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The love growing out of m y  quest for self-love , self-respect and 
self-determination must be something one can verify in the ways I present 
myself to others , the ways I approach people different from myself: How 
do I reach out to the people I would like to call my sisters , brothers , 
children , lovers and friends? If I am a Black feminist serious in under
taking self-love , it seems to me that I should gain and gain and gain in 
strength so that I may without fear be able and willing to love and respect , 
for example , women who are not feminists , not professionals , not as old 
or as young as I am, women who have neither job nor income, women 
who are not Black. 

And it seems to me that the strength that should come from Black 
feminism means that I can , without fear,  love and respect all men who 
are willing and able , without fear, to love and respect me. In short , if 
acquiring my self-determination is part of a worldwide , inevitable and 
righteous movement, then I should be willing and able to embrace more 
and more of the whole world without fear and also without self-sacrifice. 

This means that as a Black feminist I cannot be expected to respect 
what somebody else calls self-love if that concept of self-love requires my 
self-destruction to any degree. This holds true whether that somebody 
else is male , female , Black or white. My Black feminism means that you 
cannot expect me to respect what somebody else identifies as the Good 
of the People if that so-called Good (often translated as manhood or 
family or nationalism) requires the deferral or the diminution of my 
self-fulfillment. We, Blacks and women , are the people. And , as Black 
women , we are most of the people , any people. Therefore , nothing that 
is good for the people is actually good unless it is good for me and my 
people , as I ,  as we , determine our own lives. 

When I speak of Black feminism , I am speaking from an intense 
consciousness of the truth that we Black women huddle together miserab
ly on the very lowest levels of the economic pyramid. We Black women 
subsist in the most tenuous economic conditions. 

When I speak of Black feminism then , I am not speaking of sexuality ; 
I am not speaking of heterosexuality or homosexuality or bisexuality. 
Whatever sexuality anyone elects is not my business or the business of 
the state. Furthermore , I cannot be persuaded that one kind of sexuality 
will necessarily bring greater happiness to the two people involved. I am 
not talking about sexuality ; I am talking about love , about a deep caring 
and respect for every other human being, a love that can only derive 
from secure and positive self-love. 

As a Black woman and feminist , I must look about me , with trembling 
and with shocked anger, at the endless waste , the endless suffocation of 
my sisters ; the bitter sufferings of hundreds of thousands of women who 
are the sole parents of hundreds of thousands of children , the desolation 
of women trapped by futile , demeaning, low-paying occupations , the 
unemployed , the bullied , the beaten , the battered, the ridiculed , the 
slandered , the trivialized, the raped and the sterilized; the lost millions 
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Periquita 

Yo me acuerdo I remember 
a three year old girl 
nicknamed Periquita 
by her parents 
because she liked to hacer ruido 

I remember 
esa kittenish girl 
sitting on her Mama's  lap 
on the front doorstep 
under the moonlight 
en Mexico 

I remember 
her papa and Juan , the neighbor 
sitting on rush chairs nearby 
taking in the summer breeze 
Stars gleaming 
Crickets chirping 
Fireflies whizzing by . . .  

The men would reminisce 
about many things 
Good harvests , summer droughts 
and the townspeople' s  misfortunes 
Like the time Flaco sold his cow 
to Don Hernandez 

"1,Por que?" Periquita asked 

Her papa winked at her 
sucked on his cigarette 
blew the smoke in circles 
Paused . . .  said nothing 
Juan elaborated 
about Flaco 's  wife being muy enferma 
the fever , the difficulty breathing 

"1,Por que?" Periquita asked 

Carmen Morones 





Her kitten eyes 
watched the amber glow 
of her papa' s  cigarette 
as he sucked on it 
Her kitten eyes 
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watched the flickering of the fireflies 
as they passed by 
in the night sky . 

From Revista Mujeres 4: 1 
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Her Rites of Passage Lynda Marin 

I 

In the stairwell of the apartment building lobby , she had made a tent 
palace of sheets , bed pillows , and one of Mary's  forbidden quilts . 
Through the palace door flap she marched the buggy , delivering into the 
great dining hall Corky the rabbit and Brown Doggy . A soft knocking 
from beyond the palace walls interrupted the feasting. She popped her 
head under a sheet to see . From the other side of the lobby glass door a 
large man bent to meet her eyes . He knocked again , pleadingly , as if he 
were carrying a heavy burden and would be relieved of it only when the 
big, latched door was opened . Her first impulse-to let him in-was 
halted instantly by Mary ' s  repeated warning. "Don't ever open that door 
to anyone who doesn 't  live here . No matter what!" But now here were 
his eyes , so sorrowful , and his insistent knocking, so sure , so right . He 
was a man , after all , and important for that reason . Perhaps just this 
time . 

She was surprised to find that he did not rush right past her but took 
an interest in her tent palace . He asked if he might have a peek inside . 
Shyly she lifted the flap , and in he crawled , raising the ceiling with his 
big head. "What about you?" he asked , cheery . A pause , then she 
followed .  He took up almost all the space . He pointed to his lap and pulled 
her onto himself jerkily . When she shrank away , his arms tightened 
around her and his face scratched her cheek . "You be a good girl , and 
I'll show you something. "  He fumbled at his pants . His eyes looked cloudy 
and seemed not to be pointed at her anymore . She thought of screaming 
hut could not . Even now she was not sure he meant to harm her . "Look 
at this ," he commanded . He had taken his pants down to his knees and 
held a rubbery tube of skin in his hand . "Take a hold of it ," he whispered . 
He grabbed her reluctant hand and rubbed her fisted fingers along the 
tube. It was warm and smelled like Mary ' s  Chinese herbs only more sour , 
like stomach flu . She wrenched her nose away , and then , to her surprise , 
her body sprang free of the sheets and followed after. At the threshold 
of her own second-story apartment she stopped her legs . If she went in 
now, heart thumping and wild , Mary might guess , might find him still in 
her tent palace , his tube hanging from him like a dead bird . And too , she 
would see the quilt . Better to hide and wait . 

The click of the lobby door below released her . She approached the 
tent warily , but she knew he was gone . In his place , a tidy , piled bowel 
movement on Mary's  quilt . He had used Corky and Brown Doggy to wipe 
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himself. She staggered to the other side of the lobby and wept. Later she 
was to explain that she'd made the mess herself, for which she received 
a memorable whipping. That was when she was six years old. 

II 

Closing the light , she called goodnight to Clayton. Her mother would not 
be home until eleven o'clock, and by then she was supposed to be asleep. 
The plumped , sweet-smelling pillows yielded to the weight of her head 
and she realized that she 'd forgotten to remove the ponytail she'd been 
wearing all day. Shaking out her hair , she heard Clayton at the door, 
and looked up to see him silhouetted against the bright hallway light. 
"Goodnight, Daddy ," she said , making excuses to herself, god, and her 
brown-skinned real father for calling the man this way. It was easier 
though. Her mother insisted , and it gave more a sense of family to the 
three of them whose bonds felt so fragile , whose relations were so 
explosive. 

He was quiet, just a little half-smile , leaning in at the doorway. And 
then he was walking around the foot of the bed and sitting beside her, 
the funny , familiar smile stuck on his face. He reached up and pressed 
his open hand against the top of her head. She wiggled herself past his 
weight a few inches farther toward the foot of her bed. 

"You shouldn't  use so many pillows ," he said finally , "not good for 
your spine. " She knew. She said that she knew, said that she always threw 
all but one off by the time she went to sleep. 

"Don't  worry!" She laughed a little , wanting to quell the growing 
discomfort. 

"You go right to sleep ," he said , leaning his face toward hers. She 
crinkled her nose at the wine smell , and he squeezed her nostrils shut , 
kissed her on the forehead. 

"Goodnight ," she said again , yawning for effect. But he remained seated 
there , his weight against her hipbone. 

"You're becoming a very pretty young lady ," he said in a gravelly 
whisper. His eyes caught glints of the hallway light and she could see them 
flickering back and forth , as if they were searching for something in hers. 

"Thank you ," she heard her smallest voice say against the closing of 
her throat. She shut her mouth tightly , to hold onto the quiet between 
them before any more words narrowed the possibilities. 

"You be a good girl ," he said , his face weaving in closer again. And just 
for a moment, she was not sure. He was the man her mother had married , 
had fought with , had clung to. He was a professor at the university , and 
white like her mother. "Always say 'Dr. ' in front of his name," her mother 
had told her. Now it was something he wanted , needed , from her? She 
only knew she wished to sink deeply into the pillows , through the mattress 
and into infinite , unbiased space. As his mouth closed in on hers , she felt 
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her body and head collapse . She slumped there , breathless , immobile . 
His lifted weight rocked the mattress slightly , but she held her stillness 
until after she heard the click of the door latch. Before going to sleep , 
she decided to leave Clayton out of the diary she'd just received for her 
thirteenth birthday . 

III 

The good thing about Tom Sweeting was that he couldn't  pass Spanish 
without her help , and so she became the freshman girlfriend of the college 
football quarterback . He wanted to have sex after their second date . She 
put him off until the end of the semester . But when he finally pressed her 
one stuporous beer-swilled night in the desert , she was embarrassed by 
the tough.iess of her virginity , the resistance of membrane to yield to 
member . He said she was a hassle . She needed practice . 

When Tom left for Christmas vacation with his blonde sorority girl
friend , she was bereft .  She found excuses to visit his apartment , to lay 
claim to his territory , at least , if not his person . His roommate Dave 
didn't have a girlfriend . He said Tom was a real jerk for leaving her . He 
offered her beers and TV. 

During the second six-pack , she began to cry . Dave lay down beside 
her on the couch , glancing occasionally at the screen . "Hey ," he said , 
poking at the tears on her nearest cheek . She tried to smile . His pudgy 
fingers so inept, his beefy linebacker body hanging off the edge . "Hey , 
that's  better ! "  His eyes were blurry , she noticed , and she blinked hard 
to clear her own . "You're too pretty to cry over old Sweetass . "  He was 
readjusting himself on the cushions , pinning her down with an arm and 
a leg. 

"You're squishing me," she said , pushing a laugh out , pushing against 
the boulder of weight. 

"You're tough," he answered . "You can take it . "  
She considered , for a moment , the truth of his words and the dubious 

compliment implied. 
"But are you good?" 
That was another matter . Good? What did he mean by that? A good 

girl? True to Tom? A good fuck? His hands were squeezing her body, her 
behind and her breasts . 

"Don't ," she said and pushed at him again . 
"Don't  worry ," he smiled , "I'm your buddy . "  
She knew what h e  meant.  H e  had been her buddy in a vague way . And 

he was a varsity athlete , an important person with a public reputation . 
"Help ," a woman was pleading on the screen , but she'd lost the thread 
of that distant plot. He jabb. fingers under her waistband and dug 
between her legs . "Really ," her voice was still controlled, familiar,  "I 
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want you to stop , Dave , really ! "  With one hand he unfastened his pants .  
"Dave ! "  she sounded screechy to herself now. 

"Shut up ! "  he spat . 
Her four corners pinned by his whole ponderous weight , she felt his 

penis slice up through her with a surprising quickness . 
Later when Tom asked her if she'd screwed around with Dave , she had 

simply said no . "Liar, slut ," he called her , and she retreated into the 
company of her old high school boyfriend, hoping her sophomore year 
would find her more solidly in charge of herself. 

IV 

The infections began in graduate school . The doctor from Beverly Hills 
was recommended by the father of one of her roommates .  Two sulfa 
tablets four times a day . Even if the symptoms disappeared soon , she 
should take the pills for two weeks .  But something else happened instead . 
Wrenching nausea overtook her, laid her out . The doctor said she had 
the stomach flu. She should keep up the sulfa . But it wouldn't stay down. 
Nothing would . Not even ice cubes . In the hospital they fed her sulfa 
intravenously . On the third day , her entire body blossomed purple welts . 
They added steroids to the I .V .  "Could it be the sulfa?" she had asked 
in little more than a stupor. "No, no ," the well-tanned doctor had 
answered. "We don't  have that trouble with sulfa . "  

When she fell into a coma , another doctor was called in . B y  whom? she 
had wondered later . Twenty-four hours off the sulfa , she'd regained 
consciousness . Twenty-four hours after that , infection reclaimed her 
kidneys .  New drugs , stronger drugs , drugs she would experiment with 
for years , drugs that would steal her from herself and betray her . 

In the middle of her twenty-fifth year she sat before yet another 
specialist , the head of Urology . His thick red jowls vibrated as he spoke . 
The exploratory surgery had revealed nothing. Her chronic pain was not 
physically caused . It was guilt , he explained, because she was having sex 
out of wedlock with her boyfriend . Oh we all liked to think we were very 
modern , but there was a reason for the old conventions .  Sex out of 
wedlock brought on symptoms . 

Dr. O 'Grady leaned heavily back in his chair. She felt him enjoying 
her dark smallness ,  her frail response . She knew she should leave quickly , 
should not let him implant his seeds of fear and doubt,  but she found 
herself fixed in the chair there , unable to dodge the sharp accusations , 
the jabbing threats . "If you persist in sex outside of marriage ," he 
shrugged his big blue shoulders , "you might always feel guilt , be in pain , 
be unable to function properly . On the other hand , childbirth might 
remedy the problem. Who's  to say?" He cocked his head and smiled . 
"Surely all I can do is tell you the truth . "  
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She railed quietly against his diagnosis , hut she did , a few months later , 
divest herself of the boyfriend. And so it was in teeth-clenching privacy 
that she finished off the rest of her twenties .  

v 

"Come in !"  he said and gestured , a gap-toothed grin flashing. She laid 
her notebooks on a corner of his desk and seated herself to face him. She 
had met here with him before , in small groups of division heads or 
teachers . She was curious as to why he should request to meet with her 
alone when he had seemed to overlook her in every other instance . 

"Well , so,  I thought it time we talked a hit , just you and I . "  He seemed 
to be staring intently at the hook shelves behind her.  She fixed her eyes 
on the vertical furrow sunk into his fleshy forehead. The new chancellor. 
He had replaced a man found guilty of embezzling the college's  funds . 
"You've been here quite a while for such a young woman . "  

"Eleven years ," she complied. 
"You've got a hold of your department . Your colleagues like you . I hear 

your seminars are jammed . "  
In the pause , she searched for trail markers , for clues about direction . 

The furrow seemed to smooth and reform horizontally . His lips stretched 
across his teeth . He was smiling again , she realized, and her impulse was 
to smile hack , hut the muscles just under her cheekbones would not 
respond. 

