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tite too,dinatlng guest editor 

-~- tbi_.W.dal\ ,;,d."'.m,.-,,lon and lover, committed suicide 

\11 Nown- t bid hcped IO be able to but now flnd I cannot yet Write 

mucli ltiout '- lfe and dealh. rm gratelt,I to lee Evans for her piece in 

this lssue whk:h says some ol what I couldn't. l've gotten many cards 

and ktters and calfs from lesbians everywhere. I have been able to 

answer only a very few, but all ol them have been aucial to me, and 1 

want you to lcnow how thank(ul I am lor all of you .. A sense oí connec­

tedness to other dylces is by (ar the most important part oí what keeps me 

standing. 1 now know that when I hear o( another lesbian in tragedy, 1 

will write her. 
The two other guest editors, Shoney and Lee Evans, felt rhey could not 

continue with the editing after JMax's death. Lee's paper in this issue 

describes her reasons. 1 had thought oí writing a paper on class for this 

issue also, musings on class by a middle-class dyke primarily for middle­

class dykes, musings and insights most often inspired by JMax herself, 

but at ahe moment these seem insigniftcant. Som~ editing had occurred 

befare her suicide, but otherwise the issue of LE before you contains 

mosto( the material we received edited minimally by me. lt is far from 

perfect, many more dykes need to be heard from, but it is, 1 believe, sub­

stantial. 
Class will be an ongoing concern of LE's. 1 will íind someone to take 

over JMax's column on dass. lf you have responses or additions to the 

discussion in this issue, please send them. You can also send them to 

Sinister ~sdom, which is doing an issue on class, their deadline is 

June 1, 91. 

Class is about life and death. A couple of weeks before her death, 

JMax asked Bridget Collins to write a paper (or this issue, after seeing a 

short piece of Bridget's in the National Lesbian Conference newsletter. 

Only a few weeks after JMax's death Bridget's paper arrived, and I read, 

"The average age of mortality for women of poverty is between 47 and 

52 years old." She didn't miss by much. 

1 wake as if from a dream, amazed. In my community in the last year 

afone I kno~ personally three lesbians who have been pushed to the 

~ge of survrval by catastrophic illness in combination with their pre­

v,ous meagre resources. They join the other lesbians who were already 

there--on the edge and on the street. Another lesbian, born to privi lege 



but now cut off lrom that resource, Is 
are many et h« friends. Lesbi,ns I k 
are now in mlddle-age, with scant uvtnp, no r' 
inheritances. Where are our Lesblan Mutual Aid ScSo)C-WÍ4il,\,-J¡ÑI 
so often alone in time of neecH Do we not at the 
the resources to ensure that no lesbian is homeleu 
what, oh what, do we do about the girls, whose 1 • 
poweriully by lee and Bridget in this issueU 

1 know that many dykes who knew JMax or who had heard of her · 
suicide were shocked and disbelieving. 1 often do not believe it. Surely it 
was a joke, she will reappear tomorrowl She was such an extraordina,y 
dyke, with so many friends, so generoos, courageous and unfettered. So 
joyf ul, íierce and visionary. Suicides are lonely, empty people, a~'t 
theyl Surely it was someone elsel She wclS ali those wonderful thtngs 
(and incredibly funny, too), and in that sense her life was a triumph. She 
was not meant to live nearly so long nor nearly so well. She was also 
often in agony and, then, so were those close to her. The triumph and 
the agony were the same person, a truth hard but necessary to encom­
pass. 

Over the year prior to her suicide, the very early, very severe incest 
and abuse she had suffered as a child began to emerge, demanding to be 
recognized. In the last four months it overwhelmed her. She was tired. 
Oí running. Of fighting. 

Now everywhere I turn I hear of another suic1dal, incested lesbian. 1 
wake as if from a dream, amazed. Someone tells me today of an 'impor­
tant new book' enlitled The Enigma of Suicide. l've read often lately of 
the 'mystery of suicide.' 'We'II just never know why ... .' 'You just 
have to learn to live with ambiguity .... ' 'Nothing could have been 
done .... ' What is behind these patriarchal smokescreensl 

Everywhere l turn I see the shadows of abuse: in lesbian lives bur­
dened wilh depression and despair, in our broken relationships, in our 
community schisms and trashings. 1 find abuse behind lesbian battering, 
behind S&M, behind alcoholism and drug addiction. 1 suspect incest 
when I hear of younger lesbians with uterine cancer, any kind of cancer. 
lupus, emphysema, multip\e sclerosis, hodgkin's disease, ali immune sr, 
tem diseases, how many other diseases? A friend, one of whose sisters 
has Multiple Personality Disorder ("That's what they ca\l it--a dison:ler, 
we call it a survival skill"), known to be a result of severe child abuse, 



il1'mune system disease 
sister's lungs are fatally 
oding all around rne. 

next issue of Les~ian Ethics, 
Lesbian Perspect1ve. The 

, forUM on Our Mothers ha 
tooking for contributions wi:h 
. Analysis of incest and abuse 

mnJiai·IUI • What does this bat­
(and speculative ideas) about 
·c.ularly encourage friends and 
our Uves, our anguish. 1 suspeq 
ydoesn't tell us about this 
US~• 

_. think I alone nor any of her 
IUIWlilA, Ido think perhaps WE could 

net, that knew what to do. Per-
where lesbians could go during this 

when we all talk about incest and 
tn.ow what to do when a lesbian is 
is a course lesbians have charted, 
· experiences and celebrate 

arewegoing to do about the girlsl) 
Jeanette 



Dykes of Poverty: Coming Home* 

Dear Jeanette, 

I can't do it. 

Lee Evans 

Awhile back you asked JMax, Shoney and I to edit the next issue of 

Lesbian Ethics which was to be on class. I was excited because it offered 

mean opportunity to work with two Dykes who I real/y liked, working 

on an issue we felt was important. 
Months after making that commitment, JMax killed herself, and that 

changed everything. Discussions of '/ack of resourcesJ and 'dass 

privilege' gave way to the concrete results of classism . .. loss, violence, 

death. At times like this, words like 'oppression' and 'classism' seem as 

dry and empty as old cicada shells, outlining only the barest contours of 

our stories. 
I can't edit this issue. With }Max's death, memories of poverty and 

abuse have come home to roost in my own backyard. My thoughts drag 

me to the door of my childhood, to glimpses of the shameful taste of a 

school /unch I begged a friend to buy forme, to the guilt I felt for not 

cursing my mother's family when they called my father poor Mexican 

trash, to the crust that forms on little gir/s' feelings from getting too little, 

too late and being subject to too much, too soon~ Poverty and abuse, 

violence and death,· words like 'c/assism' do little to capture the reality. 

I can't edit this issue. / have no interest in balance right now, in look­

ing at the big picture. My attention is riveted on Dykes of Scarcity, on the 

price we pay for our silence. I have heard so few Poor Dykes talk about 

their lives ..• we are so willins to put the past behind us. Who benefits 

•Thanks to my friends for their encouragement during the early drafts of this 

story, to Ellen Catlin for helping me get to the point, and especially to Kim for 

going home with me. 



1"'pswlron, 
('0171111Jnltles cha 

-, lt1lfY, but I hope you unde,. 

1_,¡1., ~/k 10 oth~ Poor Dykes. /fs 

Lee 

o,w n1ght fast spnng r hada dream, or rather, 1 was visited. My two 

1,
.~ long dead, carne to me. •You can choose not to have 

chilchn, but you cannot choose to not be a part oí this family." Then 

they weregone. 1 thought about it the next morning, and then put it out 

ol my mincl That night male ancestors appeared in my dreams, but 1 

have no Idea what they were saying. The message never got through. 

O'm a Separatist.) My dreams have always evidenced my deepest emo­

tions and passions, so I taught myself to remember them, to be attentive 

to their messages. But this message was very disturbing. Since I left home 

at the age of seventeen, I have not looked back. Two nights of dead rela­

tives was alarming, so I went to a clase friend who I think knows about 

such things. "Girl,' she said, getting very serious, "You'd better listen 

when the ancestors talk. Because they gonna keep tell in you till you get 

it." 
The third night my grandmothers carne again. Hovering above me, 

wrapped in their importance, they once again deliver their message. My 

Mexican grandmother does the talking, my Welsh-German grandmother 

nodding in agreement. Two formidable women united in their purpose, 

they once again say, .,You can choose not to have children, but you can­

not choose to not be a part of this family." 

For many months I pondered that message, thinking hard about its 

meaning. But their message was not understood through reason, through 

logic. lt carne to me when f heard the news about JMax, that awful mo­

ment when all the air rushed out of my lungs, and I wasn't sure if there 

woufd be enough air in the room to ever fill my lungs full enough so as 

not to feel this drowning sensation. At that moment, and in that space, 

where everything predictable and automatic stops, it was then I under­

stood. "'Stop. Stop breathing, stop thinking, stop running. You can't es­

cape your past ft's time to go home." 



Litany of My Childhood 
Hany, we need grocerles •• no money, no ,....,~Y 

the electric billl •• no money, no mcM..., .. Monl; ajt 1 
cents for the school field lrip tomonowl •• no rnone,, 11611111W Mommy, why don't you go outside with utf Becalle I doft'I,,_,..,. 
winter coat, honey. Why not, monvnyt •• no money~ ".'(» n-.¡ •~ there's a bill collector at the door •• no money, no money •• fm P1iif nant again dear •. no money, no money •• Can 1 have a llaa of ftlllr¡ ¡ no moncy, no money •• Mom, is there any way we coutc1 get a .8 
telephonel .• no money, no money .. Oon't ask Mom for any 1hing tia week. She and Dad were fighting again last night 0ve1' •• no money, "° money .• The washing machine is broken, and the baby needs dean 
diapers .. no money, no money .• Mom, can I have .•• no money, no money ... no money, no money ... 

You Shall Know Us By Our Teeth* 
As a poor Dyke, 1 think about my teeth a lot. 1 have a memory of a 

day spent swimming at a lesbían-owned retreat when the subject of den­tists carne up. One Dyke, a dental student, asked, "What kind of parents 
wouldn't provide their children with something as importan\ as dental carel" shaking her head in what I think must be disapproval. No one 
says anything. My friends, a group of ten Dykes from upper middle clm middle class and working class backgrounds, change the sub¡ect. 

1 grow quiet as I thínk of my childhood, of not having gone to the tist until I was in my mid-teens (and only then because I was visiting rel 
tives who felt obligated to take me), of having teeth pulled because 
were too decayed to fill, of knowing that what stood between the pain 
an infected tooth and the relief of novocaine was something as simple 
and elusive as a coup\e of twenty dollar bilis. Shame washes over me 
1 realize that I am the type of person the dental student is talking aboutl 
shame that my parents couldn't manage money better, shame that 
wasn't more money to manage. Yet, 1 am more ashamed of myse\f for 
whining about it. We be\ieved we didn't have it al\ that bad. Other 
people had it far worse. 

*With acknowledgement to Elana Dykewomon. They Will Know Me By 
Teeth (Northampton: Megaera Press, 1976). Poems. 



iwi'Bi ol lrlends that 
answer to that questio.t 
~ thelr klds with dental 

~hin& each other, gossipi"8 
....,,., aftemoon, there is no con. 

kifell)'. So I lceep my mouth shut, for 
1 cany widence of my poverty. 

W1he onJy kid in my family to have braces. When 

1 ldklrdtutp of lw ~t front teeth in a wrestling match, a 

thl,clGMrl.l•ªlft aideways, and becween her bottom two eye-teeth 

wtuerefaur•alhsheutdhawb!en, fivepushed their way in all raggedy 

and aoohd. A poor lcid's mouth if there ever was one, much 1; ke a poor 

ldd's lile. IDO much aowded in too small a space. Braces were in arder, 

and once apin my mom's family intervened by paying for my sister's 

dental care. 
My aunt and grandmother knew the value of a dollar. They talked to a 

country-dub friend ol theirs who was a dentist, and he agreed to straight­

en my sister's teeth. His role was to do the work as fast andas cheaply as 

possible, my aunt's and grandmother's roles were to provide the charity, 

and our roles were to be grateful for their help. 

My sister's braces caused her a lot of pain. My dad yelled at her for 

crying. She didn't smile much that year. 

Fifteen years late,; my sister woke up with one of her front teeth laying 

on her pillow. She was referred to a specialist. HHow long were your 

braces on forl lt loolcs as if the dentist who did your braces did the work 

too quiddy, in too short a period of time. There was too much pressure 

~ton your bone, so your upper jaw bone has been severely trauma­

t,zed and is beginning to crumble. lf you ever get hit in the face, your 

bones will fall apart like old plaster. You can expect to lose more teeth. 

The good news is that we can do a bone graft from your hipbone, and 

then fit you with false teeth. lt will cost several thousand dol lars. What 

kind of dental insurance do you havel" "None." 

Two more teeth on her pillow a week later, another while eating din­

ner a few weeks after thaL Teeth dropping from her mouth, no longer a 

surprise. The dentist, my aunt and my grandmother have alJ been dead 

for many years now. There's not even anyone left to get mad at. 

With poverty nothing much ever changes. My sister sti II doesn't smile 

much. 



Hunger Pains 

Poor food varies from home to home. We• 
rice and tomato sauce, hamburget', Splm, Cllllftad 
ways water to drink. Milk for six klds COlt loo .-ch. 
butter sandwiches for school lunches. Ketchup and ""•• 
for snacks. Food of the rural poor, food that lcept us ~ foeil 
we should be grateful. We were told kids in India had far -. lt 
many years later that I realized rooch of the food we ale wM an Id M 
charity on the part of the man who ran our small neighborhoad gfOt.111', 
store. He let my mother buy food on credit, knowing the bill wauldn't 
get paid, knowing that when all is said and done, hungry children ttill 
need toeat 

When my father was laid off, we were offered free milk in the school 
cafeteria. The school nurse carne to our house and told rrtt mother and 
me of this generous offer. My mother taught us kids to be polite and gra­
cious, and she awaited my well-mannered response. In a momentd it­
ritation, 1 refused the offer unless the school nurse would up the ante and 
make it chocolate milk. Many children had far less, but I was eleven and 
already tired of being grateful. 

When I was thirteen my mother died, and I became the cook in the 
family. We would eat pancakes for what seemed like weeks on end. 
Cereal and cookies for breakfast, peanut butter for lunch, and pancakes 
for dinner. Cheap food, and a\l on credit, of course. Many people ate fa 
worse and had much less. Me, 1 ate as much as \ cou\d, often fighting 
with my older brother over food. Fights that erupted into screaming 
matches, with us punching and hitting to make the other \et go of the \ 
bowl of ice cream. When my grandmother wou\d visit, she wou\d 
chide me for trying to take as much food as my brother. She wou\d di 
out the food, giving me ha\f what she gave him. rrhis is how it shou\ 
be done," she explained. "Boys need more food." 

Lois, the next door neighbor lady, wou\d invite me over every a 
noon after school, and she wou\d feed me. She \oved to watch me 
laughing and shaking her head, but a\ways giving me more. She w 
and loud and defiant and laughed at my father's rages, encouraging 
to be mouthy and tough. She communicated to me through cursing, 
food, and laughter. 

"You little shit, if I ever catch you skipping school again, l'\I beat 
ass good. Have sorne more rabbit." ... "So, you and your father 



(MCOle aetm ple and tell me about 
~ .. -•~dN\.-d be sure and wesh that plate 
it,ldflllit .. ~~~teaons: how to light back, how to 
when ,_._._ . -." how resp0!'Sibilities don't stop just be­
tum fearand9Gl'fOW":,_-.r•t'OUld ever handle in two lifetimes, how 
cause~..1~ ~ $ how to take care of myself and my sisters to spit ~ al GUTI;1~,, 
and brolher the best I could. eeded h · 

L · also tcnew that at the age of fourteen, 1 n somet mg to sus-
tain ~ something I could hold on to, and this she provided in abun­
clana!. Ntemoons of laughing at problems, of tuming bad times into 
comedy routines, all the while feeding me: food and laughter, laughter 
and food. These were the tools of survival, Pennsylvania style. 

Food became a place to focus my attention when things got bad at 
home. The summer I was fifteen I developed late night food cravings. 1 
would wake up sorne time in the night, my mind racing with problems. 
Cooking and cleaning and keeping house and raising my three younger 

· siblings, staying out of my father's way, lying to bill collectors, putting up 
with my older brother's alcoholic tantrums, trying to find a way to take 
the younger kids and run away on a Greyhound bus ... to where? That 
summer my middle-of-the-night hungers were so immediate, so intense, 
that I would bully my younger sister into going outside to the plum tree 
at 3 a.m. to pick the not-yet-ripe plums, and I would eat away my night 
terrors. 

This anxiety about food developed into food rituals that I have only in 
the last few years come to understand. 1 would get panicky waiting in 
lines for food, sure that they would run out just before it got to my turn. 
My friends remarked that I would always leave a little food on my plate. 
1 would take more than I could possibly eat, and always throw sorne out. 
Wasteful, my friends called me. True. But the other truth is that not 
having enough food created a terrible anxiety in me. lf I could leave 
food on my plate after a meal, enough to throw away, surely that was a 
sign of plenty. Surely it ·was a sign that life wasn't all that hard. 1 was in 
my thirties before I could eat a plate of food, only taking what I needed, 
finishing it all, and not feel anxious. Yet just last week my boss suggested 
that because of an unusually heavy workload, 1 might not be able to go 
to l~nch. l _stared at him in disbelief, and then felt a very old and familiar 
pamc well,~g up from that place I thought was left behind. l've come so 
far, yet a m1ssed l~nch can still grab me by the throat and drop-kick me 
twenty-five years mto the past, to a time when food meant survival, and 
my hunger was never satiated. 



fear of fafHng 

f was seventeen, attd f'rllf ladtet WMdred••• 
hada toothache that hu,r to bacl t wa upfor_,.,__,.. 
pain enough to make me hyster'rcat fchoseada:...,-,e,,_.,..,~ 

book and caffed (oran appointmenf. 1 had nt,~•,-,flil;,,wtr 

away, but he told me to come in and we wot,ld'""' ........ f 

was so relieved. He examined me and decided my toollt CIJIIWl,e._ 

Att~r drilling my tooth part way~ and ~íttíng die_ neswa.tooman, 

times, he suggested that hypnot,sm might hefp if the fNMJC:aWte ..a 

weari ng off. "Just listen to my voice, you' re getting ~ il's wsy llar in 

here, pretend you' re on a beach, it's getting hoaer and yo,/re geaíng un­

comfortable. Take off your blouse and bra."' 1 stared Sbaight ahead, nót 

believing .. . only vaguely aware of his hand, like a lage haíty spi(fer, 

crawling up and down my thigh. 1 pretended not to hear his instructions. 

My tongue searched out the half-drilled tooth, as I sat frozen not daring 

to move. When he finished filling my tooth, he said that if I didn't have 

the money to pay my bill, he was sure we could work something out. 

Special fi nancial arrangements are often availahle to poor fernales. 

Not reading the fine print can be costly. 

JMax and I talked about teeth the first time we met. l told her about 

the molester dentist, and about my sister's teeth. She told me that the 

nuns-of her high school and their dentist had conspired to have her 

teeth pulled at the age of 17. "Poor people can't afford to take care of 

their teeth, you might as well have them pulled and you'II be fitted with 

false teeth," they explained to her. l've had teeth pulled before, and 1 

remember the incredible pressure and the sound of crunching. 1 think of 

this Dyke I like so much, this Dyke who is strong and competent, and 1 

imagine her having her teeth pulled because sorne prick dentist thought 

that poor people didn't take care of their teeth anyway. 1 respected her 

strength too much to be emotional when she told me. 1 know she under­

stood, because she was raised poor too, and knew that it was too soon 

for emotion. lnstead, we use our stories to check each other out. Our 

reactions will answer important questions we must ask of each other at 

this stage. Are you so sheltered that you think this is unusual? Does my 

life make you squeamish? Do you use humor and laughter to talk about 

hard things? Are you smart enough not to poke around in feelings that 

are so carefully contained? Do you have the caring and the attention 

span and the strength to bear witness? 



--•-belween Dykes of scar 
...t,\llltedebout, ' 

, __ _. ftod our heads, our eyes acknow-
itls fta m,,ortant test. "Vea, they' re real 

led¡ffl .111111 ... getyou~ti~the~can." Athin 
íuclelS•t.;'_.wAeft ,a, as tentattve as sp,der s1 lk, and just as 
strandcl---,ewnning of a web of trust, a safety net for ~¡-:_..wind l,lows. 

when~ Oll(etold me that she had to take Valium before going to the 

A~ _.,,asled- -eecause l'm afraid of going to the dentist," she 

~ ,>id SOinething happen?" 1 wanted to know. "Oh, no, l'm just 

afraidofthepain."~ta luxury, 1 thought: :º know that you're afraid 

ndtobeabletopinpomtyour fear so spec1f1cally, and then to leave 

~rfear atthedentist'S office when you walk out the door. 

1 begin to ~nd that _I rarely feel fear, and yet I have often been 

in frightening situattonS. My JObs have been dangerous for many years 

now. Working with abused teen-age girls who respond with fists and 

teeth, going into crack houses to talk to drug dealers and s_trawberries 

aboutsexuallytransmitted diseases, helping a battered woman get her 

kids and belongings out of the house before her abusive biker-husband 

comes baclc from the bar. And I wonder what fear feels like, except that 

surely it must be that feeling of anxiety when my car breaks down, and 

there is no money to repair it. lt must feel like having no way to get to . 

work, and with no work comes no money to repair the car. Is it like the 

time I had no money, and had to steal toilet paper from restaurants, and 

sold a battery for food money? lt must be that feeling of needing money, 

and having no one to ask, because·they're broke too, or because it's just 

too hard to ask middle-class friends for money to pay the loan that's 

three months behind. This feeling must be the cold steel bars that drop 

down between my friend and me when I try to explain the difference be­

tween need and want, and her not seeing any difference, and me realiz­

ing that I had trusted her. lt must be coming home to find the electricity 

shut off; it is the bill collector on the phone; it is the phone being shut 

off; it is a letter saying l'm being sued for unpaid bilis. lt feels like the 

worry of knowing my younger sister has a kidney infection, and she has 

no rnoney to pay a doctor. lt is the day my mother died and they carne to 

repossess the furniture. lt is being fífteen, and coming home to an empty 

house with my ei_ght year old brother's blood splattered on floor and 
walls, a shotgun m the bedroom, and knowing that I shouldn't have let 



my guatd down fot , fflfndrlrc­

ff Is living with a W. •--• ..,., 

thelt bitdhaule, wfth ,,,.,,,,.,,. --~ ... ,. 
until a lew cJays laret dteff' ,_,,,,,,...., 1tJJlst11•• 

knowing that il my lathet poltoned ,_ ,..._hw', ... ., ~ 

barking, then what did he do ro ut • .,. IO -, • .., .,...
...._ 

that my mother, who married into pcMfly af ._ •o/2',..,•6 

age of 44 from hard worlc and too many babieJ,-,.., .. , • 

had a middle dass standard cJ living alf her r•, IM!d to1Je9L ., .... 

fifteen and havíng my father ask me to malee d,edeásío,J ...... -, 

younger sisters and brother and I should be pur inlo ~ homes, o, íf 

he should hire a housekeeper to supervise us lódJ beaer,. _,._ ... 

me to remember that he has .• no money, no~ .,s Jn:nsÍl'I if 1 

begin to feel fear, I will end up on the floor, croaláng out myl!mlr, un­

recognizabfe to my friends and to myself. And lmowíng bt dlis will · 

never happen because strength is its own cwse, and no mane, how 

many times I feel l've hit my limit, I realize that fo, someol us, thereare 

no time outs. Limits are a luxury when life doesn't stop to adcnowfedge 

them. Surviving has made me strong; it means always being ready for the 

next crisis, for the next time I lose my footing. Yet fo, people with no 

safety net, the fati is sometimes deadly. 

"You feel afraid?11 1 ask my Valium-taking friend, but r thinlc she was 

raised wíth many cushíons, and doesn't know what I am asl<lng. 

In the Cellar 

A friend called one Sunday in late November and tokJ me jMax had 

killed herself. JMax and I were not close friends, but our backgrounds 

gave us sorne common bonds. We mer at a Separatist conference a few 

years ago, and immediately liked each other. She was one of the first 

Dykes I knew who talked openly about being raised poor, who wasn't 

trying to pass. We talked about classism, about our childhoods, gossiped 

about people we knew, made each other laugh, liked each other's 

politics. Eventually we committed to co-editing the Lesbian Ethics issue 

on class. 
The safety net we had so carefully begun to weave when we first 

met never really developed any further ... her in New Mexico, me in 

Ohio, time and distance hindering our developi.ng anything more 

sustaining than occasional phone calls. A few weeks earlier, 1 had hada 



~J nd wo,ried. She told me 

.._....x,.-Wt mé ala,mcu ª ted wirh prolonged and 

• ~i•ldff hMef, Ñt she was '°"':ut them, and I had hoped 

tafllf0ú$,.~ ,,.,....,. We talked ~ad rready survived so much. 

sfte a,dld ,-, on, dtis tough Dylce ~ho !v, of her suicide, the 

And ~ I was on the phone ~nng the 'nd my grief sliced clean 

imap ol JMax wilh a gun -~~wordmto m>;,;1hey' ~er meant for us to 

withdtc!rhythmdAudreLUR11:S s, 

5Ul\lftle."' 

. 11 

Alter )'NIS of expemng the wo,st, of being on constant guardt I st, 

wasn't ready. Pove,ty and abuse and dead women ..• the story 1s as old 

asditt. 
Ladc of access to medicdl cate and food, unpredictable every-day 

violence, thteats and harassment, watching those you love suffer, these 

ate the things t.hat leave body and soul stunned and weary. Do we ~now 

what this does to little girlsl The result is that the struggle to mainta•~ 

da~y functioning becomes too overwhelming, and people begm to 

lose their will to live. Death often comes from stress-related diseases, 

avoidable acddents, and suicide. When it happens in Nicaragua we call 

it 'low-intensity warfare.' lt doesn't have the Rarnbo-like glory of full­

fledged warfare, but it is much more cost effective. They don't have to 

lcill us, they just constrict our lives to the point where suicide is the 

easiest way. Sorne of us die right away, sorne of us have shortened life 

spans, and sorne of us have a time-bornb that ticks away until sorne un­

known source sets it off. 

There is a dream l've had for most of my life. I arn standing outside 

the Pennsylvania home I grew up in, and it is a late summer afternoon. I 

watch the sky turn a siclcly yellow, and know sornething is happening. 

The sky begins to darken and the wind picks up. Soon leaves are ripped 

from the trees, and whirl about rny head. On the horizon I see a twister 

begin to form. A tomado is headed oür way. I scramble around, gather­

ing cats and kids, taking them to the ce/lar. They climb back out. I can­

not be heard above the roaring as~ scream that we are in danger. 

