapy has been 
our insistence on comprehending and demystifying the powe,r dynamics that 
flow in the relationships between clients and therapists (Sturdivant, 1980; 
Greenspan, 1983; Brown & Liss-Levinson, 1981). "Responsible" can be defined in 
Daly-an terms: capable of response, listening to, aware of the needs of, aware of 
our impact upon. Power here will be conceptualized as the capacity for impact; 
following Smith & Siegal's model (1983), both covert and overt methods of 
having impact will be defined and described as "power:' 

Proposed Ethical Principles 

I. Lesbian feminist therapists empower clients regarding issues of privilege by 
giving support and space to speak regarding these concerns, and by sharing in 
the responsibility for the mutually satisfactory resolution of these issues. 

Lesbian feminist therapists recognize that there are many ways in which privi­
lege can create an inequality and imbalance of power in any relationship 
between two people, be they therapist and client, parent and child, friends, or 
lovers. Factors to be taken into account include, but are not limited to: Racial, 
i.e., white-skin, privilege, heterosexual privilege, educational privilege, class 
privilege, privilege stemming from youth, able-bodiedness, thinness, "attractive­
ness: and financial resources. Feminist therapists are aware of how they and 
their clients are similar and different in degree of privilege. They maintain an 
awareness of their own feelings regarding privileges held by their clients that 
they do not share, and do not abuse power covertly by experiencing themselves 
as potential victims of their more privileged clients. They are aware of feelings 
their clients may have regarding privileges held by the therapist and not shared 
by the client, and demonstrate that awareness by initiating analysis and discus­
sion of these issues in the therapy context, rather than requiring clients to edu­
cate them regarding issues of privilege. Feminist therapists do not assume that 
shared gender with women clients in any way obviates the importance of exam­
ining the effect of differences in privilege on power balance in the therapy 
relationship. 
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roles between women tend to operate on a continuum, rather than in an either/ 
or fashion. When we encounter our client at a concert, she is both client and 
sister concert-goer, we are both therapist and sister-audience. The roles blur and 
blend; it is our ethical responsibility as therapists to attend to where the tangles 
can develop, and to work them out in the process of therapy. The many layers 
of our relationships with our clients are most evident in this way. I have no 
more power than my client when I'm in an audience at a concert and she's the 
producer. In fact, she has more there, in a very real-world way. If I do not, in a 
conscious fashion, acknowledge that shift from setting to setting, I am violating 
the most basic precept of lesbian-feminist therapy ethics. If I do not offer sup­
port and protection in therapy for coping with these changes, I am doing bad 
therapy, ethics aside. 

B. A lesbian feminist therapist is ethically obligated not to become sexually 
involved with a client. Lesbian feminist therapists know that sexual attraction 
can develop between client and therapist, and that this is not always an expres­
sion of symbolic feelings. When a feminist therapist develops a sexual attraction 
to her client, she is ethically obligated to not bring up her feelings to her client. 
This last would be an abuse of power similar to incest, as the client might be 
put in the position of feeling obliged to please the therapist by reciprocating the 
feelings. When clients bring up feelings of sexual attraction to therapists, the 
therapist is ethically obligated to create a safe emotional setting for the client to 
experience and process these feelings while in no way jeopardizing the client's 
process of therapy. Therapists should act with extreme caution when consider­
ing sexual involvements with former clients, and should consider these poten­
tially as risky to the client's well-being as involvements during therapy. Factors to 
take into account include: Were the sexual feelings present during the course of 
therapy, and could therapy have been prematurely ended so that the feelings 
could be acted outl Does the former client have other therapists available to 
her as therapy resources, since, were she to become lovers with her previous 
therapist, she would no longer have that person as a resource? How long has 
the period been since therapy was ended; is there any likelihood that the power 
dynamics of the therapy situation are still operating? In all such instances, the 
therapist's consultation with a peer is ethically essential. 

It is also important to be aware that sexuality between women is not simply 
genital sexuality. Thus, lesbian feminist therapists need to be aware of sexual 
dynamics present in nurturing holding and hugs goodbye. We need to attend to 
how dancing with clients, attending intimate social gatherings with clients, 
going to the hot-tub with clients, and so on, are potential violations of our 
clients' boundaries. Our ethical obligation to attend to sexual boundaries 
becomes heightened when we work with survivors of incest, who are at risk, 
because of incestuous assault, for "consenting" to have their boundaries violated 
in adult life in both subtle and overt ways. 
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retreats where all clients interact; several become lovers with one another, w ith 
the guidance and approval of the therapist, who lets the clients know that, 
since she knows them well, she can best know who is right for any of her 
clients as a lover. This therapist's social life consists primarily of clients and 
former clients. Several former clients become her co-therapists. Her lovers are 
often women who have also been in, or continue to be in therapy with her. 
Clients who call her practices into question are "excommunicated• from the 
therapy community. Other therapists who confront her, or attempt to public ize 
her abuses, are accused of nprofessional jealousy," "not being feminist," or sim­
ply, of libel and slander. 

While this example may seem extreme, it is not. In addition, variations on 
these ethical concerns can also occur in less intense ways. The feminist thera­
pist who finds that large numbers of the people in her social group are former 
clients, even when this is not a stated goal of her work, needs to examine how 
she might be misusing the reality of role overlap in the lesbian community 
between therapy and life outside of therapy. Un mothered as women are (Ches­
ler, 1972), we are thus vulnerable to having our integrity violated by intrusive 
nurturing in the guise of the creation of total support. The ethical violations in 
the example above are clear because of their obviousness; the more subtle 
forms of enmeshment that occur between clients and therapist are not always 
as apparent, and yet, in feminist ethical terms, are similarly capable of damag­
ing women by an abuse of therapist power. 

Ill. Lesbian feminist therapists work from a feminist conceptual model of 
development. 

We challenge ourselves to develop this model in a way that is pro-\-\'Oman and 
respectful of the variety of women's experiences. We observe our analysis to be 
sure that we are neither solely adapting to nor solely reacting against patriarchal 
models of development and change (Lerman, in press). 

A. Feminist therapists are cautious in their use of standard diagnostic termin­
ology. This principle, however, does not imply an avoidance of diagnostic 
thinking, e.g., having a coherent system of understanding the problems that our 
clients bring into therapy. This system needs to reflect a feminist political under­
standing of the impact of oppression on mental health and functioning, and 
thus must take into account such normative events in women's lives as sexual 
abuse and physical and psychological violence against women. To have a cog­
nitive framework for therapeutic intervention is a feminist ethical imperative for 
the responsible use of power. Without such a framework for making our work 
comprehensible to our clients, we engage in a mystification of the therapy 
process. When therapy is mystified to clients, therapists run the risk of creating 
dependency relationships in which only the therapist understands the nature of 
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tant that we de-bug those tools so that women are not damaged in the course 
of our use of them. Moss (1985) has, for instance, pointed out how certain body 
therapies may contain both theoretical assumptions and techniques that have 
misogynist underpinnings. It is an ethical imperative of feminist therapy to not 
cooperate with sexist approaches to psychotherapy by including them in our 
work unexamined. It is both seductive and dangerous for lesbian feminist thera­
pists to continue to look for the good in Freud and Jung and Perls and Kohut 
and the rest. As much as we strain and stretch to fit ourselves into the molds 
created by these theorists, they will always fail what should be a basic test for 
lesbian feminists. They either have the potential to be of harm to women, or 
they fail to explicate reality in a way that reflects the actual phenomenology of 
women's lives (Lerman, 1983). For instance, while finding Chodorow's (1978) 
work conceptually fascinating, I continue to be horrified by her apparent blan­
ket acceptance of the psychoanalytic notion that incestuous assault against gi rls 
is not a reality, but rather a fantasy inherent in female development. This is not 
a feminist reanalysis; it is a feminist being so entranced by the explicatory use­
fulness of object relations theory that she swallows it whole, misogynist poison 
and all. Lesbian feminist therapists have an ethical obligation not to do this, or 
we will be running the risk of doing harm to women in ways that mimic the 
errors of traditional psychotherapy. 

IV. Lesbian feminist therapists have a deep and ethically obligated commitment 
to the education of psychotherapy consumers regarding their rights, and the 
means available for redress of wrongs. 

This education occurs at all points in the therapy process. Initial sessions 
should include verbal and written or taped information regarding how we prac­
tice; our clients should be informed often during therapy regarding their options 
where intervention techniques are concerned; therapists should encourage 
questions regarding our work and our interpretations. Lesbian feminist therapists 
engage in community education efforts regarding the rights of psychotherapy 
consumers. When necessary, we participate as advocates in the support of 
exploited clients seeking redress, by serving in legal and other settings as expert 
witnesses and educators regarding harm done, without fear of disloyalty to our 
professions. We participate actively in the creation of systems of redress for 
clients who have been abused by other lesbian therapists, e.g., client's rights 
groups, laws that give abused clients genuine and effective grievance proce­
dures that contain powerful consequences for therapists who are abusive, train­
ing programs for lesbian attorneys regarding the bringing of civil injury suits 
against abusive therapists, education of the public regarding the nature and 
impact of the abuse of clients. We also, when possible, engage in these efforts 
in the world beyond the lesbian community, knowing that many lesbians and 
heterosexual women continue to seek therapy, and to be abused and exploited, 
by non-lesbian and non-feminist therapists. However, we are ethically obligated 
to our community and its welfare first and foremost. 
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beginning, we are more powerful, more privileged, more the creators of reality. 
I would be a co-conspirator with abusive and exploitative therapists were I not 
to acknowledge this fact. 

At the current time, feminist therapists, both lesbian and heterosexual, have 
begun to build systems for implementing ethical codes, and confronting abusers 
in our midst. The Feminist Therapy Institute, a national organization of 
advanced feminist therapists, has begun the process of writing a code of ethics 
for feminist therapists, and has also begun to consider the ways in which this 
code can be enforced.1 The Committee on Women of the American Psycho­
logical Association is authoring a pamphlet on what to do if your therapist 
sexualizes the relationship; it should be available by the Spring of 1986 from the 
Women's Programs Office of the APA, 1200 17th N.W., Washington, DC 20036. 
That office also publishes a small book, written by feminist therapists within 
APA who are members of the Division of Psychology of Women, entitled HA 
Consumer Guide to Psychotherapy." This is available to anyone for $4.00 to 
cover costs. It is my belief that an ethical imperative for lesbian-feminist thera­
pists is to make these and other similar material available to clients at the begin­
ning of therapy. As with child sexual abuse prevention, the prevention of abuses 
of psychotherapy begins with the informed and empowered therapy consumer. 
Hall's recent book, The Lavendar Couch (1984), is also a good guide for lesbian 
consumers of psychotherapy. Because there is currently no system by which 
feminist therapists are registered or certificated, the most powerful contingency 
controlling lesbian feminist therapists is a financial one. Well-informed lesbians 
are not likely to get into or stay in therapy with a therapist who abuses; such a 
therapist is likely not to stay in business for very long. 

• • • • • 

These principles are a beginning. They reflect my thinking, my experiences 
with the potentials for abuse of power in feminist therapy, and my acknowl­
edgement of the degree of power that accrues to any therapist. I hope and 
assume that this paper will provoke discussion and debate, and that it will be a 
spur to all of us to engage in the on-going process of professional self-examina­
tion and self-criticism that is necessary for the presence of an ethical core 
within a therapy system. Writers on the topic of ethical standards in traditional 
systems of psychotherapy have often made the point that such standards are 
little more than window dressing for the general public, put in place to assure 
the wary that a particular profession is concerned with its potential for abuse, 
but rarely used and difficult to implement for clients already suffering from an 
abuse in a therapy setting (Zemlick, 1980). The ethics of feminist therapy must 
go beyond window dressing. Because feminist therapy is a system built around 
the ethical stances of feminism, the ethics of feminist therapy need to be woven 
into the fabric of our work. 
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In lhfs paper, I haw commented on how issues of technique become ethical 

issues for a feminist therapist; our ethical stances can and ought to be reflected 

in ewry aspect of therapy. We can empower ourselves further by a conscious 

e,cpression of our ethics as feminist therapists; now we must also begin to 

empower ourselves to make those ethics a standard, with expectations aimed at 

oth« feminist therapists for adherence to that standard. We can act responsibly 

with the power that comes from our position as therapists, and we can give our­

selves the message that our school of personality and psychotherapy is truly an 

entity separate from patriarchal systems. 

Notes 

1 Ourins their annual meeting In April 198S, members of the Feminist Therapy Institute 

enpaed in hours of collective soul-searching and discussion, hammering out a code of 

ethia fot feminist therapists. Readers interested in finding out what FTI is doing to 

furtherdC!\'elop this code should write to the Co-Chairs of the FTI Ethics and Account­

ability Committee. They are: Liz Rave, 172S 19th Ave., Greeley, CO 80631 and Carolyn 

Larsen, University Counseling Services, U. of Calgary, Calgary, Alberta T2N 1 N4 Cana da. 
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The Lesbian Revolution and the 50 
Minute Hour: A Working-Class Look 
at Therapy and the Movement 

Caryatis Cardea 

.. . liberty loses its meaning when women are not in fact 
nee to cha• their situation or when the-,1 participate in 
limiting others' freedom • .. • 

Kathleen Barry1 

In the early Spring oi 1980, I sat down to my typewriter to compose an essay 
mit the~ I felt subject to within the lesbian movement. As I developed 
die earrtples "ilich came to mind, I found it all boiling down to three main 
alepies: The rigid rules of feminist process in politics, the humanist dilution 
d radical feminism, and the distortion of personal relationships between 
lesbians. \\'hen the paper was completed in draft form, I discovered that each 
ci my analyses ol dassism Je\-eals the poo.oer of therapy in lesbian life. 

femnst ~ "'ith its emphasis on courtesy, and on a firm separation of 
thaugtc. and feermg, exists for the comfort, benefit and continued power of 
midcle<bss lesbians. And it is to therapy that they go to acquire and maintain 
this mind-spirit cfr.'Ol'Ce. 
~ me-fint attitude d humanism coupled with its obsessive inclusion of 

~and~ under the formerly womyn's banner of feminism (See, 
lherl's really no one to be angry with!) is reinforced by, and had its origins in, 
therap(s insistence that we each move beyond our anger and create our own 
,ealiay. And we~ to create this reality in our own space, one of individual 
pospe,ity and ind"widual happiness. 

lesbian relationships ha-we been newly defined as the place to get one's needs 
mer. Mid ta enter on a never~ing struggle to process honest political and 
penonal diiferences. Here therapy has provided perhaps its most popular 
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justification for the imposition of middle-class manners and values under which 
lesbians like myself, from working-class backgrounds, have been suffocating. 

In the intervening years, I've tried several times to finish this paper. Each time 
I was overwhelmed by the enormity of the issue, by the destruction already 
wrought in the movement, and most of all, by the inescapable fact that no 
matter when I pulled the article out, my premises still applied. Clearly, the 
situation was getting no better; in fact, it seemed to degenerate daily. 

Everywhere I looked, lesbians were going to therapists, becoming therapists, 
changing therapists, discussing their therapists, being abused by their therapists. 
If any other topic of conversation was introduced, it was phrased in the 
language of therapy. The heart of fire which our movement once contained was 
gone, replaced by what Mary Daly has termed "plastic passions:' Womyn no 
longer had opinions, they had "energy around some issues"; they didn't even get 
mad any more, they only "experienced some anger:' I have no doubt, as a 
matter of fact, that I will receive several suggestions when this article is 
published that I enter therapy to deal with my excessive hostility. 

It seems only yesterday that we were yelling in the face of the world which 
had mislabeled our feelings for centuries, "Were not crazy, we're angry:' But 
anger is passe nowadays. The status quo of misogyny and oppression simply 
doesn't exist: we each create our own reality. 

Well, in the hope that some semblance of sisterhood still survives, this article 
is a plea. Let's try to reverse the tide of "valueless individualism"2 which stems 
from therapy. Therapy is not politics; it is not feminism. It is dangerous. 

The attitudes and actions which I will describe as middle-class are exhibited 
in greater or lesser degrees within all strata of the economically privileged in 
this society. I plan to attack the values, and challenge the lesbians who hold to 
them. 

The Drift from Radical Feminism 
In the early years·of my feminist activism - 1972 and 1973 - the world 

seemed to be expanding out in front of me as a womon. By early 1975, I had 
come out as a lesbian and a separatist, and I thought it awesome and beautiful 
that our horizons, already incredibly broad from the boundaries we had pushed 
out, moved apace with us, at lightning speed. Radicalism was present even in 
what would now be seen as the least likely places. Concepts of world feminism, 
separatism, visions of lesbian nation, and a firm grasp of sexual politics could 
be found everywhere. We were full steam ahead, no end in sight. 

After some time, we realized that the results of our efforts were not to be seen 
in our lifetimes. Across the country, in the coffeehouses, buildings and centers 
we had braved everything to establish, the movement sat back to take a breath. 
Besides the needed rest, challenges were coming from within and without the 
movement: race, class and other issues were being raised to challenge what we 
had finally acknowledged to be the white, middle-class domination of the 
movement. 
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This breather may be the biggest mistake ever made by a revolutionary 

movement For, while some lesbians wanted to rest and move forward again, 

and others wanted to make the movement inclusive of and responsive to all 

lesbians and move forward again, many were resting for good. They had sought 

only reform, and this being achieved, they were through. Like the rest of us, 

though, they drew energy from lesbians together. So although they retired from 

the battle, they did not leave our ranks. They remained where their dominance 

was already established, their influence powerful. The lesbian/feminist move­

ment had, often unawares, taken its lead in tone and style from white middle­

class womyn. Now their inactivity prevailed, as had most of their other choices, 

and the Movement became a Community. 

The opportunity to challenge our movement's goals and methods was soon 

perverted. Few real challenges, and fewer changes, occurred. Political self­

examination of ourselves as a group was readily abandoned because it wou Id 

have required movement, and those dominating the community wished to 

remain where they were. They met the challenge in a way palatable to them: 

self-examination on a private level. Therapy. Thus was one of the most 

dangerous elements of the patriarchy introduced into our midst. 

We acknowledge, as feminists, that we live in a patriarchy, but we have failed 

to recognize that the patriarchy lives in each of us. Had we faced this, we might 

have taken each political challenge as an opportunity to add more lesbians to 

our ranks and stretch our horizons further yet. Instead, everything being done 

by lesbian/feminists was explained, denied, responded to in the terms of 

therapy, an element of white middle-class life. . 

Those of us not involved in - or even familiar with - therapy felt as though 

the earth were shifting beneath our feet. Most of us were working-class and 

poor. The change was not exactly overnight, it only seemed to be. Attending 

meetings became an ordeal, conducted according to alien rules. Lesbians who 

had been by our sides for years grew scornful at our lack of familiarity with the 

territory into which they were dragging us. Language and vocabulary skidded 

away from us; words skirted around the edges of clear meaning. Womyn's 

centers (and bookstores and restaurants and buildings) were effectively closed 

to separatist and other radical lesbians by their switch from revolutionary 

forums to social reform, and later still to a focus on personal growth. Relation­

ships between lesbians were similarly undermined as privileged womyn, 

bofste~ by their therapists, sought not love and mutual respect, but a place to 

have their needs met. The key word was process; its concepts, goals and 

vocabulary were drawn from therapy. 

Feminist Process 
It is claimed by those who employ it that feminist process was devised to 

c~ inequities in our political meetings Domination by a minority of the 

lesb1~ns present (those most verbal and assertive), infighting, a lack of structure, 

certain womyn not being heard. Each of us knew who we believed responsible 
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for these problems; each of us thought all the others meant the same ones. 
Throughout the decade of feminist process's hold on the lesbian movement, I 

have watched the growing perplexity of working-class dykes as the proffered 
solution to our problems - feminist process - has proved not only to exclude 
us further, but to oppress us. [I have shared the ideas contained in this paper 
with many lesbians who feel excluded and oppressed by these same things, but 
on the basis of their race or ethnicity. I am aware that process is more than 
classist, but it is classist. And as a white working-class womon, I will approach it 
from my personal perspective in this paper.] Process was so highly lauded and 
so loudly touted, and in terms so foreign to us, that we were, quite literally, 
powerless to oppose it. The reason is that feminist process is based on middle­
class values and experience, and justified by the middle-class phenomenon of 
therapy. 

