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You cannot, you cannot use someone else’s fire. You can
only use your own. And in order to do that, you must first

be willing to believe that you have it. —Audre Lorde

CREATE YOUR OWN FIRE

Audre Lorde and the Tradition
of Black Radical Thought

Rudolph P. Byrd

During her lifetime, Audre Lorde struggled to ignite and tend her own
fire, notwithstanding the efforts of many to extinguish it. Born Audrey
Geraldine Lorde in Harlem, New York, on February 18, 1934, the black,
lesbian, feminist, poet, mother, warrior, and sister outsider was the third
and last child of Linda Belmar and Frederick Byron Lorde from Gre-
nada. Born during the Great Depression, Lorde’s childhood and early
adult experiences were shaped not only by the collapse of the American
economy, but also by such global events as World War II and the rise
of McCarthyism during the 1950s. Educated in the parochial schools of
Harlem, Lorde graduated from Hunter High School in 1951. She enrolled
at Hunter College in the same year. As a result of a sojourn in Mexico
and financial setbacks, Lorde would not graduate from Hunter College
until 1959. In that same year, she entered the master of arts program
in Library Science at Columbia University. After completing her studies
in library science, Lorde found employment as a librarian in the New
York City public library system. In her adolescence and youth, Lorde
was a shy, deeply thoughtful young woman who was both a rebel and an



experimentalist. While Lorde was active as a lesbian in her adolescence,
she was married to Edwin Rollins from 1962 to 1970 and became the
mother of two children, Elizabeth and Jonathan. Following her divorce
from Rollins, Lorde developed significant relationships with women in-
cluding Frances Clayton, with whom she was involved from 1968 to 1988.
Lorde’s last major relationship was with Gloria I. Joseph, whom she met
in 1981. Following the dissolution of her relationship with Clayton in
1984, Joseph and Lorde were companions until her death in 1992.

Lorde wrote and published poetry in a range of journals and maga-
zines. In 1968, Lorde published The First Cities, the first of eleven vol-
umes of poetry. From a Land Where Other People Live, her third volume
of poetry, which was published in 1973, was nominated for a National
Book Award. A librarian and teacher, Lorde held faculty appointments
at Tougaloo College, Herbert H. Lehman College, John Jay College of
Criminal Justice, and Hunter College while concurrently developing a
national reputation as a leader in the women’s movement, the civil rights
movement, and the gay and lesbian movement. She was diagnosed with
breast cancer in 1977 and liver cancer in 1984. Lorde died of cancer in
1992, only a year after being named New York State Poet Laureate: the
first woman and African American to be so honored. The dynamism
of Lorde’s life as a black lesbian feminist and the complex subjectivities
each of these identities evoked are mapped in I Am Your Sister: Collected
and Unpublished Writings of Audre Lorde.

I Am Your Sister had its genesis in a shared commitment on the part of
the editors of this volume to accomplish several important goals. The first
is to honor the life and legacy of Audre Lorde, a major figure in American
poetry, culture, and politics. The second is to elevate the importance of
Lorde’s published essays and speeches, which have served as a foundation
and catalyst for theorizing by scholars and activists in relation to ques-
tions of identity, difference, power, social movements, and social justice
for more than twenty-five years. The third goal is to publish selections
from the unpublished writings by Lorde. With the arrival of the Audre
Lorde archive at Spelman College in 1995 and the opening of the archive to
scholars in 2009, we were presented with an extraordinary opportunity to
publish for the first time a rare body of Lorde’s speeches and essays. These
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texts reveal striking points of continuity with Lorde’s published writ-
ings, as well as efforts on her part to chart an ever more radical course of
thought and action, which situates her within specific traditions in wom-
en’s history and African American history. Fourth and finally, we are com-
mitted to recovering some of Lorde’s prose writings that have been out of
print. I Am Your Sister contains the complete text of A Burst of Light, along
with selections from Lorde’s prose writings Sister Outsider and The Cancer
Journals, and marks the first publication of these writings since the 1990s.

I Am Your Sister introduces new and vital perspectives on the depth
and range of Lorde’s intellectual interests and her commitment to pro-
gressive social change. These perspectives include Lorde’s relationship to
the vibrant tradition of black feminist thought and the women’s move-
ment; the particular value she placed upon the erotic and issues related
to women’s health; and her insights on difference and oppression, which
culminated in a new critical social theory that is central to several fields
and disciplines but in particular to gay and lesbian studies and black
queer studies. It is our hope that this volume will catalyze new research
and scholarship on a major poet and intellectual whose thinking and
writing left a deep imprint upon an era marked by significant change in
the domains of art, culture, and politics.

Throughout this introduction, I will refer to Lorde as a black lesbian
feminist and also as the sister outsider. The latter term fulfills certain
strong functions. This term recalls Lorde’s Sister Outsider, a landmark
collection of essays, some of the most important of which are reprinted
here. The term also highlights Lorde’s status as an outsider in the often
contested realm of social relations. Above all, the term sister outsider
illustrates the ways in which Lorde reclaimed and transformed overlap-
ping, discredited, and marginalized identities—Dblack, lesbian, feminist—
into a powerful, radical, and progressive standpoint.

“It is not easy for me to speak here with you as a Black Lesbian femi-
nist, recognizing that some of the ways in which I identify myself make
it difficult for you to hear me,”' observed Audre Lorde in an address
delivered at the Women’s Center of Medgar Evers College entitled “I Am
Your Sister: Black Women Organizing Across Sexualities.” Lorde, in char-
acteristic fashion, publicly self-identified as a “Black Lesbian feminist.”?
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In identifying herself in this manner, Lorde wished to stress that she
possessed multiple identities. In the process, she positioned herself in
a particular tradition of black radical thought and activism and indi-
cated the ways in which she adds to and further radicalizes this evolv-
ing tradition. Our insistence that Lorde’s corpus of published essays and
speeches reveals her allegiances to particular traditions within Ameri-
can and African American history, and the brilliant, intrepid manner in
which she expands, complicates, and revitalizes these traditions, consti-
tutes one important claim of this volume. Co-equal with this claim is
another which posits that there is a powerful synergy and continuity of
thought between Lorde’s previously published essays and speeches and
those unpublished writings that appear in this volume for the first time.
Above all, “I Am Your Sister,” an address whose title also serves as the
title of this collection, is a useful point of entry into an anthology that
underscores Lorde’s importance and influence as both a theorist and an
activist whose life and writings challenge us to adopt more expansive
views of the women’s movement, the civil rights movement, and the
gay and lesbian movement. Equally as important, as pioneering works
in the domains of difference and sexuality, Lorde’s essays and speeches
prepared the ground for the emergence of a new form of critical social
theory focusing upon difference, oppression, and sexuality.

In “I Am Your Sister,” Lorde spoke of herself as a black feminist. As
such, she located herself in a tradition of black feminist thought inaugu-
rated in the 1830s by Maria W. Stewart who, according to scholar Marilyn
Richardson, was the first American-born woman to speak before a public
audience.’ In Stewart’s historic speech, which she delivered before a so-
called promiscuous audience, that is, an audience composed of men and
women, in Boston’s Franklin Hall in 1832, she, a free black woman from
Hartford, Connecticut, called for the abolition of slavery and champi-
oned women’s rights and equality. In her landmark pamphlet, Religion
and the Pure Principles of Morality: The Sure Foundation on Which We
Must Stand (1831), and in her speeches, Stewart denounced white suprem-
acy, which led, in her view, to “prejudice, ignorance and poverty.* She
also underscored the urgency for the creation of black educational and
cultural institutions; bravely criticized the sexist, patriarchal practices
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within black secular and religious institutions; and insisted that African
American men assume a greater leadership role in their communities.
“And, my brethren,” she asked at the conclusion of the now well-known
1832 speech in Franklin Hall, “have you made a powerful effort?” It was
this last question with its implied criticism of African American men
that doubtless led to her expulsion from Boston.

Lorde is also part of a tradition of black feminist thought that in-
cludes such heroic nineteenth-century figures as Sojourner Truth. In
“Woman’s Rights” (1851), Truth revealed both the peculiar degrada-
tions endured by black women and the possibilities that black and white
women embodied in their united opposition to patriarchy and white
supremacy. This complexity is captured in the famous interrogative that
functions, for the abolitionist and pioneering figure in black feminism,
as both a call to action and a shaming critique: “And a'n’t I a woman?”®
Certainly, Truth’s powerful question would resonate with Lorde and
other black lesbian feminists who, because of their particular species of
difference, were regarded, among many things, as abnormal, as a threat
to the survival of the race, as apolitical, and, above all, as the final break
in black womanhood. Or, put another way, as the sign and coefficient for
what black womanhood is not.

Certainly, Lorde is heir to a tradition of black feminist thought that
includes Frances E. W. Harper, an abolitionist, advocate for women’s
rights, national figure in the temperance movement, poet, and fiction
writer. In “Our Greatest Want” (1859), Harper argued, “Our greatest need
is not gold or silver, talent or genius, but true men and women. . . . We
need men and women whose hearts are the homes of a high and lofty
enthusiasm, and a noble devotion to the cause of emancipation, who are
ready and willing to lay time, talent and money on the altar of universal
freedom.”” Having written this in the period before the Civil War and the
abolition of slavery, Harper envisioned a broad, progressive coalition of
black men and women committed to the cause of “universal freedom.”

