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Poetry Is Not a Luxury* 

THE QUALITY OF LIGHT by which we scrutinize our lives has direct 
bearing upon the product which we live, and upon the changes 
which we hope to bring about through those lives. It is within 
this light that we form those ideas by which we pursue our 
magic and make it realized. This is poetry as illumination, for it 
is through poetry that we give name to those ideas which are -
until the poem - nameless and formless, about to be birthed, 
but already felt. That distillation of experience from which true 
poetry springs births thought as dream births concept, as feeling 
births idea, as knowledge births (precedes) understanding. 

As we learn to bear the intimacy of scrutiny and to flourish 
within it, as we learn to use the products of that scrutiny for 
power within our living, those fears which rule our lives and 
form our silences begin to lose their control over us. 

For each of us as women, there is a dark place within, where 
hidden and growing our true spirit rises, "beautiful/ and tough as 
chestnut/stanchions against (y)our nightmare of weakness/"** 
and of impotence. 

These places of possibility within ourselves are dark because 
they are ancient and hidden; they have survived and grown 
strong through that darkness. Within these deep places, each 

* First published in Chrysalis : A Maga~ine of Female Culture, no. 3 ( 1977). 

**From "Black Mother Woman," first published in From A Land Where Other People 
Li!!e (Broadside Press, Detroit, 1973), and collected in Chosen Poems: Old and New 
(W.W. Norton and Company, New York, 1982) p. 53. 

36 

PoETRY Is NoT A LuxuRY 37 

one of us holds an incredible reserve of creativity and power, of 
unexamined and unrecorded emotion and feeling. The woman's 
place of power within each of us is neither white nor surface; it 
is dark, it is ancient, and it is deep. 

When we view living in the european mode only as a problem 
to be solved, we rely solely upon our ideas to make us free, for 
these were what the white fathers told us were precious. . 

But as we come more into touch with our own ancient, non­
european consciousness of living as a situation to be experi­
enced and interacted with, we learn more and more to cherish 
our feelings, and to respect those hidden sources of our power 
from where true knowledge and, therefore, lasting action comes. 

At this point in time, I believe that women carry within 
ourselves the possibility for fusion of these two approaches so 
necessary for survival, and we come closest to this combination 
in our poetry. I speak here of poetry as a revelatory distillation 
of experience, not the sterile word play that, too often, the 
white fathers distorted the word poetry to mean - in order to 
cover a desperate wish for imagination without insight. 

For women, then, poetry is not a luxury. It is a vital necessity 
of our existence. It forms the quality of the light within which 
we predicate our hopes and dreams toward survival and change, 
first made into language, then into idea, then into more tangible 
action. Poetry is the way we help give name to the nameless so it 
can be thought. The farthest horizons of our hopes and fears are 
cobbled by our poems, carved from the rock experiences of our 
daily lives. 

As they become known to and accepted by us, our feelings 
and the honest exploration of them become sanctuaries and 
spawning grounds for the most radical and daring of ideas. 
They become a safe-house for that difference so necessary to 
change and the conceptualization of any meaningful action. 
Right now, I could name at least ten ideas I would have found 
intolerable or incomprehensible and frightening, except as they 
came after dreams and poems. This is not idle fantasy, but a 

___ disciplined attention to the true meaning of"it feels right to me." 
We can train ourselves to respect our feelings and to transpose 
them into a language so they can be shared. And where that 
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language does not yet exist, it is our poetry which helps to 
fashion it. Poetry is not only dream and vision; it is the skeleton 
architecture of our lives. It lays the foundations for a future of 
change, a bridge across our fears of what has never been before. 

Possibility is neither forever nor instant. It is not easy to sus­
tain belief in its efficacy. We can sometimes work long and hard 
to establish one beachhead of real resistance to the deaths we 
are expected to live, only to have that beachhead assaulted or 
threatened by those canards we have been socialized to fear, or 
by the withdrawal of those approvals that we have been warned 
to seek for safety. Women see ourselves diminished or softened 
by the falsely benign accusations of childishness, of nonuniver­
sality, of changeability, of sensuality. And who asks the ques­
tion: Am I altering your aura, your ideas, your dreams, or am I 
merely moving you to temporary and reactive action? And even 
though the latter is no mean task, it is one that must be seen 
within the context of a need for true alteration of the very foun­
dations of our lives. 
1 The white fathers told us: I think, therefore I am. The Black 
mother within each of us - the poet - whispers in our dreams: 
I feel, therefore I can be free. Poetry coins the language to ex­
press and charter this revolutionary demand, the implementa­
tion of that freedom. 

However, experience has taught us that action in the now is 
also necessary, always. Our children cannot dream unless they 
live, they cannot live unless they are nourished, and who else 
will feed them the real food without which their dreams will be 
no different from ours? "If you want us to change the world 
someday, we at least have to live long enough to grow up!" 
shouts the child. 

Sometimes we drug ourselves with dreams of new ideas. The 
head will save us. The brain alone will set us free. But there are 
no new ideas still waiting in the wings to save us as women, as 
human. There are only old and forgotten ones, new combina­
tions, extrapolations and recognitions from within ourselves -
along with the renewed courage to try them out. And we must 
constantly encourage ourselves and each other to attempt the 
heretical actions that our dreams imply, and so many of our old 

~ 
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ideas disparage. In the forefront of our move toward change, 
there is only poetry to hint at possibility made real. Our poems 
formulate the implications of ourselves, what we feel within and 
dare make real (or bring action into accordance with), our fears, 
our hopes, our most cherished terrors. 