First, there is the issue of who gets to talk at meetings. I was among those 
who complained loud and long about some lesbians controlling all meetings. 
Like other outsiders (non-WASP, non-middle-class), I meant the middle-class 
WASPs, whose long-winded, abstract discourses bored and irritated me, in 
addition to taking up entire evenings, often on personal topics. It took me years 
to truly understand that while I wished to stop the discourses, they wished to 
stop my loud complaints. 

What are the elements of feminist process which so differed from the lives of 
nonprivileged womyn that we could not understand their enormous attractive­
ness to other lesbians? One was the practice, ostensibly to put everyone at ease, 
of going around in a circle at the beginning of each meeting. This may not have 
been offensive in ongoing groups where the members wished to keep up with 
one another's lives between meetings. But I am referring to the request (read: 
demand), at the opening of a one-time group (forum, support group, work 
group, etc.), that we go around in the circle and have each lesbian relate her 
feelings, memories, fears and so forth on the topic of discussion. [The voice of 
the therapist is saying, So, how have you been this week?] This practice, which 
may seem very simple and straightforward to some of you, can be very dis­
turbing to working-class lesbians. Opening ourselves to this sort of vulnerability 
and emotional exposure is a strange experience to be asked of us: encounter 
groups, after all, are not a working-class phenomenon. 

~ How the classes differ in this respect is really rather simple. Working-class 
people tend to express our ideas with feeling, but we do not necessarily 
express our feelings. This would be considered poor taste in our cultures. 
Middle-class people maintain a level of coolness about ideas which baffles us 
(and is designed to make us feel vulgar), while displaying a willingness to reveal 
personal feelings which seems positively uncouth to many of us. It is a 
difference in style. But since the middle-class rules, working-class lesbians are 
continually reprimanded for our "excitability" in meetings, while also being 
reproached for our failure to "open up'' personally. This we generally prefer to 



do ~ ~ 
readionL 

n meetings designed to handle personal 

Furthermort/llii~ ~ (which is what is being asked in these check. 
ins) was to be eained, nots,anted at first sight. Even within the confines of 
feminism, all we haw in common Is our existence as womyn and lesbians. Trust 
on a personal, emotional level, that which implies a shared understanding of 
these experiences as lesbians in the patriarchy, is something I do not accept as a 
given. The womyn comfortable with these circumstances therefore do most of 
the talking, setting the stage for their continued starring role in the meeting as it 
progresses. If you think this is all a voluntary procedure, try passing your turn 
some time, and watch the fur fly. You get suspicious glances, everyone feels 
affronted; you are presumed to be aloof, snobbish, superior. If our meetings are 
such safe, supportive environments, why is it so threatening for anyone to 
decline to •share feeling(? 

Lesbians have, in fact. countless experiences which are not shared. I once 
tried to relate a story about one of my little sisters which included, on the way 
to the point of the story, the fact that there had not been enough food for 
dinner that night. This was important to the story, but it was not the story, and 
not impo,t,ant by itself. Yet, a middle-class womon who was listening began to 
weep at the very thought of such a.state of affairs and became so distraught 
with pity for me that I never.could get to the end of the anecdote. We just don't 
always speak the same~ 

The next practice insalfu'ted at politica, meetings was that of having - always 
- a facilitator. This Jed from the initial custom of designating one 

stepping in only when the group threatened to 
.or when any one or more lesbians took too 
bf any other, to a rigid observance wherein 

of the meeting. They keep time, limiting 
• as each issue is raised, they take names of 

.call them in order - the order in which 
order around the inevitable circle in 
to the import of what any particular 

erapist is saying, I think we've dwel led 
ilP,] 
fust directly accused of something by the 

JOOnse to her, while the others have new 
speaker is the one with the most direct 

a good facilitator would rescind the 
al diJlogues are nearly always deemed 
lee of the therapist is saying, It seems 

Is person.) 
age has changed also. Slowly the 

political language. Everything I 
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had watched middle-class lesbians struggling to learn about assertiveness 
vanished as they settled into the more comfortable - to them - stance of 
apparent chronic uncertainty, self-effacement. Assertiveness taught middle-class 
womyn to leave behind ladylike manners (and who else, I ask you, ever had 
theml) which interfered with the possibility of tackling head-on the multi­
faceted monster of patriarchy. Assertiveness teaches that if your roommate 
borrows your clothes and leaves them in a heap, you should tell her to knock it 
off. Middle-class womyn never really got comfortable with this approach. 
Therapy worked much better for them. Therapy teaches that if your roommate 
repeatedly borrows your clothes and leaves them in a heap, you should tell her 
that this feels like a violation of trust to you, that you are flattered that she 
enjoys your taste in clothes enough to want to be seen in them, you are more 
than happy to allow her to share in the use of them, but she really must show 
more respect, so that your feelings for her can remain clean and uncluttered by 
your resentment. 

I can recall attending a meeting of a newly-formed group at which volunteers 
were asked to facilitate. There was a short silence; then, a lesbian I knew 
slightly said (I am paraphrasing), Well, although I don't consider myself any 
more qualified than anyone else, if no one has any objection, I will volunteer to 
facilitate. If I offend anyone by my choice of methods, please let me know. I 
could be wrong about how I think this should be done. When the meeting is 
over, I will offer my criticism of myself as a facilitator, and I will welcome 
criticism from the rest of you: She went on in this vein for some time, wielding 
the power which therapy bestows: for several minutes she kept all attention 
focused on herself, yet she used words which sounded a note of humility, self­
di~ragement. She was, in fact, rather authoritarian in her manner of 
-facilitation. I later found out she was a therapist. 

This lesbian also inadvertently made evident to me what makes this distinctly 
courteous-sounding mode of behavior so desirable to some womyn. She was 
t~~ first in my experience to forbid direct confrontation between any two 
lt1bians at a meeting. At first, I thought it was only more of the fear often 
CMn<:ed by middle-class womyn at any sign of anger. (They sometimes act as 
ffldySh wf!re all about to pull knives.) When I saw that she also stopped all 

~ti_qmpr, I realized that it was simply emotion of all kinds that made her 
f'l1nd mfortable, out of control of the meeting. She wished to conduct a calm, 

.i~a'!.'■iJ-r~• edlve meeting. 
•l!aPY, of course, is the training ground for the separation of intellect and 

o .. l will not belabor the differences in kinds of therapy. The basic 
,-, stated or unstated, is that emotions need to be examined with the 

«c;t .. Instead of seeing our emotions as expressive of our thoughts, therapy 
~ that they actually obscure our thoughts and our thought processes. 

Is the definitive manifestation of middle-class alienation. Therapy 
nalized one of the essential dichotomies of the patriarchy, one to 



~1MltliMl.l •IMfble: the split between intellect and emotion . 

"'•MitfltM'...,._~ t_heraPY to revolutionary dykes in a very few 

MIIY ..,, .... lit;QWtllCOIOBY•• Her observations helped me to begin' :r ,:n:~~ and lesbian/feminist classism, for her 

~ abc,ulthtto,me, were ultimately the same as mine about the latter. 

:;' nottl, amona othtr things, that therapy~ , , fixes women's attention in the 

wron, dlr«tton, (rqrnentlng and privatizing perc~ptio~ of prob/ems . . :'• 

The tdvantalt fot lesbians who find open emotion distasteful is that they can 

declare fffl(Jdon cl Hmlts when working<lass dykes express themselves with 

feellns, and di give vent to their own more circumspect sentiments by saying 

thfr 1,. fust puttfn1 out their personal needs, to which, of course, no one dares 

object. The personal has su~rseded the political. Whereas womyn like myself, 

not belnl posses,ed ti objectified emotions, try to obey the rules and speak 

0bjectfvely. Ironically, we are then accused by middle-class dykes of being "too 

much In our heads.• 
Whit is the distinction between intellect and emotion? Websters New 

Col~~ OldlonMY gives us some clues: 

httfllttt: The power of knowing, as distinguished from the power to feel and 

toWII~ 

Emotion: A ~hie or physical reaction (as anger or fear) subjectively 

~ as strong feeling and physiologically involving changes that 

p,epare the body fot immediate vigorous action. 

Hadn't we better question our movement's seeming preference for thought 

dlvoo:ed ftom tithe power to feel and to will?" When I began this paper long 

180, i working-class friend of mine remarked that what I describe here is what 

she hid long been terming "the difference between feeling and talking a bout 

~ins~ 'Ille polhical result k the difference between change and talking a bout 

chanae. A movement aimed at ~ ing a system (of government, society, 

religlon and penonll rela many tens of centuries old should welcome 

-.rona leell,.«;tQadi 9._ll for "immediate, vigorous action :' 

But SOl1'e of hose from middle-class and/or WASP 

~ thatexpressions of emotion signify lack 

ofcorlt1'0I~ man upper-middle-class background 

~ A taught to dissociate herself from the 
~ focusing her attention ~n the process 

of the 'anger. She was encouraged to 
d"d led to believe that intellect was not 
, fot her to "have anger," if she kept 

after all, one can only conquer 
tthe release of yelling, physically 
fa reaction from her parent, or 
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whoever had wounded her, by stating - calmly, of course - some essentially 
cruel thing. Other middle-class womyn have described this kind of training, received either in their families or through therapy. Hence, we now have 
thousands of lesbians who will sit down, in all earnestness, and say, "I am very 
angry,' In a perfectly serene tone of voice. (As the years go by, they grow more 
and more distant in their phrasing, as, "I feel some anger around this; or even, 
"I have some anger here:') The same womyn, while righteously defending the 
necessity of putting out their feelings, will level charges of aggression, 
divisiveness, and male-identification at lesbians who don't need to announce 
that they are angry, because it is clear, from their every word and gesture. 

Alienation, a term widely used in therapy, and chosen by many middle-class 
lesbians to describe their own state of consciousness, renders understandable 
their fear of what they see as our emotional outbursts. Assertiveness training, 
very popular in the 1970s, was a must for active feminists. I never quite got it, 
having survived working-class poverty, the streets of Buffalo, and eight brothers 
and sisters. But middle-class feminists, trained as ladies, perhaps afforded an 
excessively abstract education, and almost certainly exposed to one of the many 
therapeutic fads of the baby-boomer generation, needed to be taught to speak dlrec;:tly, to make their anger known, to not shrink in fear from their own or 
others' emotions, to accept most of all that emotions are not an outside force to 
abhor and attempt to control. 

Therapists thrive on the belief held by these lesbians that feelings are a 
threatening fog veiling the world, but that with the counselors' help, the lens of 
the Intellect can be applied so that these womyn, divided against themselves, ~n see through. 

,Emotions are not uncontrollable, primitive forces forming a screen between womyn and our world; it is not necessary or advisable to think of them as such, 
for. to do so leaves one open to those who wish to be our interpreters to ouf.5elves. 

And SO we have the basic set-up of feminist process: a desire to bring into 
stibrhJssion those lesbians whose forcefulness was being used to challenge Micldle-class WASP dominance. A method was devised which included a retreat ~fi[to the honesty encouraged by assertiveness (and, for that matter, by I~ lnism), and its replacement by a therapeutic substitute which can only 

,,...,,~-,-:-:lon to deeply entrench the power of the middle-class lesbians in the 
ent~ Therapists teach their clients/patients that they have a right to "put ;;g,~1n~lj£fr needs" as whatever they define them to be. But therapists routinely 

the demon of open emotion. [The voice of the therapist is saying, ilet's. calm down and see if we can't work to get to the true source of this ltlOpen emotion has at least a better chance at being honest, and is much 
Pit() challenge. 

&class womyn have had to go through very few changes to adapt to 
o "sharing" feelings, to sublimating anger and emotion and laying a 



e&,af -~~overtheirpain. They operate on the tacit assumption 
daat ewr,c,nellia_.tstpoliticat gathering will understand the importance of 
-. dae tnak idtl.aedl concepts of therapy. · 

Theil eqlanatiattusaaHrpresents lesbians with an either/or proposition: 
.-he, feminisl procesotpatriarchal power games. I maintain that the one is 
tlle other.Fenmistproa!S.\lM!areoften told, has been developed so that the 
tlusiness or certain weal persons dominating the group can be avoided. 
th,ough process, we can prevent the yelling bouts, the interruptions, the 
sllouting ewer- each other, the emotional expression of ideas, the mixture of 
lntell«t and emotion that have characterized other political movements. 

The usual scenario., when the rules are stated for us, is that everyone nods 
iilently~ ac:eepting what is really middle-class manners newly defined as feminist 
pocess.. Manyworting-dass womyn are actually shamed into this silent 
mmpliance.Andwhy notl By the equation which has developed, feminist 
~ micfdle.clmand working-class equals patriarchal. The way we of the 
~ have related alt of our lives is now labeled "male-identified;' 
~ il1CXJ11ect• 

I ha"tle had several personal experiences with middle-class folks who were 
~ by my readiness to express my anger (or even my sarcasm). They 
~feaed I would strike them or attach bombs to the ignition switches of 

·rcas,buttheysaid repeatedlythatmyangerfrightened them. In the course 
their various~ they M>uld mention this problem to their counsel ors. 

An incident of mine from about six years ago should serve to explain what 
llian,.."K next. I attended a.lesbian concert in a local bar with two friends. At 

they~ratfieresoteric discussion of the talents of the 
iuiiciiansinthe bar~PQii'esstheyhad noted over the years of observing 

and an aad il~Nhlt.night's performance so far. r felt no desire to 
themme~ .. i~~:,,_fl.jti,vnclthe academic tone of evaluation inappropriate 

theoa::asi ~ nm:il opinion repeatedly and I just said I thought 
band fkl,fi!1ii;;wanted to know what I thought of them 

.nothing to add, that I had not been 
rmore, their insistence that I contribute 

up felt like a test: say something 
the comment that I thought they were 

;1:.didrft want to play. 
story. But a few days later, I ran into 
l~lass. She had, by now, seen her 
;f,attack" had hurt her. She resented my 

n the other evening's discussion. To 
:that J had had no right to make any 

use everyone (including some 
e than to name) knew how rigid I 
~ to do with the fact that some of 
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llS got together at her house once a month to play music. Though extremely 
shy about it (which she knew), I usually played the piano. 

In short, I said she was classist. She was angry about this. Unable to say so, 
she stated something cruel, something which she knew would make me self­
consdous about ever playing in public again. I was, in fact, momentarily 
humtliated. But I had time to see the look of triumph on her face. She had cut 
me down to size and no longer had to deal at all with the truth or falsity of 
what I said in the bar. 

51-e'Still hadn't "expressed her anger,H if you will; but she felt better and could 
duly report in her next therapy session that she had "dealt with" the situation. 

I have eaten it more times than I can count, thanks to lesbian therapists; since 
the middle-class friends of mine who went to them were never explicit that 
what made them uncomfortable with me was not what I said but that I could 
say it, what I got in return was abuse. Just as my long-ago class-privileged friend 
had explained to me, when people are forbidden a right to honest anger and 
the apology that could be demanded from one who has injured them, all that is 
left to express is cruelty; all that is left to reach for from the other person is a 
reaction - any reaction - but preferably one that hurts as much as the 
wounded party now feels hurt. 

So my friends would approach our next confrontation having gained from 
therapy no knowledge of how to express anger (and certainly no experience). 
Th~'1VOuld fall back on what skill they had acquired through their class 
~ence and in therapy, for therapy and the middle class are the two places 
where expression of anger is presumed to mask some other emotion. They 
would do the familiar: state something cruel, actually make a deliberate attempt 
at meanness, thereby depleting my power in their eyes, so that I needn't be 
taken seriously. They would feel less pain because now / was the one hurt. 
Betatase they feel bad when I yell, and I feel bad when they are cruel, they 
delude themselves that we are doing the same thing. But, of course, they 
remain therapeutically calm and objective, which gives them enormous power: 
fn a dassist culture emotional outbursts in response to such coolness would be 
~tacky. For both parties would be judged by the standards of HAmerica," those 
cith~ white, Protestant middle class. 
~ meetings progress, and decisions must be made, the only mode now 

),M~le to feminists is consensus. (Groups such as Abalone Alliance have 
~l}!!shed statements detailing the consensus process. A pamphlet called 

locking Progress• is a statement by an Abalone member who finds consensus 
.,...iit, ..... ·th abuse, especially classism.) 

sensus is said to do away with majority rule, giving everyone an 
'..~~tMliH',_.1minity to speak and to object to group decisions, even if the majority 

HHIDW!!S them. Being outvoted consistently is decidedly frustrating, but you still 
cast your vote firmly on the side y~u wish. In consensus, any member of 

!cE~:.may block consensus; for the decisions to go through, then, requires 
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the block to be withdrawn or the person to be persuaded that voting for the 

decision is best. 
In ten years, I have never seen anyone but the most privileged members of 

any group successfully block a consensus decision. (The important exception is 

the instance in which womyn attend meetings solely to block decisions. 

Consensus is dangerous in this way, too. A group of womyn attended the 

opening sessions of an anti-nuke group I was in some years ago only to make 

sure that neither the word "lesbian" nor the word "feminist" appeared in the title 

of the group. They blocked consensus, the group was named as they wanted, 

and we never saw any of them again.) Since consensus requires that every 

person be satisfied (the American Dream), that no one be declared the loser of 

the wte (a horror to privileged folks), the pressure brought to bear on the 

dissenter is formidable. In the past, if the middle-class lesbians dominated all 

decision-making, winning simply by outnumbering, we could protest or leave. 

Now, any objection to losing a vote is childish, because everyone theoretically 

had the chance to stop any vote from going through. The fact that dissenters 

must carry the onus of having selfishly stopped the entire group's progress is not 

officially acknowledged. 
Instead, the only authorized dissent is one in which the lesbian who wishes 

to block the consensus announces, inevitably, that she doesn't agree with the 

decision but won't block. Not many can stand up to the condescension directed 

at those who don't seem to understand that consensus is not supposed to be 

blocked. The dominant group patiently and disdainfully wears the unfortunate 

down. 
To close the meetings, we are offered criticism/self-criticism, perhaps the most 

jarring item of feminist process for those of us from working-class backgrounds. 

This allotment of time at the end of meetings for the expression of feeling 

means implicitly that feelings are taboo during the meeting. Explicitly, it means 

only that emotionally expressed thoughts are forbidden. Intellectually (read: 

therapeutically) expressed emotions, the domain of the middle-class, are very 

much indulged. Crit/self-crit is the first element of process to which working­

class lesbians objected. When first introduced, it was no secret that it was a 

therapeutic concept. When we began objecting, they came up with the 

argument that since it had really originated in China, with the Communist party, 

it was both racist and anti-revolutionary to resist. 
Hand in h·and with the disapproval of direct interactions between lesbians at 

meetings, crit/self-crit serves to allow abusive or manipulative lesbians to say 

anything they wish in the course of meetings, knowing that it will not be 

tolerated for them to be directly confronted. The same womyn reign during the 

crit sessions. Another working-class dyke friend has recounted to me her abuse 

during these sessions, as her audacity in offering real criticism of middle-class 

lesbians' exercise of privilege was consistently punished by a responding 

criticism of her offensive style. She was castigated in vague therapy terminology 
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about how attacking or unconstructive she had been. This was supposed to 
silence her protests against oppression. If she couldn't learn to do it right, she 
simply had no credibility. Yet, what middle-class dykes said about her never had 
to do with realities like privilege and oppression (or even with the content of 
her criticism); only that some delicate spirit experienced her honesty as being 
hurtful. 

Furthermore, lesbians whose low-income backgrounds have placed us in the 
position of struggling against scorn all our lives sometimes just fail to see the 
benefit of chastising oneself in the presence of others whose respect one might 
like to have. We tend to take the brunt of the criticism (which should tell, once 
again, what and who is being silenced by feminist process) because we do not 
use the jargon of feminist process. We are not taught in working-class homes to 
preface everything we say with the phrases: / think, I feel that, in my opinion, I 
could be wrong but. Our stereotypical bluntness, which precluded the need for 
assertiveness training in many respects, brings our statements out in a forthright 
manner. During crit/self-crit, we are often attacked for opinions we expressed, 
because we neglected to provide ourselves and our listeners, in the fashion of 
feminist process, with those verbal escape clauses. For the emphasis in middle­
class language is not on the "I;' but on the doubt-filled words "think;' "feel;' 
Hopinion:' (As I pointed out in an earlier example, a womon skilled in this 
manner of speech can still hold the floor a long, long time by using this verbal 
trick: talk about yourself but sound modest.) 