It must be understood that, as an advocate for women’s rights as well
as an advocate for the race, Lorde is part of a nineteenth-century tradi-
tion that includes “race women” who, as scholar Beverly Guy-Sheftall has
argued, “are also early feminists, though they would not have used this
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terminology.”® She reminds us that these foremothers include Josephine
St. Pierre Ruffin, Fannie Barrier Williams, Mary Ann Shadd Cary, and
Sarah Redmond.’ According to Guy-Sheftall, what emerges from the
collective efforts of these “race women” is a vision of race progress that
is marked by a “sensitivity to race and gender issues, though they tend
not to question their culturally prescribed roles as wives and mothers.
They demand equal access to education, the removal of barriers which
would prohibit their work in the public domain, and a greater voice in
the political arena.” “They also acknowledge,” argues Guy-Sheftall, “the
extraordinary accomplishments of black women in a variety of profes-
sions, despite restrictive cultural attitudes within and without the black
community.” "

This nineteenth-century tradition of black feminist thought and
activism assumes a particular force and significance in the writings of
Anna Julia Cooper. A fierce and uncompromising commitment to gen-
der equality in all aspects of civil society in nineteenth-century America
is one of the hallmarks of Cooper’s writings, and it is a commitment
Lorde carried forward into the late twentieth century. Cooper’s enun-
ciation of a black feminist standpoint is on full display in her now ca-
nonical work A Voice from the South (1892)." In “Womanhood: A Vital
Element in the Regeneration and Progress of a Race,” Cooper argued for
the autonomy and self-determination of black women, and in so doing
revealed the manner in which the elevation of black women also elevates
the race: “Only the Black Woman can say ‘when and where I enter, in
the quiet, undisputed dignity of my womanhood, without violence and
without suing or special patronage, then and there the whole Negro race
enters with me”'? Cooper had a special concern and disdain for African
American men who were progressive on race and other issues, while also
holding retrograde views on gender: “It seems hardly a gracious thing to
say, but it strikes me as true, that while our men seem thoroughly abreast
of the times on almost every other subject, when they strike the woman
question they drop back into sixteenth century logic.”*?

Turning now to the twentieth century, this dynamic tradition of
black feminist thought and activism is expressed very powerfully in the
lives and writings of such figures as Elsie Johnson McDougald, Alice
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Dunbar-Nelson, Amy Jacques Garvey, and Lorraine Hansberry, the last
of whom was a contemporary of Lorde.

In “The Task of Negro Womanhood,” McDougald provided an exami-
nation of the changing social and economic position of African Ameri-
can women during the period of the New Negro movement, or Harlem
Renaissance, of the 1920s. In Harlem, McDougald claimed, “the Negro
woman is free from the cruder handicaps of primitive household hard-
ships and the grosser forms of sex and race subjugation. Here, she has
considerable opportunity to measure her powers in the intellectual and
industrial fields of the great city””'* In her survey of vocations, McDou-
gald documented the economic opportunities and growing economic
independence among African American women and the obstacles that
remained in their paths. In Warrior Poet: A Biography of Audre Lorde,
Alexis de Veaux wrote that Lorde’s parents, Frederick Byron Lorde and
Linda Belmar, arrived in Harlem in 1925."° As a working-class immi-
grant from Grenada, Belmar, de Veaux tells us, had a “strong work ethic,
inculcated by the women on her mother’s side of the family”'® To be
sure, Linda Belmar was part of the social and economic formation that
McDougald documented in her essay. Belmar passed on to Lorde, the last
of three daughters, the values of economic success and self-sufficiency
which undergirded the lives of the black West Indian immigrant women
of her generation. Notwithstanding the marked sense of “multiple
jeopardy”" that stained the life of Belmar and other women, McDou-
gald’s landmark essay concludes on an optimistic note: “We find the
Negro woman, figuratively [and doubtless literally] struck in the face
daily by contempt from the world about her. . . . [Nevertheless, she] is
measuring up to the needs of her family, community and race, and radi-
ating a hope throughout the land.”*

A contemporary of McDougald, Alice Dunbar-Nelson, teacher, club-
woman, journalist, writer, and, for a very brief period, the wife of poet
Paul Lawrence Dunbar, was an unwavering advocate for gender equality
and racial uplift. This commitment was reflected in the positions she
held in such organizations as the League of Colored Republican Women
and the national leadership she provided in the effort, led by James
Weldon Johnson of the National Association for the Advancement of
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Colored People, to make lynching a federal crime through the passing
of the Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill, which did not become law because of
insufficient votes in the U.S. Senate. In her essay “The Negro Woman and
the Ballot” (1926), Dunbar-Nelson expressed disappointment in African
American women’s exercise of the franchise six years after the adoption
of the Nineteenth Amendment. In her own words, “the Negro woman
has by and large been a disappointment in her handling of the ballot.”*’
This criticism notwithstanding, Dunbar-Nelson was confident that, over
time, the African American woman would become a political force to
be reckoned with when “she will strike off the political shackles she has
allowed to be hung upon her, and win the economic freedom of her
race”®

As a black feminist, Amy Jacques Garvey placed the social, political,
and economic position of African American women of her generation
in a global context. Decades later, Lorde would advance this perspec-
tive in her efforts to build alliances with black women in South Africa,
Europe (in particular, Germany), and the Caribbean. In “Our Women
Getting into the Larger Life,” Jacques Garvey argued, “Negro women
of the United States share equally in the larger life which has come to
women of other race groups, and [they have] met every test in the home,
in bread winning, in church and social upbuilding, in charitable uplift
work, and in the school room which could have been expected of [them]
reasonably.”*! Predictably and justifiably, she reserved high praise for the
women of Marcus Garvey’s United Negro Improvement Association.
Confidently and without apologies, Jacques Garvey closed her essay with
the assertion: “The success of the Negro race thus far has been largely
due to the sympathy and support which our women have given to the
cause.”*

Like Jacques Garvey, Lorraine Hansberry advanced in considerable
ways an evolving black and global feminism in the classic American
drama A Raisin in the Sun (1959). Through her art, Hansberry dram-
atized the spirit of what would become the second wave of American
feminism and an advanced black feminism in her complex portrayal of
the institution of marriage, her sympathetic view of abortion, the man-
ner in which she emphasized the need for black women to be educated
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and independent, and her insistence that black women cultivate a global,
Pan-Africanist perspective. These perspectives are embodied in the
character of Beneatha Younger. Hansberry also reflected her commit-
ment to black feminism in “Simone de Beauvoir and The Second Sex: An
American Commentary,” an unfinished essay. In this essay, Hansberry

>«

expressed great praise for what she described as de Beauvoir’s “revolu-

3%

tionary treatment of the ‘woman question.”” Beyond her examination
of de Beauvoir’s text and its reception, Hansberry offered incisive com-
mentary on the dangers women invite upon themselves when they limit

themselves to the domestic sphere:

[S]ociety tells woman from cradle to the grave that her husband,
her home, her children will be the source of all rewards in life,
the foundation of all true happiness. And women believe it and
they plunge into marriages; wrap themselves in their husbands
and their children—and continue to constitute one of the most
neurotic sections, no doubt, of our entire population.?

This survey of the American tradition of black feminist thought
and activism is meant to be suggestive, not comprehensive. My inten-
tion is to indicate the particular tradition of thought and action that
constitutes the expanding floor for Lorde’s own theorizing and activ-
ism. She extended and magnified the commitment to gender equality
championed by black feminists while emphasizing the particularity of
the lived experience of black women. Like her foremothers, she rejected
the confinement of African American women to the domestic sphere,
and through her example of radical engagement redefined the role of
African American women in the public sphere. For Lorde, the sister
outsider, this engagement in the public sphere encompassed both na-
tional and international politics and struggle. And like her foremothers,
Lorde was concerned always with the specificity of the lived experience
of black women. This deep concern with the lived experience of black
women, wherever they are, derived from her recognition that the per-
sonal is political.

In “Sexism: An American Disease in Blackface,” Lorde asserted,
“Black feminism is not white feminism in blackface. Black women have
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particular and legitimate issues which affect our lives as Black women,
and addressing those issues does not make us any less Black.”** In “T
Am Your Sister,” Lorde further explained her terms of self-definition:
“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 of these fronts
are inseparable.”® Like Maria Stewart, Anna Julia Cooper, Amy Jacques
Garvey, and her other foremothers, Lorde was grounded in the specifi-
city of the lived experience of black women in both national and global
contexts, and it is from this location that she set out to address the many
setbacks in the contemporary juncture and to work toward a livable fu-
ture free of gender oppression. But what did the sister outsider add to
this rich and dynamic tradition, which is now almost two centuries old?
In what particular ways did she expand and complicate a progressive
and radical tradition whose goal is the liberation of women and men?
Are there particular perspectives that Lorde introduced to this evolving
discourse? What new ideas and stances did she bring to the kitchen table,
as it were?

To begin, Lorde brought the perspective of a Black lesbian radical-
ized within the civil rights movement, the black power movement, the
second wave of the U.S. women’s movement, and the gay and lesbian
movement. She was among the first black feminists to publicly self-
identify as a lesbian and to position lesbianism as a legitimate and
powerful standpoint from which to enunciate a radical and progressive
politics of struggle. This accounted, in part, for the rock-star following
and iconic status she enjoyed during her lifetime. While Lorde was not
the first black lesbian feminist, she was among the first to live her life
and to practice her politics in the public domain, that is to say, out of the
closet. Other black lesbian feminists who came before Lorde in this tra-
dition and who publicly self-identified as lesbian were activist Ruth Ellis
and novelist Ann Shockley. Contemporaneous with Lorde were writers
and activists Barbara Smith and Pat Parker. The lesbianism of such black
feminists as Alice Dunbar-Nelson and Angelina Weld Grimké was per-
haps an open secret in some circles, but during their lifetimes it was not
public knowledge. As a result of the scholarship of Gloria Hull, Erlene
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Stetson, Cheryl Wall, and others, we now know that these pioneering
black feminists possessed complex identities. Lorde had a special affec-
tion for Grimké, about whom she wrote in A Burst of Light (1988):

I often think of Angelina Weld Grimké dying alone in an apart-
ment in New York City in 1958 while I was a young Black Les-
bian struggling in isolation at Hunter College, and I think of
what it could have meant in terms of sisterhood and survival for
each one of us to have known of the other’s existence: for me to
have had her words and her wisdom, and for her to have known
I needed them!*

As the sister outsider to so many, Lorde always made a point of
publicly self-identifying as a black lesbian feminist because she wished
to make visible the often invisible existence of women who occupy this
sexual, social, and political location. Relatedly, her objective was to re-
duce the isolation and fear that often define the lives of such women. In
a diary entry in A Burst of Light, Lorde reflected upon the desired utility
and outcome of this political practice following a talk in East Lansing on
October 25, 1985: “T explained that I identified myself as [a black feminist
lesbian poet] because if there was one other Black Feminist Lesbian poet
in isolation somewhere within the reach of my voice, I wanted her to
know she was not alone.””

