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Listen to the compelling voices of
American women, representing many
diverse backgrounds and dreams, but
all celebrating and cherishing the participation of women in our democracy.
Activists, academics, politicians, journalists, mothers and daughters—
A Voice of Our Own is a collection of
29 essays that are sometimes painful,
often humorous, but always honest.
Those whose stories we hear include singer
Mary Chapin Carpenter, police chief
Beverly Harvard, Episcopal Bishop Mary
Adelia McCleod, journalist Gwen Ifill,
lawyer activist Sara Melendez, college
provost Condoleeza Rice, First Lady
Betty Ford—and many, many more.

"I place a great
deal of hope in the
women of America
to help us find our
way back to our
original democratic
ideals."
—DIANE YU

This book is an inspiration for women
of all ages, and especially for those just
finding their own voice.
Edited by former LWVUS President
Nancy M. Neuman and published by
Jossey-Bass, Inc., A Voice of Our Own is
available in bookstores for $24.00.
T H E LEAGUE OF W O M E N VOTERS OFFERS
THE SPECIAL DISCOUNTED PRICE OF
$ 2 0 . 0 0 FOR THIS VERY SPECIAL BOOK.

Pub. #1045, $20.00. Add $2.95
for shipping and handling.
Quantity discounts apply.
To place your order or for
more information, contact:
LEAGUE OF WOMEN VOTERS,
PUBLICATIONS SALES

1730 M Street, NW
Washington, DC 20036-4505
Phone: 202-429-1965
Fax: 202-429-0854
E-mail: 103063.2355® compuserve.com
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It is the morning from hell. To my left, my 2-week-old
son, screaming with hunger, roots wildly for my breast. At the foot of the bed,
my 3-year-old son rocks forlornly in our glider, kicking the ottoman just hard
enough to hurt my ears, and whines for his breakfast too. To my right, lies my
husband, desperate for sleep after a night divided between a newborn, a displaced preschooler and his postpartum wife. And in the next room, on a desk
in my messy office, sit two overdue articles, an incomplete book manuscript,
unanswered letters. And it is only 8 A.M.
So what's right with this picture?
Overwrought as they might make me, these are some of the ingredients of
my freely chosen life. As a woman—and a womanist—I am committed to
every woman's right to choose the direction her life will take. As an AfricanAmerican, history has taught me how scarce the commodity of genuine choice
really is, how dependent it is on your class, your race, your gender, on the
level of power at your command. As progressive people, we have sometimes
focused our vision of choice on those things we
have decided not to do. Most of American society has acknowledged by now that to be full
We almost
and free people, women need not marry, or
never celebrate have children, or be heterosexual, or be in a relationship at all. I am young enough to regard
those women
such freedom of choice as unremarkable,
though for the women who first dared to assert
who have made such
freedom, theirs were acts of heresy.
the choices we
It's especially ridiculous, in light of such recent history, to note the quiet scorn among othwould not or
erwise politically progressive women about the
choices many of us make. Those of us sitting in
could not make. judgment
are doing it much more subtlety—but
we are still doing it. The mothers among us feel
But perhaps
sorry for the childless, as though women withwe should.
out children had been deprived of air and
water, rather than 20 years of focused responsibility for other human beings. Child-free
women liken the maternal state to brainwashed drudgery and sometimes berate women for selfless sacrifice, without a thought for the fun and fulfillment
that are part of the task.
We critique each other's choices about sexuality, about relationships, about
political beliefs. We almost never celebrate those women who have made the
choices we would not or could not make. But perhaps we should. At the very
least, we ought to honor each other more—for our clarity about ourselves and
our needs. We ought to have faith that the substance of our lives—as we live
them—is a contribution to the women's movement that guides and inspires us.
One of the most inspirational parts, for me, has always been an insistence on a
woman's right to self-determination. When we can give up prescribing what a
free woman's life looks like, we'll be more than halfway home. •
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Merle Hoffman

FATAL DENIAL?
The tragic case of Amy Grossberg and Brian Peterson
It was just another baby in the garbage, tossed away with the other Leftovers of a gluttonous society. Another baby, wrapped in plastic, that
quintessential American product, postmodern version of swaddling clothes—soft, malleable, enfolding
the contours of little arms and legs—so adaptable to
the moment. Plastic—such a poignant blanket for all
those little ones.
On November 12, 1996, the Comfort Inn, an inexpensive motel in Delaware, held no such thing for
Amy Grossberg and Brian C. Peterson, Jr., the two
high-school sweethearts charged with intentionally
killing their newborn son and abandoning him in a
Dumpster. No comfort for those two who were "supposed" to know—to know better, to know what to do
and not to do.
They were, after all, educated, upper-middle-class
kids, college freshmen, raised in the wealthy suburbs
of Bergen County among large homes and country
clubs. She was a first-year art student, and he had
been co-captain of the high-school soccer team. They

had options; they had choices. Were there no abortion
clinics? No adoption agencies? No friends to call on
or parents who would sit down and "dialogue?"
With all her privilege, money, education and whiteness, Amy Grossberg shared something with all the
other young, but not-so-privileged girls I see at
CHOICES every day coming in for second-trimester
abortions all wide-eyed and terrified—hit hard by a
reality that wasn't supposed to happen.
Maybe they're just late, they think. Their periods
were irregular anyway. But suddenly it's five months,
then six. They're expecting miracles to happen, their
stomachs (damn them) to stop protruding. Waiting,
waiting to be rescued. That's the miracle, the
epiphany they long for. "He'll marry me." "He'll
come back." "I'll wake up and not be pregnant anymore." According to Brian Peterson's attorney, Joseph
Hurley, Amy Grossberg was "totally concerned with
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Amy Grossberg Lived in and shared that state of mind that knows no boundaries
of race, class, or socioeconomic status—the state of denial.
body going through
her, not a baby, and
the bonding never occurs," he says. "She
doesn't think of it as
her child, but as an
object to get rid of."
It haunts us, this
ridding of an "object,"
this lurid story of two
young lovers and the
brutal death of an infant. But the morality
tales now being
woven from this tragedy—the cynical
political purposes to which it is being
put —are purely tactical and strategic.
Anti-abortion conservatives are manipulating the Grossberg-Peterson case
to create a rhetorical smog that posits a
slippery slope with no differentiation between neonaticide and abortion. They
conflate this death with the political hotbutton issue of "partial birth abortion"
until we are left with only a description
of an allegedly murdered infant
(neonaticide) and a grisly third-trimester
abortion procedure (a rare, difficult,
medically necessary and legal surgery).
Why have we turned Peterson and
Grossberg into "international monsters"
when infanticide is the law of the land?,
asks one of these manipulators, Ray Kerrison in the New York Post. "Police say
the baby in Delaware suffered head injuries in his death. Was he struck on the
head to kill him before being dispatched
to the garbage bin? If so, is that any
worse than piercing the baby's skull,
only seconds from birth, with scissors
and suctioning out its brain?" He goes
ECOGNIZING THESE SORTS OF CIRCUMstances, England has had an infanti- further in his analogy to abortion by saycide law since 1922 providing that moth- ing that what makes the Delaware
ers who kill babies who are up to a year killing so "repugnant is the apparent
old face manslaughter, not murder motive—convenience."
Convenience: the ultimate epithet. For
charges, according to The New York
Times. These women are then given psy- anti-abortionists, having "convenience
chiatric care and rarely serve prison abortions" is the greatest sin. How dare a
terms. American law, on the other hand, woman or girl make a decision that puts
makes no such differentiation "regard- herself, her life, her current family needs
less of whether [the victims] are one sec- before a fetus? How dare she? True beond or 50 years old," according to Joshua lievers demand the primacy of the fetus—
Dresler, a professor at the McGeorge and the diminution or even death of the
woman. Only if a woman is a victim or
School of Law in Sacramento.
Resnick believes that by desperately rape or incest—and not even then, for
denying their pregnancies until the mo- some fundamentalists—should a woman
ment of delivery such women have men- be allowed to terminate her pregnancy.
And in the same vein of melding abortally protected themselves from bonding
with their fetuses. "This is a foreign tion with neonaticide, infanticide and
not letting her mom find out about the
pregnancy. There was an unwillingness
to let parents know about something
they were ashamed of."
Amy Grossberg lived in and shared
that state of mind that knows no boundaries of race, class or socioeconomic status—the state of denial. And when she
exited, she went directly from labor to
tragedy.
What actually happened after that
baby was born may never be completely
known. What has been reported is that
Peterson told police that he placed a living baby in a trash bag and put it in a
Dumpster.
According to his lawyers, it was a delivery gone terribly wrong. The authorities, however, have charged the two with
first-degree murder.
"Neonaticide," the killing of newborns within hours of birth, is currently
on the decline in the United States because of the availability of birth control
and abortion. Getting accurate statistics
is difficult, but there may be about 250 a
year, according to Dr. Phillip J. Resnick,
professor of psychiatry at Case Western
Reserve Medical School, who coined the
term in 1970.
Neonaticides are typically committed
by isolated young women in severe denial of their pregnancies. The killing occurs when the reality of their biology
overcomes the illusions of their psychology, and they find themselves in some
dorm, toilet or waiting room giving birth
to an infant whose cries finally crack
their defenses.

R

Peterson and Crossberg in 1996
high-school yearbook photos.

murder, the National Review asks whether
what the pair is accused of doing is so
much more heinous than what a doctor
might have done a few hours earlier.
They quote George Will, the conservative
columnist, as delivering the "best line"
on the case: "Could Delaware choose to
execute the two by inserting scissors at
the base of their skulls, opening the scissors, inserting suction tubes and suctioning out their brains? Of course not. The
Constitution forbids choosing cruel and
unusual punishments."

I

N A WORLD OF SOUND BITES, THIS MAY

seem a natural argument and a strong
debating point. One could just as easily
respond that this case is the best argument yet for safe, legal abortion. But
that response is just as simplistic and
deceiving.
A late-term abortion is not neonaticide.
A child living outside the mother's
body is not a fetus within her.
In fact, Roe v. Wade, the Supreme Court
decision that legalized abortion in 1973,
differentiated among the stages of fetal
life, delineating a compelling state interest in the survival of the fetus in the
third trimester as opposed to the first. In
the first trimester, abortion is a decision
between a woman and her physician; in
the second, the state has the right to regulate; and in the third trimester, abortion
is permitted only to save the life of the
mother.
This transcendent right of women's reproductive freedom codified by nuanced
federal law is what some segments of society find so difficult to handle. With
pregnancy women take the naming of
reality into their own hands, including
the question of whether or not it is a life
and what meaning is to be given to that
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life. They either welcome it as a baby or
experience it as a burden—and then they
choose either to let the pregnancy continue or to interrupt it. In making the
choice of abortion, women not only
choose to terminate a pregnancy, they
choose to define it.
This power of naming and defining
one's perception of a pregnancy is the
essence of the abortion decision and informs its ethics. It is also at the core of
much of the anti-abortion attack on the
"inconsistency" of pro-choice language
and philosophy—the disingenuousness,
they say, of pro-choice proponents who
"call it a fetus" when they don't want it
and "call it a baby" when they do.
Arguing that the Peterson-Grossberg
case is merely an extension of a late-term
abortion is a particularly insidious style
of political spin. It is similar to the arguments that fetuses are analogous to Jews
during the Holocaust or blacks during
slavery. By extension of this argument,
women who choose abortions are either
Nazis or slave-owners. But fetuses are
not babies—nor are they Jews in
Auschwitz or slaves on plantations. The
right to legal, safe abortion, to reproductive freedom, is the fundamental civil
right that forms the core of women's personhood and their ability to function as
full citizens in society. It is not Nazi
genocide, Jim Crow or a political payoff.
Neonaticide is not the same as abortion, and this tragic case should not be
manipulated as a another political tool in
the abortion wars. These young mothers—desperate, driven, often pathologically depressed, their victims often hours
old with umbilical cords still attached—
are in a different category altogether. It
is, however, also time to consider a different moral response to, and legal definition of, these sad cases.

A

MY GROSSBERG

DIDN'T

NAME

HER

fetus as "baby" while she was pregnant or after she gave birth. Perhaps in
the quiet of her cell and the silent terror
of her aloneness she names it now.
Grossberg could indeed have avoided
her terrible fate, and that of her son, if
she had aborted early in the pregnancy.
But that would have required facing reality. And like so many other young girls
she took her time—she wasn't sure,
couldn't decide, was too ashamed,
thought it would go away.
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Grossberg was not alone in her magical thinking. She was educated in a society in which the objectification, medicalization and commercialization of
sexuality has led to an "epidemic" of
teen age pregnancies. Her story is another lesson for liberal optimists who think
that mass education is the antidote to
this epidemic. Media sound bites on the
dangers of unplanned pregnancy and
the failure rates of specific types of birth
control are no bulwark against the powerful influence of desire, impulsivity, and
the youthful sense of invulnerability.
Nor are they a protection against the lack
of self-determination and sexual empowerment that plague many young
girls and women.
The public reaction to Brian Peterson
has been interesting. Wearing a bulletproof vest when he surrendered to the
FBI, he had to face a crowd taunting him
with cries of "baby killer" and "murder."
But even as this was happening, a young
woman who identified herself only as

Transcending

SURVIVAL
A harrowing memoir of incest. . . .
An unforgettable story of recovery.

Jennifer cried out, "Brian, it will be OK.
Brian, you are in my prayers." As public
sympathy for Peterson mounted, a minister worried to the press that Peterson
not only killed his baby, but also his future. Young men always have futures to
kill. Women have to live with their pasts.
I have yet to read about anyone praying
out loud for Amy Grossberg.

T

HE NEW YORK TIMES NOTES THAT THE

case of Grossberg and Peterson has
"confounded the experts" because Peterson is an exception to the deadly rule
that neonaticides are almost always committed by panicked young women and
girls abandoned to their fates by men
who have discarded them.
Peterson did not abandon Grossberg.
He was with her when they allegedly
murdered their newborn son and is with
her now as they stand charged with
murder and facing life imprisonment or
the death penalty. Perhaps there is some
"comfort" in that after all. •

Because I Remember Terror, Father,
I Remember You
Sue William Silverman
Winner of the Associated Writing Programs
Award for Creative Notifiction

"A remarkable achievement from a
remarkable woman who forces us to
look for a word beyond 'survivor.'"
—ANDREW VACHSS,
author of False Allegations

"A terrifying and heartening book.
. . . I know it is going to be passed
urgently from hand to hand."
—ROSELLEN BROWN,
author of Before and After

AT BOOKSTORES OR CALL 1-8OO-BOOK UGA
THE UNIVERSITY OF GEORGIA PRESS
Athens, Georgia 30602

columnist

Phyllis Chesler

MY SIX MONTHS AS AN
AFGHAN BRIDE: THE MAKING
OF AN AMERICAN FEMINIST
"Do you have elephants in America?" my Afghan mother-in-law asked me
in Kabul, in 1961. Beebee Jan, as she was called, was the first wife of my
tall and dapper father-in-law, Mohammed. In 1920,
Mohammed had backed King Amanullah, who had
unveiled the women, opened schools for both boys
and girls, and built a trolley car line in Kabul. The
enlightened King was deposed in 1929, escaped and
died in exile in Rome 30 years later. My father-inlaw was jailed and sentenced to death, but he too escaped and spent years in exile in India, where, presumably, Beebee Jan had first become acquainted
with elephants.
During the 1930s, Afghanistan was ruled by a robber and water carrier named Bachi Saquo, who together with various mullahs and rifle-toting tribes-

men reveiled the women, boiled criminals in oil, amputated their hands, and stoned adulteresses to
death. The lesson: Things in Afghanistan rarely
change for the better, and when they do, there is usually fundamentalist hell to pay.
Beebee Jan's elephant question was a most endearing one. And, for a long time, I had nothing but compassion for her. Beebee Jan was still a young woman
when her husband had acquired a second, and then a
third wife; she had responded with uncustomary
spirit to this customary injustice. As a result, Mohammed rarely visited her. He fathered an additional
11 children with his other wives, for which her own
children blamed her, not him. She lived in purdah—a
form of house arrest; in Iran, the women refer to purdah as the "mobile prison." Mohammed lived nearby
with his third wife. Beebee Jan stood about 4 feet, 10
inches in her head veils, long skirts, and Turkish bopeep pantaloons, and she had no second or third husband. I wanted to love her—that is, until I saw how
she routinely humiliated her already cringing servants and beat them too, even when they were pregnant; and until she refused to allow the servants to
boil my water. No Afghan boiled drinking water, and
it was her responsibility to make sure that, as a foreign woman, I demonstrated deference for "Afghan
ways." If I failed at this, the entire family would be
ostracized and punished.

I

itwlaire

N MY MEW, THE WOMEN WERE ALMOST AS ENSLAVED

then as they are now, under the Taliban. In 1958,
King Zahir Shah again unveiled the women; more
than 600 protesters died in mullah-inspired, anti-government riots. In 1961, I remember seeing the eery,
silent women who were shrouded from head to foot
in ghost-like burkahs and who, if they had no male
servants, were required, by custom, if not by law, to
sit in the back of the bus, and to give up their place on
line in the bazaar to any man.
The captive bride Most marriages were still
on her Afghan
passport, 1961.

arranged; many men had more
than one wife. Women socialized
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When I tried to escape, the Marines at the American embassy brought me back.
The message: As the wife of an Afghan national, I was no longer an American citizen.

mainly with other women, both at
home and elsewhere, in separate and
unequal ways. Western-style parties
where the sexes mixed, or even
danced, were rare and dangerous affairs—even for Afghan men with foreign wives. Like people everywhere,
Afghans' customs remained invisible
to themselves. Not only Beebee Jan
but most people I met were uncomfortable with my "Western" view of
Afghan life. When pressed, they defended their customs as perfectly
sensible if not superior.

I

The reason I couldn't forgive
Beebee Jan's refusal to have my
water boiled was that, like most
foreigners, I'd contracted a case of
the "Kabul trots." I also came down
with infectious hepatitis. I turned
yellow. After weeks of begging to
see a doctor, I was taken to the Tom
Dooley hospital. "Every other foreigner who's contracted infectious
hepatitis so far this season has
died. Get out while you can," the
doctor said. Back behind high mud
walls, Beebee Jan mocked me for
hiding and hoarding a few precious
tins of food from Britain and America (by then, it was the only food I
could eat, and she delighted in
throwing it out).

N 1961, FEW AFGHANS EVER PUB-

licly criticized the segregation of
women or the country's systematic
undermining of young, idealistic
Afghans. I knew young men (there
were fewer women) who had
trained abroad in medicine and engineering and were relegated upon
their return, to army duty or civil
service "clerkships" until no one in
power, had cause to fear their expertise.
Their spontaneity and passion had to be
crushed—as Beebee Jan's had been.
Okay, maybe things are worse today—
thanks to the American tax dollars
that funded the refugee camps in Pakistan, from whence the Taliban arose.
And, additionally, to Russia's fear that
the Iranian Islamic revolution of the
1980s would lead to ethnic balkanization
in Russia; to America's opposition to
Russian imperialism, especially after
Iran's ascendancy in world politics; and
to the long-standing ethnic rivalry between various Afghan tribes (Tajiks,
Uzbeks, Pashtuns, Hazaras, Nuristanis,
Turkomen, Kirghizes—to name only a
few) and foreign nations, including Pakistan, which each now wishes to control
the enormous sums of drug-money that
come out of the opium fields of
Afghanistan's Helmand valley—these
are some of the factors in Afghanistan's
utter destruction.
Then again, maybe a few things have
improved. When I lived in Kabul, not a
single foreign voice was raised in protest

P H Y L L I S C H E S L E R is the author of eight books, including W o m e n a n d M a d n e s s .
In 1961-62, at the age of 21, she lived in Kabul and kept a diary.
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Y COSMOPOLITAN FATHER-IN-

law did not stop her from
doing these things, nor did my
Western-educated husband Karim,
whom I had met in college; we had lived
together as dreamers in America. When I
met Karim, I had no way of understanding that this debonair, sophisticated, totally Westernized man was "really" a foreigner. Hadn't we endlessly discussed
Dostoevski, Yeats, Beckett, Camus, Sartre,
German philosophy, French movie stars
Jean Paul Belmondo and Simone Signoret? Didn't we, therefore, come from
the same world? No, we did not, and I
had no idea that a woman could die for
attempting such dangerous culturalcrossings, that no woman can travel in
foreign countries (in her own country either) as if she were a man. This was a lesson I'd never forget, namely, that a
woman, even if she's an American and an
intellectual too, is a citizen of no country.
I tried to escape, but each time the
Marines at the American embassy
brought me back. Incredibly, the Afghans,
whose airport officials had kept my
American passport when we landed, and
my fellow Americans agreed on this: that,
as the wife of an Afghan national, I was
no longer an American citizen and /or entitled to American protection or asylum.
Never again would I romanticize foreign places or those who fought otherwise admirable anticolonial wars.

The star-crossed couple, near Bard College, 1960

about the condition of women. The
Western media didn't care about what
Afghans did to one another. Worse: ginsoaked diplomats told me that it would
be "immoral" to preach to Afghans
about their wild-West, low boiling-point
tribal violence or about their oppression
of women—which were, after all, sovereign local customs. Today, after 30 years
of global feminism, and 16 years of nowtoppled Russian rule, the world media is
outraged by what the Taliban has done.
Iran itself has condemned the Taliban for
"going too far." And today there is one
amazing Afghan woman named Sidiqua
Sidiq who has challenged the Taliban on
its persecution of women. Sadiq recently
appealed to other Afghan women to
"rise up against those individuals who
under the name of Islam are usurping
the rights given to us under Almighty
God....If you [prevent] women from
[working] they will be compelled to resort to disgusting jobs [prostitution]. Because no mother can tolerate seeing her
children dying of starvation, the burden
of this unforgivable sin will be forever
on your shoulders."

M
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feedback
Stripped of Illusions
I recently picked up your fall '96 issue
and was pleasantly surprised at my new
find. However, I have to object on behalf
of myself and my coworkers to Ms.
Maio's film section [Bad Girls Badly, fall
'96.] I was anxious to read her critique of
Striptease. I was offended to read backhanded comments about "real-life strippers." In less than a paragraph, she managed to trash an industry that supports
single mothers, keeps women off welfare
or helps them get off welfare, puts
women through school and supports
women-owned businesses.
By calling our audience "marks," Ms.
Maio suggests that what we do is illegal
and immoral. When she states that
dancers deliver "the illusion of friendly,
feminine, sexual availability" and that
"gymnastic routines delivered with cold
authority...would make lousy tips," Ms.
Maio shows an unprecedented naivete
about the industry. It has been my experience (and I have been doing this for
four years) that dancers who can dance
and are gymnastic make better tips.
I have always thought that feminism
is about choice, but here I am reading
that the choice I have made for myself is
wrong—and in as unlikely a place as a
film critique. Haven't you learned yet
that language is as powerful a weapon
as it is a tool?
Jennifer Wisenbaker
New Haven, CT

A Sexist Thing?
I was disgusted with Charmaine Seitz'
article: "Sexy Divas: It's a Control
Thing," [fall '96]. Charmaine's attitude is
counterprogressive; she seems to think
that the way for women to gain self-respect is by showing off their bodies. I
think it's wonderful that she feels so confident about her body, but shouldn't
women be concentrating on their intelliO N THE ISSUES welcomes letters and considers
them for publication in the magazine and on its
website, unless otherwise specified. Letters may
be edited for clarity and space. Send to O N THE
ISSUES, CHOICES Women's Medical Center, Inc.,
97-77 Queens Blvd., Forest Hills, NY 713743317, or e-mail to onissues@echonyc.com.

