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Introduction

What is radical feminism? A whole book seems scarcely long
enough to delimit radical feminism. It is hard to find one single
definition that encompasses radical feminism, and lesbian femi-
nism, which has stemmed from it.

The purpose of this book is to try to clarify radical feminist
theory (or theories) and lesbian feminist theory (or theories), to
understand the assumptions behind them, and to discuss how
compatible some of the ideas expressed in these theories are with
one another.

When I say that I am writing about feminist theory, I am using
the term “theory” loosely to mean any ideas or sets of ideas that
try to explain the world and suggest ways to change it. The term
“feminist theories” probably is more appropriate than “feminist
theory.” There are many feminist theories. There is even a wide
variety of radical feminist theories, Using the term “theory” rather
than “theories” could suggest that the theories are in agreement
with one another, which often is not the case,

Feminist theory is, in the broadest sense, the body of ideas held
by feminists. Feminists create feminist theory or theories as we
think, talk and act, although more consciously articulated theory
does play a major part in developing and spreading ideas.

This study is confined to feminist theories that have developed
in the United States, with a few discussions of important develop-
ments by French feminist theorists whose works are read by North
American feminists.

I am not focusing equally on socialist feminism because I believe
it has been more adequately described than radical feminism, by
writers such as Zillah Eisenstein, Heidi Hartmann, and Alison
Jaggar.! Also, socialist feminism is less confusing, Although
socialist feminist writers vary considerably, they tend to agree
more on basic principles than do those who describe themselves as
radical feminists or lesbian feminists. I will refer to some socialist
feminist theorists whose worl is too important to be left out of any
general discussion of feminist theory.
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[ do not suggest that there is some absolute division between
radical and lesbian feminists and socialist feminists. There have
always been many similarities, and the theories may be becoming
more similar. Probably there are radical feminists who feel closer
politically to some socialist feminists than to some others who
define themselves as radical feminists. (That is, some radical

feminists who do not see women as inherently different from men

may feel closer to socialist feminists than to radical feminists who
do see women as different).

The word “radical” means going to the root of things. Political
radicals believe there is oppression in society and try to look in
radically new ways to understand this eppression, its causes and
ways of ending it, There is great disagreement about what is truly
radical, and that is why there are many kinds of radicals— radical
feminists, anarchists, communists, socialists—and why there are
many kinds of radical feminists.

Part One of this book discusses various definitions and schools
of radical and lesbian feminism, and their relationship to socialist
feminism. It looks at some basic assumptions in radical feminist
theory and at various other theories, such as existentialism,
marxism and anarchism, which have contributed to the eclectic
theories of radical feminism.

Women who define themselves as radical feminists and lesbian
feminists have a wide variety of views on the origins of women’s
oppression, which are discussed in Part Two of this book. The im-
petus for radical feminism developed among women who believed
that women's and men’s biological differences did not determine
personality traits and should not be socially significant. These
feminists looked forward to a society where all distinctions based
on gender would be eliminated. Since then, other women who also
see themselves as radical feminists or as radical lesbians have
suggested that there may be socially significant biological differ-
ences between women and men—or that, even if there are no
inherent differences determining women’s and men's behavior,
there is a culture that has developed among women that has
aspects worth preserving.

Although some of these ideas seem absolutely to contradict
each other, in many cases there is not a clear distinction between
"biological” and “non-biological” theories, Virtually all discussion of
women’s oppression under patriarchy involves some discussion of
biological differences, even if the question is merely whether men
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used those differences in order to gain power over women. There
is a continuum of ideas on sex differences. Some of the ideas seem
to be synthesized by several feminist theorists' suggestions in the
1980s that there is a connection between practice and biology, or
that people’s perceptions of their biology are an aspect of biology.
Human practice affects what biology is.

I suggest that perspectives on biological differences, although
they may affect feminists’ perceptions of other political issues, are
not in themselves adequate information to predict a given femi-
nist’s other political ideas or acticns.

Radical and lesbhian feminists also have a wide range of ideas on
love and sexuality, which are discussed in Part Three, An early
radical feminist focus on love as a means of enslaving women by
men or as a destructive delusion gave way to a discussion that
focused more on the politics of sexuality than on love. Radical and
lesbian feminists have advocated as most liberating for women
everything from celibacy, to heterosexual monogamy, to bisexu-
ality, to lesbian monogamy, to multiple lesbian partners. Lesbian
feminists have criticized the compulsory nature of heterosexuality
in patriarchal societies. Some celibate and lesbian feminists have
criticized heterosexual women as collaborators in patriarchy, and
some heterosexual feminists have replied that they don’t want to
be told what to do, even by other feminists.

In the 1980s, divisions over sexuality within the feminist move-
ment shifted from a lesbian/heterosexual split, to a new divide:
those who focus on a critique of sexuality as it often is practiced in
today’s society, including pornography, prostitution, most hetero-
sexual relationships and role-based lesbian relations—and those
who suggest that repression is a greater danger than any kind of
sexual expression. This division crosses heterosexual and lesbian
lines.

Some lesbian feminists are writing about love and suggesting
that it is possible to love in an unoppressive, enriching way. They
are suggesting that love and friendship may be similar and over-
lapping, not different. Others suggest that even in lesbian rela-
tionships intimacy still brings problems.

Radical and lesbian feminist ideas on goals, strategies and
tactics also differ considerably; these are discussed in Part Four,
Goals range from (1) integration with men in a non-sex-differen-
tiated society, to (2) an egalitarian society with a permanent or
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long-range independent power base for women, to (3) separate
societies for those women who want them, to (4) a society where
women predominate in numbers and/or political power. The first
two goals mentioned are probably more widely held, but the
second goal is not necessarily incompatible with the third goal,
some form of separatism.

Some of those differences in goals may be differences between
long-term goals, short-term goals, and strategies. For instance,
separatism of women from men can be either a long-term goal, a
short-term goal, or a strategy. Virtually all radical feminists and
lesbian feminists accept it at least as a significant tactic for
contempoerary feminist political groups (that is, they believe there
should be all-women political groups).

If the end of patriarchy or male dominance is defined as the
goal of radical and lesbian feminists, then all radical and lesbian
feminists have a similar goal though they may differ about what
truly is a society without patriarchy. Most radical and lesbian
feminists would go further and say that a society without any
form of oppression or power over others is their goal; feminists
and lesbians with very different politics see that as a goal,

Great differences over strategy should not obscure the similar-
ity in goals.

Many radical feminist theorists have not written about strategy
and tactics. Analysis of existing conditions and their origins and,
less commonly, visions of possible futures, have attracted more
theorists’ attention than have specific ways of ending oppression,.
This does not mean that no feminists have talked about action or
taken action. Theorists and activists are not always the same
women, although often they are.

The relative lack of strategic thinking, particularly in the 1970s,
probably has affected the level of activism. At the same time,
obstacles to activism, such as the need to focus on dramatic
personal-life changes resulting from feminism, the amount of
criticism often levelled at particular actions, the frustration at
meager results or at having to fight the same battles repeatedly,
and the frequency of intragroup and intergroup movement ten-
sions, may paralyze strategic and tactical thinking as well as
activism,

Since the late 1970s and particularly in the 1980s, there has
been a resurgence of calls for action by feminist writers and of
activism itself. The visibility of action-oriented Women of Color,
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the anti-pornography movement, and many diverse ferninisis’
alarm over the Reagan/Bush administration are causes of the
renewed focus on activism and hence on strategy and tactics.

There are, of course, many disagreements over strategies and
tactics, Even if there were a consensus that the movement needed
more public activism, a consensus about what form that activism
should take is a much more remote possibility.

Nevertheless, there are many tactics that a variety of feminists
would agree are desirable, even though not everyone wants to, or
can engage in them. All feminists probably would agree about the
desirability of clerical workers’ organizing, for instance, and can
support that organizing in some ways even though not everyone is
involved in that activity, Many kinds of work could be comple-
mentary, although it ig true that they “compete” for feminists’
time.

This book is an attempt to point out both common ground and
differences. My hope is that feminists and lesbians can find more
common ground, look at differences honestly, overcome or toler-
ate those political differences that can be accepted, and deal
honestly and nonabusively with any political differences that
seem unacceptable.

In the 19808, feminists have become more aware of differences.
In addition to differences in race, class, ethnic background, and
sexuality, the movement needs differences of opinien. This book is
a plea for acceptance of plurality of opinions; not for a liberal
tolerance that assumes that differences in ideas are acceptable
because ideas don't matter, but for a dynamic -diversity of thought
and action that looks forward to a plurality of outcomes as well
as a plurality of tactics. [ doubt that there can be societies where
women and men are really equal unless there are oppoertunities
for women to be women-centered and separate; I doubt that
there can be societies where women are women-centered and
geparate unless women have a stronger position in mixed soci-
eties and more egalitarian personal and political relationships
with men. '




Part One

What is
Radical
Feminism?




Chapter 1

Defining Ourselves

There is no one criterion that adequately describes the ditfer-
ences hetween various feminist perspectives. One might try, as
Maggie McFadden does, to categorize feminist writers by their
emphasis on biological differences between women and men, or
their rejection of those differences!; but one would thereby group
together feminists who ascribe to very different strategies. If one
bases a categorization on “woman-centeredness,” as Hester Fisen-
stein does? that also can lead one to group together feminists
who put forth quite different strategies.

This book will look at several different aspects of radical femi-
nists’ and lesbian feminists’ thought: ideas on the origins of male
dominance in human societies; ideas on love and sexuality; and
ideas on goals, strategies and tactics. The writings of individual
feminist writers and tendencies or factions in the feminist move-
ment can be understood only if all of these ideas are taken into
account,

My discussion links radical feminism and lesbian feminism
because the ideas are linked historically and epistemologically.
Both sets of ideas assume that men form a class or caste that is
separate from women in virtually all societies, that the class or
caste of men oppresses women, and that women can and should
try to change that.

Both theories are political theories that consider how power is
distributed in society or how decisions are made in a society. Both
use political language, such as “oppression,” “domination,” and
“liberation.” (Even writers, such as Mary Daly, who do not care for
these terms, choose other terms that have a similar meaning; she
uses terms like “sadosociety” and “sparking.’”) They use a political
framework that, like marxism, sees society as divided into classes
and opposes this division, rather than striving for or justifying
stratified harmony.
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Another basic area of agreement has been the idea that the
domination of one group by another on one level of society (e.g.,
the family), fosters the practice of domination on other levels of
society (e.g, government and the workplace). Most feminists thus
believe it is impossible to have a society that is personally authori-
tarian yet politically democratic, or vice versa. Most radical and
leshian (and socialist) feminists see their goal as an end not only
to male domination over women, but to all patterns of domina-
tion,

Radical feminists did not invent the idea that the personal was
the political; Aristotle and Confucius thought the personal was
political, too. But for these and subsequent patriarchal philoso-
phers, that meant that the father's controt in the family and the
ruler's position over the people reinforced each other and that
this was desirable.

Within the general outlines of radical and lesbian feminist
theory, many differences have developed. Some, but by no means
all, may be connected with the differences between those who see
themselves as radical feminists and those who see themselves as
leshian feminists. (Not everyone is able to make this choice. For
instance, I see myself as both.) A lesbian feminist may simply be a
radical feminist who sees lesbianism as an act of resistance
against male supremacy and a major element in overthrowing it. [
see lesbian feminism as generically a part of radical feminism, but
some lesbian feminists may feel that such a designation does not
put enough emphasis on lesbianism,

There has been a tendency since the development of lesbian
ferminism for some lesbians to see radical feminism as subsumed
under lesbianism, or simply replaced by lesbianism. This tendency
ignores the historical development of radical feminism, the variety
of radical feminists (many are not lesbians), and the variety of
radical feminist theory or theories.

There are many political differences that cannot be described
just by using the words “radical feminist” or “lesbian feminist.”
Certainly not all political differences are connected with sexual
identity.

Although this book is subtitled “Radical Feminist and Lesbian
Theories,” I do not think the terms “radical feminist” or “lesbian
feminist” are the most appropriate designation for every single
one of the writers discussed. Some of them do not call themselves
“radical feminists” or “lesbian feminists” In order to show the
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spectrum of contemporary lesbian thought that intersects with
and generally is a part of the feminist movement, I am including
both lesbian feminists whose theory is basically radical feminist,
and some lesbians who do not use the term “feminist” to describe
themselves because they feel the designation “lesbian” stands on
its own.

Nor would I call every single idea mentioned “feminist.” For
instance, at one point Laurel Holliday suggested that boys may
need more mothering than girls because males are less resilient
—an idea which hardly seerns feminist. (See Chapter 13). On the
other hand, Catharine A. MacKinnon goes too far when she sug-
gests that all who believe that men may be inherently different
from women cannot be radical feminists.? For such a definition
could exclude many feminists, such as Mary Daly, who see women
as an oppressed class and are intently focused on ending women’s
oppression. Many of the women whom [ call “classic” radical
[eminists would say that women who beliave in inherent biological
differences are not radical feminists,

It seems to me that lesbian writers who do not choose to use
the word “feminist” to describe themselves, and who do not
propose theories that address the situation of nonlesbhian women,
are properly called lesbian rather than lesbian feminist writers.

Speaking very broadly, it might be possible to say there are iwo
“Kinds” of radical and lesbian feminists. The first group could be
called the “classic” radical feminists, those whose politics are most
similar to the radical feminist politics articulated in the late 1960s
by such groups as New York Radical Women, the Feminists, and
Redstockings and by individuals such as Shulamith Firestone,
Kate Millett, and Ti-Grace Atkinson {although there are many and
major differences between Firestone, Millett, and Atkinson).

That “classic” radical feminist politics—or “concentrate-on-the-
enemy” politics 1§ tHat bAsIcally Fien and womiéh AFé WMore simi-
lar than they are different, and that men used the differences that
exist in reproduction to oppress women and define them as
inferior. Love and sexuality have been defined by men to suit their
interests, Women have been injured by not being allowed to do
the kind of work that men have done, Women must confront men
by direct action and fight for an end to male supremacy. A society
in which there is no socially recognized difference between
women and men is the goal.
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The second position was developed in the early 1970s, often,
although not always, by lesbians. This group or position, which
might be called the “focus on_women” or “biological differences”
position, holds that there are greater differences between women
and men than the classical radical feminist position maintains.
Some even suggest that men are inherently more violent than
women. Women’s reproductive capacity is not a burden in itself,
as some of the classic radical feminists seem to imply, Women’s
experience as mothers has not been entirely negative because
women have developed a culture that is separate from male
culture and more nurturing, Women can gain more from being
with one another than with men. Women are not more limited
than men and do not need to learn from them. Perhaps there are
some differences that should be preserved.

Some of these women believe that the goal should be creating
soc:letles separate from men, or perhaps rulmg them——m a gentle,
yAatrarchal way. The appropriate tactic is building separate,
Wmdependent wormen's communities, not confrontation with men,
Co,gmfron tlon might be seen as actmg 1n a male manner, or as

bemg trapped’ Tifo always resfct]ﬁg io ‘Eher than

erters ‘who seem to hold some variety of these ideas include
Mary Daly, Susan Griffin and Sally Gearhart. Of course, they differ
greatly from one another and may endorse confrontation in parti-
cular instances.

Sometimes, members of these groups fear each other. Members
of the focus-on-women group may feel that those who belong to the
classic or concentrate-on-the-enemy group are caught up in react-
ing to men, rather than acting on their own initiative. Members of
the confront-the-enemy group may feel that the focus-on-women
group spends its time in “fun” activities such as cultural events,
avoiding activities such as demonstrations, sirnply because they
are less entertaining.

Significantly, each group fears that the members of the other J
group will not be radical enough.

Not all “heterosexual” radical feminists have a classic radical
feminist position. Susan Brownmiller, for example, has contrib-
uted to the view that men are more violent than women.

Not all lesbian feminists hold the “biological differences” posi-
tion. Charlotte Bunch, for instance, seems closer to the classic

group.
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Not all radical or lesbian feminists identify with either group.
However, many do tend toward one or the other. Such tendencies
often affect which books and periodicals a woman reads, as well
as which discussions and concerts she attends, Many keep in-
formed only of ideas developing within their own part of the
movement. Sometimes there is little overlap between the groups,

In the city where I live, Washington DG, members of the two
groups have attended the same cultural events in the past several
years only when the events have featured Women of Color or
Jewish women, The desire to acknowledge and learn about the
oppression of Women of Color and Jewish women is bringing
radical and lesbian feminists of many ethnic backgrounds and
diverse politics closer together politically. The 1980s books by
Women of Color and Jewish women? may be the first books in years
that virtually all members of various movement political tenden-
cies have read.

Many of us, even if we are somewhat drawn to one point of
view, also have been deeply influenced by some of those who
represent another point of view. I feel quite influenced by both
schools.

Many writers have tried to develop a synthesis of different
male-originated theories, such as freudianism and marxism or
marxism and existentialism. I don’t want to attempt another syn-
thesis of those ideas: I want to know whether it is possible to
synthesize Ti-Grace Atkinson's thought and Mary Daly's without
distorting either. I want to'try to reconcile the various, apparently
contradictory ideas of the radical and lesbhian feminists who have
affected me. I want to learn whether there is some way that these
different theories form a coherent tradition.

The comparisons in this book will not provide a complete analy-
sis of the work of any one theorist, but should give an idea of the
range of thinking in the feminist movement. Some writers’ work
will suffer more than others’ from this sort of treatment, since not
all feminist writers have emphasized the kinds of ideas that I am
going to analyze. In particular, the work of Simone de Beauvoir is
much more than the sum of its parts as discussed in these
comparisons. Beauvoir is being included not because she is
precisely a radical feminist—which may be a matter for debate—
but because she has been the immediate inspiratien for many
radical feminists,
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The work of feminist writers whose style is poetic and is an
integral part of their message, such as Mary Daly, also is likely to
appear at a disadvantage in the sort of point-by-point comparison
that I am doing.

Psychological Analysis

Although some socialist feminists such as Juliet Mitchell have
called radical feminism “psychological” in its approach,® 1 would
suggest that any theory that proposes a psychological or individual
solution to the problem of women's oppression is not radical femi-
nist. Even the most “psychological” statement by radical feminists,
the 1969 New York Radical Feminists’ manifesto “Politics of thq
Ego,” which says that men oppress women primarily to gain ego
satisfaction, calls for an end to the sex class system and challenges
the family as an institution, It thus envisions social and political
solutions, not individual ones.®

On the other hand, the work of feminists such as Dorothy
Dinnerstein and Nancy Chodorow? focuses on psychology in a
way that many radical feminists think is not radical. They tend to
explain undesirable male behavior as a result of treatment within
the family, particularly on the fact that women do all “mothering.”
Their major solution to the problems in the relations between
women and men is increased child care by fathers. Sometimes
they imply that having a male active in child care is necessary to
producing balanced human beings who do not see people delin-
eated by sex roles-—hardly a solution that offers promise for
lesbian mothers,

Radical feminists such as Pauline Bart® have criticized this
emphasis on psychology as depoliticizing, It treats men as
individuals rather than a class and recommends a course of
action that women must take individually rather than collectively.
The emphasis on the psychologically injuricous effects of the
nuclear family tends to treat women and men as equally injured
by the sex class system.

The appeal that the Dinnerstein/Chodorow theory has for
many women may be that it suggests that they can change the
world by marrying a liberal man rather than by engaging in
political activity.
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Class and Race

Many, but not all radical feminists believe that the oppression of
women by men is the “primary” human oppression in that it
occurred first historically: is the first oppression that an individual
haman being learns about and participates in; and is the most
widespread oppression, occurring in virtually every human society
and placing nearly every human being in an oppressed or oppres-
sing sex class.

Virtually all radical feminists acknowledge that race’ and
economic class oppressions also exist and that they may have a
harsher impact on a particular individual or group than sex
oppression. For instance, radical feminists know that Jewish
womeh were not incinerated by the Nazis just because they were
women, although some aspects of their torture may have been
different from the torture of Jewish men,

Sex oppression probably is always intertwined with race and
class oppressions, and women who are oppressed because of class
or race are oppressed by a particular kind of woman-hating clas-
sism or racism in addition to facing the classism and racism that
men of their class and race experience. Sex oppression also may
affect men of oppressed races, when men of oppressing races per-
ceive them as sexual threats to their race power. Radical femi-
nists such as Andrea Dworkin? and Catharine A. MacKinnon'
have alluded to this intertwining of oppressions, but most white
radical feminist theorists have not written about it in much detail.

Some radical feminists and many socialist feminists believe that
sex, race and class oppressions are so intertwined that it makes
no sense to say that any of them is “primary” and that focusing on
one of those oppressions as “primary” is an insult to women who
are oppressed by racism and classism as well as patriarchy.

A few radical feminist works include class and race in an
integral way. Catharine A. MacKinnon's study of sexual harass-
ment, for example, shows how class or workplace dominance and
sexual harassment are intertwined aspects of pleasure for the
boss who demands sexual acts from a female worker.!

Discussion of race and class in the contemporary feminist
movement focuses on white racism as it has evolved in western
civilization and class oppression that has developed under capi-
talism, the forms of race and class oppression that prevail in
western society and have extended their influence over many
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other parts of the world. A historical discussion might discover
origins of racism far back in history, whenever human beings first
began perceiving neighboring peoples as different and killing and
enslaving them. A historical discussion might define capitalism as
one form of the economic oppression that has existed since
human beings first tried to appropriate other human beings'
labor, as slaves, servants, subordinates-—or wives, A thorough
discussion of economic oppression would need to include eco-
nomic systems in which bureaucratic classes control the labor
power of most workers and reap a disproportionate share of the
rewards.

A complex view that includes race and class oppression also
must accept that women can reap some benefits from connec-
tions with men of a society’s dominant race and class. Feminists
disagree about whether women can be actual members of upper
classes or whether white women can be oppressors in the same
sense that white men can be, but virtually all would agree that
women can participate in oppressive behavior or that they can
identify with an oppressor class, even if their sense of identity is
based on a delusion.,

Is Feminism for All Women?

Although most late 1960s American radical feminist theorists
were white, they assumed that radical feminism was a theory that
could aid the liberation of women of all races and classes. The
earliest anthologies, such as Sisterhood is Powerful and Radical
Feminism, and journals carried articles on colonized women and
women in national liberation movements. Women in China,
Vietnam, and Cuba often were cited as examples of radical
courage. Early anthologies and journals also include some,
although not many, articles on and by Black women in the United
States (three in Sisterhood is Powerful, one in Radicol Feminism).
Sisterhood is Powerful included one article by & Chicana woman.

The 1968 “Redstockings Manifesto,” typical of women’s libera-
tion statements in this regard, says,

We identify with all women. We define our best interest as that
of the poorest, most brutally exploited woman,

We repudiate all economic, racial, educational or status
privileges that divide us from other women. We are determined
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to recognize and eliminate any prejudices we may have against
other women, !

The 1971 “Fourth World Manifesto” by Barbara Burris and
Kathleen Barry and others maintained that women everywhere
have parallel cultures that can be a bond between them; that they
form another “world.”

We identify with women of all races, classes, and countries all
over the world. The female culture is the Fourth World."

By the late 1970s, many Black feminists and other ferninists of
Color were saying that white feminists had not sufficiently lived
up to this ideal of dealing with racism and creating a feminism by
and for all women. However, I think it is important to point out
that radical feminists did at least start by thinking of the variety
of women and hoping for connections, although that was not
enough. -

African-American feminist writer Audre Lorde, in her 1880
“Open Letter to Mary Daly,” pointed out that Women of Color
experience an intensified form of patriarchal oppression, and that
writings by white feminists often have not discussed this differ-
ence specifically:

...Differences expose all women to various forms and degrees of
patriarchal oppression, some of which we share and some of
which we do not. For instance, surely you know that for non-
white women in this country, there is an 80% fatality rate from
breast cancer; three times the number of unnecessary eventura-
tions, hysterectomies and sterilizations as for white women;
three times as many chances of being raped, murdered or
assaulted as exist for white women.16

The dialogue between feminists of Color and white ferinists over
redefinitions of the movement was one of the central features of
the movement in the 1980s,

Adrienne Rich has noted, “The radical feminist claim to identify
with all women was to undergo severe challenge. To believe that it
was right to identify with all women, to wish deeply and sincerely
to do so, was not enough,”1®

Writing this book raises questions about race and language.
Using a racial designation to describe a Black feminist but not a
white feminist accepts the perspective that people are white
unless otherwise specified, that white is the norm and other races
are not normal, On the other hand, “Black feminist” is also a
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political designation that many women have chosen specifically,
whereas "white feminist” is not. I am using langunage that most of
the time does not designate white feminists as such and does
identify Black feminists, but I am skeptical of the implications of
this language and I invite the reader to question it, too.

So that whiteness will not be seen as the norm, I shall note here
that many of the women discussed in this book are white —in-
cluding Ti-Grace Atkinson, Simone de Beauveir, Rita Mae Brown,
Susan Brownmilier, Charlotte Bunch, Susan Cavin, Mary Daly,
Elizabeth Gould Davis, Christine Delphy, Andrea Dworkin,
Shulamith Firestone, Marilyn Frye, Susan Griffin, Sarah Lucia
Hoagland, Laurel Holliday, Jill Johnston, Lisa Leghorn, Catharine
A. MacKinnon, Kate Millett, Janice Raymond, Adrienne Rich,
Kathie Sarachild, and Monique Wittig. I am white, as well.

Women of Color often have chosen to identify themselves pri-
marily by that term or by terms such as “Black feminist,” “Black |
lesbian,” or “Asian feminist” rather than using or primarily using-
terms such as “radical feminist” or “socialist feminist.” Some have i
chosen politics that seem closer to socialist feminism than radical l
feminism, while others have politics that seem closer to leshian
feminism or radical feminism. By including these Women of Color
in chapters that focus on radical feminism and lesbian feminism, I
do not mean to imply that they all identify more closely with radi-
cal or lesbian feminism than socialist feminism. Merle Woo, for
instance, describes herself as a socialist feminist and lesbian
activist.

However, writings by many Women of Color, in their focus on
personal experience and passionate expression, seem closer to
many white radical feminist and lesbian feminist writings than to
socialist feminist writings.

How one chooses to organize materials by Women of Color is
also significant. I decided to group ideas by Women of Color in
each Part in order to show, for instance, the unity of Women
of Color in opposing biologically determinist theories of origins—
and, in another instarnce, the variety of Women of Color’s ideas on
sexuality. Another option would have been to disperse their
comments throughout the chapters. I do not mean to suggest by
my method of organization that white women and Women of
Color have not discussed these issues with each other,
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Methods in Feminist Theory

Why am I emphasizing theory as different sets of more or less
coherent ideas, influenced by other theories? Haven't radical
feminists generally said that consciousness-raising was our basic
method of learning about the world and that our lives are the

e I'“‘MA-‘,,,

We regard our personal experience, and our feelings about that ‘
experience, as the basis for an analysis of our common situa-
tion, We cannot rely on existing ideologies as they are all
products of male supremacist culture.'”

A decade later, socialist feminist Nancy Hartsock wrote,

The practice of small-group consciousness raising, with its stress
on examining and understanding experience and on connecting
personal experience to the structures that define our lives, is the
clearest example of the method basic to feminism.'®

Isn't that so? What role does theory have outside the con-
sciousness-raising (c-r) group?

For one thing, the c-r group is limited in its membership. No one
¢-r group—nor all c-r groups that have yet existed--has con-
tained all of the varieties of women's experience that exist in the
world today. It can be useful to take what one has learned in the
c-r group and go to learn more about women'’s lives, then report
back to the rest through writing, Books on forced prostitution,
battering, incest and the whole range of women's oppression
widen cur understanding of women's oppression.

One of the earliest sharp differences in the movement was
connected with the extent to which one relies on conscicusness-
raising as the basis for theory. The early radical feminist group
Redstockings, which originated consciousness-raising, strongly
emphasized c-r's importance. It does not seem coincidental that
Redstockings insisted that what most women would say they
want— monogamous, committed relationships with men—is what
they should get. Similarly, what most American workers would
say they want probably would be more respectful bosses, shorter
hours and higher salaries. Most people—in the United States, at
any rate—will say what they want most are improvements in
their immediate conditions, not revolution,
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Some of the early radical feminists involved in ¢-r did decide
they wanted feminist revolution; mest of them, to be sure, had
already been radicals before becoming feminists. Consciousness-
raising in itself might not necessarily have that effect on a woman
who was not already used to thinking of radical social change,
although it would make her more aware of mistreatment.

Theory is a way of stretching the imagination, of trying to make
generalizations about our individual experiences, trying to visu-
alize how the world can be changed so that oppressive structures
are eliminated. Ti-Grace Atkinson’s late 1960s ideas were very
different from Redstockings' ideas, in part, because Atkinson
emmphasized theory more.

Political theorizing often is radicalizing. The process of imagin-
ing that the world could be different and trying to figure out how
to get there destroys apathy and passivity. In societies that have
longer and more significant radical traditions than the United
States, such as France or Italy, political theory plays a much
larger role in politics than it does here.

I stress the imaginative aspect of theory because marxists or
some radical feminists, such as the French writer Christine
Delphy, have emphasized its basis in material reality, in real life;
theory usually also describes what has not yet taken place. Marx
wasn’t just describing the world when he wrote about “the dicta-
torship of the proletariat,” and we aren’t just describing what
exists when we write about “feminist revolution” or a “lesbian
nation.”

Perhaps few women could have imagined radical or lesbian
feminism just by looking at our lives unless we had contact with
radical feminist or lesbian feminist ideas.

In her 1989 book, Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking
Black, African-American feminist theorist Bell Hooks suggests that'l
feminists too often assume that looking at our own lives is enough
to enable us to understand our political situation and provide us
with a strategy.

To take woman to the self as starting point for politicization,
woman who, in white-supremacist, capitalist patriarchy, is par-
ticularly made, socially constructed, to think only me—my
body—I constitute a universe—all that truly matters. To take
her —this woman—to the self as starting point for politicization
is necessarily risky...
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[If you say] ‘The personal is the political, [there may be] no
sense of connection between one’s person and a larger material
reality—no sense of what the political is. In this phrase, what
most resonates is the word —personal—not the werd political.
Unsure of the political, each female presumes knowledge of the
person—the personal. No need then to search for the meaning
of political, simpler to stay with the personal, to make synony-
mous the personal and the political.. .

Many women engaged in feminist movement assumed that
describing one’s personal experience of exploitation by men was
to be politicized. Politicization necessarily combines this process|
(the naming of one's experience) with critical understanding of
the concrete material reality that lays the groundwork for
personal experience 20

But feminist theorists have not been uncritical of theory.
Ti-Grace Atkinson wrote,

All that I have said so far is ‘theory in the worst sense. It
assumes concepts as fact, any one of which, if false, would
challenge what followed, I ‘assume’ that it is ‘natural’ to human
nature to desire satisfaction (but what about the death wish
and angst?). 1 ‘assume’ that such a major cultural reversal is
possible as to radically change the source of identity from
outer-directed to inner-directed. (What kind of evolutionary
theory would be consistent with that?) I ‘assume’ that human
nature could function so as to fuse one’s self-interest with the
interests of others in a categorical imperative. (Where is the
evidence for any of this?) It is one of the many nightmares of
feminism, that to even conceive of what could count as signifi-
cant changes for women, one must begin by jumping off one cliff
after another. And I havent even considered, here, how such
changes could possibly be implemented.?!

Not all feminist theorists have acknowledged how many as-
sumptions we are making. In a number of radical feminist and
lesbian writings, much is implicit or unstated rather than explicit.
1t ig very difficult even to compare and group feminist writers into
different schools, as I have tried to do, because sometimes very
basic points, such as the author’s ideas on whether there are
major inherent differences between the sexes, are not stated.
Some radical feminist and lesbian writers leave their goals, and
perhaps their strategies and tactics, implicit rather than explicit.
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Diverse Theories

There are many different feminist methods—we draw on many
gsources in our writing. For instance, Ti-Grace Atkinson has been
influenced by studying philosophy, and argues against the Aristo-
telian notion that people have different functions in society and
are defined by that function (wife, mother, father, slave, master).
Mary Daly has been influenced by years of studying philosophy
and theology when she was a Catholic theologian. In her book
Gyn/Ecology, she even manages to turn the Catholic concept of
the seven deadly sins against men, pointing out men’s eight deadly
§ins.2? Susan Griffin is a poet and writes like a poet. The writing
of SBhulamith Firestone and a number of others is influenced by
marxism,.2?

However, many different feminists writers have in common an
emotional intensity of style, The work is not divorced from their
personal feelings. Writers as different as Atkinson and Daly men-
tion how painful it is to focus on women’s oppression in their
work. No one could imagine that feminist writers are detaching
themselves from their subject.

Radical feminist and lesbian theory is passionate. The real pain
of real women covers almost every page. The work of writers such
as Adrienne Rich, Audre Lorde, Mary Daly and Janice Raymond
also vividly conveys women'’s experiences of joy.

I am trying to discover what our assumptions are and to make
the implicit or unstated as explicit as possible, so that all of us can
better evaluate the feminist and lesbian ideas.

The purpose of this book is not to substitute for reading the
original works, but to move us to look at them. Some of them have
not received the attention they deserve, even within the feminist
movement, I am a little surprised at how little analysis we have
done of our growing body of theory. Certainly marxists have been
analyzing Marx for a century and show no signs of slowing down,
Although radical and lesbian feminists, fortunately, have no one
writer who is seen as being as central to us as Marx is to marx-
ism, we do have a body of work that is worth discussing.

Our work is notable for its diversity, its pluralism, the lack of a
single leader from whom all thoughts flow, Imagine calling feri-
nism “Firestonism,” or even “Beauvoirism,” and assuming that one
writer's ideas were the standard for evaluating everyone else's!
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That is absurd. There is no single theory to which one must ad-
here or one single group to which one must belong to be included
in the realm of politics.

Our flexibility is our strength. Feminists will never be shamed
by the equivalent of the 1939 Hitler/Stalin non-aggression pact, a
strange policy suddenly foisted by leaders on followers who must
adhere to it. Feminists will never be in the position of the ex-
Communists described in Vivian Gornick’s The Romance of Ameri-
can Communism, who Telt that there was no point in participating
in politics if they could no longer belong to the Communist Party
because they saw that party as the only people's revolutionary
party.?! Feminists who disagree with a group's ideas or process just
form another group.

Although it is fortunate that none of our theorists are canon-
ized, more detailed familiarity with the various ideas could be
useful. Some very important feminist books, particularly Ti-Grace
Atkinson's Amazon Odyssey but also the more widely circu-
lated The Dialectic of Sex by Shulamith Firestone have gone
out of print, are often lefi off women’s studies reading lists, and
women who have joined the movement in recent years often have
not read them.

Also, some ferinist writers do not credit the sources of their
ideas, while others such as Mary Daly and Adrienne Rich credit
most of their sources. Some feminists quote Beauvoir's ideas and
phrases without giving her name. The Redstockings have com-
plained about how often their ideas are used without credit. But I
think that those whose ideas are most commonly used without
attribution or acknowledgement are Ti-Grace Atkinson and the
early 1970s lesbian feminist group the Furies, In everyday conver-
sations, this doesn't matter so much. We don't have to footnote
our conversations. But a writer has a responsibility not to take
credit for the ideas of others. I doubt it is entirely a coincidence
that it is often the maost radical boaks that become least accessi-
ble and are least often cited.




Chapter 2

The Sources of
Feminist Theory

What are the sources of feminist theory? Feminists have used
almost every possible source of inspiration, For example, seven-
teenth-century British women arrived at ferninism hoth by the
route of Catholicism and the route of radical Protestantism, as
Dale Spender describes in her book Feminist Theorists: Thy
Centuries of Women Thinkers.! Contemporary radical feminists
also have drawn on a wide variety of sources, including marxism,
anarchism, existentialism, nineteenth-century feminism, the Black
liberation movement, and the Ashley Montague/Robert Graves
school of twentieth-century male writers who suggested that
women really are better than men because women'’s behavior is less
violent 2

Is one of these more of a source than others? Are the sources
mutually contradictory? Is it logically inconsistent to try to fuse
them?

Although some writers have tried to fuse marxism and existen-
tialism, are they really compatible? Marxism and anarchism are
somewhat incompatible, and both of them seem incompatible
with the liberalism that is the basis of much nineteenth-century
feminism, The Montague/Graves biological superiority views are
clearly incompatible with the other views, and I shall not deal
with them further here.
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Nineteenth-century feminism has influenced twentieth-century
feminism. Most contemporary feminists have not locked exten-
sively into their forebears’ work, in part because many works went
out of print and were not common knowledge until current femi-
nist scholars resurrected them. Books by Dale Spender, Zillah
Eisenstein, and Josephine Donovan discuss this history?

African-American Movementls

Another influence on feminist thought and practice has been
the Black movement, both the Civil Rights movement and Black
nationalism. A number of early radical feminists, such as Kathie
Sarachild, and Carol Hanisch of Redstockings, had worked directly
in the Civil Rights movement in the South. From the Civil Rights
movernent, the mostly white women who formed the first specifi-
cally women’s liberation groups (radical Black women also were
working politically at this time, but most of them did not specifi-
cally define themselves as women’s liberationists, although scrue,

~ such as Cellestine Ware, did) learned that it was possible for large

numbers of people to become politically active about the
oppression in their daily lives. Both the theory of non-violence as
developed in the Civil Rights movement and the idea of armed
resistance (“by any means necessary”) of some parts of the Black
Nationalist movement have influenced the stirategies of, respec-
tively, pacifist and non-pacifist radical and lesbhian feminists,

Perhaps the most striking effect of the African-American
movement on the feminist movement was the example of Black
separatism, or the decision by many that only Blacks could decide
the direction of their own movement, and that they need indepen-
dent all-Black organizations. This example legitimized the idea of
separatism, or of creating women-only groups, for many women
of different races.

It is understandable if Black people sometimes see that borrow-
ing from their movement as a rip-off, but it is also possible to see
this learning from the African-American movement as merely
good political sense,

White feminists have not always acknowledged the extent to
which ideas have been borrowed or derived from Black
movements,
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Existentialism, Anarchism, Marxism

Existentialism, marxism and anarchism all see the world as
susceptible to change, not static, not a given, endlessly repeating
status quo. People, either as individuals (existentialism, anar-
chism) or as members of a group (marxism, some varieties of
anarchism) can act, can change, can make changes, All of these
philosophies see the world as imperfect, not as good as it could
be. The world as it is, is not the best of all possible worlds. Their
task is not to justify the existing world, but to change it.

Actually, both marxism and existentialism recognize that there
is & human “essence” or nature, as well as existence. As Adam
Schaff, a Polish marxist philosopher, has written, if all human
beings simply reflected the historical and class conditions under
which they were born, we would have no chance of understanding
people born in different eras or circumstances. But, because we
do have various similarities with them (desire for human contact,
need for material well-being, etc.), we can have some under-
standing of them,*

The existentialist point is not that there is no human nature or
essence, but that “existence precedes essence,” as Jean-Paul
Sartre wrote in “Existentialism is a Humanism." There was no idea
or ideal of what people should be like that existed before people
existed. What people’s nature is—what traits they have or don't
have, what human society or societies are or can be like-—is
something we learn from looking at people, We learn whether
people can fly by trying to fly. We learn how much people can
cooperate by looking to see how much they do cooperate, and by
trying to cooperate,

This does not rule out a human nature that determines whether
or not people can fly—or under what circumstances they will need
tools to do it—or whether and under what circumstances they can
cooperate. Qur first guesses about whether people can fly, or
whether they can work cooperatively, may be wrong—if we look
only at whether they are already doing those things, rather than
trying to see whether they can expand their capacities. People have
many capacities —that is one thing we do know.

Although many proponents of these philosophies might deny it,
the philosophies do envision some sort of “eternal truth,” even if
the “eternal truth” is simply that the human condition is impor-
tant and that human life has value.
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Marxism, anarchism, and existentialism are all philosophies
that put a value on this wortd and the individuals living in it. All
value freedom, although existentialism puts its greatest emphasis
on individual freedom and marxism emphasizes collective
freedom, while most currents of anarchism emphasize both.
Marxism based on Marx’s early writings, however, does go back to
individual, as well as collective, freedom. All of these theories
include self-expression and even happiness among their goals.

Marxism, anarchism, and existentialism all are philosophies of
action: They assume that human beings must act, they focus on
human action rather than on simple existence (if there is such a
thing as simple existence devoid of action). They assume that
human beings are capable of affecting the world around them and
one another, by making choices among different courses of action.
Although existentialists generally emphasize the elements of indi-
vidual choice involved in action, while marxists may emphasize the
impact of historical situations on action, both see action as possi-
ble and necessary. Even those marxists who say that actions are
governed by historical inevitability would admit that many people
may betray their class or not have the proper class-consciousness,
which means that they in fact ¢can choose whether or not to act in a
way that will benefit their class.

Marxism and anarchism emphasize changing “the world,” while
existentialism focuses on creating the self through action, which
may include collective action. All of these inveolve action, not just
thought. .

Feminism also is a philosophy of action, which focuses on both
collective and individual action, on changing all levels eof power
relationships in the world and on changing selves as well. When a
ferninist writer such as Mary Daly writes about “be-ing,” she is not
talking about “being” as opposed to “action,” but about action.
“Cireative be-ing," she calls it, which we could call “be-ing that
acts.” Following Beauvoir, many feminists, including Daly and
Dworkin, have used the term “becoming,” again meaning a kind of
action as well as thought.

As far as I know, no one has ever suggested that feminism is a
philosophy of pure thought, or that one could be a feminist with-
out taking actions that involve other women.

Like marxism and radical anarchism, feminism is a theory
about and for people as social beings. Being a feminist involves
developing ideas about, and actions toward women as a group.
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A woman is not a feminist if she dees not think about women in
general, if she merely says, “I am as good as a man or better, and
will act in a way that shows I know it.”

One can be an existentialist of a sort without being necessarily
linked to other existentialists: Even if one must act, one can act
individualistically rather than collectively.