Garbage cans, and people, and an,ma/s fly by the basement window as 

the fou~tion of ~e old house shakes and groans. I gather the kids and 

cats agam, and agam, and again. Every time they climb out of the ce/lar 

I drag them bac~. They "'?n't realize the danger, they are too young to ' 

_knowthe oflslauchTh~mgs. A m,ghty storm rages outside, and the only safety is 

m ce r. ,s I know to be true. 

I have been_to/d this dream is about abuse. "Yes," I replv, "didn't ou 

lcnow poverty ,s one form of abuse?" 
'' Y 



1 talked to my sister last tprln1, and 
for her dental worlc. 1 was suspldous bléaulirtfit ,noney for tuhion as I was maklng a final s,uílt tD tNllln c1egree at the age of 38. "l'd rather you tab! the ftlOnlf 
your teeth fixed," 1 said, trying to convince her. "Youf 1-•L by not having teeth." She shot me a look that tokl me N choice she was making, and wanted me to undetstaftd. -toa,..._, a degree, you're smart, and fv\orn would have wanted that. 1'h1s you'II always have something to fall back on," lile explaintcl I Wli stunned as a realization resonated through me; my sister loved nw enough to pay for m'y reservation in the cellar. She knew th6 botlaftl W was survival. • 

Creating a Home 
My Radical Lesbian Separatist politics are rooted in my life e,cperien­ces. While I now have enough money to live on, 1 believe it is only a matter of luck that keeps me from being poor again. •• Poverty, abuse, and strong women have been sorne of my strongest influences. 1 can have money, but I can never erase the experience of poverty. Lesbians often fail to address the fact that in any given group of Dykes there are those who are on the thin edge of survival, who may be strug• gling to get adequate medical care, enough food, money for essentials, or maybe just the time and space and support to crawl out from under their load. In a movement that is designed to help us distinguish between choices that are liberating and choices that are false, why do so few les­bians understand that poverty is about having no choicesl lf we are not actively addressing the survival of lesbians, then can we say we're serious about designing real alternativesl Are we playing house without crea ti ng home? 
Creating alternatives to patriarchy means that we have to shit or get off the pot. We all have a responsibility to make our communities truly 

* As Irene Weiss pointed out in conversation, poor and working class Oykes think of a college degree as a kind of union card. We think it means that wewill always be able to find work labove minimum wage) and therefore it is our dc::b!A 
out of poverty. 
••on reading this, Jeanette reminded me that it has only been a few ~ • · e I had been unemployed for over a year, was out of money, was livlfl& q smc h dºd ' k friend's house, and had a car t at ' n t wor . 



all Dykes can feel at home. 1 leave it to 
11118i<ilass, and worldng-class Dykes to figure out what 
IINII are. As fo, Poor Dykes, 1 can only speak for myself. 

me to come home. lt is time to stop passing and start talking 
iaiiífier Poor Dylces about the truth of our lwes. 1 have had to be 
fll0"8 lh order to survive. 1 thought that was enough. lt was only in the 
quliítn,c,,Nn15 after JMax's death that I began to realize how much this 
Sbeftllh costs me and other Poor Dykes. 1 grieve for us, and especially 
for the ones who didn't make it. 
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No Mercenary Warrior 

Bridget 

1 am not a mercenary warrior. As a woman born to poverty, my f'inl loyalty is lo other women of poverty. lt is often difficult to reconcile lhb position with my life as a radical lesbian feminist. How, for instana1¡ am l to receive discussions of classism which address only the interface be-tween the working and middle classes, while ignoring poverty women. who by definition must bear the heaviest onus of class ~t lt seems to me obvious that the poverty women who have lived to lell about it must necessarily have words of value to offer to the discussion of classism. Classism is not merely offending and insulting us. lt is roor­dering us. lt is casting us into prisons made of concrete and steel, as well as the prisons of addiction, teen pregnancy, domestic violence, and in­adequate education. lt forces us to become warriors before we lose our milk teeth and demands that we harden our hearts before we graN to full size. lf we manage to learn to trust our instincts and hunches, if we can kick our_ brains into gear when panic would more naturally prevail, then we surv,ve. 
We create the very notion of hope out of our own gossamer dreams, and at poverty, gossamer is in short supply. We exist as testament to our own endeavor. We have been compelled to improvise and to create the avenues by which we survive classism at its most vicious, yet in discus­sions of classism, what we have to say is largely ignored. lt serves little purpose to ascribe intent to motives which one does not understand, yet l cannot help but wonder at the motives of those who aspire to com­prehend class oppression while denying the credibility of those who sur­vived the front lines of that batt\e. 
Because we live as prey, women of poverty leam that it is unwiseto form into groups, foras groups, we make easier targets. One poor~ is regarded as a manageable crimin~I, two ar~ a gang, ~hree or mcft stitute a riot. To avoid the repercuss1ons of bemg perce1ved as a~ -~-



r ._\ 1y eMt \e., we Uve llves of 
\1 ~ly ,bt()lbed In protectlng Your .._,t11•• ..._'fll~ to ymr front or ílank. Because 

badt.,-lllld•__,, l1'Y11t't"v¡;I can only truly speak of the 
clthfl.ttt......,_••to•Y __ 1~ve Whilethereare 
phenamftúpcwtftyfan I w.f'/ penona · 't aione and those · 
~ 1NlftJ __,_ flpwetty, we each expenence, . 
cius•UMttdosoalone. Theold reflexesdie hard. Wh1le we 
rrust on one hand depend on one another, we leam that we must ul- . 
timately depend on ourselves to survive. Women of poverty learn to g1ve 
trust reluctantly. A mistaken trust will not only result in a broken heart, 
but possib1y in the km d our next breath and heartbeat. 
- And so, 1 wr11,eiletate this very i"'1()rtant point: 1 speak from a per­
sonal perspec.tiYe. Mye,iperience is that of nomadic poverty, shifting 
from migrant farm ~ to rural poverty to inner city squalor. 1 cannot 

speak as one -who has ever stayed in one neighborhood for a ful I genera­
tion oras one who has managed to maintain her family through a I ife­

time of pidcing fruit. There are many women of poverty with experience 

akin to mine. Transience is a very real part of what life at poverty is. lt is 

however not the only avenue of poverty. Black poverty, white poverty, 

Latin poverty, immigrant poverty, rural poverty, urban poverty, the pover­

ty of those who live in cars, on the streets, on reservations, in institu­

tions, in servant's quarters, in migrant camps .... Poverty is everywhere 

and takes many forms. What we all have in common is that we are 

regarded as expendable. We are on the outside looking in, but we are 

looking in from rnany different windows. 

Interfaces 

The middle class and the poor seldom encounter each other, and so 

as a wornan bom to poverty, the naming of the middle class as the ul- ' 

tirnate classist aggressor seems ludicrous to me. 1 am not unaware of 

ho~ the middle ~lass benefits from the oppression of the poor, but in my 

ne,g~borhoods, ,t was not the middle class who were arresti ng us and 

shakmg ~s down. lt ~as no~ the middle class beating us up, spitting on 

uehS, robbmg us of our mtegnty. lt is the working class who actively and 
v emently hate the poor. 

In radical lesb · d" · f 
1 ded 

,an iscuss1ons o classism, poverty is occasionally in-
e u as a subgroup of the w rk · 1 f . . < 

astonishing. The work' 
1 

° mg e ass. T le sardonic 1rony of this is 
mg e ass affirm repeatedly that their families never 



- .. "''"" dt,t fffly h,td,(f --,, ... .., .... 
cept weffare or food .,,.., .,,_,51Mllt• 

th•~ ~ re, at befng reptded •,.,,ti,._ Mlil. .... áifi 
Po" teeming ma,ses. They ffllllce fiftte"' no..,,,..,....,, .. ~ 
nate for what they regard as the fny, c,aq, alnllftaf, ,. • .,, ~­

tempt one ever calls them on their own cfMIMt. fft fMr, flelr --• 

~d~orking virtue are offered as ptoof lhar_ die' WOffc~ m. ...,_..,,. 
does not deserve to bear the burden of dassist 0ppet51Ut. -n.w.y 
a ument implies that the poor do ~e to be opp,essed. 

rgWhile the working class and the m1ddle_ class sean~ ft.we. an °"IP' 

ing feud raging, poverty
1
_ so

1 
seldo:ic~ty ~ an contact_with '!'enMlcle 

1 s that there is very ,tt e oppo m or any genume ~ 10 

~::elop. Those few middle class individuals ~ we do encounaer are 

ually intending benevolence. They are social worlcers, eotm'UIÍly ac­

~:ists church people, or school teachers. While it is recognized that 

these people often do more harm than good to poor ~, it is also 

recognized that, however convoluted and confused their efforts may 

seem they generally intend kindness. 

As' a woman of poverty, 1 am sometí mes struck by what appears to me 

to be the vapidity of the middle class, and often I have been stunned by 

their emotional sterility. 1 distrust the middle class when they pity us. 

Poverty learns early on that pity is merely honeyed contempt. In all 

honesty, 1 cannot say that I bear the middle class any abiding malice. 1 

find their assumption that I would prefer their lives to my own irksome. l 

would not trade my experience, my family, my friends, my entire life to 

have a middle class life. The arrogance of that assumption is galling, but 

beyond that, 1 have never known them well enough to develop any pas­

sionate emotion towards them. The only exceptions to this that come to 

mind are judges and the "ten-dollar man." 

A long white car used to drive through Chicago's Uptown, a very 

poor, racially mixed neighborhood. lt was a new car, a Cadillac ora Lin­

coln, and it contrasted sharply with the broken down relics that littered 

Uptown's streets. The driver of the car was a middle-aged white man. As 

he drove through the neighborhood, he paused occasionally, sliding 

down his electric windows to speak with the women and girls on the 

street. He was the "ten-dollar man," and everybody knew what he 

wanted. lf a girl would agree to get into his car and perform oral sex, he 

would pay her ten dollars. Mostly, we laughed at him, but he was a 

clever fellow. He knew that the most promising time to visit Uptown was 



......... tood llamps had run out 
W11to1111,1= .. •• .... •~• .. • .. IW6'f• 1'1atwas when the •ten •. 
: ~ .w,..,tttwobhfs ~sition. Though we tried~•--•Mted "IM· We hated his white car. We 
hatedtM._. • ..,.,.. lle Uved in, we hated the power his ten dol .. 
lmGIIIM_...IMl~wehatedthewomanwhomweim­
agined lhlledWs 1'otl9e and who did not keep him on a tight enough 
rein. The ._..... man" is the only middle dass individual whom 1 
eve- hld the~ity to leam to hate. 

The ~lar man" was not the on\y one to seek out poverty girls as 
sexual tatgm. 8oys from the working dass are encouraged to sow their 
wild oats with poverty girls, but to marry "nice" girls, i.e., their own 
kind. Not until I became an adult did I leam that rape is generally regard­
ed as a aime. Growing up, 1 believed it to be merely a part of life, a 
denigrating and humiliating rite of passage which every woman must 
endure. 

The working class provide the poor with considerable fodder for bitter­
ness. For years in the lesbian community I have listened to working class· 
women bemoan their oppression at the hands of the middle class. In my 
experience, when lesbians talk about classism, they are generally refer­
ring to the interface between middle class and working class. To date, 1 
have not heard the classism discussions address the interface between 
the working dass and the poor. 1 suspect that the middle class women's 
fear of being labeled classist precludes their listening, and the working 
class claim to classist victimization cannot afford the truths that women 
of poverty would bring to the discussion of classism. 

As I have said, we seldom encounter the middle class and so, seldom 
develop genuine feelings about them. However we do encounter the 
working dass with frightening regularity. The interface between the work­
ing class and the poor is often fraught with violence. We were the kids 
they mugged on the bus, slammed into the lockers, and harassed with 
unyielding fervor. They were the salt of the earth. We were the scum of 
the earth. Lest we forget our place, the working class infused our lives 
with vicious and cruel reminders that they were noble and hard working 
people. We were the human garbage that polluted their environs. The 
message was clear. They had every reason to be proud, while we meri­
ted shame. Their efforts were to be honored ours were to be scorned 
and ridiculed. ' 



~,,,, .......... ,.. 
,..., ' da ' ,.,.,, ,,,,.., 1fte mJcfdle ......... . 