While Lorde’s brave acts of public self-identification were meant
to make visible and to empower other black lesbians, her words had a
similar impact upon black gay men. The sister outsider first encoun-
tered a new generation of radical black gay men when she attended the
first National Third World Gay and Lesbian Conference in Washington,
D.C., on October 12, 1979, where she delivered the keynote address, re-
printed here, entitled “When Will the Ignorance End?” As biographer
Alexis de Veaux reminds us, Lorde was also in the nation’s capital to par-
ticipate in the first National March on Washington for Lesbian and Gay
Rights, whose purpose was to commemorate the tenth anniversary of
the Stonewall Rebellion. She delivered an address at the rally on the mall
on October 14, two days after her keynote address and meetings with the
organizers of the National Third World Gay and Lesbian Conference.
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Lorde felt empowered and affirmed as a consequence of her involvement
in the conference. In particular, she felt a new and special affinity for
certain black gay men in attendance there. Writing in her journal, Lorde
remembered them in this way: “I felt a connection to certain men I'd
never found before—black men I never knew existed. I'd like to send
Jonathan [Lorde’s son] off to some of them. . .. They were saying things
I'd never heard any men say before, about the fatherland.”*®

While Lorde did not name these black gay men, de Veaux suggests
that they were Essex Hemphill and Joseph Beam. Poet, essayist, fiction
writer, anthologist, and activist Hemphill was based in Washington,
D.C. Beam lived in Philadelphia and was a columnist and contributing
editor to a number of gay publications. Their activism and commit-
ment to make visible the lives and writings of black gay men would
make them friends and, in a rather short period of time, national figures
in an emerging scholarly field in which Lorde was clearly a revered an-
cestral figure. Beam was the editor of In the Life: A Black Gay Anthology
(Alyson, 1986), the first compilation of its kind in American literature.
Hemphill subsequently edited Brother to Brother: New Writings by Black
Gay Men (Alyson, 1991). The latter project was conceived by Beam,
but he died before the anthology was completed. In memory of their
friendship, Hemphill brought the project to fruition. The commitment
of Beam and Hemphill to chart, excavate, and document a tradition of
black gay male writing and to map the emergence of a black gay male
subjectivity positions them, without question, as among the founding
figures of a new field of critical inquiry that some now call black queer
studies.”

Beam and Hemphill valued Lorde’s example and appreciated her
encouragement of their efforts. On the occasion of Beam’s death in 1989,
Lorde paid tribute to him in “Dear Joe.” The poem opens with these
evocative lines: “How many other dark young men at 33 / left a public life
becoming legend.”*® When Lorde died in 1992, Hemphill remembered
the sister outsider in the following manner: “Your powerful, sky-soaring,
heart-piercing, soul-stirring words will forever resonate with commit-
ment, integrity, and responsibility. . . . You gave us words we could use
wisely. Words we could depend on.”! Lorde, Hemphill, Beam, and many
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others advanced gay and lesbian studies, and they constitute, through
their writings and activism, the founding figures of black queer studies.

As a national figure in the gay and lesbian movement, Lorde was
among the first to name, define, and denounce the toxic forms of dis-
crimination experienced by gays and lesbians. In “I Am Your Sister,” the
sister outsider was mainly concerned with “heterosexism and homopho-
bia, two grave barriers to organizing among Black women.”*? Lorde de-
fined heterosexism and homophobia in the following manner:

Heterosexism—a belief in the inherent superiority 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.

After defining her terms, Lorde named the various stereotypes attributed
to black lesbians:

I have heard it said—usually behind my back—that Black
Lesbians are not normal. ... I have heard it said that Black
Lesbians are a threat to the Black family. . . . I have heard it said
that Black Lesbians will mean the death of the race. ... 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.

In naming these stereotypes, Lorde also identified their origin: “The ter-
ror of Black Lesbians is buried in that deep inner place where we have
been taught to fear all difference—to kill or ignore it.”*

Having decisively rejected the notion that black lesbians are some
kind of tertium quid, Lorde indicated the ways in which the accusation of
lesbianism can destabilize even the strongest of black women committed

to social change:

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
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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 you, to keep you docile and in line. It also
serves to keep us isolated and apart.**

Lorde was eloquent and insightful in her examination of the ways
in which homophobia is painful to individual heterosexual women, as
well as destructive of the radical and progressive work that women may
choose to undertake together across sexualities. While in this passage
Lorde highlighted the homophobia practiced by black heterosexual men
who are threatened by the power and independence of black women, in
an unpublished version of “Scratching the Surface: Some Notes on Bar-
riers to Women and Loving,” she addressed the ways in which homopho-
bia is corrosive to the relationships between black women:

In the same way that the existence of the self-defined black
woman is no threat to the self-defined black man, the black
lesbian is an emotional threat only to those black women who
are unsure of, or unable to express, their feelings of kinship and
love for other black women in any meaningful way. Yet within
this country, for so long, we, as black women, have been encour-
aged to view each other with suspicion and distrust; as eternal
competitors for the scarce male; or as the visible face of our own
self-rejection.”

If black women are to build a meaningful sisterhood then, as Lorde sug-
gested, particular forms of socialized behavior must be unlearned.

At the conclusion of “I Am Your Sister,” Lorde constructed an anal-
ogy based upon racist stereotypes and described a practice that might
lead to an antihomophobic standpoint:

Even if you do believe any of these stereotypes about Black
Lesbians, begin to practice acting like you don’t believe them.
Just as racist stereotypes are the problem of the white people
who believe them, so also are homophobic stereotypes the

Introduction



problem of the heterosexuals who believe them. In other words,
those stereotypes are yours to solve, not mine, and they are a ter-
rible and wasteful barrier to our working together. I am not your
enemy. . ..

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

In providing us with a useful, potentially liberating practice, Lorde also
reminds us that antihomophobic work, like antiracist work, is the work
of the homophobe and the racist. She suggests that everyone, finally, is
responsible for his or her own development. This is important to re-
member, for one’s survival may depend upon such an insight.

Along with naming and defining homophobia and heterosexism
and highlighting what will be lost if we fail to struggle against them, an-
other important contribution that Lorde made to the tradition of black
feminist thought was an emphasis upon the erotic. “There are many kinds
of power, used and unused, acknowledged or otherwise,” wrote Lorde.
“The erotic is a resource within each of us that lies in a deeply female and
spiritual plane, firmly rooted in the power of our unexpressed or unrec-
ognized feeling.”* So opens “Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power,”
perhaps Lorde’s most anthologized essay. In it, she theorizes about the
power of the erotic: what is lost when it is devalued; its origins; why it
is feared by men; how it is often confused with its opposite, pornogra-
phy; its vital functions; how it can be a vehicle for sharing rather than
using; and the various ways in which it can be a resource for women.
“Our erotic knowledge empowers us, becomes a lens through which we
scrutinize all aspects of our existence, forcing us to evaluate those aspects
honestly in terms of their relative meaning within our lives.” According
to Lorde, “this is a grave responsibility, projected from within each of us,
not to settle for the convenient, the shoddy, the conventionally expected,
nor the merely safe.”*® Lorde insisted that women must not fear “the yes”
within themselves. Alice Walker would build upon Lorde’s revelations
on the erotic in “Coming Apart,” a fable, and in such novels as The Color
Purple and By the Light of My Father’s Smile. In these works, Walker re-
veals the ways in which the erotic can be the source of an empowering
self-knowledge and liberation from the most debased forms of desire.
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Published in 1978, “Uses of the Erotic” appeared at a particular
cultural and political moment. Against the background of the Vietnam
War, in August 1970, the U.S. House of Representatives had passed the
Equal Rights Amendment while the Senate deliberated on this historic
legislation. In the same year, Toni Cade Bambara published her land-
mark anthology The Black Woman (1970). In her essay “On the Nature
of Roles,” Bambara rejected the traditional heterosexual model and the
ways in which it blinds both men and women to a more expansive vision
of human relationships. In 1971, the National Women’s Political Caucus
was founded by Bella Abzug, Shirley Chisholm, Betty Friedan, Gloria
Steinem, and others with the mission to inject a feminist perspective into
the electoral process. In July 1972, the first issue of Ms. magazine was
published, and Flo Kennedy and Shirley Chisholm ran for president on,
respectively, the Feminist Party ticket and the Democratic Party ticket. In
January 1973, the Supreme Court in Roe v. Wade allowed for first-trimester
abortions and nullified restrictions in places that provided abortions.
In the same year, the National Black Feminist Organization was estab-
lished. Also in 1973, Toni Morrison published Sula, her second novel,
which treated friendship between African American women, sexuality,
and forms of the erotic. In 1974, the Combahee River Collective held
its first meetings, and three years later its members published the now
canonical “Black Feminist Statement.” In 1975, Signs, a scholarly journal
on gender, began publication, and Ntozake Shange’s for colored girls who
have considered suicide/when the rainbow is enuf made its Broadway
debut. In 1976, the National Alliance of Black Feminists was established.
Also that year, Alice Walker published her second novel, Meridian, a
meditation on literary ancestry, black feminism, and the modern civil
rights movement. Meridian Hill, Walker’s heroine, embodied the new
freedoms of the women who came of age during the era of “the pill”
and social movements committed to the eradication of barriers based
on race, gender, and sexuality. In 1977, the first National Women’s Con-
ference took place, creating a feminist agenda that addressed a range
of issues, including domestic abuse, rape, and sexual preference. It is
against this cultural and political background that Lorde’s medita-
tion on the erotic must be read. It is this configuration of cultural and
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political events within the evolving tradition of American feminism, in
all of its complexity, that informed her assertion that “the power of the
erotic within our lives can give us the energy to pursue genuine change
within the world, rather than merely settling for a shift of characters in
the same weary drama.” The very fact that Lorde could make this claim
is proof of the distance that black feminism had traveled since the nine-
teenth century when, according to scholar Darlene Clark Hine, “black
women, as a rule, developed and adhered to a cult of secrecy, a culture
of dissemblance, to protect the sanctity of inner aspects of their lives.”*
Hine’s insightful commentary is a useful framework for examining not
only the lived experience of African American women of the nineteenth
century, but also their descendants in the twentieth century and into the
present.

