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dinner. Facing up to the terror, ending the denial, refusing to obey the
rule "Don't talk bad about your own people in front of anyone else.” [
have never learned to dance salsa. My body goes rigid when the music
plays. Oh yes, I tap my feet, and now and then I do a few steps, swing
around the room with someone who doesn't know more thando. ..
but if I'm in a Latin scene I freeze. I can't make my hips fluid or keep
my feet from tripping. It's the perversion of sexuality that frightens
me,. It's the way the women around me exude a sexiness that has
nothing to do with the heart. Of course Latin Women love as well as
any other women. . .but while the chilliest Anglo-Saxon repression of
sex pretends it simply doesn't exist, Latin repression says it's a filthy
fact of life, use it for what it's worth. . . shake it in his face, wearitasa
decoy. It's all over the floor and it's cold and savage. It's the hatred of
the powerless, turned crooked.

11

Sitting in a kitchen in oh-so-white New Hampshire with old friends,
mother and daughter, Ceci says "It takes three generations. If you
resolve your relationship with your mother you'll both change, and
your daughter will have it easier, but her daughter will be raised dif-
ferently. In the third generation the daughters are free.” I'm not think-
ing then of this essay, but days later when I sit down again to work, the
phrase keeps ringing: In the third generation the daughters are free.

12
“Don't you think I've swallowed my mouthful of blood? It's different for a
man. You're too stubborn. . .you've always wanted your own way. It was
this way for my grandmother, it was this way for my mother, it was this way
forme. . .because this is the way it is. God made men and women different
and even Fidel can’t change that! Anything is better than being alone™

Older woman in Portrait of Teresa
Cuban film, 1979
My mother and I work to unravel the knot, The task is daily: bloody,
terrifying and necessary, and filled with joy.

13
The relationship between mother and daughter stands at the center
of what I fear most in our culture. Heal that wound and we change the
world.
A revolution capable of healing our wounds. If we're the ones who can
imagine it, if we're the ones who dream about it, if we're the ones who
need it most, then no one else can do it.

We're the ones.
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I Walk in the History of My People
Chrystos

There are women locked in my joints

for refusing to speak to the police

My red blood full of those

arrested, in flight, shot

My tendons stretched brittle with anger

do not look like white roots of peace

In my marrow are hungry faces who live on land the whites don’t want
In my marrow women who walk 5 miles every day for water

In my marrow the swollen faces of my people who are not allowed
to hunt

to move

to be

In the scars on my knee you can see children torn from their families
bludgeoned into government schools
You can see through the pins in my bones that we are prisoners

of a long war

My knee is so badly wounded no one will look at it

The pus of the past oozes from every pore .

The infection has gone on for at least 300 years

My sacred beliefs have been made pencils, names of cities, gas stations
My knee is wounded so badly that I limp constantly

Anger is my crutch ' ‘

I hold myself upright with it

My knee is wounded

see

How I Am Still Walking
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We can start to develop a feminist movement based on the realities
and priorities of third world wimmin. Racism would have to be a
priority. Misogyny is another major problem of third world wimmin.
Not only that, many of our communities are more homophobic (or
"lesbophobic’] than white ones. Also, a lot of our sisters are straight,
and have no intention of changing. We cannot afford to ignore them
and their needs, nor the needs of many third world wimmin who are
both feminists and nationalists; that is, concerned with our sex, and
also our race. Finally, a lot of third world wimmin are ignorant about
each other. We have yet to make our own realities known to ourselves,
or anyone else. So we really do have a lot more to concentrate on
beside the pathology of white wimmin. What we need to do is deal
with us, first, then maybe we can develop a wimmin's movement that
is more international in scope and universal in application.

Itis time we stopped letting the rest of this oppressive society dictate
our behavior, devour our energies, and control us, body and soul. It is
time we dealt with our own energies, and our own revolutionary
potential, like the constructive and powerful forces that they are.
When we do act on our power and potential, there will be a real femin-

ist movement in this country, one that will finally include all wimmin. -
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- We're All in the Same Boat

Rosario Morales

November 1979

I am not white. I am not middle class.

I am white skinned and puertorican. 1 was born into the working
class and married into the middle class. I object to the label white &
middle class both because they don't include my working class lifeand
my puertoricanness, but also because "white & middle class'’ stands for
a kind of politics. Color and class don't define people or politics. I get
angry with those in the women's movement and out of it who deal
with class & color as if they defined politics and people. _

My experience in the Puerto Rican communist & independence
movements has made me suspicious of and angry at Puerto Rican (&
other Latin American} activist women. They have been sexist and sup-
ported the macho line that we needed to fight against imperialism first —
only later could we think about women as women. 1 desperately want
Latina women in the feminist movement while I fear the entry of
hispanic & often black women because I fear they will play an anti-
feminist role. _

Racism is an ideology. Everyone is capable of being racist whatever
their color and condition. Only some of us are liable to racist attack.
Understanding the racist ideology — where and how it penetrates —is
what is important for the feminist movement, not 'including’ women
of color or talking about “including” men. Guilt is a fact for us all, white
& colored: an identification with the oppressor and oppressive
ideology. Let us, instead, identify, understand, and feel with the
oppressed as a way out of the morass of racism and guilt. )

I want to be whole. ] want to claim my self to be puertorican, and
U.S. american, working class & middle class, housewife and intellec-
tual, ferninist, marxist, and anti-imperialist. I want to claim my rac-
ism, especially that directed at myself, so  can struggle with it, soI can
use my energy to be a woman, creative and revolutionary.