When such phrases are not used by middle-class lesbians, then the "opinions" 
come out with no "agent" at all. Mary Daly has referred in lectures to the 
diluted emotions of what she calls "therapized" lesbians as "plastic passions:' 
Saying, "There seems to be some energy around this;' removes the fire from the 
feeling. You don't, in fact, "feel" anything at all: you "have" some remote "blob" 
of ersatz emotion to be "dealt with:' 

Therapy teaches self-doubt by its basic premise that womyn (who are the 
patients of all forms of therapy) need interpreters to understand their own 
spirits. The willingness of working-class lesbians to simply say what we want to 
say and take the consequences is an affront to the devotees of therapy. With 
such responses as "Speak for yourself!;' when no one had claimed to be doing 
otherwise, middle-class lesbians make clear their discomfort with, and need to 
discredit, the fact that working-class dykes do not negate our own statements. It 
is claimed that we are less open to criticism because of this. In fact, we are 
more open, because we take the risk of making statements that can't be as 
easily withdrawn as those beginning with, I'm not sure, but it seems to me 
that. .. 
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Humanism 

..• there has been resurrected an individualism which, 
flowing directly from the human potential movement, 
emphasizes taking one's own space, defining one's own 
reality, taking care of one's own needs. For many, concern 
over the quality ·of life is personal, individual, and focused on 

one's well-being. 
Kathleen Barry5 

These attitudes Barry describes cannot help but be familiar to active feminist 

lesbians; they have become part and parcel of what is now accepted as 

feminism. Chapter 10 of Barry's Female Sexual Slavery contains a section on 

womyn's values that is, itself, invaluable. It has given me strength and words 

when I needed them CNer the years, and I honor that by using several quotes in 

this paper, including the opening quote. 
Contradicting the middle-class acclaim of criticism/self-criticism as a necessity 

to growth, the middle-class hold their own growth to be dependent upon their 

maintaining a right to self-centeredness and freedom from challenge. Although 

feminism as a movement probably no longer exists, feminists certainly do; and 

the majority of them have succumbed to the #therapeutically polluted 
environment,"' needing above all else to feel good about themselves. 

This is a handy focus to have for oneself in a time when lesbians are trying to 

challenge each other about privilege and oppression. For example, I tried once 

to approach a lesbian who had been driving me up the wall with her class­

oppressive notions and attitudes. She suggested we discuss it over dinner. (I see 

now that that should have been a dead giveaway: she, being supported by her 

family, could afford restaurants, while f, employed and underpaid, found it 

difficult. This never occurred to her. Challenging it never occurred to me.) We 

settled in the restaurant and f had to begin the talking. 
She initiated no part of the conversation, took no risks and no responsiblity. 

After f did all the work, tracing the various things she had done or said in our 

encounters (we were not friends, but had mutual friends who brought us 

together frequently) she answered. Looking utterly unmoved by the pain f had 

just told her she had inflicted on me, she said that, yes, she could see why I felt 

this way and she would like to promise to do better. However, she had n~er 

felt ~e~lly sood_ about herself and was trying - with the help, of course of a 

fem,mst therapi~ - to acquire a better self-image. Therefore, much as ~he was 
50

1 
r~ for my feelings, she would simply be unable to do anything about her 

c ass,sm. To acknowledge her p · ·1 ed . 
f"ke b d riv, eg oppression of me would make her feel 

~00: ai:ou~::;tnd her prime motivation at this time of her life was to feel 

This is not the only inst f "dd 
painful for her to c , anhce O a mi le-class lesbian telling me it was just too 

on,ront er own oppress· beh . h 
womyn have related 1 . . ive av1or; ot er working-class 

o me similar experiences, also. The pursuit of a 
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contentment with oneself as one is, without wishing to grow and change -
wishing in fact to avoid growth and change - is the symptom of a self -
centeredness which is overtly threatening to a revolutionary feminism. With so 
mud, emphasis on self, how much concern could there possibly be for the rest 
of the worldl Even for the rest of one's immediate environment? What kind of 
revolution waits until its warriors are happy and fulfilled before confronting the 
enemy? · 

The answer is: one which has abandoned revolution for "therapy as a way of 
life."7 The larger context which must be grasped here is that feminism is no 
longer respected, even by most feminists, as a valid movement to which a 
lesbian could dedicate her life's energies. It is seen now as a step on the way to 
humanism: patriarchy in drag. All the values and attitudes radical feminists 
started out battling are contained within the humanist approach, disguised by 
"psychobabble; which, the author who coined that term says, "must be seen as 
the expression not of a victory over dehumanization but as its latest and very 
subtle victory over us:•a 

lesbian Relationships 
Processing, or dealing, is also required now in lesbian relationships. Dykes no 

longer seek partners with whom they can relax, with whom they have much in 
common, with whom they feel deep happiness or even love. (love, in fact, is 
seldom mentioned, although falling in love is. It is really the only uncontrolled 
emotion accepted by lesbians. It should have been the last one we even 
considered countenancing, for it is fraught with possibilities for abuse.) Lesbians 
have been seeking "fixes ... of various kinds: Alcohol and drugs, to be sure, but 

i/.QlOfe and more frequently "psychological 'fixes"' in the form of therapy sessions 
,Qd the drama-filled relationships which serve to provide the symptoms for 

ich they seek therapeutic "cures~9 

-~~lMfl-rhe most virulent mode in which I see class oppression affecting personal 
ationships between middle-class and working-class lesbians is in the 
e peutic concept of "getting one's needs met: Therapy, in trying to teach mvn what they need and how to get it, has been instrumental in redefining 

tr-relationships as a place of struggle, instead of as a refuge from the outside 
ggle of our lives. {This makes eminent sense when we realize that thera~ists 

ve also been instrumental in dosing off lesbians' awareness of these outside 
ales: sexism, racism, and classism, etc., are too painful to deal with.) 
eeds are now, in feminist/lesbian circles, anything a woman wants or t~ 

~ h she feels entitled. (I am exploring this more f~lly in a paper on lesbian 
, a depressing sign of how far things have gone.} This is more t~an a 

antic distortion. A womon needs food, clothing shelter; secondarily, she 
5, in order to have a full life, satisfying work, productivi~ ~nd usefulness, 

ewe and be loved the achievement of inner peace and spmtual growth . . 
h f 'ts hOW'"",.,er is a matter of individual taste and the choices eac o us wan , ~• , 

have made in our lives. 



I ~king ~o get their n~s met in whatever relationship they find themselves, esb,ans ~1th enormo~s differences and with vastly varying visions of a good relatlonsh1p can remain together indefinitely. Manipulative behavior by one or both of them and the "adjustment" skills of a /tgood" lesbian therapist can keep the lovers struggling to process their differences, instead of separating because of them. Therapy greatly aids in this circumstance because it doesn't deal in facts, e.g., that the relationship is no good for you, but in personal feelings about facts, e.g., that you are unhappy about elements of the relationship (but therapy can help you change it and get your needs met). If a therapist's patient was expected - or even allowed - to say, "I am in a relationship which limits my freedom of movement, inhibits my expression of ideas, threatens my peace of mind, and invades my privacy;' chances are an intelligent and caring friend, or even counselor, would say, "Get out of it!" But the report is - as it is expected to be - phrased as, "I feel she doesn't trust me, or respect my opinions. I have a lot of anxiety and because of her insecurity, I have less free time than I need~ Now there is something a therapist can work with: Fears, anxieties, insecurities. The relationship could go on for years with the therapist encouraging better communication, more efforts to deal with these differences, perhaps even mediation. Moreover, successful relationships (by therapeutic standards: ones where you struggle and make it last) are the hallmark of health to therapists, who are in the business of recommending and facilitating adjustment to existing circumstances. It has been so easy, therefore, for privileged womyn to take advantage of working<lass dykes in relationships. We do not expect others to do for us. Middle-class people hire therapists and any number of others to provide service for them. The interdependency and innate pride of the working-class contribute to a culture where you don't say to your parents, "I wish I had the money to go to camp," when you already know they can't afford it. You don't come to the dinner table complaining of the unfashionable nature of your wardrobe, when there is no means of replacing it. Therapists tell us we should do this, we should put out our needs: To go where our friends go and to have a sense of belonging, to dress like the more affluent kids and to achieve some kind of popularity. Therapy says, even if it cannot be accomplished, putting out your needs means you have done everything you could about the situation, you feel better, and now, if anything can be done by the listeners, it will be done. You have taken power by putting out your needs. 
Working-class etiquette says you don't expect everything in life. Outright demands to parents would likely be met with scorn and a reminder that the world, after all, did not owe you a living! Besides what therapy recommends is known, in_ the feminist vernacular, as "dumping:' Why should I burden my parents with the knowled f h . they didn't k ge O t e specifics of what I lacked? Do you suppose therefor~ ou~ow we were poorly dressed? Rubbing their noses in their - and - poverty wouldn't make me feel better. Recommending that we 
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'fakipower" in a situation like this means recommending "taking power" over 
those whose obligation you think it is to provide for you. Power-over is not 
deirable. We all knew that everything was given which could be given. Living 
in dose quarters with many people brings an awareness of the others' needs. 
The natural empathy of working-class culture brings a willingness to help when 
and if possible, though we were probably not conscious that we followed an 
etiquette. What one wanted/neededr thus, was never named, opening no one 
to public disappointment; the responsibility of fulfilling needs was given (by 
putting them out to others) to no one, opening no one to feelings of guilt and 
failure. It is a matter of pride, mutual respect, and consideration. 

Contact with mixed-class society is a culture shock for working-class dykes on 
many levels. We are accustomed to keeping our private desires to ourselves, 
unless we have certain knowledge that someone with whom we are intimate 
can help. Then it is asked, respectfully, as a favor, to be reciprocated when 
possible. A refusal to help meant an inability to help, which also was treated 
with respect. This is how things would function between people of my 
background. Pointing up the absence of something material (even to the point 
of asking for sugar or coffee in someone's home) might be exposing temporary 
or permanent poverty. We all knew that we gave whatever we had; if you didn't 
see it, you didn't ask for it. Trust was built in widening circles, within which 
things could be taken for granted. 

For working-class womyn, there is more at heart than the absence of a 
personal therapy experience. There is the basic contempt in which therapy is 
held in working-class environments. For instance, I not only never experienced 
therapy myself, I was acquainted with no one who had until I was about 
twenty-one. People at survival level have a justifiable disdain for the privileged, 
whose leisure time and money can be squandered on having a total stranger 
solve their problems for them. 

I have found that middle-class lesbians go through their lives with the 
expectation, to varying degrees, that their needs/desires can and will and should 
be met. There is a selfishness, a shortsightedness, in this attitude that is shocking 
to me. And what they label "needs" is everything they want, like, prefer in life. 

Trained in proper etiquette involving the suppression of emotion, middle-class 
lesbians seek therapists to teach them about emotion. They spend their 
childhoods being repressed when trying to express emotion; being told that 
their feelings are invalid and in need of re-examination with_the help of 
professionals. They are taught to doubt their ability to perceive the wor~d 
through their own eyes. Therapists then lead them in_to a w~b of ex~lonng 
feelings denying feelings, examining feelings, ~nalyz_mg feehnghs, trydmglto 'th 

' . r . h f lings dealing with how ot ers ea w, 
experience feelings, dea mg wit e~ . ' ability to deal with these others. In 
their feelings, ~nd how that aff~cts t _e~ o;n acquiring an ability to talk about 
short, they enter on an absorption _wit se ' 
feeling, but not to trust simply feeling. 
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A key factor in community life is missing because, not trusting her feelin never in fact feeling them - the middle-class lesbian is unable to compreh&s -­those of us who do, and empathy is beyond her. If it were not, the practic end the privileged over the oppressed would have to become obsolete; standines ~f the other womon's shoes makes one more considerate. g 1n Meanwhile, a working-class dyke relating intimately to middle-class dyk . unprepared for the outright demands, th~ assertion that needs be met; m~: 15 importantly, she is often shocked by the accusation of failure if she doesn't e them. What we consider true needs are those things the lack of which mar~eet one as inferior in the U.S. I repeat, we express ourselves with emotion, and pride is an emotion. Our 'druthers we do not refer to as "needs:' And, since working-class lesbians expect empathy in other womyn (I have found this to 6 
true even in those from the coldest, most non-nurturing homes imaginable), a~d because of the class dynamics I laid out above, nonprivileged dykes are sometimes unable, and usually unwilling, to state their needs, as needs are defined by the middle class. We are therefore (conveniently, I can't resist noting) thought to have none. So, those accustomed to asking for things, do so;· those who are unaccustomed to asking for things, don't. And the class system marches on. 

I categorically refuse the assertion of the middle class that we all learn to 
1

put our needs out. When it becomes valid to say, I need not to have meetings · scheduled on Thursdays, I need you not to use that expression because it reminds me of an ex-lover, I need you not to raise your voice because my mother used to yell and then hit me it occurs to me that silence may truly be golden. I grew up around too many alcoholics, constantly putting out their needs, and co­dependents, indulging them and fulfilling the needs, not to comprehend the danger in this. I, for one, have no desire to live in, let alone help create, a world of self-centered therapy addicts. Many lesbian relationships, as well as the current "model" for lesbian relationships, are, in fact, based on the dependency of someone seeking the fulfillment of her needs by another (as opposed to a,n inner fulfillment enhanced by a joy in the existence of the relationship) and someone feeling worthwhiie because she succeeds in meeting her lover's needs. This is a dependency model, much like alcoholic families. Similarly "falling in love" brings together two womyn, each feeling incomplete, looking for a relationship and the person in it to bring wholeness. A mature love/friendship would be the meeting of two womyn, each complete in herself, or at least seeking to be, coming together for further happiness. 
The Therapists 

Therapists are, very simply, lesbians who believe the tenets they learned as students or patients themselves and think they are helping by offering these services. There is, really though, no earthly reason why lesbians should have turned so much authority and power over to any specific group of womyn. If it 
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t none of us has escaped indoctrination in the d'ist . f 
. ) .1 . . 11 ort1ons o the 

(and i! 1s ~rue, 1 ifs esh pecra y true that lesbians who have taken 
lied trainmg in one o t e power structures of the ma inst . 
mot be given such absolute trust. ream society 

~-?~mu:tJe heard stories of abuse of patients by therapists. t have been told of 
th !sts who, in some strange move toward equality with their clients, spend 
entlfe.sessions discussing their own problems; still, of course, accepting 
payn.,ent from the patient. Therapists are not the objective listeners or wise 
COiJnselors they are widely accepted to be. They bring all of their own biases 
and personal experiences to each session with them. Some have admitted to 
encouraging or discouraging some behavior, such as ending a relationship, 
depending on how well that aspect of their own lives is going at the moment. 
lesbians approaching a therapist for help in escaping an abusive or destructive 
relationship should not be subjected to the prejudice of a therapist who 
suaests preserving the relationship because the therapist is content with her 
lover right now. 

Moreover, we must question what they, as womyn who so deeply believe in 
getting needs met, are getting out of these sessions themselves, besides their 
often outrageous fees. The power to change the course of other lesbians' lives, 
the ego-strokes of clients' dependence on them, the addiction many womyn 
develop to the therapy sessions: All these things are distasteful at best, and 
dangerous at worst. 

The dependence especially is usually mutual. Many therapists are panicked at 
the thought of their patients' leaving them. Even general criticism of the 
~lstence of therapy threatens them greatly. With this sort of dependency in 
action, therapists cannot be teaching their patients skills for handling problems 
In their lives. Lesbians do not, as a rule, go to therapy to figure out something 
general which they can then apply to future situations. They go to therapy to 
learn from therapists what to do. When the next crisis arises, they will be right 
back in session. Independence, particularly from the therapist, is not fostered. 

The power of therapy, residing in both the practitioners and the patients, has 
conferred on a relatively small group of middle-class-oriented lesbians the 
power to define virtually every aspect of life in our community. Because_therapy 
patients can be so religiously firm in their belief in the power of counsehn_g, 
therapy ends up interpreting reality for the whole commun!ty: The therapiSts, 
the clients and the rest of us who have to live and work with both. . I 

"Those ~ho argue in favor of 'feminist thera~y' ~aintain that it d~dpt:~de:~~:; •r "10 Even 1f this argument cou • 
from the old freudian presuppos1 ions. t bl' hment which labels womyn's 
therapy is a part of the mental health_ es~~s do we,dare ignore the pitfalls of 
behavior aberrant and seeks to alter it: life even this lesser form of an 
embracing, as central to our c?mm_unrty lesbians? 
institution which tortures and imprisons 
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Conclusion 
.L..... 

1. the feminist movement has accepted, all too eagerly . 
By u~ equa 10n 

• h I h , lll1dd1 f • •st, h·i1e working<lass - patnarc a • Yet, t ere are many e. 
class - emm, w . Id b . qualir d WOr'·ina.r1ass lives which others wou e wise to emu lat 'es 
from poor an "' o - I d' f . II d e . 

. htf rwardness, a natural b en mg o mte ect an emotion 
Honesty. stra1g o 

1. f , a 
. ff 1 competenrv empathy, self-re 1ance, a sense o the interw 

notion o ema e ... ,, . 
oven nature of lif~ and not least of all, survival. . It is important to understand that therapy 1s one of ~any ?buses which have combined to destroy the womyn's movement. But while _racism, classism, ref rm·sm and other oppressive elements serve each a single purpose, therap ha~ th~ double effect of being oppressive in and of itself, and of reinforcing, Y ,.· possible all of the others by the use of language and concepts which 

ma11.mg , d I . . h I shield oppression. Middle<lass manners an va u_es reign 1~ t_ e esbian community, disguised by therapy and masquerading as feminism. 
What We Have lost 

The physical space we fought so very hard for, in which we had hoped to discover ourselves and each other, our commonality as womyn and lesbians, our shared oppression in the patriarchy and our shared strengths as those who had, so far, survived that patriarchy, no longer exists. In the place of the pre­cious few square feet which was solely ours we have establishments in which everyone is welcomed, except those of us who remember when the space was ours. Exclusion (of, for instance, men) would violate the tenets of humanism, which was peddled to lesbians by therapy as the step beyond feminism. Instead of the invaluable womyn-only or lesbian-only space where we reveled in our freedom to learn and grow together, we now have the ubiquitous "safe, sup­portive environments; formerly known as womyn's centers. Now they exist for therapeutic personal growth where lesbians learn not from each other as peers, but in therapist-led or -facilitated groups. They offer not revolution, not even assertiveness, but adjustment. (Twelve Step groups, patterned on Alcoholics Anonymous, are blossoming everywhere as the means of coping with every imaginable aspect of life. Despite the successes of M - in lives saved - we should be more than a little alarmed at the popularity of a program whose First Step is for each person to admit her complete powerlessness over some area of her life. Self-sufficiency, in the form of hands-on workshops and concrete lessons in survival are gone; in their stead we have not even self-defense, but self.improvement. 
And what sort of improvement is being taughtl Defeating racism or classism? Not really; just •unlearning" them. The former is political and involves group movement; the latter is a personal realignment of ideas having nothing to do 

with community. 
' • The feminist maxim, 'The personal is political," was distorted like so many 
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a di gs. It has been made to mean that anything a lesbian does, whether 
tlOt :e involves herself in the furtherance of womyn's or lesbian' liberation, is 

~I activism. It is not, although every aspect of womyn's lives does have 
politlcal implications. That, and the fact that the oppression we suffer in our 
nves ts not a personal issue but a political one was the original meaning. The 
present-day lesbian has acquired the right to live an utterly personal, self• 
centered life, because, after all, the personal is political. She may seek com­
~ private solutions, through therapy or its related themes, to what we had 
once defined as universal female problems. Various workshops and seminars, 
not specifically under the auspices of any therapeutic discipline, are neverthe­
less dedicated to the same self-improvement. It breaks my heart, as a lesbian 
witch, to acknowledge that one of the themes related to therapy, of late, is 
certain forms of feminist spirituality. With a personal/therapeutic slant and 
humanist origins, "spirituality" is making its contribution to the individualization 
of lesbian feminism. 