In addition to an elevation of the importance of the erotic, Lorde
introduced to black feminism a heightened awareness of issues related
to women’s health. In the classic essay “The Transformation of Silence
into Language and Action” (1977), The Cancer Journals (1980), and A
Burst of Light (1988), Lorde documented the impact of her diagnosis first
with breast cancer in November 1977 and then with liver cancer in Feb-
ruary 1984. As a trilogy, these works constitute the first public reflections
by an African American woman, and specifically a black lesbian feminist,
on the nature of health, disease, mortality, and social struggle. Without
question, these texts are among the most eloquent and inspiring treat-
ments available to us of what it means to live with cancer.

In A Burst of Light, Lorde documented, through what she termed
“prose monologues,” the first three years of her valiant struggle against
liver cancer. She was diagnosed with what she termed the “cold disease”
for the second time only two weeks before her fiftieth birthday. At the
outset, Lorde was resolute and defiant: “The struggle with cancer now
informs all my days, but it is only another face of that continuing battle
for self-determination and survival that Black women fight daily, often
in triumph.”*! In the early stages, Lorde saw her liver cancer as a struggle
like any other, and she bravely did not turn away from it. Then, some-
what later, she revealed in a memorable entry her fears and her efforts
not to be overtaken by them: “Dear goddess! Face-up again against the
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renewal of vows. Do not let me die a coward, mother. Nor forget how to
sing. Nor forget song is a part of mourning as light is a part of sun.”*

In her effort to maintain some sense of control in a medical culture
where patients often feel they must surrender to those who are, pre-
sumably, more knowledgeable, Lorde rightly insisted upon the author-
ity of her own individual experience: “I just know I must not surrender
my body to others unless I completely understand and agree with what
they think should be done to it. I've got to look at all of my options
carefully, even the ones I find distasteful. I know I can broaden the defi-
nition of winning to the point where I can’t lose.”* Starkly confronted
with the reality of time and mortality, Lorde asserted that the “accuracy
of that diagnosis has become less important than how I use the life I
have”*

In the final pages of A Burst of Light, Lorde emphasized, in many
places, how her cancer diagnosis introduced a marked sense of urgency
to her life. The following passage is representative of this pattern of

thought:

This is no longer a time of waiting. It is a time for the real work’s
urgencies. It is a time enhanced by an iron reclamation of what

I call a burst of light—that inescapable knowledge, in the bone,
of my own physical limitation. Metabolized and integrated into
the fabric of my days, that knowledge makes the particulars of
what is coming seem less important. When I speak of wanting as
much good time as possible, I mean time over which I maintain
some relative measure of control.*

Like AIDS and other terminal disorders, cancer introduces a marked
sense of urgency to living. This Lorde felt deeply as well as an awareness—
“a burst of light”—of her own mortality, which she described as “that
inescapable knowledge . . . of my own physical limitation.” Along with
these insights, Lorde was conscious of time, of which there is never
enough, and her cancer diagnosis endowed her with a special perspective
on time. For Lorde, time did not mean only the clock and the calendar,
but rather the amount and quality of control one exercises over one’s life
as one lives the hours in each day. At the age of fifty-eight, Lorde’s battle
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with cancer ended on November 17, 1992. In A Burst of Light and other
writings, she bravely and generously offered her own life as an example
of how to live one’s life when confronted hourly with one’s own mortal-
ity. In the process, Lorde brought even greater national awareness to the
several urgencies which mark women’s health.

The final contribution that Lorde made to the vibrant tradition of
black feminist thought was a new critical social theory that provides us
with the grammar and vocabulary to describe and define difference and
the complex nature of oppression. We are now keenly aware of differ-
ence. Some of us are weary of it. Many of us today take this discourse for
granted. However, when in the 1970s Lorde began theorizing difference
from the perspective of a black lesbian feminist, we encountered an en-
tirely new intellectual phenomenon.

Lorde’s theorizing on difference emerged during the period that
scholar Henry Louis Gates, Jr., termed the “culture wars,” that period
in the 1970s and 1980s when we witnessed the emergence of what some
derisively dismiss as identity politics and political correctness as well
as the beginnings of a national backlash against affirmative action.*
During this period and afterward, we witnessed advances in the in-
stitutionalization in the academy of such fields as African American
studies, women’s studies, and gay and lesbian studies. This expansion
in the curricula of American colleges and universities engendered new
debates over such matters as the canon and the epistemology of knowl-
edge, which in turn spawned an often contentious national debate on
American pluralism or multiculturalism. On the Right, this debate was
led by such figures as William Bennett, Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., and
Dinesh D’Souza; on the Left, this debate was led by Gates, Manning
Marable, Cornel West, Johnnetta B. Cole, Earl Lewis, and others. The
national debate on multiculturalism, identity politics, political correct-
ness, and attacks on affirmative action is also part of the background
against which Lorde’s theorizing on difference and oppression must be
read and understood.

The sister outsider introduced a necessary precision and specificity
to the national discourse on race and culture, which was dominated
by facile, oversimplified readings of difference as evidenced in the civil
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rights movement and the black power movement. Regarding the limita-
tions of both of these social movements, Lorde remarked:

The civil rights and Black power movements rekindled possibili-
ties for disenfranchised groups within this nation. Even though
we fought common enemies, at times the lure of individual
solutions made us careless of each other. Sometimes we could
not bear the face of each other’s differences because of what we
feared those differences might say about ourselves.*’

Similarly, Lorde challenged the women’s movement to move beyond
the notion that white womanhood was the national pattern and para-
digm into which to incorporate the histories and lived experiences of
women of color in the United States and abroad. “The failure of aca-
demic feminists,” wrote Lorde, “to recognize differences as a crucial
strength is a failure to reach beyond the first patriarchal lesson. In our
world, divide and conquer must become define and empower.”* Perhaps
Lorde’s most withering critique of this blindness among white feminists
was her open letter to Mary Daly, author of the celebrated Gyn/Ecology:
The Metaethics of Radical Feminism, published in 1978. In her critique of
the limitations of the scope and focus of Daly’s research, Lorde pointed
to the consequences of such narrow forms of feminist scholarship:

Mary, I ask that you be aware of how this serves the destruc-
tive forces of racism and separation between women—the
assumption that the herstory and myth of white women is the
legitimate and sole herstory and myth of all women to call upon
for power and background, and that nonwhite women and our
herstories are noteworthy only as decorations, or examples of
female victimization. . .. When radical lesbian feminist theory
dismisses us, it encourages its own demise.*

Writing this almost ten years after the Stonewall Rebellion in 1969
in New York’s Greenwich Village, which marks for many the beginning
of the gay and lesbian movement in the United States, here again Lorde
insisted upon the integration of perspectives and histories and challenged
the mistaken notion that the experiences of white gay men should be
accepted as both normative and universal (thus rendering invisible the
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experiences of gays and lesbians who do not occupy this social category).
In an unpublished essay, Lorde denounced the homophobia in the civil
rights movement and the racism in the gay and lesbian movement:

So there are voices in the Black community such as the Bay State
Banner, a Boston Black newspaper, saying that gays belong in the
closet, that we cannot equate the struggles for gay liberation and
Black liberation, because one is the expression of a legitimate
minority, and the other is legalizing a perversion.

There are voices in the lesbian and gay community such as
appeared in Gay Community News in the summer of 1979 after
Eleanor Johnson and Beverly Smith’s moving speeches in the
Lesbian and Gay Pride Rally. These voices term racism and clas-
sism and sexism as a “collection of peripheral issues” and saw
the discussion of these crucial issues in the gay community .. . as
“co-opting our rally” Yet after we exclude Black, working class,
ethnic and religious minority concerns from gay politics, who
will be left to define “our” considerations?

Yet the time is long past when any of us can afford the luxury
of exclusive oppression.>

Plainly, as a black lesbian feminist, she embodied the complexities that
she insisted become a part of the discourses of the social movements of
which she was a shaping figure. One of the few black men in the black power
movement who shared Lorde’s progressive, expansive view of liberation
movements was Huey P. Newton, the founder and supreme commander
of the Black Panther Party. In “A Letter from Huey to the Revolutionary
Brothers and Sisters About the Women’s Liberation and Gay Liberation
Movements,” Newton called for the Black Panther Party to establish alli-
ances with the women’s movement and the gay liberation movement:

Whatever your personal opinion and your insecurities about
homosexuality and the various liberation movements among
homosexuals and women (and I speak of the homosexuals and
women as oppressed groups) we should try to unite with them
in a revolutionary fashion. .. . Homosexuals are not enemies of
the people. . .. We should try to form a working coalition with
the Gay Liberation and Women’s Liberation groups.”'