April, 1980

This society this incredible way of living divides us by class by
color It says we are individual and alone and don't you forget
it It says the only way out of our doom  of our sex our class our
race is some individual gift and character and hard work and then all
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weget allweevergetistochange classorcolororsex torise to
bleach  to masculinize an enormous game of musical chairs and
that's only at its fairy tale Horatio Alger best  that's only at its best

From all directions we get all the beliefs to go with these divisions
we believe all kinds of things about: what real men really are  what
women must want  what black people feel and smell like  what
white people do and deserve  how rich people earn their comforts
and cadillacs  how poor people get what's coming to them

Oweareallracist weareallsexist some of us only some of us
are the targets of racism of sexism of homophobia of class denigra-
tion butweall allbreathein racism with the dust in the streets
with the words we read and we struggle those of us who struggle
we struggle endlessly endlessly to think and be and act differently
from all that .

Listenyouand listenhard I carry within me a vicious anti-semite
voice that says  jew him down  that says dirty jew  that says
things that stop me dead in the street and make the blood leave my
face  Thave fought that voice for 45 years  all the years that I lived
with and among jews who are almost me ~ whose rhythms of speech
and ways of laughing are close beside me  are deartome  whose
sorrows reach deep insideme  that voice that has tried to tell me that
that love and identification are unreal fake cannotbe and I
refuse it I refuse its message

I carry a shell  a white and crisp voiced shell to hide my brown
golden soft spanish voiced inner self  topass  to hide my puerto-
ricanness

I carry a pole 18 inches long to hold me at the correct distance from
black-skinned people

I carry hard metal armor with spikes  with shooting weapons in
every joint  with fire breathing from every hole  to protect me
to prepare me to assault any man from 13 to 89

I am a whole circus by myself a whole dance company with
stance and posture for being in middle class homes  in upper class
buildings for talkingtomen for speaking with blacks  for care-
fully angling and directing  for choreographing my way thru the
maze of classes of people and places thru the little boxes of sex
race class nationality sexual orientation  intellectual stand-
ing political preference the automatic contortions  the
exhausting camouflage with which I go thru this social space called

CAPITALIST PATRIARCHY

a daunting but oh so nicely covering name  this is no way to live
Listen listen with care  class and color and sex do not define
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people do not define politics a class society defines people by
class  aracist society defines people by color We  feminists
socialists  radicals  define people by their struggles against the
racistn - sexism  classism  that they harbor  that surrounds
them

So stop saying that she acts that way because she’s middle class
that that's all you can expect from that group because its white  that
they're just men, quit it!

We know different things some very much more unpleasant
things if we've been women poor black or lesbian or all of those  we
know different things depending on what sex  what color what
lives we live  where we grew up  What schooling =~ what
beatings  with or without shoes steak or beans but what
politics each of us is going to be and do is anybody’s guess

Being female doesn't stop us from being sexist we've had to
choose early or late at 7 14 27 56 to think different  dress different
actdifferent tostruggle toorganize topicket toargue to
change other women'sminds  tochangeourownminds tochange
our feelings ours yours and mine constantly  to change and
change and change to fight the onslaught on our minds and
bodies and feelings

I'm saying that the basis of our unity is that in the most important
way we are all in the same boat  all subjected to the violent perni-
ciousideas we have learned tohate  that we must all struggle against
them and exchange ways and means  hintsand howtos thatonly
some of us are victims of sexism  only some of us are victims of
racism  of the directed arrows of oppression  but all of us are
sexist racist  all of us.
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An Open Letter to Mary Daly
Audre Lorde

Dear Mary,

Thank you for having Gyn/Ecology sent to me. So much of it is full of
import, useful, generative, and provoking. Asin Beyond God The Father,
many of your analyses are strengthening and helpful to me. Therefore,
it is because of what you have given to me in the past work that I write

 this letter to you now, hoping to share with you the benefits of my in-
sights as you have shared the benefits of yours with me.

This letter has been delayed because of my grave reluctance to reach
out to you, for what I want us to chew upon here is neither €asy nor
simple. The history of white women who are unable to hear black
women's words, or to maintain dialogue with us, is long and
discouraging. But for me to assume that you will not hear me rep-
resents not only history, but an old pattern of relating, sometimes pro-
tective and sometimes dysfunctional, which we, as women shaping
our future, are in the process of shattering. I hope.

I believe in your good faith toward all women, in your vision of a
future within which we can all flourish, and in your commitment to
the hard and often painful work necessary to effect change. In this
spirit I invite you to a joint clarification of some of the differences
which lie between us as a black and a white woman.

When I started reading Gyn/Ecology, I was truly excited by the vision
behind your words, and nodded my head as you spoke in your first
passage of myth and mystification. Your words on the nature and
function of the Goddess, as well as the ways in which her face has
been obscured, agreed with what I myself have discovered in my
searches through African myth/legend/religion for the true nature of
old female power. . ‘

SoIwondered, why doesn't Mary deal with Afrekete as an example?
Why are her goddess-images only white, western-european, judeo-
christian? Where was Afrekete, Yemanje, Oyo and Mawulisa? Where
are the warrior-goddesses of the Vodun, the Dohomeian Amazonsand
the warrior-women of Dan? Well, I thought, Mary has made a con-
scious decision to narrow her scope and to deal only with the ecology
of western-european women.