The truism that each of us must start the revolution with herself was not 
meant, by its originators, to mean that everyone could retreat into prosperity 
workshops, parental-paid educations, professions and the professionalizing of 
e«!ry aspect of womyn's liberation (licensed psychics, certified relationship 
mediators, professional organizers, Ph.D. witches) and the religion of once-a­
week therapy. Start with yourself, yes; start and end with yourself, no. 

Therapy, with its endless list of diseases to cure in oneself, keeps us standing 
still and isolated. While dealing with alienation, fear of intimacy, and poverty 
consciousness, while learning dynamic listening and havingness, we are 
trapped, as Mary Daly points out, into arrested thinking, "neatly labeling/ 
limiting every impulse;'11 finding no end to the process, spending our lives 
peeling off layer after layer after layer of seemingly bottomless personal sick­
ness. It cannot be a stage in preparing ourselves for activism, because "therapy, 
including the institutions of 'feminist therapy', resists being relegated to the role 
of a 'step:"12 It is the religion of middle-class-oriented feminist lesbians, and 
those who oppose it are indeed heretics. There is an element of coercion here 
that we are not facing. 

What We Could Have 
Understanding the feminist classism made possible by lesbian therapy does 

not mean that from now on our groups can have no structure or form. It means 
that any group's structure must be arrived at as at least a synthesis of workin~­
class and middle-class experience and values. Whoever is facilitating a meeting 
must question whether she makes- certain decisions and suggestions for the true 
benefit of the whole group and all of its membe_rs, or f~r the comfort of_the 
group's middle-class members, who don't like raised voices and sudden inter-

ruptions. h Id b !lowed to pitch a fit in the middle of 
It doesn't mean that anyone s ou e a 



• sort of temper tantrum. It means recognizing ~ngs or ln~=a~ :: subtle manipul~tions of a g~oup's rules or str~c7lJhe" 
a m,~le-class . i \es of therapy which give her the right to demand that re, 
invoking the ~nhnch P f 1. gs that she is on a power trip. It means that wh 
othel's deal wit er ee in , 

. bl h"I d' en 
. b' k'\\ed at speaking intermma y w I e soun ing hurnbi 

middle-class \es ,ans, s , . . . t k' f e 
. . \ \ d and attention to then opinions, a mg ar more th 

and a\tnnst,c, ca m Y em 
h k' an 

l • th""' are interrupting at least as muc as a wor mg-class 
their share o, t,me, .. , f h I w h 

. II bo t the oppressiveness o t e ru es. e ave come to v· 
lesbian who ye s a u 

1· · 1 . 1ew 
'ddl I ode as obi'ectively right because we 1ve in a c assist societ 

the m1 e-c ass m · 'ddl I I · y 
h I\ to respect and aspire to m1 e-c ass va ues, even if we 

that has taug t us a 
1 • • 

don't understand any way in which they are workab e m our_ own lives _ even 
if they mean denying our traditional class an~ race and ethnic backgrounds. I d t mean that there can be no politeness, no respectful treatment of 

t oes no 
h f . . t h'I 

one another in meetings. \t means realizing t at emm1s process,_ w I e it may 
prevent yelling bouts (not always evil, yo~ know), also prevents s1~ply the 
excited expression of ideas, the interrupt1?ns of each other, the ~,~ture of 
intellect and emotion that have characterized other groups. Feminist process is 
not automatically egalitarian. The lesbian community ignores the facts that 
assuming the necessity of "sharing feelings" in a specified time slot means that 
those feelings must be hidden (essentially forbidden) until the appropriate time; 
that many people talking at once does not necessarily mean that no one gets 
heard (only that it might be a challenge for someone to hold the floor solely to 
herself for very long, a fact which I am sure upsets those accustomed to undivided attention); that silence while one lesbian speaks does not necessarily 
imply attention in the listeners; that calm, objective political discussions some­
times indicate (and often create) boredom in many working-class lesbians. 

It does not mean that any group should be permitted to dominate group 
dynamics. It means realizing that feminist process may have put an end to one 
kind of hierarchical domination of group interactions but has instituted another 
kind. Both forms of control exclude working-class lesbians. In both formats, the 
middle-class rules; therapy gave them the right to rename much of what they 
were already doing to maintain control, such that therapy becomes synony­
mous with feminism. Under feminist process, only objectified feelings, which 
one has analyzed and dealt with, are acceptable. Our liberation movement was 
not created to provide a solitary stage for each lesbian/womon who felt entitled 
to one. The system we know as feminist process has become static, a fixed and 
rigid presence in our community, which we can ill afford if we are ever to 
become a movement again. 

It does not mean that middle-class lesbians have no rights. It means acknowl­
edging that working-class lesbians have had to learn to relate in the forms 
acceptable to middle-class womyn for years now - and I do mean had to. The 
complete denial of our way of life has been a means of coercing us into con­
formity with a way foreign to us. A middle-class woman relating with a working-
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1 
womon should no longer feel completely free to find the solutions to her 

c ass problems within the relationship without considering the methods and 
':~Its of her solutions. Is she making demands which are acceptable according 
~o middle-class standards, but which are painful for a working-class womonl 
Has she ever considered the vast differences in those standards and whence 
they arise? 

At this point, it is incumbent upon middle-class lesbians to stand aside from 
the privilege they have assumed for themselves and really listen to their sisters 
who see things differently. This means an ongoing assessment of choices. 

Working-class lesbians who seek therapy or become therapists are advised to 
think twice. Solid friendships a.re a better place to talk about problems; politics 
is a better weapon against our oppression, within and without the movement. 
Therapy does not truly help any of us, individually or collectively; that many 
oppressed lesbians (subject to classism, racism, anti-Semitism, etc.) end up in 
this "helping" profession is not a surprise. We all too often serve the upper 
classes, and act as a buffer for them. 

Politically, the anger of working-class lesbians is an expression of raw pain, the 
unsophisticated anger to which middle-class feminists once felt attached and to 
which they are now hostile. The acknowledgment of that pain would be many­
faceted. It would involve a recognition of the psychic suffering of the affluent 
housewife (your mother, perhaps); the loneliness of the inner-city widow; the 
terror of the institutionalized womon, abandoned by everyone (including most 
of us); the hopelessness of the enslaved prostitute; the entrapment of the incest 
victim; the struggle of the unemployed teenage mother; the bureaucratic night­
mare of lesbians and poor womyn and Third World womyn whose children are 
"adopted" right out of their homes by social welfare agencies; the isolation of 
the incarcerated womon: The sadly endless list of nonprivileged lesbians/womyn 
whose lives our rhetoric has never touched. 

Relief from oppression must come to all of us or none. We cannot settle for 
academic and employment gains for those who had at least limited access to 
such privilege - albeit, sometimes, through men - even before feminism. A 
revolution of lesbians cannot make privilege more comfortably accessible to the 
already privileged. "Feminism demands more than private solutions or even 
private solutions stated in political terms'.'13 

Life, after all - especially lesbian/feminist life - is a progression of relation­
ships in the truest sense: from the momentary to the life-long, the vital touching 
of one spirit with another. We should draw laughter and tears from one 
another and we must learn to find them in ourselves. Separation of intellect 
and em~tion, the prime raison d'etre of therapy and its prim~ry function, is one 
of the most deadly dichotomies of the patriarchy: one to which womyn, always 
stereotyped as controlled by our emotions, are especially susceptible. Above all 



things. this dichotomy must be ~1ruggled against. Certainly, we must not pcrptt • 
uate it ourselves. Otherwise, defeat is imminent. A successful battle, however, 

could give us back ourselves: Whole, integrated, prepared to seek the joy of 

freedom, individually experienced, but collectively achieved. 
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Invitation 

Sarah Lucia Hoagland 

I 

(Part I was inspired by the showing of a slide in a s/ideshow on matri• 
archy by Carol Moorfield and Kathleen Valentine. The slide appeared at 
first to be of a drawing of a female Aztec warrior, for the figure had 
breasts. Upon closer examination, however, one could see it was the 
nsure of a man inside a woman's skin, t~e skin of a priestess he had just 
;slaughtered. You could see where her skin ended at his neck and at his 
wrists, at his wrists where her hands dangled down, like idiot mittens.) 

He wore the bag of a priestess, her breasts shrunken and empty. He emptied 
er1then tried to fill himself. Clinging, controlling, coring, he thought he would 

me her. He thought he gained her power. 
His hands reached out where hers had been, greedy, grabbing, grotesque. 
thodically he emptied her skin, believing he was absorbing her power, then 

estroying what he could not have. like a boy. 
He tild resolved to introduce his own meaning to life. Determinedly he 
~Eve.ALL WITCHCRAFT COMES FROM CARNAL LUST WHICH IN 

ENclS INSATIABLE. Delightedly he created evil. He believed he created 
tposefully, now, he struts. 

Witchcraft. Craft of the wicca, of the wild, of the wooly. Fires 
ll\'nes biazing, heat searing ... Interruption. 

,u,,.._mbu, he stood there, grinning. look, Ma, no hands. look what I've done. 
~ at.ME~ His victory prevailed, .the pow~r of terr~r, of disruption, of interrup­

dimahdlng attention. Attending, we nvet on h,m. For days. The 
l tor-alm-protector. 
"~\he bag of a priestess, he claimed to have her power. Demanding 
atle tion• he would have us believe he is her; believe, indeed, she never 
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ked I focus. Stunned, I stop. . 
existed. Startled, I look. Shoe d fi rth back and forth. Horrified I stare in 

Hypnotically he stn:its: backfoan d 
0
ys He can interrupt, terrorize, demand 

fascination. He can divert us. r a : . 
attention. But he has not ~i~led the s~~1~f the memory of who we were. He 

He has ~ot killed the spmt,fithe s~the heath, the fires of the hearth, the fire of 
cannot claim that power, the ires O • • klin 
the heart. Gold and warm, orange and russet, stirring crac g, 

se~:!ore th~a.::"::~g~riestess; but he can never kill the spirit. Only we can . 

I want to hold you and kiss you and taste you and move with you and fill u P 
with you and find the part of you within the part of me that steps beyond the 

part they hurt. 

II 

Several male faculty are notorious on campus for their harassment of female 

students. 
She comes crying to my office. 
The female faculty become outraged. Why do they become outraged? W~y 

have they not been outragedl They live on the same campus as I. In a meet1~g 
they bec:ome outraged and after go home, outraged, to their husbands or their 

closets. 
She comes to my office and names names, is willing to sign hers, wants to 

reclaim her dignity, wants to gain knowledge without harassment. 
In a meeting they write a position paper telling the president all about IT, not 

naming names. Outraged, the president encourages them to define IT and 
promises to issue a warning stating that IT is not permitted on this campus, will 

not be tolerated (by someone). 
I say why talk to big daddy, why not develop guerilla training sessions for 

female students, help them organize so they can ban together, take one class 
together, circulate an underground list of harassers. 

They look at me, say that's a good idea. They talk about the merits of wearing 
a wedding ring on campus. Then work for a year defining, trying to figure out 
how to separate harassment from male sexual advances, normal sexual inter­
course. It can't be done, say I, any sexual advance from male faculty to female 
.student is harassment. What can you expect from a lesbian, say they. 

A ye~r later the president issues his report. He says IT is a no-no. The faculty 
are delighted. The women have gotten big daddy to speak. The men now have 
new locker-room material. 
• She~ crying to my office. She is willing to name names, willing to start a 

~ 
A woman, reputed to be in the closet, tells her he can and will sue for 
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mati?n of char~cter. She warns, like a father warns his daughter. 
avoid threatenm_g men, women comply with the masculine edict that 

tes female resistance, keep the protector as buffer from the predator 
nee the~selves that men should masculate. The women have chosen ' 

they will focus on, whom they will attend to. And it is not her or me. 

to hold you and kiss you and taste you and move with you and fill up 
U and find the part of you within the part of me that steps beyond the 

hurt. 

mes shaking to my office. She has been warned, don't use That-word. 
been told she might be labeled, that things can happen to her records. 
warned in good faith, like a daughter is warned. She was warned by a 
assistant to a woman reputed to be in the closet. 
men are surprised, outraged. But soon they question what they can 
ey have only a student's word. The woman high up is offended, angry 

nuendos behind her back about her office. Why are you causing 
they ask me. They expect me to apologize to her. I go to her. I do not 
e but I acknowledge her, I ease the situation. And this is enough. I am 

~ut then I realize that semblance of smoothness, of things being 
all that is required; no disruptions. 

te perception keeps me from losing bearings in my academy. I 
:')want.And I know why I'm tolerated. I no longer understand 

ere who don t know such things. It is from there that I first saw the 
f wimmin's liberation to ladies' auxiliary. That they live in fear is no 

planation. 
es shaking to my office. But she makes her choice. She never fit in 

focus is Lesbian. And she stands nearly alone. 

old you and kiss you and taste you and move with you and fill up 
find the part of you within the part of me that steps beyond the 

Ill 

rough, she looks around. Arrogantly she moves her weight. From 
e rumbles venturing out under heavy eyelids, telling of a 

ming, whispering of a need still groping. 
lk with me, here in this space. It is special for me. For you. 
meet mine, her tension encircles me. 

lk proud here. She said my back hurts. 
bonding here. She said I see nothing new. 
risks here. She said I'm shut out. 

~;,Sisters here. She said I'm alone. 
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1 
want to hold you and kiss you and taste you and move with you and fill up 

with you and find the part of me within the part of you that steps beyond the 

part they hurt. 

I said we could create a place of belonging, a place of growing. A place 
where our Selves emerge through music, through videos, through books and 
magazines, through healing, the crafts, the energy, the stories, the lectures and 
readings, the rituals, the photographs, the gossip ... through our focus. Here 

among the many and varied dreams of Lesbians. 
The spark in her eye flickers. Sensuous rhythms reach out, electricity crackles. 

She said I need you here. 
She said I have no power to speak here. 

She said I'm being attacked. 

She said then you betray me. 

I looked at her. 
I said what are you doing now. 

I said I will not be always here. 

I said let me walk here with you now. Take this mirror and find the fires. Gold 
and warm, orange and russet, stirring crackling, sparking burning. 

I said this can be our center. We fight here and love and plot and weave and 
risk and hurt and get it wrong and laugh. Here, among Lesbians. We need not 
abide by all that develops. But it is to this space we can refer. Here we can 

focus. As Lesbians. 

She said it isn't real. 

She said I have been hurt. 

She said how do you go on. 

She said I'm scared. 

I said no, this is not what I come 

from either. 

I said yes, I know. 

I said this is what I choose. 

I said yes ... so am I. 

1 want to touch _you in the crease where arm meets shoulder, teasing you 
open, gently probing, rocking cradl,·ng ra11· t . , ,, mg cen enng. 

I center here, my Self sett! h I d r bl' . es ere. o not choose this in order to survive or 
,rom o 1gat1on to you Id f d I walk here foe . o_ not ,n Self here; nor do I find community. Rather, 
my source ~pen~s ~y attent,odn here, grow here. And I find that in choosing this 

B 
' Y power evelops, a reality emerges 

ecause I find you here, walking too. . 
I want to fall laughing into your arms a d h Id 

sparkle with delight at some exchange b ~ o you. I want to watch your eyes 
whisper and dream and suck and e ween us. I want to nibble and 
and nudge and argue and listen a~~u~:n~nd ~~nter and lick a~d talk and focus 
kiss and kiss and kiss and kiss in th . anh Joke and con_sp,re and kiss and 

· · · e JOY t at we are Lesbian . 



The Big Sell-Out: 
Lesbian Femininity* 

Linda Strega 

It is the 1980's, the decade of reactionary politics, and femininity is becoming 
an accepted value among many U.S. Lesbians. Even many politically radical 
Lesbians, who I would most expect to support Lesbian self-love and self-respect, 
who usually call prick bullshit for what it is, are beginning to openly admire 
and defend feminine ways of dressing and acting. Femininity! A patriarchal 
super-hype if there ever was one; a phoney ideal created by men, not by 
Lesbians; an ideal that heterosexual women embody to please men. 

Femininity is in no way an inborn aspect of femaleness: our most innate, 
essential qualities as females can never be developed through the restraining, 
artificial posing, game-playing, and mirror-gazing that is femininity. 1 Men have 
taught women what they want women to be - they call it "feminine" or 
"womanly"; as Lesbians we need to be awake enough to realize that a male 
invention, a male fantasy trip is masculine to the core, no matter what it is 
named, no matter how many women go along with the lie. Femininity is not 
truly female; the similarity in the words is a lying male trick. 

I think Lesbians' acceptance of anything "feminine" is part of the weakening of 
Lesbian politics - a lesbian parallel to the right-wing swing of het politics. The 
same is true of the popularity of Sado-Masochism among many Lesbians, and 
S & M is contributing a lot toward the re-acceptance of femininity as a "positive" 
and "erotic" style among otherwise radical Lesbians. Some reason that if some 
Lesbians "enjoy it" and "can't stop wanting it;' then it is better to go ahead and 
accept it: that is the kind of irresponsible, reactionary politics too often 
supported by psychotherapy. It is the kind of liberalness that also supports 
Lesbians going het, being bisexual, having babies, etc. It is the kind of self-

•This article is part of a book that a group of us is working on entitled Heterosexism 
among Lesbians: The Politics of Self-Betrayal. Donations would be very welcome. For a list 
of other available articles (all are For Lesbians Only) send a se1f-addressed stamped 
envelope to: BATTLEAXE, PO Box 9806, Oakland, CA 94613 U.S.A. 
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destructiveness that allows Lesbians to enforce thinness as ~ standard, that calls 

the slow suicide of dieting ,.eating healthyir and ~he self-punishment of over-

. · •staving r,•• and that encourages Lesbians to worry about the effects 

exercasmg ,. ., II I h I ~ . . I 

of ageing on their appearance. Those are a ma e, et va ues - ,en:1mme va ues 

_ they all ,evoJve around what men want women t~ act and look like, and they 

alf derive from male desires to control femal~ ~ehav,or. . . . 

Those Lesbians who are acting out the femmme model and claiming ,t to be a 

contribution to Lesbian culture, a flowering forth of their "real selves:' are of 

course femmes, ·and very often femmes who ~re once heterosex~al. _1 bel_ieve 

they have not gotten rid of old het values, which are now resurfacing in th ,s 

reactionary decade. 
The het media is full of stories, articles, and images of the het feminist who 

•realizes that she doesn't have to give up being a woman to be a success in life;' 

who •regrets having tried to be like a man, "and is now "rediscovering the 

excitement of feminine seductiveness, the fun of dressing up in high heels, 

make-up and swishy clothes, and her deep need for the joys of motherhood:' 

Sound familiarl Doesn't sound too different from lots of Lesbian media, does it? 

Femme Privilege - Who Pays for It? 

During the past few years, I have read several articles and stories written by 

femme Lesbians that glorify and celebrate blatant femme role-playing as posi­

tive, fun, and erotic. It's not just the writings that alarm me, but the fact that 

from what I've encountered at Lesbian social and political events, these writings 

do refl~ a fast-growing trend among otherwise radical Lesbians. By contrast, 

articles rve read about being butch show conflict, self-questioning, self-criticism 

and pain. The same contrast occurs in most discussions I've had with other 

Dyfces>about femme and butch identity and is, I believe, one of the many indi-

cations that butches are in an oppressed position relative to femmes. Butches 

.are beate.d as ~ore Queer, and therefore less acceptable, not only by hets but 

,.femmet.esb,ans. . 