Existentialism emphasizes what could be called “negative”
freedom, or the freedom to resist or reject An example of the
extreme to which this idea of freedom can be taken is Sartre’'s
comment that he was never freer than when France was occupied
by Germany. That is, he had more to resist. People active in the
Resistance felt they had made a true choice. But an extreme lack
of freedom created that situation.

A marxist notion of freedom would involve more control over a
situation: ownership of the means of production, control over
one’s own working conditions.

As writers who have sought to fuse marxism and existentialism
have suggested, the two kinds of freedom both have value,

Simone de Beauvoir’s Existentialism

Existentialism was brought to feminism by Simone de Beauvoir.,
Or did existentialism bring Beauvoir to femimism? Was the
existence of a philosophy such as existentialism a necessary
condition for the creation of feminism as a theory? Or, as the
French feminist theorist Michéle Le Doeuf and the American Ti-
Grace Atkinson have suggested, is existentialism so fundamentally
different from feminism that Beauvoir had passed beyond it before
she created her feminist theory? Atkinson suggests that pre-
feminist existentialismm—that is, Sartre’s existentialism as
formulated before Beauvoir's The Second Sex was published in the
late 1940s—is more negative than feminism, and less concrete,
since it focused more on individuals than on any type of class and
did not offer a theoretical basis for collective organizing. Human
beings were supposed to develop themselves and act as if they were
freed, but it was not clear how.? (In his 1960 hook, Critique of
Dialectical Reasoning, Sartre made more of an attempt to discuss
how people could work together in groups).”

Le Doeuf has pointed out how Beauvoir used existential-
ism—and went beyond existentialist concepts—to create he
feminism, In Being and Consciousness, Sartre says that “all
feelings of inferiority derive from free choice. Nothing external has
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determined what we feel.”® In other words, other pecple can’t
really subjugate a person. A person can always make choices. This
would seem to deny the validity of the concept of any oppression,
including that of women by men. However, as Le Doeuf says,

Beauvoir uses the existentialist ethic of authenticity as a
theoretical lever to render women's oppression obvious...de
Beauvoir had a strange but operative insight: ‘Each time the
transcendence of the Subject collapses back to immanence,
there is degradation of existence into an in-itself. This collapse
is a moral fault if it is consented to by the Subject; if it is
inflicted on the Subject, it is an oppression.'

In other words, if the “Subject” is hampered in its intrinsic
existential striving for free choice, it (she) is oppressed.

The Subject, defined by its transcendence, is neither a descri-
bable being nor a determinable nature...There is no such thing
as an ‘eternal feminine’ because there is no such thing as 'human
nature’. . .10

Beauvoir believed there was no fixed nature, just “becoming,” so
women can hecome whatever they choose—if they succeed in
overcorning those who illegitimately block their “becoming.”

Many ferninist theorists use existentialist expressions such as
“becoming.” The concept that human beings can choose to shape
themselves in fundamental ways, and that they have an obligation
to do so, has been derived from existentialism. Ti-Grace Atkinson
and Mary Daly, whose theories differ in many respects, both
emphasize possibilities of self-creation that seem derived from
existentialism. For example, in Beyond God the Father, Daly wrote
about “becoming” “This becoming who we really are requires
existential courage to confront the experience of nothingness...
The only alternative is self-actualization in spite of the ever-
present nothingness.”!t

Do a few expressions taken from existentialism, marxism or
any other philosophy or theory make a theory existentialist,
marxist or connected to the earlier theory? Is feminism logically
dependent on existentialism? Certainly it is dependent on having
some idea that considerable change is possible, but perhaps
marxism could have provided that. However, traditional marxism
does not emphasize the voluntary (rather than historically
necessary) element of this change as existentialism does.
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Anarchism and Feminism

What concepts have radical feminists derived from anarchism?
Have borrowings from anarchism been conscious or mostly
uriconseious?

Anarchist thought, or at least its diffused influence within the
New Left of the 1960s, contributed to the development of radical
feminism, particularly much of its group structure.

There are two basic types of anarchism: right-wing anarchism,
which focuses solely on the freedom of individuals and which
usually includes the idea that large businesses can be left intact
altheugh government should be dismantled-—and left-wing, radi-
cal or social anarchism, which sees cooperative groups as well as
individuals as basic to society. Social anarchists are just as
opposed to capitalism as they are to the state. While right-wing
anarchists gravitate to the politics of the Libertarian Party, social
anarchists (in the United States at this time) generally focus on
organizing collectives and cooperatives. (In other places and
times, such as pre-revolutionary Russta, left-wing anarchists have
undertaken other revolutionary tactics, such as bombings, as well
as building workers’ and peasants' cooperatives),

Basic concepts of social anarchism include the idea that differ-
ent levels .of power, in all kinds of social interactions, from the
public to the personal, are inherently oppressive. People should
make as directly as possible all decisions affecting their own lives,
either individually or collectively, depending on the nature of the
decision. Human beings are capable of living and working together
cooperatively and equally. There is no inherent, necessary drive
for power. (But who created the unequal social conditions?) The
state, the corporations, the patriarchal family, all must be
replaced with more cooperative voluntary associations.

Often, social anarchists adopt the strategy of creating coopera-
tive communities or businesses as examples of the ways that
people can work and live together when there are no artificial
distinctions between them. There is an emphasis on changing the
individual's own attitudes and practices, as well as those of
society at large.

In the United States, anarchism is a much less respected idea
than, say, marxism, which is hardly given great respect. Universi-
ties teach courses on marxism, but rarely on anarchism. Anar-
chist books are difficult to obtain,
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Anarchist ideas spread, nevertheless, sometimes without the
label “anarchist.” The ideas of establishing collective organizations
without leaders; of ¢reating social change primarily through small
groups in which each individual can play a large part in deter-
mining the group’s direction; of creating social change primarily
through alternative institutions; and of making one’s personal
relations as egalitarian as one'’s political relations, are anarchist in
inspiration. (The last often has been espoused by socialists as
well). All of these ideas have been adopted by many radical
feminists.

Emphasis on change through local community pressure rather
than traditional legal institutions is another anarchist concept.
When someone says, for example, “Let’s deal with rape, woman
abuse, or pornography without involving the state, because the
state is racist, classist, and prone to censorship. Let's get the
community involved in these problems so that men who abuse
women in these ways will be censured by their own communi-
ties” —she is advocating an anarchist solution, Generally, relying
on direct action by individuals rather than on the enforcement of
laws by police is an anarchist approach.

Anarchist tactics can be either violent or non-violent. Sponta-
neous mass revolts, planned sit-ins, and takeovers of buildings all
can be anarchist tactics, So can building alternative community
services.

Radical feminism focuses more specifically on the oppression of
women than does anarchism. Although left-wing anarchists cer-
tainly mention patriarchy and oppression within the family, the
anarchists' message is less clear because it may focus on the
institution of the family as oppressive without identifying who
{men) is doing the oppressing.

An article by Temma Kaplan on pre-Civil War Spain shows how
this lack of clarity was a weakness in the anarchist movement
there. Anarchists suggested that the family was oppressive and
ought to be abolished, but opposed women’s entry into the
workplace as a threat to male workers—thus leaving women with
no options. The women turned away from anarchism, under-
standably.'2

Radical feminist writers who emphasize the end of oppression
or of relations of dominance as such, not simply of men by
women, are expressing an anarchist principle. These writers
include Ti-Grace Atkinson, Adrienne Rich, and many others (sce
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Chapter 12), The many radical feminists who emphasize working
in small groups and developing the collective process are espousing
anarchist principles.

Anarchist feminist writers, such as Carol Erlich and Peggy
Kornegger, have emphasized small groups, collective process, a
rejection of relationships based on dominance, and community
work or direct action to change society. Kornegger has written
that women seem almost intuitively to form nonhierarchical,
informal groups,® a concept similar to the idea of worldwide
women’s culture expressed in the radical feminist “Fourth World
Manifesto” and in Lisa Leghorn and Katherine Parker's 1981 book,
Woman's Worth.

Marxism and Radical Feminism

What has radical feminism derived from marxism? I am not at
the moment asking what socialist feminism has gained from marx-
ism.

Radical feminism has derived several concepts from marxism:
the idea that there are groups or classes of exploiters and exploi-
ted, or oppressors and oppressed; the idea that this situation is not
permanent, that the oppressed can fight against and overcome not
only individual oppressors but whele class systems; and the con-
cept of dialectics as means of explaining this process of change.

Virtually all radical feminists define themselves as anti-capitalist.
Many could call themselves socialist in the sense that they want
means of production to be socially owned. Owned collectively, but
not necessarily by the state—or, many radical feminists would say,
definitely not by the state. Radical feminist theory is a development
of socialist theory (as well as of anarchist theory) which incorpo-
rates aspects of the socialist theoretical tradition.

Marxism defines the oppressed group, the proletariat, in its
present condition, primarily in negative terms. The group is
defined by its oppression. In order to overcome this oppressed and
inferior state, it must end its definition as a separate class by
ending the whole class system.

The branch of radical feminism that maintains that it is neces-
sary to end the whole sex class system, to end all distinctions
between women and men, has an intellectual link, then, to marx-
ism, There is also a similarity in that members of this branch,
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such as Shulamith Firestone and Ti-Grace Atkinson, tend to define
women’s current and past historical condition as a degraded state.
To be a woman to these feminists means simply to be oppressed.

Socialist feminism takes various forms, Some socialist feminists
view economic class as the primary or key oppression to fight, but
are very concerned about the oppression of women. Other social-
ist feminists and some radical feminists say they see sex and class,
or sex, class and race, as equally key, and say the oppressions
must be worked on simultaneocusly. However, socialist feminists
use the vocabulary and generally the methodelogy of marxism
{a model focused on economic class) as their main means of analy-
sis. They have already decided that marxism is the most
appropriate radical system of thought and seek to modify it,
sometimes extensively.

Radical feminists generally have not yet decided that one
particular method or system of thought is a more appropriate
tool or method of analysis than others. They may write in more
varied styles than socialist feminists. Radical feminists sometimes
use methods or styles derived from marxism, but they alsc use
many others.

Radical feminists who have used marxist terminology include
Shulamith Firestone, who discussed sex as dialectic and began by
paraphrasing Friedrich Engels,1¢ (See page 50, below). Kate Millett
also takes Engels as a point of departure, both praising his
analysis of patriarchal marriage and the family and criticizing his
explanation of the patriarchal takeover as inadequate.'’® Other
early radical feminists, such as Ti-Grace Atkinson and the
members of Redstockings, frequently used the concept of class,
taken from marxism, to apply to the relations between women
and men, and brought a socialist or marxist concept of class
struggle to feminism,

One fundamental marxist concept that radical feminists have
used is alienation, which was the subject of some of Karl Marx's
early writings that were not accessible until the 1930s or widely
read until the 1950s. Orthedox marxists still discredit these
works, saying that Marx hadn’t really found himself at the time,
but rediscovery of this writing has formed the core of
contemporary European (both western and eastern) marxism.

For Marx, the concept of alienation meant that all human
beings have a particularly human capacity to do creative work
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conscionsly, with a goal in mind, but that some people have taken
control of the work of others, alienating them from it. The ability to
do creative, purposeful work was what he considered the central
human quality. Other areas of life, such as sexuality, he saw as
more “animal.” Certainly, a feminist can be eritical of this mind/
body dichotomy that belittles both sexuality and reproduction.t”

However, the concept of alienation can be useful for feminists,
Almost all aspects of most women’s lives— production, reproduc-
tion, sexual expression—have been alienated under male
supremacy. Women’s capacities have been used to profit others.
What women have created has been taken from them, alienated
from them, considered more irportant than women who produce
it are in themselves: the production of children, domestic services
and sexual services often are valued more than the women who
provide them. This is alienation.

Catharine A, MacKinnon has used Marx's concept of alienation
to discuss sexuality. She suggests, “Sexuality is to feminism what
work is to marxism: that which is most one’s own, yet most taken
away, 18

Not all radical ferinists agree with MacKinnon that sexuality in
feminism is analogous to work in marxism. Some see sexuality
and work as equally important human capacities that can be
alienated or suppressed. Radical feminists like Lisa Leghorn and
Christine Delphy have focused on economics.t?

One might ask whether the difference between radical feminism
and socialist feminism is primarily a question of method and
whether the two theories have the same long- and short-term
goals.

If the goal is a society in which resources are shared collec-
tively, the division of labor based on sexual differences is
eliminated, women and men are integrated, and the social impor-
tance of gender roles is eliminated, then many radical and
socialist feminists have similar long-term goals. However, those
lesbian feminists whose long-term goal is to have a separate
women's society or to give women more power than men in the
long run have a more serious difference with socialist feminists.

In short-term goals, more radical feminists than socialist
feminists emphasize establishing independent power bases for
women as women, The radical feminist emphasis is more likely to
be on women as a class seizing power from men as a class.
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However, some socialist feminists have acknowledged the need for
a greater power base for women than exists in any socialist
countries,

Strategic emphasis tends to be different. Radical feminists are
more likely to focus on violence against women, on fostering lesbi-
anism and critiquing heterosexuality, or on working primarily on
issues such as reproductive control and housework that relate to
women's oppression as women, They may put more emphasis than
socialist feminists on having all-women's organizations in all work
on feminist issues. However, some socialist feminists also work on
issues such as viclence against women and reproductive freedom,

Socialist feminist thinking is growing increasingly similar to
radical feminism. Socialist feminist Zillah Eisenstein now uses the
idea of “sex class” as well as economic class.® In The Radical
Future of Liberal Feminism, she says that all feminism has a
radical basis in its assumption that there are classes in society,
that men as a class oppress women as a class. “All feminism is
also radically feminist in that women’s identity as a sexual class
underlies this claim [that women are independent from men}].”?!

Socialist ferminists such as Heidi Hartmann in her essay, “The
Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism: Towards a More
Progressive Union,” have recognized that it is possible for a
“socialist” system to be patriarchal. (That is, it is possible for a
country that publicly espouses socialism to be patriarchal; this
does not mean that a country could be truly socialist and also
patriarchal). Hartmann recognizes that men have a considerable
amount of power through patriarchy; they may prefer this power
to changing radically. “Men have more to lose than their
chains."2

With all of these sources of thought—the Black movement,
existentialism, anarchism, marxism, and others—the idea that
feminists should either ask marxist questions or, as Juliet Mitchell
suggests, come up with marxist answers (“We should ask the
feminist questions but try to come up with Marxist answers”).??
too rigidly predetermines what feminism shall be. Marxism is only
one of the sets of ideas that has contributed to the development
of feminism.

Radical feminist theorist Catharine A. MacKinnon suggests in a
1983 Signs article that “socialist feminism has often amounted to
socialism applied to women, liberal feminism has often amounted
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to liberalism applied to women, Radical feminism is feminism
applied to women.”® She calls radical feminism “feminism
unmodified.” One could either say, like MacKinnon, that it is
unmodified, or one could say that it has been modified, or affected
by, or has borrowed from practically every other progressive
theory—which may amount to an independent, and idiosyncratic,
theory.

There are many indications that the different theories of femi-
nism are converging. Socialist feminists are more ready to criticize
the state and to work on issues not primarily concerned with jobs
or labor. Radical feminists talk about class—as indeed, they
always have, but more so. Lesbian feminists demonstrate against
Reagan/Bush administration policies. This growing similarity does
not mean that convergence will or should be complete. It is
implausible for a large movement to have a single focus or ideology.
The existence of such a single focus or ideology probably would be
an indication that a movement or group is being controlled from a
single center, which no part of the feminist movement is.

Theory Under Fire

In the 1980s, some feminists have become uncomfortable with
feminist theory or the very idea of theory. Theory involves
abstraction: it discusses people as groups as well as individuals.

Susan Griffin has expressed discomfort with thecry, or, as she
says, with ideology. (One person's theory is another person's
ideclogy).

In a 1982 Signs article, Griffin wrote:

But a speculation about dialogue is also a speculation about
ideology. For so often we speak as if my questions and your
answers, my statements and your responses, were all written
down somewhere in a great codicil of conversations...as if it
were recorded that there must be an ‘T" and a ‘you,” the ‘you’
corresponding to the inevitable ‘other” the enemy.

What if all our efforts toward liberation are determined by an
ideology which despite our desire for a better world leads us
inevitably back to the old paradigm of suffering?

And now I begin to suspect that all ideology must share a
hidden tendency. For beyond a just description of the truth,
an ideology holds the promise that one may control reality
with the mind, assert the ideal as more real than reality, or
place idea as an authority over nature. ..
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And with this promise, always, inevitably, no matter what the
ideology, the idea of the other is born, For another must become
a symbol and a scapegoat for the ideologist's own denied
knowledge that this ideology is not more real than reality. ..

And moreover ideology makes over the real, material enemy
—one who has actual power over our lives, or who actually poses
a danger—into an inhuman entity. . 28

Griffin has long been wary of categorizing. In her book Women
and Nature, she says it is men who categorize. However, it is not
clear how one can discuss society without developing categories
—or recognizing categories that have been imposed on us. To call
others “categorizers” or “ideologists” is also to categorize.

In recent years, feminists have increasingly been criticized —
with some of the criticism coming from within the ranks—for
“universalism,” “Universalism,” to critics, means assuming that
women’s situation is either the same or similar in all societies.
White western feminists have been particularly likely to believe
that all women are like them, critics say.

Some feminists see generalization as suspect, as universalism,

For instance, Chandra Malpede Mohanty of Cornell University,
speaking at the “After The Second Sex: New Directions Feminist
Theory” conference at the University of Pennsylvania in 1984, said
that such terms as “division of labor" and “produg¢tion” and
“reproduction” were western-biased and might not be useful for
analyzing non-western societies.?® One should not have an ¢ prioré
assumption that women-are unequal to men in societies outside
one’s own, Mohanty said. _

" But feminists have challenged the assumption that it is possible
to look at anything objectively, without assumptions. To conceal
or repress one’s assumptions will not remove them. Trying to
formulate and make public as many of one's assumptions as
possible at least allows others to evaluate them,

Eliminating such analytical concepts as “division of labor” could
leave us without a means of learning whether there is inequality
in a society, not only inequality based on gender roles but also
based on economic class or race or ethnicity.

Generalization is a necessary part of analysis. Eliminate
generalization and the world becomes a cluster of confusing,
unrelated facts. There is some difference, however, between
descriptive and prescriptive generalization. Of course, all gener-
alizations are in a sense normative. Labeling an act “rape,” for
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instance, is descriptive but also implies that the act is undesirable.
Words are not neutral.

Most feminists—of all races—assume that in many, most, or
virtually all societies, women work at particular forms of labor
because they are women and are often confronted with particular
forms of violence because they are women. It is not clear how
feminists could unsay this assumption in the interest of
abandoning universalism.

Descriptive universalism might say that women in most soci-
eties face many forms of control over their work and sexual lives
—with variations, of course, Prescriptive universalism would say
that all women must follow the same strategy, such as lesbian
separatism or taking up arms, to overcome these conditions.

Caroline Whitbeck wrote in a 1984 paper that when we as
feminists uge the term “we,” the term really should include only
those who have the opportunity to criticize what is said. Other-
wise, feminists may not see other women as selves, she writes.?7

But there are some women whom feminists must speak for,
until they are in a situation where their voices can be heard. Some
women in the rich northern countries as well as Third World
countries have no access to the media, and live in such controlled
environments that they cannot get out of their houses. Only people
with a greater share of liberty may be able to say publicly what
these women need to live. We must speak out, and later they can
tell us if we were wrong in some ways.

A major task of developing both philosophy and politics— and
political and social theory—is to determine what human beings
need to live and how those needs can be satisfied. We cannot give
up these tasks, even if they may seem universalist. Saying that
genocide or rape is universally wrong is universalist, but
necessary.

We must, it seems to me, make even more speculative assump-
tions based on our own experience. Western feminists have had
opportunities for choices that few women have ever had, and we
must share what we have learned from these experiences.

For instance, some of us can assert that it is a loss in women's
lives not to be able to choose whether to have deep sexual rela-
tionships with women, to have only socially prescribed sexual
roles. (Certainly there has been freedom to do this in some Third
World societies, as in some African marriages between women. But
as far as we know, such opportunities are the exception, as are
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societies that offer them.) We owe it to other women to tell them
about possible choices that they may not yet perceive as choices,

Although northern feminists legitimately have ideas to share,
there also is a need to respect the priorities of Third World
women, Women who need food and shelter or an end to neo-
colonial warfare in their countries need support, as do those
who want to have fewer children. Feminist theories are not really
universal unless they take into account the situation of all women.

There are many feminist theories, even within radical feminism
and lesbian feminism. There are far more if one includes the many
theories of socialist, anarchist and liberal feminism,

All of these feminisms should be universal. Fach of them
should be universal. That is, all of them should address the
situation of all women in some way. Theories about viclence
against women, theories of coalition politics, lesbian separatism,
anarchist feminism, theories of reform-—all should address how
their theory will affect women of all nations, races, classes and
ages, or how they could fit into a theory that includes all women.

Not every woman can follow every theory or strategy. A strategy
is not necessarily invalid because not all women want to or could
follow it. But proponents of every strategy can be aware of other
strategies and evaluate whether other theories can be comple-
mentary on a strategic level.

Ultimately, the only way to create theories that approach
understanding women’s condition universally is for women from
all over the world to create the theories. The problem of univer-
salism is not so much a flaw in generalization per se as in who is
creating the theory. This is changing as Women of Color living in
northern countries and women in Third World countries develop
theories. Sharing access to ideas and research resources is the
responsibility of northern feminists.

Feminist theory is diverse both in its origins and its contents, as
this chapter has shown, Given this background, it is likely that
feminist theory will become even more diverse as more women
participate in shaping it.




Part Two

The Origins of
Male Dominance
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Chapter 3

Against Gender

Feminists, who agree that women are and have been oppressed
by men, differ greatly in their explanations of the origins of that
oppression. Simone de Beauvoir offered several possible explana-
tions. Socialist feminists often say that there was an original
harmony between the sexes that was shattered by the discovery
of paternity and the development of private property, but they
emphasize the particular development of women’s oppression in
the industrial era under capitalism. They generally maintain that
women in pre-capitalist societies had more productive work and
more dignity.

Radical feminists have two basic approaches which differ
greatly; in fact, they are almost opposite. Radical feminists of the
late 19605 maintained that women have always been oppressed
by the categorization of the human species into men and women;
the categorization is unnecessary and it serves male domination.

Some lesbian feminist and radical feminist writers have
suggested, on the other hand, that the old idea that men are
biologically more viclent and aggressive is true. Conservative
{usually male) sociobiclogists say that men are basically more
aggressive, but they maintain that this aggressiveness is desirable
for the species. Lesbian and radical feminists who say that men
are more aggressive than women see aggression as undesirable
and highly destructive to humanity.

43




44 Love and Politics

Not all of the women who maintain that men are more viclent
(or more capable of violence) are lesbians; not all of those who
maintain that there is no essential difference, but only socially
created differences, are heterosexual. Among those who maintain
that men are fundamentally different from women due to biology,
some believe that women were always oppressed by men—but
many believe that women had an earlier period of power. Not all
of those who believe that there was once a time when women had
more power or a period of matriarchy are biological determinists.

Individual feminist theorists have developed a variety of
approaches, A study of these approaches in contemporary theory
properly begins with Simone de Beauvoir.

Simone de Beauvoir: Ambiguous Cause

Simone de Beauvoir’s assertions about the origins of oppression
and sex differences, as stated in The Second Sex, are duak She
believes that womer’s biology is a real handicap that has adverse-
ly affected women’s position in the world, but she also believes
that “woman” is only an idea, a category created by men in order
to have someone to oppress.

Beauvoir sees the idea of femininity as a destructive myth, like
racist and anti-semitic myths about BlEEKS and  Jéws:-She-does
not deny that there are “women” in the world today, but she does
deny that “woman” is an eternally valid category, that there will
always be something called “woman.” Such socially created groups
exist now and must work to end their existence as “others,”

To decline to accept such notions-as the eternal feminine, the

Black soul, the Jewish character, is not to deny that Jews,

Blacks, women exist today—this denial does not represent a
- liberation for those concerned, but rather a flight from reality.!

Beauvoir asks whether there are women. "

...Every female human being is not necessarily a woman; to be

considered so she must share in that mysterious and threatened

reality known as femininity. Is this attribute secreted by the
ovaries? Or is it a Platonic essence, a product of the philosophic
imagination??

Beauvoir does see the creation of woman as a product of the
imagination. Her existentialist background leads her to disbelieve
in “essences” (intrinsic qualities). She sees “femininity” as artificial
because it must be inculcated.

U
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Simone de Beauvoir (1974)
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According to Beauvoir, social differentiation based on sex was
not necessitated by inherent differences, Nor is such differentia-
tion—even in its physical aspects—a biological necessity for a
species, she points out. It is only one possible adaptation.
{Granted, it is the only adaptation taken by mammals, or most
vertebrates).

The perpetuation of the species does not necessitate sexual
differentiation ... We can imagine a parthenogenetic or herma-
phroditic society.?

LEven if there is no biological necessity for “women,” Beauvoir
suggests there may have been psychological necessity—or per-
ceived necessity—for their creation by men. She suggests that
there is an_instinctive social need to differentiate, and hence to

LINSLINCLIVE Soclal need to ailis
define, to perceive as lesser, to oppress. She does not say that men
inherently have more of this instinct than women, but that they
were able to make use of it because of women's child-bearing. The
existence of this inherent instinct she derived, apparently, from the
work of her existentialist companion, Jean-Paul Sartre.

She uses Sartre’s category of “the Other™

The category of the Other is as primordial as consciousness itself,
In the most primitive societies, in the most ancient mythologies,
one finds the expression of a duality—that of the Self and the
Other. This duality was not originally attached to the division of
the sexes; it was not dependent upon any material facts.?

Here Beauvoir seems to assume that there are some “essential,”
inherent, permanent, rather abstract features of human nature—
the sort of thing she said she didn't believe in: Self and Other,

Not only are there individuals who differentiate between Self
and Other, but these individuals band together in groups, finding
it more comfortable to believe that there are other individuals
with whom they have something in common, and thus establish-
ing another group that does not possess whatever the selected
traits are,

...No group ever sets itself up as the One without at once setting
up the Other over against itself,,, Things become ¢lear,..if,
following Hegel, we find in consciousness itself a fundamental
hostility toward every other consciousness; the subject can be
posed only in being opposed. ..’

So, Beauvoir maintains that consciousness is basically hostile,
rather than altruistic or cooperative.
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According to Hegel’s “master/slave” dialectic, which Beauvoir
apparently accepils, a person asserts his consciousness by
becoming someone else’s master. He cannot be coraplete without
someone to observe his mastery. He risks his life to obtain this
status; presumably, the slave has not been willing to risk his or
hers, and that is why he or she is a slave. {(Although she feels that
this framework may be more accurate to describe the condition of
women than of slaves, Beauvoir may not have taken note of the
racist and insulting tones of this perception of slaves). Beauvoir
sees women as resisting less than roale slaves have:

The advantage of the master, he says, comes from his affirma-
tion of Spirit as against Life through the fact that he risks his
own life; but in fact the conquered slave has known the same
risk. Whereas woman is basically an existent who gives Life and
does not risk her life; between her and the male there has been
no combat.b

Her acceptance of this line of reasoning may show why
Beauvoir seems to apportion a share of the blame for women’s
situation to women; Sartre had maintained that, if a person is
operating “in good faith,” she or he must always see that there is
some choice. Thus, for an existentialist, the slave has no excuse
not to reject slavery and operate as a free being—even if the
price is death.

Despite the apparently active, conquering model of the master
and slave, Beauvoir does not believe that a particular action or
series of actions led to men’s domination of women, their estab-
lishing Woman as the Other. Rather, the process evolved with
human consciousness itself,

Throughout history they have always been subordinated to men,
and hence their dependency is not the result of a historical event
or a social change—it was not something that eccurred. The
reason why otherness in this case seems to be an absolute is in
part that it lacks the contingent or incidental nature of historical
facts. A condition brought about at a certain time can be
abolished at some other time.”

This sort of insistence that the establishment of women’'s
oppression did not happen in history is one reason why socialist
feminists have charged some radical feminists with being
“ahistorical,” lacking a sense of history. This idea that women’s
oppression always was present, can be traced to Beauvoir,
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If the oppression of women did not happen in time, or in history,
then can men be held responsible for it? Although existentialists
are often concerned with questions of individual and collective
responsibility, Beauvoir does not seem to be blaming men much
more than women.

On the one hand, she says:

Why is it that women do not dispute male sovereignty? No sub-
ject will readily volunteer to become the object, the inessential; it
is not the Other, who, in defining himself as the Other, establishes
the One ?

That is, women have not created male dominance. Men have,
and they will not give it up.

Even more critically, she writes:

If woman seems to be the inessential which never becomes the
essential, it is because she herself fails to bring about this change.®

But this situation is not hopeless; Beauvoir does foresee a politi-
cal solution:

The reason for this is that women lack concrete means for
organizing themselves into a unit which can stand face to face
with the correlative unit [men]. They have no past, no history, no
religion of their own...They live dispersed among the males...°

She outlined the basic obstacles, although perhaps underesti-
mating the common history that women share.

Beauvoir has many negative feelings about women, in fact sees
them as inferior to men in some ways, However, she believes
wormen are capable of change.

..,When an individual (or a group of individualg) is kept in a
gituation of inferiority, the fact is that he 4s inferior. But the
significance of the verb to be must be rightly understood here;
it is in bad faith to give it a static value when it really has the
dyniamic Hegelian sense of ‘to have become.’ Yes, women on the
whole are today inferior to men; that is, their situation affords
them fewer possibilities. The question is: Should that state of
affairs continue?!

Of course, she thought it should not:

This accounts for our lengthy study of the biolegical facts; they
are one of the keys to the understanding of woman. But I deny
that they establish for her a fixed and inevitable destiny. They
are insufficient for setting up a hierarchy of the sexes; they fail
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to explain why woman is the Other; they do not condemn her
to remain in this subordinate role forever...the human species
is forever in a state of change, forever becoming.12

This emphasis on “becoming,” on flexibility, is one of Beauvoir's
gifts to feminism.

French radical feminist writer Michele Le Doeuf comments in
a 1979 paper that The Second Sex does not adequately des-
cribe the origins of women’s oppression:

...Judging by the way de Beauvoir treats this problem the
oppression of wornen is a scandal so unthinkable that she cannot
arrive at assigning it an origin or a sufficient cause. Take the
procedure of Part I: she examines in succession three possible
explanations-—and rejects them all. She eliminates in turn
...first biology, then psychoanalysis, finally historical material-
ism,...as all these explanations prove successively inadequate. ..
One ends up, then, with the magic of an oppression without a
fundamental cause., because women's oppression is not foun-
ded on anything, it has thus become necessary to invent a host of
devices and institutional props to create and maintain it.”?

Le Doeuf suggests that Beauvoir deduced women’s oppression
from her own experience, rather than primarily from theoretical
work.

Shulamith Firestone: Origins of ‘Otherness’

In her book The Dialectic of Sex, Shulamith Firestone took
Beauvoir as her starting point. Firestone suggests, however, that
there is no primordial concept of Otherness, but that the idea of
Otherness arises from the woman/man relationship. Firestone
thus sees Otherness as more of a group than an individual
consciousness. Rather than a collection of selves bristling with
hostility, ready to dominate other selves, there were men who came
to see that they could dominate women and to feel superior to
them. (Without the postulate of an uneasy individual self, however,
why the assertion of domination at all?)

Firestone writes:

The immediate assumption of the layman that the unequal
division of the sexes is ‘natural’ may be well-founded. .. Unlike
economic class, sex class sprang directly from a biological
reality; Men and women were created different, and not equally
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privileged. Although, as de Beauvoir points out, this difference
of itself did not necessitate the development of a class system—
the domination of one group by another—the reproductive
Jfunctions of these differences did. The biological family is an
inherently unequal power distribution.*

She is saying that bearing children is no privilege—freedom
from bearing them is. The organs dont produce the sex class
syster, the use of them does. Having a uterus is not the problem;
being a member of the only group that bears children is.

She sees the family as both oppressive and universal.

...The biological family that we have described has existed
everywhere throughout time. Even in matriarchies where
woman's fertility is worshipped, and the father's role is unknown
or unimportant, perhaps not the genetic father, there is still sorue
dependence of the female and the infant on the mate !

For Firestone, biclogy does play a part in women's oppression.
Biology is not neutral: It can be painful, even oppressive, although
it evolved rather than being the product of conscious decision. She
speaks of the “oppressive power structure set up by Nature and
reinforced by man.”!6

For Firestone, bearing a child without conscious choice, even
though biologically “natural,” is oppressive for a conscious being.
Pregnancy and birth are painful.

From biological differences grew the division of labor, and
hence classes that were more or less privileged.

...The natural reproductive difference between the sexes led

directly to the first division of labor based on sex, which is at the

origins of all further division into economic and cultural classes
and is possibly even at the root of all caste (discrimination based

on sex and other biologically determined characteristics such as

race, age, etc.).Y’

From the creation of the first classes, women and men, grew
other classes. The origins of the oppression of women are the
origins of oppression per se, Firestone writes,

Women's oppression has been so tied to biclogy—so “natural”
—that Firestone sees the possibility of ending this oppression
arising only with the development of technology, such as birth
controk:

Though there have always been women rebels in history, the

conditions have never before existed that would enable women
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to effectively overthrow their oppressive roles. Women's capacity
for reproduction was urgently needed by the society and even if it
hadn’t been, effective birth control methods were not available.'8

If oppression was as inevitably linked to women's biclogy as Fire-
stone says, how can rmen be much to blame? Did men have any
alternative but to oppress women? But one does not generally speak
of an act as oppressive if it is necessary. I am uncomfertable with
the idea that this structure of relationships was necessary.

Even if biological differences were the basis of women’s
oppression, Firestone does not feel this means that differences
between women and men are eternal, Even if they always existed,
they do not always have to exist:

But to grant that the sexual imbalance of power is biologically
based is not to lose our case. We are no longer just animals. And
the kingdom of Nature does not reign absolute. As Simone de
Beauvoir herself says:

‘The theory of historical materialism has brought to light
some important truths, Humanity is not an animal species, it is
a historical reality.’

Firestone then concludes, “Thus, the ‘natural’ is not necessarily
a ‘human’ value, Humanity has begun to outgrow nature.”?

Like Beauvoir, Firestone tends to see womnen as not having done
the most important work of humanity. She quotes Beauvoir as
saying, “Perhaps, however, if productive work hod remained
within her strength, woman would have accomplished with
wman the conquest of nature...”

Firestone adds, “Thus it was woman's reproductive biology that
accounted for her original and continued oppression, and not
some sudden patriarchal revolution "2

Also like Beauvoir, she sees the oppression of women as
something that was not caused by a dramatic series of actions,
but. rather as something happening far back in pre-history.

Unlike some later writers, Firestone is totally critical of the idea
that a matriarchy ever existed, that there was a time when
women were free, or that such an alternative could be a solution
for the future.

Matriarchy is a stage on the way to patriarchy, to man's fullest
realization of himself; he goes from worshipping Nature through
women to conquering it,
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Though it's true that woman's lot worsened considerably
under patriarchy, she never had it good; for despite all the
nostalgia it is not hard to prove that matriarchy was never an
answer to women's fundamental oppression. Basically it was no
more than a different means of counting lineage and inheri-
tance, one which ., did not allow wecmen into the society as
equals. To be worshipped is not freedom; for worship still takes
place in someone else’s head, and that head belongs to Man.

Beauvoir and Firestone could be seen as ambivalent on the
question of inherent sexual differences, although they both deny
that sexual differences need to be a permanent aspect of human
life. In fact, they believe it is crucial to end them. But if differences
go further back than recorded history, if the different functions or
division of labor based on these differences was inevitable
throughout most of human history, is this so unlike a concept of
inherent differences?

Differences Not Innate

Some other early radical feminists said more absolutely that
behavioral differences between women and men were not inher-
ent, but were class differences, created by culture, Kate Millett
advocates this position in her book Sexual Politics:

Patriarchal religion, popular attitude, and to some degree,
science as well assumes these psycho-social distinctions te rest
upon biological differences between the sexes, so that where
culture is acknowledged as shaping behavior, it is said to do no
more than cooperate with nature. Yet the temperamental
distinctions created in patriarchy (‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’
personality traits) do not appear to originate in human nature,
those of role and status still less,

The heavier musculature of the male, a secondary sexual
characteristic and common among mamirmals, is biological in
origin but is also culturally encouraged through breeding, diet
and exercise. Yet it is hardly an adequate category on which to
base political relations within civilization. Male supremacy,
like other political creeds, does not finally reside in physical
strength but in the acceptance of a value system which is not
biological. SBuperior physical strength is not a factor in political
relations—vide those of race and clags®
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If superior physical strength is seen as including superior
weapons, it is indeed a factor in political relations, including race
and class, )

Millett thinks it is possible that patriarchy was preceded by
some other social form, which she says would mean that physical
strength was not a sufficient reason for the origin of patriarchy,
She says that “conjecture about origins is always frustrated by
lack of certain evidence. Speculation about prehistory...remains
nothing but speculation.”??

She thinks the discovery of paternity may have been crucial to
the origins of patriarchy.? This is Engels’ position.

Like Beauvoir and Firestone, Millett sees the female role as
maore stultifying than the male role, more animalistic and less
human because it emphasizes breeding rather than more abstract
activities,

The limited role allotted the female tends to arrest her at the
level of biological experience. Therefore, nearly all that can be
deseribed as distinctly human rather than animal activity (in
their own way animals also give birth and care for their young)
is largely reserved for the male.?®

Millett was among the first feminists to describe contemporary
male domination as patriarchy, rather than reserving that term
for societies that are more literally father-dominated.

...0ur society, like all other historical civilizations, is a
patriarchy, The fact is” evident at once if one recalls that the
military, industry, technology, universities, science, political
office, and finance —in short every avenue of power within the
society, including the coercive force of the police, is entirely in
male hands. .. The principles of patriarchy appear to be twofold:
Male shall dorninate female, elder male shall dominate younger.2

Millett takes a “common sense” approach toward differences
between the sexes: It is impossible to know what is intrinsic until
you have tried to change it. Only after male supremacy is ended
will it be possible to tell whether there are any differences of
behavior or preference that were not created simply to foster
male supremacy.

Whatever the ‘real’ differences between the sexes may be, we
are not likely to know them until the sexes are treated differ-
ently, that is alike.2?
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Millett is one of those who had the radical feminist idea
that male domination was and is the model for other kinds of
domination,

However muted its present appearance may be, sexual dominion
obtains nevertheless as perhaps the most pervasive ideclogy of
our culture and provides its most fundamental concept of power?®

The “Redstockings Manifesto” is perhaps the clearest statement
of that belief that women’s oppression is the key to the origins of
oppression.

Male supremacy is the oldest, most basic form of domination,
All other forms of exploitation and oppression (racism, capital-
ism, imperialism, etc.) are extensions of male supremacy: men
dominate women, a few men dominate the rest. All power
structures throughout history have been male-dominated and
male-oriented ??

Redstocking Barbara Leon expresses (in a 1973 essay) the idea
that women are a class created by men, and sees them existing as
a group only because of men,

Feminists see women as an oppressed class, a class which can
only exist in relation to another oppressing class, men, and only
for a purpose—the exploitation of labor, which in the case of
women also means reproductive labor. The only radical goal is
the elimination of all classes.3?

The late 1960s radical feminists generally did not think men
were inherently more violent than women. Men had learned to
become violent in their role as oppressors. As Boston radical
feminists Roxanne Dunbar and Lisa Leghorn wrote:

Females or black people who are programmed to a similar [to
white males] aggressiveness are as thoroughly diseased and
maddened as males in those roles. So neither racial inferiority
nor male genes can account for the white man’s sickness®

Some radical feminists did see men using force as an original
means of obtaining control over women, as this excerpt from an
essay by Dunbar illustrates:

What was restricted for women was not physical labor, but
mobility.

Because women's reproductive capacity led to her being
forced into sedentary (immobile, not inactive) life, the female
developed community life. ..
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In a very real sense, the hunter was less civilized than the
female, He had little political (governing) experience. The
experience of the hunter had led him to value dominance; he
had become unsuited for living as equals in the community,
because he knew only how to overpower and conquer the prey.
Other masculine values, formed in the transient existence as
hunters, included competition (with the prey) and violence
(killing the prey)...Though hunters worked together and
developed a sense of brotherhood, their brotherhood developed
outside community life.

Gradually in some cases, but often through violent upheaval,
former hunters took over female communities, suppressing the
female through domination and even enslavement,

Ti-Grace Atkinson: Male Behavior is the Enemy

The radical feminist Ti-Grace Atkinson wrote that “I always
understood that it was male behawior that was the enemy...”
rather than men as biological beings.® Atkinson asserts that
men are not inherently more aggressive or oppressive than
women— but her stated reasons for this belief are not atiempts to
prove that it is true, but to point out how difficult solutions would
be if it weren't true.

Some people say that men are naturally, or biologically, aggres-
sive, But this leaves us at an impasse. If the values of society are
power-oriented, there is no chance that men would agree to be
medicated into an humane state.

The other alternative that has been suggested is to eliminate
men as biologically incapable of humane relationships and
therefore a menace to society. | can sympathize with the
frustration and rage that leads to this suggestion,

But the proposal to eliminate men, as I understand i,
assumes that men constitute a kind of social disease, and that
by ‘men’ is meant those individuals with certain typical genital
characteristics...It may be that as in other mental derange-
ments, and I do believe that men behave in a mentally deranged
manner toward wonaen, there is a biochemical correspondence,
but this would be ultimately behaviorally determined, not
genetically.

I believe that the sex roles—both male and female—must be
destroyed, not the individuals who happen to possess either a
penis or a vagina, or both, or neither. But many men I have
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spoken with see little to choose from between the two positions
and feel that without the role they'd just as soon die,

Although Atkinson sometimes used the term “roles,” she did not
equate the male and female role or imply that men and women
were equally restricted. To emphasize roles toe much would be to
de-emphasize class.

