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feedback
Thoughts on Ethestic Tyranny
First I want to congratulate you on the articles
you published describing the mistreatment of
the physically intersexed ["Should Physicians
Be Designing Sex?" and "The Tyranny of the
Esthetic," Summer 1998], of which too little
has been said. The pain and socially induced
self-loathing they describe should be enough to
make even the most unthinking of surgeons
reflect on the morality of "treating" them,
though I doubt that it will.

Only by speaking out on this subject can
we even begin to end the pain the intersexed
suffer and would still suffer even if left physi-
cally unaltered. (That much the medical com-
munity has right, though I doubt you'd ever
get them to admit that the problem is not with
the genitals, but with our culture.)

However, what I see lurking below the
surface of both articles is yet another resur-
gence of that most hideous of notions: biologi-
cal determinism. Gender, being a social con-
struct, is not determined by an individual's
genetic structure. Such thinking, with or with-
out the scientific jargon, has been used to jus-
tify the differential (inevitably worse) treat-
ment of women and racial minorities since the
beginning of time. It is the language of preju-
dice, the rationalization of discrimination, the
dehumanization of the oppressed so that the
oppressor doesn't feel guilty.

I commend your courage in venturing
into this oh-so-gray area, but biological
determinism is not the answer. Only when
the cross-gendered are included in the dialog
can feminism develop a true picture of the
bio/psycho/socio-logical development of gen-
der in the human personality. A picture that
is necessary to put an end to our respective
oppressions (if not gender itself) and create a
society which protects the right of all indi-
viduals to choose for themselves how they
will live.

Leslie Walter -Via e-mail

A Number of Things...
Due to Information Overload, I've just gotten
around to reading most of OTFs Summer
issue, which has inspired these reponses:

As an early CORE activist and anti-racist
"white" person, I've managed mostly to live in
integrated neighborhoods; but I understand
Toi Derricotte's desire ["Passing"] to confront
racism in her smug white community (where I
personally wouldn't want to live), and I hope
she shakes them up.

Regarding Jan Goodwin's searing piece
on Afghan women ["Buried Alive"], an impor-
tant piece of information is lacking: our gov-
ernment's military backing enabled the rise of
the Taliban.

Finally, at the risk of getting on a pariah
list, I disagree with Merle Hoffman's assump-
tions about Bill Clinton's guilt and Hillary's
"wifely cover-up" ["What's A Feminist to Do?"].
I have plenty of criticisms of Clinton's policies
and judgments, but both he and Monica
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Lewinsky vowed they had no sexual relation-
ship, and so far there's no substantial evidence
otherwise. I don't doubt Clinton was flattered
by this needy, insecure young intern and prob-
ably indulged, as is his fashion, in warm hugs
hopefully misconstrued by Lewinsky. Despite
this, however, the only basis for Starr's inquisi-
tion and media prosecution is Lewinsky's self-
aggrandizing boasts and probable wishful fan-
tasies, encouraged and entrapped by Tripp's
tapes. I'm still waiting for—no pun intended—
hard evidence.

Ann Davidson — Philadelphia, PA

Clinton Condemnation Took Guts
Thanks to Merle Hoffman for having the guts
to condemn Clinton for his odious behavior
["What's a Feminist to do?", Summer 1998].
I'm sure it couldn't have been easy for you to
write that piece, and, as a subscriber, I'm so
glad you did.

Elizabeth Vandepaer —New York, NY

Kate Millett—Praise and Dismay
"Devaluing the learned" and "peonizing learn-
ing" by the two-tier system in American col-
leges and universities [Kate Millett's "Out of
the Loop and Out of Print," Summer 1998] is
outrageous. Adjunct (temporary, part-time)
professors (largely female!) are the migrant
workers of higher education. It's an unjust,
abusive form of labor. And, it is a shame that a
brilliant, creative pathbreaker, Kate Millett, is
offered $1,200 to teach a one-semester course.
Frankly, this piecework system in higher edu-
cation must be opposed. I applaud the "gifts"
Kate Millett has given to so many. I first read
her as a teen in the early 1970s. She deserves
both kudos and money.

Susan Dion — Carneys Point, NJ

I don't mean to minimize Kate Millett's despair
in any way. But I was stunned that OTI would
print her description of suicides as people who
had the "courage of direct action," as though
the appropriate thing for women to do when
others don't appreciate us is to take ourselves
quietly out of their way. Her statement is not
only a dangerous invitation to millions of suici-
dal women; not only a further blow to the self-
esteem of the millions who already regard the
continuation of their own lives as the result of
cowardice; but also a slap in the face to those of
us who have had the courage to live and to
refuse to take orders from our pain.

Susan Haas — Zanesville, OH

Correction
Kate Millett's article in the Summer 1998 On
The Issues, "Out of the Loop and Out of Print,"
stated that Jill Johnston is out of print. Two of
Johnston's books, Admission Accomplished:
The Lesbian Nation Years—1970-75 (Serpent's
Tail), and Marmalade Me, with Deborah Jowitt
(Wesleyan University Press), have been re-
issued in paperback this year. On The Issues
regrets the error.

Fighting for Abortion Access
In the article, "The Fire This Time" [Summer
1998], Mary Lou Greenberg does an excel-
lent job of documenting the lengths to which
anti-choice activists will go in their attempts
to deprive women of reproductive choice. The
author also describes factors other than vio-
lence which affect women's access to abor-
tion services, including lack of providers,
mandatory waiting periods, parental consent
laws and limited public funding.

Readers might like to know that there
are over 50 abortion funds in the National
Network of Abortion Funds, all working at
local and national levels to increase access to
abortion, including increased public funding.
Funds also raise money to provide direct
financial aid to women without resources or
health insurance to cover abortion costs.