Rudolph P. Byrd

23



24

Whether addressing racism, sexism, or homophobia, Lorde was con-
cerned always with complexity and the sense of possibility that the dis-
course of difference invokes. This conception of difference is a hallmark
of Lorde’s writings. In “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the
Master’s House,” Lorde defined difference as a dialect and a resource:

Difference must not be merely tolerated, but seen as a fund of
necessary polarities between which our creativity can spark like
a dialectic. Only then does the necessity for interdependency
become unthreatening. Only within that interdependency of dif-
ferent strengths, acknowledged and equal, can the power to seek
new ways of being in the world generate, as well as the courage
and sustenance to act where there are no charters.

Within the interdependence of mutual (nondominant) dif-
ferences lies that security which enables us to descend into the
chaos of knowledge and return with true visions of our future,
along with the concomitant power to effect those changes which
can bring that future into being. Difference is that raw and pow-
erful connection from which our personal power is forged.*

In theorizing difference as a “fund of necessary polarities” and as that
“raw and powerful connection from which our personal power is forged,”
Lorde cast difference as the starting point for both individual and col-
lective action. Difference becomes an essential property in a mode of
being that makes us courageous and open even in the absence of what
she terms “charters,” that is, signposts, guides, and road maps.

Lorde offered elaborations that added depth and complexity to her
definition of difference in “Difference and Survival,” an address pub-
lished here for the first time. In this speech, she asserted that it “is within
our differences that we are both most powerful and most vulnerable, and
some of the most difficult tasks of our lives are the claiming of differences
and learning to use those differences for bridges rather than as barriers
between us.” She also stressed that it is vital for us to develop a criti-
cal apparatus to examine the range of differences among us, which have
been misnamed and distorted by the dominant society. In a later passage,
Lorde emphasized again the importance of self-definition and the danger
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of abdicating that function to someone else: “What does this mean for
each of us? I think it means that I must choose to define my difference as
you must choose to define yours, to claim it and use it as creative before it
is defined for you and used to eradicate any future, any change.”

In a series of public addresses delivered between 1976 and 1979, Lorde
continued to expand and refine her robust theory of difference. In remarks
delivered at the Black Writers’ Conference at Howard University in April
1976 to an audience not always receptive to what some would regard as
deviant forms of difference, Lorde made this assertion: “We cannot love
‘our people’ unless we love each of us ourselves, unless I love each piece
of myself, those I wish to keep and those I wish to change—for survival is
the ability to encompass difference, to encompass change without destruc-
tion.”* During a period when black cultural nationalism was the dominant
ideology in the arts and literature, an ideology which defined gays and les-
bians as deviant and outside of “the black community,” Lorde spoke of the
value of self-love and its relationship to difference, survival, and change.

In a paper delivered at the Modern Language Association conven-
tion in December 1977, “The Transformation of Silence into Language
and Action,” Lorde took as the point of departure her diagnosis of breast
cancer and its profound impact upon her life: “T was forced to look upon
myself and my living with a harsh and urgent clarity that has left me
still shaken but much stronger.”* In this groundbreaking essay, reprinted
here, Lorde wrote eloquently of the importance of breaking silence, of
coming to voice: two very important objectives of the second wave of the
women’s movement and of black feminism. The sister outsider also made
an insightful observation about the relationship between the breaking of
silence and difference: “The fact that we are here and that I speak these
words is an attempt to break that silence and bridge some of those dif-
ferences between us, for it is not difference which immobilizes us, but
silence. And there are so many silences to be broken.”*® Lorde maintained
that it is not difference which is a barrier to progressive mobilization, but
rather silence: our mute response to difference.

In a keynote address entitled “When Will the Ignorance End?” de-
livered at the first National Third World Gay and Lesbian Conference
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in Washington, D.C., on October 12, 1979, Lorde emphasized again the
urgency of redefining difference in positive terms. At this historic gath-
ering, the sister outsider insisted upon both honesty and creativity as
we approach the many questions related to difference: “And it is upon
our ability to look honestly upon our differences, to see them as creative

rather than divisive, that our future success may lie.””

Reprinted here in
its entirety for the first time, “When Will the Ignorance End?” not only
contains further evidence of Lorde’s efforts to codify her theorizing on
difference, but the address also marks the deepening of her involvement
in the black lesbian and gay movement.

In an undated and unpublished address before a different audience,
Lorde asserted that a creative approach to difference promises to advance

in vital ways the gay and lesbian movement:

Yet now more than ever, we need the cross-pollination of vision
which our many differences can offer each other, if we can over-
come conditioning to view differences as creative rather than as
a reason for destruction or ignoring.

As lesbian and gay men we have come together because of
what we share in common; now can we come together to learn
what we can from our differences? To do this we must first see
our common enemy.

Too often we pour energy needed for relating across difference
in[to] pretending these differences are insurmountable barriers,
or that these differences do not exist. For we have never been
allowed to develop tools for using human difference as a spring-
board for progress within our lived consciousness. The time is
now. Our survival as lesbians and gay men requires that we pull
together all of the other communities of which we are a part, rec-
ognizing that liberation, like freedom, is not indivisible. . . .

For it is within the poetry and vision of acknowledged dif-
ference that we form new and creative alternatives for genuine
social change. . ..

We need to root out the pieces of the oppressor which are
planted deeply within each of us, otherwise as lesbians and gay
men, we will only be switching places in the same old weary
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drama. But together, the strength of our differences can illumi-
nate our politics with a skill and passion born of survival, and
we can transform the very meaning of power within our lives.”®

Lorde stressed again and again that the survival of lesbians and gay
men is dependent upon their ability “to use difference for something
other than destruction.” In using the metaphor of cross-pollination,
she introduced again her vital theme of “the interdependency of different
strengths.” If the gay and lesbian movement is to have a wide, far-reaching
impact, Lorde insisted that it must think of difference as creative rather
than divisive and to know and see clearly the common enemy: hetero-
sexist patriarchal white supremacist culture. As the sister outsider, she
argued that “genuine social change” requires vision and clarity of pur-
pose, otherwise lesbians and gay men will contribute to the maintenance
of the status quo. Ever undaunted, Lorde believed that lesbians and gay
men possess the potentiality to transform, in alchemical fashion, “the
meaning of power within [their] lives.”

In fine, Lorde theorized difference as a “fund of necessary polarities”
that provides us with the “courage and sustenance to act where there are
no charters. ... [and], within that interdependency of different strengths,
difference is that raw and powerful connection from which our personal
power is forged.” She insisted that it is within our differences “that we are
both most powerful and most vulnerable . . . and [that it is our task to
use our differences] as bridges rather than as barriers between us.” Lorde
tells us that it is not our differences that keep us apart but rather silence
and the ways in which our differences have been “misnamed” and de-
ployed against us in an illegitimate fashion. It is vital, according to Lorde,
to name our differences before they are misnamed by others. Ultimately,
our survival depends upon our capacity for self-love and the ability to
“encompass difference” and to see our differences as “creative rather
than divisive.” Lorde reminds us that our survival also depends upon our
ability to see “our common enemy” through the cultivation of vision, for
what is at stake is a livable future and “genuine social change.”

In theorizing difference in this manner, Lorde also had insight-

ful observations to make about the nature of oppression. She argued
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in many places that racism, sexism, and homophobia are inseparable,
that is, they are all similar injuries by the same hand. Lorde’s signal con-
tribution to theories of difference and oppression was her belief that
oppressions cannot be ranked, numbered, or prioritized. Through her
theorizing, she helped us to understand that oppressions are interlock-
ing and, equally as important, that they are not hierarchical but rather
intersectional.

Lorde’s insight regarding the interlocking nature of oppression was
perhaps first expressed in “Sexism: An American Disease in Blackface.”
In this essay, which illuminated the black sexism debate set in motion by
Robert Staples’ “The Myth of Black Macho: A Response to Angry Black
Feminists,” Lorde refuted Staples’ claim that only race and black male
privilege matter and called for the cultivation of a new consciousness

among black men:

But the Black male consciousness must be raised to the realiza-
tion that sexism and woman-hating are critically dysfunctional
to his liberation as a Black man because they arise out of the
same constellation that engenders racism and homophobia.
Until that consciousness is developed, Black men will view sex-
ism and the destruction of Black women as tangential to Black
liberation rather than as central to that struggle. This contin-
ued blindness between us can only serve the oppressive system
within which we live.®

Lorde argued that sexism emerges from the same “constellation” of social,
political, and economic factors that give rise to racism and homophobia.
In other words, these are interlocking oppressions and our “continued
blindness” to this historical and contemporary fact makes us vulnerable
to further exploitation by patriarchal white supremacy.

This theory of oppression achieved its most mature expression in
“There Is No Hierarchy of Oppression” (1983). In this short but dense
essay, reprinted here, Lorde carefully defined sexism, homophobia, and
racism and asserted, “among those of us who share the goals of liber-
ation and a workable future for our children, there can be no hierar-
chies of oppression.”®' Offering her own life experience as an example,
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Lorde revealed the ways in which sexism, racism, and homophobia are
inextricable:

Within the lesbian community I am black, and within the black
community I am a lesbian. Any attack against black people is a
lesbian and gay issue, because I and thousands of other black
women are part of the lesbian community. Any attack against
lesbians and gays is a black issue, because thousands of lesbians
and gay men are black. There is no hierarchy of oppression.

By theorizing oppression in this complex and nuanced manner, Lorde
made an original and significant contribution to critical social theory. In
so doing, she prepared the ground for the emergence, some years later, of
Deborah King’s theory of multiple jeopardy and Kimberlee Crenshaw’s
theory of intersectionality.