W.Dykes need to acknowledge that every one of us is either butch or 

~ o matter what our politics are, and we need to analyze the inequal­

~ 8 among us in regard to those roles. There is so much for us to 

'16wecan get beyond bad jokes, denial, romanticizing, and if femmes 

~ their privilege, we can make our friendships, political alliances, 

~ tionships more equal, more genuine, more passionate more 

t:irl\':towem I. 
' 

~M<11aentifying myself openly as a femme for about six years, and 

lly developing a political analysis about butch and femme 

clpse Dyke Separatist friends. I define myself as a femme not 

and enjoy femininity or want to accept and develop m; 



Lesbian Femininity 75 

e qual~ties, but ~ecause I recogni~e that I accepted feminine training as a 
hy I did not resist, when butch girls did is now unknown to me). Being 

as a "rea! girl" by the het world - and therefore by my own self - has 
the bearing, the manner, the lack of doubt about being a "real 

that femme privilege bestows although I do not now identify as a 
but as a lesbian or Dyke.1 I try to avoid oppressive femme behavior, 

that because of my history I will still always be femme. If I ever 
have become butch because of rejecting femme clothing and 
at would be as untrue and offensive as a class-privileged Lesbian 
working-class or poor now because she doesn't have much money 
~ assist values. · 

believe it is possible to be neither butch nor femme. There is no 
rl to escape the unrelenting pressure to feminize herself, and thus 
man"; this pressure exists in eNery patriarchal culture - and I 
~ ny culture in the world today which is not patriarchal. (If there 

cultures on this planet now, they would have to be very secret 
we in the U.S. are not able to benefit from knowledge of them.) 
ininity vary in quality and degree from culture to culture, but 

hal culture "woman" is defined by her allegiance and orienta­
le values and desires. Because the pressure is universal and 

girl is faced with the choice of either submitting to femin iza-

tch· and femme roles are already chosen at such an early age 
in four-year-old girls) that they have a profound effect on 

urselves and how we interact with each other and with the 
Qf our lives. A small girl is surrounded by only two models 
lives in a world that says, and believes, 'Women dress and 
~ dress and act like that, and anyone whds not a woman is 
in her cannot and will not accept the artificial ity of femi­
nd mannerisms of the feminine role, everyone around her 
she's not really a girl. As she gets older and still resists 

·ons that she's not really a girl and cannot become a 
p she continues to resist, and as her Lesbian identity 
$ labelled a deNiant, a freak of nature, a man-in-a-
t supposed to exist: She is a serious, dangerous threat 
~ woman," and so men and their women collaborators 

s hateful fiction to explain away her existence. The 
i;ite and bully her into accepting femininity, and it 
b soul-shaking self-doubt, even if she knows other 

ot meet other butches for many years but faces 
e most vulnerable years of her life - her 

femininity (the vast majority, unfortunately) are 
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accepted as "real girls" and are encouraged to take pride in their feminine ways. 

There are degrees of femininity: some femme girls accept the complete ema­

ciated drag queen sex-object ideal while others take on just enough feminine 

identity to still be accepted as real women. But, because of hets' fanaticism 

about -real womanhood," hets do set a rigid line: any girl who refuses to make 

some concession to feminine requirements is pushed over the line - that is, she 

is denied the right to be called normal. Not only is she "not really a woman;' 

she is considered a freak; she is pushed outside the bounds of normal society, 

which therefore judges that it owes her nothing and has the right to destroy her. 

She has become a danger to patriarchy instead of a saleable item in the het 

marketplace. Femme privilege is based on a remaining claim to that "normal" 

standing that butches are completely denied. Even though femme Lesbians are 

oppressed as Lesbians - a very real and serious oppression - we are still 

treated by hets as if we are more like women than butches are. When young 

butch and femme lovers are found out by very angry het guardians, who gets 

the most blame and punishment? You can bet your booties it's not the femme. 

The usual interpretation, as we all know, is, "That disgusting bulldagger 

shouldn't be allowed around decent innocent girls." 

Knowing from experience how few femmes are willing to acknowledge their 

privilege in relation to butches, I'm becoming more and more anxious about the 

damage caused by the flaunting of femme privilege - damage to all of us as 

Lesbians, and especially damage to butches, who bear more of the brunt of 

Lesbian oppression because they are treated as more Queer. (Not to mention 

the other aspects of butch oppression such as inequality in lovemaking.) 

Because femmes - in varying degrees - fit more closely the male-created 

ideal of "real woman," we are more privileged than butches, both in the het 

world and in Lesbian communities. Because butches have rejected feminine 

conditioning more completely, they are treated as being more Queer, more 

suspect, more "unnatural." (Never-het femmes get more Queer oppression than 

ex-het femmes, and ex-married femmes and mothers get even more "normal" 

privilege. An ex-het butch and a never-het femme are in a position to oppress 

each other, but when they are both never-het or both ex-het, the butch will be 

more oppressed than the femme.) Hets do not relate to femme Lesbians with 

the same degree of vicious Queer-hating (even though we do get it, especially if 

wf!re trying to dress and act less femme, it is never as bad as what a butch gets). 

As Is always the case with oppression, we've internalized these privileges and 

oppressions, so that butches and femmes alike tend to treat femmes as if we 

were more "real women: 111ore deserving of care and attention. Meanwhile 

butches are viewed_as being male-id~ntified; what could be more insulting,' -

untrue and oppress1vel Butches receive a more extreme version of hets' ins·s-

tence on seeing Lesbians as male. 
1 

Patriarchal het society defines only two "genders" - man and woman. 

-woman" is actually not a biological definition, as men claim: it is an artificial 
I 
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ial definition invented by men. It defines what men want f I b h b d . II ema es to e _ a lssive being w o on s emot,ona y, mentally and physically o I . h · 1· d t ' d fi n y w,t d who tries to 1ve own omens e tnition of her. According to this if you're not a w?man (namely, a male-identified female), then you're nd of man, or trying to be a man; you are "unnatural: So lesbians b to bond with other females instead of with men, are d;fined by het~ :like men~ (Notice that only Lesbians really give primary allegiance to ales; het women and all men give primary allegiance to men . So the n of Lesbians to men is inaccurate even in respect to the choice of pd with.) Butches, who in addition refused from a very early age to mannerisms, clothing, style, and values and behavior of woman-as­

en, are viewed as being even more "like men~' In reality, they are 
ly female, more self-affirming, more true to themselves as female ive by their own female (Lesbian) values, and not by male lies. (This 
the effects of internalized oppression, including self-doubt, that kt\ price on Lesbian self-love.) 

tch Stereotypes - Who Benefits from Them? 

emmes, especially if they were once het, also act as if butches privileges as men do - an outrageous Lesbophobic lie. Butches le oppression as well as under the worst of Queer oppression. 
own, het-created lie that butches are like men come all the 

l!OIVD4!!5 about butches - that they are aloof, cool, unable or 
ith shows of emotion or with the complexities of personal h, etc., etc. And that stereotype is partly supported by the 

many a butch is forced to develop for survival in a het world 
hostile and dangerous to her, especially if she is further 
i class, size, physical ability, or any other oppression. Like 
types, the ones about butches are often projections by those ncl - femmes, in this case. The butch stereotypes enable the 

ueer, more normal, once they've defined the butch as the e whds "acting like a man~ The projection also often 
mes who were married, came out, and pressured their 

r(l to their lingering desires for men. I have found as ess to deal honestly with feelings, and as much or more 
nsitivity, among butches as among femmes. What passes in the na.me of "honesty" among what I call queeny 

theatrical power-plays or cruel outbursts that show 
Lesbians feelings. These femmes often use tears to 
but. ignore or ridicule a butch who cries. That to me 
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. ed butches by femmes acting on stereotypes, and 

Extreme damage 1s caus to . 1 · • • f 
• d. . . hed by those femmes superfic1a romant1c1zrng o 

that damage is not 1m1n1s b' 1 h 
,, • r" or by the untrue assumption that Les ,ans va ue t e 

butches trot1c p~ly than the femme role; those claims are just another form 

bfutcb~ectro _eftmt~oren r1 
here is a similarity here to a class-privileged Lesbian being 

ooJ 11ca1. . . . . 

d rdl mob
ile claiming to be poor or working class, romant1c1zrng poor 

ownwa Y , h I b h · "th 
and working class Lesbians, and feeling sorry ~or erse f ecause s e 1s e . 

I 
• If you pay attention to how Lesbians actually treat each other, 1t 

wrong c ass. ed l'k ,, I I ,, ,, I 
becomes very obvious that femmes are treat more I e rea peop e, ~e? 

,, hi'le butches are treated as more Queer, more in need of femin ism. 
women, w . b h b. d . 

Fe 
· ·sm has remained extremely heterosex1st and Les op o 1c, an so 1t 

mini . h f · · 

rts 
the male ideals of feminine values. That 1s why most ex- et em I nist 

suppo L L.k · h 
Lesbians think that butches are in a role, but that ,emmes are not. 1 _ ~ wit 

other privileges, femme-ness is considered the norm. And of course 1t s those 

with the privilege who have the power to define what the norm is. Butches are 

often seen as unfeminist by ex-het Women's Liberation femmes and are accused 

of not being "woman-identified" - a trendy, indirect way of saying not 

"womanly:' The fact is, Lesbian butches are more truly female-identified than the 

femmes who criticize them: it is butches' rejection of femininity - that very 

male invention - that offends these femmes. Never does it occur to such 

femmes that they themselves are the ones who need to become more female­

identified, that is, more Lesbian-identified. The feminine "womanliness" they 

value so much is not basic to female nature at all: butches' insistence on 

Lesbian strength, directness and independence from male definitions is more 

truly female. Women's Liberation feminism is concerned with making hetero­

sexuality more comfortable for women; why should any Lesbian want to 

support such anti-Lesbian, anti-female reformism? Most ex-het Women's Libera­

tion femmes have been too arrogant, because of their het and femme privilege 

and Lesbophobia, to realize that it is they who have something to learn from 

always-Dyke butches. 
Also, lots of confusion is caused because many femmes are mistakenly 

assumed to be butches: many femmes believe themselves to be butches. Some 

femmes who are also privileged in other ways, like looks, thinness, class, etc., 

can get some power among.other lesbians by playing at being butch: they may 

be admired for managing to act "butchy'' without "going too far;' yet they cer­

tainly do not experience butch oppression because they are not butches. On 

the other hand, there are more oppressed femmes who get pressured into a 

butch-like role by more privileged and more femmy femmes. When two femmes 

.are lovers or friends, if one is more oppressed because of being darker, fatter, o r 

older, having less looks privilege, less class privilege, or less or no het experi­

eoce, being more Dyke Separatist, etc., she is likely to be considered the less 

feminine of the two, and therefore "the butch:' This just adds to her existing 

oppression, and she is more likely to understand the nature of butch oppression 
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ult of being treated like a butch at times. 

ften assume that feminine-appearing Lesbians are really bisexual or het ink that assumption is 100% het ignorance: I think that feminine · air styles, behavior, obsessions with dieting and with male-approved ce are all a form of social communication that says "I'm willing to : or at the very least, "I accept the het dress and behavior code. I'm r as a butch. I'm really rather normal'.' Generally, femmes can pass easily than butches, no matter how hard they may try to be out. re differences among femmes also, and some are treated as much than others, especially those who try to be visibly out and who ne values. 'These femmes are in a position to be oppressed by other are selling out, and they are more natural allies for butches. es enjoy the fact that men and/or het women like their femme­-het femmes are still caught up with male approval, even if it takes nking, "You men like what you see, but you can't have me any aking this up: I've actually read that written by a femme in a ion and I've heard lesbians talk that way. Lesbians who play es with men are making the games, and the men, more impor­Lesbian identity and solidarity. Other lesbians use feminine Mior mostly to make themselves safer from Queer oppression in more with het ways. Whatever the reasons, it's all at the ., who by b~ing the most blatant and public resistance ! rosexist values, by not catering to het approval at all, for the most intense punishment from the het world . After bians (femmes) are willing to play that part of the het game and change their bodies (dieting, shaving, altering their that supports the het pressure on butches to do the the racism, ageism, looksism and fat oppression involved Butches then become an even smaller minority among lnerable to scapegoating. And again, they are scape-~( but by those many femme lesbians who accept het ~ mme-ness. Because femininity and all its symbols are who falls for the lie is extremely likely to regard some form or another; that is the message of femi­actions show th.at I am a real woman, anyone who Y,; is.~ot a real woman:' It is a built-in part of femi­treat butches, and even less feminine femmes, as e of feminine Lesbians who used to be het erable amount of time, energy and thought it d :het priv\lege and lesbian and butch 

i the butch role - limited though that under­
me - comes from how I have been treated 
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by het women, by more feminine femmes, and by anti-Dyke-Separatist femmes 

who think of Separatists as being like men, At those times, r am being treated a 
little bit as if I were butch, as if f was very Queer and not quite female. Not a 

nic:e feeling, and it gets worse as time goes on. While it's happening it has made 

me feel, in weaker moments, as if there might really be something monstrous 

about me. The effects of being viewed as a freak or a male go very deep, no 

matter how much I know they are wrong, no matter how strong I am - and I 

am very strong and very politically aware. It's so ass-backwards, so insulting and 

objectifying to be seen as being like your worst enemy - men. That's the kind 

of thing that's done continuously to butches. Sometimes it's done by femme 

Lesbians in the convoluted way of romanticizing butches as lovers: wanting to 

be pursued and swept off their feet; wanting to be the one who is made love to 

and not caring to focus the same attention on her lover; wanting to experience 

the butch lover as other, as some kind of opposite, as being somehow mysteri­

ously more powerful, stronger, braver. The honest admiration and respect that a 

butch could arouse in another Lesbian, femme or butch, gets distorted in a het­

like power game - an addiction to inequality, with the femme in the power 

position and pretending not to be. It's not honest, it's not respectful, and it sure 

isn't love. 
Why romanticize butches' courage and risk-taking, letting them take the worst 

of the punishment from the het world, do most of the work of maintaining 

Lesbian visibility, and be used by femmes to celebrate the femmes' "power to 

attract"? What about femmes trying to develop some of those butch qualities 

they claim to admire so much? (Many femmes have done that, but the current 

trend toward femininity is eroding support for de-femininization and replacing it 

with strong pressure to feminize instead.) What about femmes recognizing their 

privileged and oppressive position? What about trying to stop the sexualizing of 
power imbalances? What about acknowledging that acting out of privilege is, of 

course, going to feel more comfortable, but that that doesn't make it all right. 

That's why femmes, especially lately, are so likely to say "I enjoy being a 

femme; while butches express more conflict about their role, soul-searching, 

dis_comfort, self-criticism, pain. Being butch is obviously not a comfortable, 

en1oyable role! Because it's an oppressed position. Because it's the more Queer 
role. 

The exten! to which degrading anti-butch attitudes are accepted unchallenged 
among Lesbians shows ·1n the &oil · d · · · · d 

• • 
1 owing escnpt1on of a sex video advertise 

prominently m the Mav 1985 · f 
I b. s/ . ,, , issue o the local "gay'' newspaper: "For the 
es 1an m connoisseur b t h . 

Anyone having a hard ti~e r~ c •~ t~ught a few manners in femme worship:' 

stitute the name of any th cognizmg the hatred in this ad only needs to sub­

sponding privileged gro 
O ;r ~f press:d group for "butch" and the corre-

depth of lesbian oppresu~ 
0

~ emme and feel what your gut reaction is. (The 
• 11 s1on is such th t . . ft 

tiona Y to an issue wh· h . a it is o en easier for us to react emo-
ic is not particularly and solely about Lesbians.) 

c ::tTII M Jc 



lesbian Femininity 81 

ians' ~rk in Women's Liberation Movements of the late '60s and the '70s 
e it easier and safer for many women to become Lesb·ian tt' h . ,, s even a er avmg 

het_f?r many years. '.hese new _Lesbians," ~ow a majority in many Lesbian 
mun1t1es, brought their heterosex1st assumptions with them and exert a lot 

influence because of their het privilege; their het influence has no doubt 
~ased Lesbophobia toward butches in our communities. (Many of the Les-
6fcans would not have come out without the encouragement, safety, and sup­
p>rt of Women's and Gay Liberation Movements, and now that being out is 
J,ecoming more difficult again, many are going back to heterosexuality.) 

I have met many ex-het femmes who, because of their Lesbophobic assump­
tions about roles, think femmes are oppressed by butches! When I asked one 
ex-het, ex-married Lesbian mother what she meant by saying she, as a femme, 
felt oppressed by butches, she answered that it was "an extension of how I was 
oppressed as a heterosexual woman:' This lesbian is unfortunately far from 
unique in thinking of a butch as another sort of man, and she had been a radi­
cal Lesbian for many years already when she said that. Het attitudes and het 
privilege don't vanish upon coming out, even after years of being a political 
Lesbian: they have to be recognized and analyzed and consciously resisted just 
like any other oppressive beliefs and behaviors. How many times I've heard ex­
het Women's Liberation Lesbians say things like, "She's an old bar Dyke, a 
butch, but she's learning a lot from feminists." Sound familiar? So far I haven't 
heard anyone say, "She's an ex-het Women's Liberation femme, but she's 
learning a lot from always-Dyke butches:' Have you? (If you have, please let me 
know - I'd love to meet your friends.) I do have a good friend, Rose Ruston, 
who is an ex-het Women's Liberation femme who talks a lot about how much 
she's learned from always-Dyke butches; she is from Aotearoa (the Maori name 
for New Zealand), where some of the politics of Lesbian identity seem to be a 
lot stronger than here in the U.S. Rose is working on a more comprehensive 
article about butch and femme roles, from a Lesbian Separatist perspective, 
which analyzes in depth the issues of butch oppression and femme privilege. 

The Het Woman's Uniform vs. Lesbian Identity 

I have been verbally assaulted (that's exactly how it feels) at meetings, at 
friends' parties and even in my own home, by femme Lesbians who wear some 

' h d ' "d " hy I "want to form of femme drag and want to know w YI ont ress up, w . 
wear a uniform" (talk about Lesbophobic, when they are the onesb;eanng th~ 
male-approved feminine uniform), and complain about how terri Y. prel ssure 

h I case these femmes aggressive Y 
!h~ feel to ~ear Dykey clot es. n eve~t o around personally confronting Les-
m1t1ated talking about clothes - 1 do " g 1 1 know who feels the same as I 
bians who dress feminine, nor does anyone ~ s~ending ourselves against attacks 
do about this issue: we are usually too busy e 
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on our lack o( femininity, (Meanwhile, I've often been treated to the outrageous 

Injustice of hearing feminine Lesbians praised for their #courage" in displaying 
their femininity. Where is the "courage" in perpetuating mafe het values, at the 

expense of Dykes who are fighting them, and with the rewards from the het 

world for being less of a threatening Queerl It is the Dykes who reject fem i­

nlnity who are truly courageous.) One femme, another ex-het, ex-married 

mother, even gave me a long lecture at my own kitchen table about how the 

"Dyke look" (butch) is really a European-descent middle-class style; she claimed 

that racially oppressed Lesbians and working-class and poor Lesbians like to 
"'dress up" femme. (She, like me, is working class, christian-raised, of European­

descent.) For her, apparently, racially oppressed butches and working-class and 

poor butches either don't exist or don't count. Not to mention myself, sitting in 

front of her, a working-class femme who hates feminine clothes and rejects the 

idea that femme drag is "dressing up" in any positive sense: I also did not count. 

The clothes I wear are not the kind that men designate for women: they a re 

the cheaper, sturdier, warmer in cold weather, less constricting and more pro­

tective clothing that men would like to reserve for themselves. Wearing them is 
not only more comfortable and functional, it also makes it more obvious to 
anyone who sees me (including other Dykes) that I am a Dyke. My Dyke 
clothes also free my movements to be more natural to myself, because they 
don't create or require the artificial constraints that feminine clothes do: the 
smaller steps, the legs kept together, the restricted shoulder movements, the 
fussing with hair, jewelry, and make-up that we're used to seeing in women. 
(When I refer to restricted body movement, I am not talking about physical 
ability. Whatever one's physical ability, clothing can either restrict or allow 

maximum use of one's body.) I call feminine clothes "'drag" because they are a 

male-invented, phoney, game-playing het costume. Het women's lives are based 

on lies that are repeated so often, and acted out so often, that the truths about 
themselves as females and potential Lesbians are buried deeper than deep: het 

wo~en are dea~ to themselves as true females. There is nothing in their lives, 
the,r ~alues, their thoughts and desires as het women that can give Lesbians 
anything but the cold touch of death. They don't know what the needs of a 
female soul are, or they wouldn't be het· they would 't b rt · th · 
enem . So wh are . . . '. . n e nu urmg e,r very 

. Yb k Y 
I 

so many Lesbians 1m1tatmg het women? Or in some cases 
go

50
ing ac }0 va ues they had when they themselves were het? ' 

many ,emmes are now wea · d . . 
talking about how mu h th I rmg resses to Lesbian parties and dances, 

c ey ove to wear dresses · I k b . 
themselves with dieting and over . . , Jewe ry, ma e-up, o sess1 ng 
writing stories and articles about :xerc,s,~g (usually in the name of "health"), 

writing stories about femmes flirtin e ;~:'~ pleasu~e of "dressing up"' femme, 

women flirt with "men:' That' s no ~armle ut~hes .'" the same way that het 
It's not creative, it's not "freeing" ·r d ss d1vers1on or form of self-expression· 
tired phoney heterosexist crap: S;esn~ot I a ring o~ sexy. It's just the same old . 