Even the outspoken Atkinson was perhaps pulling her punches
here. Marxists do not refer to capitalists as “the capitalist role” or
speak of “capitalist behavior.” 1t is possible to say that one
opposes capitalists without it being assumed that one believes
that capitalists are biologically inferior. Why can't one say the
same about men, that as a class they are at present the enemy,
without being perceived as saying that they are genetically infe-
rior or deserving of extinction? They simply hold unjust power.

The Feminists, a group of which Atkinson was an active mem-
ber, put out a staternent saying:

THE FEMINISTS discarded the notien generally accepted by popu-
lar feminism that the sex-role system defines the oppression of
women or that our enemy is the male role. The inadequacy of the
sex-role theory of oppression becomes obvious when one consid-
ers its implication: that both men and women are oppressed by
their respective sex-roles. Which is eomparable to: hoth slaves
and masters are oppressed by the slave system. By adopting this
theory the women's moverment has managed to skirt the issue of
power and its relationship to oppression...

Men, as the only possible embodiment of the male role and as
the first embodiment of the Oppressor role, are the enemies and
Oppressors of women., The female role is the product of the
male role: It is the female’s self-defense against the external
coercions imposed by the male role, But because the female role
is the internal adjustrnent of the female to the male role, the
female role stabilizes the role system. Both the male role and
the female role must be annihilated.3®

To Atkinson, sex in itself was not a sufficient reason for the
original division of people into groups. Unlike Firestone and
Beauvoir, she imagines, at least for the sake of argument, a society
in which women were not yet oppressed by men.

It is reasonable to assume that at some period in history the
population was politically undifferentiated; let's call that mass
‘Mankind’ (generic).
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The first dichotomous division of this mass is said to have
been on the grounds of sex: male and female. But the genitals
per se would be no more grounds for the human race to be
divided in two than skin color or height or hair color. The
genitals, in connection with a particular activity, have the
capacity for the initiation of the reproductive process. But, I
submit, it was because one half the human race bears the burden
of the reproductive process and because man, the ‘rational’
animal, had the wit to take advantage of that, that the child-
bearers, or the ‘beasts of burden,’ were corralled into a political
class. The biologically contingent burden of childbearing was
equivocated into a political (or necessary) penalty, thereby
modifying those individuals’ definition thereby defined from the
human to the functional —or animal.?®

In other words, at some point men used women's biology-- their
child-bearing capacity-—as both a reason for, and a means of
enslaying them,

Atkinson does not underestimate the difficulty of overthrowing
classes, but she sees attributing differences to changeable class
structures as more ethically acceptable than the idea of destroy-
ing human beings without leaving open the possibility that they
might be able to give up their class allegiances.

What is extremely difficult...but necessary, is for the Oppressed
to cure themselves (destroy the female role), to throw off the
Oppressor, and to help the Oppressor to cure himself (to destroy
the male role). It is superhuman, but the only alternative —the
elimination of males as a biological group—is subhuman.3?

When she talks about changing men, Atkinson is not talking
about hand-holding and affectionate persuasion, as is clear from
the tone of her work.

Like Beauvoir, Atkinson sees the origins of oppression in
fundamental human impulses. Although Atkinson no doubt de-
rives her ideas from Beauvoir, she emphasizes fear of being alone
as a reason for human aggression and the search for an “Other,”
while Beauvoir emphasizes hostility. Atkinson writes:

We see another human being as physically complete and
autonomous (powerful) and ourselves as abbreviated thus
incomplete (powerless)...
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Man feels the need of something, like Himself, as an
‘extension.’ This presents a problem since @il Men [she means
womer, too] suffer this same need. All Men are looking for
potency—the substantive power to close the gap between their
bodily and mental powers. It seems clear that, once the
resolution takes this external direction, some Men—ideally half
(thus, one for each)—would have to catch other Men in some
temporary depression of consciousness. .. and at some physical
disadvantage. This temporary depletion of Self provides the
opportunity to simultaneously devour the mind of a member of
the selected class and to appropriate their substance to oneself.

It is this process that I call ‘metaphysical cannibalism’.. . This
process absorbs the free will of the victim and destroys the evi-
dence that the oppressor and the victim are the Same. The
principle of metaphysical cannibalism seemed to meet both
needs of Man: to gain potency (power) and to vent frustration
(hostility).*®

The oppressor does not resolve his aloneness by metaphysical
cannibalism, but only increases his appetite for more control.

Metaphysical cannibalism does not solve the dilemima posed by
human rationality for either the Oppressor or the Oppressed. The
Oppressor can only whet his appetite for power by external mea-
sures (like drugs to dull the symptom of pain) and thus increases
his disease and symptoms. The Oppressed... [is] rejecting life but
not quite dead, sensible enough to still feel the pain.®

Atkinson expands Beauvoir's theory that “woman” is male-
created: .

The class of women is one-half of a dichotomized class
definition of society by sex. The class of women is formed by
positing another class in opposition: the class of men, or the
male role. Women exist as the corollaries of men, and exist as
human beings only insofar as they are those corollaries ...

Since the very definition of women entails that only one other
class could be relevant to it, only one other class could possibly
be oppressing women: the class of men, . 40

Similarly, Atkinson maintains that Blacks and other racially
oppressed groups were created as groups only by white
supremacists, The feminists’ dilemma is that:

...It is as women — or ‘females' —that women are persecuted, just
as it was as slaves—or ‘blacks'—that slaves were persecuted in
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America, In order to improve their condition, those individuals
who are today defined as women must eradicate their own
definition, Women must, in a sense, commit suicide, and the
journey from womanhood to a society of individuals is
hazardous 4!

For Atkinson, the oppression of women serves as a sort of
model for a study of oppression because of the group’s size,
dispersion and prelonged history.

The class of women has several peculiar political characteris-
ties:

(1) the class of women, or the female role, is generally agreed
to be the largest single political class in history; (2) the oppres-
sion of the class of women qua women is stable historically and
similar geographically; (3) the political class of women, or the
fermale role, is generally agreed to be the earliest political class
in history, therefore all known cultures are constructed with
the oppression of women as the major foundational ingredient
(i.e., the class of women is the key functional unit in all .of our
social, economic and political institutions and values); (4) the
class of women has been dispersed over time, thereby further
suppressing it, throughout later class systems: eg, chrono-
logical, familial, religious, racial, economic.*?

Of course, the points that Atkinson says are generally agreed
are not necesgsarily.

Although Atkinson sees oppression as grounded in basic human
fears, she does not seem to see it as inevitable. She does not
blatantly say it was '‘necessary” or “unnecessary’ in so many
words, but she seems to allow for the possibility of choice. Nor
does she say that men were innately more predisposed to op-
press, more violent; she does say that men had the opportunity
to oppress, because they took advantage of women's disability
during childbearing. They chose to take this opportunity, and
presumably did not have to do so.

Atkinson does not see the use of women by others to provide
the function of childbearing and rearing as ever having been a
necessary or ethically acceptable social choice. She constantly
maintains that no one {and no group) has a right to use another
as a mere function. This rejection of functionalism or use of other
human beings as less than human, free agents is a hallmark of
Atkinson's philosophy.
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Female Culture

Women in the feminist movement began to become critical of
entirely negative descriptions of women in contemporary and
earlier societies, The “Fourth World Manifeste,” written by
Barbara Burris, Kathleen Barry, et al. in 1971, was an early
expression of pride in some of the attributes that women had
developed even in an oppressed condition, an assertion that
inferiority of status did wnot lead to completely inferior
characteristics,

The manifesto maintains that a female culture has developed —
globally —and that it has desirable attributes.

We are proud of the female culture of emotion, intuition, love,
personal relationships, etc, as the most essential human
characteristics, It is our male colonizers—it is the male
culture—who have defined essential humanity out of their
identity and who are ‘culturally deprived.’

We are also proud as females of our heritage of known and
unknown resistance to male colonial domination and values.

We are proud of the female principle and will not deny it to
gain our freedom. It is only by asserting the long suppressed
and ridiculed female principle that a truly human society will
come about. For the split between the male and the female will
only be bridged and a fully human identity developed...when
the female principle and culture is no longer suppressed and
male domination is ended forever.#?

Later, the authors added a postseript insisting that their
concept of the female culture did not refer to inherent charac-
teristics. Yet, with the spread of such ideas as "the female
principle” through the feminist movement, the emphasis on
femaleness as good also spread:

The female culture and the male culture are not natural; they
are artificial ereations of a male-dominated world. The artificial
split between what has been defined as female and what has
been defined as male has nothing to do with the inherent
nature or potential of females or males...

This ‘Manifesto’ was never intended to be a glorification of the
female principle and culture...It would be a tragedy if women
were to make our oppressed state into a virtue and a model of
humanity and the new society ...
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Neither the male culture nor the female culture is a model for
human society.4

But there are those who differ, who maintain that female culture
is a positive model for society.

Early Mary Daly and Andrea Dworkin

In Beyond God the Father, published in 1973, Mary Daly
maintains that men’s oppression of women is not biologically
inherent. Daly quotes New York radical feminist Anne Koedt as
saying that “biology is not destiny, and that male and female roles
are learned—indeed that they are male political constructs.”4®
Daly then saw sexual differences as artificial impositions of male
supremacy:

The roles and structures of patriarchy have been developed and
sustained in accordance with an artificial pelarization of human
qualities into the traditional sexual stereotypes. The image of the
person of authority...has corresponded to the eternal masculine
stereotype, which implies hyper-rationality (in reality, frequent-
ly reducible to pseudo-rationality), ‘objectivity,” aggressivity, the
possession of dominating and manipulative attitudes toward
persons and the environment, and the tendency to construct
boundaries between the self and ‘the Other. The caricature of
human being represented by this stereotype depends for its
existence upon the opposite caricature—the eternal feminine

“Androgyny” was how she then defined the appropriate human
condition or the solution. Later her perception changed (see pages
79-81, below)., In Beyond God the Father, Daly saw women or
women's conditioning as bearing some of the responsibility for their
oppression.

The exploitative sexual caste system could not be perpetuated
without the consent of the victims #is well as of the dominant sex,
and such consent is obtained through sex role socialization—a
conditioning process which begins to operate from the moment
we are born, and which is enforced by most institutions.*?

In her mid-1970s book, Woman Hating, Andrea Dworkin says
that “the culture” is the determining factor, providing sex roles that
we are forced to fit into. This culture, Dworkin points out, is
perpetuated by myths and fairy tales. She does not, however, delve
into the origins of this woman-hating culture. Her discussion
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of world history begins less than a thousand years ago, with
Chinese foot-binding and the burning of Furopean women as
witches 48

Dworkin does say that she sees man’s separation of himself
from nature as the source of oppression. “The separation of man
from nature, man placing himself over and above it... may lead to
the extinction of many forms of life.”*® She compares man’s
arrogance toward nature with his arrogance toward woman. In
her discussicn of man's attitude toward nature, she was among
the first feminist theorists to allude to the possibility of nuclear
destruction.

In Woman Hating she saw men and women as basically simi-
lar, perverted by culture. Iri a brief allusion to possible ways of life
of tribal societies, which she admits she does not know, she
imagines a time “when people functioned as part of the natural
world, not yet over against it; when men and women, male and
female, were whatever they were, not polar opposites, separated
by dress and role into castes, fragmented pieces of some not-to-be
imagined whole.”? In other words, she thinks that early women
and men did not have sex roles, that sex roles are not natural, All
early myths were myths of a primal androgyne, which later myths
corrupted and distorted.5!

Subsequently, Dworkin said that the division of labor based on
sex was necessary: “We see that the first division of labor based
on biological sex originated in a fundamental survival impera-
tive.’5? However, she felt that women's power of giving life—and
the high mortality rate in childbirth-—frightened men, leading to
practices of protection, segregation, and slowly increasing social
restriction. Men thus began to experience power by exciuding
women from community life, then developed a myth of female evil
to justify "laws, rites and other practices which relegated women
to pieces of property.''s3

Dworkin wrote that “man” and “woman” are fictions, carica-
tures, cultural constructs: “As models they are reductive, totali-
tarian, inappropriate to human becoming.”® She therefore follows
Beauvoir, without mentioning her, in seeing "woman” as a created
being.

However, Dworkin adds that if there were two distinct, discrete
biological sexes, it would be appropriate to have two discrete, sex-
determined modes of human behavior. “One might argue for a
liberalization of sex-based roles, but one cannot justifiably argue
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for their total redefinition”® if one accepts the premise that
there are two biclogical sexes, she wrote. (A dangercus comment
for a feminist; why should the burden of proof be on feminists to
show that there aren’t two sexes? Why should rights and respon-
sibilities in society be based more on sex than on any other
characteristica?)

In Woman Haiing, she sees transsexuals, hormone research and
test-tube babies as proof that there are not two, but many sexes,5®
However, in her 1983 book, Right-wing Women, Dworkin takes a
more critical stance toward reproductive technologies, warning
that women might be treated even worse by men than they already
are, if women became no longer necessary for reproduction.®?




Chapter 4

Male Biology
as a Problem

Other writers came to focus on male rather than female biology
as a source of problems.

Elizabeth Gould Davis, in her posthumous book The First Sex,
states that women are by nature more intelligent than, and less
violent than men. Davis had labored alone, not as part of the
feminist movement. Yet her book immediately achieved consider-
able popularity in the movement, although it also had many
critics. Essentially, Davis said that sexual differences were real
and that the old division of traits into female and male repre-
sented reality (except that men had not credited women with all
of the positive traits they really possess).

Woman...is a practical idealist, a humanitarian with a strong
sense of noblesse oblige, an altruist rather than a capitalist.!

Davis sees the old idea that woman is closer to nature as true,
and a positive source of good.

Woman...is the ally of nature, and her instinct is to tend, to
nurture, to encourage healthy growth, and to preserve ecologi-
cal balance. She is the natural leader of society and of civiliza-
tion, and the usurpation of her primeval authority by man has
resulted in the uncoordinated chaos that is leading the human
race back to barbarism.?

Man is the enemy of nature: to kill, to root up, to level off, to
pollute, to destroy are his instinctive reactions.?
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She does not see women's biology as a liability,

That woman is handicapped by her womanhood is the fault of
society and not of nature.?

Elizabeth Gould Davis: Males as Mutants

Davis suggests that one sex is biologically inferior—the male.
Drawing on the discovery that fetuses are initially female, she
suggested that males are mutants, unnecessary genetic mistakes.

It seems very logical that this small and twisted Y chromosome is
a genetic error—an accident of nature, and that originally there
was only one sex —the female, ..

The first males were mutants, freaks produced by some
damage to the genes caused perhaps by disease or a radiation
bombardment from the sun.?

Davis does not emphasize the point that all vertebrate species
undergo this “mutation” or development of two sexes,

...The extra X chromosome in females accounts not only for the
greater freedom of girls from birth defects and congenital dis-
eases.., but also for the superior physiclogical makeup and the
superior intelligence of women over men.%

However, she did not think that all of men's negative traits were
inherent.

Only masculine ego, an acquired characteristic not an innate

one, stands in the way of a decent society [she means one ruled

by women .7

In fact, Davis maintains that men initially accepted rule by
women, which provided a better, less violent society. Male violence
was less developed then, so it is not unchanging,

Contrary to the popular impression that our early ancestors
lived on warfare and violence, all the evidence, historical as well
as archeological, points to the fact that man was pacific and
warfare unknown before the patriarchal revolution.?

Davis calls killing and eating animals “a fall, or original sin,?
She links the development of violence and oppression to killing
and eating animals, which she assumes began significantly later
than the development of human consciousness.

The killing and eating of animals by man is a recent phenom-
enon and is related in time to the patriarchal revolution.!?
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Even before the development of patriarchy, however, men were
violent, according to Davis. She quotes Robert Briffault as saying
that “the male of the species was ‘a marauding beast’ and ‘woman
was his sexual prey." She argues that “women, in order to protect
themselves and their children from these marauding beasts, soon
banded together and formed the first communities—manless
except for the young boys of the group.!

Davis says the mother and child relationship is the core of
civilization, the initial relationship around which civilization
was founded, and the initial experience of human love; she draws
on the work of Johann Jacob Bachofen (a man) to substantiate
her point:

The relationship which stands at the origin of all culture, of
every virtue, of every nobler aspect of existence, is that between
mother and child.!?

Clearly, quoting men and believing their arguments was no
problem for her,

Davis set up matriarchal society as a political model:

Patriarchal peoples place more importance in property rights
than in human rights and more emphasis on rigid moral confor-
mity than on concepts of justice and mercy. Matriarchal
societies, as studied by scholars from Morgan and Bachefen to
Malinowski and Mead, are characterized by a real democracy in
which the happiness and fulfillment of the individual supersede
all other objectives of society.!?

She maintains that the principles of justice and democracy
were better served under matriarchy. She suggests that society as
a whole, men included, would be better served if women ruled.
This is very different from the goal of equal participation, even
equal participation in revolution.

Davis sees feminism not as elimination of the oppression of
women as a class and the end of all class divisions in society, but
as fidelity to “the female principle,” or the good attributes associ-
ated with women. Of course, she intends to end the oppression of
women, but not the existence of women as a group.

To the ‘feminist’ of both sexes, femininity is synonymous with the
eternal female principle, connoting strength, integrity, wisdom,
Jjustice, dependability, and a psychic power foreign and therefore
dangerous to the plodding masculists of both sexes. 1

Male Biology as a Problem 67

This idea of the female principle was very different from the
early radical feminists' idea that sex classes were entirely
male-created. However, there are points in commeon, in that both
seek to end male domination and both are critical of the “male
behavior” men have developed while in the dominant political
position.

Davis’ stature and the quality of her research are points of
considerable controversy, Some radical feminists have suggested
that Davis seemed interested only in the possible achievements of
women in the distant past. Redstocking Kathie Sarachild wrote:

Although touted as returning woman to her rightful place in
history, The First Sex actually does much to deprive women of
their place in history. Only a pre-history is discovered for
women. When recorded history begins, it’s all downhill, The book
completely leaves out any record of the feminist struggle and
advance in the 18th century.l®

Another disturbing aspect of Davis’ ancient matriarchs is that
they are all Celtic and blue-eyed, wherever in the world they
appear. African and Asian women did not need “white goddesses";
they had plenty of their own.

Jill johnston: Separate Species

In 1971, following Davis, lesbian writer Jill Johnston asserted
that women and men were biologically different and that biology
was destiny. Male biology was linked to oppressive impulses.

The feminist rhetoric is steeped in a denial of biological destiny.
For if they can deny the biological forces that created the cul-
tural conditions of oppression, they can start with the culture
and work from the top as it were to reform things where they
appeared to go amiss, and thus retain the man... But biology is
not simply ancient or primeval history. Biology is right now. One
can observe the constant renewal of biological imperatives
creating their novel if always patriarchal forms of cultural
oppression. It is impossible to disentangle biology and culture.
The cultural takeover of the male is biologically motivated. All
systems of inequity are rooted in some biological imperative of
the male. The female was originally the self-sufficient self-
recreating creature, the male one of her offspring ... The cultural
repression of women is rooted in womb envy.'
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Initially, Johnston suggested, we were one sex—presumably
female— and she suggests that there was a “fall from grace” when
two sexes developed, She seems to be referring to biological
developments rather than mere changes of definition and percep-
tion. She does not say, as Beauvoir did, that the two sexes were
an intellectual construct, a male-inspired definition,

The fall was from some primeval division into two sexes. I think
any bio-analytically oriented person knows we were originally
ohe sex.!?

She calls these two sexes separate species:

The female became a separate species subdued and subsumed
like the other animals in the competition for survival.!®

She does not ask why other species have two sexes.
Johnston accepts the idea that woman was closer to nature
than man:

...The woman is parent prime, and the man in his anxiety and
to become the master of himself against ‘nature’ (woman} in his
creation of a culture as some kind of monstrous compensation
for a real or at least felt inadequacy...Man is completely out of
phase with nature. Nature is woman. Man is the intruder. The
man who re-attunes himself with nature is the man who
de-mans himseif or eliminates himself as man.!®

Johnston accepts the ideas of matriarchy and mother-right, a
mother’s right to her children, She sees two (presumably separate
in time) origins of oppression: the development of separate sexes
and a historical defeat of women by men.

The overthrow of mother-right was the world historicol
defeat of the female sex. 2

Johnston says she believes that matriarchy or a time of greater
power for women existed, and she suggests that a return to such
an era would be desirable.

We're moving backward now. We can’t go back fast enough.®

In other words, Johnston here abandons the concept tradition-
ally held by many liberals and radicals, of progress and history as
an unfolding of greater potential for freedom.

Johnston maintains that the difference between the sexes is
desirable. She specifically rejects the radical feminist idea of
ending the distinction between women and men:
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I too would not like to see the distinction [between the sexes]
abolished 22

SCUM: Man, the Incomplete Female

Some of the most intense expressions of rage at males’ limita-
tions had been written in 1967 in Valerie Solanis’ “SCUM (Society
for Cutting Up Men) Manifesto.” (Solanis was not an activist in the
organized feminist movement. She had worked for, and later shot,
pop artist Andy Warhol)

Being an incomplete female, the male spends his life attermnpting
to complete himself, to become female. He attempts to do this
by constantly seeking out, fraternizing with and trying to live
through and fuse with the female.. 2

In the 1970s, other writers followed in Solanis' lead. Particularly
close in wording were the women of CLIT (Collection of Lesbian
International Terrors), who published three groups of articles.

In CLIT Statement #2, published in 1974, they wrote, “males
aren't human.'?!

...It is impossible for women and men to become more and
more alike because all men are terminally male which means
jealous hole/woman killer.2®

The truth of the matter, which all patriarchies since their
conception have tried to suppress, is that women are not only
superior sexually to men, but also intellectually and emotionally
and every other way except for physical strength.”

Others, such as lesbian writer Rita Laporte, used gentler terms
but saw men as limited.

Only by banding together and following a leader can men find
strength, for they are emotionally and spiritually weaker, more
dependent and sheep-like, than women. This animal-like urge to
band into groups, while giving the individual members a feeling
of potency, also necessitates fighting to defend the prowess of
their leader against other, exactly similar groups...

Women, on the other hand, are determined by no such group
pull,

Women who wish to cooperate with other women do so on
the human, not the animal, level, Not being pushed by instinct
to fall into gangs behind a more powerful worman, they are free
to join together intelligently and they are free to leave the group
by intelligent choice when they feel the group is up to no good...
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This malkes it impossible for vast hordes of women to be led into
activities destructive to the human race. At the same time it
makes agreement harder to come by.2?

LaPorte is speaking very generally. There is surely less group
violence by women than by men, but one could not say that women
never join or stay in fascist or violent groups.

Man: The Violent Ape

In the mid-1970s, the tendency to focus on biological sex differ-
ences continued to develop among lesbhians and some heterosexual
radical feminists. The (heterosexual) Susan Brownmiller's book
Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape was one of the catalysts
in developing this tendency.

Brownmiller saw the male capacity to rape as a central factor in
male/female relations, rather along the lines of the old pro-
disarmament watchword that people who have a weapon may be
tempted to use it.

...A human male can evince sexual interest in a human female
at any time he pleases, and his psychologic urge is not depen-
dent in the slightest on her biclogic readiness or receptivity.
What it all boils down to is that the human male can rape,

Man’s structural capacity to rape and woman's corresponding
sexual vulnerability are as basic to the physiology of both our
sexes as the primal act of sex itself...The human sex act
accomplishes its historic purpose of generation of the species
and it also affords some intireacy and pleasure. I have no basic
guarre] with the procedure. But, nevertheless, we cannot work
around the fact that in terms of human anatomy the possibility
of forcible intercourse incontrovertibly exists. This single factor
may have been sufficient to have caused the creation of a male
ideology of rape. When men discovered that they could rape,
they proceeded to do it.28

The comment that she has “no basic quarrel with the proce-
dure” seems dubious considering the rest of her arguments—that
“the procedure” is uniquely suitable for force.

Brownmiller sees rape as a form of social control of women by
men,
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Wormen have been raped by rmen, most often by gangs of men, -
for many of the same reasons that blacks were lynched by gangs
of whites: as group punishment for being uppity, for getting out
of line, . *®

Man's discovery that his genitals could serve as a weapon to
generate fear must rank as one of the most important discov-
eries of prehistoric times, along with the use of fire and the first
crude stone axe. From prehistoric times to the present, I be-
lieve, rape has played a critical function. It is nothing more or
less than a conscious process of intimidation by which all men
keep all women in a state of fear.®

Brownmiller says that rape as a form of social control is pres-
ent in many societies. She cites Dr. Margaret Mead's studies of the
Mundugumor and Iatmul of New Guinea and some American
Plains Indians as examples of societies where rape is used to put
down recalcitrant women. She also cites Robert Murphy of
Columbia University on the Manduruca Indians of Brazil®
However, she quotes Mead as saying that the Arapesh of New
Guinea did not rape, though they knew that other peoples did.*?

Brownmiller says that obtaining a male protector was the only
means of escape that women had from rape by many.

One possibility, and one possibility alone, was available to
woman. Those of her own sex whom she might call to her aid
were more often than not smaller and weaker than her male
attackers. More critical, they lacked the basic physical where-
withal for punitive vengeance; at best they could maintain only
a limited defensive action. But among those creatures who were
her predators, some might serve as her chosen protectors...
Female fear of an open season of rape, and not a natural incli-
nation toward monogamy, motherhood or love, was probably
the single causative factor in the original subjugation of woman
by man. .

Some leshians, like Adrienne Rich in “Compulsory Heterosexu-
ality and Lesbian Existence,” have criticized Brownmiller's
dismissal of the possibility that women could have supported one
another against men,?

Brownmiller sees rape and male dominance as model concepts
for oppression. “Concepts of hierarchy, slavery and private
property flowed from, and could only be predicated upon, the
initial subjugation of woman."8
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Away from Androgyny

Unlike Brownmiller, many who focused on men’s aggressive
behavior were lesbians and considered a description of men as
violent to be part of lesbian feminist theory,

Many women proclaimed that not only were men oppressive, they
were just plain worse than wormen, Men did not possess desirable
gualities worth emulating. The human ideal was not an “androgy-
nous” conglomerate of “masculine” and “feminine” characteristics.
Women in their current state already had the traits they needed to
cultivate. They did not need to imitate men.

As Susan Leigh Starr wrote in the lesbian magazine Sinister
Wisdom:

NOTHING ABOU'L' ME IS MALE. I do not need anything masculine
or male in order to be whole. I do not have any male qualities
to actualize—I have certain female potentials that while living
under a male system have not flourished. ..

I have scars and a deep anger about that in me which has
been fought or raped by men, by their world. Removing the
scars, the split, is my self-loving task as a lesbian feminist,

The result will not be more than woman, more than
man—but fully Woman for the first time,3

Androgen and Aggression

Laurel Holliday, one of the former editors of the lesbian maga-
zine Amazon Quarterly, wrote the book The Violent Sex in 1978,
which expresses the idea that men are inherently more violent
than women. Holliday accepts without question the research of
male psychologists who maintain that girls and boys have intrin-
sically different interests—and of male anthropologists, like
Lionel Tiger, who have written that male deminance is the rule in
nature (in order to justify it). She does not even mention the work
of women in those fields who have had different findings.
(However, Holliday now says she has a somewhat different
perspective of biology, although she has not written about it).?”

“From conception on,” Holliday argues, “there are physiological
differences between the two sexes which shape their physiological
development."® She cites studies on rats saying that “androgen
level is a key to aggression and dominance,”?
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Like Davis, Holliday connects the development of male violence
with hunting and meat consumption: “The beginning of large
game hunting marked the beginning of sexually dimorphous
roles.” 40

But she does not mention that there some other primates that
are highly sexually differentiated, with the males much larger
than the females. They do not engage in large game hunting.
Gorilla males average 200 pounds more than females, but gorillas
are vegetarian. Chimpanzees have relatively equal sex roles, but
they hunt and eat meat.*! Feminist anthropologist Leila
Leibowitz’s article, “Perspectives on the Evolution of Sex Differ-
ences,” published in the 1975 book Toward an Anthropology of
Women, discusses the variety of physiological sexual differences
and sex-role behavior among apes.1?

According to Holliday, women’s *biology” made it less likely that
they would hunt:

What prevented women from taking the male path to violence?
Our biology, simply put,3

By this, she means that women had children and “stayed at
home.” She is counting child-rearing as well as child-bearing as
part of biology. Women who were disposed to hunt, she says,
would have lost out in natural selection.

Even if a few early women had refused to stay at home and had
joined the hunt, their likelihood of producing children, and thus
of econtributing their cantankerousness to the gene pool of the
group, would have been greatly diminished because of their
higher exposure to death, to miscarriage, and to the loss of
their children, had they taken them along.#

Like Davis, Holliday assumes that most women in early
hunter-gatherer societies deliberately rejected meat becanse they
had moral objections to eating it.

When they began to hunt for meat, men denied their primate
heritage and took power over other animals 4

... The decision to kill damaged all of men’s relationships—to
themselves, to other animals, other men, women, children, and
eventually the cosmos. ¢

...If there was a ‘Fall,’ if Adam sinned, surely it was then [when
men ate meat}.47

e
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In other words, she suggests—like Davis—that animals, not
women, are history's first victims, and that hunting was the first
oppression. Why human killing for food is morally different from
other animals’ doing so is not explained. Nor do these writers
suggest that early men kept all or most of their meat for them-
selves, refusing to share it among women and children,

Holliday suggests that the social patterns formed in hunting
were not models for cooperative society:

But was cooperation between males really what resulted from
large game hunting?...'‘Cooperation’ consisted mostly of the
ability to form a tight chain of command, and, in fact, dominance
and submission insured concerted group action rather than
voluntary cooperation.t®

Holliday takes Brownmiller's argument about the historical
importance of men's capacity to rape a bit further, suggesting
that male sexuality and violence are intrinsically related:

Sex and aggression would appear to be inextricably connected
in our primate and primitive heritage.*?

She has said that violence came from Kkilling animals, that
killing animals for food was a departure from primate “heritage,”
and then that sex and violence are linked for primates, These
ideas are inconsistent.

Despite Holliday's argument that there are profound biological
differences between the sexes, she nevertheless maintains, like the
late 1960s radical feminists, that biology is not destiny. Human
beings can bring about change.

Human biology is not destiny, however, for unlike all other living
creatures we have a degree of consciousness which permits us
to overrule negative programming, whether it be genetic or the
result of adverse conditioning.

What 4s is not inevitable, she says, even if it is produced by
hormones:

...We are experiencing the final throes of an unnatural devel-
opment, a maladaptive selection which we must consciously
come to recognize as such and vigorously try to overcome.5!

The “unnatural development” or “maladaptive selection” appar-
ently is the development of violent men. But even if men have cer-
tain predispositions that are dangerous for the species, Holliday
maintains, these predispositions can be discouraged.
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The more violence a child experiences at the hands of his
parents, the more violent he is likely to be to others as an
adult, . 52

Susan Cavin: Too Many Men

Another lesbian writer who has focused on trying to determine
the origins of women's oppression is Susan Cavin, the author of
Lesbian Origins, a book that was published in 1985 but was
printed in part in periodicals much earlier and influenced
Adrienne Rich's well-known article on compulsory heterosexuality.
(Rich was one of Cavin's dissertation advisers).

Even Cavin, who sees differences between women and men as
being so great that she advocates that the number of men in a
society should be considerably smaller than the number of women,
does not see male dominance as biologically determined.

All anti-patriarchal theorists (marxist, feminist, lesbian feminist,
matriarchist) agree that women's oppression is not a biological
construct, but rather a social variable. . 5

The key words here may be “women's oppression.” That is, Cavin
may not be rejecting the idea that men and women have inherently
different personality traits, but rather saying that any such
difference does not necessarily mean that men will automatically
be able to control women.

Cavin criticizes many other theories about the origins of women's
oppression, Theories devised by heterosexual feminists “fail to
reach theoretical clarity regarding male supremacy” or its origins
because they assume heterosexuality as universal. Susan
Brownmiller's theory (page 71, above) emphasizes early women's
fear of an open season of rape driving them to submit to
“protective mating” and thus to subjugation; Cavin suggests that
this scenario does not account sufficiently for the existence of
lesbian and celibate women.,

She is far more critical of the theory (which she identifies with
the patriarchal school of thought) that the “immobilizing’* effects of
pregnancy on women led “naturally” to male dominance: “The
presumptions that all women are both heterosexual and continu-
ously pregnant,” Cavin notes, “are erroneous.”®

[t may be true that many feminist theorists have not thought
adequately about relations between women in prehistoric soci-
eties—but assuming that men were able to coerce women into
compulsory relations hardly seems heterosexist. And assuming
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that women were often pregnant does not necessarily mean that
they wanted the heterosexual relations that made them pregnant.

Cavin says the transition from an original gynocracy composed
primarily of women and children to patriarchy is characterized
by “a mass societal shift from the original highfemale/low-male
sex ratios to the historical high-male/low-female sex ratios of
early patriarchy, then later to the near equal sex ratios of
established and late patriarchy. The transition is accompanied
by decreasing female/increasing male social space. . 58

In other words, Cavin believes that wonien together with their
children formed the first societies. Women first expelled their
adolescent sons from society, then, in a later era, took their sons
as lovers (rather than having relations with random males
encountered briefly, which she says women had been doing until
then). Entrance of adult sons into society gave males more power
relative to females, and gradually non-kin adult males were
accepted who eventually sought and acquired positiens of
dominance.5®

Cavin’s perception of the behavior of other primates is central
to her theory. She suggests that apes tend to live in high
female-to-male ratio groups to provide greater safety for females
and their offspring from malest’ Her argument suggests that
most ape societies are predominantly female in numbers, are
formed by sisters and have a low incidence of male dominance
over females. This description does not fit any apes (chimpanzees,
gorillas, orangutans, gibbons) very closely, although it does come
closer to describing the group structure of many “old world
monkeys," or cercopithecidae. Of the apes, orangutans may be
closest to Cavin’s model, although most commonly females live
alone with their young rather than banding together, Males are
usually solitary.

Cavin does not draw on Jane Goodall's work on chimpanzees,
which was published years before Cavin's book was presented as
a doctoral thesis, although Cavin does quote other works on
chimpanzees, Cavin also does not use the work of Sara Hrdy on
langurs and baboons or Dian Fosseys work on gorillas, although
their books were published well before Lesbian Origins.®
Fossey’s book Gorillas in the Mist suggests that male gorillas
really do dominate groups, though there are usually more females
than males, Males try to keep females from leaving—and often
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succeed, Female gorillas in a group generally are not related to
each other.

Male chimpanzees are less dominant than male gorillas, but the
females in a group are less likely to be related to each other than
the males are, Goodall says. Females form much closer ties to
their offspring than to other adult females.

Fossey's work suggests that young primate males, such as
gorillas, may be driven away not by females wanting more “female
space” but by adult males wanting less competition.

Cavin challenges the common feminist theory that sex separa-
tion, and the division of labor by sex, are inherently oppressive to
women. In her cross-cultural survey of sex separation practices
around the world, she finds that many African and Pacific island
cultures segregate adolescent boys from females and impose
post-partum sex taboos, whereby a man must refrain from sexual
contact with his wife for a matter of months, or even years after
she has given birth. Suggesting that adolescent sex separation
and post-partum sex taboos might favor women's autonomy and
power, Cavin turns the schemas of sex segregation and integra-
tion on their heads: “Women's oppression is directly tied to the
mass physical integration of adolescent and adult males into
female social networks...The entrance of the mass of males into
everyday residential contact with female society brings dominance
hierarchies into society...These male dominance hierarchies
econorically, socially, and politically segregate the mass of women
from positions of power in society. Vertical social segregation, not
horizontal physical segregation, characterizes patriarchal
formations."?

Division of labor by sex, in Cavin’s view, may have favored women
in original human societies, in which she says they outnumbered
men by a large margin* —but only became oppressive after men
overturned, and integrated themselves into, wormen’s societies:

I see the sexual division of labor as the classic form of homosex-
ual segregation, There is little that is heterosexual about it,
except the role play...

*Cavin does not prove that original human societies were largely female.
Indeed, no one can prove or disprove such a theory, although speculation
about the origins of society can be interesting.
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I challenge the notion that the division of labor by sex is
originally based on the heterosexual act. No doubt the sex
stereotypical occupations assigned to women and men in patri-
archal sgociety resemble heterosexual femme/butch roles. I
contend that the patriarchal sexual division of labor does not
represent the sexual division of labor in original society. The
division of labor by sex has more to do with homosex grouping
and homosex relations than it does with the heterosexual act of
coitus.%0

Woman the Natural

It has become increasingly common and often accepted for
feminists to suggest that women do— presumably because of their
biology as well as their lives, because they bear and rear
children—have some closer relation to nature than men do. This
idea had been utterly rejected by the late 1960s radical feminists.

Susan Griffin's book Woman and Nature sees women as closer
to nature and men as having rejected nature. Griffin says that

man perceives himself as apart from nature, while woman is part
of it.

It is decided that matter is transitory...it is decided [man
decides] that the nature of woman is passive.®

She continues her description of men's views.

...The demon resides in the earth...women are closer to the
earth.,. Women are 'the Devil's gateway.'s?

Furthermore, “Women are more sensual ... the senses are
deceptive,. "8

She adds that men see women and nature as representing
death and cruelty: “Nature lives and breathes by crime... [woman
has the] cunning suppleness of a beast of prey.”é

Also, she says that men are angry that women do not always
yield and the earth does not always bear fruit. “He wants her to
produce at will,"8®

She sees women as having escaped this divorce from nature.

We know ourselves to be made from this earth. We know this
earth is made from our bodies, For we see ourselves. And we
are nature. We are nature with a concept of nature. Nature
weeping, Nature speaking of nature to nature.%
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Griffin does not directly address the question of whether men
are more violent by nature, but she does seem to see women as
more nurturing by nature. Her book is written in more poetic
than analytic form,

Mary Daly: More on Sex Difference

Mary Daly's ideas on sex differences—as expressed in Gyn/
Ecology, published in 1978 —are not completely clear. Daly quotes
from sources as divergent as Valerie Solanis and George Gilder to
say that men are basically passive, with an inner barrenness,
dependent on the structure of society to define their role.

In Gyn/Ecology, Daly also identifies women and nature—or
men’s treatrment of women and their treatment of nature. “Women
and our kind—the earth, the sea, the sky-—are the real but
unacknowledged objects of the attack, victimized as The Enemy of
patriarchy— of all its wars, of all its professions.”57

Daly rejects the conventional ideas of “masculinity” and
“femininity.” She says that the “feminine” and “masculine” roles,
stereotyped sets of characteristics, “are essentially distorted and
destructive to the Self and to her process and environment.”®

However, Daly seems to see a distinction—perhaps an inherent
distinction-—between wormen and men, In fact, part of her basis
for rejecting the ideas of femininity and masculinity seeras to be
that they can be used to cloak real differences between women
and men.

Male propagation of the idea that men, too, are feminine—
particularly through feminine behavior by males--distracts
attention from the fact that femininity is a man-made construct,
having essentially nothing to do with femaleness. The seductive
preachers of androgyny, of ‘human liberation,” dwell upon this
theme of blending.*®

In other words, men lure women away from real change by a
few changes in “masculine” behavior, althongh “masculinity” is
merely an archetypal concept they created in the first place. They
are not changing anything real, so they are not changing anything.

In a 1979 interview with off our backs, in response to my
question about whether there were inherent biological differences
between women and men, Daly said perhaps there were.

oob: Do you think that part of the problem with men is so basic
that it goes back to biological-chemical differences?
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Daly: I'm inclined to think that. 'm net about to go cut and have
dogmas about that. I always like Elizabeth Gould Davis’ remark
in The First Sex that men are mutants, The Y chromosome is like
a shrivelled X chromosome. And we all know that everyone is
female for starters, as a fetus. And truly if there is a mutant, it’s
not the female. If there's one original sex, it would be the female,
That’s a difficult thing to say when you can't ground it all in
absolute evidence. Mutations have a way of dying out. So maybe
mutations will manage to kill off themselves eventually.

It’s an easy cop-out to say it's only the patriarchal male, with
a different society it might be different. For centuries men
called women misbegotten males, so we shouldn't be afraid to
speak out our intuition that men are misbegotten fermales—
which would be much closer to the truth,™

In Pure Lust, her 1984 book, Daly carries further her suggestion
of the differences between women and men,

[Under Aristotle’s philosophical system] women were said to
belong to the fixed species called MAN,

Metamorphosing women are not flattered but rather horrified
at the idea of such belonging. Moreover, the experience of such a
woman is that she does not ‘belong’. ..

Muacroevolution is defined as ‘evolutionary change involving
relatively large and complex steps (as transformation of one
species to another).” Such evolution is now intended, with
varying degrees of explicitness, by many Crones [a designation
for women that Daly proudly reclaims]. Metapatriarchal women
experience as ineffably accidental our connection with the
species that has planned and executed witchcrazes, death
camps, slavery, torture, racism in all of its manifestations, world
famine, chemical contamination, animal experimentation, the
nuclear arms race, This difference is affirmed by a series of
conscious choices. ..

The traditional concept of ‘species, especially ‘the human
species’ does not adequately encompass the differently oriented
lines supposedly contained therein. I refer primarily to its
grotesque blurring of differences between those whose intent
and behavior is radically biophilic and those whose desensitized/
decentralized, soulless and berserk (dis)-orientation manifests
'gross inability to communicate’ and fundamental enmity toward
Life itself.
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Wise readers will recognize that this sort of distinction is not a
simplistic bifurcation on the basis of gender. Patriarchy here is
seen as a disease attacking the core of consciousness in females
as well as males.™

In other words, women such as Margaret Thatcher who sup-
port the arms race presumably are, like most men, a different
species from biophilic (life-loving) women. It’s not clear where this
leaves women who just vote for men who support evils such as
the arms race. Are Republican women a different species? Don't
wornen share some responsibility for slavery, racism, ete.?

It is not clear whether Daly believes men can gain the biophilic
virtues that she says women tend to possess.