Audre Lorde made brilliant, original, and far-reaching contributions
to the discourse of black feminist thought. In her writings, she situated the
lived experience of African American women within a particular his-
torical, political, and cultural context that is both national and global.
As the sister outsider, she brought a theory and a praxis that advanced
black feminism, gay and lesbian studies, black queer studies, and African
American studies. But what, ultimately, was the purpose and function
of Lorde’s theorizing, which maps the complex subjectivities of black
feminists and black gay men and lesbians? Is there a particular kind of
intellectual labor performed by this mapping of subjectivities? Lorde’s
observations on the function of poetry may provide us with an answer
to these questions:

Ultimately it comes down to making yourself and the people
who can share it with you, in some way, more themselves, to
make you more yourself, to make human beings more them-
selves, and therefore, by extension, better, stronger, more real.
Isn’t this the function of all art? I mean, get out of the Western
bag, out of the “art for art’s sake,” out of the perfect circle. A per-
fect circle is a point. It moves not at all. It’s stationary. Let’s get
out of that. The function of any art is to move, more deeply, to
make us more whoever we are.®
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As one function of her poetry is to “make human beings more them-
selves” and thus “better, stronger, more real,” I would like to suggest
that this is likewise one function of Lorde’s nonfiction writings, one
outcome of her labors in this domain. As a black lesbian feminist,
Lorde was motivated by two objectives. The first was to create a cor-
pus that would endure, and the second was to advance, through this
corpus, social justice. This, I believe, the sister outsider succeeded in
doing.

We return again and again to Lorde’s nonfiction writings, whether
speeches or essays, for a variety of reasons. Certainly, the concepts are
enduring, powerfully rendered, and prescient. There is also the wisdom
born of experience and an engagement with ideas and the social move-
ments that she defined—that also defined her era—and that we need
now more than ever. Just as Lorde possessed a distinctive spoken voice,
as Alice Walker tells us in “Audre’s Voice,” an essay reprinted here, so
the sister outsider also possessed a distinctive written voice. It is also
the power of Lorde’s written voice that draws us back to her corpus.
I return again to her observations on poetry as a way to advance this

claim:

There are words, the energy that surrounds words is something
we use all the time. Now I'm not talking about connotative
meanings. 'm talking about the shared kind of raw energy, hav-
ing to do with sound, having to do with the hundred associa-
tions some of which we share, some of which we don’t share.
But a feeling, a sense of that energy surrounding words is some-
thing that you come to use over and over again in your poetry.*

Certainly, Lorde’s special gift to summon and channel the “energy sur-
rounding words,” whether in poetry or in prose, is one of the distin-
guishing features of her art. It is this unique quality that inspires us
and that enables us to recognize her written voice, to not mistake it for
someone else’s. In every way, the sister outsider’s now canonical prose is
an exemplary model in the genre of nonfiction writing. In their total-
ity, these writings, many of the most important and influential of which
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are represented in this volume, also point the way to a livable, humane,
democratic future. To the ways we can and must create our own fire.

I Am Your Sister contains a representative collection of Lorde’s published
essays, speeches, and diaries and selections from her unpublished writ-
ings in the Audre Lorde Collection of Spelman College. Divided into
four parts, this volume contains some of Lorde’s best nonfiction as well
as commentary about her life and writings by some of the leading figures
in black feminist thought: scholars Johnnetta B. Cole, bell hooks, Gloria I.
Joseph, and Beverly Guy-Sheftall and writer Alice Walker.

Part I is composed of groundbreaking essays from Sister Outsider
and the complete text of A Burst of Light. Reprinted here in chrono-
logical order, the essays from Sister Outsider are “The Transformation of
Silence into Language and Action” and “Sexism: An American Disease
in Blackface.” These two essays, widely taught and the subject of much
scholarly inquiry, reveal Lorde as a substantive theorist concerned with
questions related to women’s health; the achievement of voice; sexism,
racism, and homophobia in African American communities; and the
interlocking nature of these oppressions. These essays span the period
1977-1979.

Also in part I is the complete text of A Burst of Light, Lorde’s third
volume of nonfiction prose. The collection is composed of four essays
and a series of journal entries that chart the first three years of Lorde’s
struggle with liver cancer. Encompassing the years between 1984 and
1987, this volume offers insightful commentary on controversial sexual
practices in lesbian communities; the lost opportunities for coalition
building among black feminists as a result of homophobia; the points of
intersection of apartheid as practiced in the United States and in South
Africa; the joys and jeopardy of lesbian parenting in a white supremacist
patriarchal society; and the continued struggle for meaning and direc-
tion when confronted with a terminal disease.

Part IT of this volume, “My Words Will Be There,” contains a collec-
tion of Lorde’s published and unpublished nonfiction writings spanning
the period 1976-1989. This section is composed of nine selections, four
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of which are published for the first time here. The essays, book reviews,
and speeches reveal Lorde’s sustained commitment to the intellectual
and activist project of a national and global black feminism; her sup-
port of an emerging generation of women writers associated with the
renaissance in African American women’s writings of the 1970s; and
her active involvement in the teaching of the art and craft of poetry.
Of special importance to readers is Lorde’s “My Mother’s Mortar.” The
version reprinted here first appeared in Sinister Wisdom in 1977. “My
Mother’s Mortar” is not to be regarded as fiction, but as a splendid ex-
ample of creative nonfiction prose. It is an essay which, in my estimation,
stands alongside such essays in the African American literary tradition as
W.E.B. Du Bois’s “The Passing of the First Born,” James Baldwin’s “Notes of
a Native Son,” and Alice Walker’s “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens.”
“Difference and Survival,” part III of I Am Your Sister, contains selec-
tions that provide us with evidence of Lorde’s deepening involvement
in the three social movements of which she was a pioneering figure: the
movements for civil rights, women’s rights, and gay and lesbian rights. Of
special importance to many readers of this volume will be “The First Black
Feminist Retreat.” Published here for the first time, Lorde’s remarks were
delivered at the first retreat of black feminists and activists in 1977 who
were members of Boston’s Combahee River Collective. The broad audi-
ence for this volume also will be interested in “An Address Delivered at
the March on Washington,” which was given on August 27, 1983. This
address signals, in a way that the 1963 March on Washington did not, the
manner in which the gay and lesbian movement is organically related to
and extends the modern civil rights movement. While I could highlight
several other selections in this section, I will mention only one more:
“Difference and Survival: An Address at Hunter College,” published for
the first time here. The scholars and activists who have been chronicling
Lorde’s theoretical practices will find, I predict, her theorizing on differ-
ence in this speech to be both compelling and substantive.
“Reflections,” the fourth and final part of I Am Your Sister, contains
a range of writings that sheds new light upon several different aspects
of Lorde’s art and humanity. In “Audre Lorde: My Shero, My Teacher,
My Sister Friend,” Johnnetta B. Cole reflects upon her long friendship
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with Lorde and the manner in which the sister outsider challenged Cole
to interrogate even more closely matters related to the institutionaliza-
tion of women’s studies and homophobia. Among other things, Cole
documents the important role she played in persuading Lorde to deposit
her archive at Spelman College. In “Audre’s Voice,” Alice Walker recalls
the special and memorable aspects of Lorde’s spoken voice. bell hooks’s
“The Imagination of Justice” is an address that was delivered at Spelman
College on the occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Women’s
Research and Resource Center established by Beverly Guy-Sheftall. In
this address, hooks challenges us to reflect upon the power and possi-
bilities of what Lorde termed “the dark and ancient and divine within
ourselves.” In “Remembering Audre Lorde,” Gloria I. Joseph provides us
with a meditation on her long and important friendship with Lorde.
Delivered on the same twenty-fifth anniversary occasion, Joseph reflects
upon Lorde’s final years in St. Croix, U.S. Virgin Islands, as well as the
genesis for Lorde’s “Is Your Hair Still Political?” The volume closes with
Beverly Guy-Sheftall’s epilogue, in which she documents further the
circumstances of Lorde’s first visit to Spelman College and her impact
on the center’s evolving mission. Guy-Sheftall also recalls the twenty-
fifth anniversary celebration of the Women’s Research and Resource
Center, a celebration that marked the pending arrival of the Lorde Pa-
pers at Spelman and the continuing importance of Lorde for scholars
from a range of disciplines and fields in the academy.
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FROM SISTER OUTSIDER AND
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THE TRANSFORMATION OF SILENCE
INTO LANGUAGE AND ACTION

I have come to believe over and over again that what is most important
to me must be spoken, made verbal and shared, even at the risk of hav-
ing it bruised or misunderstood. That the speaking profits me, beyond
any other effect. I am standing here as a Black lesbian poet, and the
meaning of all that waits upon the fact that I am still alive, and might
not have been. Less than two months ago I was told by two doctors,
one female and one male, that T would have to have breast surgery, and
that there was a 60 to 80 percent chance that the tumor was malignant.
Between that telling and the actual surgery, there was a three-week pe-
riod of the agony of an involuntary reorganization of my entire life. The
surgery was completed, and the growth was benign.

But within those three weeks, I was forced to look upon myself and
my living with a harsh and urgent clarity that has left me still shaken but
much stronger. This is a situation faced by many women, by some of
you here today. Some of what I experienced during that time has helped
elucidate for me much of what I feel concerning the transformation of
silence into language and action.

In becoming forcibly and essentially aware of my mortality, and of
what I wished and wanted for my life, however short it might be, pri-
orities and omissions became strongly etched in a merciless light, and
what I most regretted were my silences. Of what had I ever been afraid?

Paper delivered at the Modern Language Association’s Lesbian and Literature panel,
Chicago, Illinois, December 28, 1977. First published in Sinister Wisdom 6 (1978) and
The Cancer Journals (San Francisco, Calif.: Spinsters, Ink, 1980).
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To question or to speak as I believed could have meant pain, or death.
But we all hurt in so many different ways, all the time, and pain will
either change or end. Death, on the other hand, is the final silence. And
that might be coming quickly, now, without regard for whether I had
ever spoken what needed to be said, or had only betrayed myself into
small silences, while I planned someday to speak, or waited for someone
else’s words. And I began to recognize a source of power within myself
that comes from the knowledge that while it is most desirable not to be
afraid, learning to put fear into perspective gave me great strength.