P enty of time and energy on your nail 



dresses, diets, body-shaping exercises, poses and games· f t . 
f I t t. , an as1ze your. 

the center o sexua at en 10n, make everything into a 1 
h sexua game get 

If furt~er and furt er away ~rom female reality, from real female L~bian 
, Identify _m~re and more _w,t~ het values - shit, you could be that 

woman ln the hpst1ck co~merc1al, Just sub~titute a butch Lesbian for the prick 
that's panting after her - . if your lover or friend doesn't like that kind of crap, 
yOQ'II teach ~er h°':'_fun ~t c~n be. ~ow much time and interest does this leave 
you for Lesbian politics, fighting patriarchy, forming real Lesbian cultures? Wh 
be a Lesbian at all if you so admire male and het values? Y 

I don't understand the pleasure some femmes claim to get from feminine 
drag, but I am positive it is connected to heterosexist privilege - that is, it is 
het-created, het-approved, het-rewarded, and anti-Lesbian. I don't know why 
most girls accept feminine training when, clearly, it is possible to resist it as 
butch girls do, but I do know from experience that femme Lesbians have the 
choice and the ability to recognize the lie for what it is and to reprogram them­
selves. Our politics change our feelings about a lot of things: think of certain 
movies or books you really enjoyed before you became more politically aware 
- movies and books that disgust you now, because your awareness is so much 
sharper, and your gut feelings respond to your present knowledge. I feel that 
way about the feminine clothes I admired as a little girl, and I feel angry about 
the clownish, yet sexually suggestive crap pushed on unknowing little girls as 
clothing - miniature versions of what they see adult het women wearing to 
advertise their fuckability by men. Because that's what it is really about, the 
reduction of females to men's prey for physical, mental, and spiritual rape; and 
it's about women's collaboration with men in accepting that role and in 
accepting clothing and mannerisms that appear to invite rape. Girls and women 
certainly do not want to be raped, but men encourage them to dress as if they 
invite sexual assault, because it gives men another chance to blame women and 
girls for rape instead of admitting their own responsibility as rapists. No female 
can afford to be innocent about men's deadly games. 

Feminine clothes and games are not something that can just be ta~ked _onto a 
Lesbian's otherwise-political life without affecting her and _other les~ians m 
deeply damaging ways. Those Hfeminine'' things are ma~e-mvented signals and 
symbols and results of female submission and degradation; we

1
cadnednot t~athn-

. tural they are oa w1 
Scend or reclaim them - they are m no way na ' I th t ·s . h t me Any p easure a 1 
meaning. They are actually masculine tot e ex reh . of .. esbians who 

. . . • · oyed at t e expense "' 
gotten by wearing femmme get-up is enJ . II butches who are thereby 
are oppressed by it - and that means_ ~p:~~/unnaturai. And it oppresses 
made to feel more Queer, more freak,s bl d degraded in feminine drag, and 
femmes like me who would feel mis~r~ e a~e-playing of queeny femmes. It 
who have experienced the Queer-ba1:~i~:: like me to ident~fy ourselves openly 

I kes it that much harder for Le_ . f ces other Lesbians stereotypes 
a so ma . 1 because ,t rein or 
as femme and discuss roes, 

·a a ::::?""~-
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about what being femme means: ~O~ ALL FEMMES WANT TO CULTIVATE fEMININrN. Many of us are resisting 1t wholeheartedly: we are trying to strengthen our lesbian identities, not weaken them. Lesbians who dress f . nine also make life harder and more dangerous for the rest of us in relati em,. b. b 11 . . on to 
the het world, because blatant Les _,ans ecome a sma er mmonty who are therefore easier to discriminate against, harass, scapegoat and brutalize. It makes it harder for us to get and hold jobs, weedlf~re 

1
or disability income, to be rented apartments, to attend schools, to get m 1ca care, to go anywhere t even just walk down the street. If all Lesbians were obvious lesbians, we ~o~ld al\ be safer_ there's a he\\ of a lot of us, and we would be a force to be reckoned with. 

Butches' choice to resist femi~inity is the choice of a fem~le who is being true to herself, choosing to be as ahve to her female self as possible, regardless of the punishments inflicted on her as a result I find in that resistance a key to Dyke power, Dyke beauty, Dyke love, and Dyke integrity. 
Endnote 

, In this article, I use the term female to describe the beings we are born as - the reality that is not defined by men's lies or by adopted artificialities - and the gender definition that is shared by lesbians and women, because we were all born female. Like many other Dykes, I do not consider myself a woman, but a lesbian or a Dyke. I was a ~ oman when I was heterosexual. To call ourselves women is to accept men's definition of us. Hets don't accept the existence of Lesbianism, so they make us invisible by defining us as 
fucked-up women, unnatural women, women-trying-to-be-men. If we call ourselves women (or the closet terms of wimmin, womyn, wombmoon, etc.), we unknowingly go along with making ourselves invisible, even to each other. We are LESBIANS or DYKES, not women. "Woman'" means het female: A female who accepts and participates in men's 
definition of her place in patriarchy as a help-mate (helper of man), bearer, nurturer and defender of men; who accepts this place and function which require denial and betrayal 
of her own rights, freedom, and well-being and those of all other females, because those 
rights conflict with the male will to rape, dominate, possess and destroy. Spelling "woman'" differently to take the "man'" out is just a cover-up; women, being het, are com­
pletely bound up with men. lesbians are not bound up in the same way. Even Lesbians who like, trust, and support some boys and men have chosen their primary and most intimate alliances with other Lesbians and not with men; they reject heterosexuality. A woman who fucks with men is het or bisexual, and not a Lesbian, no matter what she calls herself. It is a tragic sign of the erosion of Lesbian identity, Lesbian politics, and Lesbian self-respect when Lesbians accept het or bisexual women calling themselves "lesbians: rve already heard several times statements like, "A Lesbian friend of mine is fucking with men now: Then she's Nor a Lesbian! But then, in Lesbian communities where even men are often accepted as "Lesbians" if they are "transsexuals" or even just 
claim to be "pre-operative transsexuals," Lesbian self-love is in deep trouble. The description of this analysis that has most influenced my thinking appeared in a 
report by Ariane Brunet and Louise Turcotte of the workshop on Radical Lesbians at the 
Montreal conference "Lesbiennes Visibles rune a l'Autre" (Lesbians Visible One to Another), printed in the December 1982 issue of Amazones d'Hier L.esbiennes d'Aujourd'hui. 



A Letter Ms. Didn't Print 

Annie McCombs 

Dedication 

I dedicate my letter to the memory of Cynthia Engstrom, a 19-year-old Union 
Square San Francisco prostitute who - on or about June 17, 1985 - was bound, 
gagged and drowned in a bathtub on-the-job allegedly by a $72,000 a year 
Marin County, California banker named L. Arthur Byrd; Byrd also had been 
charged last year with sexual harassment by two female bank employees. The 
media reported that Engstrom had been warned *'not to allow the client to bind 
her."" It also reported that this man had been arrested *on suspicion of murdering 
the prostitute during a bizarre sex fantasy [my emphasisr• Cynthia Engstrom 
joins Dorothy Stratton in the otherwise faceless and nameless body count of our 
"disappeared" - although some of us could add those we knew personally who 
didn't survive male supremacist sexual practices. 

•On fantasy: Andrea Dworkin's AMICUS CURIAE brief filed i~ suppo_rt of the law againr 
pornography which she co-authored with Catharine A. MacKmnon, tn the 7th Co~rt 0 

A Is (#84-3147) on Feb. 28 1985 pp. 3-4: "The vocabulary of se~ual fantasy o ten ppea , ' . '. h I f prostitution where the act 
applied to pornography as a genre, is tn 1act t_ e a~!~t~~~I~ referred to as his 'fantasy; as 
that a man wants d?ne and pays to get one ,soc~ rostitute and pays her money so that 
if it never happens in the real world. He_ g~ ~ p that is called 'fantasy: " 
she will do what he tells her to do, and _,t ,s ti•s a~iew in Coming Up, August 1985, 

Susie Bright, editor of On Our ~ac~ in ;il~~~tival, Seduction: The Cruel ~o~an. 
looks at one entry to the S.F. Lesbian ay t ke these fantasies as a prescription for 

Br·1ght states that~ .. any sentimental attemptdto1·a·ng ·,t" Then she quotes the film's h 
I. 're alrea Y 1v1 • ' • n when e living will only make you rea ize yo~ believe that he is dreaming, f!'le 

female sadist, Wanda:· '1"he masochist must 
isn't." You could wake up dead. 
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March 29, 1985 

Ms. Magazine 
119 West 40th St. 
New York, NY 10018 

Ms. Editors: 

I was forced to drop out of high school because I was gay. 1 The story is 
classic; the viciousness still stuns me. John Kennedy was president. As a con­
sequence, but not the only cost, I lost an education I wanted. The loss has 
been permanent, like much damage is. 

A major reason why the loss remained permanent is class-based hierarchy. I 
understand 'poor' to mean that when my family went on welfare, it was an 
improvement. Unlike women published, quoted and admired, 'working class' 
has been a goal, both elusive and disabling. I personally understand what 
poverty and lack of education mean for women. 

You don't know how many women who come from my reality have been 
assassinated because they were women; none of us ever will. I do know that 
while poverty set them up, being born a woman painted a target on them. And, 
while money or education can and does help, neither guarantees a woman's 
life. These sisters were young, usually teenagers, not always. Many were not 
white. Some already had kids. Some were prostitutes. I was only lucky - I 
stayed alive. They weren't so lucky. You know? 

If any of these dead women had been luckier, she might have read Mary Kay 
Blakely's article titled, •is One Woman's Sexuality Another Woman's Pornog­
raphyr in April Ms. 1985, like I did. Then again, some of us didn't read. Not 
stupid, not disinterested, just illiterate. Also, what we wanted was something to 
help us out. She might instead have spent the $1.75 on a drink at The Study, a 
4 a.m. breakfast at Pam Pam East, or an El Faro burrito. None of us were 
fe~inists, then. But o_u! lives - and_ their deaths _ are largely why feminism 
exists for me as a political practice. Were all in a lot of trouble if it doesn't 
work. Murder and torture are male supremacist sexual practices epidemically 
for~ed on ~men.and children. What our dead sisters thought or hoped, we 
dcankt knowh, th;re ,hs no record. We can guess that they would rather be alive I o now t at ,or t ose w h'd 1 • . , eed omen I eous Y tortured to death "for the sex" 2 there is no ,r om of speech No f eel ' even in death 0th . ·. re om. No speech. No life. And, no credibility · er v1ct1ms of pol'f I • is a death-right. I mean when a m~ ,c~ repression are understood politically; it 
political persecution; w'hen the sa n ,~_tortured to death anywhere, people see 
people see sex. me t ing happens to a woman the same 

As editors, you frame a make b I' . 
emblazoning the plain red - e ;eve qu_est,on, puffing it up as important by 

cover o Ms. with one-inch-high white letters i._,, 7(&½¥?2i»:?i' 



letter Ms. Didn't Print 8 7 

I the word "sexuality" dead-center. (My alternate title for Blakely's work: Maris Pornography Another Woman's Life?") You, like the A.C.L.U. and phony lawsuit in Indianapolis, attempt to erase the harm, the pornography pornographers entirely. You frame your question as if to structure an :necine feminist fight. You call it a #Philosophical Debate~ I say that rfs right to our own lives is not debatable. 1 

u allow the harm to continue unabated while so-called pro-sex feminists ure other women into accepting male supremacist sexual practices. This udes practices such as: The glorification of the Marquis de Sade; the ection and pursuit of male privilege over other women; the exploitation of en's personal sexual histories complete with details of abuse.• This fight is ut women's lives. It is not about your sexuality. If you think otherwise, your ~ responsibility is to figure out why you think it's OK for you to cost us our sters (and also our lives, our sexuality). 
Those of us who know what pornography looks like up close, know what it ook to make it. We know how it's done; how the editors lay it out cover to caver - reel to reel. We know what to look for: name a sexual crime against a man or a child - we will show it back to you in the pornography sold as sexual entertainment. We know how it works and what it does. We know real names of real women in it and what they really say about it. Some of us are those women. 
You quote F.A.C.J5 member, Barbara Kerr, who was also quoted in the N.Y. Native, Jan. 14-27, 1985, faulting anti-pornography activists because we "always talk about the body count. By that, I gather, dead bodies don't count. Not mutilated or brutalized ones either. Those sisters are the "disappeared" of the women's movement. I will call out their names until the day comes when sex means something else besides women's dead bodies. I live for that day. On that day, I will be silent. 1 will remember those sisters who have been permanently silenced. Then, I will thank those who changed the world. 

Annie McCombs 
San Francisco, CA 

Notes 

,, h . #d ke" now; "lesbian" to you. . . . t gay" t en, y h d'd 't "for the sex" about his 360+ v1cttms. which 2 Henry Lee Lucas likes to say t~at e ~th~r, who is now being blamed for what he did . d h. 63-year-old ex-prostitute m inclu e ,s (SF. Examiner 10-28-84). to her and the others · · I' llowed you to give your side of the , Materially, your editorial ~idebar por~~:py; the parenthetical reference point~rs refer 
h Uestion 6½ inches mo f .d bar voices run 2-1 your favor ,n three rnograp y q h mber o s1 e pO 'de 30% more often; t e nu h ou did to her article. to your s1 Only Blakely knows w at Y out of 5 cases. 
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4 
This practice became undeniable in a class on Lesbian-Feminism; one student~s goal 

was to destroy serious inquiry while creating a false consciousness raising situation 
wherein she could consume live pornography, i.e., listening to "sexual histories:' 

s F.A.C.T. is a small, elite group of leftist-professional-types organized only to obstruct 
other women's attempts to have an anti-pornography civil rights law as written by 
Dworkin/MacKinnon. (Your editorial gambit turning this tiny group into ½ of the 
women's movement is a fraud.) 
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reaking Silence, Breaking Faith: 
e Promotion of Lesbian Nuns 

Susanna). Sturgis 

Lesbian Nuns , Naiad Press's anthology of autobiographical stories by lesbian 
nuns and ex-nuns, was a publishing phenomenon before it even appeared on 
bookstore shelves. When asked to speculate about the reasons for the wide­
spread attention given to Lesbian Nuns, both co-editors responded in terms of 
the book's content. Rosemary Curb attributed the media's interest to "the 
double marginality of lesbians and nuns:'1 Nancy Manahan echoed this and also 
elaborated, "I think it touches a deep nerve in our collective consciousness 
where religion and spirituality intersect with the enormous power of the sexual 
and erotic~2 

But regardless of its contents, no book becomes an "overnight'' publishing 
phenomenon unless it is brought to the attention of the right people. In Lesbian 
Nuns, Naiad Press had a title likely to rouse the interest of TV and radio talk 
show hosts, of those who write for trade journals and the popular press. It 
chose to promote the book to this audience, and the rest, as they say, is history: 
the Phil Donohue Show, a favorable review in Newsweek, vehement opposition 
from the Boston archdiocese of the Roman Catholic Church, and much more. 

If circumstances had been different, the story might have ended here: "Small 
press scores stunning success with controversial book:' Instead, the methods 
used to achieve this success have become at least as controversia~ as the book 
·ts If This is particularly true within the lesbian-feminist com~unity, where . 
: ~-. ns and ex-nuns are by no means as invisible or exotic _as they are _in 
es ,an nu h romotion of Lesbian Nuns deserves widespread dis-

the ~ountry at lal rgbe: T eapnd feminists for the issues it raises are by no means 
cuss1on among es ,ans ' 
peculiar to publishing. 

Mixed Messages 
d about Lesbian Nuns long 

As book buyer for a feminist bookstore, I hear 
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before it was published A h bl' . t books · 5 t e pu icat,on date approached, the flyers sent out i° . to~ and to those on the Naiad mailing list began, HNUNS. Alien in 
heir dramat~c ~rb. Set apart from us in their regimented communities, by their 

sin~ular ded1cat1on. NUNS. Different..: Fascinating. Their lives intrigue us all:' 
Th~s copy was also used on the back cover of the book. Co-editor Curb 
obJected to it, but publisher Barbara Grier reminded her that the purpose of 
cover copy - and, she might have added, promotional flyers - is to sell books.J 

The most casual television viewer or reader of the periodical press can testify 
that what sells best in this society is sex. Sex was an obvious undercurrent in 
Naiad's promotion of Lesbian Nuns; often it erupted like a geyser into the open 
air. In mid-February, over a month before the book's publication, I read a full ­
page story about the book in the trade journal Publishers Weekly. Hfveryone 
wants to know what nuns do in the dark," Barbara Grier was quoted as saying. 
"I haven't quite figured that out~• 

The mixed messages in that article reflected the two distinct tones present in 
Naiad's publicity. On one hand, the book was promoted as an important mile­
~one in lesbian publishing - which it is. On the other, presuma.bly because 
important milestones don't have guaranteed blockbluste~ appeal. - "1"here i_s a 
great deal of sex in it, but: Grier pauses, 'I must emphasize that it's not prurient, 
because there are people who when they hear about it salivate down their 
jowls.ms 

When I read the PW article, I assumed that it could tell me nothing about 
Lesbian Nuns that I had not heard several times direct from the publisher. 
Skimming through, I noted only in passing the next-to-last paragraph, whic_h 
said, "Naiad has sold serial rights to Forum magazine and to Ms~ I had no idea 
what Forum was, or who owned it. It did not occur to me that it might be a 
good idea to find out. 

F-orum is owned by Penthouse International, and a copy of the June 1985 
issue now rests on my desk. The lead headline read~, in dayglo orange capital 
letters, "SEX LIVES OF LESBIAN NUNS." 

Unlike its parent publication, Forum relies on the written word to turn its 
readers on. Although some gay material and material by women is included, its 
primary audience is clearly heterosexual men. Feature articles are chosen, 
written, and edited with this in mind. 'The Most Erotic Island:' for instance, in 
the April 1985 issue, describes the lost customs of certain South Pacific islanders 
in ~ way that conjures for the heterosexual male reader fantasies of infinitely available women. 

Fott_,um,'s tkoedne is "sexual revolution"; its ideal sex life involves fucking and ge rng uc as often a d . . . n in as many unusual settings as possible It lends support to women wh rt' 1 • • • • • • communities· alo ~ha icu ate a similar Vlf!W within the feminist and lesbian ' ng wit "Sex L' f lesb' ,, an enthusiastic rev· f ives O tan Nuns, the June issue contained 
•ew O the lesbian sex quarterly On Our Backs. 
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rum also enjoys taking pot-shots at feminists with confl',ct·,n • L' 
h t' d h . . g views. 1sted 

ongRotb~ oMu s an 
0
s ould

00
-b~-out's an 

1
,ts April feature, "What's In, What's Out "' 

re in organ, ur B ,es, Ourse ves, the Indianapolis and Minnea r ' 
ty councils (both of which passed anti-pornography ordinances), Wom:no ,s 

.. ...... .-Inst Pornography, Andrea Dworkin's tailor, feminist erotica, and Gloria 

Steinem. 
No one will be surprised to learn that the Lesbian Nun stories bought and 

publ!shed by For~m - N"J"hey Shall Not -:i-ouch, Even in Jes~," "Finding My Way;' 

and South American lawyer in the Cloister" - all deal with sexual experiences 

In the convent. Forum cut almost all references to platonic friendships, spiritu­

ality, convent ethics, and feminist views from these stories. The abridged ver­

sions leave the reader with the impression that these three authors have no 

nonsexual dimensions in their lives. Their stories are thus used to perpetuate 

Forum's line that feminism is incompatible with explicit sexuality. 