Then I came to the first three chapters of your second passage, and it
was obvious that you were dealing with non-european women, but
only as victims and preyers-upon each other. I began to feel my
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history and my mythic background distorted b)_r the absgnce of any
images of my foremothers in power. Your inclusion of afnca\.n gen§ta1
mutilation was an important and necessary piece in any c_on51derat'10r1
of female ecology, and too little has been written about it. But Fo im-
ply, however, that all women suffer the same oppression simply
because we are women, is to lose sight of the many varied tqols of
patriarchy. It is to ignore how those tools are used by women without
awareness against each other.

To dismiss our black foremothers may well be to dismiss where
european women learned to Jove. As an african-american woman in
white patriarchy, I am used to having my archetypall experience
distorted and trivialized but it is terribly painful to feel it being done
by a woman whose knowledge so much matches my own. As women-
identified women, we cannot afford to repeat these same old destruc-
tive, wasteful errors of recognition. .

When 1 speak of knowledge, as you know, 1 am spgakmg of that
dark and true depth which understanding serves, waits upon, ar{d
makes accessible through language to ourselves and others. It is this
depth within each of us that nurtures vision. _ . J—

What you excluded from Gyn/Ecology dismissed my h.erltage and
the heritage of all other non-european women, and denied the real
connections that exist between all of us. o

Itis obvious that you have done a tremendous amount of work for this
book. But simply because so little material on non-white f(::male power
and symbol exists in white women's words from a radical ferrum‘st
perspective, to exciude this aspect of connection from even comment in
your work is to deny the fountain of non-european female. strength a.md
power that nurtures each of our visions. It is to make a point by choice.

Then to realize that the only quotations from black women's woyds
were the ones you used to introduce your chapter on african genital
mutilation, made me question why you needed to use ther?’llat all. For
my part, I felt that you had in fact misused my words, utilized them
only to testify against myself as a woman of co!or. For my words
which you used were no more, nor less, illustrative of this chap_ter,
than Poetry Is Not A Luxury or any number of my other poems might
have been of many other parts of Gyn/Ecology.

So the question arises in my mind, Mary, do you ever relally read the
work of black women? Did you ever read my words, or did you mere-
ly finger through them for quotations which you thought might
valuably support an already-conceived idea concerning some qld and
distorted connection between us? This is not a rhetorical question. To
me this feels like another instance of the knowledge, crone-logy a_nd
work of women of color being ghettoized by a white woman dealing
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only out of a patriarchal western-european frame of reference. Even I feel you do celebrate differences between white women as a crea-
your words on page 49 of Gyn/Ecology: tive force towards change, rather than a reason for misunderstanding
“The strength which Self-centering women find, in finding our and separation. But you fail to recognize that, as women, those differ-
Background, is our own strength, which we give back to our Selves.” ences expose all women to various forms and degrees of patriarchal
have a different ring as we remember the old traditions of power and oppression, some of which we share, and some of which we do not.
strength and nurturance found in the female bonding of african For instance, surely you know that for non-white women in this coun-
women. It is there to be tapped by all women who do not fear the try, there is an 80% fatality rate from breast cancer; three times the
revelation of connection to themselves. number of unnecessary eventurations, hysterectomies and steriliza-
Have you read my work, and the work of other black women, for tions as for white women; three times as many chances of being raped,
" what it could give you? Or did you hunt through only to find words murdered, or assaulted as exist for white women. These are statistical
that would legitimize your chapter on African genital mutilation in the facts, not coincidences nor paranoid fantasies. I had hoped the lesbian
eyes of other black women? And if so, then why not use our words to consciousness of having been "other” would make it easier to recognize
| legitimize or illustrate the other places where we connect in our being the differences that exist in the history and struggle of black women
| and becoming? If, on the other hand, it was not black women you and white women.
+ were attempting to reach, in what way did our words illustrate your Within the community of women, racism is a reality force within
point for white women? my life as it is not within yours. The white women with hoods on in
Mary, I ask that you be aware of how this serves the destructive Ohio handing out KKK literature on the street may not like what you
forces of racism and separation between women ~ the assumption have to say, but they will shoot me on sight. (If you and I were to walk
that the herstory and myth of white women is the legitimate and sole into a classroom of women in Dismal Guich, Alabama, where the only
herstory and myth of all women to call upon for power and back- thing they knew about each of us was that we were both Lesbian/
ground, and that non-white women and our herstories are note- Radical/Ferninist, you would see exactly what I mean.)
worthy only as decorations, or examples of female victimization. I ask The oppression of women knows no ethnic nor racial boundaries,
that you be aware of the effect that this dismissal has upon the com- true, but that does not mean it is identical within those boundaries.
munity of black women, and how it devalues your own words. This Nor do the reservoirs of our ancient power know these boundaries,
dismissal does not essentially differ from the specialized devaluations either. To deal with one without even alluding to the other is to distort
that make black women prey, for instance, to the murders even now our commonality as well as our difference.
happening in your own city.* When patriarchy dismisses us, it en- For then beyond sisterhood, is still racism.
courages our murderers. When radical lesbian feminist theory We first met at the MLA* panel, “The Transformation of Silence Into
dismisses us, it encourages its own demise. Language and Action.” Shortly before that date, I had decided never
This dismissal stands as a real block to communication between us. again to speak to white women about racism. I felt it was wasted
This block makes it far easier to turn away from you completely than energy, because of their destructive guilt and defensiveness, and
to attempt to understand the thinking behind your choices. Should the because whatever I had to say might better be said by white women to
next step be war between us, or separation? Assimilation within a one another, at far less emotional cost to the speaker, and probably
solely western-european herstory is not acceptable.’ with a better hearing. This letter attempts to break this silence.
Mary, I ask that you re-member what is dark and ancient and divine I would like not to have to destroy you in my consctousness. So as a
within your self that aids your speaking. As outsiders, we need each sister Hag, I ask you to speak to my perceptions.
other for support and connection and all the other necessities of living Whether or not you do, I thank you for what I have learned from you.
on the borders. But in order to come together we must recognize each This letter is in repayment.
other. Yet I feel that since you have so completely un-recognized me, In the hands of Afrekete,
perhaps I have been in error concerning you and no longer recognize Audre Lorde
you. May 6, 1979

