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2 Introduction

Editor’s Introduction

| have particularly enjoyed working on this issue. If it had a name,
would be The Heart of Separatism. | hope you feel the same way.

There's one change in LE’s format you may notice. Author’s first
names now appear at the top of the page. | love it, | can't imagine why it
took me so long to think of it. Tell me what you think.

Something | have meant to do before is to encourage you, the reader,
to write an author, c/o LE, if you particularly like what she has written.
(First class mail can be forwarded without additional postage.) So often
dykes tell me that they really liked, were moved by, had their lives
changed by something another dyke wrote in LE, but they don't tell the
author. (If they like what I've written, they don’t tell me.) Perhaps it is the
magic of the printed word which makes the reader think the author hears
all the reactions to her work around the world. It isn’t so. Most often we
feel like we’ve dropped a rock in a bottomless lake. Your responses mat-

ter, communicating your responses matters. _
As you may know, the Readers’ Forum topic for the next issue (LE 3:3)

is Radical Dyke Humor. No instructions for this one, except be as wild
as possible. Deadline is April 30, 89. The Reatzlers’ Forum topic for LE
4:1 is Betrayals: When We're Not as Ethical with Each Other as We.
Oughta Be. Deadline is October 31, 89. Note the “we.” The forum is
meant to be about our relations with dykes who are, in some way sig-
nificant to us, part of “our” community. If there was one guideline for
this forum it would be: If you describe a dyke’s or dykes’ betrayal of you,
describe too how you've betrayed another dyke. A second guideline
would be: Stay real and personal, describe concrete acts and actual feel-
ings. On the matter of less-than-ethical behavior | think there are two
common but unhelpful reactions, at opposite extremes of the continuum.
One extreme is to remain analytical, abstract, and judgmental, so that
the sense of the other dyke(s) as in any way like ourself is lost. The other
is silence: denying our own behavior hurtful to another, not talking
about our hurts with other dykes nor listening to theirs, not taking sides,
ignoring the unethical behavior of others. Many of us, | suspect, have
such secret pain, and the secrets block us from doing the important com-
munity building work of defining for ourselves what nurturing Dyke inter-
actions and relationships are like. | hope this forum can stay focussed on
that creative definition.

it

Jeanette




Separatism: Beyond the Debate

A Readers’ Forum

Practicing Separatism

For the last six months, | practiced what my friend Joni calls “psychic
separatism.” | believed that my mind was full of false beliefs and of weak
and defeating images of women, implanted by patriarchy, that my view
of history was one of male warfare, that I lacked positive strong images

of womyn. | wanted to keep out all patriarchal stimuli, because I believe
that they activate:

. .. the ghostly false images of ourselves which have been deeply em-
bedded in our imagination and which respond like unnatural reflexes to
the spookers” unnatural stimuli. (Mary Daly, Gyn/Ecology, p. 409)

| wanted to inhabit what Mary Daly calls the “Background,” “the
realm of the wild reality of women's selves” (Gyn/Ecology, p. 2), inhabi-
ted by Amazons, Crones, Dikes, Spinsters, Witches (Mary Daly, Wick-
edary), | wanted to remember the time that Monique Wittig conjures:

There was a time when you were not a slave, remember that. You
walked alone, full of laughter, you bathed barebellied. You may have
lost all recollection of it, remember . . . you say that there are not words
to describe it, you say it does not exist. But remember. Make an effort to
remember, or failing that, invent. (Les Guerilleres)

| had leave from my job, and some money. | had just moved to a new
city, knew only a few womyn, lived in a 4-woman household, didn’t
need to work. | practiced as complete a psychic separation as | could
manage. ldeally no TV (didn't miss), no newspapers (couldn’t resist the
local daily, the occasional magazine), no male written books or books
that had heterosexuality as a theme (didn’t miss), only a couple of
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4 Readers’ Forum

movies (e.g., Sorceress, Shame, Big Business), no male music (missed
disco, dancing, but womyn’s music worked just as well after a while).

It was hard. | read newspapers and magazines all the time. I felt

anicky at the thought of “not knowing what was going on.” | had a

whole false self that | used in my patriarchal job. | was always “busy.”

| spent my time reading womyn's writings and doing research in the
library on ancient societies. | read about goddesses, witchcraft, womyn’s
lives over centuries, political theory, rape, pornography. | found it all fas-
cinating, and infuriating. | developed whole new understandings of how
patriarchy developed, how really there are and have been other ways of
doing things. Over time | heard more and more clearly men'’s lies, their
double think. How many tricks they play not just to lie to us but to avoid
themselves seeing what is really happening.