For within living structures defined by profit, by linear power, 
by institutional dehumanization, our feelings were not meant to 
survive. Kept around as unavoidable adjuncts or pleasant 
pastimes, feelings were expected to kneel to thought as women 
were expected to kneel to men. But women have survived. As 
poets. And there are no new pains. We have felt them all 
already. We have hidden that fact in the same place where we 
have hidden our power. They surface in our dreams, and it is 
our dreams that point the way to freedom. Those dreams are 
made realizable through our poems that give us the strength 
and courage to see, to feel, to speak, and to dare. 

If what we need to dream, to move our spirits most deeply and 
directly toward and through promise, is discounted as a luxury, 
then we give up the core - the fountain - of our power, our 
womanness; we give up the future of our worlds. 

For there are no new ideas. There are only new ways of mak­
ing them felt - of examining what those ideas feel like being 
lived on Sunday morning at 7 A.M., after brunch, during wild 
love, making war, giving birth, mourning our dead - while we 
suffer the old longings, battle the old warnings and fears of be­
ing silent and impotent and alone, while we taste new 
possibilities and strengths. 



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, tnade verbal and shared, even 
at the risk of having 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 I 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 period 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 ex­
perienced during that time has helped elucidate for me much of 
what I feel concerning the transformation of silence into 
language and action. 

*Paper delivered at the Modern Language Association's "Lesbian and Literature Pane l," 
Chicago, Illinois, December 28, 1977. First published in Sinister Wisdom 6 (1978) and in 
The Cancer Journals (copyright © 1980, 1997 by Audre Lorde and Aunt Lute Books) . 
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In becoming forcibly and essentially aware of my mortality, 
and of what I wished and wanted for my life, however short it 
might be, priorities and omissions became strongly etched in a 
merciless light, and what I most regretted were my silences. Of 
what had I ever been afraid? To question or to speak as I be­
lieved 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 a perspective gave me great strength. 1 

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 at­
tempt 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 
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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 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 difference 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 Blackness. 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 machine 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 prin­
ciples of Kwanza, one for each day. The first principle is Umoja, 
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which means unity, the decision to strive for and maintain uni­
ty in self and community. The principle for yesterday, the sec­
ond day, was Kujichagulia - self-determination - the decision 
to define ourselves, name ourselves, and speak for ourselves, in­
stead of being defined and spoken for by others. Today is the 
third day of Kwanza, and the principle for today is Ujima- col­
lective work 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 meaningful to us. But primarily for us all, it 
is necessary to teach by living and speaking those truths which 
we believe and know beyond understanding. Because in this 
way alone we can survive, by taking part in a process of life that 
is creative and continuing, that is grbwth. 

And it is never without fear - of visibility, of the harsh light 
of scrutiny 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 ifl 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 different from 
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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. 

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 fearlessness, the weight of that silence 
will choke us. 

The fact that we are here and that I speak these words is an at­
tempt 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. 

[t'. 

Scratching the Surface: 
Some Notes on Barriers to 

Women and Loving* 

Racism: The belief in the inherent superiority of one race over 
all others and thereby the right to dominance. 

Sexism: The belief in the inherent superiority of one sex and 
thereby the right to dominance . 

Heterosexism: The belief in the inherent superiority of one pat­
tern of loving and thereby its right to dominance. 

Homophobia: The fear of feelings of love for members of one's 
own sex and therefore the hatred of those feelings in others. 

THE ABOVE FORMS of human blindness stem from the same root 
- an inability to recognize the notion of difference as a dynamic 
human force, one which is enriching rather than threatening to 
the defined self, when there are shared goals. 

To a large degree, at least verbally, the Black community has 
moved beyond the "two steps behind her man" concept of sex­
ual relations sometimes mouthed as desirable during the sixties. 
This 'was a time when the myth of the Black matriarchy as a 
social disease was being presented by racist forces to redirect our 
attentions away from the real sources of Black oppression. 

For Black women as well as Black men, it is axiomatic that if 
we do not define ourselves for ourselves, we will be defined by 
others - for their use and to our detriment. The development 

• First published in The Black Scholar, voL 9, no. 7 (1978). 
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bianism in the Black community, all Black women will become 
lesbians. It also supposes that lesbians do not have children. 
Both suppositions are patently false. 

As Black women, we must deal with all the realities of our 
lives which place us at risk as Black women - homosexual or 
heterosexual. In 1977 in Detroit, a young Black actress, Patricia 
Cowan, was invited to audition for a play called Hammer and 
was then hammered to death by the young Black male 
playwright. Patricia Cowan was not killed because she was 
Black. She was killed because she was a Black woman, and her 
cause belongs to us all . History does not record whether or not 
she was a lesbian, but only that she had a four-year-old child. 

Of the four groups, Black and white women, Black and white 
men, Black women have the lowest average wage. This is a vital 
concern for us all, no matter with whom we sleep. 

As Black women we have the right and responsibility to 
define ourselves and to seek our allies in common cause: with 
Black men against racism, and with each other and white 
women against sexism. But most of all, as Black women we have 
the right and responsibility to recognize each other without fear 
and to love where we choose. Both lesbian and heterosexual 
Black women today share a history of bonding and strength to 
which our sexual identities and our other differences must not 
blind us. 

Uses of the Erotic: 
The Erotic as Power* 

THERE ARE MANY kinds of power, used and unused, acknowl­
edged or otherwise. 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 unrecognized feeling. In order 
to perpetuate itself, every oppression must corrupt or distort 
those various sources of power within the culture of the op­
pressed that can provide energy for change. For women, this has 
meant a suppression of the erotic as a considered source of 
power and information within our lives. 