*In the spring of 1979, twelve black women were murdered in the Boston area. *Modern Language Association.
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The Master's Tools Will Never
Dismantle The Master's House

Comments at “The Personal and the Political” Panel
{Second Sex Conference, October 29, 1979)

Audre Lorde

I agreed to take part in a New York University Institute for the
Humanities conference a year ago, with the understanding that I
would be commenting upon papers dealing with the role of difference
within the lives of american women; difference of race, sexuality,
class, and age. For the absence of these considerations weakens any
feminist discussion of the personal and the political.

It is a particular academic arrogance to assume any discussion of
feminist theory in this time and in this place without examining our
many differences, and without a significant input from poor women,
black and third-world women, and lesbians. And yet, I stand here asa
black lesbian feminist, having been invited to comment within the
only pariel at this conference where the input of black feminists and
lesbians is represented. What this says about the vision of this con-
ference is sad, in a country where racism, sexism and homophobia are
inseparable. To read this progam is to assume that lesbian and black
women have nothing to say of existentialism, the erotic, women'’s
culture and silence, developing feminist theory, or heterosexuality
and power. And what does it mean in personal and political terms

when even the two black women who did present here were literally

found at the last hour? What does it mean when the tools of a racist
patriarchy are used to examine the fruits of that same patriarchy? It
means that only the most narrow perimeters of change are possible

and allowable.

The absence of any consideration of lesbian conscicusness or the
consciousness of third world women leaves a serious gap within this
conference and within the papers presented here. For example, in a
paper on material relationships between women, I was conscious of
an either/or model of nurturing which totally dismissed my know!l-
edge as a black lesbian. In this paper there was no examination of
mutuality between women, no systems of shared support, no interde-
pendence as exists between lesbians and women-identified women.
Yet it is only in the patriarchal model of nurturance that women "who
attempt to emancipate themselves pay perhaps too high a price for the
results,’ as this paper states.

For women, the need and desire to nurture each other is not patho-
logical but redemptive, and it is within that knowledge that our real
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power is rediscovered. It is this real connection, which is so feared by
a patriarchal world. For it is only under a patriarchal structure that
maternity is the only social power open to women.

Interdependency between women is the only way to the freedom
which allows the *I" to"be”, not in order to be used, but in order to be cre-
ative. This is a difference between the passive "oe’ and the active "being.’ .

Advocating the mere tolerance of difference between women is the
grossest reformism. It is a total denial of the creative function of differ-
ence in our lives. For difference must be not merely tolerated, but seen
as a fund of necessary polarities between which our creativity can
spark like a dialectic. Only then does the riecessity for interdepend-
ency become unthreatening. Only within that interdependency of dif-
ferent strengths, acknowleged and equal, can the power to seek new
ways to actively "be" in the world generate, as well as the courage and
sustenance to act where there are no charters.

Within the interdependence of mutual {non-dominant} differences
lies that security which enables us to descend into the chaos of know!-
edge and return with true visions of our future, along with the con-
comitant power to effect those changes which can bring that future
into being. Difference is that raw and powerful conrection from
which our personal power is forged.

As women, we have been taught to either ignore our differences or
to view them as causes for separation and suspicion rather than as
forces for change. Without community, there.is no liberation, only the
most vulnerable and temporary armistice between an individual and
her oppression. But community must not mean a shedding of our dif-
ferences, nor the pathetic pretense that these differences do not exist.

Those of us who stand outside the circle of this society’s definition of
acceptable women; those of us who have been forged in the crucibles of
difference; those of us who are poor, who are lesbians, who are black,
who are older, know that survival is not an academic skill. It is learning
how to stand alone, unpopular and sometimes reviled, and how to
make common cause with those other identified as outside the struc-
tures, in order to define and seek a world in which we can all flourish. It
islearning how to take our differences and make them strengths. For the
masters tools will never dismantle the master’s house. They may allow us
temporarily to beat him at his own game, but they will never enable us
to bring about genuine change. And this fact is only threatening to those
women who still define the master's house as their only source of
support.

Poor and third world women know there isa difference between the
daily manifestations and dehumanizations of marital slavery and
prostitution, because it is our daughters who line 42nd Street. The
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Black panelists’ observation about the effects of relative powerless-
ness and the differences of relationship between black women and
men from white women and men illustrate some of our unique prob-
lems as black feminists. If white american feminist theory need not
deal with the differences between us, and the resulting difference in
aspects of our oppressions, then what do you do with the fact that the
women who clean your houses and tend your children while you at-
tend conferences on feminist theory are, for the most part, poor and
third world women? What is the theory behind racist feminism?