'You can be childless and recognize the need for
child care; you can be single and help
end discrimination in marriage and divorce.'
—M.L

gence and gain respect with their knowledge and creativity, rather than focusing
on their appearance? Flaunting your
body only emphasizes men's view of
women as sex objects. I'm 17 years old,
and when I hear women like Charmaine
boasting about their self-esteem, it
makes me worried about the state of the
feminist movement. I think a relationship should be based on mutual respect

ON M ISSUES
the male role model
< WUSON The organization of angry dads
CARIES HEYWAKO Whaf s really wrong
with the faith of our fathers

and equality; neither party should be in
control of the other!
She states her admiration for Salt-NPepa and TLC for gaining power
through objectifying themselves; how
can she admire those fascist celebrities?
They are reinforcing the stereotypical
idea that the only way to "train" your
man is by using your body as a center of
seduction. We must grow as individuals,
value our intelligence and individuality,
and stop focusing on superficial consumerist preoccupations.
Erika Fisher
Montreal, Que

Freedom of Choice
I read Phyllis Chesler's story regarding
child support "Is Every Woman One Divorce Away From Financial Disaster"
[winter '97], and I felt sorry for her. Her
generation was brought up with the
myth of everlasting romantic love, so it
seemed as if every married couple was
relatively happy. However, whenever a
situation like that arises with anyone 35

STEVICK, WELLSBURG, WV

years or younger, I don't feel as sorry for
them. I think by now they should have a
clue. The exceptional men are just that—
the exceptions.
I do not plan to get married. I think
it's ludicrous to start out with something
that involves freedom and personal
choice and turn it into something legally
binding. I have also decided to remain
childless. If I were ever to change my
mind, however, I would make the decision based on my income, how much
leave I can expect from my job, and the
chances of keeping my job. I wouldn't
make plans based on the lip service of a
man who is probably harboring romantic fantasies of fatherhood.
Although I don't plan to marry or
have children, I am still very supportive
of changing the law. I think you can be
childless and still recognize the need for
child care for working women , especially the working poor. I think you can be
single and still help to end discrimination in marriage and in divorce. We all
need to do our part, because we are all in
this together. When one woman suffers,
we all suffer. When one woman is
helped, we are all helped.
M. L. Stevick
Wellsburg, WV

Popular Feminism Counts, Too
When I read Bonnie Dow and Lisa Maria
Hogeland's "When Feminism Meets the
Press, Our Real Politics Get Lost," [Talking Feminist, winter '97] I found myself
vacillating between cheers and boos
from one paragraph to the next. The article makes crucial points about the limitations of the ideological media darling,
"power feminism," especially in its individual solutions and self-help approach
to feminist politics. However, I find
some of the implications of Dow and
Hogeland's article more troubling,including the labeling (and denigrating) of
these media events as a milquetoast kind
of "feminist literacy."
Isn't feminist reform, however modest, worth something? I do not share the
authors' woe about "feminist literacy,"
though I agree that it is "by no means an
unmediated vision of feminism." I, for
one, am among those feminists the au-
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thors suggest are naively "grateful" for In Defense of Equestrians
feminist literacy, and I don't think this As a feminist and a lifelong equestrian
gratitude means one must embrace PR to and horse lover, I was delighted to find
the detriment of the feminisms outside Norine Dworkin's "Equestrian Equality"
the mass media.
[fall '96] in my first issue of your magaThe point for me, which I think consti- zine. The following issue included Batya
tutes "real politics," is that feminists Bauman's patronizing and disparaging
might more often laud and appreciate letter, to which I am responding.
those who fashion progressive political
So many people in this country beplatforms into more popular (albeit sim- lieve that equestrian sports are all about
plistic) terms. I believe such mainstream "dominating the horse and bending it to
feminisms can encourage women to the master's will." In reality, to be at all
change their lives and to seek out further successful, riders must be in tune with
feminist activity. I don't mean to suggest their equine partner's body and mind.
that ''power feminism" is progressive Brute force or intimidation, although
enough—a sort of "don't worry, be used by ignorant trainers, never prohappy" approach to social justice. How- duces lasting positive results. This is, I
ever, when feminists are unable or un- believe, why women tend to do so well
willing to celebrate and to capitalize on in the equine world. We are sometimes
such media attention, as well as to en- more apt to try to understand why a
gage in sustained political critique, per- horse is behaving a certain way, whereas
haps we need to worry more about our men can be more prone to simply deown goals and motivations, as well as mand obedience.
those of the "unfair" media.
I ride horses not because I want power
Devoney Looser and control, nor because I think it is
Indiana State University prestigious, but because the partnership
Bloomington, IN and fusion that can occur when my
horse friend and I concentrate intently
No Laughing Matter
on one another is a singular joy in my
Paula J. Caplan, in her article "Try Diag- life.
nosing Men's Mind Games Instead
Ms. Bauman states that she would feel
of Pathologizing Women" [winter '97] a "whole lot better" about women who
refers to Gloria Steinem's article on love horses if we were in the forefront of
Freud; perhaps Caplan attempted to fol- efforts to "end the many ways horses are
low Steinem's lead in using humor and exploited and abused in our culture." In
satire to shed light on the misogyny em- my 16 years of experience with horses, it
bedded in some psychological research has been the professional trainers, inand diagnostic measures. However, Ca- structors, veterinarians, blacksmiths,
plan's article lacks Steinem's tongue-in- barn managers, etc. who have been the
cheek wit; she fails to illuminate the most active and the most effective in
problems inherent in the classification of combating abuse and cruelty. They are
the ones who educate the unknowing
feminine behavior as mental illness.
Caplan complains that "the gatekeep- owner about caring for their pony, run
ers of the DSM" are mostly white, male the local 4-H clubs, buy washed-up race
psychiatrists. However, her resignation horses to retrain for a new life. I personfrom a DSM committee is in part to ally have called the local humane society
blame for this situation. It is unfair for several times about starving horses I'd
Caplan to criticize the DSM for exclud- seen, and know many friends who have
ing women when she had the opportuni- done similar things. I mounted a large
ty to remedy the problem. But rather alumna letter-writing campaign to my
than serve on a DSM committee, Caplan college alma mater when I discovered
has settled for writing a male-bashing that the person hired to run the school's
piece which does not help feminists in equestrian program had allowed the
horses to become thin due to underfeedmeeting our goals.
I give Caplan credit for recognizing ing (that person subsequently resigned.)
that many of the diagnoses found in the So, it is simply wrong for Ms. Bauman to
DSM are biased and detrimental to imply that women who love horses
women. I wish that she would use her aren't involved.
intelligence, determination and title in a
One more point: What is this obsesmore productive manner that would sion with women riders wearing tall
leather boots with spurs, carrying crops,
benefit women.
Liza Feldman and so on? It occurred to me that images
Albany, NY of S&M/bondage must be flitting
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through the minds of the uninitiated. Let
me set the record straight: We wear tall
boots because they are practical. I would
have raw holes rubbed into my legs if I
rode without some kind of protection.
Tall boots are also traditional, originating not with the military, but with overthe-knee boots worn by English foxhunters.
Let me now explain why we use spurs
and crops. When horses are interacting
amongst themselves, they often bite and
kick one another as a matter of course.
These bites and kicks do not really hurt
the horses, although if one of them were
to bite or kick a human in the same way,
it would severely injure us. The use of
spurs (nowhere near as harsh) as another
horse nipping the side of the one being
ridden, is to encourage the horse to
move away from the pressure. Only experienced riders who have enough bodily control to use the spur selectively
should wear them, if they are needed for
a particular horse. The use of the crop
imitates the same thing, only it can be
used in different places such as the rump
or shoulder. Again, a rider must be experienced to use a crop or whip. Whips
and spurs, used properly, are training
aids, not devices for punishment.
Allison L. Schraf
Pittsburgh, PA

Correction:
NOW would like to correct information
included in the article, "Will Paternal
Paranoia Triumph?" [winter '97] by Trish
Wilson. The National Organization for
Women has not established a "Clearinghouse Against Fathers' Rights." NOW's
National Board of Directors passed a resolution at its 1996 National Conference
to establish a clearinghouse for information about so-called "fathers' rights"
groups whose objectives are to restrict
and limit custodial parents' rights and to
decrease child support obligations of
non-custodial parents. These groups and
their political agendas can be especially
harmful to battered and abused women
and children. However, NOW's data collection on these groups, like-minded
judges and sympathetic policymakers is
in the preliminary stages, and the clearinghouse has not been activated or formally named.
Patricia Ireland, President
National Organization for Women
Washington, D.C.
EDITOR'S NOTE: Sorry we jumped the gun!

ON THE ISSUES regrets the error.

talking

feminist

No Tears Left:
One Nanny's Odyssey in America
by Camille Small
Who's caring for the children of America? It's a topic that gets lots of media attention now, not all of it good. Every
couple of months a network news program airs an expose on bad daycare centers or about abusive nannies. While I
would never condone child abuse under
any circumstances, such television programs have a different effect on me. In
large part, my sympathies are with the
nannies. I have lived and worked as a
nanny, and I was a good one. But for my
efforts, I was always rewarded with a
swift kick in the ass.
Though this is my personal story, it is
also the story of many nameless and
faceless women. Many of these women
have left their own countries—often developing nations in Asia or the
Caribbean. Some leave behind their own
children to work here, nurturing the children of others, earning money to send
home or saving money for their own educations. They work as I did, for pay
below minimum wage; they endure
working hours that should earn them
huge amounts of overtime. They go on
in spite of horrible conditions, either because they see no alternative or, like me,
because they have a goal. Many of these
women are good workers, capable of
loving someone else's children, even
when their every good deed goes unnoticed. Like me, many of these women
never raise their hands or their voices to
the children in their care. Our only recourse to the disrespect, even the abuse
we experience, is to cry ourselves to
sleep at night.
CAMILLE SMALL is a poet and writer
now living in Brooklyn.
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My own story begins on Thanksgiving
Day, 1990.1 arrived in Philadelphia from
Trinidad with dreams and a plan. I was
going to work for a year or two and then
go to college. I grew up watching movies
like The Sound of Music and Pollyanna, so

baby sitting seemed a logical choice. At
20,1 was naive, without prejudice, having
grown up in a country where race is not
the dominant issue. I grew up in a racially mixed neighborhood, and didn't yet
realize that there was an ocean of difference between blacks and whites in the
United States. It was a bitter lesson that I
would soon learn. I interviewed for a
number of jobs and was finally hired by a
family in Bryn Mawr, PA. My schedule?
A Tuesday to Saturday schedule, with
hours as needed. The agency that sent me
on the job told me I was supposed to
work eight hours a day. I think now my
employer took that to mean at least eight
hours a day.

M

y first day on the job, my employer showed me to my quarters, a
room in the basement. It was tiny, but I
soon came to appreciate my refuge away
from the family. I started my day at 6:45
A.M., when I got the older of the two
boys in my care ready for school; he was
8 years old. I then spent the day cleaning
an all-white house: white floors, white
walls, white furniture and more mirrors
than I had ever seen in my life, all this
while being fully responsible for a 3year-old. I loved that little boy; he and I
spent many hours together building castles and reading story books. He was a
joy to be around, but his mother and her
all-white house drove me crazy. Never
did my day end before 8:30 P.M. After
preparing and serving dinner, I waited
in my room for them to finish. It was the

first time all day that I had a moment to
sit still.
Saturdays were the worst days in that
house. Starting my day at 9 A.M., I was
on guard until midnight or later. I understand now why child care and housekeeping have become Tuesday to Saturday jobs. This enables employers to have
a built-in Saturday night sitter without
having to pay for it. When my employers returned, I had to call a taxi to go to
the train station, since they lived too far
for me to walk. On the nights they returned too late for me to catch the last
train, I had to wait until Sunday morning to leave. I remember that the taxi driver who brought me to the job laughed
when I gave him the address. He warned
me that no one ever lasted there more
than a couple of months. But I did.
When I finally left after two years she
cried, told me how much she loved me,
how much they would miss me and
handed me $60—a farewell gift for college. It was just enough to pay for my
ticket to New York.
In New York, I was hired by a black
single parent, a corporate attorney with
an 11-year-old son. For the first time, I
came face to face with class prejudice; I
was asked to wait elsewhere while they
ate so I could clean up afterward. This
was the first of two employers—one
black, one white—who asked me to remove myself while the family ate.
My most hurtful experience, however,
was the day I went to temple with the
two little girls in my care. Three and five
years old respectively, they were the
apple of my eye. I imagine I loved them
as much as I might love children of my
own. On this particular day, though, the
contempt I felt for their mother and her
family was unspeakable. Told to dress
appropriately for temple, I arrived with
my charges before services began. We
met their grandparents, who told me to
sit in the lobby while the services went
on. There I sat in the lobby of a synagogue for almost three hours—the only
black person, obviously the maid.
I had always felt there was honor in
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The good old days
at home sweet home
by Marge Piercy

hard, honest work. This day, I didn't feel
that way. Returning home with the family, I learned what it was like to be invisible. Not once did the grandfather address me directly; I was clearly of so
little consequence that he never felt the
need to even look in my direction. I was
told that since the family was about to
have lunch, I could wait in the living
room, or go outside to the park. I chose
to wait in the park.

U

ntil I came to this country, I

never had hate in my heart for anyone. Yet I have been treated so despicably,
and cried so much that now I have no
tears left. I listen with amusement to
working mothers who claim to want
good, reliable child care, because I know
they don't mean it. What many of these
women want is cheap, anonymous labor.
What I still can't understand is why
mothers would treat so inhumanely the
person to whom they have entrusted the
most valuable person in their life.
Should I be part of the family? Not necessarily, but is respect and compassion
too much to ask? I refer to mothers purposely; one thing that always struck me
about the child care situations that I
found myself in is that the husbands
have always been very pleasant, kinder
and more thoughtful than their wives. I
haven't decided what the problem was
between myself and the women I have
worked for. I know only that I came to
this country with an open mind. Truly
unaware that we were supposed to dislike each other—black and white, Jew
and gentile, working class and affluent,
as a sad result of my experiences my innocence has been lost.
I want to believe that the children I
have loved will always remember me as
fondly as I remember them. I hope they
never succumb to the prejudice around
them, learning to see me as only another
nanny in a long line of caretakers. I hope
I have left my mark on them, just as they
have on me. In the end, it has been their
innocence that has kept me from embracing hate. •
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On Monday my mother washed.
It was the way of the world,
all those lines of sheets flapping
in the narrow yards of the
neighborhood,
the pulleys stretching out second
and third floor windows.
Tuesday my mother ironed my
Down in the dank steamy basement,

father's underwear. Wednesday

wash tubs vast and grey, the wringer

she mended, darned socks on

sliding between the washer

a wooden egg. Shined shoes.

and each tub. At least every

Thursday she scrubbed floors.

year she and I caught

Put down newspapers to keep

a hand in it.
them clean. Friday she
Tuesday my mother ironed.

vacuumed, dusted, polished,

One iron was the mangle.

scraped, waxed, pummeled.

She sat at it feeding in towels,

How did you become a feminist

sheets, pillow cases.

interviewers always ask

The hand ironing began

as if to say, when did this

with my father's underwear.
rare virus attack your brain?
She ironed his shorts.
She ironed his socks.

It could have been Saturday

She ironed his undershirts.

when she washed the windows,

Then came the shirts,

Thursday when she burned

a half hour to each, the starch

the trash, bought groceries

boiling on the stove.

hauling the heavy bags home.

I forget blueing. I forget

It could have been any day

the props that held up the line

she did again and again what

clattering down. I forget

time and dust obliterated

chasing the pigeons that shat

at once until stroke broke

on her billowing housedresses.

her open. I think it was Tuesday

I forget clothespins in the teeth.

when she ironed my father's shorts.

MARGE PIERCY is the author of 13 novels and 12 collections of poetry. What Are
Big Girls Made Of? is her most recent work.
© 1996 Marge Piercy
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One Flew Over the Coup:
The Sculpture of Kate MilLett
The scholar Kate Millett, Ph.D., Columbia University, 1970, through a stunning examination of patriarchal bias, gave the second round of 20th-century
feminism its theoretical moorings. The dissertation-turned-bestseller, Sexual
Politics, secured Millett a Time magazine cover, household-name status,
book contracts (a total of eight over the next 25 years)—and arguably her
fame led to near oblivion as a sculptor. Ironically, her own torrent of words
that has eclipsed her prolific and profound body of art were sculpted in the
studio. There would have been no Sexual Politics without the 1963 "Furniture Suite," a fanciful assemblage of hand-carved body parts encased in a
bed, love seat, and piano, in which Millet explored gender issues.
Art historian Kathy O'Dell, has organized, with the Fine Arts Gallery at
the University of Maryland/Baltimore County, the first major retrospective
of Millett's sculpture, opening February 27 (through April 5). The impetus
to show her sobering large-scale installations since 1967 and earlier examples of her witty surrealist sculptures came from "a desire to balance the
record," says O'Dell. As the curator observes, to second-wave feminists,
Millett is a founding mother; to political activists worldwide, she is a comrade against human-rights violations; and to lesbians, she is a sensuous and
culturally astute chronicler of her relationships with women. All can now
reckon with her extraordinary art production. In "Kate Millett, Sculptor:
The First 38 Years," in the exhibit's catalogue, "Shaping Identity, Reshaping
Constraints," and in a series of related lectures and interactive Web sites,
the connections between Millett's visual and written work are finally addressed. The many Milletts are together at last.
—HARRIET LYONS

The Trial of Sylvia Likens, 1978 •
MiLLett's reaction to the 1965 torture-murder of teenager Sylvia Likens, held captive
in an Indianapolis basement, would dramatically change the pop and fantasy imagery of her earlier work. The metaphor of
the cage was born. It was "fear itself,"
wrote Millett. "My fears. The fears of others. Of our times in fact. Confinement. The
terror of isolation." Although Likens's ordeal was the "hidden engine" powering her
artistic vision, Millett did not deal with her
experience head-on until 13 years later in
"The Trial of Sylvia Likens." This mock
courtroom filled with life-size models of
the perpetrators invites visitors to read
Likens's harrowing story written out on the
wall (news accounts and pages from the
manuscript of "The Basement") and listen
to it on audiotape.
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< Psychiatry, 1995
This work is informed by Milletfs personal history with
the mental health system. She was briefly committed in
1972 to what she calls a California madhouse through
misguided family intervention, and again in 1980 in
Ireland by police after she supported IRA hunger strikers. "Psychiatry" displays a medicine chest housing bottles of antipsychotics alongside bottles labeled with
their positive and negative results. A hoped for effect,
"quiet," can as easily produce "fright." "The glass door
of the cabinet has been smashed," observes curator
Kathy O'Dell. "Medical tape has been wrapped around
it, holding the cabinet together, as flimsily, Millett
seems to be saying, as its drugs hold people together."

r
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Homage to the Old Men
at the Houston Hotel, 1975 •
The flop house that once stood a stone's throw from Milletfs studio on the Bowery in Manhattan is re-created as
a regulation cell with a victim she describes as "archetypically male. As are most prisoners, 'criminal' or political.
As are most inhabitants of flop houses... With women, I
have always known. That was our life—confinement... All
that was merely theoretical until Sylvia Likens. This
spunky kid, this humorist and fighter was punished unto
death for her energy, her potential sexual vitality. She
was my lost child self. It could have been me, and in a
sense it was. I joined the underground people. Thereafter
they would be my subject, what I sculpted."

r
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< Waiting for Godot, 1995
The two gigantic, wheel-like forms atop a
bench evoke two seated figures, a reference
to Estragon and Vladimir of Samuel Becketfs play. These characters, according to
curator Kathy O'Dell, "wait for Godot, biding their time by exchanging banalities and
reflections on the vicissitudes of life. Nobody named Godot ever appears, the point
being the waiting: the deferral of satisfaction; the containment of desire. These are
likewise the terms of imprisonment." While
no actual cages appear in Milletfs most recent work, O'Dell sees the "caged dynamic"
thriving. For Millett, however, "this entails
not only resisting but reshaping constraints—the very socio-political conditions
that form the meaning of life."
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Desperate Measures:
A mother battles a sick system
by Katherine Eban Finkelstein
"Don't judge me by my house," says
Kathryn Myrice, 42, in the airless clutter
of her clapboard home on the edge of
Ohio farm country. In the summer-baked
interior, we wind through an obstacle
course of illness. The small front
entrance hall has been converted into a
sick room, where her 19-year-old son,
Chad, lies in a hospital bed. Light burns
through the small screen windows. A
cool wash cloth covers his face, which is
swollen from medication.
Kathryn, coping with her son's fastmoving brain tumor, leads me into her
kitchen. At the table, amid strewn
ashtrays and stacks of medical records,
sit three generations of family with no
medical insurance: her sister, Julie,
wheelchair-bound (years ago, she was
shot by a jealous boyfriend); Kathryn's
teenage daughter, Tonya, feeding her
baby son, Justin, perched in a high chair.
Chad hollers out, "Mom," and Kathryn
gets up. "Having a brain tumor doesn't
affect your lungs," she says, her blue eyes
lighting up behind pink glasses, her
stenciled eyebrows rising. After giving her
son a fresh washcloth, she returns to the
table. "I don't care if there are disasters
stacked up to the ceiling," she says. "I
have one function in this world right now,
which is to take care of my son."
Despite her fortitude and good humor,
Kathryn is, in fact, desperate. Her son is
dying and neither of them has health
insurance. She forages constantly for
compassionate doctors, negotiates
resources and does end runs around an
unresponsive system.
Kathryn Myrice's predicament is one
small ripple in a deepening national
crisis. An estimated 40 million
Americans, almost one-fifth of the
population, lack health insurance,
according to the Census Bureau. This
number is climbing by two million a
year. New census figures reveal that on
any given day, 61 million people are

uncovered at least briefly after changing
or losing their jobs. Because half of them
are full-time employees, one recession
could spike this number by 10 million.

B ehind these staggering numbers,

however, is a crisis that falls heavily
on women: 13 million of the 40 million
uninsured are women; their children
comprise another 10 million. In addition,
26 million women are insured by
Medicaid, the federal-state health
insurance program for the poor. Those
kicked off welfare in the wake of
legislative reform will likely lose their
Medicaid entitlement and join the
uninsured. And because, like Kathryn,
women are often the primary caretakers,
they end up nursing uninsured parents
and children.
Despite a recent wave of incremental
health reforms, uninsured women and
their struggles remain invisible. The new
48-hour laws, which require insurers to
pay for two-day hospital stays for
childbirth and mastectomies, support
women who are already insured. The
Kennedy/Kassebaum legislation, which
guarantees employees who change jobs
the right to new insurance regardless of
pre-existing conditions, will
predominantly help men, who are far
more likely to have health insurance
through their employers.
Also, the final bill does not regulate
the cost of insurance, which is typically
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higher for women of child-bearing age
who need regular checkups, and for
employers who hire such women.
Moreover, many insurers either refuse to
grant policies, or make them
prohibitively expensive, for women with
pre-existing conditions. Astonishingly,
many insurers include domestic violence
as a pre-existing condition.
With a system that so vigorously
excludes women, the fallout is far more
than payment and debt. The issue is,
literally, a matter of life and death—as
Kathryn Myrice learned. When Chad
suffered his first symptom—a seizure in
1993—doctors at a free clinic referred
him to St. Charles Hospital, a small
community facility outside Toledo. The
doctor who read his test results there
informed Kathryn that her son was
"healthy as a horse."
However, because they weren't
insured, St. Charles's doctors refused to
take a magnetic resonance imaging test
(MRI), which would have been the best
way to diagnose Chad's tumor. "They
treat you like dirt," Kathryn recalls
grimly. "I couldn't say to them, "This is
neurological. Take an MRI.' Nobody
would listen to me."
Increasingly, such high-tech care is
reserved for insured patients, and the
results have become painfully clear. The
uninsured are 25 percent more likely to
die of their illnesses, and three times
more likely than insured patients to die
while in a hospital, according to a recent
study in the New England Journal of
Medicine. As well, the uninsured often
seek out care too late, when their disease
is far advanced. As Jim Tallon, president
of the United Hospital Fund, explains:
"People who are uninsured often look at
the economic barrier and wait too long
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The crisis of the uninsured falls heavily on women: 13 million of the 40 million
uninsured are women; their children comprise another 10 million. And because women
are often the primary caretakers, they end up nursing uninsured parents and children.
to get into the system."
By the end of 1994, Chad was well
enough to be hired as a courier for
United Parcel Service. But in August '95,
he jumped off his delivery truck and so
misgauged the height that he fell and
ripped open his knee. Again Kathryn
took him to St. Charles, where he was
treated for superficial injuries. UPS,
attributing the fall to poor vision, insisted
that Chad get glasses or he would be
fired. When he discovered the company's
insurance plan did not cover eye care, he
decided to quit for a job at Sears, which
permitted him to obtain a store credit
card. He charged his eyeglasses.
Kathryn now reflects on this job
change. "Chad wasn't willing to admit
he was sick," she sighs. So, the Myrices
failed to seek out stop-gap measures like
sick leave or disability. As Chad's
symptoms worsened, Kathryn returned
with him to St. Charles. This time a new
doctor examined him more carefully,
running a battery of tests, and was able
to diagnose the tumor. As she recalls, the
doctor told Chad, "You're going to die.
You have three months left to live."

T

hat is the moment, as Kathryn can
best pinpoint it, that she became
political. She learned how to bend the
law and break the rules in order to get
care for her son. Her energy came not
from any epiphany about the social
justice pyramid and her place near the
bottom of it. It came from the raw fact
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that her son wanted to live.
She filed the paperwork so Chad
could receive Medicaid. During this
process, Kathryn, determined to lift
Chad's death sentence, became
captivated by a TV news feature. An
Ohio couple had brought their dying
daughter to a Houston cancer specialist,
Dr. Stanislaw Burzynski, who cured her
with experimental treatments.
She resolved she would take Chad to
Dr. Burzynski. She needed close to
$15,000 to get there and pay for
treatment. Medicaid would not cover
the cost of experimental procedures. So
a friend of Kathryn's created a cookbook
to sell, the proceeds destined for Chad.
They canvassed neighboring counties,
set up donation buckets, had cookbook
drives at the local school and scraped
together $9,000. Because these funds
needed to be put in a trust of which
Chad could not be the trustee, Kathryn
hastily established a trust in Tonya's
name—unaware that such an action
would jeopardize her daughter's
eligibility for welfare.
Kathryn borrowed the rest from her
brother-in-law and left for Houston with
Chad, who was now unable to walk.
While Chad was being treated, his
Medicaid caseworker learned of the
trust fund. No longer considered
indigent, Chad lost his Medicaid card.
With the trust in her name, Chad's sister
and her son were then dropped from the
welfare rolls.
The family continued raising money
for Chad's care, but he returned from
Houston only marginally improved.
Kathryn then brought him to St.
Vincent's Hospital, a high-tech facility in
Toledo. Remarkably, she found a radical
physician there, Dr. Jonathan Ross, a
member of Physicians for a National
Health Program, which lobbies for
comprehensive health coverage. Dr. Ross
prescribed chemotherapy, which was
sanctioned by the hospital billing
department even though Chad was
technically uninsured. Kathryn,
disputing Medicaid's decision to drop
Chad, put the expenses on his expired
card. St. Vincent's medical staff was most
concerned about trying to save Chad's
life. His mother would just let the

government catch up with her later.
Chad died last September at home.
Kathryn managed to get his Medicaid
card reinstated, but not until three days
before his death. "I explained to
everyone, 'You're going to wait until it's
too late,'" says Kathryn. She was never
able to get Chad the right medication or
even the right portable hospital bed
because she could not afford it. She has
been devastated by Chad's death. She is
also left with more than $30,000 in
unpaid medical bills.
Kathryn's brush with rebellion is
fading with the loss of her son—which is
exactly why uninsured women remain
uninsured. Their political activities hang
on the cycles of illness and often ebb
with the loss of a loved one. Kathryn
would like to help create change, which
is why she is telling her story. But she
remains immersed in personal crisis,
caught in a tangle of Medicaid
paperwork and meetings with a lawyer
to assess St. Charles Hospital's liability
in failing to diagnose Chad earlier.

