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Editor’s Introduction

No, Lesbian Ethics doesn’t have a new editor, the editor has a new
name. I've never felt like a “Jeanette” to myself and have wanted to

change my name for a long time. Fox appeared with multiple signs that
it's my name, and | love it.

The events in my life over the past two years, including doing this
issue, have changed my consciousness and expanded my understandin
of dyke lives more than anything else in the last twenty years. | hope this
issue will affect many of you in the same way. You won'tfind it light
reading, however, and you should be aware that some pieces contain
graphic descriptions of child rape and torture.

In order to print all the material | wanted to get into this issue, I've
printed more pages (subscribers saved a dollar!). I've also reduced the

amount of white space, and you will probably notice that LE looks a bit
more cramped than usual.

The focus of LE 5:1 is Our Mothers, the quality of our relationships
with them and the influence of these relationships on our lesbian lives.
(The focus is not lesbian pregnancy.) And yes, the deadline has been
changed once again, to July 31, 92. LE5:1 is coming out this year, or m
name isn’t Fox! The focus for LE 5:2 is Radical Healing. Although there
are some good ideas about healing from child rape in this issue, we can
use more. One thing I'm hoping is that dykes who read this issue and
have developed their own new methods of healing from child rape will
be inspired to write in about these methods so other dykes can learn
from them. But the focus of the healing issue is new ideas and practical
methods for healing a whole range of dyke problems, not just incest.
Methods involving cooperation among dykes would be especially
interesting. Deadline is February 28, 93. Both short and long pieces are
welcome for both issues.

As always, an entire LE issue does not have to be devoted to the focus
or forum topic, so if you are writing a piece on another topic, send it in.

Fox

And this issue too is for JMax . . . .



Breaking the Ties That Bind:
Healing as a Political Process*

Susan Strega

The night before I started writing this | had another nightmare. | am
small, 3 or 4, lying on a bed, and Elmer (my father) is standing over me
rubbing his penis. | am crying. He is trying to get me to say particular
words, “it’s good that it’s so big,” over and over. He bends over and
starts to push his penis between my legs. | shut my eyes and struggle for
breath. The tears are leaking out of my tightly shut eyes and running
down the sides of my face. I can feel my heart pounding and | am
thinking, over and over again, “I am going to die, | am going to die,
| am going to die.”

I wake up.
I think that now I will not be able to sleep or to be sexual with the

lesbian | am involved with. All sexual feeling is absent from me, and |
don’t know when or if it will return. | feel a great rage, and know that as
I let myself express the rage, | will return to myself and ownership of my
life. (And | wonder if the shame will ever leave me, for | am still, living
in this world, shaming myself for saying those words he made me say.)

I search for the source of the dream, and remember the woman yester-
day telling me about her three brothers raping her, and her parents stand-
ing in the door and then walking away. And | remember the rac!lo story
about the three year old girl, dead, and how they found semen in her
chest cavity.

| want such stories to end. When we, as radical lesbians, break our
ties to the heteropatriarchy, we take a step towards ending these stories.

We have power and | want us to use it. This paper is about how.

*In writing this article, | honour women whose strength and courage has
sparked and sustained me. | thank Michaela, who saved my life, Bonnie and
Karen, who taught me to enjoy it, and all the survivors | have worked with,
most especially the women of Maiya House, Midge, Louise, and finally Esmé

and her companions. Thank you.
This article was edited by Bonnie Waterstone, and her edits made it better.
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Naming It: Father-Daughter Rape

“A radical lesbian perspective on incest and child abuse” . . . can |
write my “radical lesbian perspective” when the title is “incest”? “Incest”
is a word that covers up, erases, obscures what was done to me, what
was done to so many lesbians | know. It means only this:

incest, n. Sexual intercourse between persons so closely related that
they are forbidden to marry. (Webster’s)

This word lies. Every time a lesbian speaks this word, she lies. This word
protects men and protects the patriarchy.