In Pure Lust, Daly writes that radical feminist women really
are Other—radically other from either men or the role women
are supposed to play in patriarchy. “The starting point of a
woman’s metapatriarchal Metamorphosis is an ontological intu-
ition of her Otherness in relation to all of the shapes imposed
upon her by patriarchy.” Women need to realize—in the sense of
acting as well as knowing—this Otherness, Daly writes.”

Daly is using the word “other” in a different sense than Beauvoir
did. Beauvoir meant. the non-subject who is acted-upon. Daly, in
one of her many reversals of language, is using the word “other” to
mean something like subjectivity—a different sort of subjectivity
from that experienced by men in patriarchy who use subjectivity to
see others as objects,

Daly is not the only radical feminist who has, with time, become
more inclined to consider the possibility that men may be inher-
ently more violent than women, In 1989, long-time radical femi-
nist Robin Morgan for the first time began speaking of such a
possible difference. In an interview in off our backs, she said:

If it turns out that there is a real biological difference—and we
still don't know—between men and women—if it turns out that
it's like the old ferninist joke that men are suffering from
testosterone poisoning—then we have to put cur minds to
solving that problem.
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That does not mean androcide and it does not mean doing to
men all of the things that men have done to women. But it does
mean that if some people happen to be more prone to violent
means of problem-solving, then those people should be less
empowered to have access to the means by which they can
harm everyone, In other words, if it does turn out that anatomy
ts destiny, that's all the more reason for women to have
power,7?

However, some radical and lesbian feminists are critical of the
idea that women are closer to nature than men.

Marilyn I'rye is one leshian feminist who does not equate
women and nature. In her 1983 book, The Politics of Reality,
she says:

What we may do when we try to imagine ourselves independent
is just slip ourselves into his [man's] shoes and imagine
ourselves the center of the universe, the darlings of Mother
Nature and the cherished sisters of all other women,™

If we try to interpret "nature” in a way that fits in with a
political theory— to make other species into symbols for us rather
than beings in their own right—we may be failing to see the
variety that exists.

Chapter 5

Men and Women:
Same Species

There are lesbian feminist writers who disagree with the
concept that men are inherently different from women.

Like many lesbian feminists, Charlotte Bunch has suggested
that the origins of male dominance were in specific violent actions
by men. In “Lesbians in Revolt,” an essay, she wrote:

The first division of labor, in pre-history, was based on sex: men
hunted, women built the villages, took care of children, and
farmed., Women collectively controlied the land, language,
culture, and the communities. Men were able to conquer women
with the weapons they had developed for hunting, when it
became clear that women were leading a more stable, peaceful,
and desirable existence; We do not know how this conquest
tock place, but it is clear that the original imperialism was male
over female: the male claiming the female body and her service
as his territory {or property).!

Bunch rejects the idea that men are innately oppressive. At the
1979 New York University feminist theory conference commemo-
rating the 30th anniversary of the publication of Beauvoir's The
Second Sex, Bunch said, “[Another panelist] has said that women
and men are different sorts of beings. Is that so? I do find that
idea seductive. I feel my experience of life is different from men's,
but I'm not sure that we are different sorts of beings.”?

83
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Some Black and Jewish feminists have spoken strongly against
the ‘bioclogical flaws” theory from the perspective of their
respective histories. The Combahee River Collective's “Black
Feminist Statement” of 1977 says,

But we do not have the misguided notion that it is their male-
ness, per se—ie,, their biological maleness—that makes them
what they are. As Black women we find any type of biological
determinism a particularly dangerous and reactionary basis
upon which to build a politic.?

Andrea Dworkin wrote about her reaction as a Jew to the
biological differences argument in Herestes #6:

I am a Jew who has studied Nazi Germany, and 1 know that
many Germans who followed Hitler also cared about being
good, but found it easier to be good by biological definition than
by act...

I would not be associated with a movement that advocated
the most pernicious ideology on the face of the earth. It was
this very ideology of biological determinism that has licensed
the slaughter and/or enslavement of virtually any group one
could name, including women by men...Recently, more and
more feminists have been advocating social, spiritual and
mythological models that are female supremacist and/or matri-
archal. To me, this advocacy signifies a basic conformity to the
tenets of biological determinism that underpin the male social
system...

Wherever power is accessible or bodily integrity honored on
the basis of biological attributes, systematized cruelty perme-

ates the society and murder and mutilation contaminate it. We
will not be different.?

Martha Shelley, also speaking as a Jew, criticized the idea of
women's biclogical superioritys (See page 154, below).

It is interesting that those women who belong to racial or
ethnic groups that have been stigmatized are particularly critical
of the use of arguments that apparent differences between people
are biologically based. However, an evocation of genocide may be
somewhat unfair to those who argue that women are less
destructive than men. As a group—albeit a varied group—maost
of the women who believe that men are more violent than women
strongly identify themselves as non-violent and, in fact, identify
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women as having better values than men because women act in a
less viclent way. By definition, women who maintain that women
are innately less violent are unlikely to call for the violent
elimination of men.

African-American feminists, although they disagree on some
points, have consistently rejected the idea that behavioral
differences between women and men are innate. In the
introduction to The Black Woman, an anthology she edited, Toni
Cade (later Toni Cade Bambara) writes,

It seems not to occur to these scientists (white, male) that the
behavioral traits they label ‘basic’ and upon which the psychol-
ogists breezily build their theories of masculine/feminine are
not so ‘basic’ at all; they do not exist, after all, in a context-free
ether, They may very well be not inherent traits but merely
at-the-moment traits.®

Cade, like many other African-American feminists, has
expressed the idea that male supremacy was a European or
Christian invention.

...] am convinced, at least in my readings of African societies,
that prior to the European obsession of property as a basis for
social organization, and prior to the introduction of Christi-
anity, a religion fraught with male anxiety and vilification of
women, communities were egalitarian and cooperative, The
woman was neither subordinate nor dominant, but a sharer in
policy making and privileges. .. And while it would seem she had
certain tasks to perform and he particular duties to attend,
there were no hard and fixed assignments based on gender,..”

In her 1978 book, Black Macho and the Myth of the Super-
woman, Michele Wallace wrote that male supremacy was brought
to Africans by the white slave trade:

Though originally it was the white man who was responsible for

the black woman's grief, a multiplicity of forces act upon her life
now and the black man is one of the most important of them.?

Other Black feminists have put more emphasis on male
supremacy as a widespread phenomenon, and as the origin of
other forms of oppression.

In a 1970 essay, Kay Lindsey wrote,

The original sin,,.was the separation of the sexes, which on the
surface appeared to be merely a division of labor, with respect
to each sex’s capacity to do certain types of work...
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The temporary incapacity of women in pregnancy and child-
birth offered men the opportunity to use women as their own
extensions...From females, man moved on to children; out of
this grouping the family evolved. From protection and defense
of his property, man moved on to the seizure of the land of
others and his prisoners of war became his slaves.?

In an article for the lesbian publication The Ladder, Anita
Cornwall wrote:

To put it bluntiy, patriarchy is the root cause of all the major
ills in the world today. Tor as long as men are able to keep half
of the population in chains (us Sisters that is), they going to be
forever trying to enslave the other half.'®

In her essay, “Lesbianism: An Act of Resistance,” Cheryl Clarke

describes male domination as the original oppression.

Gender oppression (i.e.,, the male exploitation and control of
women's productive and reproductive energies on the specious
basis of a biological difference) originated from the first division
of labor, viz., that between women and men, and resulted in the
accumulation of private property, patriarchal usurpation of
‘mother right’ or matrilineage, and the duplicitous, male-
supremacist institution of heterosexual monogamy (for women
only) ... The ruling class white man had a centuries-old model for
his day-to-day treatment of the African slave.l!
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None of these women cite a more aggressive male nature as a
reason for male supremacy.

Hooks writes in Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center:

...Feminist ideology tends to equate male development and
perpetuation of oppressive policy with maleness; the two things
are not synonymous, By making them synonymous, women do
not have to face the drive for power in women that leads them
to strive to dominate and control others.

In her 1989 book Talking Back, Hooks says,

Contemporary feminist thinkers...suggest that differentiation
of status between females and males globally is an indication
that patriarchal domination of the planet is the root of the
problem, ., Ideologically, thinking in this direction enables
Western women, especially privileged white women, to suggest
that racism and class exploitation are merely the offspring of
the parent system: patriarchy, Within feminist movement in the
West, this has led to the assumption that resisting patriarchal
domination is a more legitimate action than resisting racism
and other forms of domination, Such thinking prevails despite
radical eritiques by black women and other women of color who
question this proposition. To speculate that an oppositional
division between men and women existed in early human
communities is to impose on the past, on these non-white

In her 1981 book Ain't I & Woman, Bell Hooks (Gloria Watkins) ! groups, a world view that fits all too neatly within contempo-
wrote that African women were subjugated by men before whites o rary feminist p.ar‘adlgms that suggest man as the enemy and
appeared in Africa. woman as the victim. !5

Black male sexism existed long before American slavery. The
sexist politics of white-ruled and colonized America merely re-
inforced in the minds of enslaved black people existing beliefs
that men were the superiors of women. . .12

However, in her 1987 book Feminist Theory: From Margin to

Center, Hooks had changed her perspective somewhat:

While we know that sex role divisions existed in the earliest civili-
zations not enough is known about these societies to conclusively
document the assertion that women were exploited or oppressed
... The sexism, racism and classism that exist in the West may
resemble systems of domination globally but they are forms of
oppression which have been primarily informed by Western philo-
sophy. They can best be understood within a Western context, not
via an evolutionary model of human development,!

Hooks suggests a different paradigm:

Thinking speculatively about early human social arrangement,
about women and men struggling to survive in small communi-
ties, it is likely that the parent-child relationship with its very
real imposed survival structure of dependency, of strong and
wealk, of powerful and powerless, was a site for the construction
of a paradigm of domination, While this circumstance of depen-
dency is not necessarily one that leads to domination, it lends
itself to the enactment of a social drama wherein domination
could easily occur as a means of exercising and maintaining
control. This speculation does not place women outside the
practice of domination, in the exclusive role of wvictim. It
centrally names women as agents of domination, as potential
theoreticians, and creators of a paradigm for social relation-
ships wherein those groups of individuals designated as ‘strong’
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exercise power both benevolently and coercively over those
designated as ‘wealc.

...3uch thinking enabies us to examine our role as women in
the perpetuation and maintenance of systems of domination. To
understand domination, we must understand that our capacity
as women and men to be either dominated or dominating is a
point of connection, of commonality,16

The concept that children’s situation is the paradigm for
oppression calls into question a great deal of feminist theory,
including much feminist writing on mothering. The idea that
mothers can {reely oppress children is questionable; in many soci-
eties, including many tribal societies, women have less power over
male children than over female children.

Recognition that women have the capacity to oppress does not
require a theory that sees children as the paradigm of oppression.

Chicana lesbian feminist Cherrie Moraga writes of the oppres-
sor's psychological need to brand and scorn Women of Color and
other minorities as “the other™

...It is not really difference that the oppressor fears so much as
similarity. He fears he will discover in himself the same aches,
the same longings as those of the people he has shitted on. He
fears the immobilization threatened by his own incipient guilt,
He fears he will have to change his life once he has seen himself
in the bodies of those he has called different.!?

A few lesbian separatist Women of Color question whether men
are fundamentally different from women. For example, a story by
Juana Maria Paz suggests that men are mutants,®

Cultural Doesn’t Mean Biological

Not all feminists who have focused on women's culture explain
that culture as a result of biological differences with men. In her
1986 book A Passion for Friends, Janice Raymond writes that she
does not believe that concentrating on women’s positive qualities
implies a belief that those qualities are biologically infused.

Women have no biclogical edge on the more humane qualities of
human existence, nor does women’s uniqueness proceed from
any biological differences from men. Rather, just as any cultural
context distinguishes one group from another, women’s ‘other-
ness’ proceeds from women's culture.!®
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Raymond believes that women’s earliest significant relation-
ships (historically) were with one another, and that if women
recover their true selves they will be more oriented to women.

Adrienne Rich was one of the first radical feminists to divorce
herself from the Firestone tradition of seeing women’s biology as
inherently oppressive. In Qf Woman Born, published in 1976, she
distinguishes between “the institution [of motherhood], which
aims at ensuring that that potential—and all women—shall
remain under male control” and “the potential relationship of a
woman to her powers of reproduction,” which Rich does not see
as inherently oppressive.

...In certain cultures, the idea of woman-as-mother has worked
to endow all women with respect...and to give women some
say in the life of a people or a clan. But for most of what we
know as the ‘mainstream’ of recorded history, motherhood as
an institution has ghettoized and degraded female potenti-
alities.?®

Rich's theory of the origins of the oppression of women, as
stated in Of Woman Born, is that it is connected with “the male
mind. .. haunted by the idea of dependence on a woman for life
itself.."®

She sees patriarchy as “power over others, beginning with a
woman and her children...Each colonized people is described by
its congueror as weak, feminine, incapable of self-government,
ignorant, uncultured, effete, irrational, in need of civilizing,”2

Rich appears to see some possible legitimate power in matri-
archy. She cites Robert Briffault as saying that “the matriarchal
elements in any society have a functional [Rich's italics] origin”
and that this power of women has “organic authority.”

Is “organic” power nonoppressive? Couldn’t the father’s anthor-
ity be called “organic” also?

She cites Briffault as saying that there is a “free consent to the
authority of women in a matriarchal society.”® How does one
determine when political consent is given freely?

Rich points out that whereas Helen Diner (author of Mothers
and Amazons) and Davis say woman'’s motherhood is a source of
power that led to gynocracy, others “including Simone de
Beauveir and Shulamith Firestone deny that either a ‘matriarchal’
or ‘gynocratic’' order ever existed and perceive women's maternal
function as...the root of our oppression.” Rich’s comment is,
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“Whatever the conclusion drawn, there is an inescapable correla-
tion between the idea of motherhood and the idea of power, 25
Perhaps—but there is a considerable difference between seeing
motherhood as one’s source of power and seeing it as one’s source
of vulnerability.

Rich sees the existence of past matriarchy as an indication or
proof that women need not remain powerless “if female biology
was ever once a source of power, it need not remain what it has
since become: a root of powerlessness,”26

However, Rich says,

...It can be dangerously simmplistic to fix upon ‘nurturance’ as a
gpecial strength of women, which need only be released into the
larger society to create a new human order. Whatever our
organic or developed gift for nurture, it has often been turned
into a boomerang. . 2%

In Of Woman Born, Rich did not discuss specifically the ques-
tion of whether men are inherently more aggressive. There is no
indication in Gf Woman Born that she thought they were. In April
1981, I asked her whether she believed that men were inherently
dangerous or biologically inclined to be oppressive, and she said
that she was not inclined to focus on biclogy to that degree 28

In her 1980 article, “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian
Existence,” Rich expresses interest in Susan Cavin's idea that
initially womnen banded together with their children, and that it
was rape of the mother by the sons that made patriarchy possible.2?

However, when Rich wrote her 1984 essay, “Notes Toward a
Politics of Location,” she had revised her opinion about theories of
origins.

I've been thinking a lot about the obsession with origins. It
seems a way of stopping time in its tracks... We can’t build a
society free from domination by fixing our sights backward on
some long-ago tribe or city.3®

Biology as Creativity

Yet feminists have continued developing more theories of the
origins of male supremacy.

Irish-Canadian socialist feminist Mary O'Brien, in the 1981 book,
The Politics of Reproduction, suggests that the origin of women's
oppression is in men’s desire to control paternity. This is somewhat
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similar to Rich, but O’Brien, a former midwife, has more of a
biclogical focus. Men want to do this not so much to pass on
property, as Engels said, as to try to appropriate the product of
reproduction, the child, because they cannot bear not being fathers.
Men are alienated from reproduction because they have no part to
play once the “seeds” have left their bodies until after the baby is
born, O'Brien says. For that reason, a man feels he must ensure
that the child is his. She implies that men could not help oppressing
women, because “for men, physiology is fate."2

O'Brien criticizes Beauvoir and Firestone for their completely
negative perception of pregnancy and childbirth. She suggests
that such attitudes stem from the ideology of male supremacy, in
which men belittle childbirth because their own part in reproduc-
tion is so small. She goes so far as to write that “for women,
anatomy is creativity,”s?

Although O'Brien would strongly disagree with those who argue
that women are better than men and should not associate with
them, she has in common with many of them a tendency to see
biological differences as having a necessary influence in shaping
the history of women's and men's relations.

Original Harmony

Socialist feminists generally say that there was an original
harmony between women and men, Only with the knowledge of
paternity, the growth of private property, and the urge to pass it
on to their sons did men become oppressive. Many of their
writings even imply that women were not so greatly oppressed
until industrial capitalism moved much production out of the
home.

Elizabeth Fisher, the late author of Woman's Creation, is a
strong exponent of the original harmony thesis.

...Humanity, being based on co-operation, has its origins in
primitive egalitarianism and...this egalitarianism may even
apply to the sexes...The earliest humans shared tasks...
Dominance is inherent neither in the animal world nor in
humanity.?3

Dominance, after all, is a laboratory concept. It simply means
that when a piece of food is thrown before two animals, one of
them often defers to the other.. ™
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Fisher says the men in the family did not become oppressive
until the state was created and became a model for oppression.
TFisher sees the patriarchal family as the authoritarian state in
microcosm rather than its model. The state developed in Sumer
around 6,000 years ago.®

The authoritarian state was the model from which individual
fathers derived power 30

Integral to the success of the first organized bureaucracies
was the distortion of human sexuality into actual and symbolic
production, the repression of female sexuality, and the linkage
of war and sex for men, With the worship of material accumu-
lation, people were reified to be used as tools and frequently
were treated as possessions themselves.®7

Fisher suggests that even rape was not practiced until after
men became herdsmen. She says introducing forced coitus in
animal breeding may have given men the idea of rape?® She
ignores anthropological studies describing rape in hunter/
gatherer societies, such as those cited in works like Gayle Rubin’s
article, “The Traffic in Women,”??

Fisher suggests that worshipping fertility did not mean
worshipping women, but was anti-woman,

Fertility worship led to the forced breeding of women; more
important, it signified the perversion of sex from pleasure to
procreation.®?

Fisher does not believe that women and men are inherently
different, She suggests that any sex hormones can increase the
amount of aggression in anh animal or person.

What is clear is that sex is energizing, be it testosterone or
estrogen. When that energy finds no outlet, it gets displaced
into irritability and, on occasion and in some species, into
fighting behavior#

She adds,

We are told that ingesting testosterone makes a female more
aggressive; we are not told that ingesting estrogen is also likely to
make her more aggressive.i?

Woman: A Bargain Commodity

However, Gayle Rubin, a socialist feminist anthropologist, sees
violence against women as a major factor in pre-agrarian societies.
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In the Amazon valley and the New Guinea highlands, women
are frequently kept in their place by gang rape when the ordi-
nary mechanisms of masculine intimidation prove insufficient.
‘We tame cur women with the banana,” said one Mundurucu
man (Murphy, 1859:195).43

She sees paternity and patriarchy as inadequate concepts to
explain male oppression of women,

Many New Guinea societies...are viciously oppressive to
women. But the power of males in these groups is not founded
on their roles as fathers or patriarchs, but on their collective
adult maleness, embodied in secret cults, men's houses, warfare,
exchange networks, ritual knowledge, and various initiation
procedures,

Rubin develops anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss’ concept of
the exchange of women between men, which he saw in a matter-
of-fact way, as the basic model or paradigm of women’s oppres-
sion. Men took women in marriage not just for the sake of
obtaining the women themselves—but to become kin to other
men, to establish bonds between men. Rubin sees this as the
reason for the incest taboo.

‘What, would you like to marry your sister? What is the matter
with you? Don't you want a brother-in-law?... With whom will
you hunt, with whom will you garden, whom will you go to
vigit?' (Arapesh, cited in Lévi-Strauss, 1969:48b). ..

The ‘exchange of women' is a seductive and powerful concept
[Rubin says]. It is attractive in that it places the oppression of
women within social systems, rather than in biology. Moreover,
it suggests that we look for the ultimate locus of women's
oppression within the traffic in women, rather than within the
traffic in merchandise,

Although Rubin says that the idea of the exchange of women
places the problem of women’s oppression in the realm of social
interactions rather than biology, the idea of the exchange does
not necessarily rest on the concept that men and women have no
serious biological differences. Indeed, men might treat women as
objects for exchange, whether or not they were inherently more
aggressive than women.
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Rubin, however, maintains that women and men are very simi-
lar, and that this similarity has become the ultimate human
taboo, or unacknowledgeable reality, because of men's stake in
preserving the division of labor.

Women carry the heavy burdens in some societies, men in
others. There are even examples of female hunters and war-
riors, and of men performing child care tasks. Lévi-Strauss
concludes from a survey of the division of labor by sex that it is
not a biological specialization, but must have some other
purpoese. This purpose, he argues, is to insure the union of men
and women making the smallest viable economic unit contain
at least one man and one woman...[he says] the sexual
division of labor is nothing else than a device to institute a
reciprocal state of dependency between the sexes. (Lévi-
Strauss, 1971:347-48).

The division of labor by sex can therefore be seen as a ‘taboo”
a taboo against the sameness of men and women, a taboo
dividing the two sexes into two mutually exclusive categories, a
taboo which exacerbates the biological differences between the
sexes and thereby creates gender...

Gender is a socialty imposed division of the sexes ... Kinship
systems rest upon marriage. They therefore transform males
and females into ‘men’ and ‘women, each an incomplete half
which can find wholeness only when united with the other. But
they are not as different day and night, earth and sky, yin and
yang, life and death. In fact, from the standpoint of nature, men
and women are closer to each other than either is to anything
else—for instance, mountains, kangaroos, or coconut palms.
The idea that men and women are more different from one
another than from anything else must come from somewhere
other than nature. Furthermore, although there is an average
difference between males and females on a variety of traits, the
range of variation of those traits shows considerable overlap.4¢*

Rubin also sees forced heterosexuality as an inherent charac-
teristic of male domination and a requirement of the sexual
division of labor, or division of roles into male and female.

*French lesbian feminist Monique Wittig has identified the taboo against
homosexuality or lesbianism as the ultimate taboo, a similar point if it is
based on the notion that sex or gender categories are arbitrary.’

R
|
|
|
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At the most general level, the social organization of sex rests
upon gender, obligatory heterosexuality, and the constraint of
female sexuality.+8

Woman the Artifice

French radical feminists continuing down the path begun by
Beauvoir have developed it further. The group associated with
Questions Féministes,* the theoretical journal that Beauvoir nomi-
nally edited, strongly rejects the notion of “woman” as a being with
inherent characteristics.

A 1979 Questions Féministes editorial stated,

...0ur oppression is not the result of ‘not being womanly
enough,’ but precisely the contrary: from our being too much
s0. We are prevented from leading lives as free and independent
individuals ...

...[We] try to take apart the notion of the ‘difference between
the sexes' which orders and supports this idea of ‘Woman,’
...The social existence of men and women does not depend
at all on their nature as male and female, 1.e., on the shape
of their anatomical sexual organs.®

It is men as a group in power that women must oppose, the
editorial says:

When a group is in power, it is this group which disseminates
the ideology and which dictates its categories, ..

The theme of difference in itself (whatever the content given
to the difference)} serves the oppressive group. As long as the
oppressor holds the weapons of power, all difference estab-
lished between him and the others confirms him in the only
difference that matters to him—that of holding power.50

(But simply because a group in power chooses to proclaim that
difference from it indicates inferiority, does that mean that
anyone challenging the group must maintain that differences are
completely unreal?)

*In the fall of 1980, a split in the Questions Féministes group dver political
lesbian theories caused the journal to cease publication. A new journal,
Nouvelles Questions Féministes, was begun by those who disagreed with
lesbian separatism,
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Women have no natural characteristics, the editorial says, only
responses to oppression.

...All so-called natural characteristics attributed to an op-
pressed group serve to imprison this group in a Nature which,
given its status as oppressed, is then confused ideologically with
a nature' which consists of being oppressed.5!

The editorial suggests that accepting the idea that woman is
closer to Nature involves accepting the idea that men can be
equated with culture.

We are close to Nature? No, they ban us from access to the tools
of social mastery, from knowledge of our own bodies, from
creation. One kind of creation they let us have—by an
ambiguous word-play, the ‘creation’ of babies.5?

Christine Delphy, a member of the Questions Féministes staff
and later of Nouvelles Questions Féministes, wrote in the intro-
duction to her book Close to Home that she distrusts theories that
try to explain the origins of oppression.

An institution which exists today cannot be explained by the
simple fact that it existed in the past, even if this past is recent,
[ do not deny that certain elements of patriarchy today resem-
ble elements of the ‘patriarchy’ of six thousand years ago or
that of two hundred years ago; what [ deny is that this continu-
ation—in so far as it is a continuation (i.e. in so far as it really
concerns the same thing)-—does not in itself constitute an
explanation.t

Like many socialist feminists, radical feminist Delphy does not
feel that historical explanations sufficiently take into account the
given conditions of each period. However, Delphy does have ideas
about the origins of women's oppression. She points te human
practices rather than biology as the cause,

...It is oppression which creates gender; that logically the
hierarchy of the division of labor is prior to the technical
division of labor and created the latter: i.e., created the sexual
roles, which we call gender. Gender in its turn created
anatomical sex, in the sense that the hierarchical division of
humanity into two transforms an anatomical difference (which
is in itself devoid of meaning, like all physical facts) into a
category of thought,5
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In her article, “The Straight Mind,” Monique Wittig, who had
worked closely with Delphy on Questions Féministes before the
staff split over the issue of lesbian separatism, wrote:

...For us there is no such thing as being-woman or being-man.
‘Man’ and ‘woman' are political concepts...It is the class
struggle between women and men which will abolish men and
women,58

In another article, “One is Not Born a Woman,” Wittig wrote:

...Most of the feminists and lesbian-feminists in America and
elsewhere still believe that the basis of women's oppression is
biological as well as historical, Some of them even claim to find
their source in Simone de Beauvoir. The belief in mother-right
and in a ‘prehistory’ when women would have created civiliza-
tion (because of a biological predisposition) while the coarse
and brutal men hunted (because of a biological predisposition),
is symmetrical with the biologizing interpretation of history
produced up to now by the class of men. It is still the same
method of finding in women and men a biological explanation
of their division, cutside of social facts. For me this could never
constitute a lesbian approach to women's oppression since it
assumes that the basis of society or the beginning of society lies
in heterosexuality B

Like Cavin, Wittig seems to be saying that, to assume men were
able to impose heterosexuality in early human societies and that
men’s larger size and ability to rape helped them attain dominance,
would provide an insufficiently lesbian analysis.

Wittig does not care for the idea of matriarchies, either,

Matriarchy is no less heterosexual than patriarchy: it is only the
sex of the oppressor that changes. Furthermore, not only is this
conception still imprisoned in the categories of sex (woman and
man), but it holds onto the idea that the capacity to give birth
(biology) is what defines a woman.57

Wittig does not want any social order to be defined by women's
reproductive function. She does not see giving birth as natural or
normal;

...There are lesbians who affirm that ‘women and men are
different species or races...; men are biologically inferior to
women; male violence is a biological inevitability...' By doing
this, by admitting that there is a ‘natural’ division between
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women and men, we naturalize history, we assume that men
and women have always existed and will always exist. Not only
do we naturalize histery, but also consequently we naturalize
the social phenomena which express our oppression making
change impossible...instead of seeing giving birth as a forced
production, we see it as a ‘natural, ‘biological’ process, forget-
ting that in our societies births are planned (demography), for-
getting that we ourselves are programmed to produce children,
while this is the only social activity ‘short of war’ that presents
such a danger of death.®

Some French, Québecoise and American lesbians have con-
strued Wittig’s “One is Not Born a Woman” to mean that lesbians
should not use the term “woman" to define themselves because
“woman” is a socially constructed role that they have rejected.

Beauvoir and Scarcity

Simone de Beauvoir's own ideas did not remain static after
publication of The Second Sex. She later said that her conception
of the origins of women’s subjugation had changed to emphasize
the importance of scarcity rather than a psychological need for
an other. She came to see the scarcity idea as more materialistic.

I believe that the Other is not simply an idealist relationship, it
is a material relationship. It is a power relationship, based on
scarcity.’®

What kind of scarcity does she mean? Scarcity of food? Of labor
power? She did not develop the idea. Economic scarcity hardly
explains why women, in particular, should be an oppressed
group.

Is it possible that perceived scarcity of emotional resources
could also be a factor? Emotional work takes time. Perhaps men,
seeing women care for children, wanted some of that care for
themselves, This way of stating the question could be called
materialist: the emotional work or nurturance could be broken
down into many definable tasks. The idea of emotional resource
scarcity, though, is not so far from Beauvoir's original concept of
the need for an Other: It retains the focus on men's desire to have
gomeone to control on many levels, not just to produce more
tangible goods, such as food, although women did that too. Very
likely men also considered sexual intercourse a resource, as North
American lesbian writer Joyce Trebilcot has suggested.®

Men and Women: Same Species 99

How much does it matter that Beauvoir somewhat repudiated
the psychological construct (need for an other) on which much
later feminist thought has been based? Atkinson sees need for
control to escape one’s inadequacies as the basis of oppression
and attainment of psychological wholeness as a solution. Daly and
other lesbian writers see men's lack of wholeness and desire to
control “women’s energy”’ as the basis of women's oppression.

Even if Beauvoir were disavowing her earlier construct com-
pletely, which is not clear, that would not necessarily mean that it
was wrong,.

It seems likely that Beauvoir’s turn to a theory of scarcity is
connected with Jean-Paul Sartre’s change to scarcity as a theoret-
ical basis in his 1960 book Critique of Dialectical Reasoning.
Sartre then wrote that material scarcity, rather than otherness,
was the source of alienation.®’ This seems to be a much narrower
concept. Do all hunter-gatherer societies experience scarcity? If
not, don't they still experience people as others? Scarcity may be
a more appealing notion, not only because it sounds more
materialist, but because it sounds more curable, But can even the
end of scarcity end alienation?

Even Marx’s 1844 manuscripts on alienation indicate that he
believed that equal distribution was only part of the solution to
the problem of alienation, Nothing less than control over one's
own work would be enough. If scarcity was the basic problem,
why would control of the means of production be so important?62

If ending scarcity is mot enough to resolve economic class
oppression, surely it is not enough to resolve the other aspects of
women's oppressiorn,

The Biological and the Social Interact

In the 1980s, feminists are developing the idea that the
biological and social environments interact and that the social
can affect the biological—or how we construe it—as well as wvice
Versa.

When [ interviewed her in 1979, Ti-Grace Atkinson expressed
ideas somewhat different from her earlier ones.

oob: You dor't think it's possible that men are innately more
violent than women?

Atkinson: I think it's possible. But I think that if you posit social
characteristics as innate, that you get on very, very dangerous
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ground in terms of these groups ever living together in any kind
of equity, especially when the people who are more violent have
the power now. [ think it's very, very difficult to distingunish en-
vironment from biclogical determination. It has always seemed
to me very possible that culture is inherited in terms of people
growing up in certain societies where femininity is emphasized.
It shows up physically and culturally. These things are all inter-
mixed. So how can you separate them? Even if it's biological in
that sense that doesn’t mean it isn't slowly evolved through
time. 5

In other words, for practical reasons, she feels it is difficult and
dangerous to assume that differences are bioclogical. But if there
are biclogical differences, these may be aggravated by the system
of male dominance.

Lesbian feminist Marilyn Frye suggests that differences between
women and men are not unchangeable, since most societies have
established codes to penalize those who depart from prescribed
male and female behavior. However, even if those differences are
not necessary, they still may have developed in connection with
biology, because we are whole beings of whom the body is a part,
she writes.

1 see enormous social pressure on us all to act feminine or act
masculine (and not both), so I am inclined to think that if we
were to break the habits of culture which generate that pres-
sure, people would not act particularly masculine or feminine %

Furthermore, we are animals. Learning is physical, bodily.
There is not a separate, honmaterial ‘control room' where
socialization, enculturation and habit formation take place and
where, since it is nonmaterial, change is independent of bodies
and easier than in bodies,

Socialization molds our bodies; enculturation forms our
slkeletons, our musculature, our central nervous systems. By the
time we are gendered adults, masculinity and femininity are
‘biological’

But now ‘biclogical’ does not mean ‘genetically determined’ or
inevitable.” It just means ‘of the animal.’%

Some might assume that saying biology can be changed implies
that women and men should connect to evolve more androgy-
nously together, Frye, however, sees it as a reason for separatism,
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...Jt i8 no accident that with varying degrees of conscious
intention, feminists have tried to e¢reate separate spaces where
women could exist somewhat sheltered from the prevailing
winds of paitriarchal culture and try to stand up straight for
once. One needs space to practice an erect posture; one cannot
just will it to happen. To retrain one's body one needs physical
freedom from what are, in the last analysis, physical forces
misshaping it to the contours of the subordinate,®

Radical feminist theorist Catharine A, MacKinnon also sees the
social as having an impact on the biclogical.

It is not because women bear children that women are
subordinate or because men have higher testosterone levels that
they are more aggressive. [ think it may even be the case that
men’s hormone levels have everything to do with the way they are
raised and that the relationship between biological difference
and social status is the other way around from what it's
supposed to be.5?

Socialist feminist Alison Jaggar also sees the biological and
social bases of sexual relations as interacting—which she sees as
primarily a socialist feminist point of view, although as we have
just seen, some radical and lesbian feminists share it, while some
socialist feminists do not:

We cannot say abstractly that biology determines society,
because we cannct identify a clear, non-social sense of ‘biology’
ner a clear, non-biological sense of ‘'society.’ '

In some ethnic groups, there is little sexual differentiation be-
tween women and men, Women are as tall as men, have equally
broad shoulders and narrow hips, and have breasts so small
that it is often difficult to tell an indiyidual's sex...The
relatively smaller size of females in other ethnic groups is often
due directly to the fact that their nutrition is inferior because of
their lower social status. Differential feeding may also have
resulted in selection for shorter females...These are some of
the ways in which society produces genetically inherited sex
differences, as well as sex differences, society.5®

In some sense, ali of the feminist theories discussed have linked
the domination of women by men to biology, even those of woren
such as the Questions Féministes writers or many socialist




102 Love and Politics

feminists (other than Jaggar) who most strongly repudiate the
significance of biological differences. A feminist theory—a theory
that says that women and men are in different classes-—
necessarily recognizes some connection between biological and
social categories. At the very least, such a theory must maintain
that men have used women's biological capacities as a means of
dominating women,

It sounds schizophrenic for a movement to include both those
who believe that sex class differences are biologically inherent
and those who believe they aren’t; but perhaps the split has
positive aspects on the level of recruitment. Some women outside
the movement may find the approach that women and men are
basically the same attractive, while others may find the emphasis
on male aggressiveness more compelling. As long as the latter
focus does not lead to despair, resignation or inaction, it may not
be as unproductive as some classic feminists fear.

There may be no adequate answer to the question of whether
women and men are inherently different while their experiences
of life differ so greatly. We may have to live with the ambiguity
and work around it.

History: Cycle or Progress?
Feminists theorists disagree about history.

A group of feminist theorists maintains that there never was an
era in which women were not oppressed by men. Soon after
human consciousness arouse, men captured the power of women
and have been able to create systems that institutionalized and
perfected that control,

Another group says that women once had a more powerful
position in the world, but were overthrown by men, Some perceive
this early period literally as a matriarchy, or a series of matriar-
chal tribes or societies, in which women had a considerably
greater role in decision making than they have had since, Others
see this time more generally as an era in which mother goddesses
were worshipped and women on earth had more respect.

Most members of both groups of theorists maintain that it
makes a great dilference which theory of history is correct—
which is unfortunate, since it is difficult, if not impossible, to
prove what happened in the remote past.
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Why does this difference matter? It matters if the two historical
theories lead to a different analysis of the present or different
strategies for the future. '

Basic perceptions of human nature might be affected by one’s
theory of history. The idea that there was once an actual
matriarchy could be used to show that women are capable of
running a society, are not bound to be subordinates or victims,
But those feminists who disbelieve in the existence of a matri-
archy do not believe that women are incapable of running a
society or are subordinate or weak by nature, Evidence that there
was an era of matriarchal rule might prove that women are not
“inferior”—but evidence of the nor-existence of an era of
matriarchy would not prove that women ave “inferior.”

Paradoxically, evidence that there once was a long era of
matriarchy would tend to show that men are capable of
co-existing with women without ruling them, of living in a less
aggressive way. However, evidence that men have always domi-
nated women since the development of human consciousness
would not prove that men are incapable of living on an equal
basis with women, Most feminists are not so ruled by history that
they believe that people are incapable of behaving differently from
the way they have behaved in the past.

Those who believe in the era of matriarchy fear that those who
do not may fail to see women as strong, Those who reject the idea
that there was an era of matriarchy fear that those who accept
the idea will see the era-as embodying the traditional “female”
characteristics of nurturance, tenderness, etc. and will try to
“return” to that era, thinking that a return to more open
expressions of affection would eliminate the need for other
changes, The critics of matriarchy fear a literal return to
emphasizing the value of mothers over other women, and/or a
total rejection of direct confrontation with men (either of the
reformist or radical variety).

But neither tactic, confrontation or non-confrontation, is
necessarily linked to the idea that an era in which women were
more powerful once existed. Maintaining that an era existed is
not necessarily the same as calling for its return.

Part of the dispute is connected with one's intellectual stake in
the idea that human history progresses. If one has a strong belief
in the idea that only as different stages of technology and produc-
tion develop can different stages of political, social and mental
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development be reached, then one is less likely to be comfortable
with what could appear to be glorification of previous eras. Yet
both Marx and Engels, emphatic and influential believers in
stages of development, helieved that certain earlier stages, not
only primitive communism but also the ancient Hellenic world,
had features which had not yet been improved upon by subse-
quent eras.

Twentieth-century radical or liberal North Americans might
forget that many civilizations have believed that history was
cyclical and that significant change was impossible, and have
literally tried to “recover past glories,” At first the word “cyclical”
might make women smile and say, “Ah, yes, like & woman's men-
strual cycle.” But the idea that history is cyclical has a dreadful
history. Conservative thinkers do not espouse it by accident.

If no progress is possible, then everything can be reversed.
Racial hatred and domination can never be eliminated. A small
elite will always gain control of every society. People will never
stop valuing the accumulation of material “goods” over other
people. Above all, conservative thought from ancient China and
India, to European royalists and modern-day conservatives, has
propounded the idea that one should accept a stratified universe
as the natural order. No radical change will lasi, because people
will tire of it and the old order will creep back or be reimposed.

This cyclical view is frightening, because it is partially true. As
marxists theoretically recognize, each idea and every social
system carries within itself the potential for its own destruction.
New antagonisms will develop as older ones are settled. There are
years (and decades) in which “revolutionary conditions are ripe,”
and everyone is excited about change, and years in which popular
movements subside and the powers-that-be herald the return of
“the old truths.”*

*TFrederick Engels views history as moving—through struggle, counter-
struggle, setback, and advance—in an upward spiral, negating itself only
to come round and negate itself again, but on a higher plane. (Marx and
Engels took their “negation of the negation” concept from Hegel's dialec-
tics, giving it materialist content). Engels endorses Lewis Henry Morgan’s
forecast that the future, liberated society “will be a revival, in a higher
form, of the liberty, equality and fraternity of the ancient gentes
[communal clans].”8 Yet Engels, who holds that early human societies
were woman-centered and matrilineal (with descent and inheritance
passing from mother to children), stops short of asserting that the future,
communal society will also revive matrilineage. —Editor (Daniel Fogel).
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Feminists have a personal, collective, material, intellectual stake
in fundamental change in all aspects of society—change in a
ferninist direction, of course. They cannot deny that retrogression
or reaction is possible— the nineteenth-century feminist movement
and the reaction against it are too fresh in everyone's minds. All
ferninists have a stake in believing that change is possible, and need
to formulate theories with this in mind. (Obviously, if you theorize
that change or progress is impossible, you cannot promote it
effectively). The possibilities of both progress and reaction need to
be taken into account., Those who theorize that there was once an
era of matriarchy must not reject the idea of progress-—nor must
those who theorize that women have always been oppressed by
men but are slowly beginning to challenge that oppression reject
either the possibility of progress, or the possibility of reaction,

These two branches of radical feminism, the “differences” and
the “no-differences” groups, are derived from different premises,
from different intellectual traditions. The idea that human beings
are perfectible and the idea that they (or some group of them)
are irredeemably, congenitally flawed, spring from different
perspectives, with different histories, Generally, radicals with a
socialist perspective and liberals have believed in humanity’s
capacity for sell-development, Conservatives and reactionaries
have generally been the chief proponents of the congenital flaw
idea: They have maintained that wemen of all races, and dark-
skinned peoples, are biclogically flawed. .

Can the Oppressed Oppress?

The question of whether mern's oppression of women is linked to
men’s biological traits, is connected with the question of whether
the oppressed can become the oppressors. Certainly, the example
of the Russian revolution and the later rise of Stalinism indicates
that, among men, it is possible for those who claim to represent
the oppressed, or those who lead them, to become oppressors.
This process is not necessarily a simple reversal; by “becoming the
oppressor,” I mean something more than the exercise of some
political clout over the former ruling class. It is possible to
exercise some coercion over others without depriving them of
human rights or political representation, Laws requiring desegre-
gation of public accommodations in the United States, for
instance, coerce without disenfranchising oppressors who would
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be yet more oppressive without those constraints. To become an
oppressor means to create a ruling class and a new oppressed
class—or continuing the oppression of some already oppressed
classes while alleviating the oppression of others.

Participation of women in systems of race and class oppression,
or acceptance of those systems, indicates that women are
naturally capable of being oppressors.

If one believes that oppressiveness—or a propensity for aggres-
sion or control—is linked to male biology, then presumably she
would not have to develop many “checks and balances” to prevent
women from engaging in oppressive behavior during or “after the
revolution.” Even a slight familiarity with the feminist movement
shows that women have been by no means unconcerned about
the possibility that other women could become attracted to
power over others or behave in an oppressive way. From the very
beginning, feminists have tried to institute ways of preventing the
development of oppressive leaders in the movement.