| started going for walks. Meditating. Reading tarot and looking at im-
ages. | began to think about and focus on psychic abilities, healing. | lay
on the bed and drifted along, stared into space. | only played womyn’s
music. | filled my mind with new strong images of womyn, memories

and stories of womyn’s lives, lesbian lives.
I had surges of creative energy that enabled me to imagine and create

new time/spaces. Literally, my mind would take an idea and goon a
swhat if” journey—what if we really had a womyn-centered society. | im-
agined what it would have been like in ancient gynocentric societies. |
imagined whole new ways of being, involving different sense percep-

tions, ways of relating.
I realized how cut off | was from nature—the trees, earth, wind, and

developed a very strong and positive sense of interconnectedness with
the rhythms of nature, and with plants and animals.

| became incredibly sensitive to male violence against womyn. As
soon as | turned on the TV | saw it. As soon as | left the house and
entered the “public world” (street, grocery store, public transport), | saw
it and felt it. Men policing my behavior, womyn's behavior, threatening
us, beating us, raping us. And violence not just against womyn, but
against the earth—pollution, exploitation.

At a personal level, separatism served three major functions for me:
1) protection from male rapaciousness, 2) withering of “the ghostly false
images,” 3) elimination of countless distractions which prevent me from
seeing what is going on and sap my energy. | think the fact that separatist
writers keep their attention on womyn and lesbians is vitalizing.

But | realized that separatism, defined as the exclusion of men and
heteropatriarchy, is not enough. I'm still left with internalized patriarchal
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patterns, e.g., domination-subordination. Separatism doesn't.name the
paring away from my Self of all that is alienating, the separating from
that which separates me from my self (Mary Daly, Pure Lust).

Separatism also lacks a constructive connotation (Pure Lust, p. 364). It
doesn’t name the womon-centered world building that | want to do, be-
cause the reference of separatism is patriarchy. Yet the real motive be-
hind separatism is the desire for womyn-centered being, the desire to
construct our own, womon-centered ethics, language, sexuality, culture,

| want to read what other separatists, e.g., Black separatists have said
about separatism. I'm not sure | agree with total disengagement as advo-
cated by Sonia Johnson (Going Out of Our Minds). It is not an option
that all women can act on. And it prevents us from seeing what is really
going on in patriarchy. | think we should be smashing patriarchy as well
as building womyn-centered worlds.

I am a radical lesbian feminist who practices separatism, and | think
the practice of separatism is essential for personal and political being. |
wonder, would a word like Amazons work better to name what separa-
tists are doing?

Geraldine T.

Genuine Desire

Dear White Lesbian Separatists:

Why don’t white lesbians have a genuine desire to learn from lesbians
of African descent?

By genuine desire 1 don’t mean probing curiosity that fuels distanced
study. Nor do | mean a form of cultural acquisition that leads to stealing
values, art, etc. and owning them through lies and misrepresentation. |
am also not addressing that certain “kindness” that white lesbians give to
African descent lesbians which inevitably leads to a power-over relation-
ship, e.g., teacher/student, mentor/protege. Genuine desire doesn't in-
clude that special brand of liberal chauvinism that allows white lesbians
to accept, indeed expect, inappropriate behavior on the part of African
descent lesbians.

What | am addressing is a relationship of equals where it is recog-
nized that each has something to bring to the relationship. Where the dif-
ferences are truly welcomed and not just given lip service. And where
growth and lesbian cultural development is acknowledged as coming
from many places within and around us.
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I have been a member of some form of women’s/lesbian/ lesbian-

separatist community for 10 years. In those years | have heard these
values espoused without genuine desire backing them up. What | don't
understand is why.

I have observed a certain degree of contentedness white lesbians feel

among themselves; they feel at home and quite comfortable with little or
no racial diversity in their communities. Of course, | never really see this
contentedness in its true state as my presence always changes the
dynamic. | wonder why they don't realize that they are missing some-
thing. Why don't they see that their view of the world is limited and that
by accepting those limitations they are accepting the mandate of their

white fathers?
It is true that some white lesbians do recognize the absence of African

descent lesbians. Too often, however, this recognition comes from guilt
or an attempt at political correctness. Most acts that are performed out of
guilt are experienced by the actor as forced and contrived. She is neither
convinced of the value of the act nor clear that it will have any intrinsic
worth for her. This attitude will never properly facilitate the development
of a genuine desire to learn from each other. It will only promote a mis-
sionary/convert posture, an obvious power-Over dynamic.

| know that most of us agree that racism is form of collaboration
with the patriarchy and that the false divisions created by patriarchy
work to weaken us individually and as a commu nity.3 However, these
divisions still manage to run rampant in our communities.

African descent lesbians have called white lesbians on their racist acts
and attitudes, in many ways and in many arenas. Indeed some progress
has been made, in that white lesbians may not engage in some of the
commonly criticized forms of overt racism. However,the racism eventual-
ly manifests itself in other ways. If white lesbians address the “exclusion”
of lesbians of African descent, then they usually turn around and force
their cultural values on those “included” African descent lesbians. For ex-
ample, the format and language used at a meeting will reflect white cul-
tural values, allenatmg those not educated or skilled in these arenas.