We have been taught to suspect this resource, vilified, abused, 
and devalued within western society. On the one hand, the 
superficially erotic has been encouraged as a sign of female in· 
feriority; on the other hand, women have been made to suffer 
and to feel both contemptible and suspect by virtue of its ex· 
istence. 

It is a short step from there to the false belief that only by the 
suppression of the erotic within our lives and consciousness can 
women be truly strong. But that strength is illusory, for it is 
fashioned within the context of male models of power. 

As women, we have come to distrust that power which rises 
from our deepest and nonrational knowledge. We have been 
warned against it all our lives by the male world, which values 

• Paper delivered at the Fourth Berkshire Conference on the History of Women, Mount 
Holyoke College, August 25, 1978. Firs t published as a pamphlet by Out & Out Books. 
Now published as a pamphlet by Kore Press. 
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this depth of feeling enough to keep women around in order to 

exercise it in the service of men, but which fears this same depth 
too much to examine the possibilities of it within themselves. So 
women are maintained at a distant/inferior position to be 
psychically milked, much the same way ants maintain colonies 
of aphids to provide a life-giving substance for their masters. 

But the erotic offers a well of replenishing and provocative 
force to the woman who does not fear its revelation, nor suc­
cumb to the belief that sensation is enough. 

The erotic has often been misnamed by men and used against 
women. It has been made into the confused, the trivial, the 
psychotic, the plasticized sensation. For this reason, we have 
often turned away from the exploration and consideration of 
the erotic as a source of power and information, confusing it 
with its opposite, the pornographic. But pornography is a direct 
denial of the power of the erotic, for it represents the suppres­
sion of true feeling. Pornography emphasizes sensation without 
feeling. 

The erotic is a measure between the beginnings of our sense of 
self and the chaos of our strongest feelings. It is an internal sense 
of satisfaction to which, once we have experienced it, we know 
we can aspire. For having experienced the fullness of this depth 
offeeling and recognizing its power, in honor and self-respect we 
can require no less of ourselves. 

It is never easy to demand the most from ourselves, from our 
lives, from our work. To encourage excellence is to go beyond 
the encouraged mediocrity of our society is to encourage ex­
cellence. But giving in to the fear of feeling and working to 
capacity is a luxury only the unintentional can afford, and the 
unintentional are those who do not wish to guide their own 
destinies. 

This internal requirement toward excellence which we learn 
from the erotic must not be misconstrued as demanding the im­
possible from ourselves nor from others. Such a demand in­
capacitates everyone in the process. For the erotic is not a ques­
tion only of what we do; it is a question of how acutely and fully 
we can feel in the doing. Once we know the extent to which we 
are capable of feeling that sense of satisfaction and completion, 
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we can then observe which of our various life endeavors bring 
us closest to that fullness. 

The aim of each thing which we do is to make our lives and 
the lives of our children richer and more possible. Within the 
celebration of the erotic in all our endeavors, my work becomes 
a conscious decision - a longed-for bed which I enter gratefully 
and from which I rise up empowered. 

Of course, women so empowered are dangerous. So we are 
taught to separate the erotic demand from most vital areas of 
our lives other than sex. And the lack of concern for the erotic 
root and satisfactions of our work is felt in our disaffection from 
so much of what we do. For instance, how often do we truly 
love our work even at its most difficult? 

The principal horror of any system which defines the good in 
terms of profit rather than in terms of human need, or which 
defines human need to the exclusion of the psychic and emo­
tional components of that need - the principal horror of such a 
system is that it robs our work of its erotic value, its erotic power 
and life appeal and fulfillment. Such a system reduces work to a 
travesty of necessities, a duty by which we earn bread or obli­
vion for ourselves and those we love. But this is tantamount to 
blinding a painter and then telling her to improve her work, 
and to enjoy the act of painting. It is not only next to impossi­
ble, it is also profoundly cruel. 

As women, we need to examine the ways in which our world 
can be truly different. I am speaking here of the necessity for 
reassessing the quality of all the aspects of our lives and of our 
work, and of how we move toward and through them. 

The very word erotic comes from the Greek word eros, the per­
sonification of love in all its aspects - born of Chaos, and per­
sonifying creative power and harmony. When I speak of the 
erotic, then, I speak of it as an assertion of the lifeforce of 
women; of that creative energy empowered, the knowledge and 
use of which we are now reclaiming in our language, our 
history, our dancing, our loving, our work, our lives. 

There are frequent attempts to equate pornography and 
eroticism, two diametrically opposed uses of the sexual. Because 
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of these attempts, it has become fashionable to separate the 
spiritual (psychic and emotional) from the political, to see them 
as contradictory or antithetical. "What do you mean, a poetic 
revolutionary, a meditating gunrunner?" In the same way, we 
have attempted to separate the spiritual and the erotic, thereby 
reducing the spiritual to a world of flattened affect, a world of 
the ascetic who aspires to feel nothing. But nothing is farther 
from the truth. For the ascetic position is one of the highest 
fear, the gravest immobility. The severe abstinence of the ascetic 
becomes the ruling obsession. And it is one not of self-discipline 
but of self-abnegation. 

The dichotomy between the spiritual and the political is also 
false, resulting from an incomplete attention to our erotic 
knowledge. For the bridge which connects them is formed by 
the erotic - the sensual - those physical, emotional, and 
psychic expressions of what is deepest and strongest and richest 
within each of us, being shared: the passions of love, in its 
deepest meanings. 