,,_ke in t~ ~et die JnsitMlltaftdtattht ............ .. 

~~~itatklll In dlit ----=~m,tlillllllllíiií 
dafe9 c15 the abuseS that poverly JURIQ ar ...... ._ 
snd dis':'~ntimation that, had the WOffc~ da hadN pcM6'~1fle 
hands. 1 ·efds they would have used íl mote benew>lend,. ttcom­
,niddle cl~~s ~• merít. The workíng cfa55 does haYe power. They hawe 
pletely wit °:: paor. and they abuse ít wíth a derelr11ínalion 1hauhe ffli6. 
pawer over t :ni ¡~gine. lf in radical lesbian disrussions«dassism, f 
die class can kin~ class women accepting even a fraction « the culpa­
ev~r h~ar ~o~ foist into the laps of middle class women, 1 wi0 be bolh 
bihty t at t de heartened. At that point, these discussions will truly gain 
stunned an e of credibility to me. Until that time, 1 will rega,d these d~ 
sorne measur · h 'ddl 1 ·1t and 
cussions as exercises in shamm_g,. t e m,_ th~as: to gu, . aboutaggrandiz-
. h working class to superci ,ous sam am 5el10IJS my 
~:~i~a~ lesbian politics, and I am eager to see c!assism openly and 

h tly addressed. 1 am not a mercenary wamor however, and I see not 
ones h' h th · f nattended paint in fighting battles in w 1c e 1ssues o poverty go u • 

Classism is Murder 
There are many issues which relate particularly to poverty which 1 

wish radical lesbian feminists would acknowledge and address. The 
average age of mortality for women of poverty is between 47 and 52 
years old. When we discuss the rights and respect dueto lesbian elders, 
it would be gratifying to hear it at least noticed that poor women seldom 
ever live long enough to join the ranks of the elders. 

A recent phenomenon in lesbian circles is to hold events which use 
racial quotas of 50% lesbians of color and 50% white lesbians. These 
events cost money, and so the first to register for them will be women 
who are sure of their rnoney situation. The sequence of registration by 
class is an inevitable one. Those rnost certain of their resources three 
months down the line will be able to register three months ahead. Those 
who are playing catch as catch can with their resources will not know 
until the last minute if they will be able to spare the time and money to 

attend an event. For an event which has established racial quotas, this 
results in an attendance which is 50% lesbians of color and 50% white 
lesbians frorn rniddle and working class backgrounds. White women of 



pcw--,•\Mlll't_... ..... 1w the time we are able to 

fflMI\ '1111-fat~weffl@fl has •freacty been filled. 

NI .... IOM\.1lltlh seems belween my commitment to women 

el po«ftrN"'teGl'NWlnlent to the feminist movement has often been 

ver¡ dillbllt. "-the battte for reproductive rights, Operation Rescue has 

been dealty NIMed an enemy of the feminist movement. 1 agree that 

~ woman should have the right of reproductive choice and so on 

this issue stand with my feminist sisters in renouncing Operation Res-

cue's position. Yet the children of the poor, based on their poverty and 

their parenls' ladc of access to resources, are routinely rejected in the 

selection process for organ transplants, experimental treatments, and 

potentially lifesaving surgeries. To date, only Operation Rescue has ral-

f ied against the practice of condemning the children of the poor to death 

based solely on the economic status of their parents. Of course, 1 bel ieve 

in and suppott a woman's right to choose. 1 also believe in a poor ch i Id' s 

right to live the life that she has been bom to. How can I fufly and whole­

heartedly denounce Operation Rescue when only they have stood 

against the barbarism of the medical selection process as it relates to the 

children of poverty? As a woman of poverty, it is just one of the quan­

daries which I must navigate. Ido so by keeping Operation Rescue in 

mind as a strange bedfellow. I continue to support any woman's right to 

choice, and at the same time, I will refuse to carry an organ donor card 

until sorne chance exists that people of poverty will benefit from the 

o,gan donor program. 1 am not a mercenary warrior. 

The problem of gang activity in the inner cities is overwhelming. 

Young men armed with guns and dealing drugs bring a sad and violent 

picture to mind. Yet in poor neighborhoods where the role of the poi ice 

is primarily to arrest and abuse, and almost never to serve and protect, 

the gangs serve a purpose. They are often the closest thing to a police 

force which exist in poverty neighborhoods. 

As a teen-aged girl in Uptown, I avoided any involvement with the 

g~ng~ that "!'~ the streets there. As far as I was concerned, they were 

pitchmg the~r l,v~ down a dead end alfey. 1 knew I did not want to 

rnake that tnp w,th them. A day carne when I was walking down the 

street and was yanked into a gangway by a man whom I had never seen 

before. As_he dr~gged me between the building, ripping at my clothes, 

boys ciad m demm and black leather filled both ends of the gangway. 

They ent~red the fracas and pulled me free of the man. They told him 

that they mtended to teach him not to "fuck with Uptown's home girls." 



they adminitteted the fetson, and so cannor feD youwflat~ 
1 left ~Id to my woufd-be attailanL I neve, wanledto know and so 
sdly ~ed I will not forget though that thev saved my hide 1hat day. 
flE!Vd as • r ce do not perceíve the rape ria poo, woman as a crime, 
Wf1ile the (: 1 do perceive the assault on a home gi,I by an outsí~ as a 
gang rnern rs rted and avenged. Does thís forgive the violence that 
crirne to ~ a;e. r own neighborhoodsl No- Does it forgíve the truth that 

gangs do '" t ei members would feel entitled to rape the home girls ·-

those samel~ng When there are no police though, these vigilantes will 

thern_selves ~ing ali the sins and takíng all the libertíes that arethe 

step in, i0 ~::gilantism. So, do I want gang actívíty stopped? Yes, 1 do. 

hallrnar 5 0 bout what will happen in poor neighborhoods if gangs are 
Do I worry a 

iped out? Very much. . . 
w Ed t' on in poor neighborhoods 1s hopelessly madequate. The drop-

uca 1 • h 1 • d ~ ·r1 
t for Children of poverty 1s overw e mmg, an ,or poverty g1 s, 

out ra e I ft ~ d · f 
the situation is particularly bleak. 1 e Uptown a,ler roppmg out o 

high school. In the years that followed, 1 managed to get a GED and then 

worked two fu II ti me jobs ~o put myself through college. 1 ~med a de­

gree in sociology, and then returned to Uptown to work w1th adoles­

cents. 1 rana career training program which prepared kids for white 

collar work. At the beginning of one year, 90 students who had dropped 

out of high school enrolled in the program. Of these 60 were boys and 

30 were girls. By year's end, 25 boys had finished the program. Every 

one of the girls had dropped out, most due to the demands of unex­

pected pregnancies. 
Poverty girls are born with the label of "slut" hanging over their heads. 

They are barely out of diapers befare they become the sexual prey of 

boys and men from ali classes, including, and perhaps most especially, 

poverty. In a place where growing up very quickly is necessary in arder 

to survive, sexual maturity is hard pressed to keep up with sexual ac­

tivity. And so, babies are born to babies. Fourteen-year old girls are com­

pelled into motherhood, coerced away from an education, and forced 

into the degradation of the welfare system. (That we have opted to use 

the term "welfare" far a system which degrades and humiliates its 

recipients is a particularly cruel and insulting irony.) In fact, it will not 

matter how many new computers and textbooks are added to poverty 

schools if adolescent pregnancies preclude the students' presence in the 
classroom. 
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In rnany--. 1le lelll)·hM bNf. o1rMd as the solution to che 

problem d~ ~ The irony of this is no less cn1el 

than the ~ ef'M llffll .. Miare system." By and large, the millions of 

doflars raised Na• bltries tunes directly out of poor neighbor­

hoods. Peoplete1ncl bf-possibilily ú escape from the ongoing 

degradation willll • ~ the finandal support for a system írom 

which they wr1 .-ost O!R1in1y teeelve minimal benefit. In grocery 

stores where ne, otle concession to bilingualism is even attempted, only 

the lonery ~ ate pos1e<f in bolh English and Spanish. Mil­

lions d doOars, many d which are welfare dollars, are taken out of poor 

neighborhoods and ft!Circulaled "equafly" throughout the lotteries' home 

states.. 

1 am anxious for lhe day when lesbian disrussion of dassism include 

the topics t11he'1nction of gangs at poverty level, the sexual exploita­

tion and alxR d pove,ty wornen and girls, the health care of the poor, 

and the inaderp,aaes d die educational system as it relates to poverty. 

While lhe discJssions d dassism address only the interface between the 

midcfle and .... dasses, it is diffia,lt forme not to dose my ears and 

harden myheat. Thediscussion seems ID focus on the hurt feelings and 

conpomised flf.11 este em d 1he working dass. I truly regret their pain, 

but I rem,1 at die nation 1hat these issues of classism seem to have taken 

precedena!<Werthefactlhatdassisrn is notjust compromising the per­

ceived selfwordaofpove,tywomen. lt is lcilling us. lt is killing our 

children. lt is kifl .. cu mod,e,s and our sisters and our friends. My . 

mother and SÍSler' are dead. 1 saw my friencls die. I have seen more m,s­

~arriages and Slillbmhs among the wo,nen of my family than I have s~n 

f,ve births. Classism is a deadly and formidable enemy. I cannot and w,II 

not forget 1hat. 
. lt is i"l)OSsible fot me to aaend to orto believe in discussions of clas­

s,sm _whi~ lrivialize 1he inyat t:i dass hatred. For women of poverty, 

class,sm 15 not justa mauer <A hu,t feelings or low self esteem. We bear 

the enonn1ty d dassism's \\éghL lf we are not crushed by it, it makes us 

very :;a "1>men. ~ a,e SiCalfel'ed daroughout Lesbos, and we have ª 

i:!, to oler in the baafe apinst classism. To date, we have repr~ 

my '-~ ~ f8'0UR:e In lesbian discussions about classism. lt 15 

IQ vaJt dtat dais will dlange. 

Olmicfdlecfassa.... __ 
guilt and allow• ~ I would aslc that you stop caressing you_r 

1he ,,,_,,,,,ity rhat classism is not merely a funct,on of 
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Hh the wo,king dau. Listen. N<,tíce that you have 
.....,,~,::; 8 

woman of poverty speak in classísm discussíons 

~ 11 twtt-,, wh • Nof a fot of us survíve to name the na~ and t~II 

,ttd íík ~ wt,e[ we do survive, when we offer you the ,nformatíon, 

.,_ ..,,,..; ':: the Motf1er, listen. What we have to say you have not 

(ot tt,, lovt Oo not suppate when we recount the ravages of classísm 

,-rd t,e(ote, our Uves as poor women. lt would be no wíser for a 

. tt,at wt are ~:~~rse her paverty background than ít would be wíse for 
pOO". woman the kiln ora sword to curse the forge. As much as you are 
a pat to curse, life 50 we are the products of ours. We have earned 
the ~4 ° your hav~ earned yours. Truth to tell, 1 am not sure that 1 

our surviva as ~~~ the emotional sterility of the middle dass. 1 com­

cauld have Wrv~II at poverty though. 1 will honor and respect the battles 

P'?~ ~h ;;0 fight in order to become a lesbian, and I ask those 
wh1ch you ª 

courteSies of you. 
sar¡;; working class lesbians f would ask that you acknowledge the ínter-

. between the working and poverty classes, and tell the truth about 

•, ::vehement hatred which exists there. Your role in classism has been a 
d I one. You stand as both the oppressed and the oppressor. Classism is 
u:limited to the vagaries of the middle/working class interface. You 

~~ow that. While you were aspiring to the middle class, you were also 
· eschewing and belittling the poverty class. Please add this information to 

the discussions of classism. lt is not my intent to diminish the impact of 

what you suffered in the arena of classism. 1 ask a similar courtesy of you. 

. Of my sisters! of other women of poverty, 1 would ask that you insist 

on being heard. Refuse to be mercenary warriors. You more than anyone 

know the price that classism exacts. Do not be shamed or intimidated 

. away from the truth. More than anything, 1 ask you to continue doing 

, what you have always done. Resist the temptation to make love to the 

pain. fnstead, celebrate your survival and your strength. 1 ask that you 

· not be seduced by pity. Those who would prefer to pity us rather than 

' honor us do not understand. They offer a siren song of sympathy that is 

· occasionally enticing, but ultimately destructive. We danced on death's 

borders and survived. That is not cause for mourning, bur for jubilation. 

Your loves, your passions, your determination bought you every breath 

and heartbeat. You are amazing and formidable warriors. That is a sound 

¡ and sturdy truth worthy of your embrace. 

This artJcle may be reproduced for educational non-profit use only . 



Did Your Mother Do 

Volunteer Work? An lntroduction to 

fhe Class lssue 

Marilyn Murphy 

For the past fifteen years at least, radical feminists, most of us Les­

bians, have been writing, speaking and conducting workshops about 

dass as a major influence in the development of our values, attitudes 

and behavior; as a system of personal and institutional oppression; as a 

cause of friction in our personal refationships; andas an issue which 

divides women and creates obstades to our working together to liberate 

ourselves and our sisters from personal and institutional oppression of all 

kinds. Our other intra-movement issues: racism, internalized homo­

phobia, able-bodiedism, anti-semitism, ageism, fatophobia usually are 

acknowledged as issues, if only by those women suffering from their ef­

fects. Even Lesbians who insist the fat woman or the disabled Lesbian, 

for example, is "misunderstanding" their attitudes, remarks or behavior 

will acknowledge that the issues do exist. This is not usually true about 

class. 

Before we can even begin a discussion about class differences and 

their effects, we first have to demonstrate that they exist. People in the 

U.S. are willing to concede that the very, very rich and the very, very 

poor may not be like the rest of us, as long as we can keep our belief 

th~t the rest of usare pretty much the same. Most people in the U.S. are 

m,~dle-class, we say, not too rich and not too poor, more or less equal. 

Th,s ~yth of a mostly classless U.S. society is an important factor for 

keepmg _our class ~ys!e~. i~ place and unthreatened by revolution or 

frade un,:~ns. The mv1S1b1l1ty of dass oppression, this denial of "dif­

fehrence, msures a cohesiveness of belief in the United Sta tes as a place 

w eremostofthe~ t h I 
.--"'Pe ave a more or ess equaf opportunity to five 
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bel•ef cnnantP-nt wíth a ºclassless 'f'es the 1 , "'"D"-- • · l''e ,, lt intens1 1 • •o success are lazíness, ,gnorance, ,m-,, ood n, • 1 1 barners 1) d/ the 8 h t the on y rea . 1 k of ambítíon or perseverance an or •nN,, t a h ed1ty ac th " " SOC'"'"!' coWardice, er ' ethnicíty. lt teaches us at anyone ,nor~h~iority of one's ~x, rac~:wanting it enough," by workíng "ha~d the •~ke it in the u.s. 1ust ~bers of oppressed classes and gro~ps mter-can ,, secause even me r lesser degree, they are more l,kely to eno,_ug~hese beliefs to afg~e,ater'~than as members of an oppressed class-na ,ze lves as"ª' ures think of thems~ ressors. . f h and so are the1_r opp U 
5 

who experience oppress1on or ot er, more ap-. Also those in the · · h class such as people of colors, )ews, ' . " easons t an , . bl h . 
arently 11obv.1ous r 

I lly do not attribute the1r pro ems to t e,r p d' bled peop e, usua . . . t Lesbians, isa. h believe class oppress1on as not importan m1c class or t ey h' . R . 
socio-econo ' . n In a certain sense, t 1s 1s true. ac1sm, f h • other oppress10 . . . . . in light o t ei~ ·ts the articipation of people of colors m mst1tut1ons for exa~ple, 1~':'1~ !rganizations of and for working people. There-like u_ni.onds.ffw_ ,clt aª~~ does not seem particularly profitable to people of fore 1t IS I ICU ' • f 1 . 1 

' h elves to try to separate rac1sm rom e ass oppress1on. co ors t ems 1 . . ed f dd·t· the upward rnobility whether rea or 1magm , o sorne In a 1 10n, ' . k h r and working class people whose teachers or social ~or ers e ose :m for "special" treatrnent when children, or who rece,v~ _scholar­ships, grants, loans, the GI bill and/or who worked and sacnf1ced for an education, who rnade rnoney, who were lucky enough to become rich as athletes or entertainers, who married up-like Cinderella, convinces most people, including the upwardly mobile and those they leave be­hind, that class differences and the resultant oppression do not "really" exist. lt also_ rnasks the reality that upwardly mobile poor and working class people bring to our new lives the values, behaviors and altitudes we learned in our childhood and youth, that we are living middle class life-styles with a poverty or working class perspective, that we are fre­quently out of sync with our new environment. My purpose in writing this paper is to share sorne of what I have learned from rny own personal experiences, from academic study, and f~o_rn t~e ~ornen_ 1 ~ave worked with in creating, facilitating and par­ticipatmg in femm,st programs on class differences since 1975. This paper continues to be a "work in progress," changing as we learn more, as we refi~e our ideas. Much of what follows are generalizations, fitting the expenences of sorne lesbia.ns more or less than others. This is not an exercise in cornparing oppressions or blaming. We are not responsible 
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for the privileges of our birth. The class system exists for the benefit of 

those at the top, and is designed to keep the classes separated and an­

tagonistic .. 1 offer these thoughts asan exercise in understanding. • 

1 hope this paper helps lesbians with working class and poverty 

origins to identify sorne of the values, attitudes and behaviors we learned 

during childhood. With this knowledge, we can abandon those which 

are no longer appropriate in our lives and those which are oppressive to 

others. We can recognize and cherish those others which vitalize and en ... 

hance our lives, our relationships and our struggles to eliminate the op­

pression of all women. 1 want poverty and working class Lesbians to 

recognize when our •out of sync" feeling comes from dass differences, 

so we can let it go as "'inappropriate" when we need to, or to stand fi rm 

for what we know from our life experiences is right and true. 1 hope mid­

dle-class Lesbians will become more dass conscious, ridding themselves 

of values, altitudes and behaviors that are oppressive to working and 

poverty dass lesbians and to the hidden, upwardly mobile poverty and 

working dass lesbians in their midst I want them to be able to catch 

themselves when a Lesbian's styfe, grammar, dothes or "deportment" in­

clines them to dismiss the ideas she presents. l'd like to see middle-class 

lesbians remember that their feeling of confidence and "rightness" of 

their rules, decisions, judgements comes, at least sorne of the time, from 

their class privilege. In these ways, ali of us can learn to work, love and 

relate to each other in more authentic, more powerful ways, as allies and 

sisters in the struggle for our liberation. 

*This paper began as the introduction !O an experiential, two hour workshop 

on c!ass aeat~ by the working and poverty class Lesbians on the Califia Com­

~umty Coll~ve, o( which I was a founding member, in Southern California 

m 1975. ~al,fi~ Community, named in honor of the brown-skinned goddess for 

whom Cal,fom,a was named, was a feminist education organization which did 

much g~ work during its ten year existence. Three artides about Califia 

~ommumty and the programs and processes we created induding how we 

d1 id the class presentation are included in Learning Our Wav edited by Char-

otte Bunch and Sandra Poll k o · · ti bl' ~' . 
. . ac • ngma y pu 1shed by Crossrng Press, 

Lea,rn_mg Our Way,s being reissued this May by Sororal Press Winnipeg. 

n 1ts present form this paper O h h . . ' 
editi'ng slc'ff (I . wes mue to t e ms,ght, daritv ideas and 

1 s O rene We,ss a work' J '' 
with whom I h d' ssed mg e ass woman and my companion lover, 

ave ,scu and argued dass issues for many years. 



"Knowlng" the Rules 
Family and society teach children the values, altitudes a~~¡~ 

necessary for their survival. In the United States, these survtval sk,lls dif­
fer markedly dependmg upon one's dass orígíns. In fact,. class origin is 
the predominant factor in the development of val~, altitudes and ~ 
haviors more so than religion, sex, ethnícity, educatí<>n, or geograph,c 
region. Only for U.S. Jews and people of colors do relígíon and ethnicity 
modify the impact of class origins. This is so no matter how often we say 
or are told that we all learn umiddle-class values." We are taught middle­
class values, attitudes and behaviors in school, but poverty and working 
class children have already internalized their class values by then. Only 
middle-class children really learn values in school because, forthem, 
learning and experience are congruent. The owning class, of course, is -
not educated in public or parochial schools. 1 think we can assume their 
ed':)cation is congruent. 

The awning class, those who own most of the wealth of the world, are 
✓- the people who make policy. In this country, they make policy for a con­

stitutio~al, capitalist, hierarchical democracy. Middle class women and 
men are expected to be the managers of our society, to make and en­
force rules which implement the goals of the policy makers. They are ex­
p~cted to keep the country orderly so that business can be conducted 
w1th the least amount of interference by the workers, both the employed 
and the unemployed. They must set the behavioral standards most con­
ducive to order in the society and ensure those standards are conformed 
to by those in their charge, the poor and working class people. Middle 
class people are expected to embody, in their very person, the standards 
th?t poor and working class people are sup~sed to emulate. To do this, 
m1ddle class children are taught to respect those standards and rules. 
Beyond that, they are taught to respect the authority and the right of the 
middle class to make, to model and to enforce the rules. Therefore this 
respect rnust be internalized by the middle-class child. The middle-cla~s 
child is expected, not only to conform to standards of behavior set by 
her class, she is also expected to conform in attitude to those standards, 
to believe in the intrinsic value of the standards. She is expected to ex­
perience guilt when she does not respect authority enough to conform to 
it. Great stress is placed on her intention when she_d<><:5 not confor~ • . 
The question is why she did this or not do that. Att1tudmal conformaty is 
the goal of middle class childrearing. 



1ywc,dcs when the povetly 
íi1 ., _ .. iuue- Out .... -: 
Gllf '!.: were, and continue ID be dis-

JO-meet who •boW·" br ~ clicl IIY ID~ (eelings the way they .:fl . :::l5'5 t11Ug1i, yelled. rnade threatening ~ures._ 
We wt4id.1!:e actlng. were insincett, were demO"strall~B a d1f. 
,-. ~j't 1nte11ectualizing of •1 feel anger because • • • • 

Ybnllll ,at,ad In aowds kMW how to ialk loud, to yell_ wh~ neces-
1111)', We learn to follaw 111019 lhan one conversation al a time, mterrupt 
in onlerto get our tw0 cents in. We communicate with our hands and 
faces aoo. Our language tends to be colorful and descriptive. We express 
ourselves di(ferendy than women who grow up in large homes, where 
chUdren have their own rooms, where conversations can take place in 
variouS rooms, where the famflies are small dnd nuclear, where in­
dividuals are not competing for attention. These differences are interest­
ing. 11,ey need nol be oppressive in our groups or in our love and 

friendship relationships. White middle-class women's unconscious assumption of "rightness " 
this anogance, oñen silences poverty and working class white wome~ 
and women of colors in Lesbian and feminist organizations, friendship 
circles and romantic love relationships. Sorne of us conform, agree, 
•pass," manipulate consciously, for our own financia!, career benefit f 
love and friendship. Others of us do this unconsciously, living out 0 ~ ?' 
temalized oppression, still hoping to become the ideal woman we'v: '"· 
been imitating, always on edge, out of sync, afraid of being "found O t'' 
and 'disgraced." The res! of us join organizations, make friends bec u 
lmiers_~cross class l_ines, then argue, feel hopeful, hopeless, furi~us .~':;e 
despamng; or we g1ve up the struggle agam and again and again as 
matters of feminism and love move us. 

Scare City 
~inancially privileged people of colors and Jews know ho · 1 

rac1sm nd t· . . w eas1 y a an 1-sem1t1sm can sweep away privilege. This knowled e 
causes them to have sorne of the values, altitudes and behaviors g ~ to people of colors and white people whose family of orig· c?m- k 
mg or poverty class. Their privilege simply al lows them to 1 · .' n is wor -
•affluent neighborhood" in "Scare City U S A ,, tha th ivefm a more ' · · · n e rest o us. Our 
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is a letSOfl in IMftS Wtll . .:a,e 
.. ,owt118 up fot,d was scarce, or clothel., ót, 
~ of us, did without beds or table,. 
pble• Soffl" t maybe underwear and shoes. Som¡,.,,, ...,,.,_ .. 
thiOS, ;'t~ workers, putting money away fot lhe~ 
.¡¡ere ! ,, the fadory closures, the crop failure. Most 
deP!ess:o ~ dental care, did not get music or ~ 
o,eclica ª Some of us were in and out of foster hon, 
5ororner cafi ':." school or juvenile hall. A lot of us did ~ 

-e re O "bl" he oo1c· _,,_1111;:~ft!._.-=--.JL:~~t~ ho•, .... -, th care for younger s1 mgs, t e ,ng, ~~ICely-t1haclllll roost O or~- lf we had jobs, most of us had to give aH or sosne 
hoU~ to the family. Sorne of our parents worked morethan ou; 
ea~nans:ome of our mothers did ironing and child care In our =:'>'11( 
a ta~, arents did #volunteer work," unless f?r the church or lhe ""4,e fj¡¡_ 
of ~ ~ur working parents usually were pa1d by the hour. were 
~na0

": ·ured on the job, often had special work clothes O: uniforms~ t,rnes .1º~ced or fea red lay-offs or seasonal, intermittent or dvonic ~ 
expe,ne ment. Sorne of us lived on welfare or "relief." Some d us __,_ ernp 0 Y ~, 
and so did our parenftsd. . . h . of" The fact or fear o epnvat1on, t e expenence . never ~,• of 

king do, of resources carefully counted, apport1oned and stretched to 
~t needs, of limited time a~d space, of doing without, develops an •­
t'tude a feeling state of scarc1ty that can haunt poverty and working 
~lass ~hildren ali of our lives. This internalized feeling state of scarcity 
rnakes us very different from middle-class women. The difference can be 
described as growing up knowing there was more cake in the kitchen ¡f 
you didn't want a piece at dinner, or knowing if you didn't eat it now, it 
would be gone. lt is the difference between "there's more where that 
carne from," and "a bare cupboard," between an internalized belief in 
abundance and internalized scarcity. 

Women raised in "Scare City" have our own food issues to add tothe 
issues common to ali women in our country. We try to eat everything on 
our plates, even if we don't like it. We worry about getting enough to 
eat. We bring a stash of food when we attend conferences, festivals, 
gatherings that include meals. We feel anxious in food lines at such 
events, worry that the food will give out before we get our share, lake 
less if it looks like there won't be enough for those behind us, wish the 
organizers would serve "family" style. When Lesbian-feminists first naJt 
vegetarianism a feminist issue, 1 was angry, called ita •middle-dass 



IWJ'#, bul I still equate rneatl'--ss rnc.1.ls 
,1,# IO cl,ange ihal y,t. ami I suspect 1h;, ;:;¡<h 

~--tit'ft d.,. resi...,.,.._. io vegriarianism in the Lesb;.'~"~ 

_,.. io rroM"f and ,n;tteri.11 pa.-ions is emotional( 
"' d us who- raised in scardty, but who líve ou, ~ 

1n 
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,niddle-Class ec,vÍfOl'lment. In our childhood and you1h 

--••.._ olten, « always ~ shame and humiliation · 
t/J/IIAOllf dolf,et. our t,ouse, our ,,.,;gl,borhoOd, especially if we had 
,....,.., rne,,ds, and/or-" the •paor kids" ai our high school or col 

.... To us. _. now. havlnll the •right' clothes is so anxiety-¡,rodocini 
..,.. _ can'I bear IO ol,c,p. wear the same •good" clothes for years, af-
fecl a -llyle" al aoJl'own, _,.,..1,;vely bvy clothes andlor never 8º 
a,t~ ...,,-. --- """w,11 be ,,,,,,-1y d,.,.sed- Nol,''? be • ..,,..,,_,,. d,,_.,r impl,es .,,.,, - are •,ao ,,.-• 10 wear •~ right 

c/olMI or ,oo .,-.i a, Mve -bad ,.,,, ... • These are occasoons o( 

OI caut# ~ wc,men ..,,,,.,.;,.,._,. dress ;mproperly for a pa ~ to ,-,.;ó;d,,J at ali costs-
,;a,J,,, _.t. t,,,t ,heir err,bart'..-,rent is situatiOOJ 1, not a resurge n ce 0

~ • 

_,,,,__, ~-S,00,, ~ ,nobile pavet'r and worMng dass women ¡ire frug 1 
ID,,_ ¡,olnt al~ Sorne of IJ5 cJeprive ourselves of the *loxur ª 
/il,r tlide""°"'5 ar ric/<els ro a tesbian -t in il vain attempt to h ,e,,• 

«IDll(JI,. """"1Y itl rite bi,nk ro fee/ •se,:ure." Orhers can't save, spen~ve 
wltal _,., as - as we gel ir. ~ "lcnow" if we don't spend ¡ 1 n 

,ame lamilr ~.cy will occur. mother's car or sister' s teeth ~w, ~ will be ,aae anyway. QtMrS save .1nd save and then spl' ª" lhe 
awe rhe mottef awar- 5ome1imes we buy something, a car for urge º' 
and IJd one with a stklc shih t,ecause it is cheaper, even thoug~xample, 

an ~ ~-- thoush we c.an af(ord itl Or we will bu · . we Wdnt 
rafllr wilhaut the ,c;emal<er we really wanl, not because it . Nf r a refrige-

or b«:aufe we cannol aHord it. Wepullbackbeca ~s nvolous'' ,.,penaWril,,, a,,d use we reel 1 'k --,,irt'lllioNI lhat mal<~ us feel_guilty, guilty! These beha~i e 
bttlíel. . IPSpOflSl!S to mtemal,zed oppression to . ors are 
~---• .....,_ They are different lrom the behavi , f o~r mternalized 
·••lh,ifryorwhoaresimplypoormo oro m,ddle-class 

••-'> mobile ptrr,«ty and k' ney managers ,_,_,...._.resistas/u . wor ,ngdasswomen n~ 
.,... .. ~ ~ midd/e-class friends. We k to [ 

women is the belief that ponow t~at verty 1s the 



,._.c,f flOO' peopte. W. don't want to ri!t~ .1 fricndsh,p by a, L-,n~ 1w-., •. r 
to Mk one "· our awn, who ~~ tu~ u~ down, but won't patrooitt• u~ whtte dolng ,1. h would he mee 1f m1ddle--dc1s~ womco with a {r1ríld in need would offer to help her, in c1 sis,terly way, an<l savc hN thc.• t«-lsn~ d sha1'M her oppressino t.lught h<-r. 

VVhefl we lend middle.c.la~s friends small amoun~ oí mane-y or r,b.. 1ec15 that are not expensive, books for cxampl~, anu they are nol rc­tumed in a timely manner, we U!tua\ly are asham<-d to ask for thcir 
felUrn. Asldns causes us to feel petty, sm.11\, "m o(X.-d."' After a\l, our friend treats the situalion as minor, el~ she would rctum wtMl ~he OW(-!l, wouldn't shet We feel ashamed that we remcmber the dE.·bt she has for¡otten. 

YJomen from povcfty and working dass families havc mo~tly fX>Or peop1e o, people with Hmited means for re\ativ~. lhese kinds oí f.>t·oplc o~en cannot afford health or auto insurance. lheir savmgs '' far c1 ra1 ny da~ disappeared in the last storm. These are ordinary people whose ladc of material resources escalate family problems to one forn,\y crisis •fter another. They expect, and usua\ly receive, help from theír upwardly mobile daughter, aunt, grandchild. lt is insulting to us when m,ddle-dass women assume such fami\ies are "addicted"' to crises, thdt thcy bríng them on themselves. Middle-dass people have their sorrows .md trage­dies too, but their privilege, money, connections, knowledge protects them, lceeps their problems from becoming overwhelming crises. On a related subject, the unexamined belief that forma\ c-<lucation and intelligence are synonymous is oppressive to (X.-'Ople denied that educa­tion by class and race oppression and is setf-aggrandizing to those whose class privilege ensures an education they could not eam by inte\­ligence. We all know the truth of this after a moment's reílection. Yet un­educated and poorly educated women continue to be objects of ridicu\e. Grarnmar and pronunciation mistakes by se\f-educated people cause laughter in women who are otherwise polite and sensitive. 'Nomen \ike myself, growing up in families or neighborhoods without educated English speakers, learned "correct," most\y accent\ess speech the hard way, by reading and imitation. Usua\\y we have a reading vocabulary that is much greater than our speaking one, in part because we are un-~re of the pronunciation of words. Years ago, l used the word "pseudo .. in conversation with educated peop\e1 but pronounced it .,swaydoe." The laughter that followed taught me to check with educated allies, though I still make mistakes and eringe at the laughter. 



~ ships can be P~tty ~ 
_." "lcnows" what Is tight a l'ttbl-, 

-._.• ttnnot explain her own mo~e lld ~­
~ ffl1Ctdle-dass partner Hknows" that lh ~ ~ 
-:.~ fore,cample, if they are careful~~ ~111 

._ -•• eadl saves S:, l1llCh a paycheck. Thatis how
1h 

MtJ3ur61 .. ,.'!..,. totakevacations regularly. Her working cf ~ 
_.._...., .... ~ but she •knows" something is bound t ass 

tllSpd inlefttiORS, h h . o ha 
,.... wl eat their savings. So when s e goes s ~pp1ng far a Sti Jl. 
penM .. .:.. she buys bagels and lox, those httle pastries th ll, =~ dollarsapound, andthree bottles of nice, not "good" cha0:t 
~ agument about money will spoil that party. Also, she is pr 
~ <an afford to feed her friends "the best," ~nd that she knows ov, latis ~best" for brunch. Of course the wor~ing or pover_tY dass 

will have a hard time taking her compamon lover senously, and 
::;" her advice, when she says, 'Don't worry. Everythi~g is going lo be 
fine,, upon leaming the IRS threatens to puta lien on the1r house. This ¡ 
~lly true when the former has evictions and homelessness in her 5 

past. • 

Another dass difference related to scarcity that can cause problems in 
inter<lass love and friendship relationships is "support." When a middle­
class Lesbian expresses her support for a friend or lover, she usually does 
so by listening, by sympathy, by soothing, loving words, by remembering 
she is having a problem, asking her how she is feeling. This behavior can 
leave a troubled poverty or working dass Lesbian feeling unloved, un­
cared for and unsupported. Where she grew up, "support" means sym­
pathy, but also material help. lf she's having trouble at work, she expects 
suggestions for solving the problem, discussions about changing her job, 
offers of financia! assistance. lf it's love problems, she expects advice, 
ideas to solve the problems, reminders about other women who have 
eyes for her. After all, that's what she gives when her lovers and friends 
~onfide their troubles to her. She knows that words are nice, but only ac­
t,on pays the rent! Her middle.dass friends and lovers usually feel over­
whelmed and unsupported by her businesslike response to their wish for 
sympathy and love. 

~o~ing and poverty dass women worry about the finances of the or­
ganizat,ons and groups of which we are members while our middle­
class sisters ~re nonchalan~ly ordering a better grade of paper for the 
flyers. Class 1ssues of scarc1ty and abundance need to be discussed, in 
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otd", Id wttlt ,nÍddfe-Cl• wo,n.,-., 
~ ,,pe ,eductiOm, wlthout ~ ,,_,fl'11111f¡ 

,"'1 (ee n In r,eed), and elirninafiftg lddaYlt.,, 

10 wc,me JeservinB or the smart poo,) and '""'° ••• 
uke th~ do ,nuch of theedworkshthar~•!~~ ~~ *'••• •• 
wome•. been oblíg to are,, n.:: ""°"" .. -~· 

wo&Jld have,e seldom the ones who •rafee adVcMtap:"' tJI: Hit.a• 

assista~c~ff is a dass issue, Worfcíng and ~dar,.: War.& 

wor 
I k ·s We saw our parents or our négf,bots"""' - ........ 

what wo~ We uknow'' work is physically hard, dll!n .;----­

{rom wor · and always exhausting, Sometimes wo,fr ís mae:-:• "lau 

danger~~~~ not. Work is where you go even when )1)11 fee1 -~ bat 

usually have a job that affows sick days. Work can ruin yo,,,'-"'• 
f~ss ~~ Most upwardly mobif~ workíng _and poverty dass wo.,• _,• 
~,I~ ~rauds in our middle-dass JObs. The Jobs are not rmlywafuo1&. 

lik f, 1 guilty about the money we make, so much morethan our 

We eets made for standing on theír feet aff day and blri .... .J.._ -, 

-paren d d k h -'5~ nen 

f'ke us tend to work too har an wor w en wearesicfc. ~uccsallydo 

1 
t respect middle-class women when they complain how frardtheir 

~~s are, when they stay home from work for "mental heaJth' days. f 

J~uld overcome our prejudice and follow the exalJl>le of our middle-we, 

~lass sisters, we might live longer, healthier lives. 

Part of the problem women I ike myself have with work and sorne mid-

. dle-class women is their belief that they, and their families, -worfced 

hard," and therefore "earned" and so "deserve• the statusand mooey 

and refinements they enjoy. We grew up with people who worlced hatd, 

who worked long hours, who did without things others consider neces­

sities, who suffered and died to provide for their families. For their efforts 

they received little money and no refinement or status. Is this whatthey 

"earned," what they "deserved"? 

When middle-class women ignore the advantages their class privilege­

provides, they erase the power of class oppression in their imaginations, 