Feminists who are vocal advocates of instituting measures to
prevent the development of hierarchy often are the same women
who profess the belief that men are oppressive by nature and that
oppression is by nature male. I suggest that they don't quite
believe this idea. They may believe that men are more oppressive
by nature than women, but if they take steps to prevent the rise
of hierarchy among women in their groups they must believe that
women are capable of being oppressors. Some feminists say that
oppressive behavior is imitative of men, or is male-identified, but
in order to imitate behavior, women must be capable of it.

If we are to look at history to determine which people are more
aggressive or oppressive by nature, it is by no means clear why we
should say that the male sex is biologically predisposed to
oppress, and not also say that the “white” or “caucasian” race is
biologically predisposed to oppress,

Women of Color's citing oppressive behavior by white women
makes it excruciatingly clear to many feminists that it is possible
to be both oppressive and oppressed.

If we see women behave in oppressive ways, we might want to
take that into consideration when we try to formulate theories
to explain the past.
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Love, Sex, and
Sexuality in Radical
Feminist Politics
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Chapter 6

Love:
Canit
be Good?

One of the central questions that feminist theory needs to
discuss is the question of love as an emotion, an experience—its
political, social and theoretical implications for feminism.
Feminist theory in some ways focuses on autonomy, on the idea
that a person must learn to be alone in the world. Ti-Grace
Atkinson, in particular, has stressed the idea that love is a
disease, or at least a symptom of “the victim's response to the
oppressor,” and that self-containment is necessary.

Some other feminists have taken a more optimistic perspective
on love, or on certain modes of love. Simone de Beauvoir sees
nonoppressive love as a possibility between two human beings
who both operate as subjects. Shulamith Firestone sees nonop-
pressive love as a possibility for women if reproductive patterns
change, economic autonomy is assured, and social constraints on
sexuality are removed, Lesbian feminists see love between women
as a possibility and advocate it as a strategy for social change, as
well as a desirable goal in itself,

Like most other writers in contemporary society, feminists
generally mean sexual love when they refer to love. Love between
parents and children or friends is less frequently discussed,
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There are contradictions between an emphasis on love as a goal
and/or strategy and autonomy as a goal and/or strategy. If both
goals/strategies are pursued, there may be constant tension
between the two. Is the desire for another person to leve produc-
tive and creative, or is it an escape from responsibility for one’s
own life? Is it not almost impossible to strike a balance between
love and autonomy? In Beauvoir’s terms, is love a form of
transcendence or immanence? How do most feminist theorists
perceive it?

Can a goal/strategy that does not include love ever become
acceptable to most women?

[ am exploring different feminist theorists’ concepts of love to
see if there has been a change over time in feminist perspectives
of love—Dboth perceptions of heterosexual love and of lesbian love.
There appears to be a greater change in the perception of love
between women than in the perception of love between women and
men. To what extent are these seen as different experiencesg?

Beauvoir: From Flawed to Authentic Love

Mid-twentieth century feminist writings about love began with
Beauvoir. She assumes that love as it now exists is deeply flawed,
but that an “authentic love” can be salvaged. Love now diminishes
and enslaves women, but this is not an inherent or necessary part
of love,

Women have not been allowed to love themselves unless a man
loves them, she notes. “Only in love can woman harmoniously
reconcile her eroticistn and her narcissism...”' She “abandons
herself to love first of all to save herself... Everything useless to
him she destroys."? “Love becomes for her a religion,"

Some of Beauvoir's descriptions seem to blame the woman. “She
chooses to desire her enslavement so ardently that it will seem to
her the expression of her liberty.™ As an existentialist, Beauvoir
says the woman “chooses,” but how freely does she choose?

Beauvoir recognizes that a woman is not always able to find a
"love on which it is even remotely possible to graft this religious
construction. But it often happens that a woman succeeds in
deifying none of the men she knows, Love has a smaller place in
woman's life than has often been supposed.”® Or is it possible that
none of the men can play the patriarchal role plausibly, rather
than that the women want to deify them and yet cannot?
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She accuses women of operating in “bad faith”—an existential-
ist concept—when they expect men to behave like gods, to be
flawless, and will love them only if they are. But surely she must
have seen that men had set themselves up as gods, defining the
situation and the terms. Why are they not accused of operating in
“bad faith?”

Beauvoir even sees women as operating in bad faith when they
expect that men will love the same way they love, “She fancies
that the man's love is the exact counterpart of the love she brings
to him; in bad faith, she takes desire for love, erection for desire
..."8 In patriarchal society, it is men who expect to get more from
love than they give, not reciprocating fully—as she acknowledges.
Why is this not bad faith?

Is Beauvoir saying that a man’s love only amounts to erection?
She does not go that far, but this passage tends in that direction.

In some ways, Beauvoir seems to see men’s love as more
authentic, closer to what love ideally should be, than women's
love, This is one of the points that illustrates her difference—or
the difference in The Second Sex—from the radical feminists who
came later, When men love, she says, “they never abdicate
completely.,.at the very heart of their lives, they remain
sovereign subjects.”"? Beauvoir, of course, thinks that remaining a
sovereign subject in one’s own life is desirable. She suggests that
men have succeeded at this better than women.

Woman “remains engulfed in [being] this loving woman whom
man has not only revealed, but created. Her salvation depends on
this despotic free being that has made her and can instantly
destroy her. She lives in fear and trembling before this man who
holds her destiny in his hands without quite knowing it, without
quite wishing to... [He is an] involuntary tyrant,”8

But the man is not an “involuntary” tyrant. He only wishes to
deny his position, especially if it has become boring to him and he
would prefer another object. Is it plausible that anyone but the
class of tyrants would have established tyranny? [s it accidental if
people are in a situation in which one of them lives “in fear and
trembling,” even if she must conceal the trembling because it is
unbecoming? It is certainly true that the man does not want to
feel guilt.

How true is it that men have whole selves that they whole-
somely manage to keep intact during love? Are those selves not
created in large part by that love from women? Aren't those male
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selves created by the privilege that there have been and will be
women available to bolster their identity, so that they need not
hold on so hard to a particular woman? They have created a
whole class of women available to them.

“ . It is agonizing for a woman to assume responsibility for her
own life,”’ says Beauvoir.® There is an existentialist emphasis on
individual responsibility here. She does not seem to see that men
in patriarchal societies have not taken responsibility for their own
lives, although they may have taken credit for doing so.

She writes of women's need to be seen through men's eyes,
quoting a Colette character in the novel The Vagabond as saying,
“1 admit, I yielded, in permitting this man to come back the next
time, to the desire to keep him not a lover, not a friend, but an
eager spectator of my life and my person... One must be terribly
old, Margot said to me one day, to renounce the vanity of living
under someone's gaze.” !¢

Beauvoir does not point out that this desire to have a spectator
to one’s life is at least as much men’s as women’s, Men have
created a whole social order that provides them with a class of
spectators. Ti-Grace Atkinson later pointed this out.

Beauvoir says that a man may be tyrannical, but he demands
less than a woman does. “A lover who has confidence in his
mistress feels no displeasure if she absents herself, is occupied at
a distance from him; sure that she is his, he prefers to possess a
free being than to own a thing.”!" But she recounts the example
of Victor Hugo, a great champion of liberty, who kept his lover in a
Jocked apartment.’? Beauvoir does not show that man prefers
“possessing a free being” to “owning a thing.” If a woman worries
more about her male lover when he is absent, it is because she
knows that he has more freedom to act and less commitment—
not necessarily because she is insanely jealous.

Beauvoir does show that the love system as it exists in patriar-
chal systems has been set up to self-destruct for women: If a
woman really loves a man, she may disconcert him, and that will
threaten his love for her, A passionately demanding soul cannot
find repose in love, because the end she has in view [repose in
love] is inherently contradictory. Torn and tormented, she risks
becoming a burden to the man instead of his slave, as she [is it
really she?] had dreamed; unable to feel indispensable, she
becomes importunate, a nuisance...If she is wiser and less
intransigent, the woman in love becomes resigned."'* “The lover
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seeks his reflection in her, but if he begins to find it allogether too
faithful, he gets bored. It is, again, one of the loving woman’'s
misfertunes to find that her very love disfigures her, destroys her;
she is nothing more than this slave, this servant, this too ready
mirror, this too faithful echo.”®* A woman succeeds in love to the
extent that she does not love too much, or is not carried away by
love, as Firestone later says more explicitly.

Beauvoir thinks that a more genuine love between women and
men is possible {and desirable),

Genuine love ought to be founded on the mutual recognition of
two liberties; the lovers would then experience themselves both
as self and as other: neither would give up transcendence,
neither would he mutilated; together they would manifest
values and aims in the world. For the one and the other, love

would be revetation of sell by the gift of self and enrichment of
the world.'s

An authentic love should assume the contingence of the
other; that is to say, his lacks, his limitations, and his basic
gratuitousness. It would not pretend to be a mode of salvation,
but a human interrelation,®

However, she does not deny the pitfalls involved in love for
women today. “On the day when it will be possible for woman to
love not in her weakness but in her strength, not to escape herself
but to find herself...on that day love will become for her, as for
man, a source of life and not of mortal danger.” [Again, she sees
love for man more as a source of his life than a way of feeding on
another’s life.] “In the meantime, love represents in its most
touching form the curse that lies heavily upon woman confined in
the feminine universe, woman mutilated, insufficient unto her-
self.”"17 She does not quite say that it is one of the institutions that
most surely keeps women there.

Beauvoir: Institution of Intercourse

In the context of this perspective on love, Beauvoir's views on
jsexuality are, not surprisingly, critical. Although Ti-Grace Atkin-
son is known for calling sexual intercourse an institution, Simone
de Beauvoir actually preceded her in naming it an institution. The
context was Beauvoir's discussion of marriage,
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...Sexual intercourse thus becoming an institution, desire and
gratification are subordinated to the interest of society for both
sexes; but man...can enjoy contingent pleasures...This sexual
frustration of woman has been deliberately accepted by men. , .18

How, then, could men's approach to sexuality and love be au-
thentic? Could deliberately accepting another’s sexual frustration
be authentic? How can wornen—or men—be authentic if their
sexuality is institutionalized? . ..Since the sexual act is regarded
as a service assigned to woman...it is logical to ignore her
personal preferences.”!® Beauvoir refers here to the woman’s
preference as to which man becomes her husband. But in a context
where this preference is constrained, it is reasonable to assume
that her choice of particular sexual acts is constrained also.

Beauvoir suggests that a woman must direct her attentions not
to an individual she might be most likely to love, but to the man
who is most likely to marry and financially support her, “..,She
[the married woman| must renounce loving a specific individual
in order to assure herself the lifelong protection of some male,"20
Woman's sexuality in this situation becomes an instrument to be
used for survival, not pleasure.

One’s ideas on love are likely to be deeply affected by one’s
experience of it. Since Beauvoir has published several volumes of
autobiography, it is not difficult to see connections between her
theories and her experiences. Mary Evans, a British sociologist who
wrote a book about Beauvoir, suggests that Beauvoir had to
pretend always to be rational about love, could not act as wormen
in love often act, because maintenance of her close relationship to
Sartre depended on proving that she was not “just another
woman”—an emotional rather than intellectual being—to him.
Her freedom to express her feelings in love was confined not by
traditional social constraints but by a new set of rules (set by
Sartre) by which the couple operated, under which the expres-
sion of her jealousy and fear over his affairs with other women
wag unacceptable. She was & woman in love who couldn't act like
a woman in love—and who was sexually rejected by Sartre,
though kept on as his intellectual and emotional life-mate, when
she was ahout forty2!
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Firestone: Men Can’t Love

According to Shulamith Firestone, love has been so damaging in
the sex/class system that women must consider whether they
want to get rid of love, At one point, she goes so far as to say that
“men can't love,” yet she sees love between women and men as
being possible, perhaps only after many changes in class relations
(between women and men) have taken place,

Firestone points out that men have used women’s emotions to
give them strength. “[Male] culture was [and is] parasitical, feed-
ing on the emotional strength of women without reciprocity.”#?

Firestone says that a desire to become part of another self is
the basis of love,

...Love is not altruistic, The initial attraction is based on
curious admiration (more often today, envy and resentment)
for the self-possession, the integrated unity, of the other and a
wish to become part of this self in some way (today: read
intrude or take over), to become important to that psychic
balance. .. Thus love is the height of selfishness: the self attempts
to enrich itself through the absorption of another being.?s

But she does not see this process as inherently wrong,

Love is being psychically wide-open to another...Anything
short of a mutual exchange will hurt one or the other party.

There is nothing inherently destructive about this process. A
little healthy selfishness would be a refreshing change. Love
between two equals would be an cnrichment... Lovers are
temporarily freed from the burden of isolation that every
individual bears.?

She does not see anything wrong with this temporary escape.
However, she says that destructive love experiences are much
more common than positive ones and may destroy the individual,

It is an unequal balance of power between men and women
that corrupts love, Firestone says. “...The destructive effects of
love cceur only in a context of inequality,”?® Firestone says that
it is the distribution of power in the biological family that sets up
the conditions for unequal love relationships. In a somewhat
freudian turn, she says, “...In the girl, the mother’s rejec-
tion...produces an insecurity about her identity in general,
creating a lifelong need for approval. But because of this early
rejection, ... the male will be terrified of committing himself... For
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him to feel safely the kind of total response he first felt to his
mother, which was rejected, he must degrade this woman so as to
distinguish her from the mother 26

It is regrettable that Firestone blames the mother instead of
male power. If men dominate the society, it makes sense that
women will seek male approval and men will degrade women, no
matter how their mothers treated them.

Firestone believes IFreud’s assertion that the incest taboo is the
basic universal taboo. She sees the incest taboo as an instrument
that teaches a child very early to “distinguish between the
‘emotional’ and the ‘sexual’’”?” By abolishing the family, she hopes
to abolish this distinction, to enable people to connect sexuality
and love. Presumably child sexual expression with adults would
be one means, although she does not emphasize this.

Firestone, of course, wrote this before a number of women
writers revealed how widespread and destructive incest and
other forms of child sexual abuse are. Feminists writing today
would say that if the child is to love adults, “love” and “sex” would
still have to be split to some extent, because adults have too much
power over children for children to be free in a sexual relation-
ship with an adult.

Firestone writes, “Men can't love (male hormones? Women
traditionally expect and accept an emotional invalidism in men
that they would find intolerable in a woman).”?® But she does
not really seem to believe that men cannot love—much less, that
they are biclogically unable to do so—since she suggests more
and various heterosexual arrangements as part of her solution.

If, as she stated earlier, male and female behavior in sexual
relationships is primarily shaped by their experiences in the
nuclear family, then there would be no reason to assume that
men couldn’t change. She never suggests the converse, that male
inability to love may have crealed the nuclear family, in which the
role of “loving one” is allocated to the wife/mother.

Firestone, even more forcefully than Beauvoir, points out that
women must be cautious and practical about love (that is, be less
than completely open to love and loving), in order fo preserve
themselves in male-dominated society, While Beauvoir saw this
behavior as unauthentic, Firestone sees this caution as reasonable
for women.,
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A man must idealize one woman over the rest in order to justity
his descent to a lower caste. Women have no such reason to
idealize men—in fact, when one’s life depends on one’s ability to
‘psych’ men out, such idealization may actually be dangerous...
But though women know to be unauthentic this male ‘falling
in love, all women, in one way or another, require proof of it
from the man before they can allow themselves to love
{genuinely in their case) in return.?® '

This “male ‘falling in love’...acts to equalize the two parties”?
-—but, because the man loves and wants the artifice, it cannot
last, ... The woman knows that this idealization, which she works
so hard to produce, is a lie, and that it is only a matter of time
before he ‘sees through her.’ Her life is a hell ...

Firestone feels that there would be some idealization of the
other person, but not a destructive amount, in love between
equals, “It is only the false idealization...that is responsible for
the destruction. Thus it is not the process of love that is at fault,
but its political, i.e., unequal, power context. ..

Why do women want love? Firestone offers several reasons. In
male-dominated society, women are rarely allowed to realize
themselves, [t is “easier to try for the recognition of one man than
of many.”3

Women also need love “for its natural enriching function.”3?
Apparently, she sees this as an inherent need.

Also, women need love because in male-defined society, they
require it (from men) “for social and economic reasons.? A
woman loves in exchange for security, because she must, She “will
never be able to love gratuitously, but only in exchange for
security...”¥ Firestone thinks it would be wrong to blame
women for developing such survival tactics,

The kinds of security a woman needs include:

1} the emotional security, which...she is justified in demanding.
2) the emotional identity which she should be able to find
through work and recognition, but which she is denied—thus
forcing her to seek her definition through a man.
3) the economic class security that, in this society, is attached
to her ability to hook' & man,
Two of the three are invalid conditions for love, but are
imposed upon it.*”
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There is a valid kind of love, but women are forced into invalid
kinds of love, Firestone saya: ‘...In their precarious political
situation, women can't afford the luxury of spontaneous love
... [which] would endanger...male approval 38 Lesbian feminists
later said that women could not afford to deny themselves this
kind of love, and hurt themselves if they do—in conflict with the
Firestone/Redstockings position that women involved with men
are doing all they can at the present time.

Firestone is one of those who sees it as a sexual problem that
“women regard themselves as erotic.”®® “This functions to
preserve direct sex pleasure for the male, reinforcing female
dependence: Women can be fulfilled sexually only by vicarious
identification with the man who enjoys them. Thus eroticism
preserves the sex class system.”® It certainly does, unless those
women who find women more erotic, act on those impulses and
become involved with other women. But this is not the solution
Firestone considers, (Even in that case, it would be possible for a
woman to see herself as another woman's sexual object, but there
might be somewhat less chance of that happening than with a
man).

Atkinson: Love is for Victims

Ti-Grace Atkinson sees love as part of women’s condition of
oppression, not as a salvageable good that had been corrupted.
She assumes that men do not love: Her discussion focuses on
what love does to women. She sees love as a political institution,
necessary to the functioning of male domination,

I propose that the phenomenon of love is the psychological
pivot in the persecution of women. Becduse the internalization
of coercion must play such a key functional part in the oppres-
sion of women due to their numbers alone, and because of the
striking grotesqueness of the one-to-one political units ‘pairing’
the Oppressor and the Oppressed, the hostile and the power-
less, and thereby severing the Oppressed from any kind of
political aid, it is not difficult to conclude that women by
definition must exist in a special psychopathological state of
fantasy both in reference to themselves and to their manner of
relating to their counterclass. This pathological condition,
considered the most desirable state for any woman to find
herself in, is what we know as the phenomenon of love.4!
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The most common female escape is the psychopathological
condition of love. It is a euphoric state of fantasy in which the
victim transforms her oppressor into her redeemer. She turns
her natural hostility toward the aggressor against the remains
of herself-—her Consciousness—and sees her counterpart in
contrast to herself as all-powerful (as he is by now at her
expense),

The combination of his power, her self-hatred, and the hope
for a life that is self-justifying—the goal of all living creatures
—results in a yearning for her stolen life— her Self —that is the
delusion and poignancy of love. ‘Love’ is the natural response of
the victim to the rapist.*?

Power brings love, she says.

Any theory of attraction could begin with the definition of the
verb ‘to attract the exertion of a force such as magnetism to
draw a person or a thing...Usually the magnetized moves
toward the magnet in response to the magnet's power; other-
wise, the magnetized is immobile...Unfortunately, magnetism
depends upon inequity.s
According to Atkinson, women have not necessarily had a
choice about whether to love—or whether to have sexual
relations,

Isn't love a transgression of the self? A giving over of what we
know will be taken by violence if we don’t?4

To refuse to name this, giving “love” might make it unbearably
grim,

Insofar at least as love is inequitable, that is, as long as it is not

by definition reciprocal, love will not survive the liberation of

women. 4%

Atkinson assumes that love will remain non-reciprocal,

Almost none of Atkinson’s definitions of love apply to love
between women, which clearly is not the response of the victim to
the rapist or a giving over of something that could be taken by
force.

What is love but the payoff for the consent to oppression? What
is love but need? What is love but fear? In a just society, would
we need love?46

Atkinson clearly thinks the answer to the last question is “no.” If
all personal needs are political needs, then in a politically just
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society there would be no needs. Perhaps this submerges the
personal a little too much into the political, the individual into the
collective,

An article by the Feminists, which shows Atkinson’s work, says:

We must destroy love (an institution by definition), which is
generally recognized as approval and acceptance, Love pro-
motes vulnerability, dependence, possessiveness, susceptibility
to pain, and prevents the full development of 2 woman’s human
potential by directing all her energies outward in the interesis
of others,, 47

Unlike Beauvoir and FFirestone, Atkinson does not see love as
something that can be salvaged, but as a development that was
created solely to foster male domination, She sees autonomy as
the feminist goal, and sees friendship as being more compatible
with autonomy than love is.

I distinguish between friendship’ and love.’ ‘Friendship’is a
rational relationship which requires the participation of two
parties to the mulual satisfaction of both parties. ‘Love’ con
be fell by one party; it is unilateral by nature, and, combined
with its relational character, it is thus rendered contradic-
tory and irrational ®

But Atkinson is not recognizing that friendship and “love” may
co-exist in the same situation. One friend, for instance, may love
another sexually, and the other may not reciprocate in the same
sense, but a caring interaction may still be possible, Such inter-
relations are common among lesbians. Some kinds of love may be
on a continuum with friendship; such a concept is not part of
Atkingon’s framework in Amazon Odyssey.

In a 19789 interview with off our backs, Atkinson told me that
she had feelings for women that might be called “love,” but she
would prefer not to use that term. Atkinson said present-day
friendship for her generally means friendship among women,
I'riendship with men, lilke love, poses dangers.4®

An article by the Feminists, which clearly reflects Atkinson’s
touch, says,

Friendship between men and women, under the present condi-
tions of inequality, is the pretence that equality and mutual
respect exists. So long as the male role exists, men have the
option of assuming it; therefore, the relationship is one of
jeopardy to women. In actuality, friendship serves to reinforce
the female role need for approval and support.®®
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Pro-Love Radical Feminists

Certainly not all radical feminists have rejected love as
Atkinson did.

Kate Millett sees love as something (presumably positive) that
patriarchy is constituted to curtail.

Most patriarchies go to great lengths to exclude love as a basis
of mate selection. Modern patriarchies tend to do so through
class, ethnic, and religious factors,®

For Redstockings, love was indeed a possible and even necessary
goal—Ilove between women and men. If most women wanted it,
then it must be a right and a necessary—and feasible—goal,
because most women are rational and know what they want. Kathie
Sarachild wrote,

It's not a question of working inside or outside the system ., .it’s
a question of whether we want to finally go after what we really
want, our own true desires, or whether we are toning down our
desires, lying about them, even to curselves, in order to get
favors from men who have power...

It's a question of going after what we really want in our work
lives and in our love lives—and as women really know, the two
are very related-—and only having power will get us what we
really want in both,,, When we have power, men will finally
begin to give s love rather than the other way around, the real
love we've all been longing for all these years, and this will
change our relationships with women, too.%

Sarachild assumes that men will love women more if women get
more power—even at their expense, She therefore assumes that
men as well as women are basically rational, that they prefer
strength and autonomy (in others) to dependence, that they will
prefer equal relationships to relationships in which they hold the
greater share of power, Do these ideas prepare women for the
kind of opposition they are likely to face? Will men necessarily
love autonomous women more? Is it possible that men might hate
them more? If they did, would that make autonomy less worth-
while? Which goal—Ilove or autonomy-—has priority?

Redstockings thought that men could be politically pressured
not only to do housework, but to love more deeply, with greater
commitment.

To Redstockings member Barbara Leon, love is legitimate, and
men are capable of giving it to women, but they have refused to
give it. Somehow they must be pressured to love:
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Not the least of the crimes committed against women under
male supremacy is that of our emotional abandonment by
men... It is this central fact which is a prerequisite for all the
other actions taken against us by our oppressors.5

‘ Leon suggests that women are fighting to get love from men.

The [leminist realization was that you don't get what you
wani—in this case monogamy, love and commitment—by pre-
tending you don’'t want it. And you don't get what you want by
pretending you already have it. You only get what you want by

I fighting for it.5

! There was a feeling that demanding love from men meant you

! were willing to give up anything for it, when actually demanding

: love, real love, from men meant no longer giving things up, being

| ready to stop giving things up.. 5

; How men would be persuaded to love more is never explained.
] Would they give “true love” out of fear of losing access to women if
they didn't?

In a 1879 article, Ellen Willis, a radical feminist since the late
1860s who defines herself as heterosexual, wrote that sexual love
: is necessary to happiness: “I believe that sexual love in its most
. passionate sense is as basic to happiness as food is to life.., "

If love is that basic to happiness, what is to become of
autonomy? What if the loved person dies or departs? Is happiness
then impossible?

Willis suggests that sexuality naturally is not derived from
hostility or the desire to dominate, but from affection.

To my mind, [Wilkelm] Reich's most revolutionary assertion
- was also his simplest {some would say simple-minded): that
natural sexuality is the physical manifestation of love,5?

For Willis, love and sexuality are redeemable from the uses to
which they have been put under male domination. But even in
conditions of equality, Willis sees love as a possible source of pain.

...There is an inherent, irreducible risk in loving: it means
surrendering detachment and control, giving our lovers the
power to hurt us by withdrawing their love, leaving or wanting
someone else.5

Atlantic City, NI, September 7, 1968 — Feminists picketing the Miss America pageant,

shown here during a break in their protest.

Willis feels that love and complete independence are incompat-
ible, but suggests that love can be worth the loss of independence
that it necessitates. Although Willis defines herself as heterosex-
| ual, she sees heterosexual love as dangerous for women at the
| present time.

UPL/BETTMAN NEWSPHOTOS
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Under present conditions, heterosexuality really is dangerous
for women, not only because it involves the risk of pregnancy
and of exploitation and marginality, but because it is emotion-
ally bound up with the idea. ol submission,5

Robin Morgan, then married, actually carried the “right to
demand love” to the conclusion that every woman had a right to a
Great Love.

We have a right, each of us, to a Great Love...By the right to a
great love 1 dom’t mean romanticism in the Hollywood sense,
and I don’t mean a cheap joke or cynical satire. I mean a great
love— a committed, secure, nurturing, sensual, aesthetic, revolu-
tionary, holy, ecstatic love. That need, that right, is at the heart
of our revolution,,. Let no one, female or male, of whatever
sexual or political choice, dare deny that, for to deny it is to
seftle. To deny it is to speak with the words of the real enemy, 50

What can the right to a Great Love possibly mean? A claim to
have a right to the passionate attention of some other individual
is a contradiction in terms. One may have the right to a love free
from extrinsic social obstacles, but one cannot have the "right” to
another human being's love. Possibly one may have the need.
Generally, the fulfillment of needs may be a right. But with this
need, society cannot do much more than to demolish the barriers
which patriarchy had set up against fulfillment,

To “settle” is to deny a part of oneself. It may be possible to
create a society which minimizes the likelihood that a person will
have to “settle” or be celibate, but no society can guarantee an
appropriate lover to each member, Even il a Great Love is one
goal that is generally considered desirable, either “settling for a
less perfect love” or celibacy (if not both) must be options. It is
also possible that the expectation that love should be “Great
Love"” makes it more difficult to cope with actual relationships.

Are feminists setting up women for disappointment if they sug-
gest that a Great Love is possible for most or all of us? If a Great
Love is the goal, will people be able to work for a free society? Will
their focus be on social change or personal “hunting”?

Only Lesbians Can Love

The late lesbian writer and contributor to the early lesbian
magazine, The Ladder, Rita Laporte, wrote that men cannot love,
Unlike Firestone, she believed it. Laporte believed that love exists
and can be positive and mutually beneficial, but that men have no
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capacity for it. She discussed this idea in an article supposedly
written by a visitor from another planet.

Your males, arrested at the primitive level of genital sexuality,
have littie or no notion of what love means.!

Only your lesbians know the meaning of true love, that
mature dedication to another that transcends animal lust and
raises sexual expression to total emotional flowering and
integrates sexuality into a perfect unity of two human beings
profoundly in love. We do not mean to imply that all Lesbians
find this transcending love. . .5

Although what Laporte wrote certainly is dramatic and contro-
versial, her tone was not angry.

What is so sad to us is that many of your ‘heterosexual’ women are
capable of such loving were they not so heavily molded from birth
into the conviction that they must love a man. .. The vast majority
of your women still cling to the myth of heterosexual love.5

Laporte continues,

While male and female ‘fit" very well in the matter of repro-
duction, of getting sperm to ovum, this is not true of their
sexualities.®

She explains,

The man has a handy, all-purpose organ: it urinates, it impreg-
nates, and it gives him delightful sensations. Women are blessed
with three separate organs, a considerable evolutionary ad-
vance in complexity: a urethral orifice, a vagina (or sperm
conduit), and a remarkable little organ...the clitoris, This
organ differentiation in the female has psychological conse-
quences, ‘Lovemaking’...is to the woman something very
different from what it is to the male. ‘Tension reduction’ is a
phrase a number of male Behaviorists like and that describes
male sexual activity very well. . .%®

Men are not to blame for not loving better, according to
Laporte. They simply cannot.

Love-making, properly speaking, is something that can take

place only between two women whose total sexualities and

total beings are united in love %

For Laporte, lesbian coupling is the normal and fullest
expression of love.

Marriage is obsolete, say many heterosexual feminists. I agree
as long as they specify heterosexual marriage. It was never
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anything more than an economic convenience and power neces-
sity for males, It never satisfied the woman's emotional needs,
not merely sexual, but the total emotional needs of her sexuality.
How could it when wornan is basically lesbian?¢7

{Of course, not all lesbians would agree that marriage is an
appropriate metaphor for lesbian relationships, or that monogamy
should be the ideal for lesbians. There is a considerable range of
lesbian opinion on this topic).

Love as a Political Bond—or as Friendship

To Rita Mae Brown, one of the earliest leshian feminist activists,
"love” is not only a potentially positive interaction between
individuals, but a means of social change.

Love is the enemy of unequal social structure. When people really
love they become disobedient. And by love I don't just mean sex
because that’s a tiny fraction of the love we are capable of 58

By this creative, social-changing love, Brown seems to mean
lesbian love, which she sees as getting beyond the class and other
boundaries between women. This statement seems strange, since
feminists often see love as the cement of unequal social structures,
If love reinforces gender hierarchy, can we automatically assume
that it undercuts race and class hierarchies, even among lesbians?

For Mary Daly, writing in Beyond God the Father, love can be
separated into genuine love and love as a political instrument.
Genuine love can be positive,

Genuine love, which is not blindly manipulable by political power
of domination, seeks to overcome such power by healing the
divided self. Sexist society maintains its grasp over the psyche by
keeping it divided against itself. ..

Some desire for unity with others is positive.

It is commonly perceived that on the deepest ontological level
love is a striving toward unity, but the implications of this unity
have not been understood by the philosophers of patriarchy. It
means the becoming of new human beings, brought forth out of
the unharnessed energy of psychically androgynous women,
whose primary concern is not giving birth to others but to
themselves.™
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In Gyn/Ecology, Daly writes that woman-identified (lesbian)
love and friendship are not dichotomized, not different from each
other but blend into each other. She says that. for men, erotic love
and comradeship are transitory and involve a loss of identity. “It
[erotic love for men] involves hierarchies, ranking roles—like the
military—on the model of S and M [sadomasochism]”—as differ-
ing from friendship.

Woman—lzwing Spinsters/Lesbians who are finding integrity of
gynaesthetic experience know that such splitting of erotic love
from friendship and likening to warrior-comradeship is symptom-
atic of the disease of fragmentation...For female-identified
erotic love is not dichotomized from radical female friendship,
but rather is one important expression/manifestation of friend-
ship,

Women loving women do not seek to lose our identity, but to
express it, dis-cover it, create it. A Spinster/Lesbian can he and
often is a deeply loving friend to another woman without being
her ‘lover, but it is impossible to be female-identified lovers
without being friends and sisters.™

Daly emphasizes that this bonding or friendship must be
between whole, independent selves. Like Atkinson, she sees auton-
omy as a goal, but she provides more discussion of connections
between autonomous women than Atkinson did.

Out of this strong self-centering bonding can come the physical
spaces of which we dream. These will be unlike the earlier
attempts to make women's spaces, which have reflected the
unsureness of women in earlier stages of the Journey... There is
still bonding out of weakness— pseudobonding—when women
are afraid to be alone, Rather than being empowering, places
which reflect pseudobonding become disabling... The Hags...
will come together because they are enspiriting, because they
know how to be/travel Alone. These seasoned Spinsters will no
longer be seeking the solace of domestication. They will be at
home on the road.™

Daly's perception of love and friendship seems derived from
existentialist ideas. Her definition of love may be seen by some
women as challenging rather than comforting.

Sparking is igniting the divine Spark in women. Light and

warmth, which are necessary for creating and moving, are

results of Sparking. Sparking is creating a room of one's own, a

moving time/spaceship of one's own, in which the Self can
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expand, in which the Self can join with other Self-creating
Selves,

Sparking is making possible Female Friendship, which is
totally other from male comradeship... Male comradeship/
bonding depends upon energy drained from women (its secret
glue). The bonding of Hags in friendship for women is not
draining but rather energizing/gynergizing. ..

The term comrade is derived from a Middle French word
meaning a group of soldiers sleeping in one room, or roommate.
The concept of room here is spatial, suggesting links resulting
from physical proximity, not necessarily from choice, The space
is physical, not psychic, and it definitely is not A Room of One’s
Own...The comrades do not choose each other for any
inherent qualities of mind/spirit. Although this accidental and
spatial ‘roommate’ aspect does apply to all women insofar as all
women are oppressed/possessed, it does not apply to the deep
and conscious bonding of Hags in the process of be-ing. Since
the core/the soul spark of such deep bonding is friendship, it
does not essentially depend upon the enemy for its existence/
becoming,™

This emphasis on female friendship was new. Simone de
Beauvoir's perception of female friendship was extremely
negative.

...Young girls quickly tire of one another. They do not band
together...for their mutual benefit; and this is one of the
reasons why the company of boys is necessary to them, ™

Women's fellow feeling rarely rises to genuine friendship,
however. Women feel their solidarity more spontaneously than
men; but within this solidarity the transcendence of each does
not go out towards the others...each is against the others.™

In fact, the theme of woman betrayed by her best friend is not
a mere literary convention; the more friendly two women are,
the more dangerous their duality becomes.”™

Although radical feminists have used more pro-woman lan-
guage than Beauvoir, many of them have not talked much about
friendship. Such writers as Shulamith Firestone and Kate Millett
scarcely deal with friendship between women. Redstockings may
write of sisterhood and Ti-Grace Atkinson of class consciousness
among women, but they write little on friendship. Susan Brown-
miller doesn’t say much about it. Rita Mae Brown uses the word
“love” much more often than friendship.
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However, since the mid-1970s, Mary Daly's comments, Adrienne
Rich's discussion of “the Lesbian continuum”—including women's
friendships—and, most recently, Marilyn Frye's and Janice
Raymond’s work—are focusing on women's friendships. (See
chapter 11). Perhaps not too much emphasis should be put on
the point that many feminist theorists have not written about
friendship, since they have used other terms such as sisterhood
and have developed ties in consciousness-raising and political
groups, Still, the renrewed emphasis on feminist friendship—
brought up by leshians—is worth noting.

There are hard questions to be asked. Enthusiastic comments
about bonding are not the same as a hard discussion of the
boundaries of friendships, of whether relationships between
women can be oppressive, whether only “politically correct”
women are worthy or capable of friendship, whether friendships
entail obligations, or whether friendships develop structures and
patterns.

The Maternal Model

There is another model for affectionate relations besides the
model of friendship: the mother/child relationship, Feminists who
define themselves as matriarchists say that the mother/child
relationship is a past and present model for love relationships.
Barbara Love and Elizabeth Shanklin, whe in the late 1970s pub-
lished a New York newspaper called The Matriarchist, suggested
seeing mother/child relationships as exemplary, and matriarchy,
a society based on such relationships, as desirable, “By matri-
archy, we mean a society in which all relationships are modeled
on the nurturant relationship between a mother and child.”™

Other feminists such as Ti-Grace Atkinson strongly deny that
love modeled on a mother’s love for her child would be desirable,
Atkinson points out that the mother has far more power than the
child and sees the relationship as a model of power-based
relationships,”®

Saying that human love may have developed from the mother/
child relationship, is not the same as saying that love in the
mother/child relationship is a perfect model for all love. The
relationship can never he absolutely equal or reciprocal. Even if
the child loves the mother and provides for her in old age, it
would be difficult to do as much as the mother did for her.




Chapter 7

Sex: Will it Exist
After the Revolution?

Radical feminists have not only challenged “love,” but also “sex.”

Radical\feminist Anne Koedt's 1968 article, “The Myth of the
Vaginal Orgasm,” discussed the clitoris as the center of sexual
activity, Although she criticized standard heterosexual inter-
course for focusing on a position that is not the most pleasurable
for women, she thought that heterosexual relations were redeem-
able if men responded to demands of women for pleasure.

We must begin to demand that if certain sexual positions now
defined as ‘standard’ are not mutually conducive to orgasm,
they no longer be defined as standard. New techniques must be
used or devised which transform this particular aspect of our
current sexual exploitation.!

Intercourse is for Men

Ti-Grace Atkinson interpreted the “myth of the vaginal orgasm”
differently in “The Institution of Sexual Infercourse,” written in
1968. Her thesis was that sexual intercourse was an institution
created by men to perpetuate male domination. The fact that
“the” classically-defined sex act usually does not provide enough
clitoral stimulation to give women orgasms shows that it is not an
institution that is in women's interests, Atkinson says.
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The purpose, i.e,, the social function, of the institution {of sexual
intercourse] is to maintain the human species.

It used to be that the construct of marriage guaranteed the
institution of sexual intercourse...The substitute theoretical
construct of vaginal orgasm is necessary only when marriage is
threatened. ..

Vaginal orgasm is, then; a substitute for the construct for
marriage. Unfortunately for those women who are accepting the
substitute, vaginal orgasm as a political construet is less in their
interests than marriage. ..

The salient feature of both is that both constructs (marriage
and vaginal orgasm) are in the interests of the male and against
the interests of the female, and both constructs were, not
surprisingly, conceived of by men. Both constructs limit a
woman’s human possibilities (the double standard is built into
any double-role theory). Both constructs incorporate attempted
justifications {excuses?) for the role assigned to women in sexual
intercourse.. 2

Atkinson maintains that,

...The maternal instinct is obviously too indirect an interest to
Jjustify sexual intercourse to a free woman... As exterior
coercion lessens, it must be projected inside the victim,?

Sex Drive to Disappear

Atkinson thinks that the only way te free women—to let them
operate as full human beings, not required to be cogs functioning
under society’s (men’s) dictates—is to free them from the function
of reproducing the species. Other means must be found, so that
women would not be mere instruments, (But, presumably, could
still choose to reproduce in the old way, Atkinson apparently does
not think they would want to do so.) She writes:

This step alone (ending sexual intercourse as society’s means of
reproduction) would reduce sexual intercourse, in terms of its
political status, to a practice. But the biological theories as well
as the psychological ones would fall with the institutional
purposes: Sexual drives and needs would disappear with their
Junctions, But since a practice must have some sort of structure,
and without a social function sexual relations would be
individually determined and socially unpatterned, sexual inter-
course would not be a practice either.t
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Although Atkinson thinks sexual drives would disappear if they
were no longer necessary for reproduction, she also considers the
possibility that they might continue. Only when the system of
compulsion is removed, will it be possible to determine what
sexual desires exist.

Having lost thelr political function, one possibility is that per-
haps we could discover what the nature of the human sensual
characteristics are from the point of view of the good of each
individual instead of what we have now which is a sort of
psychological draft system® of our sexualities.

[After the two sex classes no longer existed], sexual organs. ..
would probably not be called that anymore since the term
‘sexual organs’ assumes two sexes.’

Her assumptions about the inextricable connection between
genital pleasure and reproduction are heterosexually focused.
The clitoris, for instance, does not have a direct reproductive
function. Atkinson, in her discussion of what is wrong with
intercourse, notes the capacity of the clitoris for nonreproductive
pleasure, But she does not consider the independence of the
clitoris when she says that sexual organs would wither away,
once their reproductive function had disappeared.

Atkinson questions whether, even if physical desires continued
after the reproductive function no longer existed, the desires
would necessarily be directed toward another person. Would an
independent, self-sustaining person really want genital contact
with another person?

Why is it [tactile contact] with another person more pleasurable
than auto-contact? In whose interest is this physical contact
between two people, and what are the grounds of this interest? If
masturbation has such strong arguments in its favor (assuming
the sexual organs are a kind of sense organ) such as technical
proficiency, convenience, egocentricity, on what grounds is an
outside party involved?

Must this alleged pleasure be mutual? and if so, why? What
motivates the desire to touch other people? ... Isn't it crucial, to
the argument for tactile contact as innately pleasurable,
whether or not you can hold the claim that touching the other
person is directly pleasurable to the toucher, not only indirectly

*Draft system refers to military conscription.
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pleasurable by witnessing the pleasure of the touched? How
could it be claimed that the fingertips are as sensitive as the
alleged erogenous areas of the body?$

Atkinson apparently does not consider sequential mutuality, or
taking turns touching, to be actually mutual; it is not clear why
she does not. There is no reason to suspect that there is a power
imbalance between the toucher and the touched if neither has the
institutionalized role of toucher or touched.

Atkinson suggested that there were better ways of expressing
positive feelings toward another person. “Why would such
[positive] feelings have to be expressed by touching instead of
verbally?'?

Celibacy as an Option

Several articles published in the late 1960s and early 1970s by
the Boston radical feminist group Cell 16 suggested that celibacy
might be a satisfying option for women, a way of freeing them-
selves from past obsessions and proceeding with life and work.

A 1971 article by Dana Densmore, “Independence from the
Sexunal Revolution,’ typifies this approach. "Desires and even
needs can be created,” Densmore wrote.®

Densmore suggests that individualist ideology fosters a compul-
sive desire to be loved.