In a world of possibility for us all, our personal visions help lay the
groundwork for political action. The failure of the academic feminists
to recognize difference as a crucial strength is a failure to reach
beyond the first patriarchal lesson. Divide and conquer, in our world,
must become define and empower.

Why weren't other black women and third world women found to
participate in this conference? Why were two phone calls to me con-
sidered a consultation? Am I the only possible source of names of black
feminists? And although the black panelist's paper ends on a important
and powerful connection of love between women, what about inter-
racial co-operation between feminists who don't love each other?

In academic feminist circles, the answer to these questions is often
"We did not know who to ask.” But that is the same evasion of responsi-
bility, the same cop-out, that keeps black women's art out of women's
exhibitions, black women's work out of most feminist publications ex-
cept for the occasional “Special Third World Women'’s Issue,/* and
black women's texts off of your reading lists. But as Adrienne Rich
pointed out in a recent talk, white feminists have educated themselves
about such an enormous amount over the past ten years, how come
you haven't also educated yourselves about black women and the dif-
ferences between us — white and black — when it is key to our survival
as a movement?

Women of today are still being called upon to stretch across the gap
of male ignorance, and to educate men as to our existence and our
needs. This is an old and primary tool of all oppressors to keep the
oppressed occupied with the master’s concerns. Now we hear that it is
the task of black and third world women to educate white women, in
the face of tremendous resistance, as to our existence, our differences,
our relative roles in our joint survival. This is a diversion of energies
and a tragic repetition of racist patriarchal thought.

*Conditions of Brooklyn, NY is a major exception. It has fairly consistently published
the work of women of color before it was "fashionable” to do so. (editor's footnote)
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Simone DeBeauvoir once said:

‘It is in the knowledge of the genuine conditions of our lives that we

must draw our strength to Jive and our reasons for acting.”
Racism and homophobia are real conditions of all our lives in this .
place and this time. I urge each one of us here to reach.down into that deep
place of knowledge inside herself and touch that terror and loathing of any
difference that lives there. See whose face it wears. Then the personal as
the political can begin to illuminate all our choices.
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Letter to Ma
Merle Woo

Dear Ma, January, 1980

I was depressed over Christmas, and when New Year's rolled
around, do you know what one of my resolves was? Not to come by
and see you as much anymore. [ had to ask myself why I get so down
when I'm with you, my mother, who has focused so much of her life
on me, who has endured so much; one who I am proud of and respect
so deeply for simply surviving.

I suppose that one of the main reasons is that when I leave your
house, your pretty little round white table in the dinette where we sit
while you drink tea (with only three specks of Jasmine) and I smoke
and drink coffee, I am down because I believe there are chasms
between us. When you say, 'I support you, honey, in everything you
doexcept. . .except. . ."I know you mean except my speaking out and
writing of my anger at all those things that have caused those chasms.
When you say I shouldn't be so ashamed of Daddy, former gambler,
retired clerk of a "gook suey” store, because of the time when I was six
and saw him humiliated on Grant Avenue by two white cops, I know
you haven't even been listening to me when I have repeatedly said that
Iam not ashamed of him, not you, not who we are. When you ask, "Are
you so angry because you are unhappy?” [ know that we are not talk-
ing to each other. Not with understanding, although many words have
passed between us, many hours, many afternoons at that round table
with Daddy out in the front room watching television, and drifting out
every once in a while to say "Still talking?” and getting more peanuts
that are so bad for his health.

We talk and we talk and I feel frustrated by your censorship. I know
it is unintentional and unconscious. But whatever I have told you
about the classes I was teaching, or the stories I was working on,
you've always forgotten within a month. Maybe you can't listen —
because maybe when you look in my eyes, you will, as you've always
done, sense more than what we're actually saying, and that makes you
fearful. Do you see your repressed anger manifested in me? What
doors would groan wide open if you heard my words with complete
understanding? Are you afraid that your daughter is breaking out of
our shackles, and into total anarchy? That your daughter has turned
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into a crazy woman who advocates not only equality for Third World
people, for women, but for gays as well? Please don't shudder, Ma,
when I speak of homosexuality. Until we can all present ourselves to
the world in our completeness, as fully and beautifully as we see
ourselves naked in our bedrooms, we are not free.

After what seems like hours of talking, I realize it is not talking at all,
but the filling up of time with sounds that say, “I am your daughter,
you are my mother, and we are keeping each other company, and that
is enough.” But it is not enough because my life has been formed by
your life. Together we have lived one hundred and eleven years in this
country as yellow women, and it is not enough to enunciate words and
words and words and then to have them only mean that we have been
keeping each other company. I desperately want you to understand
me and my work, Ma, to know what I am doing! When you distort
what [ say, like thinking I am against all “caucasians’ or that I am
ashamed of Dad, then 1 feel anger and more frustration and want to
slash out, not at you, but at those external forces which keep us apart.
What deepens the chasms between us are our different reactions to
those forces. Yours has been one of silence, self-denial, self-efface-
ment; you believing it is your fault that you never fully experienced
self-pride and freedom of choice. But listen, Ma, only with a
deliberate consciousness is my reaction different from yours.