"Are you always so serious?" A tone she hadn't  heard before . 
"If you've called me in to compliment me , then , of course , I 'm grateful . "  

She searched fast for more words t o  follow, t o  stave off a possibility she 
could only barely imagine. Instead,  she became aware of a moldering 
sweetness hanging in the air . Just to the right of his plump wrist ,  she 
located an ashtray where a cigar half, one end wet with gnawing, lay like 
imitation excrement that kids played jokes with . 

"I called you in ," cocking his head and voice intimately , "because I 'd  
like to  know you better. Would you he  more comfortable if  we went 
somewhere for a drink?" 

The wrongness of the scene j arred her, pleaded to he reinterpreted .  
She had sat on  the search committee that selected this man . His 
recommendations (all from white men, she just now considered) had been 
impeccable . The hoard had insisted on that . She must he mistaken about 
the tone of his voice , the tilt of his body . She weighed what she knew 
against what she felt .  All she got were her ribs ,  expanding and contracting. 
lntercostals , a word she liked, leapt to the front of her mind and hovered 
there . But no other words , no sounds even , formed in her throat . 

He drew his fleshy hands together under his chin . "I must assume you 
take better care of school business than you do of your personal life . "  
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Only a slight pause-the space it might take for a mouse to scuttle to the 
opposite corner.  "Which ,  I might add, many people still talk about . "  

She considered, for a moment , the possibility that she had been cast, 
unbeknown to herself, in a bad movie , a low budget venture with amateur 
actors . Soon the director would appear, would offer assistance , would 
make up some script for her right on the spot. 

"I 'm speaking about the Jasper boy . That was his name?" 
"Danny Jedson ," she complied again . "That's  very old history , ten 

years and well-aired. Students and teachers should not be lovers . Some 
thought we were . Some knew we weren' t . "  

She watched his eyebrows raise in  mock surprise ,  then feigned com
passion . "I'm afraid it ' s  still stewing among some of the board members . 
I 've a mandate to clean up old messes . It ' s  a shame that you're one of 
them."  

Waiting, again , for her own response , she allowed herself to  picture 
Danny , to picture herself telling him about this absurdity . They would 
all three go out to dinner, she and Danny and Lila , his new lawyer wife.  
They would laugh at her description of the chancellor's rubbery cheeks 
and blunt fingers , and especially at his use of the term "boy . "  But when 
the picture went blank , the silence bore down . 

"What is it you're saying? I 'm not really sure . "  Her voice sounded dim 
to her , as if it were coming from another room. 

"Ah ."  Back in control , he leaned forward and reached to cover her 
hand with his own . "Dear girl , just that I can help you-and will-if 
you'll let me . "  The stench of old tobacco rode out on his breath , moist 
and warm, slicing into her head. 

All in one motion , she grabbed books , jolted upward . Carried by legs 
that pre-empted commands , she let herself out of the chancellor's office. 

The next day , on her 35th birthday , she received the letter of 
termination , co-signed by the chancellor and head of the board . And 
although she spent the next week drafting rejoinders , they all fluttered 
silently into her wastebasket. 

VI 

"Sixth floor! "  the little girl shouted on her way through the stairwell door 
and into the large hallway . Her mother, just behind , stood a moment to 
catch her breath and rehoist grocery bags after the climb , then unlocked 
the door of their tiny D . C .  apartment. At forty-six , she was sorry to 
admit , she would prefer a building with an elevator but could not afford 
one close enough to the Capitol where she worked. 

Over frying onions she asked, "So who did Mr. Mann yell at today?" 
Usually she was provided with amusing stories and imitations of her 
daughter's second grade teacher , but tonight the little girl drew inward 
and only mumbled, "Nothing. "  Trying again she asked, "Well , what about 
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Bully bill?" He had been appointed class president last week by Mr. Mann , 
much to her daughter's scorn , and had , ever since , used his office to 
press favors from his classmates . Once , her daughter explained, he had 
talked her out of her chocolate chip cookies by threatening to break the 
zipper on her jumpsuit . Bully bill was nearly a nightly topic between them. 
But instead of an answer to this second question , tonight came only the 
muffled clicking of the TV channel changer. 

Dishing out dinner,  she wondered that her child had settled on the 
Presidential debates .  "Wake up ! "  she said gently , finding her curled on 
the couch . ''Dinner' s  on . "  

The small girl rubbed her eyes and then exclaimed a t  the screen , "Look 
Mommy , your boss ! "  

Her mother did not look . She knew well enough what the President 
looked like. "Mommy, it ' s  like a turkey ! "  Her small , dark finger, pressed 
against the bright screen , was following his wiggling underchin as he 
spoke . 

"Yes ," she said , matter-of-factly , and went to press the on/off button . 
But she was stopped in mid-reach by the earnestness of the child's  next 
question . 

"He's  a good man , isn ' t  he? The President is a good man?" 
She marveled at the question , at her six-year-old child 's  need to have 

it answered . She tried to remember herself at six , and indeed, by what 
seemed only a flicker , she could recall needing to believe that men were 
good-good because they were important . Now her own little girl asked 
her to verify that truth , to confirm what the child , too , needed to believe . 

Caught by the entreating eyes,  she searched for words . But the only 
ones spoken were his , read deftly from the teleprompter, an advantage 
his advanced age required. He was speaking of women , of comparable 
worth , of the great work the ladies of this nation would yet perform. The 
back of her mind grimaced . She thought of her own salary , just over half 
that of her male colleagues on the same advisory committee . And she 
thought of the environment she had tokenly been appointed to protect , 
left barren and exploited for dollars and the pure pleasure of the taking. 
This chain of thought , she knew, spiraled in on itself; soon followed the 
picture of the silos , their lids retracting, their contents unsheathed. Aimed 
at the silent ,  unsuspecting sky . She reached to enclose the sweet-skinned 
child in her arms . 

"No ," she heard herself say , "he 's  not good . "  
When they pulled apart , the child said in her smallest voice , "Mr. Mann 

yelled at me today ."  
"How come?" her mother asked lightly . 
"Because of Bullybill ," the girl replied. She waited, then continued. "In 

the cloak room. He said I had to pull my pants down, or else . "  
"Or else?" In  the background , the President was denouncing terrorists . 
"Or else he'd tell Mr. Mann I hit him you know where . "  
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The Eskimos 

The Eskimos 
Make 60 names for snow. 
The Balinese 
Have words 
For fifteen separate 
Degrees of trance . 
I have spent my life 
Searching for the words , the names 
To tell you who I am. 
I am the eleventh trance 
Which comes within 
The 27th kind of snow. 
I am the note between the ivories 
If you play them both together 
That is not it . 
I am the color between navy blue and black 
If you mix them both together 
That is not it. 
I am the smell you have no words for 
You say You like it 
You say You don't like it 
I ask you : Do you know its name? 
I believe that every Lesbian Indian Jew 
Is exactly like me . 
And I believe in dreams of snow 
In the nights of Bali . 

From Past, Present & Future Passions 

Barbara Ruth 
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Elena 

My Spanish isn 't enough . 
I remember how I 'd smile 
listening to my little ones , 
understanding every word they 'd say , 
their jokes , their songs , their plots . 

Vamos a pedirle dulces a mama. Vamos . 
But that was in Mexico . 
Now my children go to American high schools . 
They speak English . At night they sit around 
the kitchen table , laugh with one another. 
I stand by the stove and feel dumb , alone . 
I bought a book to learn English . 
My husband frowned, drank more beer . 
My oldest said , "Mama, he doesn 't  want you 
to be smarter than he is . "  I 'm forty , 
embarrassed at mispronouncing words , 
embarrassed at the laughter of my children , 
the grocer , the mailman . Sometimes I take 
my English book and lock myself in the bathroom, 
say the thick words softly , 
for if I stop trying, I will be deaf 
when my children need my help . 

From Chants 

Pat Mora 





I know the new rules , 
girVchild , one by one , 
viboras I 've lived with 
all my life , learned to hold 
firmly behind the head. 
If I teach you , will your songs 
evaporate , like dawn? 

From Borders 

In Silence, Giving Tongue I Pat Mora 195 





In Silence, Giving Tongue I Joy Harjo 1 9 7  

For Alva Benson, 
And For Those Who Have 
Learned To Speak 

And the ground spoke when she was born . 
Her mother heard it . In Navajo  she answered 
as she squatted down against the earth 
to give birth . It was now when it happened, 
now giving birth to itself again and again 
between the legs of women . 

Or maybe it was the Indian Hospital 
in Gallup . The ground still spoke beneath 
mortar and concrete . She strained against the 
metal stirrups ,  and they tied her hands down 
because she still spoke with them when they 
muffled her screams.  But her body went on 
talking and the child was born into their 
hands , and the child learned to speak 
both voices . 

She grew up talking in Navajo ,  in English 
and watched the earth around her shift and change 
with the people in the towns and in the cities 
learning not to hear the ground as it spun around 
beneath them. She learned to speak for the ground, 
the voice coming through her like roots that 
have long hungered for water . Her own daughter 
was born , like she had been , in either place 
or all places , so she could leave , leap 
into the sound she had always heard , 
a voice like water, like the gods weaving 
against sundown in a scarlet light . 

The child now hears names in her sleep . 
They change into other names , and into others . 
It is the ground murmuring, and Mt. St .  Helens 
erupts as the harmonic motion of a child turning 
inside her mother' s  belly waiting to be born 
to begin another time . 

Joy Harjo 
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Prisons of Silence 

l. 
The strongest prisons are built 
with walls of silence . 

2. 
Morning light falls between us 
like a wall . 
We have laid beside each other 
as we have for years . 
Before the war, when life 
would clamor through our windows , 
we woke joyfully to the work . 

I keep those moments 
like a living silent seed . 

Mter day's  work , I would 
smell the damp soil in his hands , 
his hands that felt the outlines 
of my body in the velvet 
night of summers . 

I hold his warm hands to this 
cold wall of flesh 
as I have for years . 

3 .  
Jap ! 
Filthy Jap! 

Who lives within me? 

Abandoned homes , confiscated land, 
loyalty oaths , barbed wire prisons 
in a strange wasteland. 

Go home, Jap !  
Where i s  home? 

Janice Mirikitani 





6. 

I am alone wandering 
in this desert . 

Where is home? 
Who lives within me? 

A stranger with a knife in her tongue 
and broken wing, 
mad from separations and losses cruel 
as hunger. 

Walls suffocate her as a tomb, 
encasing history . 

I have kept myself contained 
within these walls shaped to my body 
and buried my rage . 
I rebuilt my life 
like a wall , unquestioning. 
Obeyed their laws . . .  their laws . 

8. 

7 .  
All persons of Japanese ancestry 

fdthy jap. 
Both alien and non-alien 

japs are enemy aliens . 
To be incarcerated 

for their own good 
A military necessity 

The army to handle only the japs 
Where is home? 
A country of betrayal. 

This wall of silence crumbles 
from the bigness of their crimes . 
This silent wall 
crushed by living memory . 

He awakens from the tomb 
I have made for myself 
and unearths my rage . 

I must speak . 
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I Lost It }eweUe Gomez 

at the Movies 

My grandmother ,  Lydia , and my mother, Dolores , were both talking to 
me from their bathroom stalls in the Times Square movie theater. I was 
washing butter from my hands at the sink and didn't  think it at all odd . 
The people in my family are always talking; conversation is a life force 
in our existence . My great-grandmother ,  Grace , would narrate her life 
story from 7 : 00 a .m .  until we went to bed at night.  The only break was 
when we were reading or the reverential periods when we sat looking out 
of our tenement windows , observing the neighborhood , which we natu-
3rally talked about later. 

So it was not odd that Lydia and Dolores talked non-stop from their 
stalls , oblivious to everyone except us .  I hadn't  expected it to happen 
there , though . I hadn't  really expected an "it" to happen at all . To he a 
lesbian was part of who I was , like being left-handed--even when I 'd  
slept with men . When my great-grandmother asked me in  the last days 
of her life if I would he marrying my college boyfriend I said yes , knowing 
I would not , knowing I was a lesbian. 

It seemed a fact that needed no expression . Even my first encounter 
with the word "hulldagger" was not charged with emotional conflict .  As 
a teen in the 1960s my grandmother told a story about a particular 
building in our Boston neighborhood that had gone to seed . She described 
the building' s past through the experience of a party she'd attended there 
thirty years before . The best part of the evening had been a woman she'd 
met and danced with . Lydia had been a professional dancer and singer 
on the black theater circuit ; to dance with women was who she was . 
They 'd danced , then the woman walked her home and asked her out . I 
heard the delicacy my grandmother searched for even in her retelling of 
how she'd explained to the "hulldagger," as she called her , that she liked 
her fine hut she was more interested in men . I was struck with how careful 
my grandmother had been to make it clear to that woman (and in effect 
to me) that there was no offense taken in her attentions ,  that she just 
didn't "go that way ," as they used to say . I was so happy at thirteen to 
have a word for what I knew myself to he . The word was mysterious and 
curious ,  as if from a new language that used some other alphabet which 
left nothing to cling to when touching its curves and crevices . But still a 
word existed and my grandmother was not flinching in using it. In fact 
she'd smiled at the good heart and good looks of the hulldagger who'd 
liked her .  
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Being a black woman and a lesbian unexpectedly blended like that 
famous scene in lngmar Bergman's  film Persona. The different faces 
came together as one , and my desire became part of my heritage , my skin , 
my perspective , my politics , and my future . And I felt sure that it had 
been my past that helped make the future possible . The women in my 
family had acted as if their lives were meaningful. Their lives were art . 
To be a lesbian among them was to be an artist . Perhaps the convergence 
came when I saw the faces of my great-grandmother, grandmother, and 
mother in those of the community of women I finally connected with . 
There was the same adventurous glint in their eyes ; the same determined 
step ; the penchant for breaking into song and for not waiting for anyone 
to take care of them. 

I need not pretend to be other than who I was with any of these women. 
But did I need to declare it? During the holidays when I brought home 
best friends or lovers my family always welcomed us warmly , clasping us 
to their magnificent bosoms . Yet there was always an element of silence 
in our neighborhood, and surprisingly enough in our family ,  that was 
disturbing to me . Among the regulars in my father , Duke ' s ,  bar, was 
Maurice. He was eccentric , flamboyant,  and still ordinary . He was 
accorded the same respect by neighborhood children as every other adult . 
His indiscretions took their place comfortably among the cyclical , Satur
day night , man/woman scandals of our neighborhood . I regret never 
having asked my father how Maurice and he had become friends.  