C

learly, the very nature of illness
consumes time, a commodity
required for activism. During Chad's
illness, Kathryn was a survivalist, doing
everything she could to get by. Ideally
(but perhaps unrealistically) families
struck by illness should work the
system, as well as, organize politically in
their communities.
How can the uninsured sustain their
energy? The difference between failure
and success might be a major conceptual
shift. Uninsured voters need to stop
thinking along party lines to effect
change. Instead, they need to start
thinking of themselves (and organizing
themselves) as a single voting block. Forty
million strong, they would constitute the
largest single voice in America. In this
way, their interests might effectively
compete with those of the insurance and
pharmaceutical lobbies, which doomed
the Clinton Administration's national
health reform efforts.
In Kathryn Myrice's vehemence lies the
seeds of the next health care revolution.
Because ultimately, no one will care
enough to change the system except the
families of those who are dying. •
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Unto the woman God said: I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy
conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; and thy desire shall be
to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee.—GENESIS 3:16.
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In my novel The Color Purple, Celie and Shug discuss,
as all thoughtful humans must, the meaning of God.
Shug says, "I believe God is everything that is, ever
was or ever will be." Celie, raised to worship a God
that resembles "the little fat white man who works in
the bank," only bigger and bearded, learns to agree. I
agree also. It was years after writing these words for
Shug that I discovered they were also spoken millennia ago, by Isis, ancient Goddess of Africa.
In day-to-day life, I worship the Earth as God—
representing everything—and Nature as its spirit.
But for a long time I was confused. After all, when
someone you trust shows you a picture of a blond,
blue-eyed Jesus Christ and tells you he's the son of
God, you get an instant image of his father: an older
version of him. When you're taught God loves you,
but only if you're good, obedient, trusting, and so
forth and you know you're that way only some of the
time, there's a tendency to deny your shadow side.
Hence the hypocrisy I noted early on in our church.
The church I attended as a child still stands. It is
small, almost tiny, and made of very old, silver gray
lumber, painted white a couple of decades ago, when
an indoor toilet was also added. It is simple, serene,
sweet. It used to nestle amid vivid green foliage at a
curve in a sandy dirt road; inside, its rough hewn
benches smelled warmly of pine. Its yard was shaded
by a huge red oak tree, from which people took bits
of bark with which to brew a tonic for their chickens.
I remember my mother boiling the bark she'd cut
from the tree and feeding the reddish brown "tea" to
her pullets, who, without it were likely to cannibalize
each other. The county, years later, and without
warning, cut down the tree and straightened and
paved the road. In an attempt to create a tourist industry where none had existed before, they flooded
the surrounding countryside. The fisher people from
far away who whiz by in their pickup trucks today
know nothing about what they see. To us, they are so
unconnected to the land they appear to hover above
it, like ghosts.
The church was donated to our community in 1866
after the Emancipation Proclamation by the daughter
of the slave owner. It is "ours" only for as long as services are held there. Few young people have remained interested in the church, and so it has been
kept going by one or two elderly women. I have sup-

A L I C E W A L K E R is an essayist,

novelist

and poet

whose works include In Search of Our Mothers'
Gardens, Meridian, and Revolutionary Petunias.
Her best-known book, The Color Purple, was the
recipient of the 1983 Pulitzer Prize and the American
Book Award. Ms. Walker lives in Northern California.

byalicewalker
Spring

1 9 9 7 • O N T H E ISSUES

17

ported their effort to keep the church open by responding to whatever modest requests for assistance
they have made. I do this because I respect these old
women, and also because I recognize them as the
keepers of a personal heritage that is very dear to me.
The cemetery with virtually all of my relatives, including grandparents and parents, is just across the
way, as is the vetch-covered space where the first
consolidated school for black people in our community used to stand. A school my father was instrumental in erecting. I find myself once or twice a year
sitting on the church steps, peeking into the windows, or just standing in the yard, remembering.
What I remember is playing tag and hide-and-goseek with my cousin and best friend, Delilah.1 She
was radiantly black, funny; and fleet of foot, and
her mother dressed her in the same airy, colorful
summer dresses and patent-leather shoes just the
way my mother dressed me. Perhaps she had more
pigtails; I had bigger bows. In winter we wore identical maroon-colored snow suits, which served us
well in the uninsulated church, which was then, and
still is, heated by a potbellied stove. We would grow
up and lose touch, and she would barely escape a
violently abusive marriage, about which I heard
only after the fact. I remember my father huddled
with other men outside under the trees, laughing.
My mother scrubbed and shining, smiling. We were
all on our best behavior, even my incorrigibly raucous brothers who, only at church, managed to be
both neat and quiet.
Because we were Methodists, and sang mostly
standard hymns, the singing wasn't all that great. I
loved it, though, because I liked singing with others—still do—and I was, even as a small child, humbled by the sincerity in
the voices of everyone.
After we sang any kind
of song together, there
was nobody in the congregation I didn't love.
Perhaps the singing
had been even more sincere a hundred years
earlier; legend had it
that the former slave
owners would stop
their buggies underneath the red oak to listen. Sometimes professional gospel singers
came down from Atlanta and "turned the
place out." They were
undisputed queens in
The author in 1950 at age six.
their shiny red or b i u e
robes: they shouted at
God as if they knew Him personally and also knew
He was hard of hearing. The black stuff around their
eyes, which began to run and smear the moment they
' Not her real name.
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began to sweat, was strange to us, as was the fact that
they wore, and wiped off, more lipstick in an afternoon than my plain, country beauty mother would
own in her life.
My mother, in addition to her other duties as
worker, wife, and mother of eight children, was also
mother of the church. I realize now that I was kind of
a little church mother in training, as I set out for the
church with her on Saturday mornings. We would
mop the bare pine floors, run dust rags over the
benches and wash the windows. Take out the ashes,
dump them behind the outhouse, clean the outhouse,
and be sure there was adequate paper. We would
sweep the carpeting in the pulpit and I would reverently dust off the Bible. Each Saturday my mother
slipped a starched and ironed, snowy white doily underneath it.
One season she resolved to completely redo the
pulpit. With a hammer and tacks and rich, wine-dark
cloth she'd managed to purchase from meager savings, she upholstered the pulpit chairs, including the
throne-like one in which the preacher sat. She also
laid new carpeting. On Sunday morning she would
bring flowers from her garden.

t

HERE HAS NEVER BEEN ANYONE WHO AMAZED

and delighted me as consistently as my
mother did when I was a child. Part of her
magic was her calm, no-nonsense manner. If
it could be done, she could probably do it,
was her attitude. She enjoyed being strong and capable. Anything she didn't know how to do, she could
learn. I was thrilled to be her apprentice.
My father and brother cleared the cemetery of
brush and cut the grass around the church while we
were inside. By the time we were finished, everything
sparkled. We stood back and admired our work.
Sister Walker, my mother, was thanked for making
the church so beautiful, but this wise woman, who
knew so many things about life and the mysteries of
the heart, the spirit, and the soul, was never asked to
speak to the congregation. If she and other "mothers"
and "sisters" of the church had been asked to speak,
if it had been taken for granted that they had vision
and insight to match their labor and their love,
would the church be alive today?
And what would the women have said? Would
they have protested that the Eve of the Bible did not
represent them? That they had never been that curious? But of course they had been just as curious. If a
tree had appeared in their midst with an attractive
fruit on it, and furthermore one that they were informed would make them wise, they would have
nibbled it.
And what could be so wrong about that? Anyway,
God had told Adam about the forbidden fruit; He
hadn't said a word directly to Eve. And what kind of
God would be so cruel as to curse women and men
forever for eating a piece of fruit, no matter how forbidden? Would they have said that Adam was a
weak man who evaded personal responsibility for
ON
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his actions? Would they have pointed out how
quickly and obsequiously he turned in his
wife to God, as if she had forced him to eat the
fruit, rather than simply offered him a bite?
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Would they have said Adam's behavior re- n e v e r distant from their thoUghtS.
minded them of a man who got a woman
pregnant, and then blamed the woman for
tempting him to have intercourse, thereby
placing all the blame on her. Would they have
said that God was unfair? Well, he was white,
His son was white, and it truly was a white
man's world, as far as they could see.
Would they have spoken of the God they
had found, not in the Bible, but in life, as they
wrestled death while delivering babies, or as
they worked almost beyond, and sometimes
beyond, capacity in the white man's fields? I
remember my mother telling me of a time
when she was hugely pregnant and had an
enormous field of cotton, 25 or 30 acres, to
weed and thin. Her older children were in
school, from which she refused to take them;
her youngest trailed behind her and fell asleep
in the furrows. My father, who was laborer,
dairyman and chauffeur, had driven the boss
lady to town. As my mother looked out over
the immense acreage still to be covered, she
felt so ill she could barely lift the hoe. Never
had she felt so alone. Coming to the end of a
row, she lay down under a tree and asked to
die. Instead, she fell into a deep sleep, and
when she awakened she was fully restored. In
fact, she felt wonderful, as if a healing breeze
had touched her soul. She picked up the hoe
and continued her work.
What God rescued my mother? Was it the
God who said women deserve to suffer and
were evil anyway, or was it the God of nonjudgmental Nature, calming and soothing her
with the green coolness of the tree she slept under
and the warm earth she lay upon? I try to imagine
my mother and the other women calling on God as
they gave birth, and I shudder at the image of Him
they must have conjured. He was someone, for all we
knew, who actually had said black people were
cursed to be drawers of water and hewers of wood.
That some people enslaved and abused others was
taken for granted by Him. He ordered the killing of
women and children, by the hundreds of thousands,
if they were not of his chosen tribe. The women
would have had to know how little they and their
newborns really mattered, because they were female,
poor, and black, like the accursed children of Hagar
and Ham; and they would have had to promise to be
extra good, obedient, trusting, and so forth, to make
up for it.
Life was so hard for my parents' generation that
the subject of heaven was never distant from their
thoughts. The preacher would gleefully, or so it
seemed to me, run down all the trials and tribulations of an existence that ground us into dust, only to
pull heaven out of the biblical hat at the last minute. I
Spring
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The author's parents, Minnie Lou and Willie Lee Walker.

was intrigued. Where is heaven? I asked my parents.
Who is going to be there? What about accommodations, and food? I was told what they sincerely believed: that heaven was in the sky, in space, as we
would later describe it; that only the best people on
earth would go there when they died. We'd all have
couches to lounge on, great food to eat. Wonderful
music, because all the angels played harp. It would
be grand. Would there be any white people? Probably. Oh.
There was not one white person in the county that
any black person felt comfortable with. And though
there was a rumor that a good white woman, or man,
had been observed sometime, somewhere, no one
seemed to know this for a fact.
Now that there's been so much space travel and
men have been on the moon, I wonder if preachers
still preach about going to heaven, and whether it's
the same place.
The truth was, we already lived in paradise but
were worked too hard by the land-grabbers to enjoy
it. This is what my mother, and perhaps the other
women knew, and this was one reason why they
19

were not permitted to speak. They might have demanded that the men of the church notice Earth.
Which always leads to revolution. In fact, everyone
has known this for a very long time. For the other,
more immediate and basic reason my mother and the
other women were not permitted to speak in church
was that the Bible forbade it. And it is forbidden in
the Bible because, in the Bible, men alone are sanctioned to own property, in this case, Earth itself. And
woman herself is property, along with the asses, the
oxen, and the sheep.
I can imagine some latter day Jezebel in our community (Jezebel apparently practiced a Goddess-centered, pagan religion one of those the God of the Old
Testament is always trying to wipe out) having the
nerve to speak up about being silenced. And the
smugness with which our uninspiring and indifferently trained minister, Reverend Whisby, might have
directed her to a passage from the New Testament
that is attributed to Saint Paul: "Let women keep silence in the churches." He would run his pudgy finger underneath the sentence, and she would read it
and feel thoroughly put down. For God wrote the
Bible, she would have been persuaded; and every

ets in the shallow well, always careful to spot where
the crawfish might be hiding, and perhaps sit for a
minute before trudging back up the hill. How on
earth did the crawfish get in there? I'd ask. They are
always in healthy springs, was the answer. Yes, but
why? I don't know, that's just the way it is.
But why is that the way it is? Where did they come
from? There were no other crawfish for miles around.
I never saw them in the creek, for instance, where my
brothers and I waded. This was a mystery that was
not explained by my mother's final exasperated
"God brought them."
I was happier with my father's explanation: "Well
you see, these crawfishes used to live over 'round
Buckhead, but it just got too goldarn hot on account
of all them fires the lumber company makes cleaning
up the slag...so they held a crawfish convention,
kinda like our revivals, and they resolved to move
East. So they traveled and they traveled and one day
they came to this place where there was this pretty
little girl sitting looking down in the water. And you
know crawfish love to be looked at, so..." In fact, neither of my parents knew how the crawfish got into
the spring.
On the one hand I could strain to imagine a large white man in a white robe—unfortunately real-life white men in robes belonged to the Ku Klux Klan—lovingly
carrying two tiny crawfish down the hill to
place them in our spring, or I could fantasize about the stouthearted crawfish pioneers leaving Buckhead with their Sears
Roebuck Catalog, crawfish-size, suitcases.
Because of the criminal exploitation inherent in the sharecropping system-in
which the landowner controlled land,
seeds, and tools, as well as records of account, sharecroppers were often worse off
than slaves, which was the point. Sharecropping was the former slave owners' revenge against black people for having attained their freedom. It is no wonder that
under such complete subjugation and outright terrorism that included rape, beatings, burnings, and being thrown off the
land, along with the entrenched Southern
custom of lynching, people like my parents
sought succor from any God they were
forced to have. The idea that as descendants of Africans and Native Americans
and Europeans—Scottish and Irish—on both my
mother's and my father's side, they might have had
their own ancient Gods, or that as free human beings
they might choose a God uniquely perceived by
themselves, never entered their minds, except negatively. The "heathen" from whom they were descended knew nothing of salvation, they were warned in
church, and any God except the one in the Bible was
just another illusion produced by Satan, designed to
keep them out of heaven. Satan: always described as
evil, in color, black or red. African or Native American? Never admitted to be also a son of God, made

I could not see
how my parents
had sinned...I did
not see that they
were evil, that
they should be
cursed because
they were black,
because my
mother was a
woman. They
were as innocent
as trees, I felt.
Alice with mother, Minnie Lou Walker, 1979

word, even every word about murdering the suckling babies of your enemies and stealing all their
worldly goods, was Truth.
I remember going with my mother to get water
from the spring. What is a spring? Many will ask, just
as I did. It is a place in the earth where water just
bubbles up, pure and sweet. You don't ask for it, you
don't put it there. It simply appears. There was one
down the hill from our house, in a quiet grove of
trees. Someone years before had put a piece of a
terra-cotta culvert around it, with a notch in the lip
for overflow. We'd dip our battered aluminum buck20
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also in the image of his creator, just the shadow side
of him. And yet everyone in our family and in our
church understood instinctively who Satan was. He
was the other side of "the son of God" we always saw
in the white people around us. Never did we see
"Jesus" among those who insisted we worship him.
Only Judas, and every day.
"Pagan" means "of the land, country dweller, peasant," all of which my family was. It also means a person whose primary spiritual relationship is with Nature and the Earth. And this, I could see, day to day,
was true not only of me but of my parents; but there
was no way to ritually express the magical intimacy
we felt with Creation without being accused of, and
ridiculed for, indulging in heathenism, that other
word for paganism. And Christianity, we were informed, had fought long and hard to deliver us from
that. In fact, millions of people were broken, physically and spiritually, literally destroyed, for nearly
two millennia, as the orthodox Christian Church
"saved" them from their traditional worship of the
Great Mystery they perceived in Nature.

N THE SIXTIES MANY OF US SCARED OUR PARENTS

profoundly when we showed up dressed in
our "African" or "Native American" or
"Celtic" clothes. We shocked them by wearing
our hair in its ancient naturalness. They saw us
turning back to something they'd been taught
to despise, and that by now they actively
feared. Many of our parents had been taught that the
world was only two or three thousand years old, and
that spiritually civilized life began with the birth of
Jesus Christ. Their only hope of enjoying a better existence, after a lifetime of crushing toil and persistent
abuse, was to be as much like the longhaired rabbi
from a small Jewish sect in a far-off desert, as possible:
then, by the Grace of His father, who owned Heaven,
they might be admitted there, after death. It would be
segregated, of course. Who could imagine anything
different? But perhaps Jesus Christ himself would be
present, and would speak up on their behalf. After all,
these were black people who were raised never to look
a white person directly in the face.
I think now, and it hurts me to think it, of how tormented the true believers in our church must have
been, wondering if, in heaven, Jesus Christ, a white
man, the only good one besides Santa Claus and
Abraham Lincoln they'd ever heard of, would deign
to sit near them.
The water we collected had many uses. We drank
it, we washed dishes, clothes, and ourselves with it.
We watered our livestock and my mother's vegetable
and flower gardens.
On Saturday night everyone in my family bathed
from head to toe, even though this meant half a day
spent carrying pails of water up a steep hill. The water
was heated in the big black wash pot in the yard. On
Sunday morning we rose, washed our faces, had a
hearty breakfast, and went off to church. As the smallest, I was bathed by my mother, dressed by my mother,
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fed by my mother, and wedged into the front seat of
our secondhand blue-and-cream Packard between my
mother and father. They had worked hard all week for
the landowner's benefit; this was their only time of
pleasure, of rest, other than an occasional Saturday
night film at the local picture show. We spent most of
the day in church, listening to the minister, who stood
on the carpeting my mother had laid and read from
the Bible I had dusted. Sometimes there were wonderful stories: Daniel in the Lion's Den. The Three Wise
Men. David and Goliath. The Life of Christ.
Everybody loved Jesus Christ. We recognized him
as one of us, but a rebel and revolutionary, consistently speaking up for the poor, the sick, and the discriminated against, and going up against the bossmen: the
orthodox Jewish religious leaders and rich men of his
day. We knew that people who were really like Jesus
were often lynched. I liked His gift for storytelling. I
also loved that, after Moses and Joshua, he is the
greatest magician in the Bible. He was also, I realized
later, a fabulous masseur, healing by the power of
touch and the laying on of hands. Much later still I
learned he could dance! This quote from The Acts of
John, from the Gnostic Gospels, is worth remembering: "To the Universe belongs the dancer. He who
does not dance does not know what happens. Now if
you follow my dance, see yourself in me."
But basically, according to the Scriptures: We had
sinned. I did not know then that the root of the word
"sin" means "to be." Woman was the cause. All of
our life we must suffer just because we existed.
Worthless, worthless us. Luckily enough, we would
die, but even then only a very small number of us
would get into heaven. There was hell, a pit of eternally burning fire, for the vast majority.
Where was hell? I wanted to know. Under the
ground, I was informed. It was assumed most of the
white people would be there, and therefore it would
be more or less like here. Only fiery hot, hotter than
the sun in the cotton field at midday. Nobody wanted
to go there.
I had a problem with this doctrine at a very early
age: I could not see how my parents had sinned. Each
month my mother had suffered from what I would
later recognize, because I unfortunately inherited it,
as bad premenstrual syndrome. At those times her
temper was terrible; the only safe thing was to stay
out of her way. My father, slower to anger, was
nonetheless a victim of sexist ideology learned from
his father, the society and the church, which meant I
battled with him throughout childhood, until I left
home for good at 17. But I did not see that they were
evil, that they should be cursed because they were
black, because my mother was a woman. They were
as innocent as trees, I felt. And, at heart, generous
and sweet. I resented the minister and the book he
read from that implied they could only be "saved" by
confessing their sin and accepting suffering and
degradation as their due, just because a very long
time ago a snake had given a white woman an apple
and she had eaten it and generously given a bite to
her craven hearted husband. This was insulting to
21

the most drowsy intelligence, I thought, noting that
my exhausted father often napped while in church.
But what could I do? I was three years old.
When I was in my 30s, I wrote this poem:
SUNDAY SCHOOL, CIRCA 1950

"Who made you?" was always
The question
The answer was always
"God."
Well, there we stood
Three feet high
Heads bowed
Leaning into
Bosoms.
Now
I no longer recall
The Catechism
Or brood on the Genesis
Of life
No.
I ponder the exchange
Itself
And salvage mostly
The leaning.
IT IS IRONIC, TO SAY THE LEAST, THAT THE VERY WOMAN

out of whose body I came, whose pillowy arms still
held me, willingly indoctrinated me away from herself and the earth from which both of us received sustenance, and toward a frightful, jealous, cruel, murderous "God" of another race and tribe of people,
and expected me to forget the very breasts that had
fed me and that I still leaned against. But such is the
power of centuries-old indoctrination.
We know now with what absolute heartlessness
the male leaders of the orthodox Christian church—
not unlike those of orthodox Judaism and Islam—
stamped out, generally after robbing them of their
land and enslaving them, pagans and heathens, our
ancestors and theirs, around the globe: a campaign of
such unspeakable cruelty which has lasted for so
long, and which still continues, that few have had the
heart to encounter it in art, politics, literature, or consciousness until the present era. Thanks in large part
to feminism and feminist scholarship, and to a resurgent belief in the sacredness of the feminine, which
has been deliberately erased, demonized and disparaged in all major religions. But thanks also to indigenous peoples who, though a mere remnant of their
former selves, before being invaded by conquerors
professing Christianity, have risen up to speak in defense of the ancient Goddess/God of all pagans and
heathens, Mother Earth.

IN THIS CONNECTION, HAILLE GERIMA'S EXTRAORDINARY

film, "Sankofa," has much to teach us. While being
photographed, dancing and carefree, inside the walls

of a "slave castle" in contemporary Africa, a black
fashion model for a white, Western magazine, finds
herself trapped inside the castle's dungeon, from
whose loading tunnels millions of enslaved Africans,
from the 15th to the 19th century, began their soul
shattering journey to the New World. The woman is
horrified to discover she has somehow slipped back
into the past and is, in fact one of her own enslaved
ancestors. We follow her spiritual development as her
own beliefs are denied her and the imprint of Christianity is literally beaten and branded into her flesh.
People of color have been so successfully brainwashed to believe white orthodox Christianity has
given us something we didn't already have that we
rarely think of what it has taken away. "Sankofa"
speaks to this. It also, perhaps for the first time in cinema, graphically depicts the process by which sadists
who purport to be Christian have forced their religious ideology on the cultures they destroyed.

N THE BLACK CHURCH WE HAVE LOVED AND

leaned on Moses, because he brought the enslaved Israelites out of Egypt. As enslaved
and oppressed people, we have identified
with him so completely that we have adopted his God. But here is another look at
Moses, whose wife Zipporah was a Midianite, two of whose children were Midianites, and
whose kindly father-in-law, Jethro, was also a Midianite.
From the Book of Numbers, Chapter 31:
And the children of Israel took all the women of
Midian captives, and their little ones, and took the
spoil of all their cattle, and all their flocks, and all
their goods.
10 And they burnt all their cities wherein they
dwelt, and all their goodly castles with fire.
12 And they brought the captives, and the prey,
and the spoil, unto Moses, and Eleazar the priest,
and unto the congregation of the children of Israel, unto the camp at the plains of Moab, which
are by Jordan near Jericho.. . .
14 And Moses was wroth with the officers of
the host, with the captains over thousands, and
captains over hundreds, which came from the
battle.
15 And Moses said unto them, have ye saved
all the women alive? .. .
17 Now therefore kill every male among the little ones, and kill every woman that hath known
man.
18 But all the women children, that have not
known a man, keep alive for yourselves...
25 And the Lord spoke unto Moses saying,
26 Take the sum of the prey that was taken, both
of man and of beast, thou, and Eleazar the priest,
and the chief fathers of the congregation:...
31 And Moses and Eleazar the priest did as the
Lord commanded Moses.
32 And the booty, being the rest of the prey
which the men of war had caught was six hun-

1

ON THE ISSUES • Spring

1997

dred thousand and seventy thousand and five
thousand sheep,
33 And threescore and one thousand beeves,
34 And threescore and one thousand asses,
35 And thirty and two thousand persons in all
of women that had not known man.
These miserable, grieving, orphaned young
women and children ended up as sex slaves, concubines and drudges in the service of the soldiers and
the priests.2
Women have little voice in the Bible, and what
voice they do have is given them only to illustrate the
deviousness, silliness, untrustworthiness, and general insignificance of their sex. The only thing that
makes them worthwhile is the birth of a son; they expend much of their energy trying to bring this about.
In the whole of the Old Testament, only Deborah, the
judge; Vashti, the dignified wife of a foolish king; and
Esther, who saves her people; and Naomi and Ruth,
the devoted mother and daughter-in-law, stand out
as women of substance. One cannot help but feel empathy for the Jewish women of the Bible, however,
who had no rights under the law of Moses and indeed were told to stand back when he came down
from the mountain with the ten commandments,
which, after all were not written for them and were
forced to share their husbands and homes with
strange, weeping women abducted from other lands.
As to why my mother and grandmother rarely
spoke of their spiritual connection to the Universe,
we have only to read in Deuteronomy, Chapter 17:
2 If there be found among you...man or
woman, that hath wrought wickedness in the
sight of the Lord thy God, in transgressing his
covenant
3 And hath gone and served other gods, and
worshiped them, either the sun, or the moon, or
any of the host of heaven, which I have not commanded. ..
5 Then shalt thou bring forth that man or that
woman unto thy gates...and shalt stone them
with stones, till they die.

t

BAPTISM

Baptism
They dunked me in the creek'
a tiny brooklet.
Muddy, gooey with rotting leaves,
a greenish mold floating;
definable.
For love it was. For love of God
at seven. All in white.
With God's mud ruining my snowy
socks and his bullfrog spoors
gluing up my face.
This is the poem of a seven year-old pagan. The
"God" of heaven that my parents and the church
were asking me to accept, obscured by the mud,
leaves, rot, and bullfrog spoors of this world. How
amazing this all is, I thought, entering the muddy
creek. And how deeply did I love these who stood
around solemnly waiting to see my "saved" head
reappear above the murky water. This experience of
communal love and humble hope for my well-being
was my reality of life on this planet. I was unable to
send my mind off into space in search of a God who
never noticed mud, leaves, or bullfrogs. Or the innocent hearts of my tender, loving people.