When I look at you, there are images: images of you as a little ten-
year-old Korean girl, being sent alone from Shanghai to the United
States, in steerage with only one skimpy little dress, being sick and
lonely on Angel Island for three months; then growing up in a "Home"
run by white missionary women. Scrubbing floors on your hands and
knees, hauling coal in heavy metal buckets up three flights of stairs,
tending to the younger children, putting hot bricks on your cheeks to
deaden the pain from the terrible toothaches you always had. Working
all your life as maid, waitress, salesclerk, office worker, mother. But
throughout there is an image of you as strong and courageous, and
persevering: climbing out of windows to escape from the Home, then
later, from an abusive first husband. There is so much more to these
images than I can say, but I think you know what I mean. Escaping out
of windows offered only temporary respites; surviving is an everyday
chore. You gave me, physically, what you never had, but there was a
spiritual, emotional legacy you passed down which was reinforced by
society: self-contempt because of our race, our sex, our sexuality. For
deeply ingrained in me, Ma, there has been that strong, compulsive
force to sink into self-contempt, passivity, and despair. [ am sure that
my fifteen years of alcohol abuse have not been forgotten by either of
us, nor my suicidal depressions.
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Now, I know you are going to think that I hate and despise you for
your self-hatred, for your isolation. But I don't. Because in spite of
your withdrawal, in spite of your loneliness, you have not only sur-
vived, but been beside me in the worst of times when your company
meant everything in the world to me. I just need more than that now,
Ma. I have taken and taken from you in terms of needing you to mother
me, to be by my side, and I need, now, to take from you two more
things: understanding and support for who I am now and my work.

We are Asian American women and the reaction to our identity is
what causes the chasms instead of connections. But do you realize,
Ma, that I could never have reacted the way I have if you had not
provided for me the opportunity to be free of the binds that have held
you down, and to be in the process of self-affirmation? Because of
your life, because of the physical security you have given me: my edu-
cation, my full stomach, my clothed and starched back, my piano and
dancing lessons — all those gifts you never received — I saw myself as
having worth; now I begin to love myself more, see our potential, and
fight for just that kind of social change that will affirm me, my race,
my sex, my heritage. And while I affirm myself, Ma, I affirm you.

Today, I am satisfied to call myself either an Asian American
Feminist or Yellow Feminist. The two terms are inseparable because
§ race and sex are an integral part of me. This means that [ am working
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with others to realize pride in culture and women and heritage (the
heritage that is the exploited yellow immigrant: Daddy and you).
Being a Yellow Feminist means being a community activist and a
humanist. It does not mean “separatism,” either by cutting myself off
from non-Asians or men. It does not mean retaining the same power
structure and substituting women in positions of control held by men.
It does mean fighting the whites and the men who abuse us, straight-
jacket us and tape our mouths; it means changing the economic class
system and psychological forces (sexism, racism, and homophobia)
that really hurt all of us. And I do this, not in isolation, but in the
comrnunity.

We no longer can afford to stand back and watch while an insatiable
elite ravages and devours resources which are enough for all of us.
The obstacles are so huge and overwhelming that often I do become
cynical and want to give up. And if I were struggling alone, I know I
would never even attempt to put into action what I believe in my
heart, that (and this is primarily because of you, Ma) Yellow Women
are strong and have the potential to be powerful and effective leaders.

I can hear you asking now, "Well, what do you mean by ‘social
change and leadership? And how are you going to go about it? To
begin with we must wipe out the circumstances that keep us down in

Merle Woo 143

silence and self-effacement. Right now, my techniques are education
and writing. Yellow Feminist means being a core for change, and that

‘core means having the belief in our potential as human beings. I will

work with anyone, support anyone, who shares my sensibility, my
objectives. But there are barriers to unity: white women who are rac-
ist, and Asian American men who are sexist. My very being declares
that those two groups do not share my complete sensibility. I would be
fragmented, mutilated, if I did not fight against racism and sexism
together.

And this is when the pain of the struggle hits home. How many
white women have taken on the responsibility to educate themselves
about Third World people, their history, their culture? How many
white women really think about the stereotypes they retain as truth
about women of color? But the perpetuation of dehumanizing stereo-
types is really very helpful for whites; they use them to justify their
giving us the lowest wages and all the work they don't want to per-
form. Ma, how can we believe things are changing when as a nurse’s
aide during World War II, you were given only the tasks of changing
the bed linen, removing bed pans, taking urine samples, and then only
three years ago as a retired volunteer worker in a local hospital, white
women gave themselves desk jobs and gave you, at sixty-nine, the
same work you did in 19437 Today you speak more fondly of being a
nurse’s aide during World War II and how proud you are of the fact
that the Red Cross showed its appreciation for your service by giving
you a diploma. Still in 1980, the injustices continue. I can give you so
many examples of groups which are "feminist” in which women of
color were given the usual least important tasks, the shitwork, and
given no say in how that group is to be run. Needless to say, those
Third World women, like you, dropped out, quit.

Working in writing and teaching, I have seen how white women
condescend to Third World women because they reason that because
of our oppression, which they know nothing about, we are behind
them and their "progressive ideas” in the struggle for freedom. They
don't even look at history! At the facts! How we as Asian American
women have always been fighting for more than mere survival, but
were never acknowledged because we were in our communities,
invisible, but not inaccessible.

And I get so tired of being the instant resource for information on
Asian American women. Being the token representative, going from
class to class, group to group, bleeding for white women so they can
have an easy answer—and then, and this is what really gets to
me — they usually leave to never continue their education about us on
their own.
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To the racist white female professor who says, *If I have to watch
everything I say I wouldn't say anything," I want to say, “Then get out
of teaching.”