but leave it flourishing in the material reality of poverty and working · 

class women's lives. We ali become equal in opportunity, but inferior i 

achievement. This erasure by middle-dass feminists is particularly pai 

ful because of our continuing common struggles against th~ ~ietal 

erasure of sexisrn and racism and their effects upon the asp,rat,ons and 

achievernents of ali women. We must unlearn classism and leam to 
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The Politics of Desire 

We have be-E-n ta~ght 11\clny li~ about clau ~ lftd •fil the líes has to do w1th the mean,ng and exi11enee of deslr-. -n..tst (1lc)Ze ~f ~onfusion, denial an~ ~iolence surrounding the meM&ng ol desire ,n ,ts larger ~nse and •~ 1ts co~nect•on to clau oppn111ion. Ñ I working-class lesb1an, 1 perce,ve desue to be about uMatkfled 1ona1ftD of all kind~hy~ica\, emotional, political, sexual, spiritual. Md yiit ile current meanmg 1s extre~ly_ ~ano":', pertaining to desire as sexual lft.. timacy. Few ask whose def m1t1on th,s 1s and who gains from such a reslríctive interpretalion; most lesbians writing about desire are no\ among those few. While valuable insights have resu\ted from current le6-bian discourses on desire as sexual intimacy, my perception is middle­clc1ss lesbians are doing this work without a class ana\ysis. Had lesbian discourse on desire been shapt'd by working.clau ~ bíans, l believe we would have come forth with a widel' defanition ex­arnin i ng and interpreting desire as it relates to such things as ma\erial security, educational opportunities, abi\ity to participate, nice clothe5, respectful treatrnent, time and freedom to create ideas and movementl, sexual intirnacy. Working-class \esbians have many gifts to offer, andone of these is understanding issues in their most basic, practica\ sense as well as their aesthetic, phi\osophica\ sense. lhis way of perceiving the world allows for the kind of g\oba\, mu\ti-\eve\ awareness necessary at this critical time in our history.1 

In this artic\e, 1 want to set up a framework to define sorne tenns and concepts relating to c\ass oppression genera\\y, examine desire as a poli ti cal issue, and then name sorne of my desires as they relate \O les,. bian communities. 

1 Janet Binder helped me clarify the ideas in this introduction. l would lilre thank her for that, and for a\l the he\p she gave me with this essay. 



l .. lhttmOtionaVanalytical worlc neressary to understand 

1 linalfy understood how dass oppression had im­

•M1 l!f)eCt oí my life and stopped me at every turn. 1 unde,: 

... 6eptc.1ica1 ways dass oppression manifested itself-being • 

••GDMt:A feelings oí self-hatred and worthlessness while shopping 

• ...,..dolhing slores. Being unable to speak in a university dass­

..._Waring a four-dly-long anxiety attack precipitated by a com­

..... llking «4> residence in my living-room. Feeling enraged when 

SDl'lleOtlepresumes I am middle class. What accompanied these inci­

denlsweeold feelings o( powerlessness and resignation that indicated a 

ge,eral sense of intemalized oppression. 

And because the term 'intemalized oppression' was not precise 

enough, 1 began to search for words to describe what happened to me 

because of lhese experiences, words to describe the inner acceptance 

and resignation of myself as a person who had come to bel ieve oppres­

sive areatment is her due. And to look for words to describe the person 

who is resisting such treatment and coming back to herse/f. These are 

the words I found: the conquered self/the conquest of the self. 
2 

The conquered selfis, 1 believe, a term that speaks direetly to the hor­

rendous and violent effects of interna/ized oppression. The con quered 

self accepts oppressive acts as the normal course of life, and/or comes to 

believe she deserves them. The word 'conquered' implies an act of suc­

cessful domination requiring forethought and intent on the part of the op­

pressor. The word 'self' indicates that the mind, body, and spirit of a 

person is affected. And the conquered se/f is not hidden but rather 

r~ealed in many ways: ~e heavy shou/ders and downcast eyes, the 

qu,cknes~ of self-deprecatmg remarks, the silence, the slumped posture, 

the creep,~g steps, the casual/y spoken phrase "/ hate my body," the 

refusa/ to f,ght, the acceptance of abuse. 

2K . 
. 

at,e G Can As • 
· non, soc,ate Professor of Ethi . 

School of Cambridge, Mass., and author es at the Episcopal Divinity 

Scholars Press, 1988), encouraged me t of Black Womanist Ethics(Atlanta· 

:m;i :u:~~iith~: her e~couragem~~;,e,a:;i,~\:~ncept during her ;ime 

affirmation she ha~·gi\,;uld l1ke to express my gratitude íoavellvthentured to at-

me. r a e support and 



to thif is the conquest_d the sel{, whích _describes 
~ ~ of a vigorOUS, ~~ned struggle to w,n back 

1ft ~ ' r ... ~, ~hood- ~ ,nd,cates that I c:1" 1eave oppres,. 
I" _, .,.-.-,··-e toward liberat1on, a~ that physical and psychic 

;.tt,l.--111nd and ~bl I have discovered fave elements necessary for the 
_wt ~· nnss1 e. be . nd I • • 
,..,:~,,ce are "-- lf These are: re-mem rmg a re-e a1mmg my in-

~t of m~l~ive history; fo~mula~ing and actíng on a political 

d
. ¡(lual and ~ community wh1ch w,11 help me name my self find my 
'" · • f'nding ª · ( ) 11 • sed · ' 
r,alysts, 1 k toward revolut,on s ; a owmg repres feelmgs to sur-

~¡ce, and wl ~r g and transforming the belief systems left behind by the 
. articu at1n 

face, 3 
opPressors. amine each of these concepts in this paper because of 

1 ca~n~tt e¡ons but do want to discuss my definítion of belief systems. 
ce 111111 a , f f' d' . d 

spa ·11 discuss the issues o m mg commumty an allowing 

(Later 1 :'cJ' feelings to surface.) Belief systems are an indicator of oppres­

r~press are such things as self-hatred, body language, depression, addic-

5.'º"' ~gsnorance of one's history, self-mutilation and hysteria.4 Belief 
t1on, • 1· ed . ·t· . f 

t ms are interna ,z JUStt 1cat1ons or constant oppressive experien-

sys e mind-sets developed to rationalize day-to-day abuse. They are brief 
ces, . f . d d t , 

telling statements, ~•gnpos~ o oppress,o_n an
1 

e,eat, that explain the 

pasition of the self in relat,on to oppress,on. You are nothing in this 

world without money' was Cy-Thea Sand's first lesson of life in the work­

ing-class neighbourhood of Verdun, Quebec.5 lt was a belief system by 

which her family lived. 
These concepts and terms helped provide a framework for under­

standing the impact of class oppression. They also allowed me to move 

further afield in the exploration of other issues relating to class, such as 

desire. 

31 examine each of these concepts in detail in my master's thesis, Se~rching for 

Words, Searching for Knowledge, Episcopal Divinity School, Cambridge, Mas-

sachusetts, April 1990. 

4When 1 use the word hysteria, 1 use it in the Freudian sense of ª personphex-. 1 
h • 1 · 11 h · h cannot be traced to a ys,ca 

periencing symptoms of a p ys,ca I ness w ,e 

cause. 
SCy-Thea Sand. u A Question of ldentity," Fireweed. A Feminist Quarterly, #2S, 

Toronto, Fall 1987, PP· 55 ªnd 57
· 



""ha\lelleeft llURht many lies about dass oppression, and one of 

thefieshastodowiththemeaning and existence of desire. There is a 

mazedmnfusion,clenialandviolencesurrounding the meaning of 

desite ift "5 • sense and in its connection to dass oppression. And 

this hefps ecplain why I neYer knew my own heart's desires. lt explains 

whyl neededtoanafyzewhat happened early in my life to stop my 

heart's desift!S fmm taking shape. As I did so, I uncovered (sorne of) the 

politics ddesire. 

lhe~of~ 
1 do not believe apitalism could succeed if working-dass people 

were in touch with our deepest, most authentic desires. I do bel ieve 

capitalism sua:eeds in large part because the ruling class contains and 

constrains the desires and dreams of the working class. Numerically, 

working-dass, working-poor and poor people constitute the vast . 

majority of people in this world. lf we were aware of our heart's desires 

and acted to birth them into reality, 1 believe revplution(s) would begin. 

Yet I believe it is safe to say few of us know our heaf1's desire. And there 

are concrete, political reasons that explain this. lt is not merely an inter­

esting fact that a working-class girl dreams of becoming a secretary 

when she grows up while her middle-class friend is planning to enter 

law school. lt is a predictable outcome of the politics of desire. 1 now 

want to name four ways in which my life as a working-class woman was 

set up to insure I would not want to move beyond my designated social 

place. 

first, d~ires are inevitably stunted when a pers~n is engaged in a bat­

tJe for surv,_val. Dreams are a luxury when survival is at stake, and mine 

~- E
ndun~g the racism and classism directed at my family and the 

:nd ~d~ wh,ch I was subjected at home was the focus of my childhood 

Amandºa escK. ence. 1~ was neither the time nor the place for dreams. As 

mg, a m,11 w k . N rth 
ali sat around and t lk~r er'" ° Carolina, notes: "lt wasn't like we 

grew up. We were ,•:st try~
nd thoug~t abo

6
ut what we' d do whenever we 

ing to surv,ve." 

61n, Victoria Byerly. Ha d 7i. -

ne// Univ., 1986), p. 19~. imes Cotton Mil/ Gir/s Othaca NY· ILR p C 
, • ress, or-



................ ~.~~ ............ ..,~ ..... 
~ ,....; ,,,.,.,.,.. huid•,,.,,.,.,. ... , .......... ~ 
,-s,nd wwlll!t~ 

In out nightmares, pove,ty and harchhip are main dtaraaelt. 1ft ow 
nighlmares, we do not move far from the pa,anetett ola me11t.-l 
wo,ld created for us when we were too young to alter lhe sc:enery., 
We were surrounded by aduks in despair, ~ •~by 
fear, adults treadmilling the narrowness of thei, possibirltieS. 

Nightmares are bound to be ~r~alent for a group ~í~ the 
violence/violations of the cap1tahst system on a da,ly basis.. 1 did not real­
ize how completely the spectre of pove~ haunted me ~ntil I attempted 
to leave my abusive husband after commg out as a lesbian. Although 1 
wanted the abuse to stop and I wanted to live as a lesbian, 1 did not want 
to be poor, as all the single women I knew growing up had been. Only 
after I accepted that I would be poor but that pov~ was preferable to 
marriage, heterosexuality and abuse could I leave.8 

Second, restricted physical space and location limit a person's 
dreams. Amount of living space, travel opportunities and the distance in­
volved, assumptions about where children will live when they grow up 
all i mpacted me. 1 1 ived with my family of origin in a small house where 
1 had no privacy. The neighbours' houses were close to ours and my ex­
tended family lived within a few blocks. 1 could not see myself moving 
easily through and into the wider world because the space around me 
was so small. 1 could not see myself moving easily through and into the 
wider world because the adults around medid not have the pawer to 
provide models of how to do that. 

~hird, lack of visible resources for making dreams come true stunts 
des1re. ~he~e resources include role models, money, an ability to net­
work w1th mfluential people, and attitudes of entitlement. lf my parents 
had ha~ ~oney, if there had been a lawyer in the family, if sorne of my 
parents fnends had been lawyers, if other people in my extended f~m•ly 
had graduated from university, if my family had had connections w1th 
lawyers and with university graduates on a regular basis, if my parents 

7 Cy-Thea Sand. "Editorial," Fireweed. A Feminist Quarterly, #25, Toronto, Fall 
1987, p. 9. 
81 did not live in poverty when I left my husband. 



.._....._..._. ......... "WOUtd attend university and then launcfi 

~ 1pt~WCMCI have wanted to become a la~r. As Lilllan 

81:eslowlublftp,Nsout. mlddlé-dass children know they can drea,n 

-,-t.ete•~ • ff aN>Und them to help their dreams come 

ave. 
foullh, beif'8 M'IOUftded by a grim historicaf reaf ity stems the flow 

01 

desire. My ~ with survival was mirrored by stories o( the pove 

my famity had ecperienced one and two generations before. The sto~ 

~ bome out in the illiteracy of grandparents, the decrepit apartmeots 

of great-undes, myfather's adolescent struggle with tuberculosis. The 

starCc tealityoftheirexperiences impinged on what I could envision for 

T~ with that fourth point, it seems a common dream of an 

older, wortdng-dass generation is to hope their children and grand­

children will have a better life than they did. This was true in my case. 

Otherwortcing-dass women recount similar experiences. Millworker 

Annie VIOia Fries said her mother woufd have been ,rthrilled to death" if 

anyof herchildren had received an education.10 One group of women 

interYiewed hoped their daughters would not marry as young as they 

had.11 What is sad about these dreams is not only how small they are, 

but the underfying assumption that it was no use for these women to 

dream for themselves-they knew their lives would not get any better. 

1t is important to point out that dreams and the politics of desire are 

large issues, and my discussion is necessarily limited. We need to hear 

from many working-class lesbians. Sorne built grandiose dreams as a wel­

come escape fr-om harsh reality. Others created powerful dreams they 

kept alive against all odds. Some had none. In my own case, I managed 

to c~eate three small dreams that accurately refleet sorne of my life's 

real,ty. 

The first d~eam was almost a negative desire in that I hoped not too 

many bad thmgs wouJd h~p~n to me. In particular, 1 hoped employ­

ment _would not be a choice between factory worker, prostitute or 

cleanmg woman. 12 

9Lillian Breslow Rubín. Wor/ds of Pain· Lile . h . 

York: Basic Books, 1976), p. 38_ · m t e Workmg-Class Family (New 

10 Byerly, p. 18. 
11R b. u m, p. 113. 
12 

I also hoped that no famil memb 
obvious this dream would y ers would become add¡ ed 

by the ruling class into wor~~;ge~c~ome to pass,_given the wacty d~o drugs. lt is 

ass communuies. gs are pushecJ 

4 ft 



~1hegenetat rñotors­_,,,,,._!...-:: wtwe,e f could never be al~ 
~ tt,, """'tttat no one had escaped. lhe back-
';~ cftd'" ""!91y few ,esources to make the dream 

1#_~ ""tfdl I tiad ~~m was that ít was too weak to ren-
il" fd tft1t : kdr0f' forttr would never get out of my home town. 
~. fhl c,(hef 1,elief tha h fore duríng eíght months of factory work, 
~ trt'I ,earn carne to t e esent in my famíly's collectíve uncon-
P"r,41 thi~ iad always t,een ~ hurt too badly at work .. Duríng my time

14 

ltf,O"Sh ~ 1 would not ~ was an ever-present prayer. Out of the 
~-1 

0
¡0niz:ed factory, 1 men of colour-who worked at the plant, 

,,, ,,on-~r,--half of usdw~ng the six weeks I worked there. One had 
eight "'°ere seriously hurt (suhe had already lost the other eye); another 
1,,,a1r"' ed ·n her eye h' th . ed '""d plash I i. constant work on a mac me at em,u ci s . . ed aner . 
3 roan rn1scarn 

O 
e burned her neck severely, anda fourth received a "'º furnes. n · · 1 · 1 d d · p0isonous h hand resultmg m neuro og1ca amage an scar t1s-

severe burn toht_ eg a red-hot coil which the company insisted did not 
ft toUC IO 

5ue, a er cf ve cap. My closest call occurred the day a fire started on 
need ª hrot~ec~ of machinery on which I welded. The machine was hid­
top ~f t e ~;ner and could only be reached by crawling over several 
den ~:~j~cts- 1 put the fire out, crawled away, and reported it to the 
larg He told me he hoped I would not. get electrocuted when I tumed 
~s~achine back on, since I had used water instead of sand to extin-
t u~sh the fire, and returned to his deskwork. The terror I felt during those f ew minutes was no greater than the terror I felt every day. 1 experienced 
that degree of terror because six weeks is not a long enough period of 
time to numb out, which is what other workers must do every day. 

1 Can Have That 
There was a belief system that grew from these circumstances, a nd it 

was 'You can't have that.' This we.nt so deep that even when mater-ial cir­
cumstances changed, it did not. During the years I was married to a 
white middle-class man who earned a good salary, 1 never wantedl to 
buy anything. During my first years of work as a political activist, 1 

131 was not alone in this dream. See, for example, Sand, "A Question of lden­
tity," p. SS. 
14This phrase, which is often used by working-class peo~le to ~~ribe their 
jobs, is also the phrase used to describe jail time. 1 see th1s as s1gmficant. 



t:.t~ S1Nfl bits of social change, pockets o( i,n. 

...,."- ....-,t.utfteYel'aC0111)1eteovertumingofsociety. 'You can't '-... 

t.er•~~ through ~11 of this. The phrase _covered whole areas OI 

Wa:fftllerial things, meamngful work, community, revolution(s), se~uaf 

fMiMaqt. 
Aftdwhen the time carne to change the belief system, 1 had to do 

ffilf'Y things. The conquest of ~e self invol~7s reclaimi~g and remember. 

"lllislory, fonrulating and actmg on a pol1t1cal analys1s, getting in 

toutf1 with repressed feelings, finding community, and changing belief 

~ Here I will examine the issues of connecting with repressed fee,. 

~ and finding community. 
lo get in touch with my feelings, 1 pushed through layer after layer of 

mniJness and frozenness. The first feelings were pain, sadness, grief. 

Howpain-full to remember my self asan eight-year-old girl knowing 1 

had 1he 'wrong' clothes, being laughed at and humiliated for the shabby, 

cwer-large winter coat I wore for severa! years. How pain-full to remem­

ber 1he self that was so defeated she did not, could not want a different 

coaL Afterthe feelings of pain surfaced, 1 begin to feel anger at ·the unfair­

ness, at the oppression, at the exploitation. After years of numb depres­

sion, 1 am elated to feel anger, and I ding to it tightly. The anger led me 

to the next feeling, which is desire. Desire for material things, for those 

nice dothes I never had, for revolution(s), for a ful/, full life. AII of these 

~~ must be taken seriously; it is tempting for my self as a radical 

~lit,cal activist aware of global injustice to affirm my desire for revolu­

tíon(s) but trivialize my desire for nice dothes. 15 

~~ feelings helped me become aware that one of my heart's 

:•re; 15 !0r c~mmunity. Community where I can bring al I parts of my 
. ~ ident,ty as a woman, a lesbian, a woman of colour, 16 a work­

:~ ª~ person. Movements for social change have allowed me to find 
Sblers. 1 wonder 'f f th f 

liberation mo . now I one o e most important aspects o any 
tive communi;~nt 15 helping us discover each other. Having suppor-
- ª ows me to dream, allows me to understand and shape 
15 

While I do not -
emulate th want to triviali des' 
1\-vh· e Worst of rniddle I ze my ire for clothes, neither do I want to 

,le this ªrticl . -e ass consumerism 
rnany of us wh e •s focussed . . . 
war racisrn andº ª,re Working 1

00 class,sm, 1t is worth noting that the reason so 
SOciety. e ass· -e ass are t • f h 

· 'Sin work h . a so people of colour 1s because o t e 
ªnd·in-hand in a white-supremacist, capitalist 
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peopte who ca,e about me and the world. These 
k _JI cf191"' wtth heti we play togelher, we are political activists 

ttf fll"'~ I _,te ~,s i:,gether. They encourage me to dream and to 
~, we •'!' drea hen I could not dream, they dreamed for me. And 
~,ICI at ll~ wto form my individual dreams and desíres, and we 
o¡,,;. able to 1,eg,n collective dreams and desires. And because we · 
sO ,ble to forrn oudream far more powerfuny. Because we desire 
~111 ,oget~~:: far more powe~ully. We understand resistance more 
to8ether we know that our w1ld dreams, our full-blown heart's 
fullY t,ecause we uch a part of the resistance as the marches, the protests, 

·-= areasm cJeSI•~.,, . 
the ecJuca~1"t reach the place where I have reclaimed and won back my 

, As I fihig t :the belief system imprinted on my conquered self by my 
lf I e ang · · 1 · · d f · d se , 1 practice saymg 1t, wnte 1t own, my nen s repeat it in 

Ppressors. f . t·d· 'l h 0 . ways my actions assure me o 1ts va 1 1ty. can ave that 1 
vanous ' 
deserve it.' 

Lesbians, Oesire and Class 
Sorne lesbians are already engaged in actively resisting class oppres­

sion, sorne will choose to begin to do so, and others will not lt is crucial 
for anyone doing the work to have the kind of community support just 
described. lt is also crucial to do the work fully cognizant of one's par­
ticular class location, and to acknowledge our differences. For example, 
my new belief system ('1 can have that. 1 deserve it.') may not be ap­
.propriate for upper-middle dass lesbians attempting to curb the sense of 
entitlement instilled in them since birth. The more we understand the 
politics of desire, the more readily we can actualize our dreams for the 
future. · 

When I pondered my desires in terms of lesbian communities, 1 real­
ized that only after I believed I hada right to want these thin.gs could I ar­
ticulate my desires to participate, be taken seriously, (help) create our 
movements. 

1 want to participate in lesbian cultural/political events. A simple 
desire, and yet often so unfulfilled. Why? . 

Physical and material considerations are part of the e~dpdla
1
nat,,on. 

bl. rtation in upper-m1 e e ass 
Events inaccessible by pu ic transpo ' 1 d k' g class . • d't · ms prec u e wor m -
sections of town, in univer5aty au I onu ' 



•t 1'1ttolt d many lesbian festl\lal• 

fa~ tnd no slidíng scafe ;5 offef :ri u;--. 
• ~ price. Other groups ask for a don~ 

Nll•a .... w•lfttt but mote rhan once I have contributed ~ • .-. 

.... ._. tofd what the 'price' was. Now when I see the 

••••.....,,_ requesred' t-te~ to malee sure that is true. 1 

l111t11io•M111 should be an unnecessary action, and know ~ 
·ull\ltdassfesbians would not feel comfortable doing so. The fast "Y 

._,..., 1 radical lesbian (eminist o,ganization in this regard, 1 wa 

.. tseentc:ost $S. After my repeating the wording of the poster, the s 

le6i1H'Slid Wt if )'OU REALLY can't afford $5, 1 suppose we would 

llllae te..• 1 did not attend that event. Having been humiliated all my li(e 

in I soci!ty that despises working-dass and poor people, I now do things 

-, _. being humiliated. So,netimes this means staying home when les,. 

bian ~ are happening. 
Mofeow!r, being able to pay, arrive by a suitable mode ot ~ran~porta­

tion and fee1 comfortable in the room does not ensure part,c,pat,on. Jt 

rna;onfyensureworking-class lesbi~ns sit s!lently ~hile middle-dass les. 

bians gi\'e their opinions and ask the1r quest,ons. Th,s happens beca use 

d unspo1cen assumptions governing lesbian events. Sorne of these are: 

we spealc a common language, we understand the language used, we 

are equally able to speak, we feel comfortable enough to speak, we 

share common knowledge. Often these assumptions are erroneous and . 

class-based, as this example shows. After discussing an event we had at­

tended (f had not participated), a lesbian laughed at me, saying she 

could not believe I was unaware Gertrude Stein was a lesbian. What is 

significant here, besides the blatant classism, is that I had asked if 

Gertrude Stein was a lesbian when my real question was, "Who is 

~de Stein?n But I had already inferred that would be an impossible 

quesaon, ~ I had tried to 'pass' by asking if Stein was a lesbian. At how 

~dd"Y
1 
lesb

1 
,an t{ents are working-class lesbians coerced into passing as 

m, e-e ass? 
. This inability to partí · t li 

may choose t d c,~a e auects my connections with lesbia ns. f 
0 en a refat,onship with I b" h .11 

amine/change her beh . 1 
fte a es. 1an w o w, not ex-

. av,or. o n feel cymcal and hostile, wondering 

17So I . 
me esb,ans believe th • 

discussed but if th . . e ISSue of money has been 
tions. , is is correct, then the discus . h more than adequately 

s1ons ave not . 
impacted our ac-



~ ,,-wll ,ew,ludon(t) happen when 
., • ,.,. of. $5 doflalic,nf _..,..,il!_~;: ~ 1 am deeply touched. Recently 1 

f'_,. 11 IJU"_. Gay~ Week in Ann Arbor, --~e:: ,O,~ itie5 offered cultural/polttical/educational 
~ 1h19 ~!~, a pc,erry teadi"t9march a~ rally, dance, 
~ ta,di,,g ~""'"'ir-. rymíng was free. 1 was excited and hope­
,.~~- slide sh<W'· 1dv~ be like if this was commonplace, if I could 
,_-~ , ... 11.at wou h . c1es· 
LJ ~ this-;;;•when lesbian events were appemng, rny are to par-

":"-"' ~ fulfilled? ~,,-Íe ~Id be. . to be taken seriously. 1 am grateful to Sarah Lucia 
tiC'pa second des1!e 15and defíning this concept in her excellent book, 
.;:1arid f~r 0jf1"~ is something I have long felt but been unable to ar­
Le§l,ian Ethics, ª5

1~ experienced middle-dass lesbians taking me 
ticUlate.12~a~e :::xamples listed below~ 1 had made it clear I am work­
serio0sly. (alt~ough whether I was hea~d 1s debatabl~). 1 have been ig-
¡ng-da_ss versations about class beang held by m1ddle-class lesbians 

ed in con bo ·1 1 h been nor 'th r did not notice or care a ut my s1 ence. ave told by 
w~ddf' fass women that our class backgrounds are similar. l have lis­
rn, ed ;e women make sweeping generalizations about middle-class ex­
ten . nces we al I shared. 1 have been disbel ieved and told I am not 
pene f · f 1 · working-class, or reasons rang1~g rom comp etmg my master's degree 
to having mor~ m~ney th~n a m1ddle-class woman at ~ne point. This dis­
belief is a precise 1llustrat1on of an oppressor group domg the defining . 

1 
1~1n regard to passing, working-class lesbians have another gift to offer. We are 
the ones with the experience of having to pass as middle-class, and so we are 
well-suited to doing a crucial piece of theoretical work--analyzing passing as 
a suivival strategy of certain oppressed groups. 
191n arare turn of events, the activities were mostly subsidized by the Univer­
sity of Michigan; the organizing committee only had to raise a small portian of 
the money. Donations were requested at each event, but not in a way that 
would make people feel ashamed if they couldn't give. Obviously university 

funding is not an option for most of our events. 
20Sarah Lucia Hoagland. Lesbian Ethics (Palo Alto, CA: lnstitute of Lesbian 

Studies, 1988), pp. 194-5. 
21 1 l b' · 1 but have 

1 doubt upper-class lesbians take working-c ass es ,ans senous Y, . . 
. . h · bo t ·t That is why th,s d,scus-

not had enough expenence w,th t em to wnte a u 1 
• • 

sion is focussed on experiences I ha'le had with middle-class lesbians. 



~ ~, anda way for middle-class lesbians to avoid 

t ~ dass pnv,lege. 

llectwatythad a dream in. whi~h a white, middle-dass lesbian ri 

--~Mlya person w,th mrddle-class experiences would un~ 

•v S'he~msisting I knewthe mean!ng ofthe phrase, although 1 • 

tD1d her I did not, and finally I ended the mteraction by walking awa 

~ her. That incident is an example of the kind of pressure I feel fr!m 
middle-dass lesbians who want me to tell _them I really am part of thei 

~ and our experiences really are similar. r 

What I wa~t in such interactio~s is to~ believed, listened to respea. 

fufly, and nottced, whether speakmg or s,lent. I want my words critically 

analyzed, not triviaf ized or agreed with in a casual manner. I want the 

points at which our experiences disconnect to be examined and hon­

oured, notglossed over fightly and then dismissed. Ali of these would in. 

die.ate I am being taken seriously. 

Repeated experiences of not being ta~en ~eriously have, on one hand, 

silenced me and stopped me from con!nbutmg. ~n the other ~and, 1 am 

now careful to seek out friends and all,es who w,11 take me senously. 1 

also realize that because of intemalized oppression, 1 often do not take 

myself seriously, and am attempting to change that. 

My third desire ¡5 for working-class lesbia ns to (help) create our libera­

tion movements. l am aware working-class lesbíans have been involved 

from the beginning; what I mean is that I have rarely seen any portion of 

our movements solely created by working-dass lesbia ns. Rather I have 

experienced working-dass lesbíans (and/or lesbians of colour) first ig­

nored when present and then 'added in' to groups already functioning 

wíth middle-class values and procedures. 1 have an intense desíre to 

know what a music festival, community, gathering, publication, planned 

and carried out by working-class lesbians, would look like. What would 

an authentic workíng-class creation be? 

T~ closest I have come to thís was as a member of a group of four 

work,ng-class women (two I b' tw h · 
h 1 

• es ians, o eterosexuals) ,n graduate 

~do;:;~~:~ ;~;~:!st~o'~:~~~h~~h:~~l~ate,.t~ur no,rk. TI he flroup 
ea 1 1es, aug 1, o 11er 

i2Ka. e 
t,e annon articuf ated and der• ed 

t · · 1 110 this h 
en attent,ve y to another's story. affi' h P rase. lt refers to the ability t 1. 

false assurances, and to generalÍy .;-m er re_alíty, not try to rescue h º. 15-

present in an authe t' er or g1ve 
n ,e way. 



Desire 53 

.--tllfld the constant class attacks
23 

we experienced. As _,J Ufldl'-ldt,g dass ~ -awa~e of and resist dass op­~-_._, •fl: haf>PE!':'s, 1 beheve there w,11 be more opportunities ;iiiil! ~~nd projedS that are authentícally worldng class. 
~ IIII ~ ears 1,elíeving '1 can't have that: a testimony to the 

11
¡.¡ed for roa~y ~ class. 1 did not have much and I did not want more ~ rl, lhe 111; 

1 
1iecame a political activíst, found a community · sut thir'ISS edch~n~he. ernotional/ana\ytical work necessary to undérstand .r,d ef'ISªS .10

0 
And I began to know my heart's desires, to trust in • Nl0ress10 • beg be\" ' c1ass vr.- tualize sorne of them. 1 an to ,eve I can have that. 1 L..n\ to ac · l~,.., . , <JeServe ,t. · be d \' f R . · \ This story has ~~an,ing Y,ºº mdy ,de. es,ds~mg e ass oppressíon is 

1 
to our pühtica strugg e, an un erstan mg dass dynamics is centra . 1 b' . . K . central to strengthemng

1 
es ,an\~beom":'umtles. nowmg/creating our heart's desires is centra to our , rat,on. 

23 

CoMMON LIVES 
LESBIAN LIVES 

Storie_s, journals, graphics, essays, humor. poetry autobtography, and more . . . ' The experiences and ideas of common Lesbians. 
We p~in~ t~e work of Lesbians who have bcen kept mvlSlble and silent. 

S
. l . COMMON UVES mg e \SSue: $4.oo P.O. Box.1553 One year: $ l2.00 lowa City, 1A 52244 

We used the phrase 'c\ass attack' to refer to the feelings of panic, insecurity, se\f-hatred, power\essness and confusion that result from a working-class per­son experiencing sorne aspect of class oppression in a particularly vivid way. 

This artic\e may be reproduced for educational non-profit uses only. 



1 Tell You the Language We Use 
aOammue, 

1'11111 Nod Your Head in Agreement 
Ami lben You Open Your Mouth 

Elliott 

1. 1 NeYer Have Understood Why You Think lt's Ok ••• 

Rednedc n. slang 1. A member of the white rural laboring 

dass, esp. in the Southem United States. 

-
My father is a redneck, Scotch-lrish by descent, his skin as naturally 

paleas my own, the back of his neck, between the yellow hard hat and 

1he light blue Big Mac workshirt, is always red, burned through so many 

summers that it barely fades in winter. 

My mother is nota redneck, much to my father's family's horror. From 

~ small Po~guese imm~grant communíty in central lllinois, hers is the 

:arst generation born ent1rely in the u.s. Her skin-already suspiciously 

t for ~eal wt;!te woman-grows only darker in the sun. 

asth=. my ;
1
~e-h=eck-:White, rural, workíng poor. lf not for my 

what she call~ cultu ' 1 first womanlove who carefully taught me 

similation t'd be ar~~ ank what I now call passing, self-hate, and as­

poor to urban working pooec now. lnstead l've moved from rural working 
ft r; my neck . 't ed 

0 en pass, especially when I k m •sn r. , and because of this 1 

hu~r and my coloriul birth I eep Y s~earmg, my snide outsider's 
passmg most f h anguage h1dden A d 
ed ' 0 t e dykes around · n even when l'm not 

lí neck, ~t least to my face. me are entirely too polite t 11 
But wh,le my neck . ' o ca me a 

f •sn t red 
o compute, screens , my eyes ofte 

under ffuorescent lights~ ~e, fr?m working in front 
met,mes I Wonder i f 



__,, dNII . «edeye « we cal1ed ourselves 

1 
i t olftl'! ~·;,, pe5(1c~• Usually I think you 

~ - ~ --theffl" and yoo still wouldn't try to understand 
---'d ,tlll be • . • 

~'t;;;ne thit conversali0f1• 
_., di' White c.,oocJ Hearted Liberal (or even Radical) 

M;Jdte-cla55• ·st: What are we going to do about the 
iesbian ~e~m~i~k collar ghetto? Those offices are poison­
wan,en '" t : they're begin exploíted1 
inS therT1, an 

other of the same: Why would you worry about them? 
1~eywouldn't suppart you anyway. Why bother? They're 
just a bunch of redeyes! 

h a couple questions for you middle and upper class wimmin 
1 ave · · · 11 f h " ed ' · •ally white w1mman. Do a o you w o use r neck" know that 1t 

es~~vented by the white Southern ruling class? 1 hope you don't, or my 
w:xt question will be much harder-why do you think it's ok to identify 
:ith that class by using this word as a putdown, often as the ultimate 

insult? 

2. "But, but .... (stammer, stammer) .•• 1 didn't mean to 
offendyou! 1 was just using redneck to mean ••.• " Or 
(whispered), "Did you hear that?! She just admitted that she's a 
redneck!" 

Red~ec~ n. 2. Offensive slang. A person who advocates a 
~rovmc1al, _conservative, often bigoted sociopolitical at­
titude cons1dered characteristic of a redneck. 

When. 1 was young I often spent weekends at my mother's parents' 
house. There, on Saturday nights, we'd go to Spatz's, where they made 
their own ice cream fresh every day. There's a family story about the 
place-1 remember hearing it over and over when I was little, always 
told by my mom in a proud voice. The story happened in the late 50s, 
when civil rights court cases were challenging segregation and i~ .. 
response sorne businesses were integrating and others were proh1b1tmg 
Blacks explicitly for the first time. 



~ asthesettingisinmymernory. 1 ~ the Sloly goes past this. 1 haVe' i::n•t ~r the llfe 
~ and no way to know which is real. The firs~ers,o~s of it ;: "' 
t.tS: Spatz•s. which had always served Blacks if less trers,on 8<>es 1;Z: 
01deted to stop doing so ,by a reactionary tow~ coun .1,ª," politely, w~ 
.. -t~. nd th' cr aw Th ~ .... ,s1, gotarou ,s attempt to control their business h · ey COn-
tbrough sorne triclc like having Black customers tefl wh~t ~wever, 
wh~ OJstomers who would then say it to the server take 't~y Wanfed to 

and • Th d · ' 1 'rom the server, pass ,ton. e secon versron is basically just th . 
Spalz's, which had never served Blacks, was ordered to do s~ ~P~s,te: 
town council. They cunningly got around this attempt to controrth ~ 
business, howeYer, through sorne trick like only serving people the ~ • 
Slaff would claim to know. a,t 

When I think of the story now I would really like to believe the first 
'lefSion-itwould makewriting this so simple. l could then record it and 
say, 41.ook, your stereotypes about rednecks are wrong and here's why." 
lhe truth of course is so much more compl icated. 

Ya~ the pride in my mom's voice, the laughter of whoever was 
hearin 1 the story, wasn't about defeating or upholding racism. Not that 
shedidn'tenjoy perpetuating hate with the openness learned from being 
herself vesy poor and not quite white enough-no middle class poi ite 
praensions in her speech. But for her, for my people, the point of the . 
~ was that the little family owned business managed to s~rew the r~ch 
guys using only their wit; no money, no lawyers, no laws, thmgs Sp~tz s 
had no reason to trust anyway. The story's lesson is that the system 15 the 
enemy, and our heroes were individuals who screwed the system: 

11f you noti~, there is neither a "t nor an apostrophe here. The "g" is ab~nt 
beca,use this is the way I talk, sometimes dropping final consonants, especial ly 
when l'm talkin most like myself and least like the middle-class people I ust~ 
model myself after. The apostrophe is absent because it implies that somethmg 
is missing; it's a grammatical mark used to show dialect or deviance from 
"standard" english, and although, much to my delight, many things about me 
aredeviant, my language is not one of them. 1 don't know why the middle 
dass white dykes around me think that spoken French, which drops many of 
its written letters, is elegant while looking at me in horror, or treating me as less 
intelligent, when I drop sounds unnecessary to meaning. lf you don't believe 
me, try holding a conversation with acadykes while dropping final letters (oh, 
and swearing a bit, too). You'II soon find them interrupting and ignoring you. 
Great fun. 



1ass ¡nto " ­
. t who threW g who took 

stíf1S plaf1 ks the farniers tbid the 
., th' ""1"'1-~ for w~ one would ou stick it to 

~ 111• tf1e li~ farfYlS son faund a way to A>íjlll~ wr:,~ w0f118" v,,l,D . My rniddle and 
~' td ~ the pl:aod, safe n,any tunes. had to learn 
~~;i'~lefrt h~od it's ke~: roe wíth hoW fey et this. l'm not 

~;, ~1, 1e,s<1º~~otlY su~~ hoW often ~ tking a radical "!' el~ fr;:::5'::ickedfí:dr;díog f~m::~ :t::: r:ad 9!~c1olo~~ 
llt":-tt,e sys_te I weot fr~m feW o,onths, w what the rnt::U,c~ sy 
~,ptised tJ,a:ratísl with•~ ~ised· 1 already ko: individual cheating and 
~¡oi~~ but no! su p d once I got that m I was on my way • 
.,,as apPª\o rnY farruly,aª~ually their own sy_stt.etha' t at the beginning of 

d c1or1e ds were 't prove 1 , • d 
h~ ot husban although I can . n class wimm1n an 
"'~l~ave this theory, 's Liberation it was work• g had to be different, and 

of women . . wer structures . 
this wave o insisted that fern1n1st Po a belief in inherently nurtunng 
dykes wh knew this not so rnuch from f m deep and clear personal ex-