Soon I felt the discomforting silence pressing against my life more 
persistently . During visits home to Boston it no longer sufficed that Lydia 
and Dolores were loving and kind to the "friend" I brought home. Maybe 
it was just my getting older. Living in New York City at the age of thirty 
in 1980 , there was little I kept deliberately hidden from anyone . The 
genteel silence that hovered around me when I entered our home was 
palpable but I was unsure whether it was already there when I arrived 
or if I carried it home within myself. It cut me off from what I knew was 
a kind of fulfillment available only from my family . The lifeline from 
Grace , to Lydia , to Dolores , to Jewelle was a strong one . We were bound 
by so many things , not the least of which was looking so much alike . I 
was not willing to be orphaned by silence . 

If the idea of cathedral weddings and station wagons held no appeal 
for me , the concept of an extended family was certainly important . But 
my efforts were stunted by our inability to talk about the life I was 
creating for myself, for all of us . It felt all the more foolish because I 
thought I knew how my family would react . I was confident they would 
respond with their customary aplomb just as they had when I 'd  first had 
my hair cut as an Mro (which they hated) or when I brought home friends 
who were vegetarians (which they found curious) . While we had disagreed 
over some issues , like the fight my mother and I had over Vietnam when 
I was nineteen , always when the deal went down we sided with each other . 
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at a feminist bookstore . It wasn't only white , educated people who dido ' t  
understand how I felt . Women of color or Third World women who had 
class privilege and came from literary backgrounds thought the problem 
was more my age and my lack of political development .  I often felt beaten 
down by these kinds of attitudes while still thinking that my not being 
understood was the result of my inability to communicate rather than an 
unreceptive environment . 

Even though feminist rhetoric does give me words to describe how I 'm 
being oppressed , i t  still reflects the same racist , classist standards of the 
dominant society and of colleges and universities .  I get frustrated because 
I constantly feel I 'm being put down for what I'm saying or how I talk . 
For example , in a collective meeting with other women , I spoke about 
how I felt as a working class person and why I felt different from them. 
I told them they felt "middle class" to me because of the way they behaved 
and because of the values they had , that their "political vision" dido ' t  
include people with my experience and concerns . I tried to  say  all of  this 
using feminist rhetoric , but when I used the term "working class ," 
someone would argue , "You can't  use that term . . . .  " Because they were 
educated they thought they owned the language and so could say , "You 
can't use 'middle class , '  you can't use 'working class , '  because nowadays 
everybody is working class and it ' s  just a matter of whether you're poor 
or comfortable . "  They did not listen to the point I was trying to make . 
They dido 't care that I was sitting there in the circle stumbling along, 
struggling to explain how I felt oppressed by them and the structure and 
policies of the organization . Instead of listening to why I felt that way , 
they invalidated me for the way I used language and excluded me by 
defending themselves and their positions and claiming that my issues and 
feelings were "personal" and that I should just get over them. 

Another example of my feeling excluded is when people in a room make 
all sorts of literary allusions . They make me feel like I should have read 
those books . They throw around metaphors that leave me feeling lost and 
confused . I don't  get to throw in my metaphors . Instead of acknowledging 
our different backgrounds and trying to include me in the discussion , 
they choose to ignore my feelings of isolation . I find that among feminists , 
white and colored , especially those who pride themselves on being 
progressive political activists with credentials , there' s  an assumption that 
if a person just read more , studied more , she would find the right words , 
the right way to use them, and even the right thoughts . A lot of times my 
language and the language of other working class ,  non-academic people 
become the target of scrutiny and criticism when others don't want to 
hear what we have to say . They convince themselves we're using the wrong 
words : "What definition are you using?" "What do you mean by that?" 
And then we get into debate about what was meant , we get lost in 
semantics and then we really don't  know what we're saying. 
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know," and they never asked a question or made a request . S o  I read 
with them. We did everything together . I didn't want them to feel like 
they were supposed to automatically know what to do , because I remem
bered how badly that used to make me feel . 

Play time was the best part of our time together. All the little kids joined 
in and sometimes even their older brothers . Everybody was so excited 
that they forgot they were learning English . As we played jigsaw sentences 
and word concentration and chickens and whales ,  I became a little kid 
again , except this time I wasn't  alone and unhappy.  When they made 
Mother's Day cards , I made a Mother's  Day card . When they drew 
pictures of our field trip to the beach , I sketched pictures of us at the 
beach. When we made origami frogs and jumped them all over the floor , 
I went home and made dinosaurs , kangaroos , spiders , crabs and lobsters . 
Week after week, I added to my repertoire until I could feel that little 
kid who used to sit like the piece of unmolded clay in front of her in art 
class turn into a wide-eyed origami enthusiast .  

As we studied and played in the middle of the room surrounded by the 
rest of the family who were sleeping, nursing, doing homework , playing 
cards , talking, laughing or crying, Yan would frequently interrupt our 
lesson to answer her mother . Sometimes it was a long conversation , but 
I didn't mind because English was their second language . They spoke 
only Cambodian with their family . If they laughed at something on 
television , it was usually at the picture and not at the dialogue. English 
was used for schoolwork and to talk to me . They did not try to express 
their thoughts and feelings in English. When they spoke to each other , 
they were not alone or isolated . Whether they were living in a refugee 
camp in the Philippines or in Thailand or in a one-room apartment on 
Eddy Street , they were connected to each other through their language 
and their culture . They had survived war , losing family members , their 
country and their home , but in speaking their language , they were able 
to love and comfort each other . Sitting there on the bamboo mat next to 
the little girls , Eng and her younger sister Oeun , listening to their sweet 
little voices talking and singing,  I understood for the first time what it 
was like to be a child with a voice and it made me remember my first 
love , the Chinese language . 

While searching for an address , I came across a postcard of the San 
Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge . I immediately recognized it as the 
postcard I had sent to my schoolmate in Hong Kong when I first got here . 
On the back was my eight-and-a-half-year-old handwriting. 

In English it says :  
Dear Kam Yee, I received your letter. You asked if I've been to school 

yet. Yes ,  I've already found a school. My family has decided to s tay-in 
America. My living surroundings are very nice. Please don't worry about 
me. I'm sorry it has taken so long for me to return your letter. Okay lets 
talk some more next time . Please give my regards to your parents and 
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Madness 
Disguises Sanity 

Sometimes 
I mutter 
as I walk 
people stare/pass by 
on far side 

To he 
one of those 
desolate men 
lounging in 
stench alleyways 
forever talking 
to the wind 
their words 
bullets 
people shy from 

But I 'm woman 
conditioned 
to nurse screams 
like a mute child 

I write 

From Morena February 1988 

Opal Palmer 
A dis a 
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Not Editable Chrystos 

September 3, 1983 
Gloria,  dear sister , 

I begin to write a little typed snatches I ask myself if they 
are "Art" I have lost shreds of myself my confidence and my 
judgement No coherence my past work came from someone I 
can't  be anymore I 'm changing don 't know where I'm going no 
anchors no bag to stay inside of form makes me restless I 
am not editable 

This one [woman] thinks I 'm a Real Artist 
artist? I don't  do enough work to be one myself) 

yeah I think you wauna buy some? 

(WHAT is a real 
I have soul she says 

I am so afraid always under my tough exterior I don't really 
believe I have anything unique to say I 've always written from some 
compulsion ,  the necessity to make some damn sense somewhere a 
tool of survival never been art to me Colors are different I 
am going to start to cry and I don't know why even the dahlias hurt 
that gave me such joy a few hours ago I 've never been here before 

always circumvented it with drug overdoses or hospital stays 
from suicide attempts anything to distract me from this uncon-
nected anguish these letters are masks you know it is my journal 
that is my best self if there is a best self I am still trying to find 
it find my way to bone honesty 

September 5, 1983 
I want a world to be like the dahlias this morning that shock me as 

I pass by them with handfuls of dirty clothes they pulse with life 
they sing it they are coming right out of their skins with it I 
retreat inside myself and wonder what I am supposed to do here I 
keep returning to the same answer make some dahlia beauty 
force it down their throats wake them up the sun comes over 
the edge of the building and shines down on my wet face the rainbows 
in my eyelashes the music hammered dulcimer and celtic harp 

the wild roses are so still and the boat hulls gleam with dew I am 
lonely because I am pierced with life and so much is dead there must 
be some place for me I 've been taught so well that functioning is the 
appearance of knowing what one is doing at the dahlia farm I 
belonged I was at home in those tall fat flowers blazing profuse and 
generous and full I want to plant myself in her field and die back in 
the fall 
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I am sure that i f  I knew others who wrote o r  painted o r  SOME-
THING I would feel much differently but those I know are 
ordinary folks I used to seek them out afraid I would get a big 
head if I didn't thought it was so snobbish to only want other creative 
geniuses for friends now I feel that anyone else will literally drive me 
mad I have decided to open more deeply in letters because I don't  
have to hold back anything or be correct or any of that shit and your 
power is equal to mine , different, very different but you are not afraid 
of me that is such a relief 

I do want very much to be a good writer but I am tired of the 
conventions of poems I don't know what to do about form the 
only "form" that doesn't feel restrictive is letters I 'm afraid I don't  
make "sense" when I try to move that immediacy to other forms I 'll 
always write poems of course , but I want to make something else, 
something new a joint dialogue or a chorus or something that is very 
definitely not a "novel" because they aren't novel anymore 

August 2 1 ,  1983 
I've been calling myself "Captain C" to bring home the fact that I'm in 

charge of my life and if I don 't  make manifest the beauty I carry in my 
heart , use my gifts-the regret and anger will poison me . 

I am beginning to understand the idea of marrying the work . I am 
wondering why I obsessively save scraps of paper and everyone's  letters . 
I know why . They prove my existence , that I 'm cared for a little . That 
has always seemed necessary to verify through accumulation . Knowing 
why doesn 't  stop me. 

I ache to belong somewhere , to some place , to some compassionate 
fellow travelers , to an idea larger than myself. But I make a lousy true 
believer .  Authority is the worst tyranny . Why are we so dependent and 
rebellious with it? 

I vaguely think of churning out art to support myself instead of cleaning 
toilets but I ' ll never be interested in success .  I want something vastly 
more difficult-spiritual release, inner and world peace , a body of work 
I can heal myself through . My materialism is spiritual. 

I am a hole rather than a whole . Change screams through me yet I 
cannot close that gaping wound . It is only when I work that I seem to 
have a core . I want to be an artist .  I fight so many ghost demons just to 
say that . As the wind blows these papers , I wonder if my life has any 
meaning. I feel so random. 

Writing has always been my blanket to pull me through. 
Always written to survive . A desperation to it .  Naming my version of 

truth to preserve my "sanity" because they are so very busy trying to 
snatch it away . I 'm more sure of my drawings . I go into another state 
when I draw. Maybe I don't  love words as much as I do colors . It 's words 
I'm unsure of. Words are mushy . A line feels so there. 
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I want to spend the next three weeks sitting in this chair continuing 
this letter for you with breaks to eat and piss .  Then I might begin to find 
the root . . .  writing is mostly discarding fear isn't it? Trusting that one's 
private voice can give voice for others . Is it necessary to publish though? 
That' s  my current dilemma.  

Yours , 
Boca Caliente 
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A Julia de Burgos Julia de Burgos 

Ya las gentes murmuran que yo soy tu enemiga 
porque dicen que en verso doy al mundo tu yo. 
Mienten, Julia de Burgos . Mienten, Julia de Burgos .  
La que se  alza en mis versos no es  tu voz: es  mi  voz ; 
porque tu eres el ropaje y la esencia soy yo ; 
y el mas profunda abismo se tiende entre las dos . 

Tu eres fria muiieca de mentira social, 
y yo, viril destello de la humana verdad. 

Tu, miel de cortesanas hipocresias ; yo no; 
que en todos mis poemas desnuda el corazon. 

Tu eres como tu mundo, egoista; yo no; 
que todo me lo juego a ser lo que soy yo. 

Tu eres solo la grave senora seiiorona; 
yo no; yo soy la vida, la fuerza, la mujer. 

Tu eres de tu marido, de tu amo; yo no ; 
yo de nadie, o de todos , porque a todos , a todos , 
en mi limpio sentir y en mi pensar me doy. 

Tu te rizas el pelo y te pintas ; yo no; 
a mi me riza el viento; a mi me pinta el sol. 

Tu eres dama casera , resignada, sumisa,  
atada a los prejuicios de los hombres ; yo no ; 
que yo soy Rocinante corriendo desbocado 
olfateando horizontes de justicia de Dios . 

Tu en ti misma no mandas ; a ti todos te mandan; 
en ti mandan tu esposo, tus padres , tus parientes , 
el cura,  la modista, el teatro ,  el casino, 
el auto, las alhajas , el banquete, el champan, 
el cielo y el inf"terno y el que diran social. 

En mi no, que en mi manda mi solo corazon, 
mi solo pensamiento ; quien manda en mi soy yo. 
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When Frances got home from school that day she told her father the 
good news . 

"I won a prize today ," she said , the wind from the cooler blowing in 
her face. 

Her father, in a white t-shirt streaked with oil and grease stains , was 
crouched by the television set , trying to fix the dial one of the kids had 
broken the day before . 

"Eh?" Her father said without looking up . 
"I won a prize today . "  
"For what, mi india?" 
"Don't  call me that-1 hate it!" 
Her father looked up at her smirking, his shiny black hair falling across 

his eyes . "I'm just kiddin ' .  What'd you win?" 
"I won-" 
"No , let me guess-Gracie Olmos has the measles and you're her 

stand-in . "  
"Andale, Frances , I need your help!" her mother yelled from the 

kitchen . 
Frances shook her head in exasperation , "You just don't care ," she 

mumbled repeatedly as she stormed off to the bedroom she shared with 
her little sister . She went into the closet and closed the door. In the 
darkness , she felt safe .  She stood there , closing her eyes and pushing her 
feelings deeper and deeper within herself until they were as tiny as a 
mosquito she could smash with her thumb . "I don't  give a shit what he 
thinks ," she said to herself, tearing a tissue she 'd had in her pocket to 
shreds . 

She changed into her house clothes and went into the kitchen to help 
her mother prepare dinner.  Baby Petey was walking around the kitchen 
putting his peanut butter and jelly fingerprints on everything. Her 
mother, wearing a faded pink gingham smock that did more to reveal her 
pregnancy than hide it , was standing at the sink washing potatoes .  