For years now, | have said these more awkward and more honest
descriptions: “father-daughter rape” and “childhood sexual assault,” |
have done so since | read Elizabeth Ward’s Father Daughter Rape, which
says clearly on the front cover (of the Women's Press edition), “Father
Daughter rape can no longer be called ‘interference,” ‘molestation,’ ‘fool-
ing around with’ or ‘incest.’ The feelings and reactions of the Daughters
must be named.”! Every single time | say “father-daughter rape,” | am
honing my rage . . . and remembering the truth.

When | say “father-daughter rape” or “childhood sexual assault.” | am
always aware that women | am in conversation with are uncomfortable,
shocked. Most of them try to redirect me to “incest,” gently at first, then
in anger, insisting that “we are not all daughters and they are not all
fathers.” But in the patriarchy, all women are always daughters and all
men have the power of the Father. (See Elizabeth Ward’s book for a more
detailed explanation.) What these women really want to say, | suspect, is
that | am breaking the first rule for talking about sexual abuse: Don’t say
who did it, nor who he did it to, nor what it was he did. “Incest” implies
that we “participate.” “Rape” and “assault” describe the violence that
was done to us, without our consent, against our will.

Father-daughter rape is a basic building block of patriarchy. It teaches
us to be silent, to not react to the outrageous violence of the patriarchy,
to sacrifice ourselves rather than break this silence. It teaches us hetero-
sexuality, and an understanding and acceptance of sex as dominance
and submission.

I know from my own (now ended) experience with sado-masochism
that many sado-masochistic lesbians are survivors. | have heard some of
these lesbians express that sado-masochistic sex is a good place to work
out their feelings about their childhood rape. When lesbians engage in
sado-masochistic sex, they recreate the father-daughter rape scenario.
Repeating behaviour reinforces it rather than changing it. A recent story
in a lesbian sado-masochistic magazine featured a top in the role of
“Daddy.” | am frightened and angered by sado-masochists’ willingness to



6 Susan

recreate the subjugation that happens in child rape. This is not lesbian

sex, it is heterosex with two women.
Lesbian survivors are often asked if the child rape to which they were

subjected is the “cause” of their lesbianism. | used to feel defensive
about this question, wanting to be clear that the rape had nothing to do
with my lesbianism. | understand now that it is heterosexuality that is
caused by childhood sexual assault, and | am astonished at the number
of women who have been able to become lesbians despite this early

hetero training.

Breaking Silence: Confrontation

People say to me, “Well, but at least we're talking about it
now.” Yes. But it was not our intention merely to start a long

conversation.
Louise Armstrong?

“Breaking silence,” making a noise into that void of not naming what
was done to us, was exhilarating and powerful. It could have made a
revolution, and the patriarchy recognized that and interpreted to us the
ways in which it was acceptable to break silence. We fell for it.

Now, when we break silence, when we start to remember, we are
quickly shunted into therapy, into “recovery.” We can vent our rage in
the therapist's office, on pillows, in the treatment centre, but not at the
men who did this to us, who are still doing this to millions of girls today-
Most “self help” therapy books and therapists describe confrontation as
an “individual” choice. It is also a political choice. (Remember “the
personal is political”?) In any medium sized city a lesbian will be able to
find “support groups” for survivors (although they will probably not be

for lesbians and they will probably not be free). She will not be able to
find confrontation companions who will help her make it safe to public-

ly confront her rapist.
Confrontation is an essential part of healing. It is also an essential part
of stopping the rape of girl children. I think that the rape of girl children

(and other violence against women and children) continues because
men suffer no consequences for their behavior. We must create conse-
quences. We can abandon men who do this, and we must also be pre-
pared to abandon the women who support them. If all women sexually
assaulted as children confronted their rapists, publicly, accusing them
and demanding retribution, we would be on course for revolution.

My Experience with Confrontation
For many years | remained in contact with Elmer. One day, when |

was making him a special pie for his birthday, | had trouble with the
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Eastry. Suddenly, | became enraged, throwing the pastry around the
itchen, breaking the pie plate, smashing dishes. Eventually, | calmed
down and finished the pie and took it to him. The rage came from the
part of me that could not accept that | was being nice to this man who
had repeatedly raped me. | swallowed that particular rage by turning it
against myself, and continued to do that for years.