tha~~yand inherently violent men aosf ~~ass and race. Once the middle 
wo• 1 ~ h caste systems d 
pe

rience with t e u.s. h. knowledge was thrown out, an so, 
• en took over, t 15 · · h lt · 

class wh1te wom ·t t to new ways of orgamzmg. T e resu is 
11 was the comm1 men . 

eventua ~, . T k B ck the Night marches run by c1ty govem-
disasters like havmg a e a . . 
ments or this summer's National Women's Studies Assoc1at1on con-

2 
ference. ded b 

Whether it's true historically or not, l'm now constantly surroun . Y 
middle and upper dass wimmin who can't or won't understand the lies 
of their privilege. For the inability or unwillingness to change they often 
have a long justification which boils clown to: "These kinds of systems of 
power have been abusive because men have been using them but with 
us women it will be different."I encounter this in ali my communities, 

. the magical "us" which is meant to hide class justas surely as it is meant 
to hide race. 

2
1n Milwaukee, WI, a city office runs the march which is now basically a Sun­

day afternoon ~ea protesting violence against people. And my favorite story 
from NW~A, v,a ~ee. Evans, is how, during one of the meetings about whether 
or not the,r con~t1tut1on allowed them to have meetings, one black womon 
stood. up and sa,d t~at we needed to toss the rules since they obviously weren't 
workmg and was s,lenced by being told she was out of order. 



.-utl.t•---~ who •re rednecks, white trash, working 

.a, fM1D1teteltceRMs Mve nMrly all the answers, either. My 

'heallll'WlllOMll•f .aslden-and, as part of that, to fear them. My 
jobftOW4s'°'1MÑ\•l\ tofnterrupt and unleam the racism and anti­

SeffillismW to ptll ffl>IYI the overpowering hate of the system the 

~ and tage so that I can actas well as feel. And to change the 

most~ lieof mydass, that we fight only as individua Is and 

ontyiiorourselves. Sodafist intellectuals call the breaking of this isola-

tion •dass a,nsdousneSS•--t call it taking my values of sticking up for 

and stiddng with family and using them for the complex groups of com­

nunities that sustain me and that I in tum sustain. Without dyke com­

munities l'd be up shit creek without a paddle-but without·us working 

dass girts' outsiders' knowledge3 and our commitment to staying with 

Ola peopleeven when we'refighting, these same communities would be 

heading for the falls without a paddle too. 4 

3. 1 Hate "Nice"! 

Redneck: n. as used by most of the dykes around me: 1 . 

Any person who is racist, violent, uneducated and stupid 

(as if they are the same thing), womon-hating, gay-bashing, 

X-tian fundy, etc. 2. Used as a. \>'nonym for every type of op­

pressive_ belief except classism. 

A while back a lover and I were catching a ride to the peace camp 

with a lesbian couple, in the back of the new mini-van they had pur­

chased just for their summer traveling, and we were talking about work­

ing with/for battered women. One of the lesbians-Muffy, we cal led 

her---talked about where she lived in Key West and how blatant the 

womon-hating was there. Justas I was thinking, "Oh, yeah, the 

3So, you think it's an accident that sorne o( our best thinking and writing about 

therapism, the diseasing of our communities, consumerism and such is by 

wooong dass dykes? 
4
And to take this metaphor a bit further-l've gotten used to wading through 

shit What are you going to do? 
5
Which I would think all the Daly fans who go on and on about reversals 

would have noticed and understood before this. 



.. g, be-
H that that's surpr1Sm ed 

,, Muffv ª~'. N~ednecks." 1 instantly wan! "'IZ,°" 'lflldllol'' h of wck-dnving . Id calm, distancing, 
~- ,. all • bcJr,c I wanted to use an ,cy, co ' mouth at all), ''Oh 
:V_,..m(well, actua~lyeW l'd scream if I opened m,y k for Hedda and 

,_.tlng tone, but n mean And how very uc Y " 
~ now exactly what.you • d not a truck driver. 
yet, that Joel Steinberg was a lawyer an I d'd 't think Muffy or her lover 
U5'l 'd th" g because , n f 

But right then I sa1 no ,n ' míddle class lover gave me one o 
would get it and because my upper t he recognized that I was upset 
her "oh god" looks w~ich '· knew mean s h to make a point of. Looking 
but didn't understand it as important ~no~g t as much as I was, but we 
back, 1 suspect Muffy's lover was pasS•~g JUS d both sat thoroughly 
rnade no eye contact, no dange~o~s al llanee, a~ . so e Of course these 

•1 ed by the combination of mt1macy and pnv1leg • d, by 
s1 ene Id • t ments (when ma e 

s of rivileged, arrogant, wor -ownmg sta e . . 
tyl ~ians ~'m not close to) can silence me as well; th1s part1~ularly .th 
e • h ft th dykes I d1sagree w, 
frustrates me among Separat1sts, w ere o en 6 e 
most are the ones I' m least able to chal lenge. . 

1 could go on for pages about such stupid comments and the smde­
assed responses I made or wish I had, since l'm surroun~ed by dykes 
who know noth i ng about my I ife but constantly reduce 1t to stereotypes 
they don't even understand. One example, the thing that has made me 
most angry this week, is when lesbians who don't even know who 
Tammy Wynette is spit out sentences with these key phrases: 

11 

• • • 

country-western music . . . stand by your man ... redneck." Let me say 
this now, before I meet you at sorne conference and feel like screaming 
at you. Country music is not simplistic, and it is nota joke. There are 
plenty of "that broad is mine" songs and "give everything to your man" 
songs (which are, l'm sure, much more dangerous to women thatnthe 
way opera, theater and musicals romanticize rape and battering); there 
are also wi~in's love songs to their mothers, grandmothers, sisters and 
daughters which celebrate and teach strength, resistance, self-love and, 
of course, how to screw the system. 

And I could go on and on, selling (curious word, that) you country 
rnusic by downplaying its weaknesses and bragging on its strengths. But 
rny rnusic, even the whole of my culture, isn't the point of this essay. The 
point is that I shouldn't have this feeling of trying to justify myself, to 
prove the value of my world. AII of you should already get the ties be­
tween privilege, ignorance, and stereotypes. lnstead, 1 encounter stuff 



.. · ... 
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• ._ teeent Informal survey results: every single lesbian I talkcd to 

~ datmed thet she absolutely hated all country mu sic was middle or 

.,_~ What these wimmin knew about country music could be 

~to the litany of • ... stand by Y<;>U,r man •.. redneck ••• " Surely 

you all lcnow by now that your dass trammg taught you lies about ali 

pq,1e, induding us poor white girls. 1 know that you learned we are 

ditty and stupid and bigots and sluts and so on. 1 would like to trust that 

)Ql lfflow these images are not related at all to my truths about my life. 

In fact, 1 olten feel stupid writing and saying these things, for surely ali of 

you advanced lesbian feminists and dyke Separatists understand the 

means and ends d the socialization process. But then I hold a conversa­

tion with one of you and realize that no matter what anti-dassist state­

ments your mouth might utter) 1 can't trust that your brain (?r lesbian 

sensibilities are attached to it. Don't you yet get that you don't know us 

worlcing dass wimmin in all of our many differences, from you and from 

each other, and that your lack of kno\\'.ledge is about privilege? And 

don't you yet get that every time you use a word like redneck or white 

rrash or hickor midwestem as insulting adjectíves you push yourselves 

further from us, put a barrier between us, make our dreams of lesbian 

comrn.tnities a bit more impossiblel 
l've stopped working on this and tossed it aside four or five times now. 

1 can't quite convince myself that these things are worth saying, that 

anyone, even another working class dyke, is going to listen to me defend 

the word redneck.8 Ya-ali are so sure that the word is a synonym for all 

you claim to hate most (in yourselves?) that I know damn wel I sorne of 

you won't even be able to process what l'm saying, and let me tell you, 

this conviction of yours scares me, cause the way you say stuff makes 

me believe that your plan for getting rid of lesbian•bashíng and womon­

hating and racism is to get rid of my kind of people-as if elíminatíng 

rednecks would stop, let's say, the rich white men who set Nestles' third 

world policy. Now I know you well enough to know that right now your 

little mind is going, "but that is not what I meant. n lt is, however, what 

7 Maybe that's why you have what I regard as the social impairment of not 

being able lo ralk and listen at the same time, because your class training never 

encouraged )"OU, as women, to connect your brain and mouth. 

8whkh is where my culture of resistance comes in handy, cause I just start 

singing ,.,Coat o( Many Colors" or "The Bailad oí Hee Haw" or "Take This Job 

and Shove lt• and then l'm ready for the next round. ' 

j 



Redneck 61 

O!.~y to each other. 1 
f mean what we .- d Yo" say, and where I come rom we ' ld'n my anger an my ex-

.-nna rant for about twenty more pages, bu• 
1 ~ in our gut and not 

8 ,nples until I fully believe myself ª"t you :: :~ wa~ to be taken most 
JIJSl ~r theory center. Of course, 1 !'~ h long cool philosophi­
seriously by most of my contemporanes is to avebe passing here· for a 
cal arguments for my positíon, but I don't wanna . me' ta . 1 n terms cuss1ng, -change, 1 want to be taken senous Y on r:'Y ow 1 ' 
phors, and original grammatic construct1ons and alh. But here's a 

A fuller list of these terms would be a whole not er p~per. 1 f 
few so ya get the general idea. First off, if you want to

1
give exam~ es 

0 

· h d mn cu ture not mine or cultural sex1sm or sorne suc , use your own a ' . . 
anyone else's; the last thing any wimmin need is to ha":e outsiders telh,"g 
each other about what our lives mean. And don't ever ,nterrupt w~at I m 
saying to correct my pronunciation. That's so fucking c~ndescending 
and besides, with the linguistic ties between "hillbilly d1alects" and early 
modern english, the way I say it might be historically more accurate. 
anyhow. Stop blabbi ng on and on about stuff you d~n't k~o~, ~pec1ally 
when you're around me and what you're mouthing 1s soc1ahst 1ntellec­
tual theory about the urban working class. And anytirne you think that a 
working class dyke is being rude or impolite, examine what you ..,know" 
about manners. Maybe you haven't yet considered that what you 
learned about manners making social interactions smoother or easier is a 
crock of bull. Manners are just the way you learned to identify each 
other and to brand outsiders. lf, through your social skills and politeness, 
you have the ability to make any of us feel comfortable, realize that we 
know you also have the skills and tools to make us feel uncomfortable 
and that we've seen you use them in this way even if you don't think 
you ever have. As part of this, just stop being nice or worrying about 
being nice. 1 hate nice. 1 especially hate being silenced by all those nice 
ways you have of shutting out everything you can't or don't want to 
recognize. We don't need any more nice, any more social rules. We 
need communities that are serious about understanding and meeting the 
needs of lesbians. 

1 don't think that meeting needs instead of throwing tea socials is a 
new idea. But as I sit here, wearing used clothes and typing on a used 
typewriter, 1 know that my world isn't about new; it's about available, 
usable, comfortable, and long-lasting. And that's exactly how this 
redneck girl wants her dyke families and communities--available, 
comfortable, and long-lasting. 



-...Adelaide: An Example of a 

l edNan Economy* 

Caro/e Young 

lbe idea of a lesbian economy is nota new one. Being tied into the 

htteropatriarchal economy is a major factor in keeping us from taking 

control of our lives. In Adelaide, South Australia, we have set upa non­

dollarbased lesbian economy based on the pooling and sharing of our 

resources. 
· 

1t started when I read an article about an exchange system called the 

LETS system that has been operating in Canada and Austr~lia and which 

1 thought would suit a lesbian community. LETS is a bartenng system. 

whereby you can get goods or services in exchange for an agree~ urnt of 

value. These units are called by whatever name you wanted to g,ve 

them, for example .. p<>ints" or .. lemons." So for example I could get a 

haircut from another member in exchange for X points which would 

then be credited to her account and charged against mine. She coufd get 

a massage from another member in exchange for Y points, and so on .. 

The values would be determined by the individual members by negot,a­

tion. No actual dollars are involved, but there is an accounting system. 

1 decided to take the idea to my own lesbian community and see 

whether it would work. 1 call~ a meeting to put forward the idea. On 

the moming of the meeting, however, when I was sitting down to write 

out a short description of how the system would work, 1 realized that I 

~d sorne underlying discomfort about the LETS system. Firstly, afthough 

,t was su~ly not basecJ on a dollar system, it still uses a unit of ex­

change, wh,ch means that women's skills and resources would have a n 

external value placed on them. I don't believe that anyone can judge the 

~My ~anks ~o t~ Sara Karon and Ann Pooler for their help and encouragement 

m getttng th,s art1cle typed and ready by the deadline. 
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except herself, and 1 
.-lue of •nother woman's skílls and resources . om 
didn't want those capitalist values transposed to a lesb,an econ Y· 
wt,o can say whether a haircut is worth_ ":'°re or_ less than a massage 
-it depends on the context and the ind1v1duals ,nvolved. 

1 was also concerned that havíng a unit of exchange mea~t that we 
would have to set up an accounting (or policing) system wh,ch added a 
huge amount of unnecessary work, an ele~nt of bureaucracy, ?ºd ~n at­
titude of mistrust to the system-none of wh1ch I wanted to see in this 

community. 
So I decided that I would presenta system that di~ not inco~rate ª. 

unit of exchange even though that was a risk. By ~o•n_g away with a un1t 
of exchange we then have to rely on our own est1mat1ons of our own 
worth, and we have to trust other women to do that for themselves, too. 
We are so used to the capital ist system and how ít works that we have to 
shed a lot of entrenched values and attitudes about money and worth. 

We had 12 dykes at the meeting, with another 12 having expressed in­
terest. So with that number, we gauged that there definitely was interest 
in starting this economy, and we decided to go ahead. We organized for 
another meeting, which we called a Registration Day, where dykes 
could come along, find out more about the system, and register if they 
wanted to. And at that Registration Day, in April 1990, we had 25 
registrations. Five months later, we had 35 members. 

The idea behind LESY is simple and it's very easy to set up. Basically 
it's a pooling of our resources, skills, and knowledge so that we can 
meet our needs within our lesbian communities whenever possible. lt's 
not a b~rter system, because it doesn't rely on direct exchange, i.e., on 
me hav1~g something which is of equal worth to you before we can 
swap _ski 11s. Once registered, any lesy is entitled to take as much from 
and g,v~ a~ much to the pool of resources as suits her at any give time. 
The bel1ef 1s that dykes will take responsibility to monitor their own use 
of the system. 

This is one of the issues that we had to do a lot of talking about. There 
was a fear of being "ripped off." In the end we agreed that if we didn't 
want an economy based on competition, mistrust, and greed, then we 
had to start from a position of trust and personal responsibility. To sup­
port this, we built into the guidelines, very strongly, the idea that no lesy 
was under any compulsion to say yes to a request at any time, that it's 
okay to say "no." That means that each lesy is responsible for determin­
ing for herself how much she puts into the system, and how much she · 



... tndts lllpOftsible for putting her value on her own time and ..... 
-..._.-a INp of faith and trust, but ir was agrec.'Cl in the meeting 

.. l tspossl,leww'thin a lesbian community and rhat it is a valuc rhar 

,-_,.._ build on and encourage in our community. 

11'e adnnistration o( LESY, once it is set up, is very simple. lt requires 

enty•«twodykes to takeon_the respon~ibility for get_ting the news. 

lefterGl.il tam month and for takmg new reg1strat1ons. Th,s responsibility 

11\es very little time and has been passed around amongst the LESY 

mettUrS in the Adelaide system. 
11'e monthly newsletter is the means by which we build and maintain 

lhe LESY community. lt's the way by which we can update our ínforma­

tion, lceepeach other informed of current events in the lesbian com­

nmity, keep track of how the LESY system is working and iron out any 

mues that ~, and it's a way of putting a social face on the system 

so that it becomes more personal. 

Even though LESY had only been going for five months at the time of 

this writing, it was working very well. The range of resources and skills 

available is really wide, andas dykes use the scheme and start thinking 

more laterally about what they have to offer and what they want, lots of 

really creative ideas (e.g., cooperative equipment purchase) are coming 

out of it. h is i"l)Ortant that we keep building and growing so that LESY 

becomes a strong viable opponent to the heteropatriarchal economy, 

and doesn't get diminished to being seen as a non-essential frill. 

Since talking to other dykes about the scheme, interest and enthusi­

asm has c.aught on and LESY systems are being set up in other states in 

Australia and in severa! areas in the U.S. At the 1990 Lesbian Separatist 

Conference in Wisconsin, we had a worlcshop and many discussions 

about LESY, and several issues that require further exploration and atten­

tion were raised. These were issues of accessibility, confidentiality and 

screening. 
Any lesbian community interested in setting upa similar scheme is 

welcome to use the LESY name and the guidelines, and can get more 

details by contacting me personally. (Caro/e Young, 36 First Ave., 

Nailsworth, South Austr~lia, 5083.) My vision is an international link-up 

of LESY, so let me know 1f you get a system started in your area. Go for it 

dykes! 
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LE5Y c;uklelines 
....-n111on: · si ble • Be 85 detailed about each resource you are offenng as p<>S • • 

• Updates, to add or delete something, can be sent in at any tune. 
· de · h as "ring • There is space to write down special cons, rations suc 

only on weekends," etc . 
• A registration fee of $1 o is charged to cover the monthly newsletter • 

• Upon registration you will receive a copy of all lesys' regístratíon 
forms and you will be ready to start using the system! Please 
respect the confidentiality of other lesys and keep the forms for 
your use only. 

Newsletter: 
• A mailout will come out monthly. 
• ltems in the newsletter include additions and deletions from 

registration forms; new lesys' forms; requests, e.g., "can anyone 
help me service my car'' or offers, e.g., "my apricot tree is ready for 
picking this month"; reports on exchanges that have been 
humourous or unusual or opportune in sorne way; issues that arise 
that need dialogue and debate; and anything else you want! 

• Helping with the newsletter is a contribution to the LESY system. 
Using LESY 

• There will be situations when sorne exchange of money will be 
necessary to cover expenses. Each lesy will need to be clear about 
the dollar costs involved in the resources she is offering. lt is not in 
the spirit of LESY to make a financia! profit from the exchange, nor 
should any lesy be out of pocket because of an exchange. 

• Each lesy should feel comfortable in using the system as frequently 
as she needs to-it will only work if it is used! There is no benefit 
in feeling reluctant or guilty about making requests. 

• There is no accounting system except in your own head-you are 
the one who will weigh up whether you are giving and taking fairly. 



aofftl 

, "'-' )QI Mnt 90Ml'th¡ng, ring a fes y "~10 is offoring "hal you 

_,. lftd fte80riate. Be specific about the nature o( the r(.'(1uest, 

... tiMe hdwd. dollar a¡>enses, etc. lf noone is avaifabfe or 

ale•irt what )QI nt.'ed, puta requesr in the newsfeeter. There is no 

~ thM you will need to have something of "equaf va fue" 

tooler atrf lesy you request from-she wiff get her nreds met by 

«her lesys, and so it goes around. 

• ""81 ,omeone rings )-OU, there is no obligation to say yes. Onfy 

you can determine if )W ha\ie the lime, energy, ability or inclina­

tion at lhal time IO meet a request No excuses or expf anations are 

necessary-•no• is enough. lf you do say yes, be clear about your 

lerfflS--lime limit. expense money, etc. Try to think these issues 

lhroughbeb-ehand. 

So you lhm )'OU have nolhing to offerl What about ••• 

r.-.. , 1 ahour .. . Knowledge ... Skills ••• 

childc.are rrusic lessons bicycle repairs 

atering cleaning proposal writing 

ast1ology picture framing bookkeepí ng 

sign writing haircuts sewing 

gardening cnunselling word processing 

a, maifllenanee travel advice taping vid/music 

c.anoeing shifting house electrician 

rnassage house minding tarot readings 

arpentry COfflJUfer sldlls dog sitting 

healing upholstery interpreting 

screenprinting legal advice printing 

C.oock 
jam almonds pfanwruttings 

paper f1owers handcrafts 

lirewood eggs useditems 

Rescuas 
trailer carrl)inggear work/store space 

music instruments typewriter computer 

kifn ho,se lawnmower 

darle room hof iday home canoe 

tax advice 
organization 
animal care 
cake making 

painting 
drawing 
typing 
photography 
demofition 
design 
knitting 

manure 
vegies 
fruít 

videos 
toofs 
sportequip 
library 



Friends and . Foes: Scenes from an 
lnter-Class Friendship 

Sue Homer and Desiree Bolman 

At the time we wrote these letters, our friendship was in a state_ of _ 
crisis. After being close friends for six years, we found ourse~ves f1ght1ng 
about just about everything, and eventually we stopped tal~mg to each 
other. The letters were a way for us to try and resolve our d,fferences, or 
at least to begin to talk to one another about them. They tumed out to be 
the first step of a long and ongoing process of educating each other and 
rebuilding respect for one another. 

As you will see from the letters, one of us is working class (Sue) and 
one of us is not (Dez). However, both of us have characteristics which 
contradict stereotypes of working and middle class women. At the time, 
Sue was in her second year of law school and is now a practicing 
lawyer. Dez has a ninth grade education and is now a practicing car­
penter. 

The Letters 

7/13/88 

Dear Sue, 

1 ~anted to write you sooner but my understanding of what was hap­
pen1ng between us kept shifting and it's taken awhile to sink in_ 1 was 
surprised that you thought I wasn't interested in pursuing the class issue 
with you (and for myselO. But given ali the big reactions that were flying 
around, 1 guess it was difficult for us to figure out who was caring about 
what. 1 have sought out several helpful people on the issue, as well as 
doing a lot of reading, and I feel like I can integrate sorne information 
without feeling so threatened. 
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Thls is the outline l'm working with at this point. lt seems to me tha1 

it's all about power-who establishes and is able to make assumplions 

about nonns, who is seen and who isn't (who we identify with and what 

values), and how deeply intemalized this is. Power, to me, is the most 

volatile area belween us and we each bring very loaded experiences 

ww"th it to this relationship. 1 think our most painf ul dynamic happens 

when you react to me with anger and contempt at diff erent ti mes that 

seem arbitrary to me. 1 retreat in passive and self righteous "innocence" 

thinking you are on a superiority trip. Now I see a more subtle reality 

where I was able to make assumptions about the way I interacted and 

the way people "should" behave, dismissing what I thought was your 

random unchecked hostility. While I felt judged, baited, and conde­

scended to, you felt unseen, unheard and continually dismissed. 1 also 

think our power dynamic is more complicated and included co-depend­

ence from both sides but the class picture is a very central organizing 

theme. 
Of course we don't trust each other now. 1 think that's an unrealistic 

expectation to have. One woman I spoke to suggested that we develop a 

collective set of working assumptions so that we are dealing with prin­

cipies instead of trying to extract emotionally charged agreements from 

each other on things like trust or loyalty or commitment. We need an in­

clusive context to approach and begin negotiating our differences. l've 

thought about this a lot and how important it is for me to contribute 

some behavioral approaches instead of my mass of feeling. Forme it 

would be important to include 1) that you have patience for the fact that 

we are from different backgrounds and are at different levels of under­

standing how class affects us and 2) that we can stop if it gets too pain­

ful. Also something about respecting each other's integrity. 1 know there 

is a lot of this that can't be worked out together, but for the times when 

we do interact, hopefully, we can name the power dynamics operating 

between us instead of reacting to them. Until recently I didn't under-

stand what it meant to be accountable for my part of this struggle. 

This is sorne of where l'm at. 1 hope sorne of this is helpful. 1 want us 

both to feel empowered by our relating and l'm beginning to understand 

what my part in that process is. Ruth's birthday is next week and 1 

couldn't get any nights off. Call or write and/or 1'11 work something out. 

Love, 
Des 
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1116/88 
[)elrDez, 

ll's difficult for me to begin writing a response to your letter beca~~ 1 
had such incredibly contradictory feelings and thoughts wh~n 'n'::tu~I 

lnitially, 1 was very put off by what seems to be a ~rely ~nte 
a ch to this whole issue, and I guess, to our relat1~nsh1p. 1 muSl 
=hat I felt like I had received someone's ~nuscnpt f~r a ~k tey 
were writing or their dissertation on "Class Confl1ct and lntimacy. T _at 
made me think about the times when I felt so frustrat~ ~u~ you JUSt 
didn't see things the way I did; not so much that we didn t arnve at the 
same conclusions but that the way we got there and the way we ex­
pressed ourselves was so different. (1 remember trying to ed1t sorne of 
your papers and saying to you 'What are you trying to say? Can't you 
just sa)' it?" and you coming back with even more complex language 
and imagery, trying to make it clearer by explaining it more in d~th. 
and I would get more confused the more you wrote .... ) 1 had the same 
reaction when I read your letter, including sorne (much) of the sarne hos­
tility I felt when we tried to talk about this stuff. l'm going to try and ex­
plain why it pissed me off so much but bear with me because l've also 
decided not to "edit" or "rewrite" this letter for reasons that stiould be­
come clear later on. 

First, my experience with "class struggle" has been a very real and per­
sonal one. My dass identity, my alienation, and my consciousness have 
ali come about as a result of sorne real difficult conflicts with people and 
values in my life. 1 have never read a book about "class" nor have 1 
engag~ in any intellectual discussions with anyone about this. My con­
versataons have been limited to sharing experiences and how those ex­
periences have made me feel. 1 guess you can see how difficult it will be 
for us to somehow "come together'' on this issue, since I also have no in­
terest whatsoever in any abstract theoretical discussion about class issues 
(whether that means between us or anyone else). 

Now, to be fair, 1 know that we're different and that we need to 
"process this" in our own way. l'm really trying not to make judgments, 
but as you can see it's pretty tough forme. 1 guess I feel like l've spent a 
good deal of energy trying to get various middle class folks to Mbe real" 
and to stop intellectualizing about issues in their life (particularly when 
they have something to do with me.) A central issue forme in doing this 
is that I just don't understand abstract concepts as well as Ido concrete 



'Nllllty(ecacdywhat does "a oollective set of working assumptions" or 

.._. fndusive conte>ct to begin negotiating our differences" meanl) An1 1 

11\apid or whatl (Please don't try and explain, it'II just get worse.) 

In 1he interest oí hopefully making this difference clear, 1 offer the fol­

lowinl as my contribution to our discussion about class and how it im­

pldS our telationship. 

Oass struggle is: 
When I wony about whether you're criticizing my writing or phrasing 

or grammar or syntax instead of just writing to you. 

When I lcnow that you often wony about the very same thing (perhaps 

pro;ec:ting your judgments about intellectl) when writing to others. 

When I ask •who is shel" and you say "She's a psychofogist" (or "she 

has a PH.o.• or •she went to Smith") unless she's working class and then 

you say •she's my friend" or "I met her at the gym." 

When we fight about whether private schools deserve their reputation 

for being the 'best and the brightest' or whether they even have such a 

reputation. 
When you talk about your parents and famif y as if they have sorne 

kind of plague and I treat your family as if their negative qual ities are 

just personality quirks that one must overlook when dealing with one's 

family. 
When you say 'I feel angry' and I say 'You're a stupid jerk.' 

When I say 'lf you just discipline yourself, you could get your degree,' 

and you shrug and say "For whatl" 

When you tell me that l'm the one with all the education and l'm the 

one who's gonna 'get ahead' as if it's perfectly natural that the measure 

of my success is my level of education, or my wage-earning power. 

When you're asked to write an articfe for LesCon and you ask Sim and 

Beth to edit it for you and you conspicuously refrain from asking me. 

These are sorne of the things that l've been thinking about lately. I' m 

not writing about them to 'bfame' you; just to sort of offer my perspective 

about how class has impacted our friendship in specific and significant 

ways. And also I guess to say that I take this stuff very personally (this 

means it hurts my feefings and then I get pissed off), or at least f used to 

and that I constantfy felt like these were things that we could never 

resolve. 1 just naively hoped they wouldn't come up; of course they al­

ways did (which sort of expfains why we fought so much). 
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,teese try and remember that it's just me you're writíng to and not ,orne lntellectual jerk. 1 guess that part of the problem with writing letters 
is that writing is so much more formal. 1 miss the familiarity and open­ness of our earlier díscussions. Perhaps we'II get better at this. 

Call me about Ru,h ASAP. Next week is pretty booked for me because 
of our trip and my job, so call soon. 

July 20, 1988 

Oear Sue, 

love, 
Sue 

So somewhere between feeling and expression I choke. l don't even 
know what I feel except that pain registers and I react protectively. Your 
points are well taken, even without the underlining. But somehow it 
keeps coming down to me who has to do all the changing. On the scale 
where on one side "I feel angry" and the other is "You stupid jerk" you 
don't seem to think there's any middle ground. This is a problem be­
cause you are really abusive and I think you're trying to pass it off as 
'honesty' ora kind of working class straightforwardness. (And I know 
that you don't think that you are abusive-in fact, you think I ama big 
baby.) 

One thing I know about the experience of abuse is that if you don't 
return to those experiences with sorne compassion for yourself then you 
perpetuate that abuse by re-enacting abusive situations in order to try 
and master them. Guess where I think that you and I fit into that picture? 
You seem to want my friendship but are so aware of your oppression that 
you can't and don't want to cut me any slack-even as your friend. You 
are challenging me in sorne sensitive areas that I haven't looked at (have 
been trying like crazy to overlook), like my trips about shool and my 
relationship with my relatives. l'm grateful (even though it's difficult) but 
you are relentless and you're right-1 can't hang. 1 resent you imposing 
your self-critical scale on my garbage. We both share a value of being 
self-critical but you lose sight of compassion for the person inside who is 
struggling to make it. Somehow I don't think all of this has to be so 
alienating but maybe that's naive. Maybe because everything is so raw 
and exposed after years of buildup, our differences are not tolerable. 
Maybe we need more time to be more honest about sorne things befare 
we can figure out sorne common ground to hang out and move forward 
from. Anger converts to hostility quickly for you and I feel too vulnerable 
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to <leal directly in person with that parto( this struggle. 1 want to figure 
this out without ...-tins so protectively. Maybe these letters are the com-
mon pnd. 

l've never done too well at spontaneity or responding under pressure. 
lt wasn't myexperienc:e in life. There are things I want to change but 1 
don't know how much is realistic and l'm feeling very unseated by th is. 1 
realize how unaware I was d my impact on you as a vulnerable person. 
We have hada big tendency to collude in a focus on me and a lot of 
your experienee in this relationship was invisible to me. I' m sorry about 
that. 1 hope you can write me be(ore you go to Mexico. Have fun 

swimming. Love, 
Des 

AugUst 8, 1988 

Dez, 
So here I am sitting in bed supposed to be studying (or a midterm on 

sorne jerk's theory of crime in a capitalist society, but instead l'm gonna 
write badc to you. Sorry it took so long. 1 have been thinking about what 
you said all along. So it isn't that I just lost interest or whatever-though 

being too busy is a cnnnmy excuse. . 
1 was surprised at the 'tone' of your letter. In particular, it seems l,ke 

you (elt pretty attacked by my Jast letter, oral le~st criti~ized prefo/ 
severely. l think that's really significant and also ,t describes a typ1cal 
situation íor us, so maybe it'II help to look at it more closely. . 

When I discussed the differences between us I wasn't recommend1 ng 
that you change, at all. The fact that you're so different is one of the 
reasons that l've always been interested in you and one of the reasons 1 
like you. What I think is significant about our differences is the extent to 
which we make judgments about each other. What is also significant 
though are the assumptions that underlie those judgments and the extent 
to which we ever (neverl) chaJlenge those assumptions. 

for e,cample, the "I (eel an'i,ry/You're a jerk• thing represents to me the 
different ways we deal with our emotions, a great deal of which is in­
íluenced by our dass backgrounds. The key, though, is that the wa y I do 
things is always measured against the 'standard' or 'right' way, the mid­
dle class way. So, yes, we're different, but those differences don't exist in 
a vacuum, where ali things are valued equally in the world-they exist 
in a world where your way is the ci¡ht wa~ (why does the underlining 
bother youl) and mine isn't. lt isn't right, isn't 'appropriate,' isn't 
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llke you said, sometí mes my way is just totally ir• 
lble. 
that my purpose in trying to point out sorne real ex-

class background informs who we are was to chall_enge 
mptions that underlie your basic attitudes. My att1tudes 

eNery day, Oez, in everything I think and ways I behave, 
badc I get from the world and the ways l come up short. 

tudes in many ways are consistent with "_the norm" and . 
go unchallenged. Not in the sense of nght or wrong but in 

of what assumptions those attitudes are based on and how par­
the middle class they are. In other words, there are other equal­

ways of looking at the world that you have to acknowledge 
into account in forming your attitudes and opinions. This takes 

ous effort on your part because you don't get that kind of nega-
back that is an inherent aspect of being working class (unless, of 

, you have a friend like me who tries to challenge sorne of those 
). 

sorne ways I feel like you're really threatened by this type of feed­
and that's why you resent it so much. lt's interesting that you 
cterize itas a situation of recreating abuse. lt seems that if your 

is was true then oppressed people would never really be able to 
sly challenge the attitudes and behavior of the oppressor without 

ting the abusive dynamic that we're victims of. 1 guess I don't buy 
1 don't see myself as trying to master abusive situations by recreat­

them when l challenge your altitudes or beliefs any more than I think 
~~~ are identifying with their abusers when they assert their rights vis­