I encourage people who live in areas
without abortion funds, to explore the pos-
sibility of starting them. We can make abor-
tion possible for low-income women as we
work to remove the barriers to abortion
access which affect all women. Information
is available from the National Network of
Abortion Funds, c/o CLPP Program,
Hampshire College, Amherst, MA 01002.
The Network's e-mail address is:
clpp@hamp.hampshire.edu

Barbara M. Melrose — Amherst, MA

Cross-Gender Casting
Marilyn Stasio's "To Be Male or To Be
Female—That Is the Question: Gender, Sex
and Politics in Shakespeare: [Summer 1998]
demanded my response, because I feel that
many of the arguments for cross-gender
casting are made not because of a positive
new direction for theater, but because too
many bad male actors have played these
roles before. Many of the sources quoted in
the article refer to the experience of hearing
Shakespeare's text in a totally new way —
giving them new insight into the play. In
truth, every single actor, male or female,
should bring fresh insight to an audience
every time he or she speaks a line.

I was most upset by the passage in the
article referring to violence on stage as
appearing to be more real when performed
by women. Yes, I grew up playing "soldiers
and cowboys," but I have also, in later life,
had the unfortunate experience of being in
fights where the consequences were possibly
deadly. This is the experience I bring to a
stage fight, and any actor who can't get
beyond, "uh-oh, here comes the fight scene"
and tell a story with that fight shouldn't be
cast in the role in the first place.

I believe that women's voices in the the-
ater, whether as actors, writers, or directors,
are what's going to save theater on this con-
tinent from a slow, boring death, but whether
or not there is cross-gender casting is irrele-
vant, if the story of the play is not illuminat-
ed for the audience. I have seen many plays



with women in traditionally male roles, and
was delighted with how the story of the play
was illuminated. But please don't look at
cross-gender casting as a salvation for per-
forming Shakespeare, simply because too
many hack male actors have butchered
Shakespeare's lines over the years.

Ian M. Borden — Kansas City, MO

Give Holistic Medicine Better Treatment
I am dismayed by the dismissive tone of
Katherine Eban Finkelstein in her article
"Research for Your Life" [Spring 1998]. She
was not only contemptuous of so-called
alternative health, she displayed a disgust-
ing lack of empathy for the sick woman fea-
tured in her article. She also exhibited no
knowledge of holistic medicine—and
showed no desire to learn about it either,
except to report negatively on the personal
characteristics of the few holistic practition-
ers whom she met.

The space could have been better uti-
lized with an article on how allopathic med-
icine bilks women of billions of dollars year-
ly, and disrupts their bodies with poisonous
drugs and dangerous and unnecessary sur-
gical interventions, instead of utilizing the
body's natural abilities to heal.

As a bodymind psychotherapist and
holistic health educator, I encourage you
to hire someone who has successfully
treated cancer with holistic methods to
write a meaningful article. The many
women who are seeking answers to their
suffering deserve better than derision
and superficiality.

Nina Silver, Ph.D.— Worthington, MA

Katherine Eban Finkelstein Responds
Ms. Silver may, indeed, know a great deal
about holistic medicine. But her letter
would suggest that she knows little about
journalism. Why should On The Issues com-
mission a reported piece from someone who
practices, and endorses, and profits from
alternative healing methods? In the world
of journalism, such reporting would entail a
serious conflict of interest.

An article written by someone who has
successfully treated cancer with holistic
methods would be inevitably a plug for
alternative medicine.

A well-reported piece should strive to
raise many questions, while not necessari-
ly providing an endorsement. As a journal-
ist, I made no effort to say I was objective.
Rather, I presented myself as a character
in the article—as someone with my own
biases, following a woman in the grip of a
difficult decision-making process. It is not
my job to form the reader's opinions.

And finally, as to Ms. Silver's blanket
description of allopathic medicine as bilk-
ing defenseless women of billions, the truth
is far more complex than this well-worn
and hysterical description. A recent cover

story in New York magazine, as well as arti-
cles in the New York Times, describes con-
ventional medicine's embrace of Eastern
healing techniques, prayer, and laying on of
hands. This revolutionary synergy recog-
nizes that while Western medicine may
treat the body, it does little to treat the
soul. And it is being practiced at leading
medical centers in New York.

School Shootings Target Females
Since I received the Spring issue, we have
seen the murders/shootings in junior high
school settings in several parts of the coun-
try. As I've listened to the news, etc., I am
conscious of the fact that it is young
BOYS/MEN who are doing the shooting
and it seems that quite frequently, the
intentional victims are female, usually a
girlfriend who has ended a dating relation-
ship. This was very much the case in the
Jonesboro shooting and yet the media, even
discussion programs on NPR, paid no
attention to the misogynistic character of
the shooting.

I'd be interested in seeing OTI do an
issue on misogyny in its "subtle" or insidi-
ous form in our culture such that even
pubescent teenage boys feel that no girl
has a right to break up with them and that
they will make her "sorry" that she did so.
I'd also be interested in the language con-
nection to this issue. That is, the sexually
violent language (fuck, screw you) as well
as military language that has become part
of our everyday conversation and that, in
my opinion, desensitizes youth and young
adults (male and female) to the fact that it
is primarily women who are the victims of
the sexual and military agression from
which these now commonly used terms are
derived.

Thank you. OTI is the only magazine
that I subscribe to and I read it cover to
cover and then pass it on to other women-
centered groups.

Bettina M. Ferraro—South Bend, IN

Good Work
Just a note to thank you for providing copies
of your wonderful magazine for delegates to
our state NOW conference held in San Jose
the weekend of April 24th. Everywhere I go
I praise your magazine; it is the best
women's magazine on the market!

Keep on keepin'on — you are doing
good work!

Meg Bowman — San Jose, CA

OTI welcomes letters and considers
them for publication in the magazine
and on its web site, unless otherwise
specified. Letters may be edited for
clarity and space. Send to OTI, 97-77
Queens Blvd., Suite 1120, Flushing,
NY 11374, or e-mail us at: onissues
©echo nyc.com.
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on the issues
POETRY REDUX

BY MERLE HOFFMAN

I had gone to bed in my habitual way—very late, with some
difficulty, the muted sounds of C-Span droning in the

background. Hours after, dazed with sleep, I heard it.
Something about the grass being "the handkerchief of the
Lord." The metaphor was so arresting that I was unsure
whether it was the product of my own imaginative longings
or the result of a dream.

The wondering woke me enough to realize that I was
hearing the part of Walt Whitman's "Song of Myself in
which he answers a child who asks, "What is the grass?"