The very isolation the individualist ideology imposes makes us
desire even more to be Joved and accepted, and fear even more
being unlovable.?

On the other hand, this compulsive need to be loved, though
individualistic rather than socially-oriented, has not been based
on the cultivation of women’s individual qualities but on a kind of
self-immolation— and “individualism” without the individual.

The solution offered to all this is often to open yourself up until
you can merge selflessly with another person. In many cases it
is explicitly sex.!?

This direction is useful neither for women as individuals nor as
a group, she says.

...Many girls who would be most free to fight in the female liber-
ation struggle are squandering valuable energy. .. They lavish and
dissipate their wvaluable talents and emotional strength on
atterapts to be attractive to men and to work things out with
lovers so that ‘love’ might be less degrading. And too often all they
reap is demoralization, damaged egos, emotional exhaustion.”!
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Densmore suggests that orgasms are no selution.

Under the banner of ‘not denying our sexuality’ and pointing to
repression in the past when women were denied the right to
any pleasure in their bodies at all, many of us now embrace
sexuality and its expression completely uncritically. As if
present excess could make up for past deprivation, As if even
total sexual fulfillment would change anything... Even with
perfect sexual fulfillment, mutual guilt-free pleasure, we are still
oppressed, 2

Even if men give more sexually than they have been giving, that
does not free wormen, according to Densmore: “As long as men are
the superior caste and hold the political power in the class
relationship between men and women, it will be a favor your lover
is deing you, however imperiously you demand it.”13

Densmeore pointed out how “sexual liberation” as defined by the
“sexual revolution” just put more of a burden on women:

The right that is a duty. Sexual freedom that involves no free-
dom to decline sex, to decline to be defined at every turn by sex
...Sex is everywhere. It's forced down our throats,

Densmore is somewhat more convinced than Atkinson that
sexual urges are inherent.

No doubt there are some innate needs, or at least propensities,
But a propensity can be culturally built into an obsession or
culturally killed off, sometimes simply by never reinforcing it. I
personally suspect that some form of sex urge may turn out to
be innate.. 1%

And if it turns out that this urge is not that strong, it might
still be worth keeping {(i.e., reinforcing) if it affords people
physical pleasure or pleasures of intimacy. But it should be
taken for granted that it must pleasurable to both parties,
always: which means it must never be institutionalized by law
or culture, And if it 4s a basic ‘drive’ felt by both men and
women, there is no need to institutionalize it to ensure
survival.1é

(Lesbian feminist writers would suggest that the fact that
heterosexuality has been institutionalized demonstrates that it is
not inherent).
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Densmore asks what it is that people really need.

What is it we really need? Is it orgasm? Intercourse? Intimacy
with another human being? Stroking? Companionship? Human
kindness? And do we ‘need’ it physically or psychologically?

Intercourse, in the sense of the physical act which is the
ultimate aim of so much anxiety, plotting and consuming, is not
necessarily the thing we are really longing for...\7

Without denying that sex can be pleasurable, I suggest that
the real thing we seek is closeness, merging, perhaps a kind of
obliviousness of self that dissolves the terrible isolation of
individualism,!#

Densmore urges women Lo direct more of their attention and
affection to women, to satisfy more of their human needs with
women, She assumes that for the most part this increased
closeness will not be lesbian (which perhaps she sees as in a
genitally-delined way).

...Destruction of the sense of isolation through communication,
community, human kindness, and common cause are all avail-
able from other women as you work together in the struggle
against oppression.1? ’

Densmore sees seeking better sexual relations with men as
politically counterproductive.

We are not living in an ideal society, and ‘post-revelutionary’
characters or lifestyles might well hinder revolution or make it
impossible. The fact that in a good society women might want
to produce children, at least until the perfection of the artificial
womb, is no reason for me to take myself out of the struggle by
having children now under these conditions. Similarly, the belief
that sex would have a place in a good society does not neces-
sarily mean that we must engage in it now.20

However, she does not demand that women give up sexual
relationships,

If a particular sexual relationship or encounter is convenient,
appropriate, and pleasurable, if it is not demeaning or posses-
sive or draining in any way, you might decide to choose to
invest some of your precious self in it.2!

The burden of proof is on the relationship, to prove that it is
constructive,
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Densmore assumes that sex is only one aspect of life, not
necessarily the most important. She does hot believe that all of
our energies are derived from it or that other activities are mere
substitutes for it.

...It is only if we are merely sexual beings, exclusively sexual
beings, that choosing to put our energy elsewhere indicates any
kind of denial. (The great scientist or writer who puts all his
energy in his work is not denying anything...)®?

The argument that, if a need is not exclusive there is no harm
denying it, is not persuasive. Few feminists (if any) would argue
that women are exclusively intellectual beings with no interest in
interpersonal relations; but all would say that women who have
focused only on interpersonal relations probably are denying their
intellectual needs.

Mary Daly also has noted that sexual interactions and a focus
on sex are not necessarily liberating. In Beyond God the Father,
published in 1973, Daly quotes marxist Herbert Marcuse on how
de-sublimated sexuality can be used to “reinforce the status quo,
keeping people ‘happy with truncated, unrebellious existence.”2?

Although writers like Atkinson and Densmore emphasized
celibacy rather than lesbianism, they were similar to lesbian
feminists in a number of ways. They for the most part rejected
sexuality with men at the present time—and perhaps always—as
oppressive to women. They urged women to focus on other
women, rather than on men. They suggested that lack of indepen-
dence or ability to be self-sustaining was basic to the sexual
polities of patriarchy.

Celibate feminists continhued to speak out in the 1980s in the
Journal of Celibate Women.

Chapter 8

Lesbianism
as a Politics

Lesbian feminist politics is by definition a politics of separatism,
in the sense that lesbian feminists assume that the lesbian femi-
nist experience is a unique one which gives rise to theoretical
insights that only women who have become lesbians can develop
and practice. However, women who are not lesbians can under-
stand lesbian feminist politics and be critical of the institutional-
ization of heterosexuality—many lesbian feminists assume.

Not all lesbians are lesbian feminists. In fact, many women who
had been lesbians before the feminist second wave began in the
late 1960s have been uncomfortable with lesbian feminists and
have feared that lesbian feminists weren’t really lesbian or really
atiracted to women, but only acting on political ideas. However,
for many lesbian feminists, new ideas and new appreciation of
and attraction to women were fused.

Debates within the radical feminist movement on lesbianism
and heterosexuality have not been mere bickering among fac-
tions, personal tensions or differences over tactics: They stem
from fundamental philosophical differences in definitions, goals,
strategies— nearly everything, Women’s theoretical differences on
these issues are not always divided according to self-definition as
lesbian or heterosexual, although there is often a connection
between a woman’s self-definition and her theoretical perspective.
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Definitions of lesbianism and heterosexuality are connected. If
a woman sees lesbianism as a political question, part of the most
productive strategy or goal for women, she is likely to see the
institution of heterosexuality as oppressive. If a woman does not
see the institution of heterosexuality as oppressive to women, she
probably will not see lesbianism as an important part of a
political solution to women's oppression.

Definitions of lesbianism and heterosexuality may be related to
a woman's position on the question of whether there are inherent,
inevitable differences between women and men. A woman who
does not believe that most behavioral differences between women
and men are biologically caused, is not likely to believe that
lesbianism is determined genetically or during infancy. However, a
woman who believes that there are significant, lasting biological
differences between women and men may believe that there are
inherent differences between lesbian and heterosexual women —or
that differences between women and men are so great that all
women, given a real opportunity, would choose to be lesbian.

Generally, only those who believe that lesbianism can be chosen,
rather than being genetically determined or instilled in infaney,
see lesbhianism as part of a political solution for women.

The belief that sexual orientation is genetically determined or
instilled in infancy is more commonly held by gay men than by
lesbians. Lesbians who see their lesbianism as predetermined are
more often those who identify as gay women than as lesbian
feminists, and they are more likely {o belong to gay groups, if they
belong to any political groups, than to radical feminist or lesbian
feminist groups.

Lesbian writers who believe that Iesbianism is a choice for
which a woman does not need early “programming” include
Charlotte Bunch, Rita Mae Brown, the Furies, Mary Daly, Adrienne
Rich, Kate Millett, Audre Lorde, Barbara Smith, Jill Johnston, Rita
Laporte, Del Martin, Phyllis Lyons, the CLIT women, Marilyn Frye,
Cheryl Clarke, and Janice Raymond. Most of these believe that
leshianism can be political and is a part of radical feminist
strategy or a life of choosing women over men,

Other feminists who believe that lesbianism is a voluntary
choice include Ti-Grace Atkinson, Robin Morgan, and Shulamith
Firestone. Some of them acknowledge lesbianism as having a
special political potential for feminists; Firestone did not.
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There have been heterosexual radical feminists who have not
defined lesbianism as an intrinsic part of feminist politics, Several
members of New Yorlk's Redstockings do not.

Many lesbians have been sericusly hurt by heterosexual women
either in feminist organizations, on a personal level, or both, and
this had a significant impact on their theory. On the other hand,
some heterosexual radical feminists have felt that their feminist
work has been unacknowledged and their personal lives
over-scrutinized because of their heterosexunal relationships.

Negative Perceptions of Lesbianism

There is a history anti-lesbianism in the contemporary women's
movement that goes back as far as Simone de Beauvoir, Beau-
voir's treatment of lesbians in The Second Sex was less than
enthusiastic,

Since she [the lesbian] seeks self-affirmation, it is displeasing
for her not to realize wholly her feminine possibilities...in
repudiating the limitations implied by her sex, it appears that
she limits herself in another way. Just as the frigid woman
wants sexual pleasure while she refuses it, so the lesbian may
often wish she werc a normal and complete woman while
preferring not to be.!

Beauvoir's treatment of “frigid” women shows that it is not only
lesbian sexuality that she sees unsympathetically. Frigidity conld
be an authentic response to a sexuality that Beauvoir notes is
institutionalized. If a lesbian is not a “normal and complete
woman,” then being a man's sexual object must be the require-
ment for normality and completion.

In a paper on “Lesbian Attitudes and The Second Sex,” lesbian
feminist Claudia Card points out that Beauvoir recognized that
lesbianism is a choice: “The leshian ‘makes herself lesbian.’”?
However, Card notes that,

Beauvoir seemed not to see that if ‘homosexuality' is a choice,
heterosexuality is a choice. To put it in her more specific
language, [which Beauvoir used about lesbianism] it [hetero-
sexuality] is an attitude which is not physiologically, psycho-
logically, or economically determined and which likewise can be
evaluated according to its authenticity.?

Card suggests that a greater thoughtfulness about lesbianism
might have changed Beauvoir's theory about the origins of
oppression,




140 Love and Politics

Instead of identifying kuman relationships with heterosexual
relationships and assuming that the significant Other for any
consciousness is an Other of the ‘opposite’ sex, she might have
challenged Hegel's assumption of an original hostility in human
conscicusness toward others...She might have considered
whether the tendency of any consciousness to regard another
a priori as an object of hostility is not rather a consequence of
oppressive institutions than among the conditions giving rise to
them. , 4

Shulamith Firestone's brief treatment of *homosexuality” was
somewhat disparaging.

Though few women, because of the excessive pressure on them
to conform, actually repudiate their sexual role altogether by
becoming active lesbians, this does not imply that most women
are sexually fulfilled by interactions with men. ..

Homosexuals in our time are only the extreme casualties of
the system of obstructed sexuality that develops in the family.
But though homosexuality at present is as limited and sick as
our heterosexuality, a day may soon come in which a healthy
transsexuality would be the norm.. %

Here she apparently means bisexuality, not what we think of
today as transsexuals, people who have “sex change" operations.

Atkinson on Lesbianism

Ti-Grace Atkinson initially held a critical view of lesbians,
although her position changed later. At first, in 1969, she wrote:

The lesbian solution to the problem of women is to evade it,
that is, to opt for an apolitical selution

At the time, she felt that closet lesbians in the National
Organization for Women (NOW) constituted a conservative
element because they were threatened by rapid change and the
possibility of exposure.

By 1970, Atkinson had modified her position,

I think that lesbianism, to men, is the ultimate political position
for women. This is not to say that lesbianism actually is. .. Given
that the male dynamic toward women is sex, he could hardly
see any woman without it.”

Sometimes I think that lesbianism is just about as apolitical as
black nationalism.?
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However, Atkinson still felt that risk-taking by working in
radical groups-—not sexuality—was the criterion for radicalism.

It's true that the very concepts of lesbianism depend upon the
positing of that counterclass, men. One might want to claim
that there is a certain rejection operating here, and that for
that reason alone, lesbianism qualifies as a political act.

Still, lesbianism is totally dependent, as a concept as well as
an activity, on male supremacy. This fact, alone, should make a
ferinist nervous.?

Presumably she means that lesbianism is dependent on male
supremacy because it depends on categorization of people as
male and female. Some lesbians, such as Adrienne Rich, do not
believe that the concept of lesbianism depends on male
supremacy. (See page 254, below). Atkinson continues,

But lesbianism is based ideologically on the very premise of
male oppression: the dynamic of sexual intercourse. Lesbians,
by definition, accept that human beings are primarily sexual
beings, If this is the case...one would have to grant that women
are, in some sense, inferior,
~ ‘Sex’ is based on the differences between the sexes. Sexual
“intercourse is the interrelation between these two classes, and
sexual intercourse, unsurprisingly, is not in the interests of
omen. =~
The institution of sexual intercourse is anti-feminist, first,
because the source of women's arousal and pleasure is in the
clitoris, not in the vagina. And, second, it is anti-feminist,
because sexual intercourse is the link between the wife and the
mother reles. .. f
A case could be made that lesbhianism, in fact all sex, 1_3)
reactionary, and that ferinism is revolutionary.1

Atkinson was ignoring the fact that “sexual intercourse”

between lesbians was not the same as the classic act of inter-

course between a man and a woman, and that lesbian sexuality,
to the extent that it is genitally focused, is mostly focused on the
clitoris. Because she believed that sexual desire existed only to
further the use of women in reproduction, and that such desires
would wither away if women no longer had to perform that
function, she felt that any sexual expression perpetuvated
women's domination by men. (By this criterion, masturbation, too,
would be a reactionary perpetuation of sexual desires that must
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wither away if women are to be free). She did not sufficiently
realize that her paper “The Institution of Sexual Intercourse”
described the institution of keferosexual intercourse.

In what sense did she think that men were “sexually superior”
to women? Was it because they have orgasms more automati-
cally? But she knew of Masters' and Johnson's findings that
women were capable of multiple orgasms.

Atkinson’s position on lesbianism reflected difficulties she was
experiencing in the movement:

One of the central problems for all members of oppressed
groups is self-hatred. To feminists, lesbianism represents a kind
of self-identification. If any individual spends most of her time
dealing with the ways in which members of her class are
abused, it's unlikely that she will be able to maintain too much
of a positive attitude either toward herself or toward other
members of her class.!!

Since Atkinson wrote this, there has been a much greater
emphasis on bonding with, and enjoying other women. However,
the problem that negative personal or political experiences with
women may complicate the lesbian feminist's life and feelings is
still very much present.

Atkinson wrote,

Woman's identification must be sought in the eyes of her
Oppressor. To turn te other women for ego support is like
trying to catch a reflection of herself in a darkened mirror.'2

Apparently, Atkinson believed that a woman could only become
a subject if man acknowledged her as a subject, not as other. But
would that not still leave her an object, if her subjectivity
depended on his view of her? Surely only a person herself or a
group itself can demand, or achieve, status as a subject.

By the end of 1970, Atkinson recognized the political element in
leshianism more clearly and saw it as an integral feminist “issue.”

Leshianism, for feminism, is not just ‘another’ issue...Nor is
lesbianism about ‘autonomy’...Lesbianism is pretty clearly
about ‘association,’ not about aloneness...It is the association
by choice of individual members of any oppressed group—the
massing of power —which is essential to resistance...It is this
commitment, by choice, full-time, of one woman te others of her
class, that is called leshianisro. It is this full commitment,
against any and all personal considerations, if necessary, that
constitutes the political significance of lesbianisrm.!?
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However, in her strategic model Atkinson did not see lesbians as
necessarily part of the “feminist rebels,” but as a sort of “buffer
zone™;

Lesbianism is clearly the buffer between the male and female
classes.1#

When lesbian “buffers” are attacked by men, she thought that
they might or might not support the class of women. But she
suggested that feminists must support lesbians and win them
over (as if feminists and lesbians were separate groups).

Lesbianism is to feminism what the Communist Party was to the
trade-union movement. Tactically, any feminist should fight to
the death for lesbianism because of its strategic importance.1s

Her criterion for lesbians or any women has always been whether
they were willing to take risks in the name of women as a class.

I'm enormously less interested in whom you sleep with than [ am
in with whom you're prepared to die.’®

Atkinson went further (in the same speech) toward acknowl-
edging lesbianism as a political force. She began using “lesbian” as
a positive term for all committed feminists,

There are other women who have never had sexual relations
with other women, but who have made, and live, a total
commitment to this movement. These women are ‘lesbians’ in
the political sense.!?

She suggested that all feminists wear a button saying, “I am a
Lesbian” and called herself a political lesbian until lesbians told
her they felt the term did not recognize the specificity of their
experience.

Atkinson was the first non-lesbian radical feminist to acknowl-
edge the political importance of leshianism in the movement.

Leshian Self-Definition

In the early 1970s, even radical lesbian feminists generally saw
all sexual categories, including lesbianism, as a product of male-
defined society. The classic 1970 paper, “The Woman-Identified
Woman,” by the New York group Radicalesbians, says,

...Lesbianism, like male homosexuality, is a category of behavior
possible only in a sexist society characterized by rigid sex roles
and dominated by male supremacy...In a society in which men
do not oppress women, and sexual experience is allowed to
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follow feelings, the categories of homosexuality and heterosex-
nality would disappear.'s
‘Lesbian’ is one of the sexual categories by which men have

divided up humanity.1? _ -

Lesbians have become less satisfied with this assumption of
innate bisexuality. In 1980, Adrienne Rich wrote that this assump-
tion is just another extension of the assumption that women are
innately heterosexual. She calls it “the old liberal leap over the
tasks of the here and now” and points out that it is not very positive
about women. “It also assumes that women who have chosen
women have done so simply because men are oppressive and
emotionally unavailable. . m20

Definitions of a lesbian or lesbianism differ. Some see the
lesbian as a woman who is greater than other women, some see
her as a woman like other women, some see her as not being a
woman at all by certain definitions of the word “woman.” Women
can hold any one of these positions and still believe that it would
be possible for all women to choose to be lesbians, Theoretically,
either those who see a leshian as greater than other women or
those who see a lesbilan as not being a “woman,” could believe that
not all women are capable of becoming lesbhians.

In a 1877 Sinister Wisdom piece, former Ladder editor and
current publisher of Naiad Press books Barbara Grier wrote:

In my mind it [a lesbian] means a superior being...a woman of
course..,but a superior woman, someone beyond and above...
almost a goal to be achieved.?!

Nevertheless, she sees lesbianism as a goal obtainable for all
women who can overcome the outside restraints.

I believe that women would automatically be Lesbians given
social choice to be, It is, after all, so preferable a way to be, to
live, that I cannot imagine anyone thinking for a moment of any
other choice given the facts. What has not been available on a
mass scale is this information ., .. this sense of exhilaration.22

“The Woman-Identified Woman" by Radicalesbians was the first
assertion of the idea that leshianism can be an expression of
feminist politics and a political strategy.

Until women see in each other the possibility of a primal
commitment which includes sexual love, they will be denying
themselves the love and value they readily accord to men, thus
affirming their second-class status.?
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Rita Mae Brown wrote, “If you reserve those ‘special commit-
ments for men then you are telling women they aren't worth those
commitments, they aren’t important.”2+

This analysis of lesbianism as a strategy necessarily implied a
critique of heterosexuality as an institution. “The Woman-
Identified Woman” said:

For this we must be available and supportive to one another,
give our commitment and our love, give the emotional support
necessary to sustain this movement. Our energies must flow
toward our sisters, not backward toward our oppressors. As
long as women's liberation tries to free women without facing
the basic structure that binds us in one-to-one relationship with
our oppressors, tremendous energies will continue to flow into
trying to straighten up each particular relationship with a
man...into trying to make the ‘new man’ out of him, in the
delusion that this will allow us to be the ‘new woman.'2

In 1972-73, a Washington DC lesbian feminist collective, the
Furies, continued to develop the ideas put forward in “The Woman-
Identified Woman.” This is not surprising, since Rita Mae Brown, a

former member of Radicalesbians, also was a member of the

Furies.
Furies member Charlotte Bunch wrote about lesbianism as a
political choice:

Woman-identified Lesbianism is, then, more than a sexual
preference, it is a political choice. It is political because relation-
ships between men and women are essentially political, they
involve power and dominance.28

Some lesbian feminists, such as Charlotte Bunch, emphasized
that lesbian feminism was not merely a reaction against men,
although many women may have thought the initial political ideas
sounded that way.

The Lesbian, woman-identified-woman, commits herself to
women not only as an alternative to oppressive male/female
relationships but primarily because she loves women. Whether
consciously or not, by her actions, the Lesbian has recognized
that giving support and love to men over women perpetuates
the system that oppresses her. If women do not make a
commitment to each other, which includes sexual love, we deny
ourselves the love and value traditionally given to men. We
accept our second-class status,?”
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Some members of the Furies collective in one of their
group houses in Washington DC, 1971.

© 1971 JEB (Joan E. Biren)
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Lesbian writers have pointed out the advantages of lesbianism,
as well its possible political benefits,

Wilda Chase (a pseudonym) wrote, in an essay for The Ladder,

Lesbians do have definite advantages over heterosexual women.
Their less intimate contact with men gives them a margin of
protection against the grossest forms of damage. They should
guard against complacency, however. Like all female citizens
who grow up and live in a male-dominated world, Lesbians also
have identity problems.2®

Martha Shelley wrote in 1969,

The Lesbian, through her ability to obtain love and sexual
satisfaction from other women, is freed of dependence on men
for love, sex, and money. She does not have to do menial chores
for them (at least at home)...She is freed from unwanted
pregnancy and the pains of childbirth, and from the drudgery
of child raising.#®

Shelley does not ignore the problems.

On the other hand, she pays three penalties, The rewards of
child raising are denied her. This is a great loss for some
women, but not for others...

The Lesbian still must compete with men in the job market,
facing the same job and salary discrimination as her straight
sister,

Finally, she faces the most severe contempt and ridicule that
society can heap on a woman ¢

(In the 1980s, the spread of artificial insemination has made
possible what is sometimes referred to as “the lesbian baby boom.”
Lesbians can now choose whether to bear children,)

Mary Daly sees lesbianism as a refusal to be “the other.” In
Gyn/Fcology, she wrote that women who are present to each
other “are no longer empty receptacles to be used as ‘the
Other', 3!

Daly quotes lesbian writer Marilyn Frye as saying, “Male
parasitism means that males must have access to women; it is the
Patriarchal Imperative. But feminist no-saying is more than a
substantial removal (redirection, reallocation) of goods and
services because access is one of the faces of power, Female denial
of male access to females substantially cuts off a flow of benefits,
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but it has also the form and full portent of assumption of
power,"32

When women assume power in this way, they can be subjects
rather than objects or “others.” How can a woman become a
subject unless she rejects a social order that turns her into an
object? How can she be a subject if she still accepts man's
definition that she is his?

Jill Jehnston alse had written about rejecting the role of the
“other.”

Feminism will no longer need itself when women cease to think
of theraselves as the ‘other’ in relation to the ‘other’ and unite
with their own kind or species,?

In Johnston’s words it sounds as if all of the change will take
place in women's unconscious and personal lives, without signifi-
cant opposition by men,

Lesbian feminists, while seeing lesbianism as a political choice
and a political strategy, tried to be careful not to give the
impression that being a lesbian was the only political commitment
needed.

As Charlotte Bunch wrote in “Lesbians in Revolt,”

Being a Lesbian is part of challenging male supremacy, but not
the end. For the Lesbian or homosexual woman, there is no
individual solution to oppression,

The Lesbian may think she is free since she escapes the per-
sonal oppression of the individual male/female relationships.
But to society she is still a woman...(I've never heard of a
rapist who stopped because his victim was a lesbian!)

Political lesbianism was posed as a direct challenge to hetero-
sexual feminists. As Ginny Berson, a member of the Furies and
later of Olivia Records, wrote,

Lesbianism is not a matter of sexual preference, but rather one
of political choice which every woman must make if she is to
become woman-identificd and thereby end male supremacy. 3

Rita Mae Brown wrote, in “The Shape of Things to Come,”

If you cannot find it in yourself to love another woman, and
that includes physical love, then how ean you truly say you care
about women's liberation?3¢
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Lesbian feminists responded to heterosexual feminists’ charges
that lesbian feminists were “lesbian chauvinists”—which devel-
oped as soon as lesbian feminism developed. Jill Johnston wrote:

The lesbian denounced as a chauvinist was a neat way ol
delaying the issue [of a heterosexual feminist’s own sexuality].>”

But some Furies members were trying to discover possible ties
with women who did not identify themselves as lesbians, The 1975
introduction to the Furies' collection, Lesbianism and the Women's
Movement, written by Charlotte Bunch and Nancy Myron, says that:

Some new bonds are beginning to emerge between Lesbians and
single women, We share a common economic and psychological
reality: we are solely responsible for our lives—all of our life-
time, We have rejected ownership by men and with it, economic
support. We face survival issues without heterosexual cushions
...We must provide for ourselves, our children, and each other
—economically, emotionally, and if we organize, politically.

Rita Mae Brown, whose ideas were fundamental to the creation
of lesbian feminist theory, wrote that lesbianism was the central
women's issue because it dealt with women’s relationships to each
other. The focus on what happens between women rather than
between women and men, practically turned the feminist move-
ment around. There had been emphasis on sisterhood before, but
the sisterhood was focused outward, against men.

Brown wrote,

Lesbianism is the one issue that deals with women responding
positively to other women as total human beings worthy of total
commitment. It is the one area where no man can tread.?®

The Lesbian: Woman Prime or Beyond Woman

In her book Lesbian Nation, Jill Johnston made some of the
strongest claims for the inherent lesbianism in all women—and
the primacy of the lesbian in radical change.

It’s impossible to separate our oppression as women from our
oppression as lesbians. All women are lesbians...

I feel in a position to assert that the lesbian with a political
definition is the woman committed woman par excellence and
that this is the goal of feminist revolution.
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Johnston proclaimed,

Feminismn at heart is a massive complaint. Lesbianism is the
solution...Until all women are lesbians there will be no true
political revolution !

The slogan ‘“lesbianism is the solution” has a very different
emphasis from Radicalesbians or the Furies’ articles, which care-
fully pointed out that organized political activities were necessary.

For Johnston, a lesbian is more of a woman than anyone else.
She said there is a “female principle,” an inherent “womanness,”
and that the lesbian has more of it. This is different from “The
Woman-Identified Woman” or the Furies’ articles, which saw divi-
sions between people (“male,” “female,” “lesbian,” “heterosexual”)
as being male-imposed categories to justify and perpetuate rule.

Johnston wrote,

The lesbian is woman prime. The woman who maintains or
regains her integrity as a woman. By (re)uniting with her
feminine principle. The reunion of the mother and the daughter
into the true sister principle. The straight woman will discover
how she has been colossally duped by being robbed of her
womanhood...

The test case of the oppressed woman is the woman who is
most woman [Johnston means the lesbian]

The apparent opposite of this concept is an idea posed by
French lesbian writer Monique Wittig, who maintains that a
leshian is not a “woman'" at all because the social construct or
idea “woman™ means someone who has sex with men.

In her article “One is Not Born a Woman," Wittig writes,

The refusal to become (or to remain) heterosexual always means
to refuse to become a man or a woman, consciously or not,*?

Wittig believes that a lesbian is not a woman because she does
not play a woman’s socially defined role.

But Jill Johnston turns from saying that the lesbian is the most
"woman" to saying the lesbian is not a woman, in terms roughly
similar to those Wittig used later.

The liberated political lesbian by this reasoning is of course no
longer a woman. Woman being defined as an oppressed person.
Defined in other words by men. The language is no longer
adequate to signify the liberated sex, The woman identified
woman was an excellent phrase to help define the lesbian in
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her prime womanhood in distinction to all women who still
partake of male privilege through bed, marriage, and fraterniza-
tion, but ‘woman’ is too overwhelmingly the name of the sex so
called and thus checked and retained by the man. My own use
of the word here was convenient to expose the fraud of the ‘real
woman’ and establish the is-ness of the lesbian as the sex with
the organs commonly referred to as woman 4

To CLIT, writing in 1974, a lesbian is:

...A woman who has broken through the patriarchal confusion
of centuries to realize that a brilliant and (fully equipped
emotionally and intellectually) species called women have been
imprisoned and made to associate with a totally inferior species
which attempts to justify this imprisonment by making the
prisoners think they are stupid and inferior, , 18

In 1977, Sinister Wisdom editor Harriet Desmoines suggested
that lesbians were becoming a separate species, apparently
because they had the potential to change sexuality and
reproduction,

THE REVOLUTION WILL BE IN EFFECT THE CREATION OF A NEW
SPECIES: A SPECIES WHICH REDEFINES SEXUALITY AND
REPRODUCTION; THE PRODUCTION AND EXCHANGE OF USE
VALUES; AND THE LANGUAGES OF THE CONSCIOUS AND
SUBCONSCIOUS.

THE NEW SPECIES IS ALREADY EMERGING...'LESBIAN' HAS
DENOTED WOMEN WHO HAVE SEXUAL RELATIONS WITH
WOMEN; THIE NEW SPECIES, THE EMERGING LESBIAN WOMAN,
INCORPORATES THE QLD MEANING WITHIN A FULLER MEAN-
ING: LESBIAN, A WOMAN IN TOTAL REVOLT AGAINST THE
PATRIARCHY .0

For lesbian writer Bertha Harris, like Monique Wittig, the
lesbian refuses to be man or woman, As Harris wrote in 1976,

The lesbian is a new creature, neither man nor woman, but one
who takes from both the father and the mother, in order to
create work that goes beyond the limits of gender.#?

She added,

...Born of woman, she consciously rejects being a woman—
because she does not want to die: to be unable to work is to be
dead; the ‘man’s woman,' because of what has happened to her
below the waist, is dead above the neck.®
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Surely most lesbians c¢an see why heterosexual women became
offended at such remarks,

Harris sees the term “woman” as meaning dependent on man.
As a female becomes independent —presumably by work cutside
the home, among other things—she becomes less like the
male-defined idea of a “woman.”

...The more a woman works, and works to make things happen,
the less ‘woman’ she becomes, the more lesbian...

Patriarchy, by inducing fear of the lesbian, induces fear of
work in all women 12
...By making work (outside the prescribed labors of the female
role), she has ceased being a woman; she has transgressed
against the community agreement not to work.5

Whatl about the many heterosexual women who have always
worked for wages? Are they lesbians? Or are they still “women,” as
Wittig might say, because they still have sex with men?

In “One Is Not Born a Woman,” Wittig maintains that it is
possible to give up the categories of male and female, and still be
a lesbian.

Lesbian is the only concept I know of which is beyond the
categories of sex (woman and man), because the designated
subject) leshian is not a woman, either economically, or
politically or ideologically...For what makes a woman is a
specific social relation to a man..,a relation which implies
personal and physical obligation...a relation which lesbians
escape, . bl

In “The Straight Mind,” Wittig says the basic taboo in
patriarchal society is against homosexuality and lesbianism.
Domination by men is based on their splitting the world into the
categories of women and men, heterosexual and homosexual,

In this thought, to reject the obligation of coitus and the
institutions that this obligation has produced as necessary for
the constitution of society, is simply an impossibility...
Thus lesbianism, homosexuality, and the societies that we form
cannot be thought or spoken of, even though they have always
existed...

Yes, straight society is based on the necessity of the different/
other at every level. It cannot work without this concept...
But what is the different/other if not the dominated? For

Leshianism as a Politics 153

heterosexual society is the society which not only oppresses
lesbians and gay men, it oppresses many different/others. ..
...For us, this means there cannot any longer be women and
men, and that as classes and as categories of thought or
language they have to disappear, politically, economically,
ideologically. If we, as lesbians and gay men, continue to speak
of ourselves and to conceive of ourselves as women and as men,
we are instrumental in maintaining heterosexuality.5

Other lesbians in France and Québec adopted Wittig’s position
that lesbians are not women; these lesbians define themselves as
“radical lesbians”, Québecoise radical lesbians Ariane Brunet and
Louise Turcotte wrote in 1982: “In fact, heterosexuality is the
cause of sexism.,. Heterosexuality is the institution that creates,
maintains, and supports men's power."5* They reject feminism as
insufficiently lesbian: “Feminism is neither our politics nor our

history...”"8
These ideas have influenced some lesbian theorists in the United
States. Sarah Hoagland wrote in 1988, “, .. I have become convinced

that the concept ‘woman’ is a created category, like the concept
ferninine;’ and is bankrupt.”® She writes, “The concept of ‘woman’
includes no real sense of female power.”’ In her book Lesbian
Ethics, Hoagland sometimes uses terms such as “lesbians and
women” or “women or lesbians” to refer to lesbians and nonlesbian
women.

One could infer from Johnston, Wittig, the radical lesbians and
Hoagland that lesbians need not identify with other women or
work with them— unless they, too, choose to be lesbians.

Saying that lesbians are not women or are utterly different
from other women may have an intellectual link with the old
“third sex” idea espoused by turn-of-the-century sexologists in
Europe and the United States. One can find works from that
period that refer to lesbians as a separate species. Take, for
instance, this excerpt from the 1903 German lesbian novel Are
These Women ? by Aimée Duc,

...We are confusing cause and effect if one helieves women whom
men think very feminine’ to be so. Quite the contrary. They are
‘unfeminine’ since they live only for the wishes and pretensions of
men, Consequently, the really feminine’ ones would be those who
keep their individuality all for themselves and who form a special
species, physically and psychologically.5?
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The resemblance to “The Woman-Identified Woman” is striking
until one comes to the mention of a separate species,

Implying that lesbians have no reason to work with other
women seems a rather precarious strategy, given the relatively
small number of lesbians. How many revolutionary groups an-
nounce that they are transcending their class while the oppressor
class is still in power? Even if this is the ultimate goal, it seems a
shaky immediate strategy at a time when a class, such as the class
of women, is trying to develop class consciousness.

Talking about not being women—especially saying that some
women have already transcended the category of “women”—hardly
seems like an effective tactic at a time when most women have not
yet acknowledged that women—as defined by this society—are a
class. Wittig does believe that women are currently a class.

One could define “women” in so many ways-—one could say that
women are those who, as a class, are subjected to rape, forced
childbearing, and other forms of sexual exploitation by men. This
definition would include lesbians, even lesbian separatists with
karate black belts. (Of course, some men are raped by other men
without being women, but these men are not raped as a class.
Gay men are subjected to violence as a group because they are
considered traitors to the male class.)

Criticism of ‘Lesbian Superiority’

Not all lesbians in the feminist movement endorsed the claim
that lesbians are better than heterosexual women.

Martha Shelley wrote, for a 1977 Sinister Wisdom discussion:

Once we start regarding ourselves as a separate species, a new
‘fibermensch’—superior to males and heterosexual women —we
are no better politically than the Nazi Party or the Ku Klux
Klan... I have been a lesbian feminist for a long time and in fact
was one of the founders of the Gay Liberation Front. I am also a
Jew, Whenever I hear this race-species-superiority trip it makes
me sick. When I hear it from lesbians, it makes me want to
{a) throw up, (b) go straight and have babies, (¢) abandon the
human race and ‘be a hermit, It makes me sick when I hear
stories about anti-Arab racism in Israel In both cases, I feel
somehow invalved and responsible, and I ask myself, what were
we fighting for, 58
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Brooke, a radical feminist lesbian, wrote in 1976 that not all
leshians with connections to the movement are serious feminists:

The lesbian version of cultural feminism has two sides to it: 1)
Being a lesbian is sufficient in itself for being a ferninist. 2) One
has to be a lesbian in order to be a feminist...Lesbianism is
either confused with feminism or placed above it.

At best this is apolitical... At worst it is an anti-political
elimination of feminism with the goal of universal lesbianism
substituted for the goal of wornen's liberation ... The function of
feminism is to create social changa, not social life. Friends, ete,,
may be an outgrowth of feminism, but not its purpose.5?

Part of her criticism of the role of lesbian feminism in the
feminist movement stems from a concern that some women were
becoming lesbians as part of a fad, or out of opportunism, not
because they loved women or were committed to remaining
lesbians after their initial relationships broke up.

There are so many fad lesbians running around, it isn't funny.
These women have used, hurt and driven many serious lesbians
out of the women's movement. Many heterosexual women (who
are too honest and not easily intimidated) have left the
organized women's movement. {A few [anti-lesbian] bigots have
gone, too).60

Brooke's criticism of lesbian feminists is not only a political
analysis, but also another and different version of the common
lesbian fear of being hurt by women not committed to lesbianism,
Many separatists also have expressed this fear.




Chapter 9

The Critique of
Heterosexuality

One of the major theoretical points of lesbian feminism has been
its critique of heterosexuality as an institution. Although the first
lengthy radical analysis of heterosexuality was done by Ti-Grace
Atkinson in “The Institution of Sexual Intercourse,” almost all
radical analysis of heterosexuality has been written by lesbians.

Atkinson’s position on heterosexuality was uncompromising. She
saw (hetero)sexual intercourse as a male-defined act that rein-
forced male supremacy.

The determining characteristic of the class of men is their sex
characteristic. .. This could account for the male obsession with
sex, Sex acts as a reassuring reminder of his class supremacy. In
addition, given the context of class oppression, sex acts as a
convenient reminder to the female of her class inferiority.!

Atkinson is saying that every time a man has intercourse with a
woman he reinforces his belief—and hers— that he, as a man, has a
right to women's bodies and that male-defined intercourse is the
normative sex act,

Unlike some heterosexual feminists who see “worst cases” such
as rape or prostitution as the main target for change in male sexu-
ality, Atkinson focused on marriage because it affects the most
woren.

Since the highest incidence of the male-female relationship is in
marriage, it should be a primary target.?
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Marriage, if one examines the laws which define it, is as much
if not more in the interests of men than slavery was in the
interests of the master. And yet, the aims of the Movement are
to get rid of the abuses within marriage, equalize the roles, but,
for God's sake, keep the institution. How can you equalize the
roles when the essential nature of these roles is to be
contrasting? Could you maintain slavery if you ‘equalized’ the
roles of master/slave to master/master??

Of course she does not think that reforming marriage should be
the aim of the Movement, When Atkinson talks about marriage
reform being the Movement’s aim, apparently she is criticizing
groups such as NOW, although the more radical Redstockings might
be included.

Atkinson issued a challenge to women:

The price of clinging to the enemy is your life.

To enter into a relationship with a man who has divested
himself as completely from the male role as possible would still
be a risk.

But to relate to a man who has done any less is suicide.

Women are still operating on a personal rather than a politi-
cal basis,

The proof of class-consciousness will be when we separate off
from men, from these one-to-one units...

There can be no significant improvement in the situation of
women until this happens...

I, personally, have taken the position that I will not appear
with any man publicly, where it could possibly be interpreted
that we were friends.?

Lesbian Critiques

Lesbian feminists soon offered critiques of heterosexuality that
were similar in many ways to Atkinson's critique, although
lesbians saw women as having more desire for sexual contact
than Atkinson thought they had.

Given the women's liberation movement’s strong emphasis on
wormen speaking from their own experience, what was the justifi-
cation for lesbians describing, analyzing, and criticizing hetero-
sexuality? Most lesbians have, in fact, had sexual relationships
with men, usually before they became lesbians. Most heterosexual
women have not had sexual relations with other women.
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Rita Mae Brown wrote, “Straight women dont know what our
lives are like, They don't think like we do. We understand their
lives because we were raised to be straight. It is one-way
communication,"®

But lesbhian feminists also have tried to include all women in the
struggle against the institution of heterosexuality, as Charlotte
Bunch and Nancy Myron did in the introduction to Lesbianism
and the Women s Movement.

We are less concerned with whether each woman personally
becomes a lesbian than with the destruction of heterosexuality as
a crucial part of male supremacy. Lesbians have been the quickest
to see the challenge to heterosexuality as necessary to feminism’s
survival. However, straight feminists are not precluded from
examining and fighting against heterosexuality as an ideology
and institution that oppresses us all, The problem is that few have
done so. This perpetuates lesbian fears that women remaining
tied to men prevents thern from seeing the function of heterosexu-
ality and acting to end it. It is not lesbians (women’s ties to
women), but women's ties to men, and thus men themselves, who
divide women politically and personally.®

Like Atkinson, lesbian feminists criticized the structure of
heterosexual sex.

Coletta Reid, a member of the Furies, wrote;

Female sexual passivity is central to heterosexuality... It is no
accident that the ‘missionary’ position is the favored one in ad-
vanced patriarchy. The man is ‘on top’ in bed just as he is in the
economy and politics. The woman is pinned down, can hardly
move, and has the least chance of having an orgasm, If
marrlage is legalized prostitution, then heterosexuality is
socially approved rape.?

Heterosexuality is oppressive not only when it is overtly violent,
lesbian feminists said, but also when it is more subtle. The institu-
tion operates in many ways.

Furies member Sharon Deevey wrote:

I realized that every fuck is a rape even if it feels nice because
every man has power and privilege over women, whather he
uses it blatantly or subtly. My ‘liberated’ husband kept me down
not by violence but by making me feel guilty. He wanted me to
be a strong woman as long as my main worries were about his
feelings, problems and ‘oppression.’
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Jill Johnston also argued the greater likelihood of sat}sfactlon
in lesbianism—and homosexuality for men.

Not only is the psycho-emotional potential for satisfaction with
another woman far greater than that with a man, insomuch as
every woman like every man was originally most profoundly
attached to herself as her mother, but there is more likelihood
of sexual fulfillment with another woman as well since all
organisms best understand the basic equipment of another
organism which most closely resembles themselves.?