Barbara Grier told PW that Lesbian Nuns was not prurient, and to off our 

backs she reiterated her belief that "there is no way that you can take non­

prurient material and make it prurient:'6 Having read both Lesbian Nuns and the 

June issue of Forum, I disagree. I believe that this is exactly what Naiad has 

done, or, more precisely, allowed Forum to do. In the pages of Forum, the 

stories of three lesbian ex-nuns become the literary equivalent of the female 

body parts that appear regularly in mainstream advertising and men's 

magazines. 

Breaking Faith 

To make matters worse, Naiad sold these stories to Forum without the knowl­

edge or consent of their authors. Two of the three women whose work was pub­

lished discussed their reactions in the July 1985 off our backs. "Margaret:' author 

of "They Shall Not Touch, Even in Jest; was informed of the sale on May 9 -

when the June issue of Forum was already well on its way to retail outlets. "I 

have been betrayed and violated," she wrote in an open letter to her sister con­

tributors and the readers of off our backs, "My deepest soul has been raped:'
7 

Wrote "Mary Brady:' whose "Finding My Way" was also excerpted in Forum, " I 

was sickened when I saw the June issue of Forum where my most sac_red and 

intimate memories are laid out for the entertainment of men alon~_ w 1thh t~e 

Wheaties fetishes and the 'National Kink Test: Unf~rtunatte~ :~tve•~:a! :f pure 

might have raised the level of the Forum_ version do. edmy s ot"e 

b 
f II ewntten ore it ou . 

sexual titillation has ee~ care u dy ~h did the sexually honest work of three 

How could this have nappene ? ~ 1·ke Foruml 
d · a magazine 1 . 

lesbian former nuns en up '" . N s story has focused on the naivete 

Some initial discussion of the Lesbian u!" d their rights over to the editors, 
t ·butors s1gne h 

of the women involved. The conn Naiad Press, so how cant ey now 

h • · hts over to 
and the editors signed t eir rig 

mcv 
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complain that their work has been used in ways that they did not intend? They 

should have known better. Grier finds "distressing" "the view expressed by a few 

women that they felt the book would be read only by a select few women."9 

But Grier also expresses surprise that Forum excerpted the stories it bought 

and thereby created its own distorted version of the "sex lives of lesbian nuns:' 

.. It did not dawn on me that Forum would edit or condense them in the way 

that was done. The contract between forum and Naiad specifies their right to 

do that (but so do all contracts and it had never been done before) [italics 

mineJ:"1° All of us base our future expectations on our previous experience. The 
farther one ventures from familiar ground, the greater the chance that previous 

experience will not be an adequate guide. 
At the time that contributors and editors were signing contracts for Lesbian 

Nuns, Naiad Press had a solid reputation as a lesbian press that published 

lesbian books for lesbian readers. Beca·use it marketed its titles through lesbian, 

feminist, and other progressive channels, its non-lesbian readers were likely to 

be friendly.11 I don't find it strange or naive that Curb, Manahan, and the book's 

contributors assumed that their work would be handled in the same way. In 
retrospect, it is too easy to say that they should have been more suspicious. 

As a writer, I have tried to put myself into the place of a woman writing her 
story for Lesbian Nuns. Perhaps I have never written these things down before, 
not even in a journal. Envisioning an audience of women - feminists, lesbians, 
nuns, ex-nuns, women's studies students - I can manage to write openly, with 
fear but also with trust, of experiences previously held secret. I may even sign 
my real name, and provide "before" and "after'' pictures. 

AND THEN MY LIFE IS PLACED BEFORE THE READERS OF FORUM MAGA­
ZINE, IN THE MASS MARKET RACKS AT THE SUPERMARKET AND THE 
AIRPORT. 

A lesbian is forced to come out in a time and place not of her choosing. For 
each lesbian woman and gay man, each act of coming out sets in motion 
unpredictable forces that cannot be turned back. Even if I believe that another 

woman's decision to stay in the closet is cowardly, or harmful to her well-being, 
or a liability to the gay rights movement, I DO NOT HAVE THE RIGHT TO 
COME OUT ON HER BEHALF. She is the one who must manage the conse­
quences. I have no right to impose them upon her. 

In trying and mostly failing to imagine how the Forum sale could have hap-
pened, I have had dozens of conversations with oth I II f 
h , . . er women, near y a o 

t em ,eman1sts, most of them lesbians A com mo · h 
h b h · n assumption among t ese 

women as een t at money was the overriding ·f t h / • 
Forum sale. ' 1 no t e on Y, motive for the 

A Financial Killing? 

My four years in the feminist book trad t 
community there is a tendency to exa e aught me that within the feminist 

ggerate the amount of b . 
. money eing made 



Lesbian Nuns 93 

• feminist businesses. I want to emphasize here that n . . . in . h' b k 11· o one ,s getting rich in 
feminist pubhs mg or oo se mg. Most of us without other so f . · b f , urces o income 
are barey getting y. Some o us arent even getting paid. 

Naiad Press did not make a financial killing from the forum sale. In an 
undated interview released on Naiad letterhead in mid-June, Barbara Grier said, 
"We received a total of $2,400 for serial rights; $2,000 from forum; $350 from 
Ms.; and $50 from Philadelphia Gay News:• Most of the stories distributed for 
reprint brought in no money at all; they were given to gay and other alternative 
publications that could not afford to pay for them. 

for a small press like Naiad that does not have the money for extensive adver­
tising, the sale of serial rights can be an important promotional tool. Magazine 
reprints may bring in little or no money, but they do stimulate interest in a book 
and thus indirectly help to increase sales. A bookstore's buyer may base her 
decision to stock a book on its scheduled appearance in a magazine popular 
with her customers. 

Naturally, however, the average periodical does not buy serial rights just to 
help a small publisher out. By featuring "Sex lives of Lesbian Nuns" in its June 
issue, Forum expected to encourage its own sales and perhaps expand its 
audience. What benefits Forum also benefits Forum's owner, Penthouse Inter­
national and its chairman/publisher Bob Guccione. Given Penthouse's misogyn­
istic record, any lesbian or feminist who chooses to deal with Forum might 
expect some criticism of her decision. 

In an interview with WomaNews, though, Barbara Grier said of the Forum 
sale, "I had no idea anyone would object!"12 Earlier, when Lesbian Nuns con­
tributor Joanne Marrow confronted her about the sale, Grier responded, ''You 
have no right to ask this question . .. you don't ask a major publisher these 
questions .. . it's none of your business:•13 

Hearing these comments made me think that I had wandered through a 
space warp into a universe like and yet not like my own. What was going on 
here? A lesbian publisher had no idea that anyone would object to her selling 
other lesbians' sexual experiences to a Penthouse subsidiary? A lesbian pub­
lisher telling a lesbian writer that she has no right even to ask? A lesbian pub­
lisher claiming the right to be inaccessible and immune to criticism? 

Lesbian and feminist publishers, Naiad among them, have been founded over 
the last fifteen years or so to offer women writers and readers some alternatives 
to the "major'' publishers. Major publishers are not noted for ~h~ir accessibility 

for their generosity toward writers. Unless a writer can get 1t into her con­
~r~ct, she has little or no control over cover a~d book design, marketing, or the 

I f b ·d· · hts Sometimes she doesnt even have control over the text sa e o su s1 1ary ng • . . h • h 
of "her'' work. Needless to say, major publishers do not ordinarily set a ig 

priority on reaching lesMbians.w's letter I was astonished and infuriated by Grier's 
When I read Joanne arro ' 

--



WMIN ...,.,.,. -It .... me wonder If all of us in the lesbian and feminist 

pltnl MIWINk .,.....,.. rtdlculous hours for ludicrous wages in order to give 

a flw WQllllft tM aulhoftly to act like .. major publishers ... Yet I also heard some­

thlna •-Qtet's wotds: \bu wouldnt ask a mainstream publisher these 

QltlJI..,_ .. ,_,.,.,.. 'tbu do not take me as seriously as ~u would a main­

~• II I want robe taken seriously, and I do, I must act with all the 

~ ap«ted o/ a mainstream publisher. 

M .... of._.. mainstream• is a good deal more complicated than 

1h11. The wortd of low-budget promotion and small-press distribution is frus­

•• fot ...,_. worldna within It. At least once a week a new customer 

__,COMt llllO lhe bookstore where I used to work and say, "I never knew 

\IICMt 1tiuedl Haw you been here longl" As I answered, "Yes, almost twelve 

vean.•~to IINp the edae out of my voice, I couldn't help wondering how 

........... hM been different had we had the money to advertise in the 

~--- ft1't or to rncwe to a prime commercial location. 

Lesbian Nun Coes to the Drugstore 

The, Wiart Md feminist print network reaches lesbians in our thousands and 

IIMoflhouunck but it is impossible to forget that there are hundreds of thou­

.., mi•ons. ollesbians who are not being reached at all. "One of my goals;' 

W1'11e Barbara Grier to the editors of Lesbian Contradiction, the quarterly "jour-

1111 of il:cwetene feminism,•--as to make sure that every 15, 16, and 17-year-old 

_.., Wl'2s up to disa7,er herself a Lesbian can casually walk across the street 

illo alibQlt any boobt~ any library, any drugstore or grocery store and fl nd 

'-NI' n&ded in the mirrors of print."" 
• n chit=, ew!fY )VI.Ing (and presumably every old and every middle-aged) 

PuliM wbowallcs into the local grocery store is an inspiring ideal, especially 

PG se,W for lesbians who, like Grier herself, have lived in times and places 

1'llae daae was nothing available on the shelves that even hinted at lesbian 

ftl•e .ce. But is it. at this point in our history, a real possibility? Just what wou Id 

• talre lo pin such wide exposure for a lesbian book aimed at a mostly lesbian 

aucle110er 
Mnif11 die al its usual distribution channels - its own extensive mailing list 

aad ahe netMwtc: of feminist and small.press distributors and bookstores -

Na1ad basachieW!d remarfcable sales success by almost any standard. A recent 

aaide in MJ. A!POlted that 'Naiad has never lost money on a title . .. Naiad's 

m1nimum Pl!II run Is now 10,000, and nine titles have sold more than 25,000 

~ 

formanynmons, ~ these channels cannot get books into "almost any 

boobeore, any~ any drugstore or grocery store:' Naiad books are not 

PKh8ed ln1hetplashy, compact mass-market format that will attract attention 

and tlimo 11w masHnar1<et racks In grocery stores and train stations.16 Neither 
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all-press distributors can afford to offer the high wholesale d i,­
ry to interest the large chain bookstores. Naiad titles are not 
bis wholesalers that serve those stores. 
ore publication committed itself to a 100,()()().copy print ru n for 

'/. There is no way that Naiad's usual distribution network could 
copies of a book in a relatively short period of time. When a 
mainstream publisher launches a nev-1 title with a print run of 
or 50,000 copies, the trade takes notice. For a small, presumably 

lzed alternative publisher, 100,000 is an absolutely staggering 
p in mind that a publisher's printing bills come due many months 

'{t,f from book sales begins to roll in. An undercapitalized press can't 
Up great sums of money in this way, lest it wind up with a cash-flow 

moth proportions and have no cash on hand to pay salaries, rent, 
bill, etc. Cash flow problems killed Persephone Press, whose scarce 

'ed up in continually reprinting its very popular titles; there wasn't 
-h available for daily operations. 

an Nuns, Naiad took what may have been the only feasible route. 
~ k as exotica, promising to reveal what really goes on behind 

t'$, Naiad aroused a keen interest among mainstream media people 
lers - enough to overcome the obstacles that generally confront an 
all press with a saleable trade paperback title. Of course, this was 
h end in itself but as a means to the primary goal: reaching as 

~s as possible. 

~ Goes to the Movies 
ntinue to spread outward from this mainstream interest. According 
Weekly, Italian translation rights for Lesbian Nuns brought in 

,JC:. rights a "$25,000 advance; and Australia-New Zealand rights 
Movie rights were bought by ABC-TV for an as-yet unpublicized sum, 
h Barbara Grier said, "It was a lot of money and were very happy:'19 

lucrative of the s·ubsidiary sales is the sale of mass-market paper­
Warner Books, a division of Random House, for "a six-figure 

er has access to the promotion money and distribution channels 
de publishers like Naiad do not have. Said Mark Greenberg, presi-

tner's in-house ad agency, "A book like this will go into supermarkets 
res and terminals all over the country:'21 It seems as if Barbara 
S about to be realized. 
uestion, the mass-market edition of Lesbian Nuns will reach lesbians 
~er see the Naiad edition of the book. So will the AB<;:.:rv movie, 

is made: So will the editions of the book that appear in other 
l! price of this wide exposure is the removing of control one step 
the women who created the book. The editors and contributors 
no say in how the Naiad edition of Lesbian Nuns was promoted. 
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Naiad itself will have little or no say in the packaging and promotion of the 

mass-market edition. 22 

Naiad has indicated that reaching the mass audience is important enough to 

override all objections. If enough women can be reached, it is all right to 

entrust sensitive, complex material to those whose interest in lesbians and nuns 

is mainly commercial. Barbara Grier justified the Forum sale because, although 

the overwhelming majority of Forum's readership is heterosexual and male, 15% 

is said to be female - and of that fraction it is likely that some are lesbians.23 

Does the possibility of reaching great numbers of lesbians justify the betrayal 

of a few, the misleading of others. Do the ends automatically justify the means? 

Naiad employed a similar argument when it said that money made by the sale 

of books and subsidiary rights would "go to finance other lesbian books that 

cannot be expected to be moneymakers."24 In publishing, some books break 

even, some lose money, and some do very well. The stronger sellers help sub­

sidize the slower. With a financial cushion provided by a few strong sellers, a 

press can afford to take some risks, to publish books that are not sure things 

and books that may take a while to find their audiences. 

Lesbian Nun Helps Out 
Lesbian Nuns has the potential to subsidize lesbian publishing on an impres­

sive scale. Surely all readers will benefit from the availability of books that 

would not have been published otherwise? Yes, but once again there are other 

questions to consider. One is whether a somewhat less stupendous success 

might have served the same purpose. It is also worth mentioning that had Naiad 

lost the gamble it took in printing 100,000 copies of Lesbian Nuns, it might not 

have been able to publish any more lesbian books, moneymakers or not. 

Even if Naiad has never lost money on a book, one may be sure that it is not 

making much by publishing and keeping in print Renee Vivien's classic works, 

or the essential bibliographies Black Lesbians and The Lesbian in Literature. At 

the same time, it is not always easy to tell which books have the potential to 

sell well and which do not. Barbara Grier has assumed that nonfiction and 

"serious" fiction don't sell.25 Other feminist publishers have found otherwise. 

Sherry Thomas of Spinsters Ink wrote that "Spinsters' sales grew 300% last year 

[1984) on the strength of Look Me in the Eye and Out from Under;' both of 

them serious nonfiction books.26 What's the difference? 

My guess is that Naiad's current audience is primarily interested in the light 

lesbian fiction that is the mainstay of the Naiad list. If Naiad wants to continue 

publishing books like Black Lesbian in White America or A Studio of One's Own, 

it needs to either expand the interests of its current audience or expand the 

audience to include women interested in those titles. Naiad markets a book like 

Studio in the same way it markets Katherine V. Forrest's novels, and it seems to 

have concluded from the results that nonfiction doesn't sell. 

None of this is to deny that some books subsidize others, or that money 
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brought in by lesbian Nuns will have a beneficial effect on lesbian publishing. 
But when the abuse of women is justified by the greater good that may result, it 
seems necessary to raise the possibility that this greater good might have been 
achieved, at least in part, by less drastic means. 

Lesbian and feminist publishers and booksellers function in an economy that 
does not share our interests. Like any institution, small or large, supportive or 
hostile, the U.S. economy exerts a profound, sometimes subtle, often unac­
knowledged effect on those working within it. To remain within, an individual 
must reconcile her interests to some extent with those of the institution. 

The shaping effects of institutions are usually most clearly perceived by those 
who have been placed, or who have placed themselves, on the outside - those 
who are, as lesbian-feminist writer Judith McDaniel puts it, 
"deinstitutionalized:'27 For the rest of us, there is the constant temptation to not­
see the compromises we make in order to stay inside, and to not-imagine the 
alternative choices we might make or create for ourselves. An alternative 
business functioning within the U.S. economy is pressured to sacrifice bit by bit 
all the qualities and priorities that make it alternative. 

It is a symptom of creeping institutionalization that Naiad has resisted 
admitting that the public relations success of Lesbian Nuns has come at a price, 
that wrongs have been done and troubling questions raised . In her mid-June 
press release, Grier did express deep regret for the hurt done to the specific 
women whose stories were sold to Forum. She did not, however, make any real 
attempt to understand why this hurt was done, or what it might reveal about 
Naiad's priorities and ways of doing business. 

I do not understand how Naiad Press, committed to lesbians and lesbian 
publishing as it is, arrived at the point where the three-ring-circus promotion of 
Lesbian Nuns seemed so advisable and necessary that it did not even have to b 
explained. How could any feminist think it all right to sell the work of other 
women to Forum magazine without their knowledge or consent? 

Sour Note from Another Planet 

I've heard rumors of some women who seem to have no problems with the 
Forum sale, but I haven't met any of them face to face. All the women I've 
talked with have problems with it, serious problems. Some of them are furiou! 
Many of them are feminist booksellers, writers, book and periodical_ publ~she~, 
and/or readers of Naiad books - women who have had some relat1onsh1p w1.I 
Naiad Press. Yet Barbara Grier says she had no idea that anyone would object 

If this is true, it suggests a horrifying isolation from a substantial part of 
Naiad's audience. How could Grier possibly be so out of touch with women 
she deals with face to face and over the phone, with some of the women wh 
are Naiad's reason for existing? Somewhat uneasily, I reviewed some of the 
more recent frustrations I had encountered as a bookseller in dealing with 
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Naiad Press. Not once had I communicated my annoyance or anger to Ba 
Grier, who had been over the years my most frequent contact at Naiad rbara 

I was ?n th_e verge of holding mysel~, other fe~inist_booksellers, and ~ther 
women m print at least partly responsible for Naiad's isolation and thus . d ' 
rectly, for the gross errors of judgment ~ade by Naiad in the promotio~ ~~ ,_ 
Lesbian Nuns. Then I recalled my experiences as a reviewer of Naiad Book 
Some of my reviews were favorable and others were not so favorable. Grie:· 
generally responded to the not-sds with a note about how well the books were 
selling. I soon inferred that she was not interested in criticism, constructive or 
otherwise. In an essay published in Lesbian Contradiction 9, Grier seemed to be 
suggesting that_reviewers should consider ourselves volunteer public relations 
agents for lesbian and feminist publishers.28 

Both before and after the release of Lesbian Nuns, Barbara Grier set clear 
limits to the feedback she was willing to hear. When she told Joanne Marrow 
that the Forum sale was "none of your business;' the tone was unusual but the 
underlying message was not. In the concluding paragraph of her LesCon 9 essay, 
she implies that she considers the discussion of these issues a luxury, to be dealt 
with only in her spare time - of which she of course has precious little. 

"I speak to you out of another eighteen-hour day required to run a lesbian 
publishing house;' she wrote. "I feel inordinately tired at this moment, perhaps 
because this correspondence has been time-consuming and, apparently, futile. 
If you'll excuse me, I must return now to the business of publishing lesbian 
books."29 Time-consuming the correspondence may well have been, but futile? 
Hardly. Several writers, including myself, were moved to respond, and, if my 
experience is any indication, many women participated in good, searching dis­
cussions of essential issues that would not have taken place without the impetus 
provided by Grier and others. 