Beyond the superficial, the considered phrase, "It feels right to 
me," acknowledges the strength of the erotic into a true knowl­
edge, for what that means is the first and most powerful guiding 

· light toward any understanding. And understanding is a hand­
maiden which can only wait upon, or clarify, that knowledge, 
deeply born. The erotic is the nurturer or nursemaid of all our 
deepest knowledge. 

The erotic functions for me in several ways, and the first is in 
providing the power which comes from sharing deeply any pur· 
suit with another person. The sharing of joy, whether physical, 
emotional, psychic, or intellectual, forms a bridge between the 
sharers which can be the basis for understanding much of what 
is not shared between them, and lessens the threat of their 
difference. 
An~ther important way in which the erotic connection func­

tions is the open and fearless underlining of my capacity for joy. 
In the way my body stretches to music and opens into response, 
hearkening to its deepest rhythms, so every level upon which I 
sense also opens to the erotically satisfying experience, whether 
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it is dancing, building a bookcase, writing a poem, examining an 
idea. 

That self-connection shared is a measure of the joy which I 
know myself to be capable of feeling, a reminder of my capacity 
for feeling. And that deep and irreplaceable knowledge of my 
capacity for joy comes to demand from all of my life that it be 
lived within the knowledge that such satisfaction is possible, 
and does not have to be called marriage, nor god, nor an afterlife. 

This is one reason why the erotic is so feared, and so often 
relegated to the bedroom alone, when it is recognized at all. For 
once we begin to feel deeply all the aspects of our lives, we begin 
to demand from ourselves and from our life-pursuits that they 
feel in accordance with that joy which we know ourselves to be 
capable of. 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. And this is a grave responsibility, pro­
jected from within each of us, not to settle for the convenient, 
the shoddy, the conventionally expected, nor the merely safe. 

During World War II, we bought sealed plastic packets of 
white, uncolored margarine, with a tiny, intense pellet of yellow 
coloring perched like a topaz just inside the clear skin of the bag. 
We would leave the margarine out for a while to soften, and 
then we would pinch the little pellet to break it inside the bag, 
releasing the rich yellowness into the soft pale mass of 
margarine. Then taking it carefully between our fingers, we 
would knead it gently back and forth, over and over, until the 
color had spread throughout the whole pound bag of marga­
rine, thoroughly coloring it. 

I find the erotic such a kernel within myself. When released 
from its intense and constrained pellet, it flows through and col­
ors my life with a kind of energy that heightens and sensitizes 
and strengthens all my experience. 

We have been raised to fear the yes within ourselves, our deepest 
cravings. But, once recognized, those which do not enhance our 
future lose their power and can be altered. The fear of our 
desires keeps them suspect and indiscriminately powerful, for to 
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suppress any truth is to give it strength beyond endurance. The 
fear that we cannot grow beyond whatever distortions we may 
find within ourselves keeps us docile and loyal and obedient, ex­
ternally defined, and leads us to accept many facets of our op­
pression as women. 

When we live outside ourselves, and by that I mean on exter­
nal directives only rather than from our internal knowledge and 
needs, when we live away from those erotic guides from within 
ourselves, then our lives are limited by external and alien forms, 
and we conform to the needs of a structure that is not based on 
human need, let alone an individual's. But when we begin to 
live from within outward, in touch with the power of the erotic 
within ourselves, and allowing that power to inform and il­
luminate our actions upon the world around us, then we begin 
to be responsible to ourselves in the deepest sense. For as we 
begin to recognize our deepest feelings, we begin to give up, of 
necessity, being satisfied with suffering and self-negation, and 
with the numbness which so often seems like their only alter­
native in our society. Our acts against oppression become in­
tegral with self, motivated and empowered from within. 

In touch with the erotic, I become less willing to accept 
powerlessness, or those other supplied states of being which are 
not native to me, such as resignation, despair, self-effacement, 
depression, self-denial. 

And yes, there is a hierarchy. There is a difference between 
painting a back fence and writing a poem, but only one of quan­
tity. And there is, for me, no difference between writing a good 
poem and moving into sunlight against the body of a woman I 
love. 

This brings me to the last consideration of the erotic. To 
share the power of each other's feelings is different from using 
another's feelings as we would use a kleenex. When we look the 
other way from our experience, erotic or otherwise, we use 
rather than share the feelings of those others who participate in 
the experience with us. And use without consent of the used is 
abuse. 

In order to be utilized, our erotic feelings must be recognized. 
The need for sharing deep feeling is a human need. But within 
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the european-american tradition, this need is satisfied by certain 
proscribed erotic comings-together. These occasions are almost 
always characterized by a simultaneous looking away, a 
pretense of calling them something else, whether a religion, a fit, 
mob violence, or even playing doctor. And this misnaming of 
the need and the deed give rise to that distortion which results 
in pornography and obscenity - the abuse of feeling. 

When we look away from the importance of the erotic in the 
development and sustenance of our power, or when we look 
away from ourselves as we satisfy our erotic needs in concert 
~ith others, we use each other as objects of satisfaction rather 
than share our joy in the satisfying, rather than make connec­
tion with our similarities and our differences. To refuse to be 
conscious of what we are feeling at any time, however comfort­
able that might seem,· is to deny a large part of the experience, 
and to allow ourselves to be reduced to the pornographic, the 
abused, and the absurd. 

The erotic cannot be felt secondhand. As a Black lesbian 
feminist, I have a particular feeling, knowledge, and under­
standing for those sisters with whom I have danceq hard, 
played, or even fought. This deep participation has often been 
the forerunner for joint concerted actions not possible before. 