"Frances , hurry and help me peel these potatoes if  we're gonna eat 
dinner tonight . "  

" I  hear you , mom!" 
"Don't  get sassy with me, young lady!" 
"I'm not . . .  I 'm sorry ," Frances said , taking the bowl of potatoes to the 

kitchen table . 
"I heard you say something about a prize," her mother said , softening 

her tone . 
"It' s  no big deal ," Frances said , scraping the peel off a potato . 
"Frances , don't  be like that ," her mother said , shaking spices into the 

hamburger meat . 
"I won a prize in art . "  
"That' s  great , Frances , be  sure you cut those potatoes sliver thin , you 

know the kids don't  like 'em fat-so ,  what did you win? 
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"It 's  more of an award . They gave some money to the class . "  
"Frances , could you wipe Petey 's  hands?" 
Frances tried to wipe Petey 's  hands with a paper napkin but he started 

crying. 
"Here , you take over the burgers . I don't  want your father coming here 

and growling at us. Petey , ven 'aca, mijo. Let mommy clean your hands 
and she'll give you a pickle . "  

"My painting i s  o n  display a t  Brown's  Department store . "  
"That's  nice , Frances . "  Alicia was squatting uncomfortably , cleaning 

Petey's  hands with a wet dish rag. 
"My teacher told me I should apply for a scholarship to college . "  
"College?" Her mother shut the refrigerator door .  Momentarily speech

less, she stood hugging the j ar of pickles .  "You never said nothing about 
college before . Mija, we need you at home, especially when the new baby 
comes . "  

Frances felt torn between wanting t o  help her mother who always 
seemed tired from all the housework she had to do and wanting to go to 
college . She sensed that she would probably end up like her mother if 
she didn't  do something about it now. "But mom, this could be the chance 
of a lifetime . My teacher even said she'd write me a letter of recommen
dation. " 

"I don' t  know," she said , handing Petey a pickle , "talk to your dad . "  
Mter dinner Frances approached her father ,  who was sitting i n  front 

of the noisy television watching boxing. 
"Dad?" she said , standing a few feet away from the frayed plaid 

lazy-boy where he sat. 
"Eh? What you need?" he said , staring ahead at the TV. 
"I don't  mean to interrupt but . . .  I mean . . .  my teacher thinks I should 

apply for a scholarship to college . "  
"Eh?" 
"College . "  
"What you need college for ,  eh? You're just gonna find yourself a 

husband and get married anyway . "  
" I  don't  want t o  get married ," she said , crossing her arms . 
"Yeah , sure . Just don't  let yourself get knocked up , eh?" He turned to 

look at her for the first time during their conversation and shook his 
finger. 

She'd heard this warning before and she felt like yelling her usual reply : 
"I'm not that stupid!" Instead,  she kept her feelings bottled up , as she 
did not want to ruin her chances of going to college . "I want to go to 
college . "  

"Your mama needs you here ," h e  said , staring a t  the T V  again . 
"But I don't  want to . I mean . . .  I could have a chance at this scholar

ship ."  
"What you gonna study?" 
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Just as this white reviewer could hear Black people humming as he 
watched Hansberry' s  play,  others could declare it a play about insurance 
money , one which proved that all Black people really wanted was to live 
alongside whites .  Many white people perceived the ending of Raisin as 
"happy," unaware perhaps of what it meant for a Black family to move 
into a white neighborhood in Chicago in the post-World War II years. 
Did any of these white people know of Hansberry 's own childhood 
experience when her family moved into a white Chicago neighborhood? 
The response to this move was white violence : the eight-year-old Hansber
ry had a brick thrown through her bedroom window by the white mob. 
Her father, supported by the NAACP, took the case all the way to the 
Supreme Court and established a precedent for nondiscriminatory 
housing-but nothing in Chicago actually changed. 

If anything, the ending of Raisin is hopeful , not happy.  And the 
hopefulness one feels derives not from any expectation of a white 
change-of-heart , but from the fact that Hansberry has tested her char
acters throughout the play and they have emerged as people of integrity, 
capable of facing reality and white racism. She was , I think , attempting 
to create Black characters who would disrupt white imagery of Black 
people . But many in her audience could only see these characters through 
their own screen of objectification . 

It is objectification that gives the impression of sanity to the process of 
oppression . The centuries-old image of which Hansberry speaks , actually 
a collection of images , is necessary to maintain racism. To hate with no 
justification for hatred , to oppress with no reason for oppression , would 
be recognizably insane . Once an object is provided-an object endowed 
by the oppressor with characteristics that allow hatred , that allow 
oppression-then hatred and oppression of the object can be defended 
as logical. An insane idea has been made rational . Lillian Smith portrayed 
this basic insanity of segregation in the South she knew: 

As I sit here writing, I can almost touch that little town , 
so close is the memory of it. There it lies , its main street 
lined with great oaks , heavy with matted moss that swings 
softly even now as I remember. A little white town rimmed 
with Negroes ,  making a deep shadow on the whiteness.  
There it lies , broken in two by one strange idea . Minds 
broken in two . Hearts broken . Conscience torn from acts . 
A culture split into a thousand pieces . That is segregation . 
I am remembering: a woman in a mental hospital walking 
four steps out, four steps in , unable to go any further 
because she has drawn an invisible line around her small 
world and is terrified to take one step beyond it . . . .  A man 
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in a Disturbed Ward assigning "places" to the other 
patients and violently insisting that each stay in his place . 4 

"Segregation ," for Smith , described a phenomenon deeper than legal 
statute or town custom. She saw segregation as a form of dichotomizing 
within the white Western male tradition . She observed, for example , that 
white women are segregated from Black women and also objectified within 
the dominant culture : 

Another split took place . . . .  Somehow much in the white 
woman that [man] could not come to terms with , the 
schizophrenic split he had made in her nature-the 
sacred madonna and the hitch he had created of her
could now he projected , in part , onto another female : 
under slavery , he could keep his pure white "madonna" 
and have his dark tempestuous "prostitute . "  . . .  Back of 
southern people' s  fear of giving up segregation is this fear 
of giving up the "dark woman" who has become a symbol 
which the men no longer wish to attach to their own 
women.5 

Smith's  observation is important : white and Black women were/are both 
objectified and split from one another . I feel that Smith oversimplified 
the split , however . For example , the sacred madonna,  in order to 
maintain her status (and most often she was intent on maintaining her 
status) , had to objectify the Black woman according to the white male 
imagination . The white woman on the slave plantation knew that white 
men used rape against Black women . She knew that Black women were 
for the most part fieldhands , working alongside men-when they were 
pregnant , when they were nursing. The Black woman was made into a 
sex object , yes , hut Smith' s  use of the word "prostitute ," even in quotes , 
suggests more choice than any slave woman ever had. It also denies or 
glosses over the use of rapism by white men against Black women as an 
instrument of terror ,  of oppression . 

Black women have been doubly objectified-as Black, as women ; under 
white supremacy ,  under patriarchy . It has been the task of Black women 
artists to transform this objectification : to become the subject comment
ing on the meaning of the object, or to become the subject rejecting the 
object and revealing the real experience of being. In her essay "In Search 
of Our Mothers ' Gardens," Alice Walker ponders the degree of difficulty 
faced by a Black woman in the United States with artistic ambition : 
"What did it mean for a black woman to he an artist in our grandmothers ' 
time? In our great-grandmothers ' day? It is a question with an answer 
cruel enough to stop the blood . "6 
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In her novel Sula,  Toni Morrison makes the following observation 
about the seemingly destructive nature of her main character: 

In a way , her strangeness , her naivete , her craving for 
the other half of her equation was the consequence of an 
idle imagination . Had she paints , or clay , or knew the 
discipline of the dance , or strings ; had she anything to 
engage her tremendous curiosity and her gift for 
metaphor,  she might have exchanged the restlessness and 
preoccupation with whim for an activity that provided 
her with all she yearned for .  And like any artist with no 
art form, she became dangerous . 7 

Sola 's  tragedy , and the tragedy she represents , is "cruel enough to stop 
the blood . "  Because of her race , perhaps also because of her sex , she has 
been shut out from art and denied access to art forms . She is an 
intelligent , thinking woman , who ultimately has nowhere to go . 

The objectification of Black women has taken many forms : The 
Mammy, Mama-wetnurse , midwife , cook-usually large , usually dark, 
combining humility and capability . The temptress , sex-object , whore
sometimes mulatto (from the Latin for mule , i . e . , a creature unable to 
reproduce herself)-misbegotten and tragic , the power of the master 
coursing through her powerless veins . These are but two examples which 
recur in white Western literature and art . And these have been repeated 
by white women as well as white men . There is , of course , "Mammy" in 
Gone with the Wind; and there is Julie , the woebegone quadroon in Edna 
Ferber's  Showboat. Another novel , Imitation of Life by Fanny Hurst, 
attempts to "deal with" both Mammy and mulatto . 

By many accounts , Fanny Hurst was a well-intentioned liberal . Much 
has been made , for example , of the fact that she employed Zora Neale 
Hurston as her secretary in 1925. But some of that history suggests 
Hurst's insensitivity to Hurston's  identity as a Black woman , not to 
mention a brilliant novelist and writer, among whose subjects was the 
self-definition of Black women . On one occasion Hurst , intent on integrat
ing a restaurant in Vermont , prevailed upon Hurston to accompany 
her-passing Hurston off as an "Mrican princess . "  Hurston remarked, 
"Who would have thought that a good meal could be so bitter .  "8 In this 
incident Hurst , the would-be liberator, reveals herself as objectifier. This 
phenomenon occurred over and again during the Civil Rights Movement. 
It was most commonly expressed in the notion that unless Black people 
behaved in certain ways ,  allowing whites to oversee and control their 
access to liberation , that liberation would not be achieved. What is 
present is the need for whites to maintain power, and limit the access of 
Black people to that power, which, finally , is the power of self-definition . 
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Imitation of Life ,  published in 1933 , concerns the relationship between 
two dyads : a white woman and her daughter and a Black woman and her 
daughter. Both pairs are essentially alone in the world . The Black woman, 
Delilah , is hired to run the house by the white woman, Miss B . , who has 
been recently widowed . Delilah carries with her various recipes , and these 
prove to be the "salvation" of Miss B. and family . In a relatively short 
time , Miss B .  is the proprietor of a chain of restaurants in which Delilah's  
food is  the main attraction , and which are recognized by a likeness of 
Delilah on the sign . When Miss B. hits on the idea of photographing 
Delilah as the advertising gimmick for the enterprise , she dresses Delilah 
as a chef. Delilah, faithful servant throughout the book, in this one 
instance asks her employer not to humiliate her but to allow her to wear 
her best clothes .  

Miss B . , however ,  prevails . Hurst describes the final result : "Breaking 
through a white background, as through a paper-covered hoop , there 
burst the chocolate-and-cream effulgence that was Delilah . "9 Here is 
Aunt Jemima ; the female server of Sanka ; even Mrs . Butterworth, whose 
color literally pours forth. Here is an instance of the brainchild of a Black 
woman , her recipe, her art form, passed through generations of Black 
women ; co-opted and sold , with a caricature of the artist used to ensure 
its success .  

In and around the main theme of the novel-the "success" of Miss B .  
a s  an "independent businesswoman" -is the subplot concerning Delilah' s  
light-skinned daughter, Peola-unable t o  b e  white , unwilling t o  b e  Black, 
in the course of her dilemma denying her mother. Peola moves west,  
works as a librarian , passes for white , and marries a white man . She has 
herself "sterilized ," eliminating any chance of"throwback . "  Her husband 
is also mutilated , having lost part of a hand. Perhaps he is all she is 
entitled to . Delilah has the final say : "Black women who pass , pass into 
damnation . "  

Taken together ,  Delilah and Peola represent what George Frederickson 
has characterized as "soft" and "hard" stereotypes. *  Bell Hooks also juxta
poses two stereotypes of Black women : Mammy and Sapphire . 

It is not too difficult to imagine how whites came to create 
the black mammy figure . . . .  She was first and foremost 
asexual and consequently had to be fat (preferably 
obese) ;  she also had to give the impression of not being 
clean so she was the wearer of a greasy dirty headrag; her 
too tight shoes from which emerged her large feet were 

* Although Frederickson's  The Black Image in the White Mind deals primarily with 
stereotypes of Black men , with some alterations his categories apply to stereotypes of 
Black women . 



2 7 8  Michelle Cliff I Political Arts, Subversive Acts 

further confirmation of her bestial cow like quality . Her 
greatest virtue was of course her love for white folk which 
she willingly and passively served . . . .  ln a sense whites 
created in the mammy figure a black woman who em
bodied solely those characteristics they as colonizers 
wished to exploit . lO 

As Sapphires ,  black women were depicted as evil, 
treacherous ,  bitchy , stubborn, and hateful , in short all 
that the mammy was not . White men could justify their 
de-humanization and sexual exploitation of black women 
by arguing that they possessed inherent evil demonic 
qualities . . . .  And white women could use the image of the 
evil sinful black woman to emphasize their own innocence 
and purity . 1 1 

To talk about the history of Black women in America ,  and of the various 
images I have mentioned, we must begin with the woman who was a slave. 
Who was she? How did she survive? How many of her did survive? What 
did she teach her children? What was her relationship to her husband? 
What were her options? 

She could be lynched, beaten, tortured, mutilated, raped . She could 
have her children sold away from her .  She was forbidden education . She 
was considered a beast of burden . She was subject to the white man's 
power and the white woman' s  powerlessness masking as whim. Her womb 
was a commodity of the slavemaster,  and her childlessness ,  a liability of 
the slavemaster. She was not expected to love-but she did . She was not 
expected to run away-but she did .  She was known to commit infanticide 
and induce abortion rather than have her child be a slave . She was known 
to commit acts of violence and rebellion-with magic , poison , force , even 
with spit . And she sometimes learned to read and write and sustain the 
art forms she had carried with her . 

In 1960 Lorraine Hansberry was commissioned to write a play about 
slavery for national television .  She wrote The Drinking Gourd, about a 
Black family and a white family under slavery . In it , as in Raisin, 
Hansberry attempted to contradict the myths about Black people and to 
recapture and recast history . Her play was never performed; it was 
judged "too controversial" by the network . Hansberry had described 
Lena Younger, her mother-figure in Raisin, as an "affirmation ," as 

the black matriarch incarnate , the bulwark of the Negro 
family since slavery , the embodiment of the Negro will to 
transcendence.  It is she , who in the mind of the black poet 
scrubs the floors of a nation in order to create black 
diplomats and university professors . It is she , while 
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seeming to  cling to  traditional restraints , who drives the 
young on into the fire hoses . And one day simply refuses 
to move to the back of the bus in Montgomery . Or goes 
out and buys a house in an all-white neighborhood where 
her children may possibly be killed by bricks thrown 
through the windows by a shrieking racist mob . 12 

With her mother-figure in The Drinking Gourd, Hansberry went further. 
Rissa , the slavemother ,  does what the Black mother-figure in white 
American mythology has never done : she , in effect , kills a white man (the 
"good" white man) ,  and gives his guns to her children , after her son has 
been blinded for learning to read . The play ends as Rissa and her band 
of revolutionaries escape into the woods . 