I sent a copy of this essay in a previous draft to Grier and co-publisher Donna 
MacBride, hoping that it might begin to build a middle ground between Naiad 
and its critics. Grier wrote back, saying that she found herself unable to respond 
to my "letter essay diatribe." 'We live on very different planets;' she said. She 
implied that I had made incorrect factual assumptions but said that she did not 
have the "time and patience to go through and simply correct'' them. She 
added, "[I] don t feel I have the right to take time to argue with someone when 
there is real work to do:' 

I used to be impressed whenever I heard an activist speak, as Barbara Grier 
not infrequently does, of her 18-hour days and her 80-hour weeks. Sometimes I 
tried to match that kind of schedule, and to drop hints to let everyone else 
know just how committed I was. The rest of the time I wondered why I couldn't 
be that dedicated, why I seemed to need time to sleep, hang out with friends, 
daydream, bake bread, read trashy science fiction novels, and go for long walks 
and bike rides. 

#More dedicated than thou" is a dangerous game to play. The one playing it 
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best can discredit the words of any woman who seems to be less committed 
· than herself _ while growing more and more angry that no one underSla_nds 

her or is willing to help her out. No one helps her out ~e~ause she has. given 
the clear impression that any less-than-herculean effort 1s inconsequential -
why bother? Unless one is also willing to put in 18-hour days, 8O-hour weeks, 
one loses the right to speak.30 

The eventual outcome is a serious case of "siege mentality:' Not only are 
others insufficiently dedicated, they just don't understand. Potential co-workers 
fall away, and one's own shifts become longer and longer. One has no time to 
focus on anything else. As one's focus narrows, the peripheries fade from view. 
One has no time for freewheeling ethical discussions, speculation about the 
motives a Penthouse-owned magazine might have for buying sexually explicit 
stories by lesbians, or reflection on what a lesbian ex-nun might think about her 
work being excerpted by Forum magazine without her permission. 

This obsessive dedication to duty has its advantages, a major one being that 
those nagging, answerless questions rarely rise to the surface of the mind, and 
when they do they don't remain long before they are submerged in a new burst 
of activity. 

, Another advantag~ is that some people are awed by martyrs and saints. Not 
that they want to be saints themselves, you understand. They do penance for 
their "selfishness" and lack of dedication by displaying single-minded support for 
whatever the saints do. One such woman, Stephanie L. Gotlob, wrote to off our 
backs to say that criticizing Barbara Grier for her part in the Forum sale "is like 
criti<;Jzing a great symphonic creation because of one sour note:' She suggested 
that we instead "hire a hall and schedule a banquet to honor and acknowledge 
Barbara Grier for the enormous ongoing contribution she has made to lesbian 
literature and to us all:'31 

In an open letter to "friends and associates of the Women in Print movement" 
• I 

long-time feminist print activist Helaine Harris makes a similar argument, that 
Grier's long record of dedication somehow exempts her from criticism.32 Harris 
makes a number of important points about political correctness, trashing, and 
the nasty things that have happened when feminists disagree with each other, 
all of which should inspire widespread discussion. But imbedded in her letter is 
this telling statement: "I'm not quite sure why Naiad Press is getting all the heat, 
but I suspect it has something to do with being the most successful sitting duck:' 

I beg to differ. Naiad is getting all the heat not so much because it is "the 
most successful sitting duck" as because it did something that no lesbian or 
feminist press has ever done before: It sold the stories of several lesbian writers 
to a heterosexual men's sex magazine without first obtaining the permission of 
the women involved. If this is not enough to provoke some very heated 
responses, I have grave worries for the future of the feminist movement. 

Both Helaine Harris and Stephanie Gotlob write as if the sale were a small 
thing, an aberration. Gotlob, after all, compares it to the sour note in a 



•~phony, sour notes are generally played by accident. The 

tht ,-motion of '8bian Nuns did not happen by accident but 

•iltf--, choices made over time by the women involved in the 

of-1ht book. No one is exempt from criticism, no matter how laud-

1filllll!;llllir111ftMl•IIM-.11 how Illustrious their records of service. To criticize the Forum 

~IOAltt quesdons about the promotion of Lesbian Nuns does not require 

.,woman to deny or try to tear down what Barbara Grier or Naiad Press has 

~ In the past. 
itdoesnot c:oncem me so much that some women think that Grier and 

Naiad should be exempt from criticism on the basis of past performance. It 

,does bother me that Grier herself seems to think that she should be exempt 

tom even listening to criticism because she puts in 18-hour days as a lesbian 

publisher. Perhaps in the short run, she can get away with not listening. In the 

Iona run - wen, we have the Forum sale, and all the issues it raises for those of 

us working in or caring deeply about lesbian and feminist publishing. 

All of us, the women of Naiad included, need to get into the habit of asking 

ourselves some questions before important decisions are made, particularly 

when those decisions are based on some variation of "the ends justify the 

means:' If a certain goal can only be attained by exploiting other women, how 

Jmportant is that goall Can the organization survive without it? How will a given 

decision ultimately affect the group or community it is intended to benefit? Can 

I live with these possible consequences? Is this decision being made in a way 

consistent with the group's political and ethical principles and commitments? 

I hope that we are not so jaded that we can accept either the Forum sale or 

the indiscriminate promotion of Lesbian Nuns as necessary for the survival of a 

lesbian business. I hope also that we are honest enough, self-knowing enough, 

to realize that a recurrence of this kind of episode cannot be prevented by 

excommunicating Naiad Press from the network of feminists and lesbians in 

print. The necessary ingredients are present in many of our organizations, not 

just in publishing, and not just at Naiad Press. 

Afterword: Sorry Note from the Same Planet 

The situation has improved somewhat since Barbara Grier told Joanne 

Marrow that she had no right to ask about the Forum sale. Naiad's acknowledg­

ment of responsibility, however, remains very limited in scope. Speaking for the 

press, Grier and MacBride have 'tried to dismiss their critics as unreasonable 

and/or insignificant in number. Their rebuttals generally hinge on the bur­

geoning Naiad mailing list, the influx of unsolicited manuscripts, the worldwide 

interest in Lesbian Nuns. 
In her June press release Grier referred to a lawyer-mediated negotiation 

between Naiad and the book's editors. "A number of items were worked out 



Lesbian Nuns 101 

• • 1 els of control over the book to Rosemary and Nancy that 
granting vanous ev ,, h ·d "I dd. · t 
had previously been held entirely by The Naiad Press, s e sa1 . n a 1t1on o 
that we were able to make changes in the contract to allot funds that normally 
would be Naiad Press's income to Rosemary and Nancy for whatever purposes 
they may feel appropriate in the future:' I hope that the editors ~ill find it 
appropriate to channel some of this income to the book's contributors. 

I don't believe that Naiad Press can or should be "drummed out of the move­
ment: but I do believe that we who profess feminism, or who work in the name 
of all lesbians, can be held accountable for what we do. This doesn't mean that 
we should strive for the impossible goal of pleasing all of the women all of the 
time. It does mean that we should hear out our critics and even entertain the 
notion that they might be making some important points. It is the absence of 
this listening that disturbs me the most. 

In Naiad's actions, and in its refusal to be accountable for those actions, I 
heard a clear message, directed to me as lesbian, as feminist, as writer, as 
feminist-bookstore worker, and that message was, We at Naiad don't need you, 
we've gone big time, we don't have to listen to your annoying questions. This 
message of rejection has made me feel powerless and angry and with only one 
option: to withdraw my support from the one who has withdrawn support from 
me. 

I learned of the Forum sale on April 2; by early July, I had left both my book­
store job and the Washington area. In those three months, I placed no orders 
with Naiad Press. I ordered Naiad books, including Lesbian Nuns, from a small­
press distributor, knowing full well that Naiad would be paid less and later for 
the books I bought. I tended to stock fewer Naiad titles, and those in smaller 
quantities, than I had before. 

As I write, the Common Lives/Lesbian Lives collective has responded to the 
Forum sale by urging its subscribers to consider a number of measures, all of 
which would reduce the sales of Lesbian Nuns. Do these unconcerted responses 
constitute a boycott? I feel none of the heady defiance I have felt during boy­
cotts in the past, when the opponent was Nestle or the grape growers or J. P. 
Stevens. What I feel, what I hear, is grittier: I will not support you as long as 
you use my support to ridicule or dismiss the ideas and priorities that are 
important to me. 
. I am not happy about this, but I do not know what else to do. Naiad does not 
want to discuss the issue. It appeals instead to a sort of lesbian silent majority, 
an entity that by definition does not include any of us who are asking questions 
about what Naiad has done. In her June press release, Barbara Grier says that 
Naiad would not consider selling to Forum again, or to "any magazine that 
might fall within the same category:' Then she says that she hears in her head 
"the terrifying drum beat of censorship:' Does she then equate censorship with 
exercising a modicum of discretion and responsibility? 

1 want Naiad to survive and thrive as a lesbian press. I want all of us who 
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criticize Naiad on these and other issues to remember what Naiad and Barbara 
Crier have done for lesbians in the past. I don't want us to indulge in holier­
than-thou judgments or trashing. I want Naiad to listen, to hear and consider 
what we say, to acknowledge the possibility that most of us are speaking with 
all due respect for past accomplishments and current commitment. But as I 
write these small things seem virtually impossible. 
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an Nuns: 

Some Documents in the Case 

1985 Women in Print Publishers' Accords 

As publishers of feminist and lesbian feminist literature we wish to acknowl-

edse that we will abide by the following statement of our responsibilities: 

t) We believe our responsibilities should be first dictated by our ind ividual 

and collective political commitments and only secondarily by our business 

requirements. We also acknowledge the differences and diversity of our 

political commitments and urge readers and writers to acknowledge those 

differences also. 

2) We believe that publishers should view themselves as representatives of 

the women's works they produce and that this relationship is representa­

tional and not adversarial. From this belief, the following statements apply: 

A) We should assume a responsibility in relieving the inexperience of 

our writers in the publishing world. · 

B) We should not assume that our authors, editors and contributors 

have monetary or familiar access to lawyers welf-versed in publishing 

or author law (which is not the same as a good feminist lawyer). We 

should make written information and lawyer consultation available to 

them before the signing of contracts. 

Q Our responsibility is always towards good communication and dia­

logue and truthful sharing of information as soon as it becomes avail­

able. We should above all not see the contract as the end of our 

responsibility to authors, editors or contributors. 

3) As caretakers of the integrity of our authors' and contributors' works we 

have the following contractual responsibilities: 
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A) To incorporate consent clauses on all subsidiary rights (including 
foreign rights) sales. Such consent or refusal can not be unreasonably 

delayed or withheld by the writer or artist. 

B) That we agree to set up mediation and arbitration procedures in 
the event of a breakdown of contracts. 

4) We also have the following non-contractual responsibilities: 

Signed: 

A) If we have reason to believe that advertising copy, book jacket 

copy or other promotional material varies greatly from the intent of the 
editor's or author's work, we shall first discuss and come to agreement 

with those affected. 

B) If we believe that a subsidiary right sale will allow marketing or a 
presentation geared differently from the author's or editor's intent, we 

have a responsibility to inform them at the time of negotiations with 
them for consent of sale. 

C) In the case of anthologies, we will obtain the contributor's consent 

(to be granted within a reasonable period of time) for rights to sell her 

work out of the original context intended, whether that is stated in the 

editor-contributor contract or not. If consent is refused, that work will 
not be sold. 

D) In the case of subsidiary rights, publishers will aggressively seek 

serial outlets for the work that they feel is in keeping with the spirit of 

the original work. 

E) In the event of windfall profit, all parties will share proportionately 

in the resulting success. 

Joan Pinkvoss, Aunt Lute Book Co. 

Sherilyn Thomas, Spinsters Ink 

Marjory Larney, Acacia Books 

Paula Mosley, Acacia Books 
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Resolution Presented by the Lesbian Caucus to the 

Delegate Assembly of the National Women's Studies Association 

(NWSA), June 1985 

Q We want editors and pubflshers of anthologies not to sell or give rights to 

publish contributors' work without the written consent of the contributors. 

2J If contributors' work has been so used, we want the contributors to be able 

to fmmedlalely withdraw their contribution from the anthology. 

3) If eotlltfbutors' work has been so used, we want the contributors to receive 

dama,es in compensation for the harm caused them. 

4) NWSA shall not provide exhibit space to publishers who violate items 1, 2, 

J, S or 6 of this recommendation. The exhibit space committee wi II respond to 

chaflen,es of specific publishers. 

5) We want contributors to anthologies to have contracts with the publisher. 

These contQCts are to grant contributors a percentage of the profits. 

6) We want publishers to advise contributors of all plans to market and sell 

their worfc in advance of signing said contract. 

letter from Martha Maas of NWSA to Barbara Grier: 

national women's studies association 

SatblraGrier 
:Nafad.Prets,lnc. 
1,AJ.8oJc 105.f3 

FL32302 

• 

July 3, 1983 

and that of the NWSA Coordinating 

nformation about the recent action of 

about publishing contracts. 

l'f!C! sponsors, of whom I was one. 
U,Je alternative to the original, 

motfonalJy charged circum-
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We believed that, since feelings appeared to be running rather high on this 
matter, some form of resolution was apt to be voted by the Assembly. We also 
tflought that the majority of the delegates would prefer a general statement free 
o.f hostile language, and we provided a resolution of this sort. :,. = •c ·E~·•• 

The resolution we offered, and that the Delegate Assembly accepted, is 
f hnply an NWSA endorsement of the proposed Publishers' Accords (it describes 
'. .them as proposed); it has no other clauses or provisions. 

We hope you will recognize the spirit of respect and friendship that prompted 
o offer this substitute, and we hope that the cooperation between Naiad and 

will continue to grow and flourish. 

as good to see you again at the conference. I hope to see you at many 

With all best wishes, 

Martha Maas 
NWSA Coordinating Council 

university of maryland, college park, maryland 20742 

COMMON LIVES 

LESBIAN LIVES 
a lesbian quarterly 

Stories, journals, graphics, essays, humor, poetry, 
autobiography, and more . . . 
The experiences and ideas of common Lesbians. 
We print the work of Lesbians who have been 
kept invisible and silent. 

COMMON LIVES 
Single issue: $4.00 
One year: $12.00 

P.O. Box 1553 
Iowa City, IA 52244 



Notes on Contributors 

Julia Penelope. I've called myself a Separatist since December of 1973 and am 

still teaming what that label means as I make choices and evaluate them. Since 

I stopped calling myself a "feminisr in 1980 I've hoped that someone else wou Id 

write an article and say the things I'm saying in #The Mystery of Lesbians." I hope 

that we can rekindle the embers of radical feminism and blaze more fiercely than 

before. Writing about my own pain and disillusionment has helped me to put the 

last 10 years in perspective so I can stop recycling hurt and despair. 

Mev Miller. I am a politically active LFS existing on the lunatic fringe and trying 

to maintain some sense of humor. I work with an affinity group called Spinsters 

Opposed to Nuclear Genocide, and, although our name is specific, our focus is 

much broader. In addition, I am a struggling musician-songwriter hoping to 

make a record soon. And, in case you're wondering, I am indeed emotionally 

and psychically healthy. 

Ruth Mountaing,we is a photographer, poet, writer, teacher, singer-songwriter, 

and at 62 is still going strong. She feels lesbian ethics is the foundation to our 

new ways of relating. 

laura Brown is a clinical psychologist, lesbian, Jewish, a feminist therapist in 

private practice since 1979. I am passionately interested in the development of 

our own theories of feminist therapy encompassing all aspects of the process. 

Pontificating on ethical issues is a piece of my family of origin's pathology that I 

have kept and reformed as a lesbian feminist. 

Caryatis Cardea. I am a lesbian separatist, now living in Berkeley, California. I 

was born 35 years ago to working-class Irish Catholic and French Canadian 

parents in Buffalo, New York. I like it better here. 

Sarah Lucia Hoagland is a Separatist and philosopher living in Chicago and 
working on a book on lesbian ethics. 

Unda Strep. I am a 43-year-old, working-class, Italian-descent U.S. Dyke, 

femme, raised catholic and now anti-christian, college graduate, with a chronic 

illness. An ex-het who resisted marriage and motherhood, I came out through 

the U.S. Women's Liberation Movement in 1972 and have been a Dyke Sepa-
ratist since 1973. · 

Annie Mc:Combs. An activist. Remembers when butches got busted in Los 

Angeles for not wearing a"t least 3 articles of women's clothing. Active in labor 

unions, f<;>unding member of Tradeswomen, worked against sexual harassment 

(WOASH). Has done alot of security for events & demos, now disabled from 

work-rel~t~ injury. ~d rather_grow_ ros~, but I intend to help end pornography. 

An $8 billion-a-year industry 1s a big piece of the action (sexism & racism, etc.) 

to aim at and ~top. If we don't let the threats get us down; or the 38 c slugs 

through the window get us down; or the loss of jobs - evictions _ and every 
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relationship we have called into question get us down; or the stool pigeons, 
scabs and company finks get us down ... we might win. 

Susanna J. Sturgis is a former feminist bookstore worker who maintains her 
connection with the book business by editing the fantasy science fiction 
column for Feminist Bookstore News. Last summer she moved to Massachusetts 
to work on her first novel and she doesn't plan to leave any time soon. 

Errata 

In the "Notes on Contributors" for LE #2 I neglected to note that 'i\nna Lee" is 
a pseudonym (for the author of "The Tired Old Question of Male Children,. 

-J.S. 
In my last-minute efforts to give you revisions over the phone for my piece, 

"Dear Julia;' in LE #2, I made a mistake. My point about analyses of hetero­
sexism read that since the discussions of early separatists and radical feminists, 
we have produced no analyses of heterosexism. It should have read, "But since 
the discussions of early separatists and radical feminists, we have produced 
almost no analyses of heterosexism:' 

Sarah Hoagland 

In Part II of "The Mystery of Lesbians;' LE #2, I paraphrased the gist of a 1983 
conversation with Joy Harjo as an example of how her experience of racism as 
a child and my experience of queer oppression as a child were different, but 
similar enough to give us a basis for identifying with the pain each of us 
remembers. 

In that paraphrase, I erroneously said that Joy grew up "believing and acting 
as though she were heterosexual" (p. 52). Joy, by letter and by phone, has cor­
rected my description. At no time did she "believe'' she was heterosexual. She 
had no words to talk about her feelings for oth~r wimmin. 

I apologize to Joy for my mistake, and want the readers of LE to know about it. 

Julia Penelope 

Announcements 

WOMAN OF POWER: A Magazine of Feminism, Spirituality, and Politics, an 
inspiring new international semi-annual publication. Up-coming themes: 
'Woman as Warrior;' 'Women of Color: A Celebration of Power," "Healing," 
,;International Feminism;' "ReVisioning the Dark;' and "Nature:' 4 issue subscrip­
tions $22, $17 low-income, $30 Canada and all other countries. Single issue 
$6.50 plus $1 postage. PO Box 827, Cambridge, MA 02238. 
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RCES: a of weekend retreats for lesbians: 1/30-2/2/86, Inspiration; 

~-4186. loYe;~-3/86, Passion. for information send SASE to Cedar, 3046 15th 

Ave. S., Mpls., MN ss«>7, or phone 612-721-4653. 

WOMYN'S LAND CONFERENCE. We believe a womyn's com~unity can offer a 

c;afe. empowering alternative to capitalist patriarchy. If you _are interested in 

attending or helping to plan a conference for Fall 1986, write to: WLC, c/o 

Heathcote Community, 21300 Heathcote Rd., Freeland, MD 21053. 

THE LESBIAN INQTER, published by a Minneapolis collective for more than s 
years, has moved to the west coast. Subscriptions to the INCITER, to be pub­

lished bi-monthly, are suggested at $1 per $1000 annual income, MORE IF YOU 

CAN. Donations are needed to re-vitalize this very important means of com­

munication for Lesbians. We also need articles, graphics, letters, by Lesbians for 

lesbians. Include SASE. Write to: Mariel Rae/Kate Anne, The Lesbian Inciter, 

2215-R Market St., 1307, San Francisco, CA 94114. 

Guidelines for Authors 

Le5bian Ethics is a forum for lesbian feminist ethics and philosophy, with an 

emphasis on how lesbians behave with each other. We welcome essays, 

reviews, translations, letters to the Editor, and responses to material which has 

appeared in LE. LE does not publish poetry or fiction. Only original material will 

be considered. 
for ls»an Ethics 11 (2), the readers' forum will be 'What Works." Write in 

those successful retorts that left them sputtering in the aisles! (What To Say 

When They Say .••. ) Tell us about successful guerilla actions in your commu­
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