. . . it is the handkerchief of the Lord,
A scented gift and remembrancer designedly dropped,
Bearing the owner's name some way in the corners, that
we may see and remark and say, Whose?

The image of the creator as a designer who drops his
handiwork for name recognition was extraordinary in itself.
Even more remarkable was that this reading was being
broadcast from the East Room of the White House.

Fully awake now, I realized I was watching a replay of
a "Millennium Evening" celebrating April as National
Poetry Month. Three poets laureate—Robert Pinsky, Rita
Dove, and Bob Hass—were reading from the best of
American poetry. Soon the words of Langston Hughes,
Emily Dickinson, and William Carlos Williams filled my
bedroom. Then came the powerfully moving Sylvia Plath,
whose love poem to her child begins:

Your clear eye is the one absolutely beautiful thing.
I want to fill it with color and ducks,
The zoo of the new. . .

Populating the Zeitgeist with explosions of expression,
poetry and poets seem to be everywhere. There are poetry
bouts, where the poets alternate reading poems up to five
minutes long for a panel of judges who score them with
points for each "round," as in a boxing match; poetry slams,
where teams or individuals who may or may not be accom-
plished poets compete for trophies; and poetry circuses,
which include both the above, plus roundtables, tag-team
poetry, and "conventional" readings.

The Nation magazine is now publishing more than
Calvin Trillin's political four-liners, and the inside front
cover of Tikkun magazine showcases a modern religious
poem. The Village Voice reports that a national queer slam
has grown out of the need to create a safe space for gay and
lesbian poets to slam. And poet laureate Joseph Brodsky's
American Poetry and Literacy Project distributes thousands
of copies of 101 Great Poems in truck stops, supermarkets,
hotels and train stations across the country every April.

In a particularly heady mixture of creativity and

capitalism, Marks & Spencer, the British department
store chain, has hired an in-house poet, making the com-
pany the first in the U.K. (possibly the world) to do so.
Earning $1,500 a month, the experimental bard—Peter
Sansom, a father of four whose favorite poets include Allen
Ginsberg—represents an attempt by management to
"demystify the arts...[and] boost employee morale." He
holds hour-long poetry workshops for employees four
times a month. Similarly, Poets in Residence assigned by
Britain's Poetry Society have been hired by Kew Gardens
and the BBC, and there are rumors that the London Zoo is
considering having one (no doubt to read Blake's "Tiger!
Tiger! Burning bright").

Why so much poetry, and why now?
John Keats describes the poet as capable of "being in

uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable
reaching after fact and reason." In a society that venerates
what is observable and measurable; in a "culture" that
constricts imagination and reduces much of creativity to
shallow, formulaic images, is it possible that we are wit-
nessing a renaissance of the poetic sensibility? A tropism
toward the internal and transcendant rather than the
material? A cri de coeur for meaning?

To Ralph Waldo Emerson, the great poet and essayist
who believed that all men live by truth, the poet is a ves-
sel, a receiver of the ultimate truth with the ability to
impart it. When the truth and beauty of the world "ren-
ders most people mute," poetry is a counterpoint of quiet-
ness, using language to evoke and provoke. It speaks most
deeply to and of the silences, and resonates with the music
of thought. Poets visit and rest in the spaces between
immediate experience and experience mediated by the col-
lective reality—and poetry chronicles the landscapes of
those spaces. All poems are maps of interior journeys, and
poets are cartographers of the soul. The more intensely
evocative the map, the greater the poet.

The gift of poetry is in the challenge of the naming—
and how much unnamed experience it can evoke. For the
German existentialist philosopher Martin Heidegger:

, . The poet names the gods,
and names all the things
in that which they are. . .
Poetry is the establishing of being by means of the word
Only and for the first time in this between is it decided,
who man is and where he is settling his existence

The truth of experience that poetry evokes awaits our
readiness to hear it. We memorize poetry as children with-
out understanding, so that when our lives fill in the spaces
with experience, we will be able to graft some fragment of
poetry onto them. And in this way, we give our world and
the world meaning. The more people in any culture recog-
nize, practice, and create poetry, the more the map of
future experience is enlightened.

A dying culture kills imagination first, replacing it

Merle Hoffman, publisher I editor-in-chief of On The Issues, is founder /president of Choices Women's Medical Center, Inc.
and Choices Mental Health Center in New York City.
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with stereotypic images, banality, and miniminalist mus-
ings. When the naming of an experience is superficial,
insipid; when love becomes sex; when death becomes trite,
the result is the diminishing of individual and collective
experience.

One can argue that the political is the antithesis of
the poetic, yet it is within the poetic sensibility—the deep
imaginative leaps, the courage to chart the unknown—
that a truly progressive politic should reside. Much of the
joy, wonder, and awe of existence finds expression through
poetry. Many of our great philosophical, theoretical, and

ethical values are imparted through poetry. Perhaps our
national conversation should focus on poetic values.

In my professional, political, and personal journeys, I
have visited many spaces. They are all part of who I am.
My own poetry is tied to my in-between states—of beauty,
truth, pain, loss, questioning. Now, when the external
world is too much with me; when I am burdened by the
functions and the forms of living; when I feel as if my con-
sciousness and imagination are imprisoned by daily life,
poetry can help free me. So here I offer some of the maps
of my former journeys:

Listen,
You'll leave "lYie I know
Giving me back to paper dreams
And lonely Sunday mornings with twice-read books
But I have traced too many mad patterns
on marble floors
And been too long without love to allow it.

So now,
Lying beside you in this half-light
I create eternities without movement or fear
And practice my kisses on the air
Falling
Waiting

Waiting for you to wake
And want me again
To take me violently
And then perhaps
To make me forget
that I had ever danced alone.

— 1964

So here we are with lust rage and time,
The dandelion once a lion's tooth now served in tea
remakes the edges of my world in a fluid ambiguity

What is most fresh and yellow
(Van Gogh talks about an orange field of soil)
fades into pure extension without color;
ideas replace the lawn with flowers

words cover dandelions, arguments mute
the surfaces of petals, the springing lawns

green, green-yellow, yellow-green,
green-green.
And time will fold the flowering dandelions
the teeth rot in their raging

the green lust loves ignorance
the poet speaks to lovers who do not hear him
the philosopher speaks to no one but himself.