We know that Black women-mothers and nonmothers-have been 
intrinsic to the activism of Black history . There is the following story , for 
example , quoted by Angela Davis : 

She dido ' t  work in the field . She worked at a loom. She 
worked so long and so often that once she went to sleep 
at the loom. Her master' s  boy saw her and told his 
mother . His mother told him to take a whip and wear her 
out . He took a stick and went out to beat her awake . He 
beat my mother till she woke up . When she woke up , she 
took a pole out of the loom and beat him nearly to death 
with it. He hollered , "Don't  beat me no more , and I won't 
let 'em whip you . "  

She said . "I'm going t o  kill you . These black titties 
sucked you , and then you come out here to beat me ."  And 
when she left him, he wasn't able to walk . 

And that was the last I seen of her until after freedom. 
She went out and got an old cow that she used to 
milk-Dolly , she called it . She rode away from the 
plantation because she knew they would kill her if she 
stayed . 13 

This story tells of a Black woman in the act of freeing herself. A selfish 
need for freedom, and a recognition that freedom is their right , is 
something usually denied to Black women historically , even when they 
are recognized as liberators of their race . But Fannie Lou Hamer, Ida 
B. Wells , Mary McLeod Bethune, Sojourner Truth-and the many 
women whose names we do not know-all felt a personal desire for 
freedom, which came from a feeling of self-esteem, self-worth , and they 
translated this into a political commitment that their people also be free . 
Harriet Tubman said : 
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I looked at my hands to see if I was de same person now 
I was free . Dere was such a glory ober eberything, de sun 
came like gold trou de trees , and ober de fields , and I felt 
like I was in heaven . 

I had crossed de line of which I had so long been 
dreaming. I was free; but dere was no one to welcome me 
to de land of freedom. I was a stranger in a strange land, 
and my home after all was down in de ole cabin quarter, 
wid de ole folks ,  and my brudders and sisters . But to dis 
solemn resolution I came ; I was free, and dey should be 
free also ; I would make a home for dem in de North , and 
de Lord helping me , I would bring dem all dere . 14 

The artist , like the liberator , must begin with herself. 
Edmonia Lewis ( 1843-1900?) is the first woman of color we know 

whose work as a visual artist was recognized by the dominant culture . 
During her life as a sculptor she was confronted with the objectification 
of herself as Black and female . While her work was not ignored , it was 
given a secondary place of importance by most critics .  Lewis was seen as 
a "wonder," a work of art in herself-a curiosity . The following excerpt 
from an abolitionist newspaper describes the artist and her marble group 
Forever Free ( 1867) :  

No one . . .  could look upon this piece of  sculpture without 
profound emotion . The noble figure of the man , his very 
muscles seeming to swell with gratitude ; the expression of 
the right now to protect,  with which he throws his arms 
around his kneeling wife ; the "Praise de Lord" hovering 
on their lips ; the broken chain-all so instinct with life , 
telling in the very poetry of stone the story of the last ten 
years . And when it is remembered who created this group , 
an added interest is given to it . . . .  Will anyone believe it 
was the small hand of a girl that wrought the marble and 
kindled the light within it?-a girl of dusky hue , mixed 
Indian and African , who not more than eight years ago 
sat down on the steps of City Hall to eat the dry crackers 
with which alone her empty purse allowed her to satisfy 
her hunger; but as she sat and thought . . .  of her homeless 
state , something caught her eye , the hunger of the 
stomach ceased , but the hunger of the soul began . That 
quiet statue of the good old Franklin . . .  kindled the latent 
genius which was enshrined within her , as her own group 
was in marble , till her chisel brought it out . For weeks 
she haunted that spot and the State House , where she 
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could see Washington and Webster. She asked questions , 
and found that such things were first made in clay . She 
got a lump of hard mud , shaped her some sticks , and , her 
heart divided between art and the terrible need for 
freedom . . .  she wrought out . . .  an admirable bust of [Col.  
Robert Gould Shaw, white Bostonian commander of the 
company of Black troops organized due to pressure from 
Frederick Douglass ] . 15 

When this article was written Lewis was a well-known sculptor living in 
Rome, with a degree in liberal arts from Oberlin College . She had studied 
sculpture with Edward Brackett , a prominent neoclassical artist . She was 
not particularly interested in creating likenesses  of Franklin , 
Washington , or Webster-her interest in these pieces would have been 
purely technical , not inspirational . The only "leader" of white America 
she ever depicted was Abraham Lincoln . All her other subjects were 
drawn from her history as the daughter of a Black man and a Chippewa 
woman , and her consciousness of racism . 

Just as the author patronizes the artist , so does he minimize the political 
statement of her work . For instance , he uses the word "gratitude" rather 
than "pride ," or "triumph," in his comments on the male figure ; he 
focuses on the arm which embraces the woman, rather than on the hand 
which is raised , the broken chain dangling from the wrist .  He cites the 
struggle of the last "ten" years with typical white solipsism. In addition ,  
his "Praise de  Lord" does not allow us  knowledge of the politics of  Black 
Americans , to which religion has been historically intrinsic . Rather, it 
can be read in such a way that the triumph is taken from the hands of 
those who have won it and placed somewhere "out there . "  

I t  i s  commonly believed that the slaves were freed b y  white Northerners . 
But as W . E . B .  Du Bois observed : "In proportion to population , more 
Negroes than whites fought in the Civil War. These people , withdrawn 
from the support of the Confederacy , with the threat of the withdrawal 
of millions more , made the opposition of the slaveholder useless ,  unless 
they themselves freed and armed their own slaves . " 16 The journey out 
of slavery was one in which Black people played a dominant role . It is 
this that Lewis is commemorating in her work . She had earlier com
memorated the slave-woman in her piece Freedwoman on First Hearing 
of Her Liberty (which has been lost to us) .  

In an interview with the Lorain County News , Lewis spoke of her 
childhood : 

My mother was a wild Indian and was born in Albany , of 
copper color and with straight black hair . There she made 
and sold moccasins . My father , who was a Negro , and a 
gentleman' s  servant , saw her and married her . . . .  Mother 
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often left home and wandered with her people , whose 
habits she could not forget , and thus we were brought up 
in the same wild manner. Until I was twelve years old , I 
led this wandering life , fishing and swimming . . .  and 
making moccasins . 1 7 

Alice Walker speaks about looking "high-and low" for the artistic 
antecedents of Black women; she speaks specifically of her own mother's 
garden-how this was the place of her mother's creative expression , the 
background against which Walker's own work proceeded: "Guided by 
my heritage of a love of beauty and a respect for strength-in search of 
my mother' s  garden I found my own . "18 This statement makes me think 
of Lewis 's  mother, her independence and her craft .  The fact that she 
trained her daughter in her art form. That she taught her strength . 

Lewis ' s  sculpture , because she chose primarily to depict subjects 
directly related to her own and her people' s  experience , has a certain 
power. Where her pieces lose power is in the style she adopted and the 
material she used : the neo-classical style , with its emphatic focus on Greek 
idealization , and the pristine whiteness of the marble , which supports the 
narrowness of the style-so that a black face must appear white and be 
carved according to principles of beauty which are white , "fine" features 
as perfection . The nineteenth century was the century of jubilee , of a 
women's movement , and of a revolutionary movement in Europe . But 
these moral reactions need to be understood against the immorality which 
dominated that century : the "white man's  burden ," the political/relig
ious/economic affirmation of the supremacy of the white race . The 
neo-classical style arose quite naturally from all this , based as it was on 
the imitation of fifth-century Athens ,  a slave-owning, gynephobic society , 
but one popularly regarded as high-minded and democratic . In Lewis 's 
Forever Free the limitations placed on a Black and Indian artist working 
in this style and with this material are evident : the curly hair of the male 
figure and the broken chain are the only signs that these are people of 
color. 

Of her sculpture Hagar ( 1875) ,  Lewis said : "I have a strong sympathy 
for all women who have struggled and suffered . "19 Again , we have to look 
beyond the actual figure to the story Lewis is illustrating to find the 
political/historical statement in her work . Hagar was an Egyptian , a 
woman of color , the slave of Abraham's  wife , Sarah. Hagar was "given" 
to Abraham by Sarah so that he might have an heir; and she was the 
mother of his first-born son , Ishmael . Then Isaac was born to Abraham 
and Sarah. The book of Genesis continues the story : 

Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian , whom she had 
borne to Abraham, playing with her son Isaac . So she said 
to Abraham, "Cast out this slave woman with her son ; for 
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the son of  this slave woman shall not he  heir with my son 
Isaac . "  And the thing was very displeasing to Abraham 
on account of his son . But God said to Abraham, "Be not 
displeased because of the lad and because of your slave 
woman ; whatever Sarah says to you , do as she tells you , 
for through Isaac shall your descendents he named . . . .  So 
Abraham rose early in the morning . . .  and sent [Hagar] 
away . And she departed, and wandered in the wilderness 
of Beer-sheba.  20 

It is quite impossible to read this story and not think of the Black woman 
under slavery , raped by the white master, serving the white master's  wife , 
hearing a child by the white master and hearing the responsibility for 
that child-with no power over her own fate , or that of her child . Lewis 's  
choice of Hagar as a symbol for Black slave-women also fits into the Black 
tradition in America ,  one immersed in the stories of the Bible (often the 
Bible was the only access slaves had to the written word) , and charac
terized by the translation of these stories according to Black history . 

In reading this account from Genesis , I am also thrown hack to Lillian 
Smith's  description of the split between Black and white women . It is 
Sarah who is made responsible for the banishment of Hagar. Her husband 
and his god remain blameless , even noble . 

Mter approximately ten years of recognition , Edmonia Lewis "disap
peared . "  This sort of falling out of fame is usually seen as tragic , hut I 
wonder what happened to her? Was her disappearance by choice? Or did 
she disappear because she was a Black woman artist who was no longer 
in vogue , because she was no longer seen as "exotic"? 

In contrast to Lewis ' s  white marble sculptures , Elizabeth Catlett' s  
figures are done i n  brown wood o r  terra cotta , o r  another material which 
suggests the color of her subjects , or at least that her subjects are people 
of color. No white Western features replace the characteristics of Black 
and other Third World people . But Catlett is a contemporary artist , one 
who relatively early in her career left this country and moved to a country 
of colored people-Mexico .  

Yet her piece Homage to  My Young Black Sisters ( 1969) , when we 
make allowances over time and across space,  is not that far removed in 
political intent from Lewis ' s  Hagar. In form the differences are enor
mous : Hagar's  hands are clasped in front of her, in resignation , in 
supplication-in the wilderness she has to turn to Abraham's  god to save 
the life of her son . The female figure of Homage has one arm raised in a 
powerful and defiant fist. The similarity between the two pieces is that 
both , I think , represent part of the history of Black women , particularly 
Black motherhood, in America .  The midsection of the Homage figure is 
an open space , which I take as Catlett' s  statement of the historical white 
denial of Black women's  right to motherhood in any self-defining way , 
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and of the theft of the children of Black women and of what these children 
represent-whether through the laws of the slavocracy or those of 
postindustrial America .  

Catlett uses the theme of  Black women and children often in  her work , 
depicting over and again the heroism required of Black women simply to 
survive . In her lithographs , engravings and linocuts , Catlett seeks to tell 
the history of Black women, breaking away from the objectification of 
the dominant culture . We might , for example , look at her wood engraving 
of Harriet Tubman ( 1975) , in contrast to Judy Chicago 's  Sojourner 
Truth plate in the Dinner Party.21  Catlett' s  Harriet dominates the 
foreground ; one powerful arm points forward, the other holds a rifle . 
She is tall and she is strong and she is Black . In the background are the 
men and women she leads . What is interesting to me is the expression on 
Tubman's  face-she is fiercely determined . This expression is repeated 
in the group she leads . There is no passivity here , no resignation , no 
impotent tears , no "humming. "  Rather, this is a portrait of the activity 
of a people in conflict with their oppression. 

Catlett has stated that art should be obviously political, available to 
the people who are its subject. We have no such clear statement from 
Lewis ,  but we must wonder for whom her work was done , finally ; and 
whether she stopped working as she did because of a distance between 
her art and her subjects . 

Harriet Powers ( l837-l9ll )  was a quilt-maker (only two of her quilts 
are known to survive) .  She worked in applique, a method of needlework 
devisd by the Fon of Dahomey, brought to this country on slave ships . 22 
Betye Saar is a collector; an artist who constructs images with various 
objects , mementos ,  photographs ,  bits and pieces picked up here and there 
and saved; things used in another context , by other hands . Bot Powers 
and Saar endow their work with a belief in the spiritual nature of the 
ordinary . Power's quilts ,  constructed from the scraps saved by a poor 
Black woman, convey a real portrait of one Black woman's  religion and 
politics .  Marie Jeane Adams states : "The more one examines the style 
and content of Harriet Power's work, the more one sees that it projects 
a grand spiritual vision that breaks out of the confines of folk art . "2 3 

The employment of once-used objects by these artists is one aspect of 
their work which needs further thought. In the history of white Western 
art there is an obsession with the purity of materials . And also with their 
value . For one example : in the art of fifteenth-century Italy , and even 
earlier, the color ultramarine was often used to depict the most important 
figure or feature in a painting or fresco . This choice was made with the 
knowledge that the color was created by crushing lapis lazuli , the most 
expensive source of pigment after gold. 24 And this choice extended to the 
very meaning of the work produced. In the art of Powers and Saar, the 
sources of the artist' s  materials are also important, but the choice is more 
deeply personal. We might ask: how much does the power of a work of 
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The one frame which does not fit into this categorization is the one which , 
as Marie Jeane Adams observes , is the key to the quilt . Powers left a 
description in her own words of all the scenes in the quilt ; of this 
particular frame , she said : 

Rich people who were taught nothing of God . Bob 
Johnson and Kate Bell of Virginia . They told their parents 
to stop the clock at one and tomorrow it would strike one 
and so it did . This was the signal that they had entered 
everlasting punishment .  The independent hog which ran 
500 miles from Ga.  to Va . Her name was Betts .27  

The frame has a clock in the center , stars and a moon scattered around , 
two human figures .  At the bottom is the independent hog named Betts , 
the largest figure of the quilt . Metallic thread outlines the clockface and 
creates a tiara around the head of the white woman , Kate Bell . Betts is 
made from gray cloth , but she is placed over a swatch of orange so that 
her figure unmistakably stands out . 