His is A GOD WHO DOES NOT RECOGNIZE YOU AS

His unless you are circumcised. I don't believe the men in the congregation I grew up
in realized this; they were definitely not circumcised. On the other hand, reading the
Old Testament, and noting how readily this God
would kill you if you were uncircumcised, (Zipporah, the non-Jewish wife of Moses, circumcises one of
their "heathen" sons with a rock prior to entering
Egypt) I am inclined to believe that the circumcision
of women (genital mutilation)—women who wanted
to belong, to be accepted by God—has some of its
roots here. Certainly the slaughter of nine million

2

1 am indebted to the fabulous Elizabeth Cady Stanton and

her great work, The Original Feminist Attack On the Bible, for

her insights and, more particularly, for her attitude.
Spring

"witches" over from three to five centuries in Europe
has its root in Leviticus Chapter 20, Verse 27: "A man
also or woman that hath a familiar spirit, or that is a
wizard, shall surely be put to death: They shall stone
them with stones; their blood shall be upon them."
Under this order the "wizards" Moses, Joshua and
Jesus, especially Jesus, who raised people from the
dead and changed water to wine, would have been
burned at the stake in the Europe of the 15th
throughout the 18th century.
It is chilling to think that the same people who persecuted the wise women and men of Europe, its midwives and healers, then crossed the oceans to Africa
and the Americas, and tortured and enslaved, raped,
impoverished, and eradicated the peaceful, Christlike people they found. And that the blueprint from
which they worked, and still work, was the Bible.
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IT IS FATAL TO LOVE A GOD WHO DOES NOT LOVE YOU. A

God specifically created to comfort, lead, advise,
strengthen, and enlarge the tribal borders of someone
else. We have been beggars at the table of a religion
that sanctioned our destruction. Our own religions
denied, forgotten; our own ancestral connections to
All Creation something of which we are ashamed. I
maintain that we are empty, lonely, without our
pagan-heathen ancestors; that we must lively them
up within ourselves, and begin to see them as whole
and necessary and correct: their earth-Centered, Female-Reverencing religions, like their architecture,
agriculture and music, suited perfectly to the lives
they led. And lead, those who are left, today. I further
maintain that the Jesus most of us (continued on page 54)
23
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I AM BEAUTIFUL
Forget the ways popular culture defines women's beauty.
Instead, take note of these portraits of women
-at every age and stage of life—and be reminded where true beauty lies

DANA
Chicago, Illinois
Try as I might, I am not able to say anything about beauty that is more meaningful to me than the few lines I wrote
nearly three decades ago as a twentyyear-old Army nurse in Vietnam:
Like swans on still water they skim
over the war
Ao dais gliding, rustling serenely
gleaming black hair pulled primly
away
from faces that reveal nothing save
inner repose,
a beauty so deep even war can't defile.
I note my reflection in their obsidian eyes
an outsized barbarian, ungainly, unkempt,
baggy in ever-wilted greens,
five-pound boots taking plowhand strides,
face perpetually ruddy, dripping in alien heat.
In their delicate presence I exhume teen-age failures
the girl in the back row forever unnoticed,
the one no one ever invited to dance,
the one never voted most-likely anything,
the one who was never quite something enough.

But once in a while, on a crazy-shift morning,
when I've worked through the night and I'm too tired
to care,
a young man who reeks of rice paddies lies waiting
for someone to heal the new hole in his life.
He says through his pain, all adolescent bravado,
"Hey, what's your name? Let's get married.
I love you."
And just for a moment I become Nefertiti
and for all the Orient's pearls and silks
I would not trade the glamour and privilege
of these honored hands, licensed to touch one filthy GI.

Excerpted with permission from / Am Beautiful: A Celebration of Women in Their Own Words edited by Dana Carpenter and Woody Winfree, published by Rose Communications
Bridgeport, CT (Hardcover, $27.50.) Available from your local women's bookstore or directly from the publisher, (800) 784-5244.
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M A R G U E R I T E , Cambridge,
Massachusetts

The remarkable resemblance between the Minoan
priestess's distinct profile and my own strikes me
deeply. It is a great, magical affirmation of my beauty, strength and connection to our ancient feminine
heritage. It makes me think I must have had past
lives as a priestess in which I stood proud, confident, empowered. It affirms the importance of my
Spring
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spiritual path in this lifetime to assist humanity in
embracing and reintegrating the feminine once
more. It helps me heal from the sadness I've felt
over not measuring up to the image of buttonnosed, blond-haired, blue-eyed beauty so prized by
our culture. It reassures me that my rich, exotic
looks make me glorious, too.
25

Prairie I iew, Texas
My life is full of Alvhahs.
Born during the hottest part of sevent)
nurtured in a mother s love
anchored by a father's strength
adventured in childhood joys
searched for identity
traveled abroad
yearned for Mr. Right
married
mothered a darling baby
grieved her early death
suffered the pain, weathered the agony
and now
having a love affair with life!
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W I JxJ_J A , Sunny Valley, Oregon
When I look in the mirror, I see a fairly attractive
butch—one with seductive green eyes, flaming red
hair and an elfin face. These externals don't make me
feel beautiful. I know that I am beautiful when I am
being creative, singing, writing and especially, acting.
When I draw a roomful of strangers into my world
and suspend them in a temporary reality, we click into
a single entity, collaborating in an artistic creation. I
shine in that connection, and I am beautiful.

OPAL WITH
HER GRANDMOTHER,
r L L J l 1 LI

Oakland, California

Growing up in Jamaica, my beauty was pointed out
at every turn by women in my community. My
mother was beautiful and everyone said I looked
like her. By the time I was 3 years old my beauty was
something I took for granted. However, as I grew
older, I learned that beauty did not merely refer to

facial or physical features, and could be enhanced by
a friendly, easy-going disposition. Like my mother, I
enjoyed laughter. You could say laughter found us in
every corner and at all times. Since this laughter, and
love, were a reflection of the community from which
I came, I have never doubted my beauty.

reconstruction

politics

A NATION OF
WIDOWS
The adult population of Bosnia is now 70 percent female,
but women are being shortchanged in the reconstruction
BY JAN GOODWIN

B

OSNIA, NOVEMBER 1996: IN THE HARDSCRABBLE YARD,

the small group of women and children are catching
the last vestige of the day's weak sunshine. By afternoon's end, when the late autumn chill sets in, the temperature in their homes will be the same as that outside. What
little fuel they have is reserved for cooking, not heating.
The pinched, gaunt look of the adults, is matched by that of
the children, who have seen too much pain, felt too much
fear, far too soon. They are the kids Bosnia's former Prime
Minister, Haris Silajdzic, describes as having the "gray hair
and eyes and hearts of old men."
The children's faces bear the sores and eruptions of poor
nourishment. The average Bosnian lost 28 pounds during
the war, according to the World Health Organization. Many
also suffered from vitamin and mineral deficiencies.
Youngsters like these continue to do so, despite Bosnia's
stores being full again, and the small street stalls again
laden with imported fruit. "During the war, bananas were
just a dream," recalls 20-year-old Leila Begtasevic. But for
many Bosnians, bananas continue to be beyond their reach;
they do not have the money to buy them.
It is exactly a year since the Dayton Accord brought uncertain peace to this devastated land. It is 16 months since
Fikreta Sulejmanovic moved into this derelict school, now
designated a refugee collective center, with her 7-year-old
son, Hassan, and elderly mother-in-law after the fall of Srebrenica. They are only the only known survivors of her
family in what was the largest single European massacre
since World War II and the lowest point of ethnic cleansing
in the former Yugoslavia.
On July 11, 1995, Bosnian Serb soldiers rounded up the
JAN GOODWIN is a human-rights activist, an award-winning
journalist, and the author of Price of Honor: Muslim Women
Lift the Veil of Silence on the Islamic World (Plume/Penguin).

Muslim inhabitants of the
UN "safe haven" of Srebrenica and herded some
25,000 women and children
onto buses, while detaining
approximately 10,300 men
and teenage boys at gunpoint. "Go. They will be
safe. You will see them at
the other end," the terrified
women were told by General Radko Mladic, the
Bosnian Serb military commander. The entire male
population of Srebrenica
was never seen again. Instead, in recent months,
their mass graves have
begun to be uncovered.
"E ARE NOW

just a world
of women,"
says Fikreta, through her
tears. Aged 42, she lost her husband and 16-year-old son,
her two brothers, and their two sons. Her mother-in-law,
Aisa Fejzic, 76, lost her daughter and son and five grandchildren. The litany of loss is manifoldly echoed, over and
over, when talking to her neighbors or other Srebrenica
widows in other refugee collective centers. Most tellingly,
the adult population of Bosnia is now 70 percent female. In
the aftermath of the brutal four-year war, it is the women of
Bosnia who must rebuild their country.
Despite this stark statistic, however, Bosnian women are
not viewed as a priority, either by their own government or
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Experts expect it will be
2000 before Bosnia is
even halfway rebuilt to its
prewar condition. Here, a
temporary replacement
for a bombed Ottoman

by international donors. Humanitarian funding for
women's projects is minuscule. The U.S., for example, is
spending $400 million rearming the country after the war
and the U.S. Agency for International Development
(USAID) has allocated $45 million of a loan program to
small businesses, but none of that money is going to businesses headed by widows or other women. Clinton's Bosnian Women's Initiative, by contrast, is distributing $5 million, much of it targeted for programs that supplement
incomes but don't permit women to earn enough to support their families now that they are the sole breadwinners.
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In their wisdom, the UN and USAID have also decided
that Bosnian women no longer need psychological counseling; funding for this vital service has been curtailed. But war
trauma does not disappear that easily. Thousands of Bosnian women were wounded or physically brutalized during
the war, and many also lost not only their husbands but all
the male members of their families—sons, fathers, brothers.
Politically, too, women have lost ground. In the former
Yugoslavia, an estimated 16 to 30 percent of the government was female. Today, only one woman serves in the
parliament. But a journey through Bosnia reveals that de29

Her face awash in tears, she
says, "My son was only 16, but
big for his age. He looked 20.
When the Serbs started separating the men from the women, a
neighbor of ours said, 'They are
going to kill them.' She told my
boy to run. But he couldn't
move; he was too afraid, too
frightened. And so..." her voice
trails off. Today, Fikreta can't
even say her son's name. "He's
been missing for over a year....
He spoke good English, he was
a good student...," she says with
maternal pride. "What do you
think happened to him, to my
husband?"
Her mother-in-law answers
the question for her. "They are
dead, killed for sure. Every day
the government reports that
more bodies, more mass graves
are being found." The older
woman isn't being callous. She
has simply lived too long to accept false hope, unlike some
Srebrenica women who want to
believe their menfolk escaped
into the woods before the massacre began and are still too
afraid to reveal themselves.
In her heart, Fikreta knows
that her son, her husband and
her brothers are dead. "I don't
want to live anymore, either,"
she says. "I'm so sick, my
nerves.... But I have to go on living for my child, Hassan." When
she talks of her surviving son,
her tears give way to anger. "Nobody is helping us. We
don't have shoes or quilts for the children. I can't even send
Hassan to school because I don't have 20 deutsche marks to
pay for his bus fare. (During the war, Bosnia's currency, the
dinar, collapsed, and was informally replaced by German
currency.) We get only some humanitarian food, but no
wood for the stove to cook it."
Women like those in the refugee center, who did not work
before the war, also need job-training skills, and many like
Fikreta need psychological counseling. But even when skills
training is available, there are far too few jobs available in
this war-shattered economy. Nineteen-year-old Senada Velagic is about to begin an IBM-sponsored computer training
course in Tuzla. She must support herself, her 15-year-old
sister and her invalid mother, chronically ill with heart and
kidney disease. Her father was killed at the onset of the war,
and her two brothers, aged 20 and 17, have not been seen
since the fall of Srebrenica. She believes they were killed.
"These days, when you look for a job everyone asks if you
can use a computer," she says. Senada is also aware that of
224 recent graduates from a similar course, less than a third
found work.
Left, primitive
plumbing facilities at
a derelict school,
now a refugee
collective center.
Below, Fikreta
Sulejmanovic, 42
(right) with her
mother-in-law, Aisa
Fejzic, 76.

spite the unrelenting hardships,
Bosnian women continue to display the courage, determination
and strength they exhibited
during the war.

F

IKRETA'S

NEW

HOME

SITS

between Tuzla, a northern
industrial city, and the former frontline, now renamed the
Zone of Separation, a narrow
corridor intended to keep the
formerly warring factions apart.
Near the refugee center is a
demining center, a reminder of
how close the frontline was.
Bosnia's woods and meadows
are seeded with an estimated 10 million landmines, a legacy
of the war. So serious is the problem that public-service ads
on television, and Superman comic strips, constantly warn
Bosnians of all ages of the dangers. "I wouldn't walk off a
paved surface anywhere in this country," says George Focsaneanu, the UN coordinator for mine clearance. Yet despite
this extensive campaign, during the previous month in Sarajevo alone, 61 adults and children were killed or maimed by
landmines, usually as they searched for wood for fuel.
The refugee collective center had no glass in the windows when Fikreta moved in, and missing chunks of plaster in the ceilings testify to frequent rain leaks, as do the
water stains on the walls. There was primitive plumbing,
and no heating, although simple wood-burning stoves
have more recently been installed. Each former classroom
has a few bunk beds, occupied on a first come, first served
basis. Slabs of bare foam rubber on the floor serve as mattresses for the remainder. Scratchy gray blankets, but no
sheets, complete the furnishings. Privacy, even to weep, is a
thing of the past; one's neighbor is just a mattress away.
Fikreta spends most of her time these days crying and replaying repeatedly in her mind that last day in Srebrenica.
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N THE MEANTIME, SHE IS HELPING

to counsel elderly widows at a
program run by the U.S.-based
International Rescue Committee. "I
try to give these women hope, even
if it is false," she says gently, "because that is what they want to hear.
Everyone needs hope." Senada's
salary is paid in food. During the
war, Bosnians who were fortunate
enough to be employed usually
worked for free or for food parcels.
Today, an estimated 60-80 percent of
city-dwellers are currently unemployed; in rural areas, the situation
is worse.
Psychological counseling is rarely available now because
international bodies, such as the United Nations and
USAID, that fund the humanitarian relief agencies have decided that it is no longer necessary in Bosnia. Instead, "reconstruction and reconciliation" are the current bywords of
the international donor community. There are many critics
of this decision.
"The war didn't end with the Dayton Accord, not in our
heads. It isn't over just because you say it is over. It is a
fragile peace, as fragile as the most delicate porcelain," says
Professor Rado Boric, who used to teach languages (she is
fluent in eleven) at Zagreb University. When the war broke
out Boric, a former Fulbright scholar at Indiana University,
stopped teaching to help run an indigenous humanitarian
organization, "Women for Women War Victims."
"There is tremendous war trauma," she says. "People are
facing reality for the first time. Mass graves are only now
being excavated, people remain missing, refugees want to
return home but can't. The men are either dead or depressed, suffering from post-traumatic stress. Suicide is up,
so is alcoholism, drug abuse and domestic abuse." So too is
divorce, hi Sarajevo alone, the rate is reportedly eight times
higher than it was before the war. "Everybody has arms
now, so men are threatening women with weapons brought
from the battlefield," says Professor Boric. "I know of a
case just recently when a woman was locked in the bathroom by her husband, who placed hand-grenades outside
the door, telling her she could not leave. He threatened to
detonate them if she came out."
By some estimates, it will take decades for Bosnia's psychic wounds to heal. Yet despite this, the UN and USAID are
telling NGOs (non-governmental organizations) not to apply
for funding for psycho-social programs, says Boric. "They
inform us, 'There is no longer any need for counseling of
women. We don't fund it anymore.' As if saying it makes the
problems go away. It's become almost a joke, except that it
isn't. Such decisions are clearly made in a vacuum.
"Foreign 'experts' come here as consultants to study the
problem. Based on those brief visits, they decide the fashion of the day will now be X or Y. Right now, it is reconstruction and reconciliation. Recently, an official from
UNHCR (the United Nations High Commission for
Refugees) admitted to me that they were 'inventing' what
the next phase for funding would be, and that this is
wrong. Why don't they ask us what we need, instead of
imposing on us what they think we need?"
Spring
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One of Bosnia's resources is its large number
of highly educated women. But more need to
assert their rights: Last October, only one
woman was elected to parliament.
Left, Halima Hadzijamakovk, head of Sarajevo's
largest municipality. Below, parliamentarian
Mediha Filipovic, M.D.

Boric points out that because of such attitudes
during the war, the
refugees received, for example, vast quantities of
tampons, for a culture that
does not use them. "We
had warehouses full of
them and no sanitary napkins, which women really
needed. But then they also
sent us semen to inseminate cows when hospitals
for humans had no antibiotics." As one Bosnian
politician put it, "When we needed a doctor, you sent us a
priest. Now that the war has ended, and we need a priest,
you send us a doctor." (A dramatic example of this is the
U.S. refusing to supply Bosnia with arms during the war,
but now that the fighting is over, sending them $400 million of weapons and the specialists to teach the Bosnian
military how to use them.)
Maurice Cronly, who heads the British Charities Aid
Foundation, concurs with Boric. "UNHCR brings in consultants, who get paid $300 a day, to learn what Bosnians
could teach them. There are many highly educated men
and women in the former Yugoslavia. This is not an underdeveloped African nation." The former Yugoslavia is, of
course, in the heart of Europe; Sarajevo is as close to Rome,
as the crow flies, as Milan is. Education was stressed under
the socialist system for both sexes, and the country has proportionately more college graduates and postgraduates
than many European countries, hi fact, by that same ratio,
there are more technically qualified women engineers, architects, etc. in Bosnia, than there are in the U.S.
"One of our major resources is the very high level of education here," says Halima Hadzijamakovic, a 41-year-old
woman economist who was elected the president of Sarajevo's largest municipality the day before we met. "Rebuilding Bosnia will fall to women because so many lost their
husbands. Fortunately, we have strong, very talented
women. But under socialism, we also had a cradle-to-grave
mentality. We now have to change that. We also need to develop a free market economy to compete in the world."

I

F BOSNIA IS TO SURVIVE IN THIS POST-WAR ERA IT HAS SEV-

eral key transitions to make: from war to peace, communism to democracy, and planned economy to a freemarket system. The Dayton Accord is far from ideal, calling
as it does for a triumvirate of Presidents to head the country, one from each ethnic group—Muslim, Croat, Serb. It
has been likened to insisting that Clinton, Dole and Perot
sit together in the Oval Office and simultaneously lead
31

America; an impossible task, even
without their having spent four years
at war with one another.
"Never, even in ancient history, has
the world seen a single country run by
a three-president leadership. How can
it be successful? We are walking on
very thin ice" says Mediha Filipovic,
M.D., the only woman elected to parliament in the first elections after the
war, held in October. Filipovic is vicepresident of Bosnia's opposition party.
She is also a professor of orthodontia
at Sarajevo University, and despite the
three-and-a-half year siege by Bosnian
Serbs and constant shelling, she is
proud that the school was open every
day. Like her colleagues, she worked
without salary throughout the war,
and like all Sarajevans daily carried
wood and water to her home. "Do you
know how rich orthodontists are in
other countries?" she can joke now.
During the war, she lived 100 meters
from the frontline, and her apartment
building was shelled 17 times. "Each
morning, I read obits on men and boys
I had known all my life. Fifty young
men on my street alone were killed."
More than 100 women ran in the
October elections. Filipovic is "deeply
disappointed" that she was the sole
woman elected. "There were a number of highly qualified women candidates," she says. "But these elections
were run on the parliamentary system, which means candidates were
appointed by their parties, and few
women were at the top of their parties." She expects this to change.
"Women need to assert their rights
and seize the opportunity to become
more powerful in politics," she says.
She is one of 42 members of parliament; divided strictly along ethnic
lines, Muslims, Croats and Serbs have
14 representatives each. At the time
that ON THE ISSUES spoke with her, the
Bosnian Serbs were delaying the
opening of parliament in Sarajevo by
refusing to attend.
"They claimed they were afraid to
come here, which is hard to
believe,"said Filipovic. "I don't believe
that people who were capable of killing
250,000 Muslims, or raping 7-year-olds,
and who slaughtered 10,000 men on
the spot in Srebrenica, are afraid. They
were also offered extremely high security by SFOR (the Nato-led Stabilization Force) a multi-

(continued on page 56)
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F SWANEE HUNT doesn't have wide
name recognition right now, chances
are high that's about to change.
Whether it's selling her photographs
to National Geographic (she's trying),
co-authoring a major feature in Good
Housekeeping with her 14-year-old
daughter, Lillian, on Lillian's painful battle with manic depression (it just ran), or
swanning through Elle, Town & Country,
Parade and Rolling Stone (upcoming),
plus penning her regular columns and
op-eds, or hosting her weekly radio
show, the Texas native is putting herself
in the public limelight. A number of
other national magazine pieces are in the
works. And her personal P.R. agent continues to seek out over lunch influential
editors who haven't yet been hooked.
Hunt has yet to retain Hill & Knowlton, the promo choice of presidents and
prime ministers, but could certainly afford to do so. She's also happy to
bankroll the cost of flying journalists halfway around the world to document her
activities. And why not? She's the
youngest daughter of the billionaire oil
iconoclast, H.L. Hunt.
Dr. Swanee Hunt, the U.S. Ambassador to Austria—one of 17 female ambassadors in Vienna—appears to have
political ambitions, although she denies
them. She landed the Vienna posting
three years ago as a thank you for investing heavily—a reputed $225,000—in
Clinton's first presidential campaign; a
beneficiary of the quaint U.S. tradition of
rewarding deep pockets with positions
that other countries reserve for their career diplomats.
Her name was mentioned as a replacement for Madeleine Albright at the UN,
after Albright was short-listed to replace
Secretary of State Warren Christopher,
but the ambassador was never a serious
contender. She's also viewed as possible
replacement for Pamela Harriman when
she steps down as the U.S. ambassador
in Paris. Like Pam, she possesses the
charm and ability to woo foreign politicos and dignitaries, but don't be fooled.
Hunt's deep dimples are said to be dimples of steel, as those who cross her
know. But then Hunt, a 46-year-old
strawberry blonde with alabaster skin,
was formerly an ecumenical minister, as
was her first husband, whereas Harriman

OF STEEL:
was definitely more sinner than saint, at
least in her younger days. And while
these two women share the same facility
with languages, Hunt is the better educated of the two, holding two master's
degrees—psychology and religion—and
a doctorate in theology.
A New York gossip column recently
claimed Swanee was spotted in India
busily measuring curtain sizes at the U.S.
embassy in New Delhi, as a precursor to
her taking over there. An unlikely tale,
which she herself denies. By her own admission, however, she is frequently ap-

proached by Washington insider talenthunters. Despite this, Hunt says, "I have
NO political ambitions," as definitively as
George Bush said, "Read my lips."
"I would specifically not like to live in
Washington D.C. It's a mean and nasty
place. A career isn't important to me; I
do not have personal ambition. I've had
the enormous luxury of never needing a
job, so there's no ladder to climb." She
insists she doesn't "dream" of an ambassadorship elsewhere, or a position in the
Senate or Cabinet. "I've been asked
about all these things by people within
the system, the last time as recently as a
week ago. But I'm not going. I'm very
fulfilled by the work I'm doing." That
may be so, but Vienna, of course, is better known for its bier und burghers,
waltz, schmaltz and schlag, than it is for
its influence on the world stage.
Hunt has close friends who are cabinet
members, she says, "And boy, they go
through hell. They go in with wonderful
dreams about all they will accomplish,
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Touring Bosnia with Swanee Hunt
and then they spend most of their time
scrambling to deflect bullets."
Three days later, over breakfast in Bosnia,
a volte-face is apparently on the menu.
Hunt declares, in that soft-voiced, cozy
down-home style of hers, that while she is
not looking forward to leaving Vienna, she's
very happy there, but if pressed by President Clinton, she would take up another
role. She can't imagine saying no to the
president, she says, like so many politicians
before her when they announce they are
running after insisting they aren't. "If asked,
I would do it. I'm here to do his work." And

Bosnia and meet real people and hear their
stories, you discover this war was more a
massive propaganda campaign by political
idealogues who had very specific ambitions
for their own careers than it is about ethnic
strifes that cannot be bridged."
She does recognize how "irregular" it is
for her to be "roaming" around Bosnia,
climbing in and out of military helicopters,
getting mud on her boots, sans the ambassadorial armor of power designer suits,
make-up and jewelry. Certainly, it's not
Pamela Harriman's style."lt has Washington
midlevelers scratching their heads and say-

Left, Hunt (center) with two of her staff at the Sarajevo women's NCO,
Zena 21. Center, entertaining a Sarajevan child at Zena 21.
Right, with Haris Silajdjzic, former prime minister of Bosnia.
then she laughs, embarrassed. That's a
lower-cased " H " on "his," she stresses.
This is Hunt's sixth trip to Bosnia, where
the risk of her dodging bullets is real, not
figurative, as it is in the White House. The
armored vehicles and humvee security detail, courtesy of the American branch of
SFOR (the multi-national NATO-led Stabilization Force), are charged with protecting
her. "Ambassadors are really so much trouble when they come into a country like
this," she acknowledges. "If we get kidnaped, or injured, it becomes an international incident." The U.S. General in charge
of Eagle Base in Tuzla is pleased to see her
arrive, she says, but happy to see her go,
and Hunt understands why.
As the ambassador to Austria, Bosnia is
not technically her beat, so why does she
go? "I believe you can't understand the political situation unless you do so at a
human level," she says. "When you get to
Spring

1997

• O NTHE

ISSUES

ing, 'Somebody put her back in her box!
Please!'" She chuckles. "It's the people at
the upper levels who say, '"Come on. She's
doing the Lord's work.'"