-1968

Unbidden
Restrained only by will
You enter my mind
through patterns of gentle insistence

Inhabiting places
Long undiscovered
Now made real
by the power of your presence

All around me
Shadowed forms of possibility
take definition

Colors, shapes and contours of loving
weave circles of warmth
that amaze me

So I move toward you
openly—eagerly
Still finding new ways to place myself
in the landscapes of your truth.

—1992

Have I seen you --
heard you?

You who are apart from
yet not quite separate

who speaks to me as other
using colored tones of fusion

Binding through light and
cool challenge
the rough edges of my dreaming

filling my interiors with
fire and play and
echoes of familiar longing

Till
made warm and transparent
by such burnings
seek the surety of mind's presence
only to find your eyes whispering the question.

—1993
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A MEDITATION ON THE SEA
by Phyllis Chesler Wdoubt or

trouble, but also
in times of joy, I

always return to the sea: to put things in perspective. In
America, only the elements seem eternal, and as such,
afford splendid relief. Elements have the power to trans-
port me out of my self. Perhaps the sea is my Confessional.
Always, I come down smelling of the city and secular anx-
iety, grimed over with it. The sea washes all that away, I
am reborn in her salty beginning.

I meant to go to France, but when the trip fell
through, I found myself driving out to the Hamptons, on
New York's Long Island, a place that, for me, is far more
than merely "trendy." I've written books here; the place is
my own splendid, shining, American Riviera. I need only
squint, slightly, and I can see Monet's Mediterranean: lush
green foliage, dazzling
white light, sails on the
water, umbrellas on the
beach, the human enter-
prise—sandy, wet, impos-
sibly hopeful.

Before I see her, I can
hear her, smell her, taste her
in the air; she is misty-salty
on my tongue, pleasantly
rank in my nostrils, a rhyth-
mic pounding in my ears. It

The town of Easthampton is 350 years old, older than
the American Revolution, far older than that, since
Indians once lived here. On April 29, 1648, white settlers
(mainly Englishmen from Maidstone, in Kent, but some
from Holland and Wales, too) purchased Easthampton
from the Indians for 20 coats, 24 hatchets, 24 hoes, 24
knives, 24 looking glasses, and 100 muxes (tools for mak-
ing wampum). In 1660, a group of Easthampton men
bought Montauk for 100 pounds sterling.

Once, I owned a pre-Revolutionary cottage on Three
Mile Harbor. I never did find out whether its earliest
inhabitants had been whalers or tanners, soldiers or
preachers. Tradesmen, perhaps. I do know that the house
was cold in winter and hot in summer, had low ceilings,
incredibly wide plank floors, small rooms—but I was
charmed, instantly, by its long history. It belonged to this
place. The large, modern houses have yet to prove their

In America, the elements r

never fails. I am always
slightly overwhelmed each
and every time I first catch
sight of the sea, it is so
heart-stoppingly enormous
and yet utterly familiar; it
brings one back to childhood summers—no, to a world far
older than that: to the very origin of our species. When we
left, we took the ocean with us; it is in our every cell, we
are, as biologist Carl Safina writes in his recent book Song
to the Blue Sea, "soft vessels of sea water... 70 percent of our
bodies is water, the same percent that covers the Earth's
surface. We are wrapped around an ocean within."

In America, the elements remind me that life is short,
and therefore precious. Only the elements truly comfort
me. Sky, sea, stars, all were here long before human beings
first built campfires; with any luck, they may still be here
at the end of time. The elements test your mettle against
natural forces. The sea reminds us that we have to take
what comes as it comes, that some disasters cannot be
avoided; that luck or fate is everything, but skill and
courage count too. Especially, expect the unexpected and
prepare: to ride it out, pray, die, live—and live hard.
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staying power.
Monday: A rainy day, sea-side. Midmorning, the sky is

dark and Scandinavian-wintry; by midday, thunder rum-
bles, indoor lights keep flickering off, the sea is gray-black,
the air raw, wet, damp. There is no lightning, but the sky
is pale and ominous, sheets of darkening rainwater slant
before our eyes; the sky closes in, descends over the
waters, the sea turns up the volume, her waves grow
wider, wilder, white. A few wet birds sing. A lone figure
trudges along the beach. Friday: Today, morning is all haze
and fog, and the beach-walkers appear, as if in a dream.
One cannot tell air from water, land from sky. After five
days of steady, often torrential rain, suddenly, in a flash of
unannounced heat and light—the sun appears. I do not
trust it, but I have no choice.

It is disingenuous, cruel perhaps, for outsiders to
romanticize an element in which they themselves do not



risk their lives. On a bad day I'd call it slumming, or
even exploitation, as when heros die, are maimed, and
the bard is praised and enriched for telling their tale.
But it is oh so human to honor others for doing some-
thing we dare not do.

I have no illusions about the sea, which has been
known to wipe out a human being—no, entire shiploads of
sailors and passengers—in hours. Suddenly. Without pity.
Only a hundred yards from land, minutes from rescue.
Sometimes, ships have gone down off the treacherous,
sandy bars of southern Long Island in full view of dis-
traught rescuers, who could do nothing. In 1850, feminist
writer Margaret Fuller, on her way home from Italy,
drowned only a hundred yards from the Fire Island shore.
The cemeteries in Amagansett and Easthampton are filled
with monuments to native sons who died at sea and to
strangers who washed up on these shores: frozen in "great

remind me that life is short, and

ty comforts me.

blocks of ice", still clinging to shattered masts. The sea is
so lovely—for a killer. Make no mistake: Despite sophisti-
cated rescue technology and heroic air- and sea-rescue
teams, here "weather"—hurricanes, gale-force winds,
rogue waves—remains a Major Player in human destiny.
(Read Sebastian Junger's book, The Perfect Storm.)