I was going to die, if not sooner then later, whether or not I had
ever spoken myself. My silences had not protected me. Your silence will
not protect you. But for every real word spoken, for every attempt I had
ever made to speak those truths for which I am still seeking, I had made
contact with other women while we examined the words to fit a world in
which we all believed, bridging our differences. And it was the concern
and caring of all those women which gave me strength and enabled me
to scrutinize the essentials of my living.

The women who sustained me through that period were Black and
white, old and young, lesbian, bisexual, and heterosexual, and we all
shared a war against the tyrannies of silence. They all gave me a strength
and concern without which I could not have survived intact. Within
those weeks of acute fear came the knowledge—within the war we are
all waging with the forces of death, subtle and otherwise, conscious or
not—I am not only a casualty, I am also a warrior.

What are the words you do not yet have? What do you need to say?
What are the tyrannies you swallow day by day and attempt to make
your own, until you will sicken and die of them, still in silence? Perhaps
for some of you here today, I am the face of one of your fears. Because
I am woman, because I am Black, because I am lesbian, because I am
myself—a Black woman warrior poet doing my work—come to ask you,
are you doing yours?

And of course I am afraid, because the transformation of silence
into language and action is an act of self-revelation, and that always
seems fraught with danger. But my daughter, when I told her of our topic
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and my difficulty with it, said, “Tell them about how you’re never really
a whole person if you remain silent, because there’s always that one little
piece inside you that wants to be spoken out, and if you keep ignoring
it, it gets madder and madder and hotter and hotter, and if you don’t
speak it out one day it will just up and punch you in the mouth from
the inside.”

In the cause of silence, each of us draws the face of her own fear—fear
of contempt, of censure, or some judgment, or recognition, of challenge,
of annihilation. But most of all, I think, we fear the visibility without
which we cannot truly live. Within this country where racial differ-
ence creates a constant, if unspoken, distortion of vision, Black women
have on one hand always been highly visible, and so, on the other hand,
have been rendered invisible through the depersonalization of racism.
Even within the women’s movement, we have had to fight, and still do,
for that very visibility which also renders us most vulnerable, our Black-
ness. For to survive in the mouth of this dragon we call america, we have
had to learn this first and most vital lesson—that we were never meant
to survive. Not as human beings. And neither were most of you here
today, Black or not. And that visibility which makes us most vulnerable
is that which also is the source of our greatest strength. Because the ma-
chine will try to grind you into dust anyway, whether or not we speak.
We can sit in our corners mute forever while our sisters and our selves
are wasted, while our children are distorted and destroyed, while our
earth is poisoned; we can sit in our safe corners mute as bottles, and we
will still be no less afraid.

In my house this year we are celebrating the feast of Kwanza, the
African-american festival of harvest which begins the day after Christmas
and lasts for seven days. There are seven principles of Kwanza, one for
each day. The first principle is Umoja, which means unity, the decision
to strive for and maintain unity in self and community. The principle for
yesterday, the second day, was Kujichagulia—self-determination—the
decision to define ourselves, name ourselves, and speak for ourselves,
instead of being defined and spoken for by others. Today is the third
day of Kwanza, and the principle for today is Ujima—collective work
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and responsibility—the decision to build and maintain ourselves and
our communities together and to recognize and solve our problems
together.

Each of us is here now because in one way or another we share
a commitment to language and to the power of language, and to the
reclaiming of that language which has been made to work against us.
In the transformation of silence into language and action, it is vitally
necessary for each one of us to establish or examine her function
in that transformation and to recognize her role as vital within that
transformation.

For those of us who write, it is necessary to scrutinize not only the
truth of what we speak, but the truth of that language by which we speak
it. For others, it is to share and spread also those words that are mean-
ingful to us. But primarily for us all, it is necessary to teach by living and
speaking those truths which we believe and know beyond understand-
ing. Because in this way alone we can survive, by taking part in a process
of life that is creative and continuing, that is growth.

And it is never without fear—of visibility, of the harsh light of scru-
tiny and perhaps judgment, of pain, of death. But we have lived through
all of those already, in silence, except death. And I remind myself all the
time now that if I were to have been born mute, or had maintained an
oath of silence my whole life long for safety, I would still have suffered,
and I would still die. It is very good for establishing perspective.

And where the words of women are crying to be heard, we must
each of us recognize our responsibility to seek those words out, to read
them and share them and examine them in their pertinence to our lives.
That we not hide behind the mockeries of separations that have been
imposed upon us and which so often we accept as our own. For instance,
“I can’t possibly teach Black women’s writing—their experience is so dif-
ferent from mine.” Yet how many years have you spent teaching Plato and
Shakespeare and Proust? Or another, “She’s a white woman and what
could she possibly have to say to me?” Or, “She’s a lesbian, what would
my husband say, or my chairman?” Or again, “This woman writes of her
sons and I have no children.” And all the other endless ways in which we
rob ourselves of ourselves and each other.

From Sister Outsider and A Burst of Light



We can learn to work and speak when we are afraid in the same way
we have learned to work and speak when we are tired. For we have been
socialized to respect fear more than our own needs for language and
definition, and while we wait in silence for that final luxury of fearless-
ness, the weight of that silence will choke us.

The fact that we are here and that I speak these words is an attempt
to break that silence and bridge some of those differences between us, for
it is not difference which immobilizes us, but silence. And there are so

many silences to be broken.

The Transformation of Silence

43



SEXISM

An American Disease in Blackface

Black feminism is not white feminism in blackface. Black women have
particular and legitimate issues which affect our lives as Black women,
and addressing those issues does not make us any less Black. To attempt
to open dialogue between Black women and Black men by attacking
Black feminists seems shortsighted and self-defeating. Yet this is what
Robert Staples, Black sociologist, has done in The Black Scholar.

Despite our recent economic gains, Black women are still the low-
est paid group in the nation by sex and race. This gives some idea of the
inequity from which we started. In Staples’ own words, Black women in
1979 only “threaten to overtake black men” [italics mine] by the “next
century” in education, occupation, and income. In other words, the in-
equity is self-evident; but how is it justifiable?

Black feminists speak as women because we are women and do not
need others to speak for us. It is for Black men to speak up and tell us
why and how their manhood is so threatened that Black women should
be the prime targets of their justifiable rage. What correct analysis of this
capitalist dragon within which we live can legitimize the rape of Black
women by Black men?

At least Black feminists and other Black women have begun this
much-needed dialogue, however bitter our words. At least we are not

First published as “The Great American Disease,” Black Scholar 10, no. 9 (May—June
1979), in response to Robert Staples, “The Myth of Black Macho: A Response to
Angry Black Feminists,” Black Scholar 10, no. 8 (March—April 1979).
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mowing down our brothers in the street, or bludgeoning them to death
with hammers. Yet. We recognize the fallacies of separatist solutions.

Staples pleads his cause by saying capitalism has left the Black man
only his penis for fulfillment, and a “curious rage.” Is this rage any more
legitimate than the rage of Black women? And why are Black women
supposed to absorb that male rage in silence? Why isn’t that male rage
turned upon those forces which limit his fulfillment, namely capitalism?
Staples sees in Ntozake Shange’s play For Colored Girls “a collective ap-
petite for black male blood.” Yet it is my female children and my Black
sisters who lie bleeding all around me, victims of the appetites of our
brothers.

Into what theoretical analysis would Staples fit Patricia Cowan? She
answered an ad in Detroit for a Black actress to audition in a play called
Hammer. As she acted out an argument scene, watched by the play-
wright’s brother and her four-year-old son, the Black male playwright
picked up a sledgehammer and bludgeoned her to death. Will Staples’
“compassion for misguided black men” bring this young mother back,
or make her senseless death more acceptable?

Black men’s feelings of cancellation, their grievances, and their fear
of vulnerability must be talked about, but not by Black women when it
is at the expense of our own “curious rage.”

If this society ascribes roles to Black men which they are not al-
lowed to fulfill, is it Black women who must bend and alter our lives
to compensate, or is it society that needs changing? And why should
Black men accept these roles as correct ones, or anything other than a
narcotic promise encouraging acceptance of other facets of their own
oppression?

One tool of the Great-American-Double-Think is to blame the vic-
tim for victimization: Black people are said to invite lynching by not
knowing our place; Black women are said to invite rape and murder
and abuse by not being submissive enough, or by being too seductive,
ortoo...

Staples’ “fact” that Black women get their sense of fulfillment from
having children is only a fact when stated out of the mouths of Black
men, and any Black person in this country, even a “happily married”
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woman who has “no pent-up frustrations that need release” (!) is either a
fool or insane. This smacks of the oldest sexist canard of all time, that
all a woman needs to “keep her quiet” is a “good man.” File that one
alongside “Some of my best friends are ...

Instead of beginning the much-needed dialogue between Black men
and Black women, Staples retreats to a defensive stance reminiscent of
white liberals of the sixties, many of whom saw any statement of Black
pride and self-assertion as an automatic threat to their own identity and
an attempt to wipe them out. Here we have an intelligent Black man
believing—or at least saying—that any call to Black women to love our-
selves (and no one said only) is a denial of, or threat to, his Black male
identity!

In this country, Black women traditionally have had compassion for
everybody else except ourselves. We have cared for whites because we
had to for pay or survival; we have cared for our children and our fathers
and our brothers and our lovers. History and popular culture, as well as
our personal lives, are full of tales of Black women who had “compas-
sion for misguided black men.” Our scarred, broken, battered, and dead
daughters and sisters are a mute testament to that reality. We need to
learn to have care and compassion for ourselves, also.