S

UCH RELIGIOUS REFERENCES a r e COITI-

mon in Swanee's conversation
and speeches, in which she
tends to use Biblical type parables, like the minister she once
was, to make a point. She can
also be expected to burst into song, frequently hymns or Sunday school ditties, at
the click of a photo-opportunity. When she
was growing up in Dallas, the church
played a major role in her life, in part because life at home was so difficult. "The
Christian fundamentalist church was the
only warm environment for me as a kid."
she says. Now she sawily distances herself
from it. "When I go home these days I pretend I'm visiting a [foreign] culture," she

says, just as she separates herself from her
father's arch-conservatism and overly colorful reputation.
Swanee is one of 15 offspring sired by
Hunt with the three simultaneous women
in his life: one to whom he was married;
the second, his secretary, whom he finally
married; and a third, who came forward at
the time of his death to say she'd been
married to him and claim part of his estate
for her children.
At one stage in his life, H.L. Hunt was reputedly the richest man on earth. Two of
Swanee's half-brothers made a bid for the
same title some years later
when they attempted, and
ingloriously failed, to corner
the silver market. But for a
brief while, they were worth
an estimated $5 billion. H.L.
Hunt, a man with a thirdgrade education, worked variously as a shepherd, a shortorder cook, and a
lumberjack, before gambling
his way, via poker, into owning oil fields. Swanee's share
of the family fortune is now
worth, by her own reckoning,
"several hundred million dollars." It could be more, but
she has not been accruing
principal, preferring instead to donate half
the annual income to a foundation she and
her sister, Helen, run.
H.L. Hunt was not an easy man to live
with. He was 60 when Swanee was born.
"Home life was pretty tough; there were a
lot of strains. I had an extraordinarily
strange upbringing," she says. "My father
was a very eccentric man, very involved in a
lot of right-wing causes. And being a Hunt
in Dallas was isolating, like being a Rockefeller on the East Coast or part of the royal
family in London." She left home early to
move to Heidelberg, Germany, where she
spent four years "trying to get as far away
from my home environment as possible,"
she says, and where she learned to speak
the German she now uses in Vienna.
"I grew up in an extremely patriarchal
family," she says, "and a particularly grating
memory for me came after my half-brothers
had a run in with the silver market. A leading business magazine stated that my father
'left behind a progeny that cares about
nothing more than
(continued on page 59)
33

breaking

ranks

TARA
AND OTHER LIES
Margaret Mitchell and the real Rhett Butler
BY CAROLYN GAGE

M

dally and stunting them inauthor of Gone
tellectually and artistically,
With the Wind,
all in the name of chivalry.
was a battered wife. She
Peggy Mitchell, an invetkept her first marriage a seerate tomboy, had not gone
cret from the press, because
down without a fight. A rethe court records for the digional outsider and a
vorce contained a harrowmediocre student, she had
ing account of her husdropped out of Smith Colband's attempted rape of
lege after her freshman
her. It was a graphic acyear, when her mother died.
count wildly at odds with
Her attitude, which she exthe famous marital rape
pressed to her brother, was,
scene that provided the
"If I can't be first, I'd rather
dramatic climax of the robe nothing."
mance between Scarlett
Returning home to AtO'Hara and Rhett Butler in
Margaret Mitchell (center) meets her fantasy: Clark Cable and Vivien lanta, she attempted to carve
Mitchell's famous novel.
Leigh join her after the debut of Cone With the Wind.
out a niche for herself as a
How could her readers surrebel among the city's deburender themselves to the thrill and passion of the fictionaltante daughters. But Peggy underestimated the forces she
ized account after reading about the real Rhett—a jealous
was up against when she challenged the authority of the
and violent alcoholic named Red Upshaw whose assault
Debutante Club's senior committeewomen. The last straw
left Peggy Mitchell hospitalized for two weeks?
had been her uninhibited exhibition of apache dancing at
Why the discrepancy between the two accounts? Because the annual charity ball. It was traditional for the debutantes
Peggy Mitchell belonged to a society that attached more imat the end of the season to receive their invitations to join the
portance to myth than to reality, a society deeply invested in
Junior League, the equivalent of initiation into "high sociglossing over the horrors of its recent history of slavery for
ety," but when the letters went out, Peggy's name had been
the sake of glorifying a romantic epoch that never existed.
left off the list. As a member of one of Atlanta's oldest and
This was a society that, in 1936, had still not come to terms most established families, with an uncle who had been both
with Appomattox. She also belonged to a society that sacri- mayor and state senator, Peggy could only take this omisficed its daughters religiously on the altar of Southern womsion as the personal rejection it was meant to be.
anhood—fetishizing them sexually, infantilizing them soBut Peggy found that her Junior League ban had not hurt
her popularity with men, a fact she enjoyed flaunting to the
CAROLYN CAGE (http://www.monitor.net/~carolyn) is a
women who had snubbed her. She took to bobbing her
lesbian-feminist author and playwright. She is the author of Like
hair, wearing short flapper skirts and drinking her dates
There's No Tomorrow: Meditations for Women Leaving
under the table at the Peachtree Yacht Club, a social club
that had nothing to do with boats.
Patriarchy (Common Courage Press, 1997.)
ARGARET MITCHELL,
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After her husband's attack, Margaret Mitchell bought a small pistol
and kept it on her bedside table until his death in 1949.
Like the heroine of any good romance novel, Peggy
Mitchell threw in her lot with love and adventure. Defying
her father and brother and flouting social convention, she
married Red Upshaw, as likely an anti-hero for her plot as
any of the sons of the South. Red, a devastatingly handsome rake with a reputation for womanizing, had dropped
out of college and was supporting himself by bootlegging
liquor. But there had been more to Red than just the outlaw
image. He was the only boyfriend of Peggy's who ever encouraged her rebelliousness, laughing at her risque jokes
and never criticizing her for drinking or smoking. It was
obvious to Peggy that the two of them were meant for each
other.
But real life is not a novel, and as the spunky heroine of
her own script, Peggy Mitchell never dreamed that her
daredevil marriage would end in attempted rape, a face
disfigured with cuts and bruises, a sordid divorce and a
swift retreat into a safe, but suffocating second marriage.
Before this second marriage, she made one more attempt
to emulate the heroines of a romance novel. The winter
after the assault, she booked passage for Cuba, planning to
work her way to the Canal Zone, Honolulu and Tahiti. But
she was totally unprepared for the sexual predation that
awaits the single woman travelling alone. If chivalry was
not dead in upper-class Atlanta, it certainly was in the
streets of Havana, and the flirtatious charm that she had assumed as part of her personality was not a distinct liability.
She aborted the trip, returned home and married John
Marsh.
And John was a good rescuer. But rescuers exact a price,
and although he was neither a violent nor a passionate
man, John Marsh had pressured Peggy to quit her job as a
star reporter for the Atlanta journal. Childless by choice, she
had enjoyed the fast pace, the challenging assignments and
the social life of a journalist. But even as a staff reporter, she
had not been able to escape the stigma of her gender. She
was frequently required to write stories like "Should Husbands Spank Their Wives?" or "How A Perfect Lady Refuses A Proposal." The one time she had been given free rein
to write a series profiling some of the strong women in
Georgia's history, the paper cancelled the articles. It seems
that her real-life heroines had been too "mannish," too unladylike, and too violent for the readers' tastes.
After leaving the journal, Peggy embarked on a career as
a professional invalid, developing agoraphobic symptoms
and a number of physical conditions, both diagnosed and
undiagnosed, that were to plague her for the rest of her life.
Outnumbered, wounded and badly demoralized, there was
nothing to do except to sound a retreat. And so Peggy
Mitchell turned inward to the world of her imagination,
where she could live all the romance her heart desired
through her impetuous and indomitable alter-ego, Scarlett
O'Hara. And for seven years she did just that.
Peggy Mitchell reinvented herself in the pages of her historic novel. She rewrote life the way she thought it should
have been, and she did it persuasively: The dashing and
sexually charismatic alcoholic really was the right man after
all. The attempted rape was only the natural surge of an
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animal passion that would sweep up both husband and
wife and carry them beyond their pride and their personalities to some transcendental realm of psycho-spiritual
bonding. The philandering, alcoholic bootlegger only needed the responsibilities of fatherhood to transform him into
a sober and upstanding citizen. And when the heroine
found herself suffering from the after-effects of the night of
passion (a later miscarriage of the fetus conceived that
night), her penitent husband kept watch night and day outside the door of the sickroom, racked with guilt that he
should have been the cause of her pain, and waiting anxiously for word that she might forgive him.

I

N REALITY, PASSION HAD HAD NOTHING TO DO WITH THE

attempted rape. The marriage had been a disaster from
the honeymoon. Possibly in a move to curb Red's violence, Peggy had insisted that they both live in her father's
house. Married in September 1922, they were separated by
July. Three months later, Red drove up unexpectedly to the
door. Peggy spoke with him briefly and then invited him
into the house. In the divorce deposition, Peggy stated that
"Mr. Upshaw demanded his connubial rights after striking
me with his fist upon my left arm..." She refused on the
grounds that she feared he would treat her in a "cruel and
inhumane manner." Her counsel stated that he "jerked her
against the bed, causing her to be bruised all over her
body." Peggy fought him off, screaming for help. Bessie
Berry, her housekeeper, appeared in the doorway as Red
was leaving the bedroom. Peggy in tears, ran after him,
yelling at him to get out of the house. At that, her husband
turned around and punched her full in the face.
Unlike Rhett, Red did not set up a vigil outside his wife's
sickroom door. Instead of going to the hospital, Red paid a
visit to his friend John Marsh, who would soon become
Peggy's second husband. He asked John to serve as a gobetween in negotiating an agreement whereby he would
not contest a divorce if she would not file criminal charges.
Peggy, unlike Scarlett, did not awake the next day to the realization that she loved her husband. She woke up with
two black eyes, a sense of terror she was to carry with her
for the rest of her life, and a sense of profound humiliation.
Far from hoping her husband would visit, she purchased a
small pistol and kept it on her bedside table until receiving
news of Red's death in 1949. A vagrant alcoholic, he leaped
from the fifth floor of a flop-house hotel in Galveston.
Why the lies? How could Peggy Mitchell bring herself to
glorify the most traumatic and degrading episode of her
life? Perhaps the question is not "How could she?" but
"What else could she do?"
Marital rape was not even recognized as criminal. There
were no shelters, no crisis hot lines, no rape advocates, no
literature on the subject, no television talk shows. Although
her family had disapproved of the marriage, they considered divorce the ultimate disgrace. Peggy's friends had all
warned her against Red, so she was understandably reluctant to appeal to them for support, at risk of hearing how
she had "made her bed and could lie in it." Peggy and Red
separated with no closure. He didn't visit the hospital, he
35

Margaret Mitchell reading
congratulatory notes in her
Atlanta, QA home following
the announcement that her
novel had won the Pulitzer
Prize, May 1937. Below,
John P. Marsh, Mitchell's
second husband.

failed to show up in court, he didn't call, he didn't write.
Writing, like all art, can be an attempt to resolve contradictions that cannot be reconciled in life. And certainly
Mitchell's life was fraught with contradictions: A tomboy
with a lust for adventure, she had been compelled to act
out the role of dutiful daughter and southern debutante.
An avid journalist, she had been sidelined on the
"women's page"; the daughter of a militant suffragist, she
had been shamed and abused by her mother. An enthusiastic collector of erotic writing, she expressed a profound
aversion to male sexuality. Raised on stories about the
glory days of the Confederacy, Peggy Mitchell could hardly
reconcile these with the poverty and explosive racial tensions in the Atlanta of her girlhood.
Turning to writing for the closure she needed, one of the
first orders of business was to exorcise her guilt at the failure of the marriage. In the novel, Rhett is not blamed for
the rape. He is depicted as being driven to it by Scarlett's
provocations, and by her not-so-secret love for Ashley
Wilkes, a married man. In reality, Peggy had been notorious for playing multiple boyfriends off against each other,
and she was known to brag about her ability to tease her
dates into a frenzy of sexual frustration. Also, like Scarlett,
she fancied herself in love with a man she could never
have. Clifford Henry had been a friend of Peggy's brother,
a lieutenant and a recent Harvard graduate. He was a gentle, philosophical man, and it was their shared love of literature that formed the bond between him and Peggy. Before
going overseas, Clifford had given Peggy his ring. At
Smith, Peggy's romance with an "older man" at the front
was a subject of envy. The friendship was a sincere one,
and when she received news that he had been killed at the
front, Peggy had been genuinely grieved.
Four years later, at the time of her marriage to Red,
Peggy apparently came to the realization that Clifford
Henry had been the one true love of her life. It is not known
why she shared this insight with her new husband, but it

may have provided Red with an excuse for his
violence. But Peggy's "one true love" had
been even more inaccessible than Scarlett's.
Not only was Clifford dead, but one biographer suggests that he might have been gay.
In Gone With the Wind, Scarlett is scapegoated and punished ruthlessly, both for her flirting and for her infidelity. For Margaret
Mitchell to have justified compulsive flirting
as a learned response to a social milieu that
systematically stripped women of the power
to direct their lives, she would have needed a
feminist perspective which was still 50 years
in the future. For her to know that the battering was not her fault, she would have needed
to hear the voices of other battered women.
For her to receive validation for the criminality of rape by her husband, she would have
needed the legislative reform spurred by activists against domestic violence. And for her
to understand her attraction to dispassionate
men and platonic affairs, she would have
needed the critique of compulsory heterosexuality which could only emerge from a visible
and vocal lesbian culture.
But Margaret Mitchell did not have these things. She had
a typewriter and a desperate need for closure. Battered
women have powerful stories to tell; when there are no appropriate outlets, they tell them any way they can.

S

OME TELL THE STORY IN THEIR BODIES, WITH CHRONIC ILL-

ness or injuries. Some tell their stories through chronic
exhaustion or mental debilitation. Other women keep
telling the story with their lives, pitifully seeking closure in
abusive relationship after abusive relationship. And some
women tell their strongest stories with their lies, with their
denial. These are the women who stand in the subways,
one hand on the strap and the other clutching a romance
novel. These are the women who spend the whole afternoon watching soap operas—the women who buy Regency
novels by the gross, reading one after another.
It doesn't matter that the plots are indistinguishable, that
the main characters are all the same—in fact, that's the
point. These novels and soap operas, if read or viewed frequently enough, provide a pseudo-reality, a closure of
sorts—as long as they never end. What lies behind the romance addiction—the compulsion to hear over and over
the stories of love at first sight, of Sleeping Beauty being
awakened with a kiss? The answer is horror, the horror of
lifetimes—hundreds of thousands of women's lives—wasted, destroyed, sold into slavery by lies and lies and lies
passed down from grandmother to mother, from mother to
daughter. Romance literature is Western mind-binding, female emotional castration.
Romance is the legacy of our colonization as women,
which we pass on to each other in the blind belief that it
will ease our bondage. Instead, it perpetuates it, because
the woman invested in romantic fantasy will interpret her
degradation as the result of a personal failing, instead of a
deliberate goal of a male dominant culture. Scarlett O'Hara
could afford to put off reality; she could always think about
it tomorrow. But for real women, today is all we have. •
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COLLECTIVE
ENTREPRENEURSHIP
What developing nations are teaching American women about business
BY MARLENE C. PITURRO

C C ~¥~KNEW

I NEEDED MORE MONEY TO HELP MY BUSINESS

I survive," says Ana Pena. "But the bank wouldn't
-Llend to me and I was afraid to borrow more on my
credit cards because the interest rate is so high." In her 30s,
with dark hair and a bright smile, Pena and her large family immigrated 20 years ago from the Dominican Republic.
Pena had long been a self-employed beautician, but without capital she couldn't stock up on the supplies she needed or upgrade the appearance of her two-chair beauty
salon in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn.
Then she heard about ACCION New York, a banking
program that offers "microloans" to customers that ordinary banks don't view as creditworthy. (Once offering
loans as small as $100, ACCION New York now provides
microloans ranging from $500 to $25,000.) Pena joined
forces with two other women to create what Accion calls a
"solidarity group." The group applied for a $4,500 loan,
with the funds to be divided equally among them. Together, they were responsible for repaying the entire loan. If one
member defaulted, the other two would have to make up
the difference or no one in the group be eligible for another
loan. Today, with the original loans successfully repaid, the
group has borrowed a larger amount on what Pena calls
"comfortable" terms. She has expanded her business, employs two beauticians and can now pay her mother and sister to help out during busy times.

Cross-Cultural Origins
The concept of microloans has its roots in the work of developing nations to secure its citizens' economic future.
One of the first bankers to go micro was Dr. Muhammad
Yunus, president of Bangladesh's Grameen Bank. He intuitMARLENE C. PITURRO is a freelance journalist and a
former banker from Hastings-on-Hudson, New York. Piturro's
last story for O N THE ISSUES was a profile of Hong Kong's Anson

Chan, "First Chinese, First Woman," summer 1995.
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ed that lending women entrepreneurs small amounts of
money—whether to buy two laying hens or a sewing machine—would do more to end poverty than government
handouts or dependence on a husband.
How to lend to women with no credit or collateral?
Yunus solved that problem by having women form groups
of four to six entrepreneurs to cross-guarantee loans. Each
woman received a small loan, which all had to repay before
receiving subsequent higher loans to grow their businesses.
A laggard's loan would be covered by the other group
members before they could move forward. Yunus' idea
worked. Grameen Bank has made over two million microloans, nearly all to women, with a repayment rate of
97 percent, versus less than 60 percent for wealthy
Bangladeshi borrowers. "Capital does not need to be the
handmaiden of the rich," Yunus says.
India's Ela Bhatt started the Self-Employed Women's Association, a trade union and its bank in 1974, to help its
4,000 members earn a living. The association lends
amounts as little as 50 rupees ($1.40) to buy seed corn or
fabric to women who couldn't even sign their names.
Bhatt's bank has maintained a loan portfolio of $3.6 million
and reached 85,000 customers. The group has a loan repayment rate exceeding 95 percent.
It might come as a shock to many Americans that conditions for 40 million poor people in the United States
have become so appalling that international relief agencies such as Oxfam, ACCION International and Save the
Children support the establishment of similar relief programs for America's inner cities. But the fact is that such
programs, imported from Bolivia and Bangladesh, are
working just as well among the American poor. These
economic innovations have come not a moment too soon;
the bipartisan 1996 welfare reform bill, with its sink-orswim approach to poverty, makes inner city and rural entrepreneurs vital to stopping the further economic deterioration of their communities.
37

Public Policy Breakthrough
In the U.S. microlending began in the early 1970s. ACCION
International, which has run micro-enterprise programs in
Latin America since 1973, set up shop here in 1991 after recognizing the widening gap between haves and have-nots
in the United States. By 1994, microlending vaulted to new
levels, when leaders at the World Bank realized that after
nearly 50 years of trying to spur economic development in
less developed nations, the rich were still getting richer
while the poor languished. The bank's top honchos had an
epiphany: put tiny amounts of capital into the hands of entrepreneurs and you build countries. Joined by 23 other development banks, the World Bank pledged $27 million of
the $200 million total to microlenders through the Consultative Group to Assist the Poorest (CGAP), expecting to
reach 7.5 million women and their 38 million family members in ten years.
Piqued by the World Bank initiative and the success of
international microloan programs, U.S. Treasury Secretary
Robert Rubin successfully lobbied Congress and President
Clinton, and in 1994 helped create the Community Development Financial Institutions Fund (CDFI) to expand the
availability of credit, investment capital, financial and development services in poor urban and rural communities.
He then appointed Kirsten Moy, an expert in mortgage
lending in poor areas, as CDFI's first executive director. To
implement the CDFI politicians, following in the footsteps
of international microlenders, deferred to private agencies
experienced in micro-enterprise. CGAP would leverage the
$200 million in funds allocated—enough to reach nearly 40
million borrowers.
The need is there. In 1995, CDFI received 268 applications requesting more than $300 million in financial assistance which is a 10-1 subscription above the $31 million
available.
Janie Barrera, Executive Director of ACCION-San Antonio and a daughter of micro-entrepreneurs, has demonstrated the correctness of those decisions. Barrera's parents
scrimped and saved to open a Mexican restaurant in Corpus Christi, where she waited tables. After a stint in the Air
Force, her entrepreneurial instincts and her desire to return
to her community to "make a difference," led her to
Boston-based ACCION International. With ACCION seed
capital she set up an office, then went banging on doors
until she got four banks to extend $150,000 worth of interest free credit. She cadged an additional $150,000 from
Partners for the Common Good Loan Funding, a religious

neighborhood. Some work from store fronts; perhaps a curtain and drape retailer who could land a major contract
with the school district, if only she had credit to purchase
material.
Barrera and her staff find these entrepreneurial women
through word-of-mouth, public service announcements
(PSAs), newspaper ads, socials, and tenant meetings. With
loans averaging $2691, ACCION-San Antonio has dispersed a total of $1.5 million in loans; they had one default
this year. ("If only she had come to us for help," moans Barrera). Barrera's goal for ACCION-San Antonio and her
clients is economic self-sufficiency. She has funds to make
350 loans a year but expects to come up short. It's not easy
to find borrowers among those alienated by the banking
system, and convincing them one-on-one that they deserve
access to credit and capital. Since the lender goes out on a
limb (Barrera once accepted a day care center's couch as
collateral), she must have monthly payments on the loan's
due date. Poor judgment about a client's credit worthiness
and lax repayment collection would quickly doom a microlender. Barrera recalls a husband-wife team who sold ice
cream from a truck for 15 years, saving every penny to buy
a dilapidated grocery store. A small loan transformed it into
a thriving taqueria; two subsequent loans enabled them to
build a drive-through window. Rapid growth sometimes
created cash flow problems. Barrera feared that they would
start skipping loan payments. Her fears seemed real on the
last day for an on-time payment, until the borrower arrived
at ACCION's office, soaking wet after taking buses through
a rainstorm to deliver her loan payment.

An Antidote to Welfare?