Although I used to sail, in my twenties, and will never
forget the blessing of calm waters and steady wind, or the
nights on board under the stars, I lack the sailor's and the
fisherman's profound patience and courage in the face of
natural catastrophe. I am no Viking, or pirate (although I
love all the myths about them, the true stories even more).
I love the sea as metaphor, and from shore, safely.
Although there was that one time, five years ago, in
Amagansett, when I was alone at the ocean's edge and a
great storm hit. All the houses around me were dark.
Someone called to say that the police were evacuating

Long Island beachfront communities. And then the phone
went dead. Rain lashed the windows, sounded like hail. I
made myself a stiff drink and decided: "What the hell, so
one Jew gets washed out to sea," and went to bed, woke up
to a shining Hampton morning.

It was as if the storm had never happened—but it
had. "Time is but the stream I go fishing in," wrote Henry
David Thoreau. I also fish, in other, more metaphoric
waters. Like sailors and fishermen, I have premonitions. I
act on them. Despite the dangers, and the high risk of fail-
ure, the wearing, boom-and-bust cycles of the writing life,
I, too, keep returning to sea. I have traveled through deep
waters, usually alone, my entire life, so I'm used to it; it's
too late to turn back, too late to learn another way of being
in the world.

Over the years, I've asked mountain climbers, deep-
sea divers, sailors, wilderness survivalists, what living in

Nature requires. They say: You must be
prepared, remain alert, never lose your
"cool" or give up hope; they say your
chances of survival are better in a group
than alone. Enormous patience is every-
thing. Time stands still, or is irrelevant
when one lives in the moment and for
the task at hand. One gets to where one
wants to go not at any cost, but rather
as a function of adjusting, and re-adjust-
ing to the weather. Is the sea too stormy,
the surf too high? Is "getting there" on
time worth dying for? Can we get
"there" if we die?

Saturday,Montauk Harbor, 5:15 pm:
The fleet comes in all at once, like a
school of fish, in formation, silent, safely
home. I note the tanned and barefoot

boys of summer on board. Ye olde fishermen would proba-
bly be amazed that there is only one commercial fishing
boat among them. All the rest are sport-fishing boats. It's
a recreational Armada. Still they keep coming. A mighty
brigade of stragglers begins to round the bend. One is fly-
ing a skull and crossbones and playing the Grateful Dead.
The day is so very lovely that even this does not offend.

Sunday: A bride and groom are in each other's arms
on the beach, close to the surf; all decked out in white
gown and tuxedo, shoe-less. The sea is to be their witness,
their place of memory. It seems absolutely right.

I am unanchored now, heading off, once again, into
uncharted waters. My mother recently died. The sea is my
mother now; the surf, her heartbeat. For the moment, it is
all I need. •

Dr. Phyllis Chester's latest book is Letters to a Young Feminist.
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talking
Southern Discomfort in New Orleans
The City of Good Things as long as you're rich and white

By Mimi Yahn

I'm not from here.
When my husband and I moved to

Louisiana a year and a half ago, all my
friends in Oregon said, "Aren't you afraid
of the hurricanes?" And I replied, "not
nearly as much as I'm afraid of those sub-
duction zone earthquakes."

Then they said, "Aren't you afraid of
the pollution?" Well, I replied, I'll drink
bottled water and try not to eat too much
shellfish.

Then they said, "Aren't you afraid of
the violence?" And I had to tell them the
truth.

Yes, I was afraid of the violence. I was
afraid of living in a town where the police
can send out orders over the police radio to
murder citizens who speak out against
their brutality and lawlessness. (Police
officer Len Davis was sentenced to death
in November, 1996 for ordering the 1994
slaying of Kim Groves, a 32-year-old moth-
er of three who had filed a police brutality
charge against him.) I was afraid of living
in a town where the multi-billion-dollar
drug trade—which has ripped apart the
fabric of African, Latin, and Asian-
American family and community life in
every inner city in America—is protected
and even conducted by the local police and
powers that be. And yes, I was afraid of liv-
ing in a town still governed by unspoken
laws, laid down generations ago, that
keep alive America's shameful version of
apartheid.

I'm no fool; I read Cry, the Beloved
Country when I was eight years old. I
know what sort of violence is begotten by
the resentment reaped from hundreds of
years of contempt, hatred, and maltreat-
ment. I know, too, as a woman in this soci-
ety that the contempt, hatred, and mal-
treatment taught by the dominant cul-
ture are well learned by the subjugated
class. And I know just how vicious that
anger and resentment become when
turned inward toward one's own, how
explosive they become when, at last, they
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are turned toward the
perpetrator.

And, yes, I was
afraid of living in a
town where women

are viewed as the Flowers of the South,
flowers whose purpose is to be cultivated,
admired, pruned, restrained, displayed,
crossbred, plucked, thrashed, desiccated,
discarded, and eventually plowed under
by Southern men in order to uphold the
pride, virility, and supremacy of Southern
Manhood.

But, deep down, I kept telling myself
that maybe I was wrong to be afraid of a
place I'd visited only once, eight years
before; wrong—perhaps even arrogant—
about my assumptions; wrong to judge a
town without having lived in it, smelled
it, walked its streets, and fallen in love
with its extraordinary culture, history,
and people.

After six months, I wrote to my
friends:

"Life here gives us access to spectacu-
larly lush and beautiful swamps, bayous,
subtropical scenery, and lovely Gulf Coast
beaches with warm water (unlike the
frigid water of the Pacific!); extraordinari-
ly fine, old (and mostly dilapidated) archi-
tectural wonders—Victorian houses,
Italianate mansions, Georgian manors,
tiny shotgun houses with porches bigger
than their living rooms, Cajun shacks
raised ten feet off the ground, and the
ubiquitous French colonial houses with
wrought-iron balconies and tall, green,
wooden hurricane shutters for their full-
length windows; a joyous diversity of
vibrant, distinctive cultures, including
Cajun, Creole, African, Yat, Vietnamese,
Isleno, Native-American, Latin-American
and, of course, N'Awlins' own brand of
Southern U.S.; a climate that produces
hurricanes, thunder and lightning storms,
floods, heat waves, sweat behind your eye-
balls, summer nights that feel like soft
black velvet nine months of the year,
warm rains, balmy breezes, and year-
round gardening—it is a climate that is
sultry, exciting and wet, and it truly makes
my heart sing; food that is so good, oh it is
so good, I swear to you it's like good sex;
and whether it's jazz, blues, Cajun, Zydeco

or whatever, I'm telling you they got some
of the best music in the world here.