vis men or challenge sexist altitudes, or that people of color are recreat-
8 abuse when they challenge racism. Even if their actions are full of 

anger and hostility, they are not 'abusive'-they are not attempts to 
merce orto inflict their will upon others. They ~ altempts to reflect 
back the kind of feedback they get every moment in their own lives by 
virtue of their mere existence from their oppressor. But they carry with 
them a very different kind of power-maybe this is too deep, but I don't 
see the power as coercive-1 see it as more disruptive, because it chal­
lenges the established order of things by looking at that order in a real 
different way. 

So, to make this concrete, 1 guess I would say that I criticize often not 
because I think you should do things differently (to coerce) but because 1 
want to illurninate that things don't have to be done the way they are (to 



disrupl). Ml)4Je JOUf perception oí my criticism is a result o( your back­

p,nd. DN. Please try and think about this-it doesn't mean your pcr­

cepion is wrong, ft iust means it isn't absolute. Evcry attitude you have 

may be dtit<rmined or at least significantly influenced by your dass back­

ground and certain altitudes seem to be profoundly influenced by it. lt's 

wry similar to •male a>nsciousness"-there are sorne attitudes that are 

proloundly influenced and even determined by our gender. Often, men 

aake these attitudes as absolutes, notas the particular point of view of 

their gender. tf they would acknowfedge this fact and acknowledge that 

our different ~ives aren't equally valued, then maybe we could 

gel somewhere. 
Unfortunately, individuals see this type of challenge as a personal at­

tack. lt doesn't have to be that way. 1 think it's important to remember 

that we're all subject to sorne pretty strong forces to retain the status quo, 

so I guess it's pretty threatening on a personal level. 1 don't know how to 

solve this ..•• because I don't really understand it. Maybe you can offer 

sorne insight on why it's seen as such a personal attack. 

By the way, 1 think if you want to write and rewrite your letters you 

should and if you want this conversation to happen on a less personal 

level, you should be able to discuss that. The only thing I ask is that you 

take a look at sorne of this stuff and make sure that it's what you want, 

not what has been programmed for you as being appropriate or 'the best 

way' or whatever. 

Epilogue 

Sue 

Love, 
Sue 

Well, Dez and I were able to begin talking again after my last letter. 

But, believe me, it was hell for a long time. 1 remember the low point­

when Dez told me (after one of our most heated battles) that she had 

serious doubts about whether 'it was worth it' for her to continue being 

my friend. What a concept. lt never occurred to me that friendship was 

something you measured in terms of its worth or its usefulness. Once 

you called someone your friend, you stuck by them (even though there 

were times when you wanted to kill them). 1 had lots o( hard times with 

my other friends, but none of them had ever evaluated the 'efficiency of 

their investment' in our friendship the way that Dez had. 
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that kind of statement could only come from someone who has the 
haJlU'Y of choosing friends according to their 'worth.' The rest of us know .,_we need each other to survive, andas a result we concentrate on 
.orking out our differences, or at least tolerating them. 1 know now that 
1oyalty is a working class value, one that middle class women don't 
necessarily share. lt seems that often middle class women stick around in 
friendships as long as you have something to offer, somethíng that adds 
to their 'worth.' (Oops, 1 started to launch into one of my diatribes about 
middle class women. Now the middle class women reading this are 
thinking, "Loyalty isn't a class issue; l'm loyal to ali of my friends ... ") 

You know, the loyalty thing was typical of most of our arguments: 
their underlying source was always a conflict of values. Consequently, 
we always ended up in a struggle over whose values were 'better' (in the 
guise of who was 'right' and who was 'wrong' about a particular issue or 
situation). Now when we argue, we get to the point much quicker. For 
example, Dez has a (working class) friend who kept bugging her to repay 
sorne money !hat she had borrowed. Finally, the friend got really mad 
and they got mto an argument about it. When Dez told me about it, she 
said "I don't see what the big deal is when she has $2000 in the bank." 1 
!aughed and said that I thought it was funny how she was always keep­
mg track of how much money everybody had and what they did with iL 
~ez got this sheepish look on her face and then we both started laugh­
mg. We spent the rest of the evening remembering all the times Dez had 
asked "Just what does she do with her money?" (instead of arguing about 
whether or not money is a class issue). 
. Looki_ng back, l think our difficulties really carne to a peak at that par­

t1cu~ar time be<;ause it was my second year of law school and I was 
havmg a pretty hard time adjusting. 1 had never been in a place where 
t~ere were so many middle and upper class folks. Needless to say, 1 was 
p,ssed off a lot of the time l was there, especially at the other dykes who 
were my classmates. Despite the fact that most of them were politically 
correct m every possible way (or so they thought), they had absolutely 
no clue about class differences. They were just as locked into all the stuff 
about competition and status as everyone else. That sounds like a vague 
judgement about their politics, but what it really means is that they all 
went to prívate col leges and had fathers who were lawyers and mothers 
who were artists (if I meet another middle class woman who thinks she's 
an artist ... ) and they treated me and other working class folks like we 



W8I!' the help. And ewt'I the ones who meant welf were condesccnding, 

abesL 
This led IO a painful rmlization forme: for the first time since f had 

~out, 1 fell more comfortable and more of an alliance with other 

peaple ~ sorne men) than with lesbians from my own community, in­

ddng sorne ol my own friends. lt's clear to me now that Dez beca me a 

&Mget kJr a lol ol the hostility that I felt toward these women. Fortunately, 

she stucl around untif I figured that out. 

As painful as it was, 1 was lucky things happened the way they did. 

Now my friendship with Dez is more like it should be: 1 trust her and 1 

know (1 think) that she'II stand by me if things get rough. As for our com­

munity, l'm not so optimistic. lt seems to me that the people on the bot­

tom are doing all the work and the folks on top are hoping that the rest 

d us will go away and stop bugging them. No such luck. 

Dtt 
1 think there is no way to avoid dass war when you deaf intimately 

with class issues. Believe me there are no "'nice" ways to "process" these 

feelings. Meaning well wasn't enough and that's where the war started. 1 

was used to getting strokes each step of the way and instead I was get­

ting aiticized. There carne a point when our dass issues overwhefmed 

the relationship and the onl y choice I had on a daily basis was whether 1 

could hang out with Sue or not Our letters made it possible for me to 

begin accepting the struggle. Plus I really missed hanging out with her. 

The fact that we were able to name our differences gave us something 

in common to build on. But it was often two steps forward and three 

steps bad. Sue would make a comment like "That's middfe class bull­

sh~ • not necessarily referríng to me or something I said, and I would un­

derstand ít and agree. Then I would go home, rehash the conversatíon in 

my head and feel totally trashed by her. Later when I spoke to her 1 

w~ld acruse her of trashíng me. She would say that she wasn't even 

talk,ng a~ me and that personalízing everythíng she saíd was middle 

dass bullsh,~ And then we would repeat the same argument over again. 

Partly, 1 _thmk that personalízing our class struggle was a way of trying 

to conu_ol ,t and ma~e ít somethíng different, something we were equally 

respons,ble for. But ,t was a double-edged sword: 1 had more control but 

I wa_s also more at fault. lt wasn't untíl I began to see our dass conflicts 

as b,gger than both oí us that sorne of the respons'b'l'ty, h 

happen· bega h't , 
1 ' 1 ,or w at was 

mg n tos ,,t ,rom me to the system I also 1· ed h 

that the system work<.,,d agaínst me and the stak . I h d ~ea iz t ~ way 
e a m challeng,ng it. 
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once l recognlzed the source of our differences, however, 1 felt self­
~ about my middle class heritage. Suddenly I felt pasty and cul­
a,elest· There were a lot of times when I didn't know what to say or 
IIOW to be with Sue any more. 1 thought that our differences meant that 
._ couldn't be close because she had contempt for t_he middle class F1rt 
rJ me. Even after all those years of hanging out I env,ed the easy fam,h­
arity Sue had with her working class friends that was different from what 
we had. We refer to this as the "WHAT ABOUT ME" syndrome: 'What 
about ~ painl What about everything ~ been through? Doesn't that 
rnean anythingl How can you say that l'm privileged when l've been so 
oppressedl" . . 

1 tried to avoid my responsibility to our class issues by zeromg m on 
my own oppression. But this tactic was counter-productive. Sue 
reminded me of how often we had heard men dismiss our contentions 
and try to refocus the discussion on their own issues. After a while, 1 real­
ized I was reframing class issues in the same way. The challenge was to 
be able to recognize my oppression in one context and take respon­
sibility for my privilege in another. Meeting the challenge is an ongoing 
process. · 

1 still feel que~s_y sometimes. The good part is that we can tease each 
other about sens1t1ve areas related to our class issues. The hard part is 
when we have eruptions of class war that we aren't able to deal with 
direct_ly at the moment. 1 guess we'II always have those. A Native 
American woman in a racism workshop I went to said: "lt makes me 
very happy to see all of these white women squirming and feeling so un­
comfort~ble here because that is how I have felt all of my life." 1 guess 
l'm gettmg used to squirming. Also I didn't lose what I was most afraid of 
losing. 1 got my friend back. 

Afterword from Jeanette: When I talked to Sue and Des as I was send­
ing this issue to the printer, they said their friendship had gotten even bet­
ter since this writing. Des said this was because they had the same 
values about friendship underneath their differences--loyalty, perser­
verance and stubbornness. Sue said that the working class perspective is 
that once you're friends with someone, you're always friends, you work 
things out. Usually the middle class woman bails out, but Des didn't. 



File and Frost: Class Conflict Styles in a 

lebian Relationship 

Betsy 

S and I have been in a mixed<lass-background lesbian relationship 

for four years. Many of our differences and confl icts can be traced back 

to the fact that she grew up working-class and Jewish on the lower east 

side of Manhattan and I grew up upper-middle-class and WASP in the 

suburbs of New Jersey. About two years ago we went through a hard 

time that taught me a lot about differing class communication styles, and 

about how to unleam some of my middle-dass I i mitations. (And about 

Jewish/WASP dynamics as well: the class differences in this story have 

sorne flavor of our ethnic backgrounds too.) 

Our hard time was a year full of power struggles and disagreements 

over everything. The hardest part of it forme was my usually warm and 

supportive lover screaming at me, going silent and not speaking ali day, 

slanming doors, blaming me for anything wrong in her life, and saying 

extreme statements like, "'Ido so much for you and you never do any­

thing for me!" 1 felt terribly hurt and miserable. 

1 had never in my 32 sheltered years had to deal with anyone loudly 

and dramatically "acting out" (in fact, almost no one had ever shouted at 

me before), and in the face of what seemed like a very extreme situation, 

1 acted as I would in a building on fire: 1 put aside my own feelings and 

tried to stay calm and do what I thought were sensible things that would 

help everyone survive. 

friends and counselors kept reminding me that "it take~ two to tango," 

that every dyna~ic is created_ by both people in it. They kept saying that 

there must be thmgs I was doing to keep us stuck in thís awful space, 

an~ so ~ere must be things I could do to change the dynamic. 1 took 

the,r adv,ce to mean that I should be more understanding and tolerant. 

1 thought they were telling me to empathize more, to try not to get 
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__...,, lnto rny own feelings, to look for the piece of truth in whatever 
_. sald, and to look for creative solutions that would meet both our 
_.. 1 trled this approach for months. lt dídn't work. The more under­;;íins and tolerant I acted, the more dramatícally emotional she 

,cted. And gradually I felt more ~nd mor~ resentful an~ disgusted. On the outside I was calmly suggestmg creat1ve comprom1ses to each con­
flict; on the inside I was resentfully thinking, "rm not makíng her be 
crazy; she's just beíng crazy on her own." 

finally we had a con~ersation with a w?rkíng-class ~riend 
1

train~ as a 
feminist therapist. She listened to us describe our confhcts, S s actmg 
out, her efforts to control herself, and my efforts to deal with her. She 
said to me, "lt sounds líke you're managíng her and the relationship." 
"What do you mean?" 1 asked. She said I was pushing away my own per­
sonal reactions and stepping outside, like it was my role to be in charge 
and come up with solutions for both of us. She said I was treating S like 
she was only an out-of-control problem, and not like she had any inner 
resources to give. She asked S if she felt like I was "managing" her. 
"Ves." "Would you like B to stop managing?" "Yes." "Would you rather 
hear her real reactions and feelings than her efforts to put those aside 
and manage things?" "Yes!" 

1 was stunned. 1' d had no idea. 1 grew up in an ethnic and class cul­
ture that highly valued suppressing emotions and sounding "rational." 
~y dad worked as a manager, and I was educated to hold managerial 
Jobs. My parents had a very unhappy marriage, and I never once heard 
them argue or raise their voices at each other. S and I were stuck in a 
profoundly classist dynamic, each acting out the communication pat­
terns of our culture of origin. My efforts to resolve our conflicts were in 
fact oppressing her. 

1 don't blame myself for how I acted. 1 was doing the best I could with 
the skills and information I had at the time. 1 wasn't conscious of any im­
pulses to control or to feel superior. But unconsciously, they were there. 

For S, just at the moments when she started to feel upset, her lover 
would start acting like every cool distant upper-class gentile who had 
run every institution she'd seen in her life, so of course she reacted by 
feeling enraged, and rejected, and self-hating. 1 was playing a part in 
creating her acting out, but in a different, opposite way that I hadn't un­
derstood before. 



~ we got ~his insigh~ we expcrimcnted with ways to shift our 

dynamtcs. We tried to have eithcr both o( us or neithcr of us /ook (or 

solutions, not just me. 1 tried being more real, more direct, more cxprcs­

si\le of my reactions in the moment. 1 leamed to talk in ways I had nevcr 

talked in my nice WASP life, /ike yelling at her: .,Shut up, SI You're bcing 

an asshole!" (She reports that this makes her feel loved.) 1 even slammcd 

a few doors myself. Or I would cry and say, .. , don't like this and I don't 

know how to get it to change." 

lt more or less worked. She was more able to call upon her strong in­

terpersonal skills once she'd heard how much I was hurting. (To my total 

surprise, she didn't know how unhappy I was when I didn't express it 

loudly.) Sometimes the tension was broken just because she burst into 

laughter at the sight of her stiff middle-class girlfriend yelling rude things. 