Connie Evans, executive director of the Women's Self-Empowerment Project in Chicago, tries to strike a balance between microlending and support services for her agency's
clients, 35% of whom are on welfare, 80% whom are black,
all with family incomes below $15,000. Having visited
Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, Evans has modified microfinance to work in an inner city. She's flexible about solidarity groups, forming them only when a simpatico group coalesces. She also spends time helping women negotiate
social services, puts five percent of loan proceeds into an
savings account for clients' emergencies, and offers some
business and technical support: "This is not Bangladesh
where you can buy a cow and sell the milk. A woman from
the South Side might be sewing garments from home, but
she's competing with Wal-Mart and J.C. Penney. We've got
to step up with technical assistance and increased loan size."
Other municipal programs contract with private agencies with close ties to their needy
Ithaca Urban Renewal Agency of Ithaca,
Mafld bagman, successful microlenders do clients.
N. Y, for example, chose Angela Noble President of the Noble Economic Development
things that few traditional financiers do.
Group to design and deliver local microenterprise programs. Noble's typical clients are poor women of
organization dedicated to socially conscious lending.
color, such as a landscaper who came to the loan-review
Crisscrossing the sprawling city, she now ferrets out the
committee with two-foot long garden shears in hand. "We
conventional banker's nightmare clients—women, mostly
didn't turn her down," notes Noble.
Latinas, with bad or no credit. Often she finds them as food
Flexibility and fine-tuning are the keys to successful mivendors at street fiestas that move from neighborhood to

Equal parts banker, social worker,
cheerleader, den mother, and
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croloan programs. Chicago's Connie Evans tinkered with
can happen to nice bankers. With the same impetus as mithe Grameen model so that it could work for welfare mothcrolending, GreenPoint eased credit terms for immigrants,
ers. Angela Noble would like to raise her programs' loan
people with poor credit histories, and low-income borrowcap from $5,000 to $10,000, and struggles with an 8 percent
ers. In less than two years the default rate hit 12 percent, reinterest rate for borrowers—higher than the human-service
sulting in 2,100 home losses, destroying the dreams of
types wanted, but lower than the bankers' comfort level.
"A woman from Chicago's South Side
New Mexico's Melinda Kenefic lobbied her
might be sewing garments from home, but
senator, Peter Domenici, to increase microloan
funding as she stood behind him on the take-out
line for Chinese food. ACCION-New York's
Delma Soto wants passionately to have the
J.C. Penney. We've got to step up with
largest microloan program, (at the very least, to
be the largest microlender to Latinas), and to technical assistance and increased loan size."
keep her default track record at $26,000 on a $3
million portfolio.
homeowners, their families and tenants. Without a microbanker who leads with her gut, but follows her portfolio
like a bird dog chasing prey, just lowering the barriers to
The Answer to Poverty?
credit and capital access can be disastrous.
Is there a downside to microloans? Touting microloans as
Assuming that microloan programs continue their upthe antidote to American poverty is asking more from a financing mechanism than it can deliver. Even though eagle- ward trajectory, will banks have a microloan window in
every branch? No, because conventional banks are not
eyed microlenders do everything to ensure success—prostructured to profitably provide small loans. That hasn't
viding basic business training, one-on-one attention, and
precluded program heads such as Barrera, Soto, and Evans
peer pressure—they can't make everyone an entrepreneur.
from devising ways for big banks to participate by extendAlthough rugged individualism and the entrepreneuring lines of credit to their nonprofit agency and treating the
ship it spawns symbolize America, small companies have
aggregate microloans as one loan. The agency, in turn, disalways played a more important role overseas. A 1996
study in Inc. magazine found that micro-enterprises (busi- burses the funds and takes responsibility for collecting the
nesses with fewer than 10 employees) were more prevalent payments from each borrower.
Banks are also helping with philanthropic programs such
in Europe than the U.S., 93.3 percent versus 78.2 percent
as the Citicorp Foundation's "Banking on Enterprise",
Taiwan and Korea became economic superpowers from out
which will disburse $10 million over five years (1995-2000)
of nowhere, thanks to their entrepreneurs. In China, since
to microloan agencies last year. Brandee Galvin of the Citisupreme leader Deng Xiao Ping declared in 1979 that "to
corp Foundation explains: "It makes perfect sense for us to
get rich is glorious," small enterprise jumped from 1.4 million to 20.8 million, contributing 31 percent of that coun- partner with microlenders. These programs are effective,
have a positive impact on people's lives, and build approtry's productive capacity.
Best estimates indicate only 10 to 15 percent of Ameri- priate channels for accessing the capital markets." Citicorp
is also sponsoring a microloan summit this month, expectcans are cut out for self-employment. However, the Small
ed to attract 4,000
Business Administration estimates that nearly all of the 2.6 ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^
global participants.
million new jobs in America in 1995 were created by small
For information on
Despite the forbusinesses. So as micro-enterprises grow, they have job-cremicro-loan programs in your
eignness of microation potential that can benefit more people in poor neigharea, contact:
loan programs to
borhoods.
most Americans,
A real threat to the continued success of micro-finance is
Association for Enterprise Opportunity
they represent a
conventional or SBA programs masquerading as microlend70 East Lake Street
tremendous boost
ing programs. The Illinois Development Finance Authority,
Chicago, Illinois 60601
for the economically
for instance, made 22 loans totaling $410,000. The IDFA's
(312)357-0177
disenfranchised. Beaverage loan, however, were higher than the usual loan of
cause small amounts
$10,000-$20,000. Default rates soared to between 25 and 30
The Aspen Institute
of money can be lent
percent. IDFA's Executive director Bobby Wilkerson said:
SELP-Ste 1070
over and over again,
"The default rate raised some concern among some of our
333 New Hampshire Avenue, NW
the relatively small
board members in terms of how we're handling credit
Washington, DC 20036
investment of $200
analysis." If the IDFA scenario plays out around the coun(202) 833-7434
million can reach
try, with community development types handing out hefty
over 40 million enloans without proper checks on credit and collateral, genOffice of Public Affairs
trepreneurs, creating
uine microloan programs will be killed as well.
Department of Treasury
a cycle of indepenWhen it comes to increasing poor people's access to cred1500 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW
dence and opportuit and capital, good intentions aren't enough. Greenpoint
Washington, DC 20220
nity that can change
Bank of Flushing, Queens' "low documentation/no docu(202) 622-2960
women's lives. •
mentation" home mortgage loans shows that bad things

she's competing with Wal-Mart and

Spring

1997

• O N THE

ISSUES

39

BIOLOGY
, AND , *
DESTINY
The Feminist Awakening of
Nobel Prize Winner
f
Rita Levi-Montalcini

BY

I O W C O U L D YOU RETURN TO LIVE IN

1

a country that persecuted you, that took away your citizenship, your profession, and forced you to live underground
to survive?" Rita Levi-Montalcini, winner of the 1986
Nobel Prize in Science, never answered my question. Instead, smiling a little, she set down her watering can amid
the dozens of coral and crimson plants and went to the
book shelves in the apartment she shares with her twin sister, Paola. When she returned to the room, Levi-Montalcini
gave me an armful of family papers, books, and descriptions of her- Nobel-winning discovery of Nerve Growth
Factor, a natural chemical that helps nerve cells to navigate
and survive and may someday be used to regenerate damaged or severed nerves.
Born in 1909, Rita Levi-Montalcini will soon be 88 years
old. Her slim carriage is erect, her hands don't tremble, she
doesn't wear glasses. Her thick, gray hair is smartly and simply styled, and so are her clothes. Her hyphenated name, and
the elegant gold jewelry she wore, once led an American psychologist who encountered Rita at scientific meetings to assume she was supported by a wealthy Italian husband.
Nothing could be further from the facts of her life.
An anxious child, Rita Levi-Montalcini grew up utterly
lacking in self-confidence, afraid of her father, Adamo Levi.
A businessman with an exuberant love of opera, Adamo
was also a controlling patriarch; his wife, Adele Montalcini,
nine years his junior, accepted his authority and tolerated
his explosive temper. Paola was not intimidated by the
severity and piercing quality of Adamo's gaze, the silent
flaring of the nostrils preceding his brief but violent outbursts of anger, the imperious voice. Rita trembled with
fear when she saw such behavior and, extending this fear
to all adults, fled from them. Her father's stories about the
precarious situation of Jews under the Italian Inquisition
and during the pogroms in Eastern Europe gave her nightmares into adulthood.
Undoubtedly it was also Adamo's temperament that impelled him to make all the decisions in the household, right
down to the kinds of hats worn by the twin girls. When it
came time for higher education, it took two years for Rita
to persuade her father to allow her to enter medical school.
According to Adamo, two of his six sisters, both of whom
had doctoral degrees, had found it very difficult to reconcile their studies with their conjugal and maternal roles.
Adamo objected that medicine "was a long and difficult
course of study, unsuitable for a woman." The young Rita
had already decided to forego marriage, however, and she
had no interest at all in babies. In her autobiography, In
Praise of Imperfection, she wrote that "the subordinate role
played by the female in a society run entirely by men made
the status of a wife less than attractive."
Finally her father yielded. Rita and her cousin, Eugenia,
Anthropologist
merous
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papers on women.
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Scientists as Survivors: From Ashes into the Light.
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spent a year preparing for entrance exams: with the help of
tutors, they learned Latin, Greek and mathematics. The two
young women studied philosophy, literature and history
on their own. Their concentration was rewarded when Rita
scored highest on the list of candidates on the entrance
exams. In 1930, both she and Eugenia enrolled in Turin University Medical School on the banks of the River Po.
Rita was one of seven women in a class of 300 students;
she made few friends at the university. A classmate once
described her "as a kind of squid, ready to squirt ink at
anybody who came near." She did, however, attract a mentor, Giuseppe Levi (no relation). Later, she would describe
him as "celebrated in Turin University as a scientist, for the
anti-fascism he professed with supreme disdain for the
most elementary rules of caution, and for his terrible but
short-lived fits of rage."
Rita graduated at the head of her class in 1936, and was
rewarded with a trip to a scientific conference in Sweden.
She decided to specialize in neurology and psychiatry, and
was given a job as assistant lecturer in the anatomy department. But history intervened.

Underground Research

I

n 1936 Mussolini's ties with Hitler became closer and
the Italian Fascists began to vilify the Jews. When the
anti-Jewish laws were passed in 1938, Rita was compelled to leave the university and was barred from doing
laboratory research and practicing medicine. Rita had
never firmly identified herself as Jewish; her father had notified his four children, before they could even read and
write, that they were freethinkers and could choose or
refuse a religion when they reached the age of 21. As the
Italian newspapers continued their vicious attacks on the
Jews, Rita at first experienced a kind of shock. That shock
eventually gave way to a sense of liberation from "the
nightmare of an anti-Semitism, all the more menacing for
being invisible and yet ever present," that had tormented
her since early childhood.
"For the first time I felt pride in being Jewish and not Israelite, as we had been called in the liberal climate of my
early years," she wrote, "and though still profoundly secular, I felt a bond with those who were, like me, the victims
of the lurid campaign unleashed by the Fascist press."
In 1940, one of her classmates, Rodolfo Amprimo, prodded her into continuing her research. With the help of her
brother Gino, Rita built a laboratory in her bedroom. She
continued her early research on the nervous system of chick
embryos. The first experiments turned out well, allowing
Rita to observe the development of the nervous system.
Her mentor, Giuseppe Levi, who had been dismissed
from the University along with all the other Jewish professors, became Rita's first assistant, and his students crowded into her bedroom to work and examine her experiment.
In this setting, Rita replicated an experiment by Viktor
Hamburger of Washington University, which she had read
of in a scientific journal. In the winter of 1942, Rita wrote
41

Rita Levi-Montalcini and her twin sister,
Paola, in 1938.

up her findings, which differed
from Hamburger's, and sent them
to a Belgian journal, since Italian
journals then did not accept the
work of Jewish scientists.

Life in Hiding

L

ater that year the
Allies began systematically to bomb the
cities of northern Italy,
particularly industrialized
Turin. The Levi's, along with
many other Turinese, moved
to the nearby countryside. In
the dining area of the small"
house they rented, Rita set up
her lab on a little table in the corner. She cycled from hill to hill
begging farmers to sell her their I
eggs, particularly the fertilized ones, |
for "her babies." In the spring, it was
the burgeoning plant and animal life
around her that stimulated Rita's interest in
the nervous system of different species. She came to
realize how "individual cells behave in a way similar to
that of living beings, how plastic and malleable is the entire
nervous system." Her awareness of this "behavior" was in
marked contrast to the rigid and unchanging structure of
cells described in neuroanatomy textbooks of the time.
But Rita soon found it impossible to focus on her work.
In September 1943, the Germans occupied Italy, and the
Levi's found themselves fleeing for their lives. They tried
crossing into Switzerland but were rebuffed by the Italian
guards at the frontier. With false identity cards, they next
boarded a train going south, and Rita found herself facing
a former fellow student in a Fascist uniform, who asked
where they were heading. In the chaos at the railway station, she said, they had boarded the wrong train; they
would be getting off at the next stop, which turned out to
be Florence. The group got off the train in a heavy downpour early in the morning and phoned a friend of Paola's,
who in turn took them to meet Consilia Leoncini.
With a sick father in the house and her son at the front, it
was too dangerous for Consilia to rent a room to Jews. The
Levis said their name was Lupani, assured her that they
were Catholics from Apulia, and Consilia gave them a
large room. Thereafter they spent their time filling out false
identity cards, printed by the partisans, which they distributed to friends who also managed to reach Florence. With
these identity cards they procured ration cards, which
"sanctioned, at least temporarily, the right to life, of which
we had been deprived by the Nazi invasion of Italy," Rita
would later write. Meanwhile, they all listened to the BBC
every evening on the radio, discovered that Consilia was
an ardent antifascist, and learned from Cosetta, Consilia's
daughter, that her mother realized they were Jews early on.
At the same time, Giuseppe Levi also managed to reach
42

Florence, where his wife and two
children were staying, and he and
I Rita edited a new edition of his
two volumes on histology.
On September 2, 1944 the
I British marched into Florence.
I Rita registered with the Allied
Health Service, where she
acted as both doctor and
nurse. By the summer of
1945, depressed by the impotence she experienced with
the service, she decided never
again to practice medicine.
She returned to Turin and the
position of assistant professor
at the university, along with
| Giuseppe Levi and the other Jewish professors who had survived.
She also enrolled in a biology program to bolster what she readily acknowledged as her inadequate scientific
training. Less than a year later, on a sumHmer morning in 1946, Giuseppe Levi showed
Rita a letter from Viktor Hamburger, the chair of the
biology department of Washington University in St. Louis,
Missouri. He had read Rita's paper in the Belgian journal,
noted that her conclusions differed from his, and invited her
to spend a semester with him to investigate the problem further. The following year, Rita set sail for America.

Sanctuary and Sexism

V

iktor Hamburger, impressed by Levi-Montalcini's
scientific acuity, enthusiasm and hard work, helped
her settle into American life. In the early years at
Washington University, she often visited her former classmate, the microbiologist Salvador Luria, who by then had
become chairman of the biology department at Indiana
University in Bloomington. During her times there, she encountered James Watson, Luria's student, who was invariably very rude to her, "a frail foreign woman," as she described herself at this time. In her book, she attributed his
attitude to his "well-known anti-feminism." It was an antifeminism that Rosalind Franklin, the English physical
chemist, was later to experience.
In the midst of her work, Rita had nevertheless been
doubtful at times about the value of experimental neuroembryological research. One afternoon, however, examining her latest series of silver-salt-impregnated chick-embryo sections, she realized that the nerve-cell populations
she had been so carefully observing were subject to migrations, quotas and to the elimination of excess numbers.
Nervous systems, in short, were more accessible to investigation than she had imagined. "The revelations of that day
stayed permanently inscribed in my memory," wrote Rita,
"marking not only the end of the long period of doubt and
lack of faith in my research but also the sealing of a lifelong
alliance between me and the nervous system."
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At the end of World War I I , Rita returned to Turin and to the university to continue
her work, along with the other Jewish professors who had survived.
Unlike other cells in the body, such as cells of skin, nerve
cells do not naturally heal or regenerate themselves when
damaged. But Rita's observations led her to the theory that
there was a natural substance in the body that promoted
the growth of nerves. To test her hypothesis, she grafted
small fragments of two tumors close to the vessels of the
membrane covering the embryonic tissues. After 10 days of
incubation, she observed that the volume of the sensory
and the sympathetic ganglia was much larger than normal,
that sympathetic fibers had invaded the organs, some even
penetrating into the veins of the host embryo. This confirmed her hypothesis about the humoral nature of the substance, which she called the "nerve-growth promoting
agent," and concluded that it could be identified by the invitro (outside the body) technique.
She secured a grant from the Rockefeller Foundation and
decided to visit another friend, Hertha Meyer. Meyer had
long ago set up an in-vitro culture unit at the University of
Rio de Janiero. Throughout her trip, Levi-Montalcini carried in her coat pocket two white mice with implanted
tumor cells nestled in a small cardboard box; with the mice
she included an apple for food and drink.
Two months later, in a letter to Viktor, Rita described and
illustrated an extraordinarily dense, halo-shaped outgrowth of nerve fibers from the ganglia grown close to the
previously transplanted tumors. "Enchanted by the beauty
of the halos, I never tired of repeating the experiment, and
documented it with drawings in my numerous letters,"
wrote Rita.
On her return to St. Louis, Rita began to work with Dr.
Stanley Cohen, a flute-playing biochemist and newly appointed research associate in the biology department. After
a year of hard work in the in-vitro culture unit that Rita set
up, she and Stan discovered the qualities of the growthstimulating substance, which they named the Nerve
Growth Factor (NGF). It seemed that NGF was a peptide, a
macromolecule containing complexes of nucleic acids and
proteins; the salivary glands of male mice, they discovered,
were rich in NGF and were an inexpensive source. By designing an antiserum charting NGF's role, they found it
was essential to the differentiation and health of nerve cells.
Six years later, in 1959, Rita and Stan's intense, productive collaboration abruptly ended when Viktor Hamburger
fired Cohen. It was an event that Rita writes "sounded to
her like the tolling of a funeral bell." At no time, however,
was Rita critical of Viktor, the man who had brought her
out of devastated Italy. Still, it was clear that the time had
come for Rita to establish her independence.

An Institute of Her Own

I

n 1961, Rita obtained a grant from the National Science
Foundation to establish in Rome a counterpart to the
St. Louis laboratory. She spent six months of each year
there, alternating with a colleague, the biochemist Piero
Angeletti, the direction of the lab and her own work at
Washington University.
By the middle 1980s, as the genetic coding for human
nerve growth factor was identified, the significance of
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Rita's work was recognized. In 1986 she received a Lasker
award, the most prestigious science prize in the United
States. Later that same year, Rita Levi-Montalcini and her
former colleague, Stanley Cohen, were awarded the Nobel
Prize in Medicine and Physiology for their discovery. She is
one of only 25 women to have won in the 93-year history of
the Nobel Prize; of those 25, only five have won in medicine and physiology.
As the first Italian woman to receive a Nobel Prize in science, Rita is extremely popular in her native country. Constantly featured in the Italian media, she is a role model not
only for women aspiring to be scientists, but also for the elderly, for she continues to go to her lab every day. Recently,
Rita used her public position to rescue from privatization
the Institute of the Italian Encyclopedia Trecanni, the
equivalent of the Encyclopedia Britannica, and gained full
powers over it. These she handed over to a group of efficient and qualified "youngsters"; she appointed a 35-yearold to the position of chief editor of the encyclopedia. She
created a biology laboratory under the supervision of the
world's leading scientists and entrusted it to 20 young scientists, who will transfer their studies and discoveries to
the volume "Frontiers of Biology" in the encyclopedia, to
which she has given new life—at last on a CD-Rom.
In a New York Times article entitled "Science vs. the Female Scientist," Dr. Shirley Tilghman, professor of molecular biology at Princeton, wrote: "The culture of science
evolved in a period when it was being practiced exclusively by men, and that has greatly influenced the outcome. It
is a man's game, and it continues to be played by men's
rules. Linda Wilson, president of Radcliffe and a chemist,
recently suggested that the fierce rivalries and ruthless
competition among scientists were incompatible with the
inclusion of women and minorities in science. . . . But science is an extraordinary profession. I know of few other
professions where the excitement that brought you to the
field in the first place is sustained over so many years. It
would be a tragedy to exclude women from all this fun."
Rita Levi-Montalcini has no intention of being left out,
even now. Along with her 200 scientific articles, several
pieces on the social significance of science, and her autobiography, Rita wrote and presented "The Feminine Awakening," an explicit expression of her feminist thinking and an
overview of the women's emancipation movement from its
origin in the early 19th century to 1970. By 1979 she had
reached retirement age in both the United States and Italy.
Since then, she has written, "I have been allowed, if not
without opposition,...to work in the capacity of a guest in
the institute which I had seen born under better auspices 10
years earlier." She continues to direct the Rome laboratory,
where there are currently seven younger women doing research. One of them, Luisa Bracchi-Laudiero, told me that
her grandmother, but not her mother, had always encouraged her interest in science. It was that grandmother who
proudly calls her "my little Levi-Montalcini." The world of
science is not an ideal world for a woman, but it is a radically different one. And for Rita Levi-Montalcini, science
continues to be pure joy. •
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HOW THE SPIRIT
MOVES
At Mississippi's Camp Sister Spirit, survival is the best revenge
BY BRENDA AND WANDA HENSON

HERE IN THE DEEP SOUTH, WHERE YOU COME

from and who you belong to is everything. Folks will go to great lengths to
find out who your people are and who
belongs to you. What might be considered "nosy" in other parts of the U.S. is
considered "caring" here at home. For
four years, Sister Spirit Incorporated
worked to raise money so that a feminist educational and cultural retreat center could be built in Mississippi. The core group of women wanted to create a place
for self-sufficiency and autonomy from the patriarchy, a
place for creating indigenous lesbian culture, a place from
which to share food and clothing with neighbors, a place to
work and to care.
We wanted to be able to work with whoever came
through our door. Some have labeled our work "action
feminism." We call ourselves "doers"—we do what needs
doing, with whatever we have to work with. Since our
struggle became national news in November 1993, sisters
and brothers from all over the world have responded.
When the violence against us broke out three years ago,
we had daily contact with only one neighbor. He told us
that since he owned the 100 acres to the north of us and the
100 acres to the south of us that he has always hunted the
land—even the 120 acres sandwiched between his land,
now legally owned by Sister Spirit Incorporated. When we
told him that our land was a wildlife refuge and would
never be hunted again, he was enraged. He told us that we
had no right; considering himself the patriarch of this community, he thought he could run us off. So far he has failed.
People from around the country have stuck by us.
We can hardly believe that three years of our lives have
passed so quickly. We are proud, amazed and grateful for
BRENDA

AND

WANDA

HENSON are two of the

founders of Camp Sister Spirit, located in Ovett, Mississippi.
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what more than 3,000 volunteers have done. We have succeeded in creating our dream: a feminist educational and
cultural retreat center with what we call a "land dyke"
focus; a safe space—no violence in word or deed; a space
committed to sobriety. Camp Sister Spirit now has a 33-bed
bunkhouse for womyn-born-womyn only, an eight-bed
cabin and a six-bed bunkhouse for men or womyn. The cabins are ramped for access by the disabled, though the
bunkhouse upstairs is not. Our meeting space can hold
about 75 folks; our kitchen is large and well equipped. Our
pantry doubles as a community food pantry, and we feed
more than 100 people each month. One mile of used tin
fence protects the perimeters of the 120 acres and the electric
front gate, given by Robin Tyler's West Coast Womyn's Music
and Comedy Festival participants, is remote controlled and
lavender. In the face of terror, we have managed to survive.

W

E CONTINUE TO CONNECT WITH OTHER GROUPS AND

charities to make referrals and to complete joint
projects. We call our efforts fellowshipping, or
"networking for peace." Recently, after four months of
speaking to local ministers, community leaders and volunteers, we were able to get a wheelchair ramp put on the
trailer of a neighbor who recently lost her leg to diabetes.
This effort was followed by a letter to the local newspaper
editor, thanking all those we had spoken with as well as
those who actually helped. Mennonites from five counties
over built the ramp. Several other churches offered money,
but could not find folks within their congregations willing
to volunteer to do the work! Several women we've connected with who share our desire to make Mississippi a better
place to live, (including the directors of the local Red Cross
and Good Samaritan Center), are now making referrals to
us. We in turn refer to them. Our list of professionals, people who are willing to work on a referral basis and accept
sliding scale fees, is limited but growing.
Despite the local fundamentalists, we are who we are
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and we are working to make life better. We have found that
our place is in the whole community. We have earned the
respect of many who "did not have an opinion one way or
the other" about lesbians or gay men. We have earned the
respect of many who may have had a strong negative opinion, but who admire our willingness to stand up for what
we believe in: as one neighbor said, "You gals are tough."
We have also earned the scorn of those who tried hard to
get us out of their "Christian community" and who now
are revealed as "bearing false witness" against us. We have
not done what the preachers said we would do: We have
not marked any babies; the divorce rate has not gone up;
we did not turn out to be "The Gay Agenda."
Many brothers and sisters come for the Camp Sister Spirit experience. Mamma, Brenda's 91-year-old mother who
lives here with us, says she never knows from day-to-day
who will be here for supper. True. We now have three land
caretakers, Brenda, Wanda, and Mattie; two more apprentices will be here come spring.

A

LTHOUGH THE INDICTMENTS AND THE OUTRIGHT

threats of our neighbors have dwindled, we still
face harassment from others, notably our neighbor.
In September of 1995, for example, we received a water bill
for 187,000 gallons of water—for one month. Usually, our
bill is, at most, for 18,000 gallons monthly. The woman at
our community water service tried to convince us that we
must have a leak.
We began turning the water on for an hour or so, long
enough to wash dishes and bathe, then we'd turn it off. The
turn-off valve is across the road at our neighbor's. Sometime
after I talked to the water service, I went down to cut the
water off and noticed that the dial had stopped spinning. I
called the representative to report my discovery. "Like I said,
your pipe was broken. You must have fixed it," she said.
Our pipes run across our neighbor's field, yet he has refused to let Brenda check for a leak on his land, even
though our water company has a verbal easement. To get
access to his land, we would have to take him to court. We
decided instead to hire a company to drill a well for us.
After waiting two months for an appointment with the
company, we called to ask how much longer it would take.
The company representative said, "Sorry, we accepted a
larger contract and we are not available." All the other
drillers are booked until February 1997. Brenda and I managed to resume our doctoral studies during the fall. But as
soon as the semester is over, I will rent a trencher. We hope
by the time this article is published that we will have installed a half-mile of water pipe all the way to the
front road.
I am not from Jones County. I'm a native of Jackson
County, Mississippi, 80 miles south, so I'll always be I
considered an outsider here. But Jones County has a I
remarkable history of African-American liberation
and integration struggles, which include the hard
work of many lesbians and gay men. Now the first
generation of folks since the Civil Rights Era of the
1950's and 1960's have faced off in a battle for lesbian
and gay sovereignty. Thus far, social justice is ahead.
The land feels enchanted by the loving energy
brought here by the thousands of volunteers who've
worked with us. The land feels clean, washed by the

tears of those who lived through those first two years of
fear on the land. The land feels blessed by all the prayers,
rituals and gatherings in the name of our protection on the
land. And most importantly, the land now feels safe for
those who are interested in coming to volunteer, visit, do an
internship, do a class project, or whatever you can.
What have we learned, you might ask? Lots. But the
major lesson we learned—and the reason we could not get
into court to stop the aggression against us in the first few
years—is that there are no civil rights laws to protect us as
lesbians and gays. Therefore we do not have civil rights
under the U.S. government. I read in the gay press all the
time about gay and lesbian civil-rights-law violations. Not
so. Violations, yes, but no laws.
I feel that the United States is in violation of the International Human Rights laws, which mandate governments to
protect their citizens from being terrorized. As global citizens, we have the right to live without fear. Yet fear is a
way of life for many gays and lesbians here in the U.S.; just
see how many of us are closeted. I can't tell you how many
times African-American Mississippians have stopped us in
town and said, with an air of hope and of trying to get us
to understand the real issue, "Listen, this is what it is. We
got our rights. You can get yours, too. Keep on going." It's
the hugs that always follow this advice giving that lets me
know that change is possible.
Many folks have asked us why we do what we do, "in of
all places, Mississippi." We do it because Mississippi is our
home. When you move because you are forced to, you become a political refugee. Fundamentalists do not have a
right to force their religious understandings
on us. Our own religion, Unitarian Universalism, honors our I
lesbian love and our I
being loved. For us, |
being refugees is not
an option. •

Right, Brenda and
Wanda, March 1996.
Below, Tara Cray, the
sign Goddess and
artist, preparing for
the Gulf Coast
Womyn's Festival.
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The battle between feminism and
motherhood: Is it fruitful to multiply, or
do the intense needs of children limit
the growth of the women who love them?