In the light of what Black women often willingly sacrifice for our
children and our men, this is a much needed exhortation, no matter
what illegitimate use the white media makes of it. This call for self-value
and self-love is quite different from narcissism, as Staples must certainly
realize. Narcissism comes not out of self-love but out of self-hatred.

The lack of a reasonable and articulate Black male viewpoint on
these questions is not the responsibility of Black women. We have too
often been expected to be all things to all people and speak everyone
else’s position but our very own. Black men are not so passive that they
must have Black women speak for them. Even my fourteen-year-old son
knows that. Black men themselves must examine and articulate their own
desires and positions and stand by the conclusions thereof. No point is
served by a Black male professional who merely whines at the absence of
his viewpoint in Black women’s work. Oppressors always expect the op-
pressed to extend to them the understanding so lacking in themselves.

From Sister Outsider and A Burst of Light



For Staples to suggest, for instance, that Black men leave their fam-
ilies as a form of male protest against female decision making in the
home is in direct contradiction to his own observations in “The Myth of
the Black Matriarchy.”

Now I am sure there are still some Black men who marry white
women because they feel a white woman can better fit the model of
“femininity” set forth in this country. But for Staples to justify that act
using the reason it occurs, and take Black women to task for it, is not
only another error in reasoning; it is like justifying the actions of a lem-
ming who follows its companions over the cliff to sure death. Because it
happens does not mean it should happen, nor that it is functional for the
well-being of the individual or the group.

It is not the destiny of Black america to repeat white america’s mis-
takes. But we will, if we mistake the trappings of success in a sick soci-
ety for the signs of a meaningful life. If Black men continue to define
“femininity” instead of their own desires, and to do it in archaic euro-
pean terms, they restrict our access to each other’s energies. Freedom
and future for Blacks does not mean absorbing the dominant white male
disease of sexism.

As Black women and men, we cannot hope to begin dialogue by de-
nying the oppressive nature of male privilege. And if Black males choose
to assume that privilege for whatever reason—raping, brutalizing, and
killing Black women—then ignoring these acts of Black male oppression
within our communities can only serve our destroyers. One oppression
does not justify another.

It has been said that Black men cannot be denied their personal
choice of the woman who meets their need to dominate. In that case,
Black women also cannot be denied our personal choices, and those
choices are becomingly increasingly self-assertive and female-oriented.

As a people, we most certainly must work together. It would be
shortsighted to believe that Black men alone are to blame for the above

* Robert Staples, “The Myth of the Black Matriarchy,” Black Scholar 1, nos. 3—4
(January—February 1970).
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situations in a society dominated by white male privilege. But the Black
male consciousness must be raised to the realization that sexism and
woman-hating are critically dysfunctional to his liberation as a Black
man because they arise out of the same constellation that engenders
racism and homophobia. Until that consciousness is developed, Black
men will view sexism and the destruction of Black women as tangen-
tial to Black liberation rather than as central to that struggle. So long
as this occurs, we will never be able to embark upon that dialogue be-
tween Black women and Black men that is so essential to our survival as
a people. This continued blindness between us can only serve the op-
pressive system within which we live.

Men avoid women’s observations by accusing us of being too “vis-
ceral” But no amount of understanding the roots of Black woman-
hating will bring back Patricia Cowan, nor mute her family’s loss. Pain
is very visceral, particularly to the people who are hurting. As the poet
Mary McAnally said, “Pain teaches us to take our fingers OUT the fuck-
ing fire.””

If the problems of Black women are only derivatives of a larger con-
tradiction between capital and labor, then so is racism, and both must
be fought by all of us. The capitalist structure is a many-headed monster.
I might add here that in no socialist country that I have visited have I
found an absence of racism or of sexism, so the eradication of both of
these diseases seems to involve more than the abolition of capitalism as
an institution.

No reasonable Black man can possibly condone the rape and slaugh-
ter of Black women by Black men as a fitting response to capitalist op-
pression. And destruction of Black women by Black men clearly cuts
across all class lines.

Whatever the “structural underpinnings” (Staples) for sexism in the
Black community may be, it is obviously Black women who are bearing
the brunt of that sexism, and so it is in our best interest to abolish it. We

** From Mary McAnally, We Will Make a River: Poems (Cambridge, Mass.: West
End, 1979), 27.
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invite our Black brothers to join us, since ultimately that abolition is in
their best interests also. For Black men are also diminished by a sexism
which robs them of meaningful connections to Black women and our
struggles. Since it is Black women who are being abused, however, and
since it is our female blood that is being shed, it is for Black women to
decide whether or not sexism in the Black community is pathological.
And we do not approach that discussion theoretically. Those “creative
relationships” which Staples speaks about within the Black community
are almost invariably those which operate to the benefit of Black males,
given the Black male/female ratio and the implied power balance within
a supply and demand situation. Polygamy is seen as “creative,” but a les-
bian relationship is not. This is much the same as how the “creative re-
lationships” between master and slave were always those benefiting the
master.

The results of woman-hating in the Black community are tragedies
which diminish all Black people. These acts must be seen in the con-
text of a systematic devaluation of Black women within this society. It
is within this context that we become approved and acceptable targets
for Black male rage, so acceptable that even a Black male social scientist
condones and excuses this depersonalizing abuse.

This abuse is no longer acceptable to Black women in the name of
solidarity, nor of Black liberation. Any dialogue between Black women
and Black men must begin there, no matter where it ends.
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Without a rigorous and consistent evaluation of what
kind of a future we wish to create, and a scrupulous
examination of the expressions of power we choose to
incorporate into all our relationships including our most
private ones, we are not progressing, but merely recasting
our own characters in the same old weary drama. . . . SM
is not the sharing of power, it is merely a depressing replay
of the old and destructive dominant/subordinate mode of
human relating and one-sided power, which is even now
grinding our earth and our human consciousness into dust.
—Audre Lorde, “Letter to the Editor,”

Gay Community News

SADOMASOCHISM:
NOT ABOUT CONDEMNATION

An Interview with Audre Lorde

Susan Leigh Star

I spent June and July of 1980 in rural Vermont, an idyllic, green, vital
world, alive in a short summer season. I teach there summers and winters.
One afternoon, Sue (another teacher) and I lay sunbathing on a dock in
the middle of a small pond. I suddenly imagined what it would be like to see
someone dressed in black leather and chains, trotting through the meadow,
as I am accustomed to seeing in my urban neighborhood in San Francisco.
I started laughing as one of the parameters of the theater of sadomasochism
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became clear: it is about cities and a created culture, like punk rock, which
is sustained by a particularly urban technology.

Later in the week, Sue and I drove over bumpy dirt roads far into the
Northeast Kingdom, the most rural area of Vermont, to interview Audre
Lorde. Again, I was struck by the incongruity of sitting in the radiant sun-
shine, with radiant Audre and Frances [Clayton] and Sue, listening to bob-
whites and watching the haze lift far down in the valley, and the subject of
our conversation seemed to belong to another world.

Linclude this description of our physical surroundings because it seems
important to me to recognize that all conversations about sadomasochism
take place in particular places and at particular historical times, which
ought to be noted and compared.

LEIGH: How do you see the phenomenon of sadomasochism
in the lesbian community?

AUDRE: Sadomasochism in the lesbian-feminist community
cannot be seen as separate from the larger economic and
social issues surrounding our communities. It is reflective of
a whole social and economic trend of this country.

Sadly, sadomasochism feels comfortable to some people in
this period of development. What is the nature of this allure?
Why an emphasis on sadomasochism in the straight media?
Sadomasochism is congruent with other developments going on
in this country that have to do with dominance and submission,
with disparate power—politically, culturally, and economically.

The attention that Samois’ is getting is probably out of
proportion to the representation of sadomasochism in the
lesbian community. Because s/m is a theme in the dominant
culture, an attempt to “reclaim” it rather than question
it is an excuse not to look at the content of the behavior.

For instance, “We are lesbians doing this extreme thing,
and you’re criticizing us!” Thus, sadomasochism is used to
delegitimize lesbian feminism, lesbianism, and feminism.

LEIGH: So you're saying that the straight media both helps
amplify the phenomenon within the lesbian community

* A San Francisco—based lesbian s/m organization.
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and that they focus on lesbians in particular as a way of not
dealing with the larger implications and the very existence of
the phenomenon in the world?

AUDRE: Yes. And because this power perspective is so much a
part of the larger world, it is difficult to critique in isolation.
As Erich Fromm once said, “The fact that millions of people
take part in a delusion doesn’t make it sane.”

LEIGH: What about the doctrine of “live and let live” and civil
liberties issues?

AUDRE: [Idon’tsee that as the point. I'm not questioning
anyone’s right to live. ’'m saying we must observe the
implications of our lives. If what we are talking about is
feminism, then the personal is political and we can subject
everything in our lives to scrutiny. We have been nurtured
in a sick, abnormal society, and we should be about the
process of reclaiming ourselves as well as the terms of that
society. This is complex. I speak not about condemnation but
about recognizing what is happening and questioning what
it means. I'm not willing to regiment anyone’s life, but if we
are to scrutinize our human relationships, we must be willing
to scrutinize all aspects of those relationships. The subject of
revolution is ourselves, is our lives.

Sadomasochism is an institutionalized celebration of
dominant/subordinate relationships. And, it prepares us
either to accept subordination or to enforce dominance.
Even in play, to affirm that the exertion of power over
powerlessness is erotic, is empowering, is to set the emotional
and social stage for the continuation of that relationship,
politically, socially, and economically.

Sadomasochism feeds the belief that domination is
inevitable and legitimately enjoyable. It can be compared to
the phenomenon of worshipping a godhead with two faces,
and worshipping only the white part on the full moon and
the black part on the dark of the moon, as if totally separate.
But you cannot corral any aspect within your life, divorce its
implications, whether it’s what you eat for breakfast or how
you say good-bye. This is what integrity means.

From S