To the white female poet who says, “Well, frankly, I believe that pol-
itics and poetry don't necessarily have to go together,” I say, “Your little
taste of white privilege has deluded you into thinking that you don't
have to fight against sexism in this society. You are talking to me from
your own isolation and your own racism. If you feel that you don't have
to fight for me, that you don't have to speak out against capitalism, the
exploitation’of human and natural resources, then you in your silence,
your inability to make connections, are siding with a system that will
eventually get you, after it has gotten me. And if you think that's not a
political stance, you're more than simply deluded, you're crazy

This is the same white voice that says, ‘I am writing about and look-
ing for themes that are 'universal.’ " Well, most of the time when “uni-
versal' is used, it is just a euphemism for "white": white themes, white
significance, white culture. And denying minority groups their right-
ful place and time in U.S. history is simply racist.

Yes, Ma, I am mad. I carry the anger from my own experience and
the anger you couldn't afford to express, and even that is often misin-
terpreted no matter how hard I try to be clear about my position. A
white woman in my class said to me a couple of months ago, I feel that
Third World women hate me and that they are being racist; I'm being
stereotyped, and I've never been part of the ruling class.” I replied,
“Please try to understand. Know our history. Know the racism of
whites, how deep it goes. Know that we are becoming ever more intol-
erant of those people who let their ignorance be their excuse for their
complacency, their liberalism, when this country (this world!) is going
to hell in a handbasket. Try to understand that our distrust is from
experience, and that our distrust is powerless. Racism is an essential
part of the status quo, powerful, and continues to keep us down. Itisa
rule taught to all of us from birth. Is it no wonder that we fear there are
no exceptions?”

And as if the grief we go through working with white women
weren't enough; so close to home, in our community, and so very
painful, is the lack of support we get from some of our Asian American
brothers. Here is a quote from a rather prominent male writer ranting
on about a Yellow “sister”: ‘

.. .1 can only believe that such blatant sucking off of the identity is
the work of a Chinese American woman, another Jade Snow Wong
Pochahontas yellow. Pussywhipped again. Oh, damn, pussy-
whipped again.
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Chinese American woman: "another Jade Snow Wong Pochahontas
yellow."” According to him, Chinese American women sold out —are
contemptuous of their culture, pathetically strain all their lives to be
white, hate Asian American men, and so marry white men {the John
Smiths) —or just like Pochahontas: we rescue white men while
betraying our fathers; then marry white men, get baptized, and go to
dear old England to become curiosities of the civilized world. Whew!
Now, that's an indictment! (Of all women of color.) Some of the male
writers in the Asian American community seem never to support us.
They always expect us to support them, and you know what? We
almost always do. Anti-Yellow men? Are they kidding? We go to their
readings, buy and read and comment on their books, and try to keep
up a dialogue. And they accuse us of betrayal, are resentful because
we do readings together as Women, and so often do not come to our
performances. And all the while we hurt because we are rejected by
our brothers. The Pochahontas image used by a Chinese American
man points out a tragic truth: the white man and his ideology are still
over us and between us. These men of color, with clear vision, fight
the racism in white society, but have bought the white male definition
of “masculinity”: men only should take on the leadership in the com-
munity because the qualities of “originality, daring, physical courage,
and creativity” are "traditionally masculine.”

Some Asian men don't seem to understand that by supporting
Third World women and fighting sexism, they are helping themselves
as well. I understand all too clearly how dehumanized Dad was in
this country. To be a Chinese man in America is to be a victim of
both racism and sexism. He was made to feel he was without
strength, identity, and purpose. He was made to feel soft and weak,
whose only job was to serve whites, Yes, Ma, at one time I was
ashamed of him because I thought he was “womanly.” When those two
white cops said, “Hey, fat boy, where's our meat?" he left me standing
there on Grant Avenue while he hurried over to his store to get
it; they kept complaining, never satisfied, “That piece isnt good
enough. What's the matter with you, fat boy? Don't you have respect?
Don't wrap that meat in newspapers either; use the good stuff
over there.” I didn't know that he spent a year and a half on Angel
Island; that we could never have our right names; that he lived
in constant fear of being deported; that, like you, he worked two
full-time jobs most of his life; that he was mocked and ridiculed
because he speaks “broken English.” And Ma, I was so ashamed after
that experience when 1 was only six years old that I never held
his hand again.

——
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Today, as I write to you of all these memories, I feel even more
deeply hurt when I realize how many people, how so many people,
because of racism and sexism, fail to see what power we sacrifice by
not joining hands.

But not all white women are racist, and not all Asian American men
are sexist. And we choose to trust them, love and work with them.
And there are visible changes. Real tangible, positive changes. The
changes I love to see are those changes within ourselves.

Your grandchildren, my children, Emily and Paul. That makes three
generations. Emily loves herself. Always has. There are shades of self-
doubt but much less than in you or me. She says exactly what she
thinks, most of the time, either in praise or in criticism of herself or
others. And at sixteen she goes after whatever she wants, usually
center stage. She trusts and loves people, regardless of race or sex [but,
of course, she's cautious), loves her community and works in it, speaks
up against racisim and sexism at school. Did you know that she got
Zora Neale Hurston and Alice Walker on her reading list for a
Southern Writers class when there were only white authors? That she
insisted on changing a script done by an Asian American man when
she saw that the depiction of the character she was playing was sexist?
That she went to a California State House Conference to speak out for
Third World students’ needs?