But this erotic charge is not easily shared by women who con­
tinue to operate under an exclusively european-american male 
tradition. I know it was not available to me when I was trying to 
adapt my consciousness to this mode of living and sensation. 

Only now, I find more and more women-identified women 
brave enough to risk sharing the erotic's electrical charge 
without having to look away, and without distorting the enor­
mously powerful and creative nature of that exchange. 
Recognizing the power of the erotic within our lives can give us 
the energy to pursue genuine change within our world, rather 
than merely settling for a shift of characters in the same weary 
drama. 

For not only do we touch our most profoundly creative 
source, but we do that which is female and self-affirming in the 
face of a racist, patriarchal, and anti-erotic society. 



The Master's Tools Will 
Never Dismantle the 

Master's House* 

I AGREED TO TAKE PART in a New York University Institute for 
the Humanities conference a year ago, with the understanding 
that I would be commenting upon papers dealing with the role 
of difference within the lives of american women: difference of 
race, sexuality, class, and age. The absence of these considera­
tions weakens any feminist discussion of the personal and the 
political. 

It is a particular academic arrogance to assume any discussion 
of feminist theory without examining our many differences, and 
without a significant input from poor women, Black and Third 
World women, and lesbians. And yet, I stand here as a Black 
lesbian feminist, having been invited to comment within the 
only panel at this conference where the input of Black feminists 
and lesbians is represented, What this says about the vision of 
this conference is sad, in a country where racism, sexism, and 
homophobia are inseparable. To read this program is to assume 
that lesbian and Black women have nothing to say about ex­
istentialism, the erotic, women's culture and silence, developing 
feminist theory, or heterosexuality and power. And what does it 
mean in personal and political terms when even the two Black 
women who did present here were literally found at the last 
hour? What does it mean when the tools of a racist patriarchy 

* Comments at "The Personal and the Political Panel," Second Sex Conference, New 
York, September 29, 1979. 
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are used to examine the fruits of that same patriarchy? It means 
that only the most narrow perimeters of change are possible and 
allowable. 

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

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

Interdependency between women is the way to a freedom 
which allows the I to be, not in order to be used, but in order to 
be creative. This is a difference between the passive be and the 
active being. 

Advocating the mere tolerance of difference between women 
is the grossest reformism. It is a total denial of the creative func­
tion of difference in our lives. Difference must be not merely 
tolerated, but seen as a fund of necessary polarities between 
which our creativity can spark like a dialectic. Only then does 
the necessity for interdependency become unthreatening. Only 
within that interdependency of different strengths, acknowl­
edged 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, 
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along with the concomitant power to effect those changes which 
can bring that future into being. Difference is that raw and 
powerful connection from which our personal power is forged. 

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

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

Poor women and women of Color know there is a difference 
between the daily manifestations of marital slavery and prosti­
tution because it is our daughters who line 42nd Street. If white 
american feminist theory need not deal with the differences be­
tween us, and the resulting difference in our oppressions, then 
how do you deal with the fad that the women who clean your 
houses and tend your children while you attend conferences on 
feminist theory are, for the most part, poor women and women 
of Color? What is the theory behind racist feminism? 

In a world of possibility for us all, our personal visions help lay 
the groundwork for political action. The failure of academic 
feminists to recognize difference 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. 
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Why weren't other women of Color found to participate in 
this conference? Why were two phone calls to me considered a 
consultation? Am I the only possible source of names of Black 
feminists? And although the Black panelist's paper ends on an 
important and powerful connection of love between women, 
what about interracial cooperation between feminists who don't 
love each other? 

In academic feminist circles, the answer to these questions is 
often, "We did not know who to ask." But that is the same eva­
sion of responsibility, the same cop-out, that keeps Black 
women's art out of women's exhibitions, Black women's work 
out of most feminist publications except for the occasional 
"Special Third World Women's Issue," and Black women's texts 
off your reading lists. But as Adrienne Rich pointed out in a re­
cent talk, white feminists have educated themselves about such 
an enormous amount over the past ten years, how come you 
haven't also educated yourselves about Black women and the 
differences between us - white and Black - when it is key to 
our survival as a movement? 

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

Simone de Beauvoir once said: "It is in the knowledge of the 
genuine conditions of our lives that we must draw our strength 
to live and our reasons for acting." 

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

l 



The Uses of Anger: Women 
Responding to Racism* 

Racism. The belief in the inherent superiority of one race over 
all others and thereby the right to dominance, manifest and im­
plied. 

Women respond to racism. My response to racism is anger. I 
have lived with that anger, ignoring it, feeding upon it, learning 
to use it before it laid my visions to waste, for most of my life. 
Once I did it in silence, afraid of the weight. My fear of anger 
taught me nothing. Your fear of that anger will teach you 
nothing, also. 

Women responding to racism means women responding to 
anger; the anger of exclusion, of unquestioned privilege, of 
racial distortions, of silence, ill-use, stereotyping, defensiveness, 
misnaming, betrayal, and co-optation. 

My anger is a response to racist attitudes and to the actions 
and presumptions that arise out of those attitudes. If your deal­
ings with other women reflect those attitudes, then my anger 
and your attendant fears are spotlights that can be used for 
growth in the same way I have used learning to express anger for 
my growth. But for corrective surgery, not guilt. Guilt and 
defensiveness are bricks in a wall against which we all flounder; 
they serve none of our futures. 

Because I do not want this to become a theoretical discussion, 
I am going to give a few examples of interchanges between 

* Keynote presentation at the National Women's Studies Association Conference, 
Storrs, Connecticut, June 1981. 
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women that illustrate these points. ln the interest of time, I am 
going to cut them short. I want you to know there were many 
more. 