And it has felt liberating to me to have new modes of communication 

available to me. The awful time passed. 

Of course our dynamics didn't change completely. We often still split 

the roles of emotional and .,rational" between us the same way. And 1 

still hear that •manager' voice come out of my mouth sometimes. ~ut 

something essential has shifted, and i( we had another really hard time, 1 

think we would both deal with ít much better. The patriarchal class 

power structure has less of a grip within our relationship. We are one 

step away from being "Bom to Manage" and "Born to Hustle" (as she 

nídcnames us) tryíng to relate (rom their different worlds, and one step 

doser to beíng two free women loving each other. 

1 see our different styles of communication and conflict each having 

sorne strengths and sorne weaknesses. One strength of her style is that 

other people always know that she's upset (whereas my feelings are 

often invisible to others even when I want them known). Another 

stren_g~ is that in c~in situations (like trying to return something toan 

unw,llmg store), bemg louder and more disruptive makes her more I i kely 

to get what she wants. We usually have her call the telephone repair 

Speophe • le,
1
or ~lse

00
s
1 
he coaches me on how to sound assertive and outraged. 

1s a so ,a ous at · · · • 
h.dden fl ' . g,vmg vo,ce m a clear, constructive way to the 

1 con 1cts gomg on · 
more often able to t h m ª group. A strength of my style is that I am 

likely to get it (wh:::s ~ at 
1 
~: ~nto words, which makes me more 

afso a strength that I am 0~;:a bl "7 are often buried by emotion). lt is 

what I hear even when I am ª e to 1sten, empathize, and feed back 

upset myselí, which sometimes helps 
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,e,,olve conflicts more easily. On the whole, l'd say we are about even in 
51,engths and weaknesses. 

Out the wider world-and even the lesbian world-validates my style 
and invalidates hers. Here is an example. We were shopping for lesbian 
therapists, and in one initial session we mentioned our different com­
munication styles. The therapist commented that it sounded like my men­
tal health was better than S'sl We rejected that therapist. 

1 envision a lesbian community where diverse styles of conílict are 
seen as gifts we can give each other and learn from each other. 1 thank s 
and our relationship for giving me a chance to grow outside the boun­
daries of middle-class WASP culture. 
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Mixed-Class Confusion 

zana 

i've wanted to write about my class background for years, but have al­

ways been stopped by the fear that i'II just sound defensive: "i may seem 

middte class, but there are other reasons ido such-and-such." 

and, in fact, there are other reasons. and, in fact, there are reasons that 

boil clown to privilege anyway, even if they didn't start out that way. for 

instance, sorne of the values i get from being half jewish hefp me get 

along in the middle class even though my jewish father grew up in the 

ghetto, poor. 
dass is hard to talk about partly because it is complex. many people's 

backgrounds are mixed-their parents were from different dasses, and 

they (or their parents) have moved up or down on the class ladder. th is 

fragmentedness describes my background, but only partially: there were 

other factors that added to the confusion. for years i've tried to make 

order out of something that doesn't want to be orderly. instead, now it 

occurs to me that there can be value in just talking out the details. 

i guess my first big jolt of dass confusion carne in sixth grade. my 

father confided in me that we had $33,000 in the bank. i'm not sure why 

he chose to honor (and burden) my young ears with this information. it 

does go along with the way in which i was raised: included in much of 

the adult business. also, my father likes to show off his financial acumen. 

he takes_Pride in the hard work, hard saving, and intelligence that al­

lowed h,m to escape poverty. 

wheth~ he specifically said so or not, i got the idea that i shouldn't 

tell my fnends about the money certainlv th Id h 
sed r ed · ,, ey never wou ave 

~ues . we ,v ~rugally, to say the least. i used to feel that in our 

ouse, the depress,on had never ended . f . 
at the age of 11 in someone else's h · 1 f: saw a ~•ece o( moldy food 

more than a crime-;1 was unth. ka~~se• waste in our house was 

ber bands, gift wrap, you name :~ to 
1
:: ~e s~vhed string, bags, rags, rub-

1s ay , ave rarely bought any of 
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,_,,,. lhlnp whlch are gotten for free. back then í felt líke a freak when i 
- that other kids didn't save those thíngs. still today í feel that way 
_.,. one of my dyke land-sisters opens my sewíng basket and exclaims, 
-waN, look at all th~ safety pinst" yeah, and a lot of them are over 30 
years old: the little brass ones that carne on dol,I clothes i shoplifted. i've 
had the basket that long, too. you don't buy new things when the old 
suffice. 

thirty years ago, $33,000 was an even more impressive sum than 
today. my 12-year-old mind was torn between what it meant to "have" 
such an astronomical amount, and the fact that in daily life, we didn't. 
yes, it was good to know it existed. once we went to peer at $30,000 
houses (weo~ned a $10,000 house) and i shared myfather'spridethat 
he could have bought one outright. i knew from adult talk that most 

people didn't pay cash for big things. they bought them on credit, and 
that's how the rich got rich and the poor got poorer. we bought cars and 
houses outright and paid no interest. how my father managed to save so 
much, to get that far ahead while supporting a wife and four kids, is a 

mystery only he knows, cause when i was born he was scooping ice 
cream for a living. (that is, i know nothing of investments, wheeling and 
dealing, illegalities, veteran's benefits, etc. the part i know all too well is 
the scrimping and saving. and i know my father rarely had Mfree time"­
worked probably 12-14 hours a day as a fuller brush man. 

the second great confusion for me, when i became aware of class 
divisions, was about "culture." my family took great interest in the arts. 
at nine, i had two favorite record~ne from a walt disney cartoon 
movie, and one by tchaikowsky. there are opera arias i still hum aut<r 
matically because daddy sang them all the years i was growing up. in 
the bathroom there would be a book with two markers in it-both 
parents were reading it and discussing it. i did not, like my friends, go ga­
ga over elvis. one of my biggest thrills ever was getting to hear lily pon~ 
live in concert-a special concert with all seats a dollar, so we got to s1t 
on the main floor instead of the second balcony. 

i was greatly encouraged in artistic pursui~. mom bou_gh~ me a small 
set of oil paints; my aunt raved over my ~ra~mg~ and said I got m_y . 
talent from grandpa siegel, a russian-jew~sh 1mm1?rant who, workmg in a 
factory, still found time and energy to pamt, copymg scenes from 

postcardsed. . . hborhood that was working class/lower middle, 
we liv in a ne1g 1 , 

h t 
of my friends carne from. they most y weren t 

and that's w ere mos 



ihls~ in bool-s, plays, classical music. i leamed not to talle about 

dleSe things or i would be thought of as weird. it may be 1ha1 rhese kids 

wee rejecting their parents' values more than i was. it may be that ¡( ; 

had dared 1alk about things as they really were in my home, ¡ woufd 

haYe eYentually found i wasn't the only one. but i didn't. and so ¡ did 

feel lilce lhe only one. and i related that both to being jewish in an anglo 

environment and to class. somehow i felt o( a different class than my 

neighborhood friends. yet when i made friends outside the neighbor­

hood-middle class friends-there was so much in their homes, their as­

sun,Jtions, and their nicey-nice conformity that made me uncomfortable. 

when i moved to lesbian land 1 O years ago, dass soon became a big­

ger issue than ever before in my life. i suppose because we ali wanted 

utopia and were so angry when we couldn't make that happen. in those 

years, in that place, there was only one angry womon of color and one 

angry disabled womon (me). but there were groups of angry mothers, 

jewish wimin, and working da~poor wimin. those were hard, bewifder­

ing times. having grown up watching supposedly "middle class" people 

on tv--people who lived with much more affluence than my family­

and not identifying with them much at ali, i was alarmed to suddenly be 

c.alled middle dass. alarmed, offended, defensive. didn't middle class 

mean conforming, and buying into the status quo? besides having 

worked for years at low wages, i had never felt at home in mainstream 

american culture. 
it was painful to be told that wimin didn't trúst me because i spoke in 

a precise way, with school-perfect grammar. or because i' d had the 

privilege of artistic encouragement and thus felt comfortable identifying 

asan artist and writer. i'm sure many people had felt those ways about · 

me in the past, but only in the relative honesty of lesbian community 

was anyone saying them out loud. with ali the pain i felt, i still was 

relieved to have the truth come out better than pfaying guessing games! 

maybe i could say "i can't help ir about those kinds of privilege, but 

then there was money. it was mind-blowing to suddenfy be perceived as 

"high income" because of getting a regular (disability) check-but there 

you have it. among dykes on fand, a monthly check of nearly any 

a~~~t beats trying to live off of odd jobs, craft sales, savings, etc. my 

d,sab,l,ty settle~nt ~f $500?, p_lus another $5000 i was able to get from 

my (ather by askmg h,m to g,ve ,t to me now instead of in his will was 

money i immediately put into our purchase of the land we lived 0
1

n. 
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i ,,_ pald one el the highest monthly portions of !he land payment. ~et 
lllt tome el my poor/working class land-sisters, _th,s ~as not enoug~. , 
_., pressured to do more money-sharing, at th,s pomt class and d,s­
,tid'ity mues began to collide for me. my monthly check bought me 
goods and services i needed as a disabled w?"'?~s ~ell as sorne 
comforts that helped compensate for my lim1tat1ons. ,f , gave up more of 
lhat money, would the group insure that my needs :"ere met? . . 

it has taken me years to get any kind of perspect1ve on that s1tuat1on­
one that ended hurtfully for all concerned. i'm living on a different les­
bian land now. for many reasons, which i hope include my own growth, 
class has rarely been an issue forme here. having a clase friend from a 
peor background enables me to learn more about class in an environ­
ment that doesn't feel hostile. 

i assess who i am now, in my mid-40s. less denying of the label "mid­
dle class.H (i define myself as lower middle class.) less defensive about it. 
if someone is put off by how i use the english language, so be it. i've 
~n tur~ed off by others' mannerisms, and sometimes that's just how it 
1s. 1 don t any more seek to deny that it's a class privilege. my working 
class mother was the one who did the hard work of leaming how "edu­
cated" ~ple spoke and passing it on to us kids. slowly i've come to un­
derstand JUSt how much that particular gift benefits me, for survival in a 
hierarchical society ... in subtle ways, like how i'm treated by store 
clerks, as well as the more obvious advantages like having been able to 
br~ze t~~ough english classes without even studying. 

d1sab1hty and class is still a tough one. one of the hardest realizations 
forme has been that ma~y wimin from poor or working class back­
grou~ds push beyond .Pª'" and fatigue in ways i don't. ¡ grew up getting 
med1cal care for physacal problems. (that's one thing the savings were 
for.) wimin from lower class backgrounds often appear (to me) to be 
more able-bodied than i am, and then i may want help from them that 
taxes their own bodies. they may not think to refuse, being unused to 
making a big deal of their own body limitations. in severa! situations, 
wimin have ended up annoyed or angry at me when they realized they 
were sacrificing their well-being for mine. only through time, trust, c~m­
munication and friendship does it seem possible to stop these dynam,~s. 
i hope we come away from such interactions with a ~tter understand_mg 
of ourselves and each other. these are the tools that w1II help us act daf-
ferently in the future. , 
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money-sharing ••• is something i want to do with wimin i care about. 

i don't want to end up rosenlful, though. to avoid that, i've found it 

necessary to go slowly and carefully into this dangerous tcrritory. what's 

my molive, my intentl do i expect somcthing backl if so, i nccd to lct the 

Olher womon lcnow about that expcctationl 

i"ve shared money most often by paying a larger amount of land pay­

ment or rent than wimin with less income. i've shared by giving money 

in emergencies and by paying for necessities ora fun evening out when 

friends didn't havc much money coming in. i recognize the point at 

which i still hold power and control: i choose which wimin i will be 

generous with and in what situations; i decide how much of my inc~me 

i can spare. even when i've had an ongoing monthly commitment w1th 

someone, that can end at my discretion. i'm on the other end of this 

often enough-sometimes around money but usually around disability­

so i know it injects something unpleasant into friendships. there's the 

constant lmowledge that if you displease the other womon, her aid may 

end. 
another aspect of class privilege is those resources we have hidden 

access to. i have had to come to terms with the fact that even though i 

don't want to take money from my father (let alone ask for it), ido have 

that option. he's not rich, but he could help out in crisis. i also expect !'11 
inherit some money from my family-maybe nota lot, but sorne. and 1 

know wimin who have no family alive, or whose families have no 

money or assets to leave them. 

as i learn to take more responsibility for my privilege, i want others to 

do so as well. ií i pay the míddle of a slíding scale admission, it makes 

me mad to find someone with hidden resources paying the bottom be­

cause she's "brokeN this wc.>ek. to me, "broke" means you have no 

money anywhc...,.e--no trust funds, CDs, savings-nada. i don't want to 

hear friends saying they "can't afford" things when what they realfy 

mean is they don't choose to spend their money that way. 

it seems to me that the fírst step in combatting classism is being honest 

a~t ~ facts oí our livc.~. it's hard to talk about money. hard to admit 

to pnv,lege. hard to open oneself to criticism. this article has been hard 

to writc. it's the produ<.1 oí years oí thought. it comes out oí being 

pushed up against the wall about class issues-and also from having 

poor and working class sisters be gentle and loving and paticnt with my 

process. i know i'm still ncar the tx.aginning oí this journey-the learning 

of how to _share ~,rivilege, the understanding o( how class has shapcd me 

and what 1t contmuc.-s to mean in how i livc my lifo. 
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The Sexual Politics of House-Hold 
Help: My Life as a "Cleaning Girl" 

R.A.E. 

Even the most casual observer notes the racial and ethnic transfonna­
tion of white middle income and luxury New York City dwellings during 
weekday working hours. Women of color arrive to clean up after conser­
vative and liberal heterosexual couples alike, to take care of their new 
white children, and to assist the elderly privileged who, less mobile than 
their neighbors, remain inside ready to be escorted out. There is, how­
ever, a growing number of less visible wornen whose job it is to pickup 
anq look after others. 1 fall into this category of women. Few discuss this 
group of women because to do so entails a candid discussion of sexual 
politics. 1 do not intend to provide an objective analysis of who I am, 
those I work for or what I do. 1 am a young lesbian, a radical feminist; 1 
dean up after men, most of whom are gay, and I think that cleaning for 
others is an odious occupation. 1 write best when I am angry. Today I am 
angry. 

In this essay I want to discuss the socioeconomic discrepancies of the 
gay and lesbian "community" (sic) which manifest, in part. most clearly 
in lesbians cleaning gay men's houses. 1 want to briefly expose what it is 
that I am subjected to as a "maid" and have you consider that those who 
h i re women to clean up after them want more than a clean home; they 
want to feel powerful. Having a cleaner is a psychological bourgeois 
high for the nouveau middle class intent on announcing to the world, .,, 
have arrived." In conclusion, 1 want to expose the absurdity of thinking 
that paying one group (almost always women) to clean up after another 
group (almost always men and their wives) provides for equality. We 
should, instead, live in a society where people clean up after themselves 
and none finds herself in the subordinate position of having to take jobs 
that entail cleaning others' toilets. 
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1 consider myself living proof that the most downwardly rnobile per­

son in u.s.. sodety is a woman who refuses to, in any way, be intimate 

with rnen-both within her family and outside of it. 1 was born the 

daughterof an upper-middle class man. 1 refer to myselí as privileged, 

despite my complete independence from my fami ly. 1 leít home at 16 

and refuse to have any contact with them even now. 1 realize that for 

many women the possibilities of obtaining work outside of cleaning are 

unlilcefy. For this reason alone I see myself as exceptionally privileged. 1 

am oedentialized, 1 have a BA and an MA-from "good" schools. 1 was 

foolish enough to think that if I worked hard enough I could maintain my 

financial independence in a way that is notas humiliating as having to 

clean up after men. 
1 ama student living off a $6,000 annual stipend from the govern­

ment. That is what graduate students receive for providing teaching and 

research assistance to mostly male faculty. lt is a form of financia! assis­

tance from the state and if one makes too much money one no longer 

qualifies for it. lt may not be much but such stipends come with tuition 

remission, without which graduate school would be an impossibility for 

me. Receiving m<;>ney from the state is a catch 22, you must be poor to 

receive assistance and stay poor. The rigid qualifications prevent many 

from getting work above-the-table and at the same time make off-the­

book work a necessity for survival. 

My life as a "cleaner" began when I needed money desperately and 

combed the pages of a women's paper. 1 saw a classified ad which read: 

-Gay Owned and Operated: Be out, flexible hours and good pay." Not 

having enough money to invest in my own answering machi ne and then 

compete with the numerous other women who plaster the "community" 

with their colorful cleaning service advertisements, 1 decided to obtain 

my *clientsH through this gay owned and operated company. The com­

pany's name is Castle Care--this is no joke. You know, every man's 

house (or apartment) is his castle, and so it was. The two gay male 

proprietors would place ads for "cleaners" in the women's paper(s) and 

would place ads for the cleaning service in the men's papers. Say no 

mor~ about the economics of our (sic) "community." Men can pay for 

lesb1an "cleaners," lesbians can't often afford to meet their living expen­

ses, so we clean up after men, a patriarchal quid pro quo of sorts. 1 could 

stop here, but there is more and I write best when I am angry. 
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Gay rnen have apartments like other men have apartments. Lesbians 
ffequently team up with housemates and live modestly. Our gay brothers 
do not live modestly, they do not have to. Many earn twíce as much as 
women. lhey are, do not forget, men. When there are two of them earn­
ing twice as much as women (and not supporting children) that means 
considerable "disposable" income with which to purchase numerous ser­
vices, like, for example, house and office cleaníng. 

The "client'' paid $10.00 per hour for the services I provided. 1 was 
earning $6.00 an hour, the gay male entrepreneurs took a 40% cut. 
There was a minimum four hour charge. Many of these men wanted all 
they could get for their money. Although their apartment may have only 
taken three hours to clean, they intended to get four hours worth of hard 
labor. 1 later learned to pace myself accordingly but, until then, ít was 
hell. The men would come up with additional grotesque tasks to get 
their money's worth. For example, 1 had to clean bacteria ridden and 
roach infested refrigerators and scrub mildew from their bathroom tiles 
for up to an hour. One man used to have me follow him around his 
apartment with a bottle of Fantastic in one hand and paper towels in the 
other. He would point to the places on his latex painted wall where he 
saw a dirty spot and I would spray and wipe. 1 would think that in the 
time it took for his little ritual, he could have done it himself. 

While I will not write that the apartments and the men who owned 
them were al~ alike, 1 will tell you that they were strikingly similar. Their 
apartments d1d not have wooden crates with records lots of books on 
window sills, posters tacked to walls, cats and old so'ías. No, our 
bro~h~!s, many of who refer to us and our feminist politics as .,bour­
geo1s, had the _latest CD stereo components complete with remote 
control, entertamment centers, few books but lots of subscriptions to 
architectural magazines and other large artsy coffee table tabloids, no 
posters taped or tacked to walls but framed lithographs and lots of olr 
jects d'art, no cats but many jungle-like plants, leather couches and 
VCRs for their voluminous pornography collections. Yes, there was not 
one man's apartment, and l've cleaned over 50, that did not have sorne 
pornography. Oh, and mirrors. Often there was at least one wall in the 
apartment with mirrors from parquet floor to ceiling or slightly lower. 

Many of the men were superficially friendly with me, their lesbian 
sister. Two men I cleaned for on a biweekly basis assumed that I had 
great interest in their latest renovations. Every other week l gota t~ur of 
t · artment. 1 used to, in my anger, repress my laughter at their 



garish taste. Their livingroom had bright pink walls, yellow window sills 

and a flreplace painted baby blue over which an intentionalfy off center 

painting hung. Like many men's, their apartment was adorned with 

Chippendale's paraphemalia, greeting cards, calendars and ..• numer­

ous pictures of themselves. Their bathroom was fully mirrored which 

made it particularly difficult to clean. The practicality of this renovation 

was something that these men did not have to concem themselves with. 

Cleaning is something that most men pretend to not know how to do. 

They don't have to, they can hire poor women. 

The men who I cleaned for not only assumed that I had an interest in 

their latest decorating endeavors, they assumed that I hadan interest in 

their recent purchases, travels and business deafs. They would "chat" 

with me and I woufd pretend to listen. 1 needed the money. Repulsed by 

their conspiruous consumption, 1 just wanted to clean their slovenly 

apartments and quickly be gone. 
They never asked me, really asked me, about myself. They believed 

that all I did was clean and that I did not mind cleaning. What is more, 

they assumed that I cared about them. 1 did not, 1 did not care for them 

at all. 
1 later ran my own service when I could afford my own answering 

machine and plastered alf of the "community'' bulletin boards with my 

own posters. As a result, 1 had fewer clients but the money I earned was 

myown. . 

1 was foolish enough to think that as a lesbian I woufd not be sub­

jected to cleaning up after men. Heterosexual women did that, 1 thought. 

But with the feminization of poverty comes an increase of men's wages 

relative to women's. Heterosexual women are now saying to their sexual 

partners that they simply do not have time to work and do all the clean­

ing which, 1 suspect, could easily be taken care of if he merely con­

sidered doing his own share. To meet the increasing demands placed on 

them, more and more heterosexual wornen then hire women of color 

and lesbians. Most of those I cleaned for, however, were men, gay men. 

Gay men, unlike straight men, don't have lovers and wives to pick up 

~fter the~ and ~ke an interest in their chatter, so they hire women. They 

l1ke to h1~e fesb1ans, _you know, keep the gratuities in the "community." 1 

never senously cons1dered that the financiaf imperatives of my life 

would ~ecessitate doing what I thought heterosexual women had to do. 

Not unt1I recently was I aware that there are plenty of lesb' l'k 
· k" ft d h 1ans, , e me, 

pie mg upa er menan t eir significant others. 
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1h11 ell8y Is about my experience as a cleaner. Lívíng ín New York 
aty, n'WJSt of my -clients" are gay men rather than heterosexual couples. 
1 want to remark that cleaning is not all I províde for the "'clíenL" Thís 
fact became increasingly evídent as I continued "'cleaning." 

There Is a man I clean for once a month. 1 think that is all he probably 
can afford. When I first arríved he told me how he wanted his oriental 
rugs shampooed and hís wooden kítchen cabinets waxed. 1 saíd "yes* 
and when he left I simply vacuumed the rugs clean and took Lemon 
Pledge to his kitchen cabinets. He thinks that Ido exactly as I am told. 
Like lots of women, my strategy is not to deny him and other men theír il­
lusions. He thinks that his apartment is clean and it is. One day, before 
he was about to leave his apartment, he called a friend. 1 overheard him 
say, "1'11 be right over, 1 could not make it earlier because I had to let the 
maid in." 1 suppressed a laugh, not only because I hada set of my own 
keys to his place but because I considered his attempt to sound more 
privileged than he is pathetic. He just had to tell his friend that he hada 
maid. To tell his friend the truth, that he hada poor lesbian graduate stir 

dent come in to clean his tiny apartment once a month for a mere forty 
bucks, was out of the question. To tell the truth would not have served to 
impress his friend. Like many he was buying more than a clean apart­
ment and the illusion of shampooed orientals and waxed kitchen cabi­
nets, he was attempting to transcend his otherwise modest nouveau 
middle class origins. One way to do this is to purchase the labor of poor 
women and then call them maids. · 

Men frequently refer to me as "their rnaid." 1 heard the two hetero­
sexual women, whose husbands' apartments I have cleaned, refer to me 
as "their cleaning girl." 1 have fought hard for so long against sexism and 
pornography in particular. Here I am in New York, trying desperately to 
afford the luxury of being a student, moving stacks of pomo magazines 
and video cassettes from one dusty comer to another so that I can clean 
them off and put them neatly back. 1 need the meager forty dollars, . 
under-the-table money which, for them, is pocket change and forme 15 a 
week's worth of groceries. This is why I am mad. 



Practical Hints to Middle-Class Dykes 

on Fighting Classism 

Tara Ayres 

At conferences and festivals l've attended, and in my home com­

munity over the past few years, dykes have been talking more about das­

sism-there have been more workshops and more informal discussions. 

AII of the workshops l've attended on class were organized by poverty-

or working-class women. Most of the discussions were initiated by lower 

class women. In my recent experience, the response of most middle- and 

upper-class dykes to discussions of class has been silence. As a middfe­

dass dyke, f want to ask other privileged womyn, what are we waiting 

for? 
Are privileged womyn once again waiting for someone else to take us 

by the hand and teach us how not to be oppressive? As a white dyke 

who has been doing anti-radst work for many years, l'm convinced that 

fighting racism is not the responsibility of womyn of color. And f'm cer­

tainly not alone among white Lesbians in holding this conviction 1• Yet 

ve,y few of my middle-class friends are talking or writing about classism. 

What are we so afraid of? That (gasp!) someone will discover we're mid­

dle class? That we'II display classist attitudes? f would suggest that virtual­

ly none of the privileged dykes f know are successfully hiding their class 

backgrounds, while we certainly manage to display classism without 

~er ~pedfically discussing dass. We're not avoiding the impact of clas­

s,sm ,n our community by refusinglfailing to discuss class. 

l'm not interested in building a com.munity that isn't home foral/ 

the dykes l care about. l'm beginning to see how difficult it must be for 

C

1 
•
1 
don

1 
't mhean _to suggest that ali white Lesbians have taken racism seriously. 

ear y, t ere ,s much more that needs t b d . k' . 

sistent parto( Lesbian cult d 
O e .. one '" ma mg ant1-racism a con-

ures an communit,es. 
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.«,rldng class Lesbians to participate in an event or a space that negates 
cfleir ex~rience. lt's not okay with me for dykes I care about to feel un­
comfortable in places that feel like home to me. 1 suspect that thís is 
where a commitment to fighting classism has to start for míddle-class 
dykes, or at least for me-not with an abstract sense of justíce, but with a 
gut-level passion. My politícal passíons grow from my personal passions, 
from my interconnectedness with other dykes. 1 don't trust "altruístic" 
responses to classism. 1 see too many middle- and upper-class dykes ap­
proaching classism (if they do at all) as íf it were an obligatory social task 
(noblesse oblige), part of their quota of do-gooding. The lesbian com­
munity of my dreams is around me already, in the dykes that I engage 
with, and I know that, if the poverty- and working-class dykes are still 
going to be here with me in 30 years, l'm going to have to get serious 
about fighting classism. 