THE GOOD
(AND NOT SO GOOD)
MOTHER
nism, which to her "was always to give
women fuller, better lives, a chance for equaliThe notion of motherhood, never simple or ty with men, and an opportunity to use all of
particularly stable, is again under pressure— their human potential" and the needs of chilthis time on several fronts. While advances in dren, which in our culture has limited such
reproductive technology and changes in fami- personal growth. For Roiphe, this includes the
ly structures stir debate about where, when agony of wrenching herself away from a cryand why women want children, the sharp in- ing child to pursue her own ambitions, as well
crease in working mothers heightens the ten- as ambivalence about the movement itself. Imsion between self-fulfillment and the demands ages of Roiphe herself going into labor alone
of family, and provokes anxiety about who in a snow bank; of her mother sipping Scotch
takes care of the children.
in a bathtub, longing for divorce; and of being
Two recent books: Fruitful: A Real Mother inencouraged to leave her playwright husband
the Modern World, by the novelist and colum- and find her own voice, make it clear how
nist Anne Roiphe, and Reproducing Persons: Is-grateful the author is for the fuller, better life
sues in Feminist Bioethics, by philosophy pro- feminism gave her. But she is also angry at the
fessor Laura M. Purdy, reveal just how urgent way feminists have belittled motherhood,
these questions have become. In widely differ- abandoned the demand for child care and,
ent contexts and from different points of view, more recently, attacked women's motives for
these two books define the major issues in the having children in the first place. In fact, the
current debate about reproductive choices and book's title was inspired by one of the movetheir political ramifications. They also reveal ment's early swipes at mothers: Betty Rollin's
1970 command in an issue of Life magazine,
how divisive the debate can be.
"If
God were speaking to us today in a voice
Fruitful, Anne Roiphe's 11th book, is a personal reflection on her experience as a mother, we could understand," she said, "even he
as well as feminism's impact on her and the would say 'Be fruitful! Don't multiply.' "
culture—at least the middle-class part of it. It
was prompted by The Morning After, her
OIPHE IS OUT TO PROVE HOW WRONG
daughter Kate Roiphe's critique of feminism's
Rollin was; real mothers can do both, she
focus on date rape and sexual harassment. argues.The book is also a plea for a more realProud of her daughter's work and also aware istic assessment of what mothering is: "It's all
of the irony of having "a critic of the revolution very well in the abstract to speak of the
in which I was a foot soldier and she a benefi- virtues of motherhood. . . but up close, in the
ciary," Roiphe says, "I am a mother feminist. I thick of it, we have to consider, is it worth it,
ask myself is that a contradiction, and this what does it do to us, how exactly does it
book begins." It's Roiphe's chance to address make us feel. Because the emotions, good and
her own doubts about the women's move- bad, of the common mother are the building
ment, as well as its goals and achievements.
blocks of our next political direction." Roiphe
The chief contradiction Roiphe addresses is takes a significant step toward redefining
the personal conflict between the goal of femi- motherhood in the second section of her book,
REVIEWED BY ROBIN BROMLEY

FRUITFUL: A Real Mother in
the Modern World
by Anne Roiphe
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin,

$22.95)

R

REPRODUCING PERSONS:
Issues in Feminist Bioethics
by Laura M. Purdy
(New York: Cornell University
Press, $42.50; $16.95, paper)
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"Guilt." A veteran of consciousness-raising, Roiphe knows that stories can effect
change, and she uses them persuasively.
Her anecdotes about outstanding mistakes go a long way to dispel the notion
of the available mother who heals all
with a hug. They also help assuage the
working mother's guilt over neglecting
her children. (I, for one, gained tremendous latitude for error from the stories of
her inadvertently leaving her 10-year-old
home alone when rushing to a hospital,
and sending her toddler to a birthday
party without underpants.)
The book is less convincing, however,
when it turns from anecdotes to an
analysis of sexism and prescribes new
directions for the future. For instance, relying heavily on the work of psychologists Nancy Chodorow and Dorothy
Dinnerstein, Roiphe traces the chief
cause of misogyny back to women themselves, to "mother-dominated childhoods," in which children fear regression and the loss of self. The idea is that
people hate women because they hate
their repressive mothers. So if things are
bad for women in general, they are
worse for moms. Quoting Chodorow,

Roiphe writes, "We are all prone to
mother hating because we live in a society that says that mothers can and
should do all for their children."
The failures of feminism can also be
blamed on women, particularly the rage
against men that became a defining
theme in radical feminist politics and
scholarship. Roiphe writes that "Instead
of establishing equality between the
sexes, all the banging of the consciousness-raising drum had somehow managed to reverse the polarity. Good was
now female and bad was male." Pronatalism, which Roiphe defines as "the
idea that the culture is rife with evidence
of a conspiracy to make women bear
children," comes in for even stiffer attack. While Roiphe forgives the early ex-

Roiphe traces misogyny back to women themselves; people hate women
because they hate their repressive mothers.
pression of pronatalism as "a kind of
politics-cum-paranoia" of early feminism, "today's anti-baby posturing," she
says, "is something else again. It repels
most women. It makes it possible for us
to avoid serious questions and issues

" Controversial paradigm-challenging
utterly engrossing"
A compelling and intimate portrait of how
the contemporary Goddess movement
impacts women's lives today. The film covers
the emotionally moving experiences of
women attending a three-day Austin-based
workshop taught by author and feminist
witch Zsuzsanna Budapest, often called the
"founding mother" of the women's
spirituality movement.
To Order send check to:
Women's Spirituality Forum
P. O. Box 11363
Oakland, CA 94611
To order with
Visa or Mastercard
Call: (510)444-7724
Video:
Shipping & Handling:

Total $34.95
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about child care." Worse, she contends, it
plays into the hands of anti-abortionists
who use it to position the women's
movement as antifamily. Oddly enough,
although women are the problem,
Roiphe believes the solution rests in
men. If men would share half the responsibility for raising children, they
would attract half the wrath. This would
not only diffuse misogyny but also give
women the time they need to pursue
their aims and children the attention
they so sorely need.
Women must lead the way: "If we
could make a revolution about what
women did, we can make a revolution
about what men do, what families should
be. It is just that we stopped halfway. "
This will free us to attend to the next gen-

A documentary
by Peg |ordan

eration of feminist goals: putting child
care back on the agenda, helping women
make informed choices about reproduction, and finding solutions to infertility.
Roiphe's call to bring fathers home
doesn't mean she excludes other forms
of family. Examining the various ways
families are formed today—homosexual
partnerships, adoptive families, remarriages, families formed with the help of
surrogate mothers or IVF—Roiphe
strives for tolerance, recognizing that
people nurture each other and children
in many ways. And yet, unaware of her
own biases, she often undermines her
cause. In an otherwise moving definition
of family, for example, she seems blind
to the huge caveat she throws into the
argument, suggesting that different
kinds of family are fine as long as they
are not substantially different: "If we define the family as a bond, biological or
chosen, which is dedicated to the caring
of all. . .then the genders of the adults
will affect the style, the culture, the politics of that home, but no more."
There is, of course, nothing insubstantial about culture and politics. Roiphe
says in her baldest statement of the issue,
"Feminism needs to be pro-marriage, because that is the best way to make most
men, women, and their children happy."
Her point is that parenting is at least a
two- or three-person job, if not the whole
village's. But her wish for the return of
the family, even the broader and more
expansive families of the present, doesn't
seem to be any less fantastic. This is why
I think she ultimately slips back into a
call for "traditional families."

O N

T H E ISSUES

• Spring

1997

Roiphe's descriptions of her own family prove much more affecting, especially
as it grows to include one daughter from
Roiphe's first marriage, a new husband,
two stepdaughters, and two daughters
from her second marriage. It is hard to
dispute the elasticity and strength of a
family that endures an angry child setting
a bed on fire; one sister badly battering
another; a daughter getting strung out on
drugs, then going through recovery and
the discovery that she is HIV-positive.
Reflecting on how much her experience as a mother has encompassed, how
much it has expanded the way she thinks
and feels about herself as well as others,
Roiphe claims that contradictions collapse and the clash between motherhood
and feminism is an "artificial one, after
all." At first, I found this disappointing, a
facile resolution of a powerful conflict.
But as I reflect on the family Anne
Roiphe describes and the contradictions
that motherhood entails, I believe her.
Her personal story makes an important
contribution to our understanding of
who we are and to enlarging roles that
the culture has made much too small.

The Cultural

the two women have very different ideas
about how close women are to achieving
Contradictions
that goal. Purdy believes that the threats
of Motherhood
to women's self-determination are enorSharon Hays
mous, consisting not only of the pronatalism that Roiphe dismisses, but of the
"A lucid, probing examination of our culinsidious sexism that overtly challenges
ture's contradictory and troubled relationwomen's development, and makes it difship to motherhood—and how it affects
ficult for them to feel as suited to other
mothers....A thoughtful analysis."
roles as they are to nurturing.
—Kirkus Reviews
Purdy's chief concerns about the difficulty of making reproductive decisions
"Hays's intellectually income to the fore in her 1995 essay, "What
cendiary Cultural
Can Progress in Reproductive TechnoloContradictions
gy Mean for Women?" At issue is
could add needwhether the risks involved in genetic
ed nuance to
testing, which allows women to abort sefeminist
riously impaired fetuses, outweighs its
thought—
potential good. Here, as in later arguand perhaps
ments about abortion, Purdy emphasizes
ignite change
the burden on women raising children in
in
mothers'
a sexist society. Without guaranteed
over-burdened
health care, child care, or equal opportulives."
nities in education and the workplace,
—The Nation
raising children can be an overwhelming
$2$.00
responsibility. Purdy's view of how grim
parenting can be is even starker, in an
essay comparing compulsory pregnancy
(which is what a ban on abortion
YALE UNIVERSITY PRESS
amounts to) with the International Labor
EPRODUCING PERSONS: ISSUES IN FEMIP.O. BOX 20904O, NEW HAVEN, CT 06520
nist Bioethics, is entirely different in Organization's definition of forced labor.
scope and purpose than Roiphe's reflections. The book is a collection of formal
philosophical essays on the moral implications of abortion, reproductive technolTHE WISE WOMAN
ogy, and genetic testing written over the
2441 Cordova Street
last 20 years. Purdy, who teaches philosoOakland, CA
phy at Wells College, is interested in
94602
bringing the rigors of her academic disci(510)536-3174
pline to the moral issues underlying
women's childbearing choices. She also is
committed to demonstrating that feminist
ethics deserves the attention of serious
philosophers. Therefore, she applies the
rules of formal logic to each issue, testing
THE WISE WOMAN, a national journal, locuses on feminist
the merits of each argument with the forIssues, Goddess lore, feminist spirituality, and Feminist Witchcraft.
mal demand that "equal consideration of
Published quarterly since 1980 by Ann Fortreedom.
interests would mean that women's interIncludes: women's history, news, analysis, reviews, art, photos,
ests would count as heavily as those of
poetry, cartoons by BOIbul, exclusive interviews, and original
men and, where the two come into conresearch about witch-hunts, women's heritage, and women today.
flict, would be taken to outweigh those
Subscription: $15 yr./$27 for 2 yrs./ $38 for 3 yrs. (U.S. funds).
interests at least half the time."
Sample copy or back Issue: $4 (U.S. funds).
Microfilm: available In the Alternative Press Collection of University
Purdy is much more skeptical than
Microfilms International. Contact: UMI, University Microfilms, Inc.,
Roiphe when it comes to the reasons
300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346.
women choose to bear or raise children.
The Wise Woman - Timely, Yel Timeless.
Aligned with what Roiphe considers
THE WISE WOMAN. J441 Cordova SI.. Oakland, CA 94602.
anti-baby posturing, Purdy is convinced
017
that social pressures have more to do
with reproductive decisions than intrinsic desire. Thus, while Roiphe and Purdy
might agree on the current aim of femiSubscribe now to The Wise Woman, and send In a copy of this ad,
nism, which, as Purdy puts it, is "to help
and you will be sent a free gift of matriarchal significancel
women take more control of their lives,"
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A child's serious health problems
added to this make it an almost impossible burden, one that should count as
much as—or more than—fetal life. This
burden is compounded when a woman
has been pressured into having the child,
a phenomenon that Purdy sees as pervasive. Unlike Roiphe, Purdy does not believe many women choose to have children for the power of the experience. In
fact, she is skeptical that many women
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actively choose at all. As she sees it, the
pressures of pronatalism are very real,
very harmful and widespread: "Many
women (and men) have children because
'it is the thing to do,' and only 'misfits'
fail to reproduce." Even more insidious
is the way sexism can corral women into
unwanted pregnancies and parenthood:
"Women in sexist societies are bombarded with the view that women (but not
men) are nurturers by nature," Purdy
maintains. "This assumption, together
with the (now usually subliminal) message that females lack the qualities necessary for other projects, undoubtedly
leads many women erroneously to concur in the judgment."
Purdy's remedy, at first glance, seems
patronizing. "Feminists need to engage
in an unrelenting campaign. . .to make
sure that women are provided with the
opportunity for thoroughgoing scrutiny
of their needs, desires and plans before
going ahead with having a child. Such
scrutiny must include a realistic assessment of the demands of motherhood. It
must also include a clear-eyed assessment of each individual woman's inclinations, strengths and resources. It is
easy to see why Roiphe and others might

IN BRIEF

• FEMINISM & HISTORY edited by
)oan Wallach Scott, (Oxford University
Press, paper, $19.95) This collection of
20 essays, part of the "Oxford Readings in Feminism" series, articulates
across time and culture the classic divide between 'equality' and 'difference' feminism. Many of the texts are
profoundly academic, but what they
sometimes lack in grace they make up
for in intellectual depth and range. An
especially provocative essay includes
"Does a Sex Have a History?" by the
anthropologist Denise Riley, which
challenges the very existence of the
term "woman" in a post-deconstructionist age; Ann Snitow's essay, "Gender Diary," tracks years of debate on
motherhood as a privileged category.

Reducing the number of pregnancies
and abortions would mean changing
deeply ingrained social assumptions and
the behaviors that go with them, (empowering girls to refuse unwanted sexual encounters and making contraception
and sex education a priority are two important examples). It would also mean

Pronatalism's pressures are real, harmful and widespread,
according to Purdy; reducing pregnancies and abortions would
mean changing social assumptions.
reject this argument. If you don't acknowledge the impact of sexism and
pronatalism, you might think Purdy is
saying that women do not think through
their choices. They are being herded toward motherhood like sheep. But in fact,
Purdy is adamant about looking at the
social pressures women are under to define themselves as mothers, the hardships they can endure as a result, and the
effort to alleviate those pressures by
making alternatives available through
genetic testing and abortion as well as
through wider social reform.
In her essays on abortion, which make
up the second part of the book, Purdy
makes an even stronger case for the need
to evaluate the social forces that influences a woman's decision to bear children. In "Abortion and the Argument
from Conscience," for instance, she suggests that the political debate has focused on the sanctity of the fetus to divert attention from the real issue—why
there are so many unwanted pregnancies
in the first place. We avoid these problems because the social cost of remedying them would be profound.

improving women's health and financial
status, and providing adequate food,
shelter, and care for children. This lays
out a far more constructive agenda for
feminism than arguments about the relative sexism of the culture, for it calls attention to the very real consequences of
ill-considered pregnancies: those young
people whose lives we say we hold so
dear, yet whose well being we do so little
to foster.

P
desire to have children in her more
recent essays on reproductive technoloURDY SHOWS GREATER SYMPATHY FOR

gy, which comprise the third and last
section of the book. Indeed, it is the basis
for her argument against feminists who
fear men will use technology to control
women's reproductive decisions, or even
eradicate the need for women themselves. Unlike Roiphe, Purdy offers a
much more measured, even cooler, view
of the experience. Carefully defining the
"right reasons" for parenting, she acknowledges that some men and women
want children for the pleasures of the
special closeness in being a child's pri-
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mary caretaker and the wish to nurture a
child and witness her or his growth, yet
Purdy remains skeptical of the independence of their choice.
Rather than define herself as a parent,
Purdy says she "participates in parenting." Nevertheless, she does admit that
the desire to parent can be a compelling
interest—one that outweighs the many
arguments that Purdy puts forth against
parenting in a sexist society, and one that
she ultimately upholds on the same
grounds she gives for the access to genetic testing and abortion: the right to
self-determination, which emphasizes
control over one's body and resources.
Given how much influence society has
over our decisions, in Purdy's view, it is
not surprising that she ultimately argues
that the more significant issue in reproductive technology is not about individual choice, but whether the huge sums of
money being allocated for it might better
be spent on broader social change, such
as routine health care for women that
might reduce the infant mortality rate.
Roiphe would agree, despite her radically different view of parenthood and
the forces that shape it. No one can deny
how hostile the environment has become
for women and their children, given the
recent welfare "reform" measures that
aim to marginalize (if not extinguish)
them. Onslaughts like this make it clear
that, while it is important to debate and
define who we are and what we need as
women, right now we may need to subordinate our differences to fight for an
environment in which women and children can survive, let alone thrive. •

IN BRIEF
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• LIKE THERE'S NO TOMORROW:
Meditations for Women Leaving
Patriarchy by Carolyn Gage, (Common Courage Press, paper, $14.95)
For once, here's a meditation manual
with attitude. Written by an ON THE ISSUES contributor, this book of more
than 100 meditations covers issues
from empathy to jealousy, from asking
for help to refusing to compromise.
Gage gathers quotes from courageous
women around the world, and writes
in a tone that encourages and inspires
without being insipid. Packed with
oriceless gems ("The doctrine of
'choosing one's battles' is a dangerous
one for the radical feminist."), it's a
book that deserves a place of honor on
every woman's bedside table.
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That's why there was such backlash
against Streisand's latest movie, THE
MIRROR HAS TWO FACES. Most of the

THE DIVA IN
THE MIRROR
BY KATHI MAIO

I

T'S NOT EASY BEING A DIVA, AND I

don't mean an opera singer. (Although that's no walk in the park, either.) No, I'm referring to the Hollywood
female superstar: iconic women performers whose show biz personas could
fill a screen, eclipse any script and overshadow any co-star. Back in the golden
days of Hollywood, the town was full of
them. Joan Crawford. Bette Davis. Even
Judy Garland and Elizabeth Taylor. They
were bigger, much bigger, than the films
they appeared in. And that's the way we
liked them.
But, gradually, throughout
the 1950s and 1960s, the role
of women in feature films deteriorated, and the Hollywood diva all but disappeared. Oh, we still have
female stars today, but look at
them. Headliners like Julia
Roberts and Sandra Bullock
(and even slightly older performers like Meg Ryan and
Michele Pfeiffer) are girlish,
sweet and, sad to say, almost
interchangeable. They hardly
strike us as women of power,
and they never truly dominate their material, or their
leading men. In fact, compared to the hypermasculine
male stars of today (Stallone,
Mel Gibson, Schwarzenegger, etc.), they
practically fade into the woodwork.
So, is the diva dead? Not as long as
Barbra Streisand still lives and
breathes—and produces, directs, writes
music for, sings over the closing credits
of, and stars in—the occasional film.The
problem is, much of the movie-going
public—that is, many audience members
and almost all critics—no longer want to
watch a woman be a STAR. They want a
woman who takes up less space on the
screen, someone who is young and pretty and more docile, on and off the set.
KATHI M A I O is the film critic for
ON THE ISSUES.

reviews were pans, and most of the pans
were intensely personal attacks, charging
her with "control-freak" perfectionism
and excessive vanity. Many gleefully
pointed out that she fired some technical
workers during her shoot. Others berated her for lighting herself in a flattering
manner. It's as if they were saying, "How
dare she call the shots on her own film
set?" "How dare she be the star of the
movie wherein she plays the protagonist?" (Take a moment to consider that
when Mel Gibson directed himself as the
title character of "Braveheart," no one
busted his chops for being a take-charge
kinda guy, or for filling the screen with
his own manly, mythically heroic countenance. Heck, they even gave him a couple of Oscars for his self-glorifying epic.)
As with her previous (Oscar-snubbed)
directorial projects, much of the sniping
against The Mirror Has Two Faces was lev-

eled against La Barbra for having the au-

The diva
behind the
camera:
Barbra
Streisand
directs Jeff
Bridges.

dacity to be an (unrepentantly) powerful
woman in today's Hollywood. It's sexist.
Unhappily, however, so is Ms.
Streisand's entertaining romantic comedy.
In the film, Streisand plays Rose Morgan, a popular professor of romantic literature at Columbia University. Rose still
lives in the shadow of her beautiful, vain
mother, Hannah (Lauren Bacall), who
belittles her constantly, and her beautiful, vain sister, Claire (Mimi Rogers),
who steals and marries Rose's equally
shallow boyfriend (Pierce Brosnan), simply because she can.
This is fairytale family dysfunction.
Only the wicked stepsister and stepmother are actually flesh and blood. Since this
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isn't the eighteenth century, you might
wonder why a middle-aged professor at
a major university is still living at home
with her able-bodied and emotionally
sadistic mother. All the better to show,
presumably, that this is one Cinderella
that needs a rescuing prince, pronto.
But princes seem in short supply, until
Rose meets another Columbia prof, a
handsome but awkward mathematician
named Gregory Larkin (Jeff Bridges).
Gregory, who has had many failed relationships with la belle dames sans merci,
decides to try another approach to a contented and productive existence. Since
beautiful women wreck his life, he'll
seek out a homely one with mutual interests; since sexual preoccupations keep
him from his work, he'll build a meaningful celibate relationship.
When Gregory sits in on one of Rose's
lectures and hears the frumpy but dynamic teacher expound upon the "courtly love" ideal of a pure union of the
souls, he thinks he's found the perfect
woman. Later, both agree that the
media-induced obsession with beauty
and romance is a harmful force in gender relations. And so, Rose, who is at-
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Where America banks Us values.

tracted to Greg's intelligence and kindness (as well as his good looks) is happy
to give celibate marriage a try.
The brave—and interesting—thing
would have been to have these two form a
loving, supportive primary relationship
without sex. But Hollywood has never
been that courageous, even with a woman
director at the helm. Movies (as "Mirror"
itself admits) are designed to sell sexual intercourse. So, before you know it, Richard
LaGravenese's screenplay has Rose throwing pn a black negligee and lighting up
candles in an attempt to seduce her husband. When the seduction fails, Rose is
crushed and Greg is confused—and the
two are temporarily separated.