This quilt represents a great spiritual vision , but it also represents a 
great political vision : as well as hope , it represents rage . It is a safe guess 
that Bob Johnson and Kate Bell of Virginia were a son and daughter of 
the slavocracy . They stand surrounded by scenes representing the 
punishment meted out to those who are arrogant and self-serving, and 
the redemption promised those who are righteous . In this particular 
frame it is their sin of pride which has damned them ; and Powers is clear 
in her belief that their damnation is well-earned . In contrast is the 
dominating figure of Betts , who in an act of self-liberation goes free . Her 
500-mile flight from Georgia to Virginia is, as Adams points out , a 
reference to one route traveled by runaway slaves .  And Betts is undeniab
ly female-her teats hang down from her gray-cloth body . I think of 
Dolly-the cow in the anecdote cited above-being ridden away by a 
Black woman . And I think of the white idea of Black women as beasts of 
burden , "mules," farm animals ; of the image of Harriet Tubman being 
forced to draw a wagon for the entertainment of white folks .  I take Betts 
to be a metaphor for this experience .  Angela Davis has quoted Frederick 
Law Olmstead's description of a slave crew in Mississippi returning from 
the fields : 

[ I  saw] forty of the largest and strongest women I ever 
saw together; they were all in a simple uniform dress of 
a bluish check stuff; their legs and feet were bare ; they 
carried themselves loftily , each having a hoe over the 
shoulder , and walking with a free , powerful swing like 
chausseurs on the march . 28 
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It would be very simple to romanticize this group of women . But , as Davis 
says , it is not slavery and the slave system that have made them strong; 
it is the experience of their labor and their knowledge of themselves as 
producers and creators . She quotes Marx : "labor is the living, shaping 
fire ; it represents the impermanence of things , their temporality . "  Davis 
makes a brilliant connection here : 

. . .  perhaps these women had learned to extract from the 
oppressive circumstances of their lives the strength they 
needed to resist the daily dehumanization of slavery . 
Their awareness of their endless capacity for hard work 
may have imparted to them a confidence in their ability 
to struggle for themselves ,  their families and their 
people .29 

Black women were not dehumanized under slavery ; they were 
dehumanized in white minds . I return again and again in my own mind 
to the adjective "independent," which Powers uses to describe Betts , a 
"chasseur on the march . "  

I t  i s  not that far a distance from Lewis's  Hagar, t o  Catlett' s  Homage, 
to Powers ' s  Betts , to Betye Saar's Aunt Jemima. Saar's construction , 
entitled The Liberation of Aunt Jemima, is perhaps the most obvious 
illustration of what I mean by the title of this essay : "Object into Subject . "  
Here i s  the most popularized image of the Mammy-in the center of the 
piece she is a cookie jar,  the source of nourishment for others : behind 
her are faces cut from the pancake mix . In front of the central figure is 
another image of Mammy, holding a white baby . And there is a broom 
alongside the central figure . But she also holds a pistol and a rifle ; and 
the skirt of Mammy with the white baby forms an unmistakable Black 
fist . Saar's message is clear: Aunt Jemima will free herself. 

In an interview in Black Art, Saar described the components she uses 
in her work : 

They are all found objects or discarded objects , so they 
have to be remnants . They are connected with another 
sensitivity so it has to be a memory of belonging to another 
object,  or at least having another function . 30 

Aunt Jemima has been created by another sensitivity than that of the 
artist who has made this portrait . Aunt Jemima has a memory of 
belonging to someone else,  of being at the service of someone else . She 
exists against an image , which exists in another mind. The cookie j ar is 
a remnant of another life : most likely she "lived" on the kitchen counter 
of a white family , maybe Saar found her discarded on a white elephant 
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table, or at a garage sale. She has appeared to me in my travels, usually 
turning up in rural antique stores or church basements , labeled ••collec
tible . "  The picture of Mammy with the white baby reminds me first of 
old magazine advertisements , usually , as I recall , for soap or cereal or 
other necessities of the servant role . And I additionally recall the many 
films of the forties and fifties about white middle-class America ,  in which 
a large Black woman who worked in the kitchen was always present hut 
only occasionally given a line to speak . She was played by Louise Beavers , 
Hattie McDaniel or Ethel Waters-and she was usually characterized by 
her loyalty to the white family for whom she worked . She also appeared 
on television : ••Beulah" was a program in which she was featured . She 
was kind , honest , a good cook, always with a song to hum her troubles 
away ; and as usual , devoted to those white folks . 

All hut three of the elements in Saar's construction are traditional to 
Aunt Jemima ; the two guns and the fist are not . Saar, by including these 
unfamiliar aspects has changed the function of the figure she is repre
senting. She has combined the myth with the reality of Black women's 
historic opposition to their oppression . 

This representation of Aunt Jemima is startling. All of us who have 
grown up with the mythical figure of Aunt Jemima and her equally 
mythical attributes-whether or not we recognized they were mythic
have been affected . We may not have known her, hut aren't  we somehow 
convinced that somewhere she exists , or at least has existed? The last 
thing we would expect would he that she would carry a gun ,  or raise a 
hand . As a child in Jamaica I was taught that the women who worked for 
us were to he respected and obeyed, and yet I remember my twelve-year
old light-skinned self exercising what I felt was my authority over these 
women , and being quite taken aback when one of the women threatened 
to heat me-and my mother hacked her up . Just as I was shocked to find 
that another houseworker had tied up my cousins and shut them on the 
verandah because they were interfering with her work . 

So while we may know the image is an image , the expectations of Black 
women behaving according to this image persist.  As far as I can tell , 
Harriet Tubman carried both a carbine and a pistol . And she threatened 
to shoot any slave who decided to turn hack on the journey north . Just 
as Lorraine Hansberry's  slavemother armed her chiidren and set out 
with them-after leaving a white man to die . 
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I Am Your Sister: 
Black Women Organizing 
Across Sexualities 

Audre Lorde 

Whenever I come to Medgar Evers College I always feel a thrill of 
anticipation and delight because it feels like coming home, like talking to 
family , having a chance to speak about things that are very important to 
me with people who matter the most . And this is particularly true 
whenever I talk at the Women's  Center . But, as with all families , we 
sometimes find it difficult to deal constructively with the genuine differen
ces between us and to recognize that unity does not require that we be 
identical to each other . Black women are not one great vat of homogenized 
chocolate milk . We have many different faces ,  and we do not have to 
become each other in order to work together .  

I t  i s  not easy for me to  speak here with you as  a Black Lesbian feminist ,  
recognizing that some of the ways in which I identify myself make it 
difficult for you to hear me . But meeting across difference always requires 
mutual stretching, and until you can hear me as a Black Lesbian feminist ,  
our strengths will not be truly available to each other as Black women . 

Because I feel it is urgent that we not waste each other's resources , that 
we recognize each sister on her own terms so that we may better work 
together toward our mutual survival , I speak here about heterosexism 
and homophobia ,  two grave barriers to organizing among Black women . 
And so that we have a common language between us,  I would like to define 
some of the terms I use : Heterosexism-a belief in the inherent supe
riority of one form of loving over all others and thereby the right to 
dominance ; Homophobia-a terror surrounding feelings of love for 
members of the same sex and thereby a hatred of those feelings in others . 

In the 1960s , when liberal white people decided that they didn't  want 
to appear racist,  they wore dashikis , and danced Black,  and ate Black , 
and even married Black,  but they did not want to feel Black or think 
Black , so they never even questioned the textures of their daily living 
(why should flesh-colored bandaids always be pink?) and then they 
wondered , "Why are those Black folks always taking offense so easily at 
the least little thing? Some of our best friends are Black . . . .  " 

Well , it is not necessary for some of your best friends to be Lesbian , 
although some of them probably are , no doubt . But it is necessary for 
you to stop oppressing me through false judgement .  I do not want you to 
ignore my identity , nor do I want you to make it an insurmountable 
barrier between our sharing of strengths . 
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When I say I am a Black feminist,  I mean I recognize that my power 
as well as my primary oppressions come as a result of my Blackness as 
well as my womanness , and therefore my struggles on both these fronts 
are inseparable . 

When I say I am a Black Lesbian, I mean I am a woman whose primary 
focus of loving, physical as well as emotional , is directed to women. It 
does not mean I hate men . Far from it . The harshest attacks I have ever 
heard against Black men come from those women who are intimately 
bound to them and cannot free themselves from a subservient and silent 
position . I would never presume to speak about Black men the way I have 
heard some of my straight sisters talk about the men they are attached 
to . And of course that concerns me , because it reflects a situation of 
noncommunication in the heterosexual Black community that is far more 
truly threatening than the existence of Black Lesbians . 

What does this have to do with Black women organizing? 
I have heard it said-usually behind my back-that Black Lesbians 

are not normal . But what is normal in this deranged society by which we 
are all trapped? I remember, and so do many of you , when being Black 
was considered not normal , when they talked about us in whispers , tried 
to paint us , lynch us , bleach us , ignore us , pretend we did not exist .  We 
called that racism. 

I have heard it said that Black Lesbians are a threat to the Black family. 
But when 50 percent of children born to Black women are born out of 
wedlock ,  and 30 percent of all Black families are headed by women 
without husbands , we need to broaden and redefine what we mean by 
family. 

I have heard it said that Black Lesbians will mean the death of the race . 
Yet Black Lesbians bear children in exactly the same way other women 
bear children , and a Lesbian household is simply another kind of family . 
Ask my son and daughter. 

The terror of Black Lesbians is buried in that deep inner place where 
we have been taught to fear all difference-to kill it or ignore it . Be 
assured : loving women is not a communicable disease . You don't  catch 
it like the common cold . Yet the one accusation that seems to render even 
the most vocal straight Black woman totally silent and ineffective is the 
suggestion that she might be a Black Lesbian . 

If someone says you're Russian and you know you're not , you don't 
collapse into stunned silence . Even if someone calls you a bigamist , or a 
childbeater , and you know you're not , you don't  crumple into bits . You 
say it ' s  not true and keep on printing the posters . But let anyone , 
particularly a Black man , accuse a straight Black woman of being a Black 
Lesbian, and right away that sister becomes immobilized , as if that is the 
most horrible thing she could be , and must at all costs be proven false . 
That is homophobia . It is a waste of woman energy , and it puts a terrible 
weapon into the hands of your enemies to be used against you to silence 
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you , to  keep you docile and in  line . I t  also serves to  keep us  isolated and 
apart . 

I have heard it said that Black Lesbians are not political, that we have 
not been and are not involved in the struggles of Black people . But when 
I taught Black and Puerto Rican students writing at City College in the 
SEEK program in the sixties I was a Black Lesbian . I was a Black Lesbian 
when I helped organize and fight for the Black Studies Department of 
John Jay College . And because I was fifteen years younger then and less 
sure of myself, at one crucial moment I yielded to pressures that said I 
should step back for a Black man even though I knew him to be a serious 
error of choice , and I did , and he was . But I was a Black Lesbian then . 

When my girlfriends and I went out in the car one July 4th night after 
fireworks with cans of white spray paint and our kids asleep in the back 
seat , one of us staying behind to keep the motor running and watch the 
kids while the other two worked our way down the suburban New Jersey 
street , spraying white paint over the black jockey statues , and their little 
red jackets , too , we were Black Lesbians . 

When I drove through the Mississippi Delta to Jackson in 1968 with 
a group of Black students from Tougaloo, another car full of redneck 
kids trying to bump us off the road all the way back into town, I was a 
Black Lesbian . 

When I weaned my daughter in 1963 to go to Washington in August 
to work in the coffee tents along with Lena Horne , making coffee for the 
marshals because that was what most Black women did in the 1963 
March on Washington , I was a Black Lesbian . 

When I taught a poetry workshop at Tougaloo , a small Black college 
in Mississippi , where white rowdies shot up the edge of the campus every 
night, and I felt the joy of seeing young Black poets find their voices and 
power through words in our mutual growth, I was a Black Lesbian. And 
there are strong Black poets today who date their growth and awareness 
from those workshops .  

When Y oli and I cooked curried chicken and beans and rice and took 
our extra blankets and pillows up the hill to the striking students 
occupying buildings at City College in 1969, demanding open admissions 
and the right to an education , I was a Black Lesbian . When I walked 
through the midnight hallways of Lehman College that same year, 
carrying Midol and Kotex pads for the young Black radical women taking 
part in the action , and we tried to persuade them that their place in the 
revolution was not ten paces behind Black men , that spreading their legs 
to the guys on the tables in the cafeteria was not a revolutionary act no 
matter what the brothers said , I was a Black Lesbian . When I picketed 
for Welfare Mothers ' Rights ,  and against the enforced sterilization of 
young Black girls ,  when I fought institutionalized racism in the New York 
City schools , I was a Black Lesbian . 
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But you did not know it because we did not identify ourselves , so now 
you can say that Black Lesbians and Gay men have nothing to do with 
the struggles of the Black Nation . 

And I am not alone . 
When you read the words of Langston Hughes you are reading the 

words of a Black Gay man. When you read the words of Alice Dunbar
Nelson and Angelina Weld Grimke, poets of the Harlem Renaissance , you 
are reading the words of Black Lesbians.  When you listen to the 
life-affirming voices of Bessie Smith and Ma Rainey , you are hearing 
Black Lesbian women . When you see the plays and read the words of 
Lorraine Hansberry , you are reading the words of a woman who loved 
women deeply . 

Today, Lesbians and Gay men are some of the most active and engaged 
members of Art Against Apartheid , a group which is making visible and 
immediate our cultural responsibilities against the tragedy of South 
Mrica .  We have organizations such as the National Coalition of Black 
Lesbians and Gays , Dykes Against Racism Everywhere , and Men of All 
Colors together ,  all of which are committed to and engaged in anti racist 
activity . 