1 perceive two majar areas as I think about confronting classism. The 
first is about how my class privi lege affects my personal interactions with 
other dykes. The second involves developing tangible strategies for shar­
ing privilege and resources. While it's clear to me that questioning my as­
sumptions and my behavior is essential, l'm not satisfied with stopping 
there, since awareness without action is meaningless to me. l'm inter­
est~ in fostering concrete changes, both within the Lesbian community 
and m the larger culture. What can middle- and upper-class dykes do? 
1. Rethink Consumerism 

We cannot destroy patriarchy while buying in, literally, to the boys' 
co~~~mer culture, in which our self-worth depends on never-ending ac­
qu1s1t1on. Lee Evans covered this topic in her excellent article, "The 
Spr~ad of Consumerism: Good Buy Community" (Sinister Wisdom #37, 
Spnng ~ 989), but I don't see many dykes paying enough attention to her 
suggest1ons. When we're good unthinking little consumers, we're 
destroying real possibility of building a community (not to mention 
destroying the planet). Sure, l'd be glad to share my resources, justas 
soon as l've bought that CD player/car stereo/new car/consumer product 
that I need to find fulfillment. Not that there's anything intrinsically 
wrong with having music in your living room or reliable transportati~n; 
rather, it's being entrapped in the endless cycle of artificial consumpt1on 
that's dangerous. 

2. Share Resources 
Classism means that sorne dykes are systematicallr de~ied acc~s to 

resources, while others systematically have a~cess. F1ghting classism has 
to involve sharing the wealth. And we are gomg to have to become 

-t 



tlttdl_.a.lMaboutdoing that. We need to think about where we 

... _.~ m all ~ arenas of ~r lives. We need to get ovcr the 

«rf• .. ~~t shanng ~~ 1s •charity" or caretaking the "less 

~ t'm talking about building a community that's a place where 

we al wart to live, not another welfare state/caste system. 

Privi~ dyl-es afso need to get over our fear that sharing resources 

Itas no boundaries, or that it will put us in danger of not being able to 

SUM\le, Self-sacrifice certainly isn't one of my goals. So we need to think 

about lotso( different ways of sharing resources. Sometimes that may be 

Ya}' direct, as in sharing goods or money. But our creativity shouldn't 

stop there. For example, there is inadequate wheelchair accessible space 

in my community for meetings and parties. lf I can afford to ramp my 

house, then l've shared resources in a way that isn't self-sacrificing, but 

that does build my community. Similarly, sharing the vegetable garden in 

my baclc yard with dykes who don't have access to garden space lets us 

have more fun, builds connections and community, and also shares that 

resource. 
Sorne ways of sharing resources d?n't come up because we're afraid 

to talk about money in our community. When my lover and I bought a 

house, another dyke gave me a low-interest loan that made the purchase 

possible. l paid her the same amount of interest that she would have 

made on a savings account, which was about ten percent less than a 

bank would have charged me at the time. No loss on her part, but it 

made an enormous difference to me. 

And when we bought the house, it was bigger than we actuafly 

needed, because we wanted there to be room for other dykes who 

needed a place to stay for awhile. Privacy and space are two of the most 

precious things that privilege buys, and that class-privileged dykes may 

take for granted, and be reluctant to share. 

Sliding-scale or "more-if-you-can-less-if-you-can't" can work for more 

than ticket prices, from household living expenses to dues for local or­

ganizations. 
We also need to start thinking actively about sharing non-concrete 

resources. Dykes who know about job opportunities, or how to get so­

cial ~rity benefits, or when a business is givinw'throwing away 

matenal can share that information in the communíty. 1 think middfe­

class d~kes often take the abundance around them for granted, and don't 

even thmk about letting other dykes in on the information they have. 
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tm ftOt attempting to create a comprehensíve list of ways to share . 
~· here, but to encourage stretchíng of our responses. 1 would l1ke 
., hear other dykes share all the creative ways they envision sharing 
,.ources. 
3. Make a Commitment to Accessibility · · 

Many of us are beginning to think more seriously about disabílity ac­
cess issues, and sorne of those ways of looking at the world are helpful 
in thinking about class-related accessibility. At this point, 1 wouldn't 
schedule a meeting in a venue that is not wheelchair accessible, but am 
1 as careful about financia! access? Is the meeting site or gathering on a 
bus line, or do I ensure that every dyke has a way to get there? Do 1 
schedule dinner meetings in expensive restaurants (and how do I define 
"expensive")? Do I schedule meetings or gatherings in conjunction with 
events that require an entrance fee? 

When organizing events that must charge admissions, is there a realis­
tic sliding scale? Is there assistance available for transportation or other 
related expenses? Do I ensure that poor and working class dykes are able 
to attend? 

Do middle-class dykes talk to each other about sliding scale, and why 
it exists? Sliding scale only works if those with resources pay more than 
the bo~~m of the scale. In years of producing lesbian concerts, 1 often 
saw pnvileged dykes pay the bottom of the sliding scale, or sometimes 
even ask to pay less, because they had forgotten to cash a check, or 
were_ strapped be~ause they had just bought a new car, or had bought ex­
pens1ve t1ckets to a non-feminist event. (Bonnie Raitt and The Roches 
don't do sliding scale.) We don't create Lesbian community by choosing 
to support heteropatriarchal events and consumerism instead of Lesbian 
culture. 

4. Support a Lesbian Economy 
Whenever I have the option, 1 spend my money with other dykes. 1 go 

to a lesbian chiropractor, 1 hire Lesbians to do repair work on my house, 
1 look for Lesbians when l'm going to spend money on a productor a ser­
vice. Although the ability to find Lesbians to do business with ~Y vary 
depending on the size of the community, for mo~t urban ~ykes_ 1t 1s an , 
option. 1 also try to paya fair price to the dykes I m workmg v:•th. 1 don t 
only support Lesbian businesses if they give me a "be~~r deal than a 
comparable male or het business. For sorne reason pn~•leg~ ~ykes tend 
to assume that Lesbians' time (particularly blue collar time) isn t worth as 



ftUd\ as -.t,• ,,i-. mate, workers' is. And sometimes I pay a bit rnore-

1 know thM ffff local feMinist boolcstore helps support my cornrnun ity, so 

1 wouldn't 80 '° a stl'aight discount book or record store to buy a book or 

al,ummotechelpty. 
lt's ti'I~ to me to talk with the dykes in my community about 

why I make those choices, and encourage them to do the sarne. 

1 would like to enoourage other middle- and upper-class Lesbia ns to 

write and talk about class, and to start insisting that classism be taken 

seriouslyand challenged within our communities. 
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Bibliographies 
lf you have favorite artícles, stories, books that aren't listed here, send 
the info to LE and we'/1 prínt ít in the next íssue.-JS 

Lesbians, Class and Classism: 
A Bibliography of Periodical Articles, 1970-1989 

Linda Garber 

One way to track the prominence of an issue in lesbian politics is to 
review what has been published in lesbian and feminist joumals, which 
often serve as arenas for political debate and/or education. Of course, ac­
cess to publishing, education, and literacy is related to class privilege. 
Because of this, even the most inclusive, well-intentioned lesbian/­
feminist periodical can never be representative of all perspectives on 
class and classism. 

The bibliography printed below is part of anear-complete work-in­
progress-a book-length bibliography of non-autobiographical articles 
about lesbians that were published in nationally or intemationally dis­
tributed periodicals between 1970 and 1989. The citations on class, clas­
sism, economics and work indicate that although the lesbian feminist 
movement has been one of the few places where class differences are 
considered at all, the issue still does not receive the vigorous scrutiny we 
have turned on racism, sexism, and heterosexism. Compare 53 articles· 

• on class and related issues to 188 on homophobia and heterosexism (not 
including specific issues like child custody, immigration, etc.), and 272 
citations on women of color and racism. Many essays by and about les­
bians of color mention economic oppression, but the articles listed 
below are the only ones I have found that significantly focus on class 
and economic issues. 

Class was one of the first differences among women to be addressed 
b radical feminists in the 1970s, many of whom carne to the Women's 

M
y nt from the New Left and Civil Rights movements. For examples oveme • b G. 8 d of often-reprinted statements, see the essays Y mny erson an 



Q..tcMe ~ d The Furies, lfsted below. Several other radical discus­

tloM dWOffllft M'ld dass appeasaf in short-lived newspapers and jour­

Mls. C1Me Pcfter._ l..esblan Periodicals lndex, published by the Naiad 

Pt9S in 1986, Is an excellent source of 1970s movement periodicals. r or 

short liwd, local •nd/or •underground"periodicals, an excellent primary 

tG11ftt is the HetslotyCollection compiled by the Women's History 

Researdl Cenler. This microfilm resource is available at many univer­

silies and other large libraries, and in special collections such as the Har­

~ Millc Memorial Branch of the San Francisco Public Libarary. 

Although most university libraries are open regularly only to students, 

some offer public access to their periodicals collections, and most allow 

day use by non-students (sometimes for a fee). Women's and lesbian/gay 

archives in cities lilce San Francisco, Los Angeles, and New York also 

hold large collections of lesbian, gay, and feminist periodicafs. 

By the end of the 1970s, class took a back seat in the headlines of the 

lesbian and feminist media, to re-emerge for a few years in the mid-

1980s. The issue seems to be making comeback of sorts since 1988. 

Here's hoping that this special issue of Lesbian Ethics will hefp establish 

a central place for a continued discussion of oppression based on race, 

gender, sexuality and class. 
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IMtlen lo lhe Editor 
O..r leanette, 
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1 am fascinated by Chris Sitka's artkle "'Lesbian Rebirt~ in LE Vol. 4, No. 1. 
She provides much new and useful informatíon. Howevet, 1 am offended by a 
large portian of her sectíon ''The Heterosexuality of Maleness.* In order to 
make her point that men are an unfortunate mutatíon, she resorts to strongly 
ableist language. 

As a chronically ill lesbian I am constantly remínded that sickness is one of 
the worst sins in patríarchy. Even among lesbians I am not belíeved. 1 get told 1 
create my reality, or I need to work on myself, or I am seen as less powerful 
than able-bodied lesbia ns. Chris Sitka's choice of words reflects thís arrogance 
toward sickness and bodies that are different. She refers to the y chromosome 
as "small" and "stunted." Sorne of my disabled lesbían friends could be 
described with these words, tho l'm sure it's obvious thís would be offensive. 
She goes on to list male sex-linked illnesses such as muscular dystrophy, or dif­
íerences such as color blindness to illustrate why menare defective. She con­
tinues by saying "maleness itself is a disease." 

1 don't doubt that menare defectíve, but dísease ís nota defect. 1 would like 
to see a world without men, but not becuz sorne of them are color bind or 
have muscular dystrophy. 

1 agree that the y chromosome is a mutation. We only have to look at the 
damage to the earth, the psychic and emotional scars carried by lesbians com- . 
ing out of patriarchy, to understand what asad mistake this mutation has been. 
But we can't use oppressive patriarchal concepts to condemn men. To do so 
keeps these concepts alive in our minds, in our communities. As long as such 
garbage exists it will be present in the ways we treat each other. 

We're discussing radical and wild ideas in Chris' article, so let's find radical 
and wild new ways to do it. 1 am ready to move forward in a big way. Oppres­
sive language holds us ali back. 

In Radical Dyke Sisterhood, 
Raven 

Dear LE Editor 
1 have an important complaint about the choice and placement of Ryn 

Edwards' article in Vol. 4, #1 of LE. Why did you ask Ryn (who said herself in 
her introduction that her study of parthenogenesis has been "fleeting, at best") 
to write an article? Chris Sitka and 1 [Chris and Jesse each have an article on 
parthenogenesis in LE 4:1-JSI have been avidly, independently working on 
our interpretations for years, allowing full attention to traditional scientific re­
search, but at the same time jogging our own and other wimmin's thinking 
QUI of traditional male forms. lt isn't easy to escape the language you think 
in, or the thought-forms you have always used to define reality, even when 
those constructs entrap us. 1 find myself that when trying to think in totally new 



._~•• us. 1 find myself that when trying to thfnk in totally new 

...,s.~ unsupponed by anything l've ever heard before, and con-

1111t1yl0 whatlhe entire dominant wlture is trying to push down our throats, it 

is -.clMcult; it's much easier, very drawing, to fall back into standard tradi­

--1 ways d seeing and defining things. 

lfonetead straight through the fi~t three articles in LE Vol. 4, #1, one's 

tt~ is shoved finnly badc into traditional mafe scientific cfosed-minded­

ness by Ryn's paper, just when one coufd have been opening up to thinking 

about all this in brand new, creative ways-and hopefully coming up with 

ane m:w ideas for all of us. 
Ryn's artide goes quite lengthily into the same old standard argument for 

helelo-sexual reproduction that we've all heard a multitude of times: that 

heK.fO sexual reproduction provides more genetic diversity so helps organisms 

survive environmental changes. Both Chris and I and severa! scientific articles 

we die refuted that old argument Yet by the editorial placement of Ryn's ar­

ticle after Ouis' and mine it appears (particularly to those not so familiar with 

the subject) that Ryn's is the most current information. 

Ryn begins her article by saying, "A number of my lesbian friends as wel I as 

myselfhave been interested in the question of parthenogenesis in mammals or, 

more eycitina [my emphasisJ, the possibility of fusing the eggs from two wim­

min and subsequently placing the 'gynembryo' in the uterus of one of the wim­

min to develop to term." Wimmin, pleasel Males brainwashed us about the 

normalcy of helero-sexual reproduction . .Ib..ars why lesbians romanticize the 

artificial union of two female's eggs as preferabfe to the exciting nature of par­

thenogenesis-that each one of us wimmin is blessed with the ability to make 

new life ourselvesl And contrary to what Ryn says on page 48, it has been 

noted in scientific literature that parthenogenesis is NOT .asexual reproduction 

Clike budding) but monosexual (involving the creation of gametes-------eggs). 

1 do not believe it when I hear the future of all-femaleness "does not look 

hopeful .. . " 1 am encouraged by clues to the exact mechanisms males use to 

"'shut off" that part of the maternal genome which directs placenta formation. 

R)?l ~!es that ~-: . parthenogenesis . ; . i~ humans is not likely to become a 

sc~enti!•c capab1l1ty, at least not soon. Th1s is not surprísing. The labs are 

pnmanly under the control of men who wiU never be able to admit the true na­

ture of what suppresses it !". us. lhey _may want their ali cow milking herds, but 

not at the exJ>f:'se of adm,ttmg to the1r own parasitic nature. 1 do not expect 

parth~_ogenes1s to become a "scientífic capability." lt is a divinely fema le 
capab1l1ty. 

The fat~ of parthenogenically or gynogenically conceived cefls in a chimera 

embryo w~th het~ro-sexually conceived cells (which I can only assume would 

be a most mhosp,table environment) has very little to do with the success of 
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naturally parthenogenically conceived organisms. Oh, we'II have the •female­
only genomic adult" amazons we need. Just like we had for so many centuries 
preceding the onslaught of males. And we'II do it without help from the scien­
tists and their labs. lt's like Marilyn Frye said in her article in the same issue of 
lE--we don't have to .build community we just have to get rid of the forces 
separating us and it oc~urs naturally. Well, 1 say we don't have to find scientific 
ways to induce parthenogenesis, we just have to figure out how males repress 
it and how we can get away from that and it will happen naturally. 

Presumably Ryn was asked to do an artícle because of her professional 
credentials--to do a sort of "reality check" on the viabilíty of parthenogenesis. 
1 think this whole thing is a good example of how we sometimes undermine 
our own and each other's creative thinking. Why do we so often, when we 
find someone who repeats what our oppressors have always told us, endow 
them with expert status? 1 am not trying to attack Ryn personally; 1 don't know 
where she's coming from or what she knew when she accepted doing this ar­
ticle. But I do hope wimmin will retum to Chris' and my articles to pursue the 
new lines of thought presented there-we need all the original ideas this bril­
liant, brave and brassy readership can come up with. 

To the female future, 
JesseCougar 

Jeanette responds: Just as you and Chris have been able to sift through the 
m?!e researc~ you ha":e read, 1 trust LE readers' ability to read ali three papers 
cnt1cally, askmg quest1ons, accepting sorne ideas, wondering about others. My 
trust has been confirmed in discussions with a number of lesbians who have read the three papers. 

As you know, 1 told both you and Chris that I was asking Ryn to review the 
newest ~esearch, and, after I received it, 1 discussed her paper and its place­
ment w1th both of you. My intentions in asking Ryn to wñte the article and in 
placing it where I did were quite different than you suggest. Both you and 
Chris mention in your papers the recent research Ryn reviewed, but you did 
not have access to the research reports themselves.. 1 wanted LE readers to have 
as complete a review as possible. l'm grateful that Ryn was able and willing to 
read and review the research in about a week. Neither she nor I knew before­
hand what she would find. "Ordering" articles in a radical lesbian magazine is 
always difficult, almost a contradiction in terms. What I did was pulfi.m the 
two papers that were most complex, and represented the most work and 
thought over time. 
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em w~t het~o-sexually conceived cells (which I can onl assume would 
be a most mhosp,table environment) has very little to do w·th Yth f 

1 e success o 
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ftlhJt•lly parthenogenically conceived organisms. Oh, we'II have the "fema!e­
only genomic adultH amazons we need. Just like we had for so many cen~nes 

precedlng the onslaught of males. And we:n ~ it with_out ~elp from th~ scien­

tlsts and their labs. lt's like Marilyn Frye saíd an her amele m the same 1ssue of 

LE-we don't have to .bu.Ud community-we just have to get rid of the forces 

separating us and it oc~urs naturally. Well, 1 say we don't have to find scientific 

ways to induce parthenogenesis, we just have to figure out how males repress 

it and how we can get away from that and it will happen naturally. 

Presumably Ryn was asked to do an artícle because of her professíonal 

credentials--to do a sort of "realíty check" on the viabílíty of parthenogenesis. 

1 think thís whole thing is a good example of how we sometimes undenníne 

our own and each other's creative thinking. Why do we so often, when we 

find someone who repeats what our oppressors have always told us, endow 

them with expert status? 1 am not trying to attack Ryn personally; 1 don't know 

where she's coming from or what she knew when she accepted doing this ar­

ticle. But Ido hope wimmin will return to Chris' and my artides to pursue the 

new lines of thought presented there-we need ali the original ideas this bril­

liant, brave and brassy readership can come up with. 

To the female future, 
JesseCougar 

Jeanette responds: Just as you and Chris have been able to sift through the 

male research you have read, 1 trust LE readers' ability toread all three papers 

critically, asking questions, accepting sorne ideas, wondering about others. My 

trust has been confirmed in discussions with a number of lesbians who have 

read the three papers. 
As you know, 1 told both you and Chris that I was asking Ryn to review the 

newest ~esearch, and, after I received it, 1 discussed her paper and its place­

ment w1th both of you. My intentions in asking Ryn to write the article and in 

placing it where I did were quite different than you suggest. Both you and 

Chris mention in your papers the recent research Ryn reviewed, but you did 

not have access to the research reports themselves. 1 wanted LE readers to have 

as complete a review as possible. l'm grateful that Ryn was able and willing to 

read and review the research in about a week. Neither she nor I knew beíore­

hand what she would find. "Ordering" articles in a radical lesbian magazine is 

always difficult, almost a contradiction in terms. What I did was pwfim the 

two papers that were most complex, and represented the most work and 

thought over time. 
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Notes on Contributors 

lee Evans lives in Cleveland, Ohio, and thinks you probably know too much 

about her already. 

Bridgel Collms. l'm an lrish-american lesbian raised in nomadic poverty in the 

u.s. l'm 36.1 am the National Fundraising Coordinator for the National Lesbian 

Coníerence. 1 believe people are poor because they have no money. l've pretty 

much made a career out of putting money into the hands of women and chi 1-

dren who wouldn't otherwise have it. 

Marilyn Murphy. l'm lrish-ltalian working-class, catholic raised, the oldest of 5 

sisters. l've been a feminist activist since 1969, a lesbian-come-lately since 

1975. Are You Girls Traveling Alone?, a collection of my essays, is being 

published in May by Clothespin Fever Press, Los Angeles. l'm 58 and love my 

life with my life-long-lesbian companion lover, Irene Weiss. 

Joanna Kadi is a working-class, Arab-Canadian lesbian feminist with a BA in 

women's studies andan MA in feminist ethics. Part of her essay is taken from 

her master's thesis, Searching for Words, Searching for Knowledge. 

BlioH gave us no bio. We don't know where she is. Do you? 

Carole Young is an Australian separatist currently taking time out to discover 

what she wants to do with the second half of her life. 

Sue Homer is planning a life of leisure. She is currently playing the lottery two 

times a week. 

Desiree Bolman is 34 years old, part of the dis-affected middle class and all the 

better for it 

1 

t ¡~ 

Betsy is a 35 year old WASP social change activist currently working with low jj 

income tenants to take over and control their housing developments. ~ 

zana. thi~ year _i'm 13 yea_rs an out dykeI a forager, gardener, cook, eater, lover, 

co~mumty-bu,lder. workmg to start a community for disabled dykes and our ._ 
all1es. 

R.A.~. I ~m in search_of an academic job. Women's Studies Depts. intent on 
provmg mtellectual rigor ob·ect t .11• . 
'd d th J O my unw, mgness to worship Foucault Der-

:o~:-i~en~f:s;:~~tolitical Science Depts. are equally displeased wi~h my 

Tara Ayres. 1 aman opinionated J 'sh I b' 
consin, who recruits. ew, es 'ª" separatist from Madison, Wis-

Linda Garber is completing the Lesb. . . . 
Artic/es, 1970-1989 and 7iltinu the ~an S~u~h1es 81bhogra~hy of Periodica/ 

º ower. , j e New Lesb,an St d' u 1es, an 
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anthology edited with Margaret Cruikshank. While working on a doctorate in 
Lesbian Studies and Literature at Stanford, she worb part time at Old Wives 
Tales bookstore in San Francisco. 

Announcements & Ads 
lesbian Elhics ad rates: 
Classified: 20 cents a word, $3 mínimum. 
Display 3 x 2-1/2 $15, half page $25, full page $50. 
Discounts for multiple issues. 
Fourth Annual Lesbian Separatist Conference and Gathering will be held in 
south central Wisconsin, August 29 through September 2, 1991-FIVE DAYS. 
Play, talk, argue, spark new friendships, renew old connections, and have fun 
for a changel SI iding scale registration fee: $110-175 (scholarships available, 
write for information). For more information, contact: Buming Bush, P.O. Box 
3065, Madison, WI 53704-0065, USA. 

Waxing Crescent is a network of young (teens and twenties) lesbian separatists 
and radical feminist lesbians. For info SASE to 2825 North Laramie, Apt. 2N, 
Chicago, IL 60641-5028. 

ASTRAEA is the first nation-wide lesbian foundation. With two grant cycles a 
year, plus a Lesbian Writers Fund, Astraea will award more than $160,000 in 
1991. The Astraea National Lesbian Action Foundation, 666 Broadway, Ste. 
520, NewYork, NY 10012. (212)529-8021. 

GOLDEN THREADS, a contact publication for lesbians over 50 and their 
Y?unger friends. World-wide. Send $5.00 (u.s. funds) for sample copy mailed 
d1screetly, or SASE for free information. PO Box 3177, Burlington, VT 05401-
0031. 

Hikané, The Capable Womon. Writing and artwork by disabled wimmin. 
Donation for 4 issues: $14 individuals, $18 groups (more if can, less if can't). 
lnstitutions $24. Outside u.s. add $5 u.s. P.O. Box 609, Hillsdale, NY 12529. 
Women's Review of Books, monthly review of feminist writing. ln-depth 
reviews of the most current and controversia! in writing by and/or about 
women. Subscriptions $16, two years $28. lnstitutions $30/56. ~anad~ add 
us$3, elsewhere add us$5 surface, US$20 air, Dept. EX, Women s Rev,ew, Wel-
lesley Women's Research Center, WellesJey, MA 02181. 
Womcn of Power, a forum for the studies of feminism, spirituality and politics. 
$26 four issues, outside u.s. $32 u.s. surface. Sample $7. P.O. Box 827, 
Cambridge, MA 02238. 
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~-Festf\,als 

1111 ONllt leslün ~. 3td amual festival, held this time with the lnterna­

liol-' leshian lnfonnMion Service OLIS) Coníerence. June 20-23, 1991, at 

aampon NY-PA botder. $105.$185. For brochure, SASE to lin Daniels, Par­

tiallar Productions, 132 Montague St., Box 274, Brooklyn, NY 11201. (718) 

643-3284. 

WOM()NWRlltS, 13th Annual Southeastem Lesbian Writers' Conference. 

May 29-lw,e 2 in Central Georgia. To inspire and stimulate creativity among 

Lesbia'I wrilers in all stages of development. $60 (more or less), limited registra­

tion. SASE to Y«>rnonwrites 91, do Miriam Carroll, 1503 Park Road SE, Atlan-

ta. GA30315. 

16111 Michipn Womyns Music Festival. Aug. 13-18, 1991. WWTMC, Box 22, 

Walhalla, MI 49458. 

Calls for Papers 

Lesbian Philosophy, a special issue of Hypatia: A Journal of Feminist 

Phi/osophy. foa,s is on lesbian ethics. Historical artides and 'nontraditional' 

topicsarealsoencouraged. DeadlineJanuary 10, 1992. Send papers in tripli­

cate to daudia Card, DepL Philosophy, University of Wisconsin, Madison, WI 

S3706. 

Lesbian Health lssues. Special issue ofthe refereed, interdisciplinary journal 

Health CJre for ~en lnternational limit 15 pages doublespaced. Deadline 

July 1, 1991. Three copies to Dr. Phyllis Stem, School of Nursing, Dalhousie 

Univ., Halifax, Nova Scotia, B3H 3J5, CANADA. 

Guidelines for Authors 

Lesbian Ethics is a forum by and for lesbians.lf the author agrees that her 

wooc can be used by non-lesbians for educational non-profit purposes, this is 

noled at the end of the article. Any other use must be deared with the in­

dividual authors, who can be contacted through LE. 

LE is a_journal of rad!cal lesbian ethics and politics, with an emphasis on 

how ~•ans behave w,th each other. We welcome essays, reviews, letters to 

the editor _Cof no more than l 000 words) and responses to material which has 

ap~ed •~ LE. LE~ not publish poetry or fiction. LE does not publish 

material being publrshed elsewhere, but we don't . d . I . 

sions as long as you advise us oí the fact wh mrn ds~mu taneo~s subm,s-

en you sen m your art,de. 
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°'8pe!ldln9 otl where ~e are in the publíshing cycle, we may take up to 9 
n,c,ntht to respond to your article. . 

Contrlbotlons should be based on lesbían experíence, should cite lesbians-­
wlth an adequate reference to the source of the materíal cited, should cite 
male authors only in extreme circumstances, and should use the variations of 
the words dylce, lesbían, woman in preference to human. 

The focus of LE 4:3 is lncest and Child Abuse: A Radical Lesbian Perspec­
tive. See the Editor's lntroduction to this issue for a further description. The 
deadline for LE 4:3 is September 30, 91. The Readers' Forum on Our Mothers, 
which was to have been in LE 4:3 has been moved to LE 5:1. The focus of this 
forum is the quality of our relationsbips with our mothers and the influence of 
these relationships on our lesbian lives. Deadline is March 31, 92. Forum con­
tributions will be edited to save space and avoid repetition. 

Write to inquire about deadlines for articles. Type all manuscripts double­
spaced. We will love you if you can send it on a disk (Maclntosh or IBM, MS 
Word, WordStar, WordPerfect). lnclude your phone number for editing pur­
poses. Send an SASE if you want your manuscript returned. 

lt 
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