And what about her little brother, Paul? Twelve years old. And
remember, Ma? At one of our Saturday Night Family Dinners, how he
lectured Ronnie {his uncle, yet!) about how he was a male chauvinist?
Paul told me once how he knew he had to fight to be Asian American,
and later he added that if it weren't for Emily and me, he wouldn't
have to think about ferninist stuff too. He says he can hardly enjoy a
movie or TV program anymore because of the sexism. Or comic
books. And he is very much aware of the different treatment he gets
from adults: "You have to do everything right,” he said to Emily, *and I
can get away with almost anything.”

Emily and Paul give us hope, Ma. Because they are proud of who
they are, and they care so much about our culture and history. Emily
was the first to write your biography because she knows how crucial it
is to get our stories in writing.

Ma, I wish I knew the histories of the women in our family before-

you. I bet that would be quite a story. But that may be just as well,
because ] can say that you started something. Maybe you feel ambiva-
lent or doubtful about it, but you did. Actually, you should be proud of
what you've begun. [ am. If my reaction to being a Yellow Woman is
different than yours was, please know that that is not a judgment
on you, a criticism or a denial of you, your worth. I have always
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supported you, and as the years pass, I think I begin to understand you
more and more.

In the last few years, I have realized the value of Homework: I have
studied the history of our people in this country. I cannot tell you how
proud I am to be a Chinese/Korean American Woman. We have such a
proud heritage, such a courageous tradition. I want to tell everyone
about that, all the particulars that are left out in the schools. And the
full awareness of being a woman makes me want to sing. And I dosing
with other Asian Americans and women, Ma, anyone who will sing
with me. '

Ifeel now that I can begin to put our lives in a larger framework. Ma,
a larger framework! The outlines for us are time and blood, but today
there is breadth possible through making connections with others
involved in community struggle. In loving ourselves for who we
are — American women of color — we can make a vision for the future
where we are free to fulfill our human potential. This new framework
will not support repression, hatred, exploitation and isolation, but will
be a human and beautiful framework, created in a community,
bonded not by color, sex or class, but by love and the common goal for
the liberation of mind, heart, and spirit.

Ma, today, you are as beautiful and pure to me as the picture I have
of you, as a little girl, under my dresser-glass.

I love you,
Merle



The Bridge Poem

- Donna Kate Rushin

I've had enough ,

I'm sick of seeing and touching

Both sides of things ,
Sick of being the damn bridge for everybody

Nobody

Can talk to anybody
Without me

Right?

[ explain my mother to my father my father to my little sister

My little sister to my brother my brother to the white feminists

The white feminists to the Black church folks the Black church folks
To the ex-hippies the ex-hippies to the Black separatists the

Black separatists to the artists the artists to my friends' parents. . .

Then
I've got to explain myself
To everybody

I do more translating
Than the Gawdamn U.N,

Forget it

I'm sick of it

I'm sick of filling in your gaps

Sick of being your insurance against

The isolation of your self-imposed limitations

Sick of being the crazy at your holiday dinners

Sick of being the odd one at your Sunday Brunches

Sick of being the sole Black friend to 34 individual white people
Find another connection to the rest of the world

Find something else to make you legitimate
Find some other way to be political and hip
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- I'will not be the bridge to your womanhood
Your manhood
Your human-ness

I'm sick of reminding you not to
Close off too tight for too long

I'm sick of mediating with your worst self
On behalf of your better selves

I am sick

Of having to remind you
To breathe

Before you suffocate
Your own fool self

Forget it
Stretch or drown
Evolve or die

The bridge I must be

Is the bridge to my own power
I must translate

My own fears

Mediate

My own weaknesses

I must be the bridge to nowhere
But my true self

And then

I will be useful

xxiii

Introduction
How It All Began

In February of 1979, Gloria attended a women's retreat in the
country just north of San Francisco. At Merlin Stone’s insistence, three
Third World women were to receive scholarships to her workshop on
goddesses and heroines taking place during the retreat. Only one
made it — Gloria. The management and some of the staff made her feel
an outsider, the poor relative, the token woman of color. And all
because she was not white nor had she paidthe $150 fee the retreat or-
ganizers had set for the workshop. The seed that germinated into this
anthology began there in Gloria's talks with Merlin.

What had happened at the women's retreat was not new to our
experience. Both of us had first met each other working as the only
two Chicanas in a national feminist writers organization. After two
years of involvement with the group which repeatedly refused to
address itself to its elitist and racist practices, we left the organization
and began work on this book.

In April, 1979, we wrote:
We want to express to all women — especially to white middle-class
women — the experiences which divide us as feminists; we want to
examine incidents of intolerance, prejudice and denial of differ-
ences within the feminist movement. We intend to explore the
causes and sources of, and solutions to these divisions. We want to
create a definition that expands what “feminist’ means to us.
(From the original soliciting letter)

The Living Entity

What began as a reaction to the racism of white feminists soon
became a positive affirmation of the commitment of women of color
to our own feminism. Mere words on a page began to transform them-
selves into a living entity in our guts. Now, over a year later, feeling
greater solidarity with other feminists of color across the country
through the making of this book, we assert:

This Bridge Called My Back intends to reflect an uncompromised
definition of feminism by women of color in the U.S.

We named this anthology "radical” for we were interested in the

writings of women of color who want nothing short of a revolution in