Homophobia and heterosexism mean you allow yourselves to be robbed 
of the sisterhood and strength of Black Lesbian women because you are 
afraid of being called a Lesbian yourself. Yet we share so many concerns 
as Black women , so much work to be done . The urgency of the destruction 
of our Black children and the theft of young Black minds are joint 
urgencies . Black children shot down or doped up on the streets of our 
cities are priorities for all of us . The fact of Black women's  blood flowing 
with grim regularity in the streets and living rooms of Black communities 
is not a Black Lesbian rumor. It is a sad statistical truth . The fact that 
there is widening and dangerous lack of communication around our 
differences between Black women and men is not a Black Lesbian plot . 
It is a reality that is starkly clarified as we see our young people becoming 
more and more uncaring of each other . Young Black boys believing that 
they can define their manhood between a sixth-grade girl' s  legs , growing 
up believing that Black women and girls are the fitting target for their 
justifiable furies rather than the racist structures grinding us all into 
dust, these are not Black Lesbian myths .  These are sad realities of Black 
communities today and of immediate concern to us all. We cannot afford 
to waste each other's  energies in our common battles . 

What does homophobia mean? It means that high-powered Black 
women are told it is not safe to attend a Conference on the Status of 
Women in Nairobi simply because we are Lesbians . It means that in a 
political action , you rob yourselves of the vital insight and energies of 
political women such as Betty Powell and Barbara Smith and Gwendolyn 
Rogers and Raymina Mays and Robin Christian and Yvonne Flowers . It 
means another instance of the divide-and-conquer routine. 
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How do we organize around our differences , neither denying them nor 
blowing them up out of proportion? 

The first step is an effort of will on your part . Try to remember to keep 
certain facts in mind. Black Lesbians are not apolitical. We have been a 
part of every freedom struggle within this country . Black Lesbians are 
not a threat to the Black family . Many of us have families of our own. 
We are not white , and we are not a disease . We are women who love 
women . This does not mean we are going to assault your daughters in an 
alley on Nostrand Avenue. It does not mean we are about to attack you 
if we pay you a compliment on your dress .  It does not mean we only think 
about sex , any more than you only think about sex . 

Even if you do believe any of these stereotypes about Black Lesbians ,  
begin t o  practice acting like you don' t  believe them. Just a s  racist 
stereotypes are the problem of the white people who believe them, so also 
are homophobic stereotypes the problem of the heterosexuals who 
believe them. In other words , those stereotypes are yours to solve , not 
mine , and they are a terrible and wasteful barrier to our working 
together . I am not your enemy. We do not have to become each other's  
unique experiences and insights in order to  share what we have learned 
through our particular battles for survival as Black women. 

There was a poster in the 1960s that was very popular: HE' S  NOT 
BLACK, HE' S  MY BROTHER!  It used to infuriate me because it implied 
that the two were mutually exclusive-he couldn't  be both brother and 
Black . Well , I do not want to be tolerated, nor misnamed. I want to be 
recognized. 

I am a Black Lesbian , and I am your sister. 

From A Burst of Light 
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Recognizing, Accepting 
and Celebrating 
Our Differences * 

Querida Gloria: 

Papusa Molina 

You called me and your call takes me through an eight years journey . 
Me pides que te escriba a piece of work about alliances , about my work 
with the Women Against Racism Committee . About this family of women 
housed in my gringo home , Iowa City . And Gloria,  the fear kicks in . Ese 
miedo that comes late at night when I am there lying in bed withough 
being able to sleep because I am sola ; because everything that is familiar 
has stayed behind in Merida,  on the beach of Isla Mujeres , in the 
pyramids of Uxmal . Ese miedo that enters me when I am afraid of not 
being able to express my deepest feelings because el Ingles no da-it's 
too short , too practical , not romantic enough, not soft enough for me 
when I want to call my lover caracolito . Gloria,  este es el miedo of always 
being an outsider; no matter who I am with , the sense of belonging is 
always temporary ; the fear of living in the Borderlands paralyzes and 
silences me . You have written about it , I know you understand . I know 
you know what needs to be overcome to build alliances ,  to trust . So I 
cleanse myself. I do the things that mamma Teish has taught me. I start 
thinking about Cindy and Joan and Mary and Rusty and el miedo starts 
disappearing. It is like magic . I just need to sit in front of the computer 
now. I just need to let my memory run , and my fingers will speak for my 
mind and soul . I will speak clear and loud so my silence does not become 
an accomplice of my fear .  Some truths need to be said , and they will. 
Some experiences need to be accounted for ,  and they will . I will start the 
journey . 

October of 198 1 .  I 'd  been in Iowa City only three months when 
Rusty-a Chicana who has taught me more than anyone else about being 
Mexican-called to invite me to a meeting where a group of women of 
color expressed their rage at our invisibility in the Women' s  Center's 
programs and staff. The people working and organizing out of the Center 

* This is the Women Against Racism Committee workshops title . It is also the title of our 
1986 conference . I decided to start my piece with this title as a way to acknowledge that 
my voice is not an individual one . My voice is the product of a collective effort . It is my 
personal experiece as a member of a family of women who struggle each day to get clearer 
and clearer about who we are and about the task in front of us . 





























































































3 7 4  Trinh T. Minh-ha / "Doing" Theory 

Through audiences ' responses and expectations of their works,  non
white filmmakers are often informed and reminded of the territorial 
boundaries in which they are to remain . An insider can speak with 
authority about her own culture , and she 's  referred to as the source of 
authority in this matter-not as a filmmaker necessarily , but as an 
insider, merely . This automatic and arbitrary endowment of an insider 
with legitimized knowledge about her cultural heritage and environment 
only exerts its power when it' s  a question of validating power. It is a 
paradoxical twist of the colonial mind. What the outsider expects from 
the insider is , in fact, a projection of an all-knowing subject that this 
outsider usually attributes to himself and to his own kind. In this 
unacknowledged self/other relation , however , the other would always 
remain the shadow of the self. Hence not really , not quite all-knowing. 
That a white person makes a film on the Goba of the Zambezi , for 
example , or on the Tasaday of the Philippine rainforest, seems hardly 
surprising to anyone , but that a Third World member makes a film on 
other Third World peoples never fails to appear questionable to many . 
The question concerning the choice of subject matter immediately arises , 
sometimes out of curiosity , most often out of hostility . The marriage is 
not consumable , for the pair is no longer outside/inside , that is to say, 
objective versus subjective , but something between inside/inside-objec
tive in what is already claimed as objective. So ,  no real conflict .  

Interdependency cannot be  reduced to  a mere question of  mutual 
enslavement. It also consists in creating a ground that belongs to no one, 
not even to the creator. Otherness becomes empowerment, critical 
difference when it is not given but recreated. Furthermore , where should 
the dividing line between outsider and insider stop? How should it be 
defined? By skin color, by language , by geography , by nation or by 
political affinity? What about those, for example , with hyphenated 
identities and hybrid realities? And here it is worth noting, for example, 
a journalist ' s  report in a recent Time issue which is entitled , "The Crazy 
Game of Musical Chairs . "  In this brief report attention is drawn to the 
fact that people in South Mrica who are classified by race and placed 
into one of the nine racial categories that determine where they can live 
and work , can have their classification changed if they can prove they 
were put in a wrong group . Thus , in an announcement of racial reclas
sifications by the Home Mfairs Ministers one learns that 9 whites became 
colored , 506 coloreds became white , 2 whites became Malay , 14 Malay 
became white , 40 coloreds became Black , 666 Blacks became colored 
and the list goes on . However ,  says the minister, no Blacks apply to 
become whites .  And no whites became Black. 

The moment the insider steps out from the inside she 's  no longer a mere 
insider. She necessarily looks in from the outside while also looking out 
from the inside . Not quite the same, not quite the other, she stands in 
that undetermined threshold place where she constantly drifts in and 
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out . Undercutting the inside/outside opposition , her intervention is 
necessarily that of both not quite an insider and not quite an outsider . 
She is , in other words , this inappropriate other or same who moves about 
with always at least two gestures :  that of affirming 'I  am like you' while 
persisting in her difference and that of reminding 'I am different' while 
unsettling every definition of otherness arrived at.  

This is not to say that the historical I can be obscured and ignored and 
that differentiation cannot be made , but that I is not unitary , culture has 
never been monolithic and is always more or less in relation to a judging 
subject . Differences do not only exist between outsider and insider-two 
entities .  They are also at work within the outsider herself, or the insider 
herself-a single entity . She who knows she cannot speak of them without 
speaking of herself, of history without involving her story , also knows 
that she cannot make a gesture without activating the to and fro 
movement of life . 

The subjectivity at work in the context of this inappropriate other can 
hardly be submitted to the old subjectivity/objectivity paradigm.  Acute 
political subject awareness cannot be reduced to a question of self
criticism toward self-improvement , nor of self-praise toward greater 
self-confidence . Such differentiation is useful , for a grasp of subjectivity 
as , let ' s  say , the science of the subject or merely as related to the subject , 
makes the fear of self-absorption look absurd . Awareness of the limits in 
which one works need not lead to any form of indulgence in personal 
partiality , nor to the narrow conclusion that it is impossible to understand 
anything about other peoples , since the difference is one of essence . By 
refusing to naturalize the I, subjectivity uncovers the myth of essential 
core , of spontaneity and depth as inner vision .  Subjectivity , therefore , 
does not merely consist of talking about oneself, be this talking indulgent 
or critical . In short , what is at stake is a practice of subjectivity that is 
still unaware of its own constituted nature , hence , the difficulty to exceed 
the simplistic pair of subjectivity and objectivity ; a practice of subjec
tivity that is unaware of its continuous role in the production of meaning, 
as if things can make sense by themselves , so that the interpreter's 
function consists of only choosing among the many existing readings , 
unaware of representation as representation , that is to say , the cultural , 
sexual , political inter-reality of the filmmaker as subject , the reality of 
the subject film and the reality of the cinematic apparatus .  And finally 
unaware of the inappropriate other within every I .  

From Inscriptions 3/4 

Lecture given at the Feminism and the Critique of Colonial Discourse Conference , U . C .  
Santa Cruz , April 2 5 ,  1987 . 
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El choque de un alma atrapado entre el mundo del espiritu y el mundo 
de la tecnica a veces la deja entullada. Cradled in one culture , sand
wiched between two cultures , straddling all three cultures and their value 
systems , la mestiza undergoes a struggle of flesh , a struggle of borders , 
an inner war . Like all people , we perceive the version of reality that our 
culture communicates . Like others having or living in more than one 
culture , we get multiple , often opposing messages . The coming together 
of two self-consistent but habitually incompatible frames of reference3 
causes un choque , a cultural collision . 

Within us and within la cultura chicana, commonly held beliefs of the 
white culture attack commonly held beliefs of the Mexican culture , and 
both attack commonly held beliefs of the indigenous culture . Subcon
sciously , we see an attack on ourselves and our beliefs as a threat and 
we attempt to block with a counterstance . 

But it is not enough to stand on the opposite river bank , shouting 
questions ,  challenging patriarchical , white conventions . A counterstance 
locks one into a duel of oppressor and oppressed ; locked in mortal 
combat, like the cop and the criminal , both are reduced to a common 
denominator of violence . The counterstance refutes the dominant 
culture' s  views and beliefs , and , for this , it is proudly defiant. All reaction 
is limited by,  and dependent on , what it is reacting against . Because the 
counterstance stems from a problem with authority-outer as well as 
inner-it's  a step towards liberation from cultural domination . But it is 
not a way of life . At some point , on our way to a new consciousness , we 
will have to leave the opposite bank , the split between the two mortal 
combatants somehow healed so that we are on both shores at once and, 
at once , see through serpent and eagle eyes .  Or perhaps we will decide 
to disengage from the dominant culture , write it off altogether as a lost 
cause , and cross the border into a wholly new and separate territory . Or 
we might go another route . The possibilities are numerous once we decide 
to act and not react . 

A Tolerance For Ambiguity 

These numerous possibilities leave la mestiza floundering in uncharted 
seas . In perceiving conflicting information and points of view, she is 
subjected to a swamping of her psychological borders . She has discovered 
that she can't  hold concepts or ideas in rigid boundaries .  The borders 
and walls that are supposed to keep the undesirable ideas out are 
entrenched habits and patterns of behavior ;  these habits and patterns 
are the enemy within . Rigidity means death . Only by remaining flexible 
is she able to stretch the psyche horizontally and vertically . La mestiza 
constantly has to shift out of habitual formations ; from convergent 
thinking, analytical reasoning that tends to use rationality to move toward 
a single goal (a Western mode) , to divergent thinking,4 characterized by 
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movement away from set patterns and goals and toward a more whole 
perspective , one that includes rather than excludes .  

The new mestiza copes by developing a tolerance for contradictions , a 
tolerance for ambiguity . She learns to be an Indian in Mexican culture , 
to be Mexican from an Anglo point of view. She learns to juggle cultures . 
She has a plural personality , she operates in a pluralistic mode-nothing 
is thrust out , the good , the bad and the ugly , nothing rejected , nothing 
abandoned . Not only does she sustain contradictions , she turns the 
ambivalence into something else . 

She can be jarred out of ambivalence by an intense , and often painful , 
emotional event which inverts or resolves the ambivalence . I 'm not sure 
exactly how. The work takes place underground-subconsciously . It is 
work that the soul performs . That focal point or fulcrum, that juncture 
where the mestiza stands , is where phenomena tend to collide . It is where 
the possibility of uniting all that is separate occurs . This assembly is not 
one where severed or separated pieces merely come together. Nor is it a 
balancing of opposing powers . In attempting to work out a synthesis , the 
self has added a third element which is greater than the sum of its severed 
parts . That third element is a new consciousness-a mestiza conscious
ness-and though it is a source of intense pain , its energy comes from a 
continual creative motion that keeps breaking down the unitary aspect 
of each new paradigm. 

En unas pocas centurias , the future will belong to the mestiza. Because 
the future depends on the breaking down of paradigms,  it depends on 
the straddling of two or more cultures .  By creating a new mythos-that 
is , a change in the way we perceive reality , the way we see ourselves and 
the ways we behave-la mestiza creates a new consciousness . 

The work of mestiza consciousness is to break down the subject-object 
duality that keeps her a prisoner and to show in the flesh and through 
the images in her work how duality is transcended. The answer to the 
problem between the white race and the colored, between males and 
females ,  lies in healing the split that originates in the very foundation of 
our lives , our culture , our languages , our thoughts . A massive uprooting 
of dualistic thinking in the individual and collective consciousness is the 
beginning of a long struggle , but one that could , in our best hopes , bring 
us to the end of rape , of violence , of war. 

La encrucijadaffhe Crossroads 

A chicken is being sacrificed 
at a crossroads , a simple mound of earth 

a mud shrine for Eshu, 
Y oruba god of indeterminacy , 

who blesses her choice of path . 
She begins her journey . 
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Su cuerpo es una bocacalle . La mestiza has gone from being the sacrificial 
goat to becoming the officiating priestess at the crossroads . 