In an argument similar to Atkinson’s, Johnston suggested that
male biology—and the history of men’s interpretation of that
biology, the history of the use of the penis as a means of domina-
tion, makes an “equal” sexual relationship between women and
men difficult.

It is in any case difficult to conceive of an ‘equal’ sexual relation-
ship between two people in which one member is the ‘biological
aggressor’...The man retains the prime organ of invasion,®

Johnston continues:

Every woman who remains in sexual relation to man is defeated
every time she does it with the man because each single
experience for every woman is a reenactment of the primal one in
which she was invaded and separated and fashioned into a
receptacle for the passage of the invader.!!

According to this logic, there would seem to be an “out” for the
heterosexual feminist trying to end the repetition of the act of
penile penetration: Substitute another form of sexual expression,
such as oral or manual touching. That heterosexual feminists
have not written much about this as a serious strategy, despite
their recognition of “the myth of the vaginal orgasm” and the lack
of a perfectly effective, safe means of birth control, suggests that
they do not really exercise any power in their relationships with
men (and know they don't).

Rejecting the Male Model

In her 1974 speech to a NOW conference on sexuality,
“Renouncing Sexual Equality,” Andrea Dworkin rejects the idea
that women should be equal to or the same as men sexually. She
sees all relations of dominance as stemming from men’s sexual
relations with women:
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The male sexual model is based upon a polarization of
humankind into man/woman, master/slave, aggressor/victim,
active/passive...The very identity of men, their civil and
economic power, the forms of government they have developed,
the wars they wage, are tied érrevocably together, All forms of
dominance and submission, whether it be man over woman,
white over black, boss over worker, rich over poor, are tied
trrevocably to the sexual identities of men and are derived
from the male sexual model. Once we grasp this, it becomes
clear that in fact men own the sex act, the language that
describes sex, the women whom they objectify. Men have
written the scenario for any sexual fantasy you have ever had
or any sexual act you have ever engaged in.

There is no sexual freedom or justice in exchanging the
female role for the male role...There is no freedom or justice
or éven common sense, in developing a male sexual sensibility —
a sexual sensibility that is aggressive, competitive, objectifying,
quantity oriented. There is only equality.t

The speech suggests that women's sexuality has been repressed
and will need greater expression, but that male sexual styles are
no fit model for change.

Dworkin then said that men must change their sexual relations,
including their sexual acts. She saw lesbianism as the model for
new forms of sexuality.

I think that men will have to give up their precious erections
and begin to make love as women do together. I am saying that
men will have to renounce their phallocentric personalities,
and the privileges and powers given to them at birth as a
consequence of their anatomy, that they will have to excise
everything in them that they now value as distinctly ‘male.’®

Specifically, what does this mean? That men should switch
entirely to oral and manual sex? To having fewer orgasms or
none? At the very least, she must have meant a change in empha-
s8ls, so that male satisfaction is no longer the focus and penetra-
tion by the penis no longer the standard act. Presumably, she also
means emotional change. In saying that men could be capable of
relating sexually as lesbians do, she was assuming that their
sexuality was not utterly biologically determined.

Critique of Heterosexuality 161

Anger at Heterosexual Women

Lesbians also analyzed heterosexual privilege and the economics
of heterosexual sex. Coletta Reid wrote:

I realized that when I was married I had been bought off, I had
accepted being subservient, sexually available, and keeper of his
home in return for some degree of economic security and sccial
acceptance. I had become a fat hen who gave up her freedom
for regular corn,..

The saddest revelation was that feminists still had a stake in
being fat hens. They primarily wanted the farmer to treat them
a little better,, 1+

(By the 1980s, many lesbian feminists were responding to the
demands of fat women by learning to avoid using such fatophobic
statements).

Although heterosexual feminists often felt that lesbian ferminists
were being intolerant, many lesbian feminists felt that any such
tolerance would amount to “giving up” on their heterosexual
sisters, not caring what happened to them. Furies member
Barbara Solomon wrote,

Heterosexuality insures male supremacy. To say that ‘Every-
body needs love and I could care less if 2 woman is fucking a
man’ is to say ‘Any oppressed person needs some payoff to
make them preserve their oppression, I could care less if a
woman is oppressed, and I could care less if that oppression
makes her gang up with that pig to fuck me over.'&

Some lesbian feminists express great pain over interactions
with heterosexual women, Lesbians are quite aware that they are
used as the “extremists” of the women's movement, the threat to
make men behave, According to Barbara Solomon:

Straight women don't want us to fight with men —they just want
payoffs from men and women... If she stays in middle-of-the-
road straight women’s liberation, she ean play us off against her
man and have the best of both worlds. He's going to have to start
behaving...

Every lesbian knows through personal experience how
straight women sell us out, Each of us at some time has been in-
fatuated with a straight woman and we compromised ourselves,
grovelled to be good to her and tried to prove to her that we
were better than men, all in hopes that she would love us...She
had to betray us...'¢
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The 1974 CLIT papers expressed this sentiment even more
intensely.

...Because they (straight women) pass superficially as women,
they are in the position of ‘agent’ relative to dykes..,the result
is that these lesbians engage in pointless and energy draining
dialogue with them...Straight women are not leshians. You
can't talk to a polential anything [some lesbian feminists had
suggested seeing Lieterosexual women as potential lesbiang] ...
...The straight woman ...acts (what she thinks is) seductive...
comes on...then you show interest in her on that level...
surprise! she turns off, becomes cool, dissociated, uninterested,
perhaps contemptuous...you imagined it all...you back off...
then surprise! she turns on again...and the whole drama is
repeated again, and again and again and again, until you either
get hurt, bored, crazy, or she comes out (probably with some-
one else). . .17

The CLIT women moved on from expressing experience-derived
pain to giving the ultimate insult—saying that straight women are
men, an obvious impossibility, rather than saying that they are
male-defined.

They are males in disguise...

The danger of straight wornen is their disguise. They look like
women, 18

The CLIT women did admit that male-identification, thinking in
a male-ist way, is a problem for lesbians, too.

...The real battle is between the dykes and the pricks, the dykes
struggling to rid themselves of the prick inside their heads as
well as outside. . ."?

Heterosexuality as Compulsory

On the other hand, Charlotte Bunch attempted to give hetero-
sexual feminists a framework by which they could understand
and work against the institution of forced heterosexuality. In
1975, she wrote;

Basically, heterosexuality means men first. That’s what it's all
about. It assumes that every woman is heterosexual; that every
woman is defined by and is the property of men. Her body, her
services, her children belong to men. If you don't accept that
definition, you're a queer —no matter who you sleep with. . 20

il
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Adrienne Rich wrote in her 1980 essay “Compulsory Heterosex-
uality and Lesbian Existence” that challenging heterosexuality is
a fundamental, necessary part of lesbian politics—and ultimately
of feminist politics.

The assumption that ‘most women are innately heterosexual’
stands as a theoretical and political stumbling block for femi-
nists. It remains a tenable assumption partly because lesbian
existence has been written out of history or catalogued under
disease, partly because it has been treated as exceptional rather
than intrinsic, partly because to acknowledge that for women
heterosexuality may not be a ‘preference’ at all but something
that has had to be imposed, managed, organized, propagandized,
and maintained by force is an immense step to take if you
consider yourself freely and ‘innately’ heterosexual ... To take the
step of questioning heterosexuality as a ‘preference’ or ‘choice’
for women—and to do the intellectual and emotional work that
follows —will call for a special quality of courage in heterosexu-
ally identified feminists, but I think the rewards will be great. , *

Criticism or defense of heterosexual women’s individual rela-
tionships is not the basic point of criticizing heterosexuality, Rich
writes,

The question inevitably will arise: Are we to condemn all
heterosexual relationships, including those which are least
oppressive? I believe this question, though often heartfelt, is the
wrong question here. We have been stalled in a maze of false
dichotomies which prevents our apprehending the institution
as a whole: ‘good’ versus ‘bad’ marriages; ‘marriage for love’
versus arranged marriage; ‘liberated’ sex versus prostitution;
heterosexual intercourse versus rape...Within the institution
exist, of course, qualitative differences of experience; but the
absence of choice remains the great unacknowledged reality,
and in the absence of choice, women will remain dependent
upon the chance or luck of particular relationships and will
have no collective power to determine the meaning and place of
sexuality in their lives.?

Rich emphasizes the lesbian element in all women who love and
bond with each other—rather. than restricting the definition of
lesbianism to those who express themselves through “sexual act.”
She writes beautifully of “the lesbian continuum™
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I mean the term lesbian continuum to include a range— through
each woman’s life and throughout history— of woman-identified
experience, not simply the fact that a woman has had or
consciously desired genital sexual experience with another
womarl. [f we expand it to embrace many more forms of primary
intensity between and among women, including the sharing of a
rich inner life, the bonding against male tyranny, the giving and
receiving of practical and political support...2?

Rich suggests that heterosexuality is instituted and maintained
by force. She points out that lesbian feminists cannot accept the
notion that most women will always be heterosexual, and even
criticizes the assumption held by many lesbian feminists, including
the writers of “The Woman-Identified Woman” and the Furies’ arti-
cles, that without male domination, everyone would be bisexual.

The extension of this assumption [of female heterosexuality] is
the frequently heard assertion that in a world of genuine
equality, where men were nonoppressive and nurturing, everyone
would be bisexual. Such a notion blurs and sentimentalizes the
actualities within which women have experienced sexuality. . .2

Rich suggested that the institution of heterosexuality is at this
time inseparable from violence. She quoted Catharine A. Mac-
Kinnon2t in support of this argument.

MacKinnon raises radical questions as to the qualitative
differences between sexual harassment, rape and ordinary
heterosexual intercourse.,, She criticizes Susan Brownmiller for
separating rape from the mainstream of daily life and for her
unexamined premise that ‘rape is violence, intercourse is sexu-
ality, removing rape from the sexual sphere altogether, Most
crucially she argues that ‘taking rape from the realm of “the
sexual," placing it in the realm of “the violent,” allows one to be
against it without raising any questions about the extent to
which the institution of heterosexuality has defined force as a
normal part of “the preliminaries™’ ‘Never is it asked whether,
under conditions of male supremacy, the notion of “consent”
has any meaning.'2® -

Ariane Brunet and Louise Turcotte have suggested that Rich's
critique of heterosexuality is actually toe tolerant of hetero-
sexuality. They believe that Rich implies that “compulsory hetero-
sexuality and lesbian existence are somehow parallel, According
to this thinking, if we have been able to become Lesbians in a
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heterosystem, then our very existence can be used to validate
their assertion that heterosexuality is their choice...Once one has
recognized the ‘compulsory nature’ of heterosexuality she’s rid of
the obligation to follow the norm [heterosexuality]. She can now
willingly follow [heterosexuality]...

“_ _.How can one choose between the political institution of the
dominators and the power of revolt of the dominated class?"2"

However, Rich was suggesting that it would difficult to authen-
tically choose heterosexuality in a society in which it is compul-
sory, not that lesbianism and heterosexuality are parallel choices.

Lesbian Invisibility

Marilyn Frye, in her 1983 book The Politics of Reality, points out
how invisible lesbians and the possibility of lesbianism have been,
how hard for women to discover. She wrote that lesbians do not
exist in standard language. Dictionaries have defined sex as
penetration with a penis.

Dictionaries generally agree that ‘sexual’ means something on
the order of pertaining o the genital union of a male and
Jemale animal. ..

...There is nothing women could do in the absence of men that
could, without semantic oddity, be called ‘having sex.'2

Frye suggests that the kind of perception or attention a lesbian
gives a woman who is not a lesbian may enable the latter to
change her perception of,-and attention to women.

Heterosexuality for women is not simply a matter of sexual
preference, any more than lesbianism is. It is a matter of orien-
tation of attention, as is leshianism,.. Attention is a kind of
passion...

If the lesbian sees the women, the woman may see the lesbian
seeing her...The woman, feeling herself seen, may learn that
she can be seen; she may also be able to know that a woman
can see, that is, can author perception.?

But can being perceived, however well, be the crucial step in
becoming a perceiver, a subject?

Lesbians’ feelings about heterosexual women, as we have seen,
are often ambivalent—and sometimes quite negative. Not all of
the “attention” that lesbian feminists have given heterosexual
women has been filled with affectionate concern. Lesbians are not
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one-dimensional beacons of warmth, nor would Frye suggest that
they should be,

Canscious Choice

Lesbian feminist Joyce Trebilcot wrote in a 1983 paper that
feminists must take responsibility for their own sexuz! choices,
whatever they are. When heterosexual feminists say their sexu-
ality is determined by an overwhelming physical attraction for
men, they are not taking responsibility for their sexuality, she
writes.,

It is peculiar, Trebilcot says, to assume

...that one’s feelings must determine one’s sexual identity, [ie]
that one’s genital twinges must determine whether one is
lesbian, or heterosexual, or both. Granting that some women
are sexually aroused only by men, they are not therefore locked
into any of the familiar identities or excluded from any. Such
women may, in the first place, choose for or against hetero-
sexual qetivity...It is also true that a woman may choose to
make love to or with women, even though she is not sexually
aroused. A woman’s claim that she is not erotically responsive
to women but only to men does not in itself limit her choices as
between leshianism, heterosexuality, or bisexuality, or celibacy
of whatever variety. Sexuality is socially constructed; in recon-
structing it we need not assume either that erotic feelings
should lead to love making or that love making ought to occur
only where there are erotic feelings.3

Does Trebilcot mean to imply that one perhaps should engage in

sexual activity even without sexual arousal? What lesbian is going -

to want to have sex with this unaroused woman who is trying to be
sexual for nonsexual reasons? And why should either of them want
to?

But Trebilcot does not say that it is impossible for feminists to
be heterosexual while taking responsibility for their sexuality, She
suggests that taking responsibility for heterosexuality means
recognizing all of the reasons—social and economic, as well as
sexual—that contribute to the choice to continue heterosexual
relationships. Realizing that lesbianism is a possible choice, even if
one does not choose to pursue it, makes it more likely that a
heterosexual woman will be able to avoid heterosexism, Trebilcot
writes.
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...The physical pleasure [of heterosexual sex] is not after all
separable from the economic, emotional, social, and other
advantages that she gains from heterosexuval relationships...

A woman who has such an understanding...[is] taking
responsibility for her own sexuality, ... [which] confributes to a
greater closeness in the women's community... [and] a lessen-
ing of heterosexism. .. '

In other words, choosing to do consciously whatever one does
sexually, rather than assuming its inevitability, is taking responsi-
bility for sexuality, Trebilcot says.

Heterosexual Feminists React

Many heterosexual feminists, including radical ferninists, have
been angered both by analyses of heterosexuality as an institution
and by lesbian feminism per se. Some heterosexual feminists
immediately responded defensively to Atkinson and the lesbian
feminists.

In her article, “Lesbianism and Feminism,” published not long
after “The Woman-Identified Woman,” radical feminist writer
Anne Koedt wrote that lesbian feminist eritiques “lend support to
the notion that it does matter what the sex of your partner may
be...it is oppressive for that very question even to be asked.”3?

There was considerable anger over the idea that feminists were
presuming to judge one another's sex lives.

Koedt wrote:

If you are a feminist who is not sleeping with a woman you may
risk hearing any of the following accusations: ‘You're oppressing
me if you don’t sleep with women’; “You’re not a radical feminist
if you don't sleep with women’; or ‘You don't love women if you
don't sleep with them.' I have even seen a woman's argument
about an entirely different aspect of feminism be dismissed by
some lesbians because she was not having sexual relations with
women... There is an outrageous thing going on here strictly in
terms of pressuring women about their personal lives.3

Probably mo critique of heterosexuality, however politely
worded (of course, they weren't all politely worded) would have
been acceptable to most 1970s heterosexual radical feminists.

In a 1971 interview, Simone de Beauvoir expressed her reaction
to some radical and lesbian feminists' rejection of all sexual
relations with men and to the idea that “every fuck is a rape.”
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Is it true that all sexual relations between a man and a woman
are necessarily oppressive? Instead of refusing such relations,
could one not work at them so that they are not oppressive? I'm
shocked when people tell me that intercourse is rape, basically
one is adopting male myths. That would mean that the male sex
organ really is a sword, a weapon. It is & question of inventing
new, non-oppressive sexual relations.

In her 1972 book All Said and Done, Beauvoir defended the

vaginal orgasm and criticized feminists who rejected it as entirely
a myth.

...The clitoris is intimately connected with the vagina, and it
may be that this is the connection which makes the vaginal
orgasm possible. However, coition with penetration of the
vagina does provide pleasure of an undeniably specific kind,
and this is the form that many women find the fullest and most
satisfying. Laboratory experiments that isclate the internal
sensitivity of the vagina as a whole from its reactions as a whole
prove nothing. Copulation is not an intercourse between two
sets of genital organs, nor yet between two bodies, but between
two persons, and the orgasm is in the highest sense of the word
a psychosomatic phenomenon,?

(Apparently by a “psychosomatic phenomenon,” Beauvoir means
a phenomenon connecting mind and body).

To Redstockings, a heterosexual radical feminist group, whatever
women did should be accepted as a legitimate and rational
survival strategy. To criticize what women did was to be anti
woman,

In “The Marriage Question,” an article in Redstockings' book
Feminist Revolution, Pat Mainardi wrote,

Although most American women are matrried, will be married,
have been married or would like to be married, fashionable
women’s movement rhetorie classifies women who live with men

as ‘unliberated’ second-class feminists at best, ‘collaborators
with the enemy’ at worst, 2

Consciousness-raising revealed what most women wanted. To
reject what most women said they wanted was to attack most
women,

Whereas the leftists [in the Movement] attacked the institution
of marriage, the lesbians went one further and attacked any
relationships with men. Neither group was interested in finding
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out the truth about their own and other women’s lives—they
already assumed they knew ik, . *7

Mainardi apparently did not consider valid lesbians’ descrip-
tions of their own lives—what they had learned about the possi-
bility of loving other women, how they had been hurt by wormen who
chose men over them, how they had participated in heterosexual
relations, then changed.

Actually, the Redstockings were just as angry at Atkinson's
belief that women who lived with men were collaborators as with
lesbian feminist politics,

Mainardi continued,

Women who lived with men were ‘collaborators with the enemy’
went the new line, and they should ‘liberate themselves' by
leaving, Wornen began to be pressured to leave their husbands
against their wishes and whatever the consequences..‘. The
group called The Feminists founded by Ti-Grace Atkinson,
limited the number of women living with men to one-third of
the group because they were supposed to be less militant afld
radical and would dilute purity. One could no longer testify
honestly about one's married life because anything bad would
be greeted with ‘leave him.'

During this time, feminists still living with a man became less
honest about their reasons, and so nothing could be truly
resolved.?®

The perceived pressure to be dishonest was indeed a problem for
the movement. Honest discussion is a prerequisite for resolving
differences. However, silence at the mere prospect of disagreement
should win no political applause.

Mainardi continued that she believed that marriage was both
salvageable and desirable,

To admit that one married out of love for another human being,
that one valued the relationship and wished it to continue, and
that, even so, one was still determined to force an end to what-
ever inequality and oppression existed within the marriage, was
to open oneself to ridicule and condemnation ...

I believe women—and men--would like love, security,
companionship, respect and a long term commitment to each
other. Women rarely get much of this, in marriage or out, but
we wand it
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Mainardi assumes that women and men ultimately want the
same thing—good, mutually supportive relationships. Because
most women want these relationships (with men), she feels they
should have them —and seers to offer the hope that most women
could obtain them,

As lesbians feared being used by the heterosexual women,
heterosexual feminists feared being used by leshians--and
simplified lesbians’ call for women to band together into a
demand that specific women “put cut.” Mainardi wrote,

The leftist women thought of us as support troops for their
dogma; the lesbians as potential sex partners, the sum of these
two attitudes—followers, supporters and sex partners—is
exactly the same as men’s attitudes towards all women 4

Mainardi apparently did not think that the desire for other
women to becore lesbians was motivated by concern or affection.
Nor did Mainardi see that lesbians might be at least as eager to
have more lesbian friends and political allies as to have “sex
partners.”

By 1975, the year that Feminist Eevolution was published, les-
bian feminists such as Charlotte Bunch and Lucia Valeska were
encouraging heterosexual feminists to join in the challenge to insti-
tutionalized heterosexuality, The Redstockings’ members, however,
took no part in criticizing heterosexuality as an institution.

However, by the mid- to late 1970s, the debate between lesbian
and heterosexual feminists cooled down, or fewer women wrote
about it. Lesbians focused more on lesbianism than on heterosex-
uality, or worked in groups which did not focus on sexuality or
lesbian feminism, Few heterosexual feminists wrote about these
conflicts.

A few years later, the defense of heterosexuality resurfaced. New
York University professor Jessica Benjamin wrote a 1979
paper, “Starting from the Left and Going Beyond,” saying,

The conviction is strong in me that I could never know freedom
with a man. The freedem we seek in love, of being known for
who we are, of sharing our dreams and visions. I can imagine
such freedom only with another woman.”

But she goes on to say that she must be heterosexual, and that
heterosexual women need a forum:;

It seems to me that the evasion of both personal and political
levels of our relationships to men—the reformism of heterosex-
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ual women —is motivated by the fear of revealing weakness and
facing ambivalence, of losing safety without gaining freedom 4

Is it the loss or the gain of freedom that is frightening?
Benjamin writes:

Our dependency ties us to those who have oppressed or denied
us by the bonds of love...this, our most personal political
problem, has been dealt with largely by the strategy of terror,
that is moralizing and the strategy of evasion, that is apathy...
Both of these approaches have in common the feeling of shame.
The shame of this dependency, this weakness, this powerless-
ness, The last women's group I was in foundered on this shame,
on the inability to talk about our relationships with and depen-
dency on men, Heterosexual women have largely retreated into
a private struggle around this issue, increasingly unaided by
consciousness raising or collective life forms. But this is not
merely hecause women are relieved to slip back into their
earlier entrapment, but because we are ashamed of it.43

Freedom (which she herself just defined as leaving men) is seen
as too heavy a burden—but so is having to face criticism for
rejecting freedom,

Canadian socialist feminist Mary O'Brien sees sex in terms of
heterosexuality, She criticizes the feminist movement for empha-
sizing sexual freedom more than reproductive freedom. She says
that to expect women to refrain from having sex with men is to
expect them to give up sexual pleasure,

The recurrent masculine dread that women hold a potential
political weapon in the withholding of sexual access to their
persons belongs in the same conceptual category as the myth of
the general strike. It is ultimately anarchic in its divorce from
rational cooperation, to say nothing of the prejudiced postulate
that women can quite easily forego sexual satisfaction.t*

She seems to assume, then, that women should cooperate with
men sexually, and that women will almost be forced by their own
desire to do so,

Rohin Morgan defended heterosexunality in her 1982 book, The
Anatomy of Freedom:

Deep down, heterosexuality is, for a feminist, the desire not to

write off the male half of the species completely.i®

Morgan's cornment suggests that the only way of acknowledging
men's existence is by having sexual relations with them. The
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comment ignores the existence of many lesbians who have
connections with men as brothers, sons, fathers, friends or political
allies.

In 1989, after she had broken up with her husband and become
a lesbian, Morgan’s perceptions of heterosexuality and lesbianism
had changed. She told off our backs, in an interview discussing
her book The Demon Lover:

...It was not until I fell in love with a woman that a whole
perspective of other kinds of sexuality, an energy of eroticism
that was not in some ways self-defeating, became conceivable. .,

It is extremely difficult at this moment in history for even the
most principled woman and the most principled man to speak
the same language.s®

In 1979, the feminist newspaper off our backs ran complemen-
tary commentaries by a heterosexual radical feminist, Vickie
Leonard, and a lesbian radical feminist (myself). A note made it
clear that the authors were close friends debating, not playing out
a split.,

Vickie Leonard wrote:

My hatred and distrust of men runs deep as does my love and
bonding with women ... Because of my brothers, I can hate what
men do and still like being arcund them.

For some feminists, realizing how intensely men hate women
can be terribly frightening. I grew up with that—it doesn't
intimidate or scare me. Also, superficially sucking up to men
doesn't appall me either. Those are the facts of life in
patriarchy,

I have few, if any, hopes about reforming men. That's
prevented me from the pain of isolation or disappointment a
feminist might feel if she were attempting to radicalize a man. ..
...Feminists may be heterosexual because they are in a
comfortable long-term relationship, one that predates their
feminism, They may fear jeopardizing their political and per-
sonal relationships with feminists by mixing in the sexual and
romantic. Some women still crave male approval, Frankly, I'd
rather a woman sought male approval in her personal life than in
her feminist group bullying them to work with male-dominated
alliances, 47

This “defense” of heterosexuality is certainly different from
most earlier ones by heterosexual radical feminists.
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In a responding article, [ wrote,

I have been a heterosexual feminist myself. It does bother me
when I hear lesbians say ‘a straight woman can’t be a feminist.
Of course she can. Thousands of women, from Elizabeth Cady
Stanton on down te the present, have been, Of course a hetero-
sexual woman can realize that women are oppressed as a
group and can decide to work with other women to end that
oppression, Like all other feminists, she deserves respect for her
commitment and work,

I dor’t think that women who define themselves as hetero-
sexual should be forced or pressured to change. .. Every woman
must make her own decisions. .. however...

If women in heterosexual relationships were really free,
would they be risking cancer with the pill, a perforated uterus
with an IUD or an abortion with any other method simply to
engage in a practice that does not satisfy them? If men were
really concerned about changing power relationships, would
they not concentrate on other sexual acts, equally capable of
giving them orgasms?

Why would one be more sexually attracted te men than to
women? Why would more powerful people be more attractive?
Are such explanations (which I've heard) as ‘I like how
strong/tall men are’ another way of being attracted to power?
Why do women use different intellectual and political standards
in choosing men than in choosing women friends? Because no
man would fit the same standards?48

Changing Sexuality

It seems necessary to point out that not all of those who
strongly proclaimed themselves to be lesbian feminists and devel-
oped a leshian feminist theory and style that challenge hetero-
sexuality have maintained consistent politics. Some are no longer
lesbians (which does not necessarily mean that their earlier
relationships with women were insincere). Others, like Rita Mae
Brown and Jill Johnston, while staying primarily lesbian, have
modified their politics.

Jill Johnston changed her position to a sort of irritated sarcasm
about issues of lesbian and feminist politics, In a 1979 Village
Voice article, she wrote that, “What interests me about my sexual
identity is not having one.”4?
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Rita Mae Brown by 1981 was saying that relationships with
men as well as women were acceptable. In a 1981 interview with
the Washington Post, she said, "If I thought 1 could only respond
to half the human race, I'd jurp off the Golden Gate Bridge. I love
women, [ love men. I love everybody. My assumption is that, until
proven otherwise, people are pan-sexual.”s

Both of these writers have often used irreverent styles, so it is
perhaps not entirely inconsistent that they eventually were irrev-
erent about lesbian feminist politics.

It is difficult in this society to maintain oneself as a lesbian or to
maintain a consistent radical politics of any sort. There are few
rewards or reinforcements, except in lesbian circles or circles that
share one’s brand of radical politics.

In fact, not all of the other writers whose positions on sexual
politics are quoted in this book have maintained the same sexual
stance that they originally expressed; for instance, not every
heterosexual has remained heterosexual. Although she advocates
having no personal connections with men, Ti-Grace Atkinson had
a close tie to a man, whose fatal injury is mentioned in Amazon
Odyssey.” Most of the writers have, as far as I know, maintained
the same sexual orientation as the one described here. (It is
possible to change one's sexual behavior without changing one’s
theoretical perspective; one could have a relationship with a man
while still believing it would be more constructive to be lesbian or
celibate, for instance. But usually a person’s ideas change to
match behavior, if behavior doesn't match ideas.)

Perhaps when someone advocates a particularly militant
stance—on sex or on other political questions, we might reflect,
“yes, but is she really going to carry that out for the rest of her
life?" Militancy and consistency are not always firmly united.

There is perhaps a tinge of unreality about some discussions of
heterosexual relations. The structure of heterosexuality is
oppressive, but relationships carried out within that structure
vary. If a major argument for being a lesbian is that men will
always behave horribly and that “every fuck is a rape,” then a
woman may lose some of her commitment to lesbhianism when she
discovers that some men are unaggressive and behave consider-
ately in personal relations. Mere persuasive than saying that every
fuck is a rape, would be saying that intercourse has been
influenced by the fact that many men rape women. If we exagger-
ate too much, women with different experiences will not believe
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us, and we may wind up not helieving ourselves. One of the first
women to say that “every fuck is a rape” later got married.

Feminists of Color on Sexuality

The thoughts of feminists of color on sexuality have been
diverse, African-American women, in particular, have faced not
only woman-hating, but also specific devaluation of themselves as
Black women in a white-male-dominated society which considers
white women more beautiful than Black women.

Early in the movement, Cellestine Ware, a founder of New York
Radical Women, wrote,

The rejection of black women by black men is a phenomenon
best explained by the black man’s underlying hatred of black-
ness and by the need to dominate that underlies male-female
relationships,b?

But in her 1970 book Woman Power, Ware is critical of femi-
nists who “wish to abolish relationships with men and wifehood
and motherhood as roles uniquely oppressive.”5® Ware called the
Feminists a group that, “rather than constituting a political
organization to annihilate sex roles...is an organization to
eradicate sexuality and the emotions.” Ware adds that “If we are
such stuff as revolutions are willed by, we are also the creatures
of our biology"—thus suggesting that sexual expression is
necessary and desirable.®

Black feminists have considered a number of solutions to sexual
oppression, In a 1969 essay, Toni Cade (now Bambara) wrote,

I tend to agree that celibacy for a time is worth considering, for
sex Is dirty if all it means is winning a man, conquering a
woman, beating someone out of something, abusing each other's
dignity in order to prove that I am a man, I am a woman, 56

A number of Black feminists have advocated lesbianism as a
solution, One of the earliest of such essays was “Letter to a
Friend," a Ladder article by Anita Cornwall:

Because, honey pie, never again will I sleep with any man of
color. Men have fucked me over for the absolute last time. And I
can say without reservation that eny woman sleeping with any
man on a fairly regular basis is prostituting her mind, her body,
and her spirit, no matter what the relationship is called —ie,,
marriage, living together, shacking up or what the hell—the
situation is still the same, she is the slave and he is the king.56
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In a 1980 article for the anthology This Bridge Called My Back,
Cheryl Clarke continued the discussion of lesbianism as a political
act.

For a woman to be a lesbian in a male-supremacist, capitalist,
misogynist, racist, homophocbic, imperialist culture, such as that
of North America, is an act of resistance.’”

Clarke also challenges the institution of heterosexuality:

The woman who embraces lesbianism as an ideological, political
and philosophical means of liberation of all women from
heterosexual tyranny must also identify with the world-wide
struggle of all women to end male-supremacist tyranny at all
levels. As far as I am concerned, any woman who calls herself a
feminist must coramit herself to the liberation of all women
from coerced heterosexuality as it manifests itself in the family,
the state, and Madison Avenue.®®

In a 1980 speech, Pat Parker extended the criticism of hetero-
sexuality to the nuclear family:

... The left must give up its undying loyalty to the nuclear family.
In the same way it is difficult for upper and middle class
women to give up their commitment to the nuclear family, but
the nuclear family is the basic unit of capitalism and in order
for us to move to revolution it has to be destroyed.5

In her 1978 essay, ‘Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power,”
Audre Lorde wrote about the energy that women can obtain from
the erotic, which she connects with lesbianism (although she does
not say that it is only associated with lesbianism). Lorde writes
that the suppression of women's erotic feelings has been a major
aspect of women’s oppression.

In order to perpetuate itself, every oppression must corrupt or

distort those various sources of power within the culture of the

oppressed that can provide energy for change. For women, this
has meant a suppression of the erotic as a considered source of
power and information within our lives.8

Lorde is critical of the ideas of feminists such as Atkinson who
see the erotic as a source of power only for men. She sees this
rejection of the erotic in women as a reflection of male-dominated
society.

We have been taught to suspect this resource, vilified, abused
and devalued within western society...
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It is a short step from there to the false belief that only by
suppression of the erotic within our lives and consciousness can
women be truly strong. But that strength is illusory, for it is
fashioned within the concept of male models of power,5!

Lorde sees the erotic as a source of strength that can enable
women to dare to try to enrich our lives in all areas, such as work.

Once-we know the extent to which we are capable of feeling
that sense of satisfaction and completion, we can then observe
which of our various life endeavors bring us closer to that
fullness...

Within the celebration of the erotic in all our endeavors, my
work becomes a conscious decision., . 82

Lorde is very far from thinking that sexual relationships must
be oppressive or unequal, She believes that mutuality is possible.

The sharing of joy, whether physical, emotional, psychic, or in-
tellectual, forms a bridge between the sharers which can be the
basis for understanding much of what is not shared between
them, and lessens the threat of their differences.s

(Of course, if one person is determined to be master of the
other, the joy—if in fact it was truly shared —might tnerease the
threat of their difference, or of their similarity).

In 1977, Barbara Smith wrote an article that asked why many
Black women, despite having close relationships with other
wormen, did not become lesbians. She suggests that the reason is
that Black women already bear so many oppressions:

Heterosexual privilege is usually the only privilege that Black
women have. None of us have racial or sexual privilege, almost
none of us have class privilege, maintaining ‘straightness’ is our
last resort... I am convinced that it is our lack of privilege and
power in every other sphere that allows so few Black women to
make the leap that many white women, particularly writers,
have been able to make this decade.®

Of course, not all African-American feminists are lesbians.
Michele Wallace, author of Black Macho and the Myth of the
Superwoman, mentions lesbianism only once in her 1978 book,
and the reference is not particularly complimentary.

Some black women have come together because they can't find
husbands. Some are angry with their boyfriends. The lesbians
are looking for a public forum for their sexual preference
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In her 1981 book, Ain't I a Woman, Bell Hooks (Gloria Watkins)
pointed out that women have been trapped by male definitions of
their sexuality. First, women were trapped by sexual repression,
and now women are trapped by increasing exploitation and
hostility.

Now that the pill and other contraceptive devices give men
unlimited access to the bodies of woemen, they have ceased to
feel that it is necessary to show women any consideration and
respect, They can now see all women as ‘bad,’ as ‘whores,’ and
openly reveal their contempt and hatred. As a group, white men
expose their hatred by increased exploitation of women as sex
objects to sell products and by their whole-hearted support of
pornography and rape. Black men expose their hatred by
increased domestic brutality (white men also) and their
vehement verbal denouncement of black women as matriarchs,
castrators, bitches, etc.%

Nevertheless, Hooks does not agree with lesbian feminist criti-
cisms of heterosexuality.

Attacking heterosexuvality does little to strengthen the self
concept of the masses of women who desire to be with men.%

Although Ain't I ¢ Woman recognizes the work of African-
American lesbians such as Audre Lorde and Barbara Smith, it does
not discuss lesbianism.

In her 1984 book Feminist Theory: FProm Margin to Center,
Hooks says that sexuality is oppressive when a woman is assumed
to be the property of a whole group, generally the group of men,
although it would also be oppressive to be assumed available for
lesbians. Sexuality, says Hooks, will become less oppressive when
it is recognized that sexual relations are part of a particular rela-
tionship with a particular person—that the choice of a particular
man, for instance, does not make a woman available to men in
general.

Hooks says that asserting the particularity and specificity of

“sexual desire, its connection to the set of interactions to another
individual, enhances the struggle to end sexual oppression.

Many women choose to be heterosexual because they enjoy
genital contact with individual men. Feminist movement has
enriched and added new dimensions to lesbian sexuality and
there is no reason it cannot do the same for heterosexuality...
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A liberatory sexuality would not teach women to see their
bodies as accessible to all men, or to all women for that matter.

Implicit in the idea of sexual preference is the assumption
that anyone of the preferred sex can seek aceess o one’s body,
This is a concept that promotes objectification... Sexuality
would be transformed if the codes and labels that strip sexual
desire of its specificity and particularity were abandoned.®

It is unlikely that many leshians think they have an automatic
right. of access to all other Iesbians’ bodies.

In her 1989 book Talking Back, Hooks suggests that feminists
should write more about men, “When one girl in four is a vietim of
male incest, one woman in three is raped, and half of all married
women are victims of male violence, addressing ways men and
women interact daily must be a concern of feminists.”®® However,
in the next sentence she says, “Relationships of care and intimacy
often mediate contact between women and men within patri-
archy so that all men do not necessarily dominate and oppress
women. Despite patriarchy and sexism, there is potential for
radicalization and transformation.””

In Talking Back, Hooks elaborates on her perspective on
heterosexism,

I feel that a critique of heterosexism, to me, is included in the

" notion of sexism. I don't see heterosexism as a being a separate
category, because it seems to me that heterosexism is definitely
the child of sexism.™

Feminists of Color are continuing to write about the ways that
sexuality under white supremacist patriarchy has particularly
injured them.

Barbara Omolade’s article “Hearts of Darkness,” describes the
historical and continuing effects of mass rape on black women
under slavery.

The racial patriarchy of the white man enabled him to enact
the culture’s separation between the goodness, purity, inno-
cence and frailty of woman with the sinful, evil strength, and
carnal knowledge of woman by having sex with white women
who came to embody the former and black women who came to
embody the latter.?

But Omolade adds that the oppression had not extinguished
Black women’'s sexuality,
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If the sexual act between white men and black women was a
ritual reenactment of domination, the oppression failed to
completely dampen the sexual expression of black women
within the black community, which often became a ritual
enactment of affirmation of her freedom and happiness...™

Latina lesbian Cherrfe Moraga, in Loving in the War Years,
writes how Chicana women are stigmatized as descendants of
Malinche, a Mexican Indian woman who supposedly helped the
Spanish congquer the Aztecs. Lesbianism is seen as a practice
picked up from whites, she adds.

There is hardly a Chicana growing up today who does not suffer
under her name [Malinche’s] even if she never hears directly of
the one-time Aztec princess.™

The woman who defies her role as subservient to husband,
father, brother, or son by taking control of her own sexual
destiny is purported to be a ‘traitor to her race’ by contributing
to the ‘genocide’ of her people—whether or not she has
children. In short, even if the defiant woman is wot a lesbian,
she is purported to be one; for, like the lesbian in the Chicano
imagination, she is una Malinchista. Like Malinche of Mexican
history, she is corrupted by foreign influences which threaten to
destroy her people.’

Juanita Ramos, in the anthology Compadieras: Latina Lesbians,
writes, “Being a lesbian is by definition an act of treason against
our [Latin] cultural values.”7

The Critique Continues

Some feminists have continued the critique of sexuality in the
1980s. For instance, Andrea Dworkin wrote in an essay in her
1983 book Right-wing Women that sexual intercourse is key to
male domination, She continues to develop the ideas that she had
set forth in her 1974 speech, “Renouncing Sexual Equality"

Because women are exploited as a sex class for sex, it is
impossible to talk about women’s sexuality outside the context
of forced sex or, at the least, without reference to forced sex., .,

The force itself is intrinsically ‘sexy,’ romanticized, described
as a measure of the desire of an individual man for an
individual woman...
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It is through intercourse in particular that men express and
maintain their power and dominance over women,,.”

In an essay in her book Right-wing Women, Dworkin suggests
that there are possibilities for 2 woman to free her sexuality. This
has nothing to do with increasing one’s number of orgasms,
Dworkin writes.

There is also, possibly, sexual intelligence, a human capacity for
discerning, manifesting, and constructing sexual integrity. Sex-
ual intelligence could not be measured in numbers of orgasms
...It would be in the body, but it could never be in an
imprisoned, isolated body, a body denied access to the world...
Sexual intelligence would probably be more like moral intelli-
gence than like anything else...™

Sexual intelligence in women, that rarest intelligence in a
male-supremacist world, is necessarily a revolutionary intelli-
gence, the opposite of the pornographic (which simply reiter-
ates the world as it is for women), the opposite of the will to be
used, the opposite of masochism and self-hatred, the opposite
of ‘good woman’ and ‘bad woman' both, It is not in being a
whore that 2 woman becomes an outlaw in this man's world; it
is in the possession of herself, the ownership and effective
control of her own body...”

Unlike the Redstockings’ idea that women basically know what
they want, Dworkin suggests that it is very difficult for women to
even have an intelligent estimate of their own desires under male
supremacy. Her idea of sexuality seems a little closer to
Atkinson’s, although Atkinson would not necessarily agree that
sexual intelligence was possible, '

Dworkin does not explain what the sexuality of a woman who
owned herself would be. How would she have sexual relations
with others—if she did—without giving up some measure of
“ownership™?

Dworkin's 1987 book Irniercowrse continues her critique of inter-
course with men, but does not indicate how a better sexuality
could develop—nor does she say that lesbianism might be a better
alternative. She damns intercourse and its effects even more than
in her previous work.

Dworkin suggests that women who have been used as sexual
objects may never recover sufficiently to be equal to men.
“Equality means physical wholeness, virginity—for the woman,
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equality requires not ever having been reduced to that object of
sensuality in order to be used as a tool of men’s desire and
satiation in sex. What is lost by the woman when she becomes a
sexual object, and when she is confirmed in that status by being
fucked, is not recoverable.”® Undoubtedly, being used as an
object is painful and damaging, but the suggestion that women
can never recover sounds awfully despairing.

Feminists must be concerned not only with their own sexual
integrity but also with other women's, Dworkin suggests, Saying
that it is acceptable for some women to be employed in prostitu-
tion or pornography is colluding in their oppression, she says in
Right-wing Women.

Supporting the use of some women in any area of sex exploita-
tion is the willful sacrifice of women on the altar of sex abuse
and it is a political repudiation of the sex-class consciousness
basic to feminism: it is—whoever does it-—antiferinism.®

In a 1982 article, feminist theorist Catharine A. MacKinnon,
who is closely allied with Dworkin, wrote:

Sexuality is to feminism what work is to marxism: that which is
most one’s own, yet most taken away.

Sexuality is that social process which creates, organizes,
expresses, and directs desire, creating the social beings we
know as women and men, as their relations create society.5?