For example: 
• I speak out of direct and particular anger at an academic 

. conference, and a white woman says, "Tell me how you feel but 
don't say it too harshly or I cannot hear you." But is it my man­
ner that keeps her from hearing, or the threat of a message that 
her life may change? 

• The Women's Studies Program of a southern university in­
vites a Black woman to read following a week-long forum on 
Black and white women. "What has this week given to you?" I 
ask. The most vocal white woman says, "I think I've gotten a lot. 
I feel Black women really understand me a lot better now; they 
have a better idea of where I'm coming from." As if understand­
ing her lay at the core of the racist problem. 

• After fifteen years of a women's movement which professes 
to address the life concerns and possible futures of all women, I 
still hear, on campus after campus, "How can we address the 
issues of racism? No women of Color attended." Or, the other 
side of that statement, "We have no one in our department 
equipped to teach their work." In other words, racism is a Black 
women's problem, a problem of women of Color, and only we 
can discuss it. 

• After I read from my work entitled "Poems for Women in 
Rage,"* a white woman asks me: "Are you going to do anything 
with how we can deal directly with our anger? I feel it's so impor­
tant." I ask, "How do you use your rage?" And then I have to 
turn away from the blank look in her eyes, before she can invite 
me to participate in her own annihilation. I do not exist to feel 
her anger for her. 

• White women are beginning to examine their relationships 
to Black women, yet often I hear them wanting only to deal 
with little colored children across the roads of childhood, the 
beloved nursemaid, the occasional second-grade classmate -
those tender memories of what was once mysterious and intri-

* One poem from this series is included in Chosen Poems: Old and New (W.W. Norton 
and Company, New York, 1978), pp. 105-108. 
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guing or neutral. You avoid the childhood assumptions formed 
by the raucous laughter at Rastus and Alfalfa, the acute message 
of your mommy's handerkerchief spread upon the park bench 
because I had just been sitting there, the indelible and 
dehumanizing portraits of Amos 'n Andy and your daddy's 
humorous bedtime stories. 

• I wheel my two-year-old daughter in a shopping cart 
through a supermarket in Eastchester in 1967, and a little white 
girl riding past in her mother's cart calls out excitedly, "Oh look, 
Mommy, a baby maid!" And your mother shushes you, but she 
does not correct you. And so fifteen years later, at a conference 
on racism, you can still find that story humorous. But I hear 
your laughter is full of terror and dis-ease. 

• A white academic welcomes the appearance of a collection 
by non-Black women of Color.* "It allows me to deal with 
racism without dealing with the harshness of Black women," she 
says to me. 

• At an international cultural gathering of women, a well­
known white american woman poet interrupts the reading of 
the work of women of Color to read her own poem, and then 
dashes off to an "important panel." 

If women in the academy truly want a dialogue about racism, 
it will require recognizing the needs and the living contexts of 
other women. When an academic woman says, "I can't afford 
it," she may mean she is making a choice about how to spend 
her available money. But when a woman on welfare says, "I 
can't afford it," she means she is surviving on an amount of 
money that was barely subsistence in 1972, and she often does 
not have enough to eat. Ye~ the National Women's Studies 
Association here in 1981 holds a conference in which it com­
mits itself to responding to racism, yet refuses to waive the 
registration fee for poor women and women of Color who 
wished to present and conduct workshops. This has made it im­
possible for many women of Color - for instance, Wilmette 
Brown, of Black Women for Wages for Housework - to par-

*This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color edited by Cherrle 
Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua (Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press, New York, 1984), 
first published in 1981. 

UsEs OF ANGER 12 7 

ticipate in this conference. Is this to be merely another case of 
the academy discussing life within the closed circuits of the 
academy? 

To the white women present who recognize these attitudes as 
familiar, but most of all, to all my sisters of Color who live and 
survive thousands of such encounters - to my sisters of Color 
who like me still tremble their rage under harness, or who 
sometimes question the expression of our rage as useless and 
disruptive (the two most popular accusations) - I want to speak 
about anger, my anger, and what I have learned from my travels 
through its dominions. 

Everything can be used I except what is wasteful I (you will need I 
to remember this when you are accused of destruction.)* 

Every woman has a well-stocked arsenal of anger potentially 
useful against those oppressions, personal and institutional, 
which brought that anger into being. Focused with precision it 
can become a powerful source of energy serving progress and 
change. And when I speak of change, I do not mean a simple 
switch of positions or a temporary lessening of tensions, nor the 
ability to smile or feel good. I am speaking of a basic and radical 
alteration in those assumptions underlining our lives. 

I have seen situations where white women hear a racist 
remark, resent what has been said, become filled with fury, and 
remain silent because they are afraid. That unexpressed anger 
lies within them like an undetonated device, usually to be 
hurled at the first woman of Color who talks about racism. 

But anger expressed and translated into action in the service 
of our vision and our future is a liberating and strengthening act 
of clarification, for it is in the painful process of this translation 
that we identify who are our allies with whom we have grave dif­
ferences, and who are our genuine enemies. 

Anger is loaded with information and energy. When I speak 
of women of Color, I do not only mean Black women. The 
woman of Color who is not Black and who charges me with 
rendering her invisible by assuming that her struggles with 

*From "For Each of You," first published in From A Land Where Ocher People Live 
(Broadside Press, Detroit, 1973), and collected in Chosen Poems: Old and New (W.W. 
Norton and Company, New York, 1982), p. 42. 
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racism are identical with my own has something to tell me that I 
had better learn from, lest we both waste ourselves fighting the 

: truths between us. If I participate, knowingly or otherwise, in 
my sister's oppression and she calls me on it, to answer her 
anger with my own only blankets the substance of our exchange 
with reaction. It wastes energy. And yes, it is very difficult to 
stand still and to listen to another woman's voice delineate an 
agony I do not share, or one to which I myself have contribu~ed. 