"But the racism. The racism is some-
thing else. Never have I witnessed such a
virulent, aggressive, congenital, and proud
hatred of anything African. And never
have I seen blacks so submissive. It is sick-
ening and depressing. The privilege,
power, and deference enjoyed by whites is
extraordinary; it stinks of a centuries-old
tradition which commands respect and
allegiance, and which is in no danger of
being overturned."

After eighteen months, I have
learned things.

I learned that the children of New
Orleans go to schools which rival, and
even surpass in filth, decay and neglect
those of the most impoverished Third
World nations. I learned, as does every
child, that New Orleans—from its citizen-
ry to its power structure—places no value
on the lives and the futures of her chil-
dren. New Orleans instead squanders
hundreds of millions of dollars in carpet-
bagging schemes to open casinos and in
corporate-friendly tax breaks, while send-
ing her children to schools not fit for dogs.
How, then, do our children not grow up to
become hopeless, angry and violent?

I learned that the police department
is indeed riddled with incompetence,
intransigence, hopelessness and corrup-
tion. Here in New Orleans, it is the rich
who enjoy the privileges and protections
offered by the police, while the poor must
become adept at dodging bullets. How do
people whose government has abandoned
them to fend for themselves among the
drug-dealing cops and gun-toting gang-
sters not become violent?

I learned that, despite the recent out-
cry against violence by so many upstand-
ing citizens, violence has always served a
purpose in New Orleans. From territorial
wars to slavery, this city could not have
been built without violence. New Orleans
is not unique in this. What is unique is
that New Orleans, along with the rest of
the South, has elevated denial to an art
form, thereby enabling them to turn
embarrassing episodes into symbols of
honor, and a violent past into an even
more violent future.



Those who forget their past cannot
learn from it. I am reminded of this each
time I hear a white person use the "n"
word. I am reminded of this when the local
telecasters air news about football stars
raping a woman at gunpoint during their
sports segment—as if rape were just
another male spectator sport.

I am reminded continually that vio-
lence has existed here all along. But the
violence that has always and daily denned
the lives and limits of every woman and
every African-American in this town has
only now become important, only now
become worthy of official action—because
now it affects those who have lived so long
in privilege and serenity.

Finally, I learned that the three pil-
lars upon which Louisiana has always
stood—religion, money and patriarchy—
are beginning to collapse from their own
structural weakness. It is inevitable that
an economy built on patronage, greed and
disregard for the future will eventually
fail to function; it is inevitable that the vio-
lence used to enforce male supremacy will
eventually engulf itself; and it is inevitable
that a populace taught to passively accept
the dictates of a supreme being will not be

Mimi Yahn

active in bringing
about change. To
everything—corrup-
tion, violence, pover-
ty—they shrug and
say, "It's God's will."
Certainly this is an
easier response than
confronting the reali-
ty that human will
causes such misery; certainly this absolves
us of our responsibility to act.

After eighteen months, I wrote to my
friends: "Down here the real authority is
religion, so instead of communities orga-
nizing to confront and chase out the dirty,
little drug dealers or the corrupt, greedy
police who are protecting the drug dealers,
churches organize prayer marches and
prayer vigils, which have, so far, been very
effective in convincing the people that
they must put their faith and trust in
God because they are helpless, incapable
of changing anything through their own
volition."

Maybe my newcomer's view of the
death and decay of New Orleans is lacking
in true understanding of this town's—and
the South's—intricate, measured progres-

sion; after all, I've
only been here a
short time. But in
that time, I've not
seen government or
local churches do
anything for people
living in terror in the
projects. I've not

and husband seen political or reli-
gious will stop the bullets or the hyper-
macho gang culture.

In that time, I have seen the wealth
and the power of the churches used for
organizing prayer vigils and countless
funerals, but not for organizing communi-
ties under siege. I've seen the utter disre-
gard shown by whites for the epidemic of
crime, drugs and official malfeasance
which has been slowly destroying the
black communities for years. And I've seen
all of New Orleans still incapable of rais-
ing her children with love, dignity, respect
and freedom from violence. •

Mimi Yahn is a freelance writer living in
Metairie, Louisiana. Formerly, she resided
in Oregon where she was the editor/pub-
lisher of Feminist Broadcast Quarterly.

Reel Danger
Why Women are Boycotting Movies

By Margaret Morganroth Gullette

There is a quiet, subversive movement
under way that involves women boy-

cotting movies that depict violence
against women. As I write this, I'm
boycotting Copycat and Breaking the
Waves; a film professor I know, Nil
by Mouth; and two younger
women,Scream. When I tell people I
started my boycott after the stalking
scene in Silence of the Lambs, women
flare up with their own boycott histo-
ries. One named the Coke-bottle scene
in The Long Goodbye. Another said dis-
gustedly, "I walked out of The Piano
right after he cut off her finger and the
camera lingered on her lying in the
mud." Everywhere I go—New England,
L.A., Iowa; lunches, parties, weddings—
I find these spontaneous little sects,

relieved to have company in their
resistance to misogyny. This is an
unreported national movement, and
making the boycott and its ratio-
nales known is all it needs to be
effective.

We needn't agree on one another's
choices. Rather, in these indignant
groups, women focus on the dangers of
adding to our already mountainous
archives of sadistic imagery. We are
full of ideas for improving the cultural
climate.

I was not becoming inured to vio-
lence by seeing more. Instead, like
someone developing anaphylactic shock
after consecutive bee stings, I was get-
ting sicker. Every woman I know
increasingly refuses to subject herself
to the humiliation, sorrow, paranoia
and terror.

My theory is that identifying with
female victims can cause "vicarious vic-
timization." This concept is all too famil-
iar to domestic-violence counselors, who

listen repeatedly to stories of threats,
beatings, rape. They have learned that
unless they too get counseling, they
can become psychically weakened by
continual exposure to such horrendous
stories. To live even vicariously in a
world structured by male violence
against women is risky. Assailed by
images of women unable to fight back
or escape, counselors imagine them-
selves vulnerable and helpless.