Like Dworkin, MacKinnon sees sexuality as the key to male
supremacy.

Women and men are divided by gender, made into the sexes as
we know them, by the social requirements of heterosexuality,
which institutionalizes male sexual dominance and female
sexual submission, If this is true, sexuality is the linchpin of
gender inequality.®

This is also similar to Atkinson.
MacKinnon continues,

...Each element of the female gender stereotype is revealed as,
in fact, sexual Vulnerability means the appearance/reality of
easy sexual access; passivity means receptivity and disabled
resistance.8¢

MacKinnon's definition of woman is somewhat similar to
Monique Wittig's.
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To MacKinnon, alienated sexuality is part of the definition of a
woman,

A woman is a being who identifies and is identified as one
whose sexuality exists for someone else, who is socially male.
[The latter could be a woman with some share of male power].
Women's sexuality is the capacity to arouse desire in that
someone, 5

MacKinnon suggests that women’s sexuality has been so artifi-
cially constructed that neither mere absence of oppression nor
more expression of the sexuality as it exists can be liberating.

If being for another is the whole of women’s sexual construc-
tion, it can be no more escaped by separatism, men’s temporary
concrete absence, than eliminated or qualified by permissive-
ness,. 5

In MacKinnon's framework, it is possible for a woman to be the
one for whom another woman's sexuality exists; it is not a true
escape to create this situation, she suggests.

In a 1983 interview with off our backs, MacKinnon suggested
that none of us can trust her own feelings about sexuality.

Until we confront the ways that both women and men identify
ourselves and experience our sexuality as something that is
inextricably part of gender inequality—that is, the inequality of
women and men or male dominance and female subordination
—until we realize that we've eroticized that and that is what
gender means, then we're going to keep saying things like 4f I
get off on that, how can it be wrong, as if this is a moral
critique, when it isn’t.58

Sexuality is often coerced in male-dominated society, Mac-
Kinnon says. The boundary between rape and non-rape is not
easy to determine. Rape is sexuality as well as violence:

I think the notion that rape is violence not sex comes from
women wanting to say that we are not turned on by being
violated...

The problem of sexuality as it is presently construed is that
force is not seen as force...l also think that men tend to be
sexunally aroused by dominance in all its forms.#

In her 1987 book Feminism Unmodified, MacKinnon is pessi-
mistic about the possibility of having nonoppressive sexual
relationships in the present day.
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Audiences [at her speeches] constantly expressed their desire
for sexual connection undominated by dominance, unimpli-
cated in the inequality of the sexes, a sexuality of one’s own yet
with another...The problem...is that many people want to
believe they already have this more than they want to have it. ..
Audiences want to affirm that the sexuality for which we need
what we do not have—a society of sex equality— already exists
and merely needs to be unearthed. ..

...Sex feeling good may mean that one is enjoying one's subor-
dination; it would not be the first time. Or it may mean that one
has glimpsed freedom, a rare and valuable and contradictory
event, Under existing conditions, what else would freedom be?
The point is, the possible varieties of interpersonal engagement,
including the pleasure of sensation or the experience of inti-
macy, does not, things being as they are, make sex empowering
for women.®0

Much of MacKinnon’s work seems carefully considered over
time. However, the sweeping suggestion that sex now cannot be
empowering for women recalls the sweeping statements of the
early days of the feminist movement,

r\.

Chapter 10

Realignment in
Feminist Sexual
Politics

A lack of discussion of intimate issues of sex and love by many
feminists has led to a climate of frustration. When discussion
developed, it was not the discussion that some radical feminists
wanted. Sex has been discussed far more often than love—as it
generally has been in the feminist movement after the earliest days.

The new dialogue has included little discussion of practices such
as oral and manual sex (lesbians differ in attachment to these
practices, as do women of other sexualities), differences between
partners on frequency of sex, long distance relationships and their
implications for sexuality, relationships between women who both
have little leisure, or most other common sexual problems.

The feminist debate in the 1980s instead often focused on the
practice of sadomasochism and on butch/femme sex roles because
some lesbians began demanding recognition in the feminist
movement for these practices. Some forays on these subjects were
made in the 1970s, but the debate did not become movement-wide
until the 1980s.
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These women often defended, and were defended by, hetero-
sexual feminists who felt that many lesbian feminists had been
too critical of heterosexuality. Of course, not all heterosexual
feminists lined up on this side. Some heterosexual feminists,
particularly those involved in working against pornography and
violence against women, have jolned lesbian feminists in saying
that some forms of sexunality can be criticized,

Nor do all lesbians who support butch/femme roles, particu-
larly in a historical context, necessarily support sadomasochism.
To condemn butch/femme relationships entirely would be to
repudiate a large chapter in lesbian history and many courageous
women who took great risks to love other women.

Butch/Femme Relations

In 1981, Lesbian Herstory Archives founder Joan Nestle launched
a defense of butch/femme love that has been followed by many
articles in publications such as Lesbian Ethics. Nestle wrote,

Butch/fernme was an erotic partnership serving both as a
conspicuous flag of rebellion and as an intimate expression of
women’s sexuality ...

Because of the complexity and authenticity of the butch/
femme experience, [ think we must take another look at the term
role-playing, used primarily to summarize this way of loving,
I do not think the term serves a purpose either as a label for or as
a description of the experience. As a femme, [ did what was
natural for rae, what felt right. [ did not learn a part; [ perfected
a way of loving.!

In 1982, the annual feminist conference at Barnard College
focused on a critique of the lesbian feminist critique of sexuality
{such as heterosexuality and dominance relationships); the con-
ference included workshops on the politics of sadomasochism
and the practice of butch/femme roles, while major speakers
spoke in favor of exploring “sexual danger,” which presumably
includes or features sadomasochism.?

Speakers criticized the critique of sexuality developed in
various ways by Ti-Grace Atkinson, lesbian separatists
(unnamed), Adrienne Rich, Andrea Dworkin, Susan Brownmiller
and Kathleen Barry (who wrote a book on forced prostitution,
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Female Sexual Slovery)., Some of the women criticized are
lesbians, while others are heterosexual or celibate.

There appears to be a realignment on sexuality that cuts across
the lesbian/heterosexual division. On the one side are those
(generally radical or lesbian) feminists who have presented a
critical analysis of sexuality that challenges many norms, such as:
the institution of heterosexuality; the influence of the practice of
rape on all male/female relations, including those in which the
man does not commit rape; the institution of sexual intercourse
as a male-defined act; and dominance/submission in sexual rela-
tionships generally.

On the other side are women who object to these critiques,
suggesting that sexuality is an individual matter and that those
who criticize it disregard other women's liberties and passions
(including the desire to submit). Perhaps this position could be
called the sexual libertarian position,

Many of those who are sexual libertarians have a socialist femi-
nist, rather than a radical feminist analysis of women’s situation;
that is, they tend to focus more on work than on sexuality as
central to women's oppression. This is not to say that all socialist
feminists are sexual libertarians.

Sadomasochism

Sadomasochists often refer to themselves as “sexual outlaws,”
and to other lesbian sexuality as “safe” or “vanilla,” But al! lesbians
are criminals in many states. (Perhaps this is an unforeseen result
of the occasional glorification of the lesbian as “outlaw™; trying to
determine who is the “most outlaw™).

No feminists have suggested criminal penalties against sado-
masochism among women where there is no use of force or injury.
Some have said that sadomasochism is not a feminist practice, If
one takes the viewpoint that all power over others is ethically
wrong and/or likely to reinforce political domination-—which has
long been a common feminist belief.—then celebrating a form of it
departs from this belief.

Although discussion of sadomasochism and dominance took a
great deal of space in lesbian and feminist publications and
attention in the movement in the early 1980s, sadomasochism
does not seemn to be an issue in most lesbians’ personal lives. The
Gay Report by Karla Jay and Allen Young, published in 1979, said
that 2% of lesbians had very positive, and 7% somewhat positive
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feelings about sadomasochism-—while 4% had very positive, and
7% somewhat positive feelings about bondage.?

Some terms of the debate are code words for one side or the
other, such as “risk” or “danger.” Other terms are used by both.

Many feminists in the 1980s use terms made popular by French
male sexologist Michel Foucault and say that sexuality is histori-
cally constructed in particular eras—not a universal, given prac-
tice. But the argument that sexuality is historically constructed
can be used to mean almost anything. Sexual libertarians have
used it to say, “Sexuality is constructed; practices like sado-
masochism have no inherent meaning—they can mean just what
the participants want them to mean.”

On the other hand, feminists who [eel there should be a critique
of sexuality sometimes say, “Practices such as sadomasochism are
not just games: They arose in connection with, and were
constructed by our oppressive situation-—so it's reasonable to
criticize them as reflections of it.”

The Sexual Libertarian Position

In 1981, Amber Hollibaugh and Cherrie Moraga wrote a dialogue
in which they complained that lesbianism had been desexualized
and that the model they felt had been set up for lesbians had been
too rigid. By “desexualized” lesbianism, critics generally mean the
political lesbianism developed by groups like the Furies and its
heir, the lesbianism described in Adrienne Rich’s article on compul-
sory heterosexuality.

What grew out of this kind of ‘non-sexual' theory was a
‘transcendent’ definition of sexuality where lesbianism (since it
exists outside the institution of heterosexuality) came to be seen
as the practice of feminism. It set up a ‘perfect’ vision of
egalitarian sexuality, where we could magically leap over our
heterosexist conditioning into mutually orgasmic, struggle-free,
trouble-free sex. We feel this vision has become both misleading
and damaging to many feminists, but in particular to lesbians, .,
Who can really live up to such an ideal?4

Ann Snitow, Christine Stansell and Sharon Thompson, in the
introduction to the 1983 book The Powers of Desire, also suggest
that making iesbianism political desexualized it.

In pointing to anger rather than eros as the wellspring of

lesbianistn, the manifesto [‘The Woman-Identified Woman']
opened the way for the desexualization of lesbian identity.?
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Should lesbians not have politicized lesbianism? Is that what
the authors are saying? Is their message that lesbian feminists’
challenge to other women to consider leaving men was mis-
placed? Should these lesbians instead have argued only that
lesbians have better orgasms?

Early lesbian feminists like the Furies had no idea that they
were calling for a “desexualized” lesbianism. Consider the fiction
of Rita Mae Brown, a member of Radicalesbians and the Furies
who helped initiate the call for women to come out; no one could
argue that her fiction is desexualized. Furies member Joan E.
Biren (JEB) observed at a 1988 lesbian conference, “The idea that
we [the Furies| weren't sexual has been greatly exaggerated. We
were raunchy,”®

At the 1982 Barnard conference, Alice Echols suggested that
some lesbian feminists, particularly Adrienne Rich, have
presented a version of leshianism that is too sexless.

...Lesbian recognition has been achieved by further abstracting it
from the realm of sexuality and cloaking it as female bonding. ..”

...Women's sexuality is assumed to be more spiritual than sexual,
and considerably less central to their lives than is sexuality to
men's. For instance, Adrienne Rich describes female sexuality as
an ‘energy which is unconfined to any single part of the body or
solely to the body itself’#

Is Echols criticizing the idea that sexual attraction may develop
from, or be connected with experiences that are not totally
physical? How could human sexuality be confined to a single part
of the body?

Echols feels that Rich’s perspective on “the lesbian continuum”
desexualizes both lesbhian and heterosexual women.

Rich's expansive definition of lesbianism completely disregards
the attraction of heterosexuality. Should not any affectional con-
tinuum embrace the full range of erotic and sexual tendencies??

Does this mean that an article focusing on women’s feelings for
each other is unacceptable? Would it also be unacceptable to
write that there may be latent homosexual feelings involved in
male bonding? The idea that heterosexuality is an institution,
which Rich puts forth, in no way implies that women never have
heterosexual desires,

]
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Sexy Roles

Some defenders of the libertarian view suggest that sexuality
without roles or acknowledged power relationships would not be
“sexy” or erotic. That's just what Atkinson said much earlier, when
she asserted that we would be better off without sexuality.

Amber Hollibaugh writes:

...If you deny that roles, 8/M, fantasy or any sexual differences
exist in the first place, you can only come up with neutered
sexuality, where everybody's got to be basically the same
because anything different puts the element of power and
deviation in there and threatens the whole.picture,!©

Another argument is what could be called the pressure theory
of power. In other words, the desire for power exists, and if you
don’t vent some of it in a way that’s acknowledged, it will leak ont,
in less desirable ways.

Cherrfe Moraga argues:

...What I think is very dangerous about keeping down such
fantasies is that they are forced to stay unconscious. Then, next
thing you know, in the actual sexual relationship, you become
the eapturer, that is, you try to have power over your lover,
psychologically or whatever. If the desire for power is so hidden
and unacknowledged, it will inevitably surface through manip-
ulation or what-have-you.!

One could see power in precisely the opposite way: that the
more one has and uses it, the more one wants. Like the exercise
of other chosen practices, such as singing or playing tennis, the
exercise of power seems likely to create a taste for more of the
same rather than diminishing it.

Moraga and Hollibaugh, like other sexual libertarians, defend
the practice of heterosexuality.

By analyzing the institution of heterosexuality through feminism,
we learned what's oppressive about it...but we don't learn what’s
sexual. We don't really know, for instance, why men and women
are still attracted to each other, even through all that oppression
... There is heterosexuality outside of heterosexism.12

That women and men are attracted to each other does not
contradict the critique of heterosexuality: As Atkinson points out,
the attraction is a magnet drawing with unegual power. It would
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be a better defense of heterosexuality to say that tenderness can
exist in heterosexual relations.

Some sexual libertarians suggest that the lesbian feminist
critique of sexuality is basically a white middle-class critique
which is not relevant to Women of Color and working class
women, Moraga and Hollibaugh take this position:

We also believe our racial and class backgrounds have a huge
effect in determining how we perceive ourselves sexually,.. In
our involvement in a movement largely controlled by white
middle-class women, we feel that the values of their cultures
(which may be more closely tied to an American-assimilated
puritanism}) have been pushed down our throats,1?

However, Audre Lorde and Alice Walker have criticized sado-
masochism; the critique is not exclusively white.' Nor is the value
that sexual relationships should be egalitarian derived from white
American puritanism,

Although they argue against sexual norms, the sexual libertar-
ian feminists seem to assume that having directly sexual relations
with other people is a criterion of normality. “Tt would be a bad
defeat if we had to resign ourselves to asexual lives,” said
Ellen DuBois in a paper at the 1982 Barnard conference,!s But
although many feminists, perhaps most, might feel that celibacy
was a defeat; others would not,

The sexual libertarian writers suggest that sexual arounsal or
excitement is in itself a good thing, perhaps more important than
other values. Snitow, Stansell and Thompson wrote:

...What is the psychological relationship between sexual taboo
and arousal? Does shame reduce, or enhance, erotic excite-
ment? Does sexual excitement depend on creating and recre-
ating taboos? Is there such a thing as a progressive taboo?1

Are they suggesting that ferinism or feminists should seek to
maximize arousal? Or orgasms? Why? Such an idea in a feminist
context requires explanation, It does not go without saying that
the maximum arousal is the greatest good.

Socialist feminist Gayle Rubin and other sexual libertarians say
sadomasochists are a sexual minority who need protection, as did
leshians and gays in pre-gay liberation days. Rubin feels that
feminists who criticize sadomasochism do so because they have
an unrealistic image of lesbian sexuality as gentle and
non-role-differentiated.
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Given prevailing ideas of appropriate feminist sexual behavior,
3/M appears to be the mirror opposite. It is dark and polarized,
extreme and ritualized, and above all, it celebrates difference
and power ... This does not mean that sexual behavior should not,
be evaluated. How people treat each other in sexual contexts is
important, But this is not the same as passing judgement on
what are essentially cultural differences in sexual behavior.
There are plenty of lesbian relationships which are long term and
monogamous, in which both partners switch roles or do the same
thing, in which all touching is gentle, but in which the partners
are mean and nasty to each other...S8/M partners may occupy
polarized roles, the touching may be rough, and yet they may
treat each other with respect and affection.!”

Undoubtedly she is right that lesbians who like sadomasochism
can be affectionate and that those who do not can be unkind.
Structures do not always determine the ease of interactions. A
hierarchically organized office in a capitalist company can some-
times have more pleasant outward relations among the staff than
a theoretically egalitarian collective. In fact, it may be likely that
the collective will be more obviously explosive, Trying to establish
egalitarian relationships is never easy.

Sadoemasochistic sex roles do not necessarily correspond to
roles outside of sex, Rubin says.

Nor are the social relations between tops and bottoms similar
to the social relations between men and women, blacks and
whites, straights and queers. Sadists do not systematically op-
press masochists...class, race and gender neither determine
nor correspond to the roles adopted for S/M play.’®

Rubin suggests that sadomasochism, which can be heterosex-
ual, homosexual, or lesbian, is not inherently connected with any
political position. She is apparently responding to criticisms that
sadomasochism is inherently anti-feminist and/or fascist. She
points out that fascists have considered gays communists and
communists have considered them fascists,

There is nothing inherently feminist or non-feminist about S/M.
Sadomasochists, like lesbians, gay men, heterosexuals, etc. may
be anarchists, fascists, democrats, republicans, communists,
feminists, gay liberationists or sexual reactionaries. The idea
that there is an automatic correspondence between sexual
preference and political belief is long overdue to be jettisoned.!?
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At the level of articulated political opinion, Rubin is of course
correct, People’s sexuality and their stated political opinions can
occur in almost any combination. This argument does not address
the question of whether the sexual politics of one’s relationships
has an unconscious effect on or reinforces one's public politics,
and vice versa. Can she believe, for instance, that a person can be
utterly patriarchal in sexual relations but utterly democratic in
work and politics? Won't a little of the private politics leak out?

Peminists who advocate egalitarian sex roles do so in part
because they believe there is a connection between hierarchy in
sexual relationships and hierarchy in non-sexual relationships.
And, yes, of course, if the hierarchy is expressed in ways totally
different from sadomasochism, and, perhaps, totally outside the
bedroom, it is still hierarchy. Feminists who present a critiqué of
dominance say we all--not just those women who engage in
sadomasochism—are apt to fall into hierarchical patterns,

Pornography

The feminist anti-pornography movement is a particular target
of the sexual libertarian feminists,

Alice Echols wrote: “The sexual repressiveness of the lesbian
cultural feminist's orthodoxy has engendered the heterophobia
that is, in turn, vented in the anti-pornography movement. 20
Echols implies that the anti-pornography movement is primarily
lesbian in ideclogy and composition. Apparently she is focusing on
highly visible writers such as Andrea Dworkin, In fact, many anti-
pornography activists are heterosexual (Susan Brownmiller, for
example), and have explicitly heterosexual reasons for opposing
pornography.

The Washington area group Feminists Against Pornography
(FAP), which was founded in the late 1970s, has always been mainly
heterosexual. Such groups as FAP, New York Women Against
Pornography, and some others make presentations about pornog-
raphy to both women and men, because they want men to learn to
see sex in non-pornographic ways. This anti-pornography move-
ment is trying to change men more directly than is any other group
of feminists.

One FAP founder, a heterosexual feminist, told me she thought
it was “lesbian chauvinist” to oppose the anti-pornography move-
ment simply because lesbians don’t have sex with the men whose
perceptions have been warped by pornography. Lesbians who do
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not support the anti-pornography movement, in her view, seem
unconcerned about what happens to their heterosexual sisters in
relationships with men.?! )

Catharine A. MacKinnon has carried this argument further:
She suggests that some lesbians may be unconcerned about the
injuries to women who work in the pornography trade, because
they want to use pornographic materials for their own stimulation.

Claiming to represent women, these people [women lawyers who
say that pornography is free speech] have in effect decided
that there will continue to exist an entire class of women who
will be treated in these ways so that they can have what they
call freedom of speech, Freedom means their free access to
women. Speech means women’s bodies saying what they want
them to say.

Why are wornen lawyers, feminists, siding with the pornog-
raphers?...I don't see a lot of women lawyers, feminist or
otherwise, selling their asses on the street or looking for a
pornographer with a camera in order to fulfill their sexual
agency. . >

Snitow, Stansell and Thompson, after focusing almost
exclusively on the lesbian and other feminists who criticize
heterosexuality and pornography, suggest that those feminists and
sexual libertarians are both guilty of extremism.

...Modern feminism has gone from extreme to extreme, Instead
of adding each new possibility to the list of sexual gains, we
have, rather, traded in the old for the new: the clitoris for the
vagina, lesbianism for heterosexuality, sadomasochism for de-
sexualized lesbianism. How much does this extremism reflect a
habit with sexual language, as we take illuminating metaphors
as literal and comprehensive descriptions: rape for sex with men,
friendship for sex with wornen, vulnerability for victimhood? We
oscillate between two perspectives: on the one hand, a self
righteous censoriousness; on the other, a somewhat cavalier
libertarianism, which deals but minimally with vulnerability?®

Is it persuasive to say that both those who eriticize power rela-
tionships and those who defend them are extreme? What are we
left with?
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Response to the Sexual Libertarian Argument

Feminists critical of the sexual libertarian attitude have been
most especially concerned about sadomasochism. Butch/femme
relationships are generally seen, even by somewhat critical radical
feminists, in a very different light from sadomasochism. (On the
other hand, there are lesbians who see any lesbian relationship as
better than any heterosexual one).

Many feminists see inequality of power as a possibility (or
likelihood) in almost all relationships—an undesirable possibility
(or likelihood). The idea that a power difference should be
institutionalized or celebrated is of particular concern to many
feminists.

In 1982, a number of radical feminists published a book called
Against Sadomasochism, One of the book's selections, a 1975
speech by Ti-Grace Atkinson to gay men, said:

S5/M is the cat the.Establishment does not want out of the
bag—mnot because it does not understand your blood kinship;
but because it does not want women to understand in such
overt and brutal terms the very nature of the power relation-
ship. And, I must add, the nature and function of sex itself—at
least, as the Establishment would have it.2

In the Against Sadomasochism collection, feminist philosopher
Bat-Ami Bar On wrote:

By insisting that sexuality is or ought to be a private matter,
one joins with the forces that have mystified it...

There is certainly a place and a need for progressive
tolerance of the practice of sadomasochism, But feminists who
defend the practice call for much more than progressive
tolerance. They call for social acceptance and approval.2®

She writes that consent for masochists is problematic, No one
can really consent to give up freedom or to be humiliated and
degraded, she said. The nature of sadomasochism is that the rules
keep the masochist sufficiently unhurt so that she’ll be unavail-
able again:

The masochist control rule provides the masochist with the

power to limit the behavior and authority of the sadist...

However, these rules do not change the essential quality of
the experience...
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A sadist with a reputation for non-compliance with the
masochist-control rule would probably be hard pressed to find
a masochist...

... There is little that is substantive about the consent of partici-
pants in sadomasochistic encounters.®®

On the other hand, Gayle Rubin, a self-identified masochist,
wrote:

The silliest arguments about S/M have been those which claim
that it is impossible that people really consent to do it.., The
overwhelming coercion with regard to 5/M is the way in which
people are prevented from deing it. . .27

However, some women who have been in sadomasochistic rela-
tionships have later criticized them. So far, the criticisms seem to
come from those who played the role of masochist. Against
Sadomasochism includes an article by a former masochist who
says she was abused and intimidated to keep her from leaving.?

Audre Lorde also is critical of sadomasochism. In an interview
with Susan Leigh Starr, Lorde said:

If we are to scrutinize our human relationships, we must be
willing to scrutinize all aspects of those relationships. The
subject of revolution is ourselves, is our lives,

Sadomasochism is an institutionalized celebration of domi-
nant/subordinate relationships, And it prepares us either to
accept subordination or to enforce dominance. Even in play, to
affirm that the exertion of the power over the powerless is
erotie, is empowering, is to set the emotional stage for the
continuation of that relationship, politically, socially and
economically.??

Many feminists of various political tendencies have taken to
heart Lorde’s article on the erotic as power. Yet some have chosen
to ignore her statements on sadomasochism, continuing to main-
tain that critics of sadomasochism are puritanical and white.

Some critics say that women involved in sadomasochism can't
really be part of the feminist movement. In Pure Lust, Mary Daly
writes that the differences over sadomasochism and pornography
that have emerged are not debates within the feminist movement
because supporting sadomasochism or pornography is anti-
feminist and puts one outside the movement.
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When women, whether heterosexual or lesbian, whose con-
sciousness has been thus destroyed proclaim themselves pro-
sadomasochism, pro-pornography...they may be exercising
‘free speech,’ but they are speaking neither as feminists nor for
feminists. Since the inherent logic of their position is simply
anti-feminist, they do not represent a ‘split’ or a ‘struggle’ within
the feminist movement. Rather, they have become tools of the
sadosociety in its continuing effort to destroy female conscious-
ness.30

Daly does not account for the fact that some women who have
demanded ferninist acceptance of sadomasochism, roles and
pornography are women who have contributed to the movement
on other issues, like Gayle Rubin. It may be possible to have a
nonfeminist or even anti-feminist position on some issues while
having a feminist position on other issues. Another example might
be woinen who take a feminist position on a number of economic
issues but oppose reproductive rights.

By the late 1980s, the debate over sexuality more often focused
on pornography. Feminists such as Catharine A, MacKinnon and
Andrea Dworkin see pornography as central to women’s
oppression. Feminists and lesbians who take the sexual libertarian
position suggest thai some pornography may be beneficial to those
women who enjoy looking at it.

MacKinnon and Dworkin drafted a model anti-pornography
ordinance that would allow women who have been injured by
pornography to sue those who make and distribute it for violating
their civil rights. The ordinance was adopted by the city of
Indianapolis, Indiana in 1984 but was struck down by an appeals
court and that ruling was accepted in a summary judgement
(without a hearing) by the United States Supreme Court,

A group called the Feminist Anti-Censorship Task Force
(FACT) was formed in New York and other cities to oppose the
anti-pornography ordinance. In a brief opposing the ordinance in
the Indianapolis case, FACT, a group led by sexual libertarian
lesbians, said in support of pornography,

Women need the freedom and the socially recognized space to
appropriate for themselves the robustness of what traditionally
has been male langnage.?!
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A number of famous feminists, including Adrienne Rich, signed
the FACT brief, some of them not because they supported the
argument that pornography could be beneficial for women. Sorme,
like Rich, said that any anti-pornography legislation could be mis-
used by the government. Some agree with opposing pornography
in other ways, such as by demonstrations,

In a statement on the FACT brief, Rich wrote,

I brought no automatic assent to the FACT brief, and there are
parts of it with which I quarrel. I think it underrepresents the
actual toll taken on women’s lives by the actions associated
with sexual slavery, while claiming that actions, not images, are
the problem...

...I am less sure than Dworkin and MacKinnon that this is a
time when further powers of suppression should be turned over
to the State.

Even feminists not directly involved in the anti-pornography
movement have been very critical of the sexual libertarians.
Radical feminist Karen Lindsey writes that the debate has made
her feel less at home in the feminist movement. Lindsey concedes
that some anti-pornography feminists have been too vituperative
in their criticism of those who defend sadomasochism and
pornography. Still, it is the defenders of S/M and pornography
who trouble her, as they have many others.

I've always felt that...I could travel any place in the country
and find, through the shared name of feminism, women with
whom I would have a deep and important bend, whatever our
political differences.

The existence of dedicated feminists who support pornog-
raphy and celebrate sadomasochism changes all that. Our poli-
tical work can coexist; our visions can't.,.What Adrienne Rich
50 beautifully calls the ‘dream of a common language' is gone for
me. 33

Sexual libertarian feminists respond that much of the feminist
critique of sexuality—including both criticism of heterosexuality
and of sexuality based on dominance—developed from the 1970s
trend in feminism that saw men and women as opposites and
celebrated what were deemed to be women's traits. Only such a
view could make women critical of rough or dominance-based
sex, the sexual libertarians argue. Gayle Rubin calls what she
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considers the women's values approach “femininism." Alice
Echols also sees this approach as the basis for the critique of
dominance and roles.

But, as we have seen, the critique of dominance and sex roles
was developed earlier—in the late 1960s—hy radical feminists
such as Atkinson. The Feminists in 1968 described themselves as
an organization dedicated to fighting against sex roles. Some late
1960s heterosexual radical feminists such as Anne Koedt were
skeptical of lesbians precisely because of butch/femme relations,
which conjured up the image of polarized sex roles. Atkinson and
these heterosexual radical feminists strongly opposed the idea
that there were inherent differences between women and men,
and wanted to end the differentiation of people based on gender.
Also, they opposed dominance relations in sex and other areas
both for ethical and political reasons—because women were the
ones who had been subordinate.

This form of objection to dominance and sex roles existed long
before the emergence of lesbian sadomasochism as an issue,
before the development of the idea that women's culture had
special values and even before the expression of leshian feminism
as a specific politics.

On the other hand, one could conceivably say that the sexual
libertarian position is one of the varied descendants of the
Redstockings’ idea that each woman’s interpretation of her own
sexual experience is valid and should be accepted. The conflict
between this position and the critique of sex roles is one of the
most longstanding in the movement.

The “equally valid” approach raises this problem, for butch/
femme and sadomasochistic relations as well as for lesbian
relations generally: When more than one woman is involved, there
may be varied interpretations of the same experience. Some women
may interpret their experiences as playful and pleasurable, while
others with similar experiences—even those in the same
relationship —may interpret them very differently.




Chapter 11

Love and Freedom

Feminists still are only beginning to write much about the
difficulties of combining love, sex and freedom for people who are
both subjects. How can there be total freedom of action for one
person when the other is a subject?

Love, Sex Still Problems

It is extremely common for one person, even if both are women,
to seem to feel more affection and/or more desire than another.
It is common for one person to wish to end sexual relations at a
point when the other does not. It is common for persons involved
with each other to want sexual relations at different rates of
frequency or to want to experience sex differently. Feminists are
only beginning tc discuss these questions, as in Tricia Lootens’
1984 off our backs article which asks what lesbian lovers who no
longer want to make love but want to remain primary to each
other can do.

...What if you are happy with your lover, and have been for
some time, but every time one of you builds up the nerve to try
making love, the other one sobs or pretends to be asleep?. ..

How happy can lovers be if they don't have a sexual relation-
ship? How close does sex bring us? How far apart does it have
to drive us?!
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It is true that the erotic can be strengthening, as Audre Lorde has
written, but sexual relations also can produce tension that
certainly is not strengthening —at least not in the short run. When
relationships end or go through very difficult periods, the erotic
energy can turn to an intense form of distress.

Joyce Lindenbaum, a lesbian feminist therapisi, suggests in a
1985 Feminist Studies article that an unconscious “merging”
frightens many lesbian couples, who start feeling loss of self and
respond by ending sexual relations or breaking up.

The crisis occurs when one of the women begins to feel that she
has become lost in her partner, .,

Given that women are the major caretakers in this culture, a
love relationship between women has a particular potential to
evoke certain aspects of mother-infant intimacy...the lesbian
couple’s recreation of primal intimacy gives rise to the excruci-
ating terror of primal loss...

Having stirred the memory of primal intimacy and passion-
ately dissolved the boundaries between them, the lesbian couple
arrives at...the sacrifice of sex. Though it may take weeks or
months, sometimes even years, these women gradually stop
making love.?

Lindenbaum is not suggesting that lesbian relationships have
more problems than heterosexual relationships. We may suppose
that heterosexual relationships that approach deep intimacy may
face similar problems,

Simone de Beauvoir, although she called for sexual relations
based on mutual recognition, also suggested in The Second Sex
that relationships might then become less “sexy” (as did hers with
Sartre, who discontinued sexual relations at some point in their
relationship).

...Erotic attraction dies almost as surely in an atmosphere of
esteem and friendship, for two human beings associated in their
transcendence. .. no longer need carnal union.. 2

Most feminists don't think this separation of love and sex
should happen, but it often does, Perhaps the phenomenon of
losing sexual attraction when love is successful supports the -
arguments of those ferminists who say there is a need to rethink
and reshape what people find erotic.
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Of course, fear of merging because a relationship is very
intimate is not the only reason that sex may become difficult. For
many women, sexual abuse in childhood or adult relationships
with men still affects their sexuality after the abuse has ended
and they are in non-abusive relationships. The journal Lesbian
Ethics devoted much of an issue to this subject in 19874 A survey
by JoAnn Loulan revealed that 38% of all lesbians were abused as
children, the same percentage as that of women in the general
population studied by Diana Russell.F

(Lesbians might note that JoAnn Loulan's books Lesbian Sex
and Lesbian Passion, published in the 1980s, provide a number of
suggestions for lesbians having difficulty maintaining the sexual
aspect of relationships).t

Asking How to Love Well

Leshian feminists are beginning to discuss how to love well as
well as how to relate sexually.

Marilyn Frye thinks it is possible to love without cannibalizing
each other. She suggests that people can preserve autonomy
while loving each other.

One who loves is not selfless either. If the loving eye is in any
sense disinterested, it is not that the seer has lost herself, has
no interests, or ignores or denies her interests, Any of these
would seriously incapacitate her as a perceiver. What ¢s the
case, surely, is that unlike the slave or the master, the loving
perceiver can see without the presupposition that the other
poses a constant threat or that the other exists for the seer’s
service; nor does she see with the other's eye instead of her own.
Her interest does not blend the seer and the seen, either
empirically by terror or a priori by conceptual links forged by
the arrogant eye. One who sees with a loving eye is separate
from the other whom she sees. There are boundaries between
them; she and the other are two; their interests are not
identical; they are not blended in vital parasitic or symbiotic
relations, nor does she believe they are or pretend they are.”

But Frye does not discuss why these people want a relationship
in the first place. She takes off from Atkinson's discussion of
metaphysical cannibalism without considering its first premise.

Feminists asking whether love can be valid and strengthening
rather than an escape from freedom might want to consider that
neither the emotion of love, nor many of the actions associated
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with love—being lifted out of oneself—are exclusive to love for
persons, One can love a bird or a tree, a bock, or a political
movement, That is, the person can think about these things
affectionately, try to understand them, and try to work for their
betterment (preserving the life or the species of the tree or the
bird; trying to get the book back into print; working for the
movement), These comparisons do not insult or trivialize love;
indeed, they may salvage the concept of love from the idea that it
is an illegitimately extracted emotion, state of being, or mode of
action,

It is possible to love without being oppressed. Many feminists
love the feminist movement without being coerced to do so or
brought up to believe they should.

But what about love between individuals?

Love sometimes involves taking actions that put someone else's
welfare before one's own. Only if this situation is chronic or
one-sided is it oppressive. Sometimes, such actions may have to be
rather one-sided, as when an adult loves a child and takes care of
the child. Even if such actions cannot be justified by an ethic that
primarily values autonomy, they can be by an ethic that expects
the individual to have some responsibilities—at least chosen
ones—to others.

Love is manifested in actions, not just emotions. A fairly
congistent pattern of supportive actions can be called “love.”

In a 1984 Hypatia article, "Love, Knowledge and Transforma-
tion,” Caroline Whitbeck puts forth a model for a feminist eros
that is not necessarily lesbian, although it is based on the
awareness developed from lesbian feminism that opposition or
being opposite is not a requirement of erotic love, and, in fact,
works against one’s possibilities of really knowing the other.

In a feminist eros, Whitbeck says, the relation of the self to the
other is not to be represented by gender differences (even if the
two people are a woman and a man). **. .. Differentiation does not
depend on opposition”; different does not mean opposite.?

Whitbeck writes:

What is distinctive about eros within feminist erotics is that it is
a bond to an other who is understood as analogous to the
self,,,Since the other is not viewed as opposite as it is in
masculinist ontology and erotics, it is presumably possible to
genuinely recognize the characteristics of the self in the other.
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Such genuine recognition contrasts with mistakenly attributing
the one’s own characteristics to the other...?

If the lover and beloved were opposite in nature, it could
hardly be expected that each would be able to recognize the
other for what s/he is,1¢

Like Frye, Whitbeck identifies love with knowing. But Whitbeck
does believe that “surprise” over the other person's actions,
attitudes or remarks is a major element in eros.

As Claudia Card (personal communication} has observed, sur-
prise is erotic (if it isn't something else). The truth of this
observation is explained by the underscoring of the other's
otherness in those circumstances: the other’s otherness is most
vividly experienced in the spontaneous and hence unexpected
action of the other.!!

Whitbeck thinks that erotic ex statis—being taken out of one's
self, which she sees as desirable in the context of a feminist eros —
does not happen only in sexual relationships.!2 She believes it can
also happen in the mother/child relationship or between friends.
She does not see this going out of oneself as dangerous, if it is done
in the context of a feminist eros of really seeing each other for who
she is. (But isr't it possible that great injury can be done by a
person who really sees one as one is, if that person is not
scrupulous?)

Whitbeck goes on to say that familiarity “mutes otherness.”

Friendship is something of a problem for an ontology based on
a gelf/other opposition, since friendship turns on shared goals
and understandings. One response to the difficulty is to deny
that friends are distinct beings. Thus Aristotle at one point
speaks of friends as one soul in two bodies,13

This concept of friendship hardly seems to pose less of a
self/other problem than an erotic relationship. In fact, friends
sometimes avoid forming sexual relations because they fear they
already are “too close” and lesbian couples sometimes stop having
sexual relations after they have become “too close,” as Linden-
baum and Lootens pointed out.

If one assumes that surprise is a crucial element in eros and
that the familiarity of friendship is somehow different, isn't this
an argument for maintaining that friends and lovers are distinct
categories? Whitbeck suggests that it is good for eros to be based
on friendship, yet she also endorses the idea of surprise as erotic.
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It is true that surprises can be pleasant as well as unpleasant; but
the argument that surprise is erotie, is reminiscent of the fact that
anaiety is erotic—in the erotics based on tension and antagonism
that predominate in contemporary society.

Isn't it possible that development of a feminist eros means
development of an eros that does not depend on surprise, or, of
course, on anxiety? Why not try to create an erotics based on the
predictability that is linked to trustworthiness, on shared experi-
ences and perceptions? :

Female Friendship

Although lesbian feminists such as Mary Daly had been
discussing friendship between women for some time, the first
feminist book on the subject was published in 1986, Janice
Raymond’s A Passion for Friends. (Radical feminist Karen Lindsey
wrote an earlier book, Friends as Family," that discussed the
importance of friendship but did not analyze it much or focus on
women).

Raymond sees love and friendship as intertwined. She feels that
there should be love within friendship and friendship within love.

She does not much scrutinize the ways that love may have been
injurious to women, but looks at the ways that love and friendship
between wornen can be mutually strengthening. She does not look
at love or friendship between women and men or focus on asking
whether those relations are possible. She says that feminist theory
should not focus on women's connections with men. “This
definition places feminism at a false starting point, that is, woman
in relation to man rather than woman in relation to woman.”!8

Raymond writes that one of the “most devastating conse-
quences” of women's oppression is that it makes “women not
lovable to their Selves and to other women ... When a woman sees a
sister brutalized ... and how few women really survive, Gyn/affec-
tion is erased from memory.”16

Raymond suggests that female friendship is what women should
be fighting for, a necessary condition of a world in which women
are not oppressed. “Women must ask not only what we are fighting
against but also what we are fighting for. The destruction of female
oppression and the development of female friendship go hand in
hand,"!” Raymond says that feminists have not sufficiently stressed
friendship as part of the struggle, part of the goal, and an integral
part of life,’® (See pages 208-9, below).
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Iriendship is both a good thing in itself and a way for women to
stay strong enough to keep working for feminism, according to
Raymond.

Friendship gives women a point of crystallization for living in
the world. It gives form, shape, and- a concrete location to
women who have no state or geographical homeland. .. Friend-
ship provides women with a common world that becomes a
reference point for location in a larger world. .. Thus a sharing
of personal life is at the same time a grounding for social and
political existence,!?

Raymond realizes that women face possible disappointments in
close friendships, but she suggests that the disappointment that
comes from expecting that all women or all feminists will act as
friends is more disillusioning than carefully chosen friendships
will be. She urges women who have been disillusioned by other
women to be forgiving and not turn entirely away from women.
She criticizes “...a certain sentimentalizing of female bonding
which expected too much and then backed away when it was not
delivered .., Nihilistic disaffection is the easy way out."”20

Raymond urges women to develop careful, thoughtful friend-
ships. Bhe refers to both sexual and nonsexual friendships under
the name of friendship.

Friendship is a passion but, in my vision, it is a thoughtful
pagsion. It manifests a thinking heart.?

Raymond’s “thinking heart” is rather like Marilyn Frye’s “loving
eye,” a capacity for perceiving and caring about the other person,
Like Frye and Lorde, Raymond believes that it is possible to love
without damaging oneself or the other woman.

There has been much discussion of passion within the lover
relationship, but not much talk of friendship within love. It is
my opinion that when a lover finds she is losing her Self in the
heightened awareness of and attachment to another woman in
a sexually passionate relationship, the friendship is problem-
atic. Either the Iriendship wasn't strong initially or it got
swallowed up in the sexual passion of the lover relationship.22

Raymond sees love, sexuality, and friendship as connected. She
sees a possibility for passionate friendship without sexual expres-
sion, but not for sexuality without passionate friendship.
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In any kind of lover relationship that is committed, one’s lover
should be one'’s best friend. And if one’s best friend is one’s lover,
she should also be the primary passion of her lover’s life.?

When Raymond says one’s lover/friend should be one’s primary
passion, presumably she does not mean that a passion for
ferinism or other life goals should take a back seat.

Raymond sees love and friendship as desirable and necessary,
complementary rather than contradictory. Possible injurious
effects of love she sees as stemming from a failure by one or both
women to love well —thoughtfully—enough, not as an indication
that there is anything wrong with love in itself.

As the movement moves from the initial rejection of the control
of women's sexuality by men and the affirmation of women's right
to love each other, to actually working on trying to create new
relationships, the difficulties in life, love, and sex become more
perplexing,

There is much disagreement among feminists over what sexu-
ality is and what love is, and also over the role sexunality and love
should have in women's lives now and in the future, Perhaps the
only common ground is the idea that women need to decide for
themselves what role sexuality and love will play in their lives,
and that men must no longer control women's sexuality.