In this place we speak removed from the more blatant 
reminders of our embattlement as women. This need not blind 

· us to the size and complexities of the forces mounting against us 
, and all that is most human within our environment. We are not 

here as women examining racism in a political and social 
vacuum. We operate in the teeth of a system for which racism 
and sexism are primary, established, and necessary props of pro­
fit . Women responding to racism is a topic so dangerous that 
when the local media attempt to discredit this conference they 
choose to focus upon the provision of lesbian housing as a diver­
sionary device - as if the Hartford Courant dare not mention 
the topic chosen for discussion here, racism, lest it become ap-

. parent that women are in fact attempting to examine and to 
alter all the repressive conditions of our lives. 

Mainstream communication does not want women, par­
ticularly white women, responding to racism. It wants racism to 
be accepted as an immutable given in the fabric of your ex-

. istence, like eveningtime or the common cold. · 
So we are working in a context of opposition and threat, the 

cause of which is certainly not the angers which lie between us, 
but rather that virulent. hatred leveled against all women, peo­
ple of Color, lesbians and gay men, poor people - against all of 
us who are seeking to examine the particulars of our lives as we 
resist our oppressions, moving toward coalition and effective 
action. 

Any discussion among women about racism must include the 
recognition and the use of anger. This discussion must be direct 
and creative because it is crucial. We cannot allow our fear of 
anger to deflect us nor seduce us into settling for anything less 
than the hard work of excavating honesty; we must be quite 

UsEs OF ANGER 129 

serious about the choice of this topic and the angers entwined 
within it because, rest assured, our opponents are quite serious 
about their hatred of us and of what we are trying to do here. 

And while we scrutinize the often painful face of each other's 
anger, please remember that it is not our anger which makes me 
caution you to lock your doors at night and not to wander the 
streets of Hartford alone. It is the hatred which lurks in those 
streets, that urge to destroy us all if we truly work for change 
rather than merely indulge in academic rhetoric. 

This hatred and our anger are very different. Hatred is the 
fury of those who do not share our goals, and its object is death 
and destruction. Anger is a grief of distortions between peers, 
and its obje~t is change. But our time is getting shorter. We have 
been raised to view any difference other than sex as a reason for 
destruction, and for Black women and white women to face 
each other's angers without denial or immobility or silence or 
guilt is in itself a heretical and generative idea. It implies peers 
meeting upon a common basis to examine difference, and to 
alter those distortions which history has created around our dif­
ference. For it is those distortions which separate us. And we 
must ask ourselves: Who profits ftom all this? 

Women of Color in america have grown up within a sym­
phony of anger, at being silenced, at being unchosen, at know­
ing that when we survive, it is in spite of a world that takes for 
granted our lack of humanness, and which hates our very ex­
istence outside of its service. And I say symphony rather than 
cacophony because we have had to learn to orchestrate those 
furies so that they do not tear us apart. We have had to learn to 
move through them and use them for strength and force and in­
sight within our daily lives. Those of us who did not learn this 
difficult lesson did not survive. And part of my anger is always 
libation for my fallen sisters. 

Anger is an appropriate reaction to racist attitudes, as is fury 
when the actions arising from those attitudes do not change. To 
those women here who fear the anger of women of Color more 
than their own unscrutinized racist attitudes, I ask: Is the anger 
of women of Color more threatening than the woman-hatred 
that tinges all aspects of our lives? 
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It is not the anger of other women that will destroy us but our 
refusals to stand still, to listen to its rhythms, to learn within it, 
to move beyond the manner of presentation to the substance, to 
tap that anger as an important source of empowerment. 

I cannot hide my anger to spare you guilt, nor hurt feelings, 
nor answering anger; for to do so insults and trivializes all our 
efforts. Guilt is not a response to anger; it is a response to one's 
own actions or lack of action. If it leads to change then it can be 
useful, since it is then no longer guilt but the beginning of 
knowledge. Yet all too often, guilt is just another name for im­
potence, for defensiveness destructive of communication; it 
becomes a device to protect ignorance and the continuation 
of things the way they are, the ultimate protection for 
changelessness. 

Most women have not developed tools for facing anger con­
structively. CR groups in the past, largely white, dealt with how 
to express anger, usually at the world of men. And these groups 
were made up of white women who shared the terms of their op­
pressions. There was usually little attempt to articulate the gen­
uine differences between women, such as those of race, color, 
age, class, and sexual identity. There was no apparent need at 
that time to examine the contradictions of self, woman as op­
pressor. There was work on expressing anger, but very little on 
anger directed against each other. No tools were developed to 
deal with other women's anger except to avoid it, deflect it, or 
flee from it under a blanket of guilt. 

I have no creative use for guilt, yours or my own. Guilt is only 
another way of avoiding informed action, of buying time out of 
the pressing need to make clear choices, out of the approaching 
storm that can feed the earth as well as bend the trees. If I speak 
to you in anger, at least I have spoken to you: I have not put a 
gun to your head and shot you down in the street; I have not 
looked at your bleeding sister's body and asked, "What did she 
do to deserve it?" This was the reaction of two white women to 
Mary Church Terrell's telling of the lynching of a pregnant 
Black woman whose baby was then torn from her body. That 
was in 1921, and Alice Paul had just refused to publicly endorse 
the enforcement of the Nineteenth Amendment for all women 
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- by refusing to endorse the inclusion of women of Color, 
although we had worked to help bring about that amendment. 