It is now almost ten years since | confronted Elmer. At that time in m
life I had just started, as a result of therapy that | was doing, to have ‘real’
memory, to believe that the dreams | had were not sick dreams about
having sex with him, but were memories of actual rapes. Up to that time,
some part of me did hold the memories, and this part would come for-
ward and explain to lesbians with whom | was making love that | could
not tolerate that particular way of being touched “because of something
my father did to me.” | would later have no conscious memory of having
said this, which was quite a puzzle for these lesbians. The part of me
that was present most of the time had no memory, and | did not think of
myself as a survivor. The protector part which held the memories was
also the only part that remembered it when | saw the scarring that | have
from being vaginally raped when | was about three years old. :

Despite my conscious denial, the therapist | went to believed that I
had been assaulted as a child and was insistent (in a very caring and
loving way) that | must accept this. The result was that my two parts met
up, and memory became integrated. | then wrote to Elmer (by this time, |
had moved halfway across the country in search of a geographical cure
to my self destruction), outlining what | at that time knew about what he
had done to me and asked for his acknowledgement that he had done
these things. | also asked for the money to pay for my therapy, but made
it clear that the acknowledgment was a minimal requirement for a con-
tinued relationship with me. | sent a copy of my letter to him to other
family members. | told them that | was not prepared to continue relating
to them if they supported him and not me.

| sent these letters a few weeks before my birthday. For about 15 years
| had always received from Elmer a card and ten dollars for my birthday.
That year, the birthday card arrived as usual, without the ten dollars. |
never received an acknowledgement, and | have never, since that time,
had any contact with him or with most of the rest of my family, who
continued to see him and support him.

When | opened the card, | got the message. | immediately felt a great
wash of relief, a sense of being somehow free. | felt both strength and
power, and knew | had taken back something that was mine. | had a con-
scious awareness of having been disloyal to civilization, of having seta
boundary, of having drawn a circle within which | stood.
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There is another reason why we must do this kind of visible confronta-
tion. We are most probably not the only woman assaulted by our particu-
lar rapist, and he has probably continued raping girl children. A frequent
result of confrontation is that other women and girls in the family come
forward and say, “Yes, he did it (or is doing it) to me too.” (It can also
happen that other women in the family will suddenly deny what they

have previously said about being raped and side with the rapist.)
In losing the women in my family, | had sometimes a desolate feeling,

as if 1 were adrift. | know that my sister was also sexually assaulted by
Elmer when she was a child, that my stepmother had been battered
severely for years. Could they really be choosing him over me? While |
struggled to accept that they had, | had little support from other lesbians,
who seemed to think that | could easily continue my relationships with
these women, and that, since | saw them so rarely, | should be able to
repress my feelings at those times. :

From having struggled to have memory, | was now flooded with it,
able to remember assaults by my grandfather and my stepmother in
addition to assaults by Elmer. | let out my rage, week after week, in the
therapist’s office and no longer by cutting into my own body. | cried, and
learned to comfort myself. Most importantly, | stopped lying. | struggie

to discover and speak the truth. :
I believe that perhaps | would have done some of these things without

the confrontation, and | had started doing some of them in therapy. But |
think that my new willingness to tell the truth—to say what | believe
even when it made me unpopular, even when it left me alone, even
when | was terrified by the consequences—I believe that came from
making the confrontation.
One lesbian | know mov
damages. The court case was in t

od from confrontation to suing her father for
he media, and she made public state-
ments about why she wanted this public acknowledgment of the damage

he did. Although her father had never been convicted, she was awarded

damages, and other women were inspired to sue their rapists. This les-

bian states that she feels stronger in herse

is not being respected.
Two other lesbians 1 know who have taken their assailants to court

(and won) have seen every member of their families sitting on his side of
the court, in clear support of the father/rapist. Both experienced this as
absolutely clear, unequivocal betrayal, but both have said that this feels
cleaner to them than the intimations of betrayal that they experienced
prior to the confrontation. Both felt that the alternative was to continue

to destroy and betray themselves, and neither lesbian was prepared to do
so. Also, both felt more sure of their memories and more definite in their
convictions about what had been done to them.

If and more aware of when she
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