All women are forced to live to
some extent in such an imagined terror-
ist state. Battering, rape, and murder
get reported ever more frequently by TV
and newspapers, with horrifying details.
Movies can do even more harm because
of the emotive power of the narrative.
Writer, director, cinematographer, editor,
composer—all aim to heighten our
sense of impending, appalling harm, to
sharpen our dread. I fear this malice. I
know the movie makers had these goals
in mind—not my pleasure.

Women who boycott instinctively
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understand vicarious victimization. They
may reasonably fear that they will be
weakened in their domestic relations
with men. Merely deciding together on
film fare may lead to arguments with
one's partner. Sometimes his male
pleasure in viewing eroticized violence
treats her female "unpleasure" as a nui-
sance.

There are consequences for couples
who see violence together. All intimate
relationships involve constant negotia-
tions, from sexual to psychological to
parental and financial. A woman might
find herself, after years of vicarious vic-
timization, weakened in all these negoti-
ations. One woman noticed that on the
nights they see male-on-female violence,
her partner regularly seems interested in
having sex, although she's repelled. Is
this still vicarious?

Warning men about becoming vicari-
ous perpetrators is critical, especially in
light of studies like that by Daniel G.
Linz at the University of California at
Santa Barbara, that involves college
men watching violent and degrading
images. The study showed that after
such viewings, the men lost both their
sense of repugnance at assaults and
their empathy for female victims in real-
life situations such as rape trials.
Narratives of male-on-female violence
help to normalize cruelty: Some men
become less ashamed about escalating
their power.

I connect desensitization both to
arguments with one's partner and to
actual battery and murder. So do other
cultural critics. But they pull back from
obvious conclusions. Todd Gitlin, New
York University professor and author of
numerous books on social criticism,
wrote, "That media violence contributes
to a climate in which violence is legiti-
mate—and there can be no doubt of
this—does not make it a significant con-
tribution to violence on the street." I dis-
agree. Using visual art to brutalize men
and victimize women psychologically is
an evil. Boycotters resensitize us by
saying, "This evil is urgent enough to
cause women to protect themselves
against it and to ask for men's coopera-
tion."

The Hollywood rating system has
failed us. The PG-13, R, X designations

are essentially a form of age-graded titilla-
tion that doesn't address women's con-
cerns, framing the debate as if it were
about being "old enough" to endure vio-
lent images and "cool enough" to enjoy
them. Some film reviews in newspapers
and magazines now indicate negatives
parenthetically ("violence"). But one word
can't tell me what I would be letting
myself in for. Reviewers need to get spe-
cific. They need a code with ample com-
mentary. M for Murder. R for Rape. T for
other Tortures. YBW when the victim is a
Young Beautiful Woman, as she typically
is. No fair talking up "esthetic values"
without exposing a film's sexist inventions
designed to elevate male testosterone
and elicit good reviews.

Women get suckered into seeing
movies they wouldn't have seen if they'd
only known. I would have shunned Death
Becomes Her if a reviewer had written: "T
(Tortures). Female aging is so grotesque
it amounts to mutilation." Despite its
comic surface, the movie gave me night-
mares. One comment on Devil in a Blue
Dress should have been: "Red-hot poker
prepared for...you guessed it, YBW." In the
absence of sensitive reviewing, people
warn one another. One woman said happi-
ly, "My sons warn me." If sons boycotted,
the future could really be different.

One current effect of the boycott is
that when men see movies labeled as
desensitizing, they go alone. They leave at
home their girlfriends, sisters, wives, and
mothers. They sit by themselves.
Eventually, some will realize—to borrow a

phrase of one critic—"these are the stag
parties of the damned."

Some kinds of film violence may be
necessary. The scene of attempted rape in
Thelma & Louise demonstrates bluntly
how far women will go to protect each
other. But the newest ploy is to justify
violence as "empowering." In Female
Perversions, not one but two actresses
slice their own skin. Maybe people will
stay away from that type of vicarious vic-
timization in the same way that many
African-Americans decide they don't
need to see another movie with a lynch-
ing, no matter how well made.

Boycotters needn't be defensive.
Being required to prove that we're not
wimpy or Philistine is hostile. Let's turn
the tables. Let's ask, "Why are YOU
going?"

Need I say that all this has nothing do
with censorship? Boycotting is a form of
free speech. If it swept the country,
movies might change. But if they do not,
the human relations of the women who
stay home—and the men who stay with
them—would change profoundly.
Nationwide recognition of boycotting
would help to detoxify American culture
and advance women's freedoms. •

Margaret Morganroth Gullette, a resident
scholar in Women's Studies at Brandeis
University, is author, most recently, of
Declining to Decline: Cultural Combat and
The Politics of the Midlife which won the
1998 Emily Toth Prize for the best feminist
book on American popular culture.

The Black Matriarchy
It takes a lioness to raise young lions

By Marcia L. McNair

Black women do not make good waves,"
said the well-dressed, articulate black

man on The Ricki Lake Show. In political-
ly correct disbelief, the audience screamed
at his bold remark. Several African-
American women rushed to the micro-
phone to challenge his view that they do
not possess the requisite qualities of sub-
missiveness and domesticity essential to
being a "good wife."

I asked my girlfriends what they

thought of the comment. Most
found it laughable. But why,
underlying their wisecracks ("I
don't want to be a wife. I need a
wife," said one upwardly mobile

friend), did I sense an uneasiness? As an
African American woman, married at the
time, the remark reawakened certain
latent insecurities in me about desirability
and femininity. All African-American
women have lived with those insecurities
since the 17th century. And as Paula
Giddens noted in her landmark historical
analysis When and Where I Enter: The
Impact of Black Women on Race and Sex in
America, Victorian ethics dictated that
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true women did not work outside the
home, an unrealistic choice for the major-
ity of black women, past and present,
whose men have been denied equal access
to employment.

Yet much to my chagrin, even as an
African-American woman who had spent
a great deal of her life in the study and
disputation of stereotypes about us, I
found it hard to be angry with the auda-
cious brother because, for the most part, I
agreed with him. I, for one, never saw the
traditional helpmate as the role I should
aspire to in marriage.

My anti-wife conversations were the
hint of things to come: A year later, my
husband filed for divorce. He seemed to
agree with the talk show guest. But after
a lifetime of struggling with labels desig-
nating who I am, either as a black person
or a woman, I am finally able to accept
one of the most contentious ones: black
matriarch.