The angers between women will not kill us if we can articulate 
them with precision, if we listen to the content of what is said 
with at least as much intensity as we defend ourselves against 
the manner of saying. When we turn from anger we turn from 
insight, saying we will accept only the designs already known, 
deadly and safely familiar. I have tried to learn my anger's 
usefulness to me, as well as its limitations. 

For women raised to fear, too often anger threatens annihila­
tion. In the male construct of brute force, we were taught that 
our lives depended upon the good will of patriarchal power. The 
anger of others was to be avoided at all costs because there was 
nothing to be learned from it but pain, a judgment that we had 
been bad girls, come up lacking, not done what we were sup­
posed to do. And if we accept our powerlessness, then of course 
any anger can destroy us. 

But the strength of women lies in recognizing differences be­
tween us as creative, and in standing to those distortions which 
we inherited without blame, but which are now ours to alter. 
The angers of women can transform difference through insight 
into power. For anger between peers births change, not destruc­
tion, and the discomfort and sense of loss it often causes is not 
fatal, but a sign of growth. 

My response to racism is anger. That anger has eaten clefts in­
to my living only when it remained unspoken, useless to 
anyone. It has also served me in classrooms without light or 
learning, where the work and history of Black women was less 
than a vapor. It has served me as fire in the ice zone of uncom­
prehending eyes of white women who see in my experience and 
the experience of my people only new reasons for fear or guilt. 
And my anger is no excuse for not dealing with your blindness, 
no reason to withdraw from the results of your own actions. 

When women of Color speak out of the anger that laces so 
many of our contacts with white women, we are often told that 
we are "creating a mood of hopelessness," "preventing white 
women from getting past guilt," or "standing in the way of 
trusting communication and action." All these quotes come 
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directly from letters to me from members of this organization 
within the last two years. One woman wrote, "Because you are 
Black and Lesbian, you seem to speak with the moral authority 
of suffering." Yes, I am Black and Lesbian, and what you hear in 
my voice is fury, not suffering. Anger, not moral authority. 
There is a difference. 

To turn asi'de from the anger of Black women with excuses or 
the pretexts of intimidation is to award no one power - it is 
merely another way of preserving racial blindness, the power of 
unaddressed privilege, unbreached, intact. Guilt is only another 
form of objectification. Oppressed peoples are always being 
asked to stretch a little more, to bridge the gap between blind­
ness and humanity. Black women are expected to use our anger 
only in the service of other people's salvation or learning. But 
that time is over. My anger has meant pain to me but it has also 
meant survival, and before I give it up I'm going to be sure that 
there is something at least as powerful to replace it on the road 
to clarity. 

What woman here is so enamoured of her own oppression 
that she cannot see her heelprint upon another woman's face? 
What woman's terms of oppression have become precious and 
necessary to her as a ticket into the fold of the righteous, away 
from the cold winds of self-scrutiny? 

I am a lesbian woman of Color whose children eat regularly 
because I work in a university. If their full bellies make me fail to 
recognize my commonality with a woman of Color whose 
children do not eat because she cannot find work, or who has 
no children because her insides are rotted from home abortions 
and sterilization; if I fail to recognize the lesbian who chooses 
not to have children, the woman who remains closeted because 
her homophobic community is her only life support, the woman 
who chooses silence instead of another death, the woman who 
is terrified lest my anger trigger the explosion of hers; if I fail to 
recognize them as other faces of myself, then I am contributing 
not only to each of their oppressions but also to my own, and 
the anger which stands between us then must be used for clarity 
and mutual empowerment, not for evasion by guilt or for fur- . 
ther separation. I am not free while any woman is unfree, even 
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when her shackles are very different from my own. And I am 
not free as long as one person of Color remains chained. Nor is 
any one of you. 

I speak here as a woman of Color who is not bent upon 
destruction, but upon survival. No woman is responsible for 
altering the psyche of her oppressor, even when that psyche is 
embodied in another woman. I have suckled the wolf's lip of 
anger and I have used it for illumination, laughter, protection, 
fire in places where there was no light, no food, no sisters, no 
quarter. We are not goddesses or matriarchs or edifices of divine 
forgiveness; we are not fiery fingers of judgment or instruments 
of flagellation; we are women forced back always upon our 
woman's power. We have learned to use anger as we have 
learned to use the dead flesh of animals, and bruised, battered, 
and changing, we have survived and grown and, in Angela 
Wilson's words, we are moving on. With or without uncolored 
women. We use whatever strengths we have fought f0r, in­
cluding anger, to help define and fashion a world where all our 
sisters can grow, where our children can love, and where the 
power of touching and meeting another woman's difference and 
wonder will eventually transcend the need for destruction. 

For it is not the anger of Black women which is dripping down 
over this globe like a diseased liquid. It is not my anger that 
launches rockets, spends over sixty thousand dollars a second 
on missiles and other agents of war and death, slaughters 
children in cities, stockpiles nerve gas and chemical bombs, 
sodomizes our daughters and our earth. It is not the anger of 
Black women which corrodes into blind, dehumanizing power, 
bent upon the annihilation of us all unless we meet it with what 
we have, our power to examine and to redefine the terms upon 
which we will live and work; our power to envision and to 
reconstruct, anger by painful anger, stone upon heavy stone, a 
future of pollinating difference and the earth to support our 
choices. 

We welcome all women who can meet us, face to face, beyond 
objectification and beyond guilt. 