As a mestiza I have no country , my homeland cast me out ; yet all 
countries are mine because I am every woman' s  sister or potential lover. 
(As a lesbian I have no race , my own people disclaim me; hut I am all 
races because there is the queer of me in all races . )  I am cultureless 
because , as a feminist ,  I challenge the collective cultural/religious male
derived beliefs of Indo-Hispanics and Anglos ;  yet I am cultured because 
I am participating in the creation of yet another culture , a new story to 
explain the world and our participation in it , a new value system with 
images and symbols that connect us to each other and to the planet . Soy 
un amasamiento , I am an act of kneading, of uniting and joining that not 
only has produced both a creature of darkness and a creature of light , 
hut also a creature that questions the definitions of light and dark and 
gives them new meanings . 

We are the people who leap in the dark, we are the people on the knees 
of the gods . In our flesh , (r)evolution works out the clash of cultures . It 
makes us crazy constantly , hut if the center holds , we've made some kind 
of evolutionary step forward. Nuestra alma el trabajo , the opus,  the great 
alchemical work; spiritual mestizaje, a "morphogenesis ,"* an inevitable 
unfolding. We have become the quickening serpent movement. 

Indigenous like corn , like corn , the mestiza is a product of crossbreed
ing, designed for preservation under a variety of conditions . Like an ear 
of corn-a female seed-hearing organ-the mestiza is tenacious , tightly 
wrapped in the husks of her culture . Like kernels she clings to the cob; 
with thick stalks and strong brace roots , she holds tight to the earth-she 
will survive the crossroads . 

Lavando y remojando el maiz en agua de cal, despojando el pellejo. 
Moliendo, mixteando, amasando, hacienda tortillas de masa. * *  She 
steeps the corn in lime, it swells , softens . With stone roller on metate, 
she grinds the corn , then grinds again . She kneads and moulds the dough, 
pats the round balls into tortillas. 

* To borrow chemist Ilya Prigogine's  theory of "dissipative structures . "  Prigogine 
discovered that substances interact not in predictable ways as it was taught in science, 
but in different and fluctuating ways to produce new and more complex structures , a 
kind of birth he called "morphogenesis ," which created unpredictable innovations . s  

* * Tortillas ck masa harina: corn tortillas are o f  two types , the smooth uniform ones 
made in a tortilla press and usually bought at a tortilla factory or supermarket, and 
gorditas , made by mixing masa with lard or shortening or butter (my mother sometimes 
puts in bits of bacon or chicharrones) .  
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We are the porous rock in the stone metate 
squatting on the ground. 
We are the rolling pin , el maiz y agua , 
la masa harina. Somos el amasijo . 
Somos lo molido en el metate . 
We are the comal sizzling hot , 
the hot tortilla, the hungry mouth . 
We are the coarse rock.  
We are the grinding motion , 
the mixed potion, somos el molcajete . 
We are the pestle , the comino, ajo,  pimienta, 
We are the chile colorado, 
the green shoot that cracks the rock. 
We will abide . 

El camino de la mestizaffhe Mestiza Way 

Caught between the sudden contraction , the breath suck
ed in and the endless space , the brown woman stands still , 
looks at the sky . She decides to go down, digging her way 
along the roots of trees . Sifting through the bones , she 
shakes them to see if there is any marrow in them. Then , 
touching the dirt to her forehead , to her tongue , she takes 
a few bones , leaves the rest in their burial place . 

She goes through her backpack , keeps her journal and 
address book , throws away the muni-bart metromaps .  
The coins are heavy and they go next , then the greenbacks 
flutter through the air . She keeps her knife ,  can opener 
and eyebrow pencil . She puts bones,  pieces of bark , 
hierbas , eagle feather , snakeskin , tape recorder, the 
rattle and drum in her pack and she sets out to become 
the complete tolteca. 

Her first step is to take inventory . Despojando, desgranando, quitando 
paja. Just what did she inherit from her ancestors? This weight on her 
back-which is the baggage from the Indian mother, which the baggage 
from the Spanish father, which the baggage from the Anglo? 

Pero es difu:il differentiating between lo heredado, lo adquirido, lo 
impuesto . She puts history through a sieve , winnows out the lies , looks 
at the forces that we as a race , as women , have been a part of. Luego 
bota lo que no vale , los desmientos , los desencuentos , el embrutecimiento . 
Aguarda el juicio , hondo y enraizado, de la gente antigua. This step is 
a conscious rupture with all oppressive traditions of all cultures and 
religions . She communicates that rupture , documents the struggle . She 
reinterprets history and, using new symbols , she shapes new myths . She 
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adopts new perspectives toward the darkskinned, women and queers . 
She strengthens her tolerance (and intolerance) for ambiguity . She is 
willing to share , to make herself vulnerable to foreign ways of seeing and 
thinking. She surrenders all notions of safety , of the familiar. Decon
struct, construct.  She becomes a nahual, able to transform herself into 
a tree , a coyote , into another person . She learns to transform the small 
"I" into the total Self. Se hace moldeadora de su alma. Segun la 
concepcion que tiene de si misma, asi sera . 

Que no se nos olvide los hombres 

"Tu no sirves pa' nada
you're good for nothing. 
Eres pura vieja. "  

"You're nothing but a woman" means you are defective . Its opposite is 
to be un macho . The modern meaning of the word "machismo ," as well 
as the concept , is actually an Anglo invention . For men like my father,  
being "macho" meant being strong enough to protect and support my 
mother and us ,  yet being able to show love . Today's  macho has doubts 
about his ability to feed and protect his family . His "machismo" is an 
adaptation to oppression and poverty and low self-esteem. It is the result 
of hierarchical male dominance . The Anglo , feeling inadequate and 
inferior and powerless , displaces or transfers these feeling to the Chicano 
by shaming him. In the Gringo world, the Chicano suffers from excessive 
humility and self-effacement , shame of self and self-deprecation. Around 
Latinos he suffers from a sense of language inadequacy and its accom
panying discomfort ; with Native Americans he suffers from a racial 
amnesia which ignores our common blood , and from guilt because the 
Spanish part of him took their land and oppressed them. He has an 
excessive compensatory hubris when around Mexicans from the other 
side . It overlays a deep sense of racial shame. 

The loss of a sense of dignity and respect in the macho breeds a false 
machismo which leads him to put down women and even to brutalize 
them. Coexisting with his sexist behavior is a love for the mother which 
takes precedence over that of all others . Devoted son , macho pig. To 
wash down the shame of his acts , of his very being, and to handle the 
brute in the mirror, he takes to the bottle , the snort , the needle and the 
fist . 

Though we "understand" the root causes of male hatred and fear, and 
the subsequent wounding of women , we do not excuse , we do not condone 
and we will not longer put up with it . From the men of our race, we 
demand the admission/acknowledgement/disclosure/testimony that they 
wound us ,  violate us , are afraid of us and of our power . We need them 
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to  say  they will begin to  eliminate their hurtful put-down ways . But more 
than the words , we demand acts . We say to them: we will develop equal 
power with you and those who have shamed us .  

It is imperative that mestizas support each other in changing the sexist 
elements in the Mexican-Indian culture . As long as woman is put down, 
the Indian and the Black in all of us is put down. The struggle of the 
mestiza is above all a feminist one. As long as los hombres think they 
have to chingar mujeres and each other to be men , as long as men are 
taught that they are superior and therefore culturally favored over la 
mujer, as long as to be a vieja is a thing of derision , there can be no real 
healing of our psyches . We're halfway there-we have such love of the 
Mother, the good mother. The first step is to unlearn the putalvirgen 
dichotomy and to see Coatlapopeuh-Coatlicue in the Mother, Guadalupe. 

Tenderness , a sign of vulnerability ,  is so feared that it is showered on 
women with verbal abuse and blows . Men , even more than women , are 
fettered to gender roles . Women at least have had the guts to break out 
of bondage . Only gay men have had the courage to expose themselves to 
the woman inside them and to challenge the current masculinity . I 've 
encountered a few scattered and isolated gentle straight men , the begin
nings of a new breed , but they are confused, and entangled with sexist 
behaviors that they have not been able to eradicate . We need a new 
masculinity and the new man needs a movement. 

Lumping the males who deviate from the general norm with man , the 
oppressor , is a gross injustice . Asombra pensar que nos hemos quedado 
en ese pozo oscuro donde el mundo encierra a las lesbianas . Asombra 
pensar que hemos , como femenistas y lesbianas , cerrado nuestros cora
zones a los hombres , a nuestros hermanos los jotos , desheredados y 
marginales como nosotros . Being the supreme crossers of cultures , 
homosexuals have strong bonds with the queer white , Black, Asian , 
Native American , Latino and with the queer in Italy , Australia and the 
rest of the planet . We come from all colors , all classes , all races , all time 
periods . Our role is to link people with each other-the Blacks with Jews 
with Indians with Asians with whites with extraterrestrials . It is to 
transfer ideas and information from one culture to another. Colored 
homosexuals have more knowledge of other cultures ; have always been 
at the forefront (although sometimes in the closet) of all liberation 
struggles in this country ; have suffered more injustices and have survived 
them despite all odds . Chicanos need to acknowledge the political and 
artistic contributions of their queer. People , listen to what your joteria 
is saying. 

The mestizo and the queer exist at this time and point on the evolu
tionary continuum for a purpose . We are a blending that proves that all 
blood is intricately woven together ,  and that we are spawned out of similar 
souls . 
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our true guises and not as the false racial personality that has been given 
to us and that we have given to ourselves .  I seek our woman's  face , our 
true features,  the positive and the negative seen clearly , free of the tainted 
biases of male dominance . I seek new images of identity , new beliefs about 
ourselves , our humanity and worth no longer in question . 

Estamos viviendo en la noche de la Raza, un tiempo cuando el trabajo 
se hace a lo quieto, en el oscuro. El dia cuando aceptamos tal y como 
somos y para en donde vamos y porque---ese dia sera el dia de la Raza. 
Yo tengo el conpromiso de expresar mi visiOn, mi sensibilidad, mi 
percepcion de la revalidacwn de la gente mexicana, su merito, estima
cwn, honra, aprecio y validez. 

On December 2nd when my sun goes into my first house , I celebrate 
el dia de la Chicana y el Chicano. On that day I clean my altars , light 
my Coatlalopeuh candle , burn sage and copal, take el baiio para 
espantar basura, sweep my house. On that day I bare my soul , make 
myself vulnerable to friends and family by expressing my feelings . On 
that day I affirm who we are . 

On that day I look inside our conflicts and our basic introverted racial 
temperament. I identify our needs , voice them. I acknowledge that the 
self and the race have been wounded. I recognize the need to take care 
of our personhood, of our racial self. On that day I gather the splintered 
and disowned parts of la gente mexicana and hold them in my arms. 
Todas las partes de nosotros valen. 

On that day I say , "Yes , all you people wound us when you reject us. 
Rejection strips us of self-worth ; our vulnerability exposes us to shame . 
It is our innate identity you find wanting. We are ashamed that we need 
your good opinion , that we need your acceptance . We can no longer 
camouflage our needs , can no longer let defenses and fences sprout 
around us. We can no longer withdraw. To rage and look upon you with 
contempt is to rage and be contemptuous of ourselves . We can no longer 
blame you , nor disown the white parts , the male parts , the pathological 
parts , the queer parts , the vulnerable parts . Here we are weaponless with 
open arms , with only our magic . Let' s  try it our way , the mestiza way , 
the Chicana way , the woman way . 

On that day , I search for our essential dignity as a people , a people 
with a sense of purpose-to belong and contribute to something greater 
than our pueblo . On that day I seek to recover and reshape my spiritual 
identity . iAnimate ! Raza, a celebrar el dia de la Chicana. 

El retorno 

All movements are accomplished in six stages , 
and the seventh brings return . 
-1 CHING7 
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Republic of Texas , the Confederacy , and the U . S .  again . It has survived 
Anglo-Mexican blood feuds , lynchings , burnings , rapes , pillage . 

Today I see the Valley still struggling to survive . Whether it does or 
not , it will never be as I remember it . The borderlands depression that 
was set off by the 1982 peso devaluation in Mexico resulted in the closure 
of hundreds of Valley businesses . Many people lost their homes , cars , 
land . Prior to 1982 , U. S .  store owners thrived on retail sales to Mexicans 
who came across the borders for groceries and clothes and appliances . 
While goods on the U . S .  side have become 10,  100 ,  1000 times more 
expensive for Mexican buyers , goods on the Mexican side have become 
10,  100,  1000 times cheaper for Americans . Because the Valley is 
heavily dependent on agriculture and Mexican retail trade , it has the 
highest unemployment rates along the entire border region ; it is the Valley 
that has been hardest hit . • 

"It 's  been a bad year for corn ," my brother , Nune , says . As he talks , 
I remember my father scanning the sky for a rain that would end the 
drought , looking up into the sky , day after day , while the corn withered 
on its stalk . My father has been dead for 29 years , having worked himself 
to death . The life span of a Mexican farm laborer is 56--he lived to be 
38. It shocks me that I am older than he. I ,  too , search the sky for rain . 
Like the ancients , I worship the rain god and the maize goddess , but 
unlike my father I have recovered their names . Now for rain (irrigation) 
one offers not a sacrifice of blood, but of money . 

"Farming is in a bad way ," my brother says . "Two to three thousand 
small and big farmers went bankrupt in this country last year. Six years 
ago the price of corn was $8 .00 per hundred pounds ," he goes on . "This 
year it is $3 .90 per hundred pounds . "  And ,  I think to myself, after taking 
inflation into account , not planting anything puts you ahead. 

I walk out to the back yard, stare at los rosales de mama. She wants 
me to help her prune the rose bushes , dig out the carpet grass that is 
choking them. Mamagrande Ramona tambien tenia rosales . Here every 
Mexican grows flowers . If they don' t  have a piece of dirt , they use car 
tires , jars , cans , shoe boxes . Roses are the Mexican's  favorite flower. I 
think, how symbolic-thorns and all . 

Yes , the Chicano and Chicana have always taken care of growing things 
and the land . Again I see the four of us kids getting off the school bus , 

* Out of the twenty-two border counties in the four border states , Hidalgo County (named 
for Father Hidalgo who was shot in 1810 after instigating Mexico's  revolt against Spanish 
rule under the banner of la Virgen de Guadalupe) is the most poverty-stricken county 
in the nation as well as the largest home base (along with Imperial in California) for 
migrant farmworkers . It was here that I was born and raised , I am amazed that both it 
and I have survived . 
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