I was ten years old in 1967, when
Daniel Patrick Moynihan's now infamous
report "The Negro Family: The Case for
National Action" described the "reversed
role of husband and wife" as the cause of
urban social pathologies in nonwhite com-
munities. Every black person of impor-
tance, from political activists to sociolo-
gists, took up the crusade to discredit the
report, mainly by denying the existence of
the black matriarchy, and leaving the
patriarchal nuclear family unchallenged
as the ideal construct. And like so many
racially and socially conscious African-
American women, my own mother was
vociferously opposed to the idea of a black
matriarchy, taking little time to consider
the fact that she had headed our house-
hold alone for nearly six years.

If ever there was a conflicted role
model, I'd say my mother was it. She
found the idea of a dominant woman con-
temptible, but she was only able to sup-
port our family by being just that. Her
journey from welfare mother to director of
the local community center embodied the
definitive matriarchal qualities of leader-
ship and assertiveness. Yet, despite her
professional and personal successes, she
always felt herself inadequate when it
came to raising my mischievous younger
brother. She insisted, in concurrence with
society, that his troubles were due to his
being a fatherless boy. Like most people,

Author (foreground) as a child, with
her mother, shortly after the now
discredited Moynihan report on

"The Negro Family."

she never focused on the fact that many of
the strong black men we knew, or knew of,
including the patriarch in our family, were
products of the black matriarchy.

My love-hate relationship with the
black matriarchy continued through my
twenties and into my early thirties,
becoming most intense during my first
pregnancy. When my son was born, I was
happy that he was healthy, but uneasy
with the idea that I
would be a single moth-
er raising a boy.
Though my son, Kahlil,
was apparently well-
adjusted, everything I
had heard and read
seemed to predict the
contrary. My decisive
moment came when, at
the age of three, after
observing my daily rit-
ual in front of the mir-
ror, Kahlil asked for
some lipstick. This was
enough to put the fear
of God and Revlon into me. I had to find a
male role model for my son before he was
"emasculated" by me, the "black matri-
arch." I plunged into the dating scene
more to find a father for my son than a
mate for myself.

Finding a spouse was easy
It wasn't difficult to find a husband.

Though the image of the single African-
American woman as "waiting to exhale" is
quite popular, the majority of black single
women I know (with and without chil-
dren) are not unmarried solely because of
a lack of marriageable men. There are
many black men who are emotionally and
financially secure. Yet the notion that
there is a shortage of good black men is so
prevalent that the Million Man March
was needed to disprove it. A little known
fact, and I dare say the best-kept secret
among African-American women, is that
we have plenty of opportunities to get
married but often opt not to, for reasons
that have little to do with the suitability
of black men.

I believe we are simply more comfort-

able heading our own households, both
because most of us grew up in matriarchal
households, and because of the strong
emphasis black families place on the pur-
suit of education and employment as the
road to racial equality. Race pulls rank on
femaleness. A black girl's personal respon-
sibility to elevate the race through acade-
mic and professional achievement takes
priority over raising children. The familial

"when-are-you-going-to-
get-married?" is most
likely to be asked only
after the African-
American woman has
made it.

My short-lived mar-
riage was a casualty of
my independence more
than anything else.

Now, several years
after my divorce, I've
finally come to terms
with my matriarchal
tendencies. There's
something about step-

ping across the threshold of my own little
house that brings out the lioness in me,
and who better than a lioness to raise
young lions? I teach my boys to imitate
my toil, not my toiletry. For the latter,
they have plenty of fathers (related and
adopted) who are role models for them.

Instead of blaming the black matri-
archy for the problems in the African-
American community, society needs to
attack the real culprits—the oppression of
sex, class, and race; for if by some miracle
every black household became a two-par-
ent one, the black community would still
be disproportionately plagued by high
levels of crime, drug abuse, and unem-
ployment as long as these evils exist.
Therefore, I am making peace with myself
as a black matriarch, ridding myself of the
guilt and the shame, reclaiming the label
to the point where I often paraphrase
James Brown's ode to black power: "Say it
loud, I'm black, matriarch, and proud." •

Marcia McNair teaches English and jour-
nalism at Nassau Community College in
New York and is at work on her first novel.
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HUMAN RIGHT!
A WORLD REPORT

As far as human rights are concerned, i

F ifty years ago, in the wake of World World II and the ringing post-Holocaust promise of "Never Again,"
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly. This
development, like the establishment of the UN itself, was seen as the only possible step for a world claim-

ing to be suddenly civilized. Still, it would be another three decades before the UN Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women would come into being, in 1979. (Sadly,
to date the U.S. has refused to sign on to it.) And it would take yet another long decade before rape during
armed conflict would be viewed as a war crime, and female genital mutilation considered grounds for
granting political asylum.

Today, despite the lofty pledges of half a century ago, there are, according to the International Peace
Research Institute in Stockholm, 25 major armed conflicts in the world, devastating the lives of millions. In
an additional 25 countries, millions more are struggling to survive the aftermath of war. And in many of those
conflicts, an estimated 300,000 children have been forced into combat. Of the world's 22 million refugees and
30 million internally displaced, 80 percent are women and children, who, simply because of their gender or
age, commonly suffer the double jeopardy of being denied human rights and being sexually abused.

Certainly, in too many spots around the globe, the news is not good. But progress is being made in
areas long ignored or excluded from the realm of human rights. While defenders of women's rights now focus
their attention on domestic violence, incest, forced marriage, reproductive and sexual slavery, and so on,
demands for rights from previously marginalized groups are also proliferating.

Among those whose human rights are now being recognized are the disabled (easy access, an end to
forced sterilization, job opportunities—in the U.S. 67 percent of disabled people of working age are
unemployed); girl children (through campaigns against female infanticide, trafficking in
girls for sex [see article on page 28], unfair labor practices, and so on); gays and lesbians
(access to housing and to health care, decriminalization—20 states in the U.S. still
have laws on the books making sodomy a crime); and all of us in relation to the

Tibetan Woman demonstrating in Beijing

Survivor of Rwandan massacre
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