) AltIJ‘wgh _Wany white lesbuans. have good hearts and sincere inten-
\t/::l);:;] ﬂz s:ar :Zpeali mffec;e;:l. w:thdraast attltuc.ies a'nd actions. Even
; p racism from poisoning these relationships.
Exa.mples are emotional withdrawal when an African descent lover
desires or seeks the company of other African descent lesbians, or
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deliberately coming between two African descent lesbians creating an
either/or situation—either white lover or African descent friend. En-
couraging isolation of an African descent lesbian from her cultural and
ethnic roots is an act of genocide, as the African descent lesbian is only
weakened thereby. | just want to know: Why?

Given that | am not a white lesbian, I can only extrapolate from an
outside perspective. | note that | have encountered a great deal of fear
from white lesbians when they are congregating and a few lesbians of
African descent enter the situation. | experience this fear as a cold wall
made of impenetrable stone screaming, “KEEP OUT, KEEP AWAY.” In na-
ture fear has a particular smell which animals recognize. To me, fear isa
passive aggressive force keeping the numbers of African descent lesbians
to a minimum. Only the most determined and stout-hearted of us would
be able to withstand the freezing temperatures of this pervasive fear.

| assume that this fear is a culturally learned attitude. What cultural
contract is being respected by radical white lesbians? Possibly the cul-
tural fear is of annihilation. If not, then what is the fear or, even more
basically, what is the systemic root of this racism?

As an African descent lesbian | experience racism as a poison gas. |
cannot allow myself to be exposed to poison gas too often or I will end
up debilitated and weakened. This, therefore, limits my contact with
white lesbian separatists, as | have long ago become weary of tracking
the latest racist manifestation.

| believe that some of you have thought about this and even discussed
it among yourselves. If so, | hope you will have the courage to bring
your discussion into a more open forum. If not, | hope that my com-
ments here can take the discussion of racism into a deeper arena, one
that allows the systemic reasons to be named, examined and eradicated.

| have written this letter from a place of genuine desire to come
together as a real and whole community. | have my doubts concernin
the possibility, but this letter is my attempt to bridge some of the differen-
ces, with honesty rather than perfunctory gestures. | hope that it is heard
from those places of genuine desire present, though possibly dormant, in
most lesbians,

Vivienne Louise

11 don't use the popular term of color because | believe that this encompassing
reference to Brown and Black peoples around the world renders the cultural

differences among us invisible. See my, “Of color: What's in a Name,” Bay
Area Women’s News, Jan/Feb 1988.
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As an African- i i

St ln Amde;;:an | only address the issues from my perspective. |
on’t p 0 understand or address the myriad racist attitudes that are ex-
hll;tegl ;fc:yvards other Brown and Black lesbians.
y “African descent” lesbians | mean those lesbians commonly desi

3 = | nated
as “Black in the USA today. African descent as a cultural identif)i’catioﬁ goes
beyond skm‘color. However, this larger meaning does NOT include the
anthropological theory that all life sprang from Africa and therefore we are all
of African descent.

2A friend (an African-American lesbian) is convinced that white lesbians help
Black lesbians stay “sick” by maintaining a double standard of behavior expec-
tations. The white double standard allows African-American lesbians to act in
ways that would not be tolerated by other African-American lesbians. The
African-American lesbians are never pushed to change unacceptable habits.

3Classism, ageism, physicalism, anti-semitism, etc., are just some of the other
divisions imposed by patriarchal values. This paper addresses only racism.

4 | use the term white cultural values to denote the cultural values of middle
class U.S. WASPs. Many “white” lesbians of working or poor classes, descend-
ents of the darker European countries, and Jews find a certain amount of aliena-

tion in these circles also.

joyous separatism

joy. after nine yearz of be-ing a separatist i ahm only beginning to
find joy ihn mii life. ii do not know if separatists everywhere were az
sad, depressed, defensive, angry, hostile, isolated az ii waz but the 1/2
dozen ii have known felt so to me.

it iz hard to rite thiz letter, to beeh critical of uz, of mii people, of
meeh, when ii know that weeh have not been open to criticism. ii ahm
afraid separatists ii have loved for long timez will turn away from meeh,
that dykez who don't like separatists may use mii letter to fuel a very
dangerous fire, that ii will be isolated from mii people. ii ahm also afraid
to take responsibility for what ii know to beeh truths.

ii know separatism to be the only freeing way to live mii life. to define
what ii mean bii separatism iz hard. ii mean knowing who the enemy
iz—men—and how they live ihn uz—discourage-ing uz from truth in-
tegrity simplicity groundedness gentleness loving reality openness. ii

mean creating a world for dykez to love each othurr, to live with each
othurr, to create joy with each othurr.

the separatism ii hav_e lea.rned—and the separatism ii encouraged for
yearz—waz grounded ihn either/or; ii and every one else waz either a

.
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