T

HIS IS WHEN THE MOVIE REALLY

falls apart. These two, who clearly
already care for one another deeply,
don't simply work out their relationship.
No, that would be too civilized and too
self-respecting. Instead, Rose opts for a
total beauty makeover. While Greg lectures in Europe, she exercises and
starves herself down a couple of dress
sizes, paints her toenails, bleaches her
hair, paints her face, dons black sheath
dresses, bares her cleavage and teeters
around on four-inch heels. In short, she
becomes Barbra Streisand at her most
glamorous—a manifestation of every
Cosmo cover you've ever seen, a personification of every Jenny Craig, Lancome
and Clairol ad that has ever promised
you love and acceptance if you can only

HOME
VIDEOS
IN BRIEF

• FLY AWAY
HOME is a movie
about a pubescent girl, Amy
(The Piano's Anna

Paquin), and the
flock of geese she raises and then leads
South for the winter. Doesn't sound like
great cinema, but it is. That's because director Carroll Ballard (The Black Stallion) has
ways had a gift for working with children
and animals. In both cases, he never goes
for simply cute. He has the patience to portray both the human young and our animal
brethren as complex characters, worthy of
respect, and capable of brave adventure.
My only complaint? The film exploits the
age-old screen cliche of killing off (or spiriting away) the child-protagonist's mother.
Amy would be a compelling hero even if
she weren't a motherless child.
•WALKING AND TALKING, the feature
debut of writer-director Nicole Holofcener,

achieve the right "look."
In having Rose heal her life through a
beauty regimen, The Mirror Has Two
Faces embraces the very superficial,
misogynist trappings that Rose and Greg
disparaged earlier in the film. It is especially troubling to watch Rose put her
makeover in the hands of her mother—
the very woman who, the story goes,
kept Rose from developing a healthy
sense of self.
Barbra Streisand has said that the
mother-daughter angst of the film is
more than a little autobiographical. (She
even fed bits of her conversations with
her own mother to LaGravenese to insert
in the script.) But, in real life, Streisand
worked on her self-esteem issues in
much different ways than she allows
Rose to do. Babs got some distance from
the toxic relationship she had with her
mother. She went into therapy and
learned to love herself for who she was.
And, as we all know, she accomplished
great things in her professional life. Too
bad poor Rose couldn't do the same
thing. Instead, she is redeemed by cosmetics and hair dye...and a good-looking
man admitting that, yes, he does want to
sleep with her.
Oh Barbra, Barbra, Diva mine! Couldn't you find a project more worthy of
your prodigious talents? It's really hard
for me to come to the defense of the last
of the female superstars when your put
your power behind a retrograde fairytale
like The Mirror Has Two Faces. •
is a warm, funny look at women's friendships. Amelia (Catherine Keener) and Laura
(Anne Heche) have been best friends all
their lives. But now Laura is planning to get
married and Amelia is feeling shut-out and
eager for a romance of her own. There's no
high drama or wild slapstick in Holofcener's
little movie. It doesn't need any. The characters, both primary and secondary, are so
al- likeable (and life-like), that you're happy
just to spend some time with them.
• SECRETS AND LIES cuts a little closer t
the bone, but is just as fascinating (and not
without its own sense of humor). When a
young black London optometrist named
Hortense (Marianne Jean-Baptiste) decides
to seek out her white birth mother, Cynthia
(Brenda Blethyn), she starts a cycle of truthtelling that sends shock-waves throughout
her new "family." Mike Leigh's character-d;
ven, class-conscious melodramas are always
winners; this one took home the Palme d'Or
at last year's Cannes Film Festival.
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C H K S L K R (continuedfrom page 7)

exquisite, salted pistachios, communal
sandalis (to warm one's feet on freezing
nights), turquoise-colored ceramic
hookahs (also known as hubble-bubbles),
in which one smoked tobacco or hashish.
Every time Afghanistan is in the news,
I reach for the phone, call Karim, who
also eventually had to flee. When I first

was an outsider, marginal: like a woman
in her own country. Perhaps I simply
my escape plans, my father-in-law chose
could not resist the call of a truly Great
to obtain an Afghan passport for me; and
Adventure.
so, I left Afghanistan for the United
These were my prefeminist, heterosexStates. When my U.S. visa expired, the
ual heydays. I did not know that, unlike
U.S. State department told me I had to
Sir Richard Burton or Lawrence of Araleave New York, my birthplace. I said I'd
bia, Western women abroad were not acchain myself to the Statue of Liberty
cepted as "brothers" simply because
before I'd return to Afghanistan—
they, too, were enamored of Arab
but I had to have my marriage anand Moslem places—and men; or
nulled in order to receive a new
because they, too, were weary of
American passport. The old one is
modern, Western, secular society
still somewhere in Kabul.
and romanticized the far and "primMy so-called "Western" feminism
itive" shore.
was certainly forged in that beautiMany of the male Victorians and
ful and treacherous country. Forevtheir anthropologist successors were
er after, I was able to "see" gender
time travelers in search of Biblical
apartheid anywhere, even in Amerhuman hospitality. They were men
ica. Although I appreciated my relawho wished to test themselves
My so-called Western feminism
tive freedom as an American
against formidable natural chalwas forged in that beautiful and
woman back on American soil, I no
lenges, e.g., extremes of temperature
longer believed that American
on the brigand road, malaria, paratreacherous country, which
women were free—only privisites, gangrene, amputation, without
leged—or that Western male adul- afterward allowed me to see gender Western medicine or technology. Ah,
tery, serial polygamy and the imbut unless a woman was the cousin
apartheid everywhere in America.
poverishment of mothers upon
of the English queen or traveling
divorce were a vast categorical improve- met him he had lustrous black hair, dark, under a pasha or sheik's personal protecment over what I had observed in Iran melting eyes, long, feminine lashes—he tion, long before she could test herself
and Afghanistan.
could easily have passed for an illustra- against the world's harshest terrain she
tion in my much-thumbed copy of would be stalked, raped, kidnapped, imScheherazade's The Arabian Nights. pregnated, locked up behind high mud
Y 1 9 6 7 , I HAD JOINED THE NATIONAL
Organization for Women. I said: As When I left the country, Karim was walls either in marriage, a seraglio, or a
long as women are enslaved anywhere, about to become a government minister. brothel. Dead in childbirth. Or murdered.
I had no idea that some Western
women everywhere, even if privileged, In 1979, after the Russian invasion,
are endangered too. As feminists, we Karim himself escaped by crossing the women had adventured to and/or surhave to do more than analyze woman's Khyber Pass into Pakistan, disguised as vived their captivity in Egypt, Saudi
condition: We need to provide sovereign, a nomad. Since 1980, he and his family Arabia, Syria, Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan,
Morocco, Tunisia, Siam: the 18th century
physical asylum to women in flight from have been living in America.
slavery.
Karim's hair is white now and his French/Martiniquan, Aimee Dubucq de
I tried to take two female servants out health is impaired. I do not ask him how Rivery, whose son became the Sultan of
with me when I left but failed in this en- he earns his money. I go to his home for a Turkey; the Victorian-era Lady Sale,
deavor. Kamar and Madar Kamar: wher- long evening of delicious Afghan food, whom the Afghans imprisoned and later
ever you are, forgive me. Know that I've memories, emotions. Karim's wife Halide, released (they killed her husband for atnever forgotten you, your numerous kind- a former diplomat, is warm and charming. tempting to conquer the country for the
nesses and sweet and playful dispositions. She has blue eyes and blond hair and once British crown); the Britons, Harriet MarI will never forget how kind my sisters-in- tooled around Kabul in her own sports tineau, Lucie Duff Gordon, Isabel Arunlaw were to me, or my young nephews, car. She and Karim are the parents of two dell Burton (Sir Richard's wife), the Honmost extraordinary and beautiful children, orable Jane Digby el Mezrab, Anna
who tried so hard to cheer me up.
Nor am I likely to forget certain heart- Iskandar and Rabiah, who are now in Leeowens of The King and I—and my
stopping, eerily familiar sights, sounds, their late twenties. Invariably, when the own all-time personal favorite: the
tastes, smells that, at the time, moved two of them have me alone, they ask: haunting Russian-Swiss Isabelle Eberme so: flocks of sheep, camel caravans, "Why did you come to Afghanistan? hardt, who, in the early twentieth century, dressed like an Arab boy, converted
fierce, tender, rurbaned men armed with What were you looking for?"
rifles, stars so thick and close-clustered
Thirty-nine years have passed since I to Islam, married a French Legionnaire,
you'd think you could touch them first met Isakandar's and Rabiah's father, wrote stoned, mystic poetry (under the
(Afghanistan is more than 5,000 feet and I still don't have one "right" answer. name Si Mahmoud), and died in a flashabove the sea), ancient bazaars, awesome Some say that Afghans constitute the lost flood in the Sahara before she was 30
mountains (I could see the foothills of the tribes of Israel; others say that a leg- years old.
Himalayans from my bedroom window), endary band of Amazons (warriorFor years, I have wanted to write a
minarets, the muezzin's hoarse call, cook- women) was last seen there. Perhaps, feminist Passage to Islam and I may do so
ing outdoors on an open fire, delicious, unconsciously, I felt drawn to Karim be- yet. Maybe that's why I went to
too-sweet candies flavored with roses (!), cause although male, and wealthy, he Afghanistan. •
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W A L K E R (continued from page 23)

have been brought up to adore must be
expanded to include the "wizard" and
the dancer, and that when this is done, it
becomes clear that He coexists quite easily with pagan indigenous peoples. Indeed, it was because the teachings of
Jesus were already familiar to many of
our ancestors, especially in the New
world—they already practiced the love
and sharing that he preached—that the
Christian Church was able to make as
many genuine converts to the Christian
religion as it did.
All people deserve to worship a God
who also worships them. A God that
made them, and likes them. That is why
Nature, Mother Earth, is such a good
choice. Never will Nature require that
you cut off some part of your body to
please her; Never will Mother Earth find
anything wrong with your natural way.
She made it, and she made it however it
is so that you will be more comfortable
as part of Her Creation, rather than less.
Everyone deserves a God who adores
our freedom: Nature would never advise
us to do anything but be ourselves.
Mother Earth will do all that she can to
support our choices, whatever they are.
For they are of Her, and inherent in our
creation is Her Trust.
We are born knowing how to worship,
just as we are born knowing how to
laugh.

T

HERE IS A SPECIAL GRIEF FELT BY THE

children and grandchildren of those
who were forbidden to read, forbidden
to explore, forbidden to question or to
know. Looking back on my parents' and
grandparents' lives I have often felt
overwhelmed, helpless, as I've examined
history and society, and especially religion, with them in mind, and have seen
how they were manipulated away from
a belief in their own judgment and faith
in themselves.
It is most painful to realize they were
forever trying to correct a "flaw"—that
of being black,female and human—that
did not exist, except as "men of God,"
but really men of greed, misogyny and
violence, defined it. What a burden to
think one is conceived in sin, rather than
in pleasure; that one is born into evil
rather than into joy. In my work, I speak
to my parents and to my most distant
ancestors about what I myself have
found as an Earthling growing naturally
out of the Universe. I create characters
who sometimes speak in the language of

immediate ancestors, characters who are
not passive, but active in the discovery
of what is vital and real in this world.
Characters who explore what it would
feel like not to be imprisoned by the hatred of women, the love of violence, and
the destructiveness of greed taught to
human beings as the "religion" by which
they must guide their lives.
What is happening in the world more
and more is that people are attempting

that love you to death.
Yeah, I say, and he give me a lynched
daddy, a crazy mama, a lowdown dog of
a step pa and a sister I probably won't
ever see again. Anyhow, I say, the God I
been praying and writing to is a man.
And act just like all the other mens I
know. Trifling, forgitful and lowdown.
She say, Miss Celie. You better hush.
God might hear you.
Let'im hear me, I say. If he ever lis-

Wards Chapel, Eatonton, Georgia, Alice's family's church for over one hundred years, and
where she was baptised.

to decolonize their spirits. A crucial act
of empowerment, one that might return
reverence to the Earth, thereby saving it,
in this fearful-of-Nature, spiritually colonized age.

tened to poor colored women the world
would be a different place, I can tell you.
She talk and talk, trying to budge me
way from blasphemy. But I blasphemy
much as I want to.
All my life I never care what people
N EXAMPLE OF THIS DECOLONIZATION
thought bout nothing I did, I say. But
occurs in The Color Purple: Shug, the deep in my heart I care about God. What
pagan, discusses the nature of God with he going to think. And come to find out,
Celie, the confused Christian:
he don't think. Just sit up there glorying
in being deef, I reckon. But it ain't easy
trying to do without god. Even if you
Dear Nettie,
know he ain't there, trying to do without
I don't write to God no more, I write him is a strain.
to you.
I is a sinner, say Shug. Cause I was
What happen to God? ast Shug.
born. I don't deny it. But once you find
Who that? I say.
out what's out there waiting for us, what
She look at me serious.
else can you be?
Big a devil as you is, I say, you not
Sinners have more good times, I say.
worried bout no God surely.
You know why? she ast.
She say, Wait a minute. Hold on just a
Cause you ain't all the time worrying
minute here. Just because I don't harass bout God, I say.
it like some peoples us know don't mean
Naw, that ain't it, she say. Us worry
I ain't got religion.
bout God a lot. But once us feel loved by
What God do for me? I ast.
God, us do the best us can to please him
She say, Celie! Like she shock. He gave with what us like.
you life, good health, and a good woman
You telling me God love you, and you
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ain't never done nothing for him? I
mean, not go to church, sing in the choir,
feed the preacher and all like that?
But if God love me, Celie, I don't have
to do all that. Unless I want to. There's a
lot of other things I can do that I speck
God likes.
Like what? I ast.
Oh, she say. I can lay back and just admire stuff. Be happy. Have a good time.
Well, this sound like blasphemy sure
nuff.
She say, Celie, tell the truth, have you
ever found god in church? I never did. I
just found a bunch of folks hoping for
him to show. Any God I ever felt in
church I brought in with me. And I think
all the other folks did too. They come to
church to share God, not find god.
Some folks didn't have him to share, I
said. They the ones didn't speak to me
while I was there struggling with my big
belly and Mr.
children.
Right she say.
Then she say: Tell me what your God
look like, Celie.
Aw naw, I say. I'm too shame. Nobody
ever ast me this before, so I'm sort of
took by surprise. Besides, when I think
about it, it don't seem quite right. But it
all I got. I decided to stick up for him,
just to see what Shug say.
Okay, I say. He big and old and tall
and gray bearded and white. He wear
white robes and go barefooted.
Blue eyes? she ast.
Sort of bluish-gray. Cool. Big though.
White lashes, I say.
She laugh.
Why you laugh? I ast. I don't think it
so funny. What you expect him to look
like, Mr.
?
That wouldn't be no improvement,
she say. Then she tell me this old white
man is the same God she used to see
when she prayed. If you wait to find
God in church, Celie, she say, that's who
is bound to show up, cause that's where
he live.
How come? I ast.
Cause that's the one that's in the white
folks' white bible.
Shug! I say. God wrote the bible, white
folks had nothing to do with it.
How come he just like them, then?
Only bigger? And a heap more hair.
How come the bible just like everything
else they make, all about them doing one
thing and another, and all the colored
folks doing is gitting cursed.
I never thought bout that.
Nettie say somewhere in the bible it say
Jesus' hair was like a lamb's wool, I say.
Spring
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Well, say Shug, if he came to any of
these churches we talking bout he'd
have to have it conked before anybody
paid him any attention. The last thing
niggers want to think about they God is
that his hair is kinky.
That's the truth, I say.
Ain't no way to read the bible and not
think God white, she say. Then she sigh.
When I found out I thought God was
white, and a man, I lost interest. You
mad cause he don't seem to listen to
your prayers. Humph! Do the mayor listen to anything colored say? Ask Sofia,
she say.
But I don't have to ast Sofia. I know
white people never listen to colored, period. If they do, they only listen long
enough to be able to tell you what to do.
Here's the thing, say Shug. The thing I
believe. God is inside you and inside
everybody else. You come into the world
with God. But only them that search for
it inside find it. And sometimes it just
manifest itself even if you not looking, or
don't know what you looking for. Trouble do it for most folks, I think. Sorrow,
lord, Feeling like shit.
It? I ast.
Yeah, It. God ain't a he or a she, but a
It. Maybe a "us."
But what do it look like? I ast.
Don't look like nothing, she say. It
ain't a picture show. It ain't something
you can look at apart from anything else,
including yourself. I believe God is
everything, say Shug. Everything that is
or ever was or ever will be. And when
you can feel that, and be happy to feel
that, you've found It.
Shug a beautiful something, let me tell
you. She frown a little, look out cross the
yard, lean back in her chair, look like a
big rose.
She say, My first step for the old white
man was trees. Then air. Then birds.
Then other people. But one day when I
was sitting quiet and feeling of being
part of everything, not separate at all. I
knew that if I cut a tree, my arm would
bleed. And I laughed and I cried and I
run all round the house. I knew just
what it was. In fact, when it happen, you
can't miss it. It sort of like you know
what, she say, grinning, and rubbing
high up on my thigh.
Shug! I say.
Oh, she say. God love all them feelings. That's some of the best stuff God
did. And when you know God loves' em
you enjoys' em a lot more. You can just
relax, go with everything that's going,
and praise God by liking what you like.

God don't think it dirty? I ast.
Naw, she say. God made it. Listen,
God love everything you love and a
mess of stuff you don't. But more than
anything else, God love admiration.
You saying God vain? I ast.
Naw, she say. Not vain, just wanting
to share a good thing. I think it pisses
God off if you walk by the color purple
in a field somewhere and don't notice it.
What it do when it pissed off? I ast.
Oh, it makes something else. People
think pleasing God is all God care about.
But any fool living in the world can see it
always trying to please us back.
Yeah? I say.
Yeah, she say. It always making little
surprises and springing them on us
when us least suspect.
Your mean it want to be loved, just
like the bible say.
Yes, Celie, she say. Everything want to
be loved. Us sing and dance, make faces
and give flower bouquets, trying to be
loved. You ever notice that trees do everything to get attention we do, except walk?
Well, us talk and talk bout God, but
I'm still adrift. Trying to chase that old
white man out of my head. I been so
busy thinking bout him I never truly notice nothing God make. Not a blade of
corn (how it do that?) not the color purple (where it came from?) Not the little
wildflowers. Nothing.
Now that my eyes opening, I feels like
a fool. Next to any little scrub of a bush
in my yard, Mr.
's evil sort of shrink.
But not altogether. Still, it is like Shug
say, You have to git man off your eyeball,
before you can see anything a'tall.
Man corrupt everything, say Shug. He
on your box of grits, in your head, and
all over the radio. He trying to make you
think he everywhere. Soon as you think
he everywhere, you think he God. But he
ain't. Whenever you trying to pray, and
a man plop himself on the other end of
it, tell him to git lost, say Shug. Conjure
up flowers, wind, water, a big rock.
But this hard work, let me tell you. He
been there so long, he don't want to
budge. He threaten lightning, floods and
earthquakes. Us fight. I hardly pray at
all. Every time I conjure up a rock, I
throw it.
Amen. •
"The Only Reason You Want to Go to
Heaven," is adapted from a speech given by
Alice Walker at Auburn Theological Seminary, April 25,1995.
Copyright ©1997 by Alice Walker.
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mined. A number of Bosnians who lived
in cellars during the constant shelling
national peace-keeping force, which in- continue to do so for want of any other
cludes American troops). In my opinion, shelter. Some communities will spend a
it is only procrastination. "At the same fifth winter without running water or
time as Bosnian Serbs were foot-dragging central heat, as the wood stacks on highpolitically, there were outbreaks of vio- rise balconies confirm.
lence, described as the worst fighting
Before the war, Yugoslavia had persince the war, as Muslims tried to exercise haps the highest standard of living of
the right accorded them by the Dayton any socialist country. It was not unusual
Accord and return to their former homes. for Bosnians to own cars and beach vacaBosnian Serbs, determined to keep them tion homes. The same appliances found
out, however, have been destroying such in American homes—televisions, VCRs,
houses by blowing them up or burning computers, washing machines—were
them down, often as returning Muslims common. Even now, small TV satellite
watched from nearby. So far, of the 2.7 dishes are visible on many houses, even
million displaced, (more than half the for- those that are burned out.
mer Bosnian population according to UN
statistics), less than 250,000 have been
A CCORDING TO THE WORLD BANK, BOSable to return home. Even more disheart- XXnia needs $5.1 billion for the first
ening, an estimated 90,000 have been dri- three years of reconstruction. So far, only
ven out since the war ended.
a third, $1.8 billion, has been donated by
The peace agreement may now be into the world community. The U.S. share of
its second year but indicted war crimi- that sum is $600 million over a threenals continue to go free, a number living year period. Assuming that the $5.1 bilat home in comfort without fear of ar- lion package is implemented, by the year
rest. Four such criminals continue to 2,000 Bosnians will be back at about half
work as Bosnian Serb policemen. Only of what they had when the war started
seven of the 75 people indicted for geno- in 1992," says a spokesman for USAID in
cide, war crimes and crimes against hu- Sarajevo.
manity are in custody. This, says one
Exacerbating the problem is that large
critic, is like "leaving Himmler and Eich- amounts of the monies so far made
mann, and other Nazi architects of geno- available are sitting in bank accounts,
cide walking the streets and in control of held up by bureaucratic sloth, or in
a large part of the country after WWII." pipelines awaiting approval. World Bank
In November, the first sentence was president James Wolfensohn has critihanded down by the War Crimes Tri- cized the moribund pace of spending for
bunal. A 25-year-old Croat in the Bosn- Bosnian reconstruction, and a report by
ian Serb army confessed to being part of the Washington, D.C-based Peace
an execution squad at the Srebrenica Through Law Education Fund concludmassacre; his unit alone killed 1,200 un- ed that, "The longer we wait to address
armed men in five hours. He was sen- such realities, the more bitterness will
tenced to 10 years, while the senior mili- swell and close the window of peace that
tary commanders who ordered the U.S. diplomacy and SFOR opened."
slaughter remain free.
Of the international funding that has
Almost as daunting as keeping the made its way into Bosnia, accusations of
peace is the reconstruction of Bosnia, as corruption both on the grand and petty
the statistics attest: An estimated 60 per- scale are beginning to arise, and USAID
cent of housing throughout the country in Sarajevo admits that it is a concern.
has been damaged or destroyed, entire
All these factors affect the women of
villages have been gutted, and in Saraje- Bosnia, of course, many of them sole
vo, many high-rise blocks of apartments breadwinners struggling to feed their
are hollow shells. Two-thirds of the capi- families. So, too, does the fact that the
tal's windows are still covered with former communist country, with no exUNHCR plastic sheeting instead of perience of NGOs, is refusing to give reglass. Forty percent of the country's lief agencies the tax exemptions they
bridges are down, and as many roads would normally receive, particularly
have been damaged in bombardments. when bringing humanitarian supplies
The parliament building and national li- into the country. Without such tax exbrary are burned-out shells, the million emptions there is also no incentive for
volumes and rare manuscripts of the lat- businesses to contribute to programs for
ter reduced to ashes, and the garden of refugees. "This makes it impossible for
the national museum is heavily land- such projects to become self-sustaining,"
B O S N I A {continuedfrom page 32)
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said the deputy director of an American Boric. On a much larger scale, the multiNGO working in Bosnia.
million dollar reconstruction projects
Bosnian authorities are also insisting funded by USAID, for example, require
that the standardized income tax former- that a substantial portion of the raw maly paid under socialism should be ad- terials and equipment be purchased in
hered to by war victims employed in the U.S., thereby reducing the actual
such income-generating projects. "Con- funds entering the recipient country on
sequently," says Neljira Nalic, head of such a grant by as much as 50 percent.
BOSPO, the Bosnian Committee for
The UN operates in a similar vein.
Help, a humanitarian agency aiding Amila Omersoftic, the 51-year-old direcwomen refugees, "women earning DM tor of Bosnia's Radio and Television Net100 a month in small-scale projects, such works, used the same skills she learned
None of the $45 million of a U.S. loan program for smalL businesses
was given to firms headed by women.

as producing honey, tailoring or knitting
sweaters, are expected to pay DM 150 a
month, which in the socialist era went to
pay for taxes, pension and health insurance. It's crazy. And, of course, the
women can't pay it. It's just another example of where the new government has
to catch up with the situation today."
It isn't only the Bosnian government
that seems out of touch with the times.
USAID officials in Sarajevo, who were in
the process of allocating $45 million of a
loan program for small businesses, admitted in April to representatives from
the New York-based Women's Commission for Refugee Women and Children
that none of that substantial sum was
going to businesses headed by widows
or other women. Two months later, Swanee Hunt, the U.S. ambassador to Austria (see profile on page 32) persuaded
President Clinton to launch the $5 million Bosnian Women's Initiative (BWI).
This would provide loans and training in
economic development for women.
According to Hunt, women in Bosnia
have also lost many of the socialized services they enjoyed in the former Yugoslavia, such as subsidized food, daycare facilities, family allowances, maternity leave, health services. Compared to
the need, and the fact that nearly threequarters of Bosnia's adult population is
now female, $5 million is not a large
sum, but it is a step in the right direction.

H

UMANITARIAN AID FUNDING, SUCH AS

this amount, is reduced further,
however, by the international agencies
through which the money is funneled—
for the BWI that's the UNHCR and the
International Rescue Committee. Large
sums are consumed by the salaries and
other living expenses of the foreign nationals who administer the grants, as well
as the fees of foreign consultants brought
in to advise, point out both Cronly and
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as a systems engineer and in establishing
her own software production company,
to analyze the requirements for refugees
and displaced persons when the government asked her to become an adviser
during the war. She worked closely with
UNHCR at the time.
"I remember the discussion about purchasing the vast quantity of plastic
sheeting needed to replace windows
blown out during the war," she says. "In
researching the issue, I located a company who could supply the plastic for six
times less than the UN wanted to pay for
it. When I mentioned this, I was told,
'No, that is not your job. We are here to
give you goods. It is not for you to decide where they should be bought.' How
silly. How condescending."
So often, says Boric, UN agencies do
not want to share power, "especially
with women. In this regard, they are a
little imperialistic. UNHCR also has a
poor record on gender issues."
Women like Omersoftic and Boric
would like to see Western companies
willing to become partners with Bosnian
women able to operate small businesses,
which in turn would employ and/or
train local women. "We need the loans
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and the raw materials; we have the ian marriages were ethnically mixed. Re- like the carpet-weaving one are increasknow-how and the skills. We need sup- ligious observation, after all, was illegal ingly expected by international donors to
port, but we are not disabled," says Boric. in socialist Yugoslavia, and the vast ma- become self-sustaining, which usually
Even women in rural areas have jority of the population was secular. Even means that international funding will
proved that. Hanifa Karic, in the small today, her teenage daughter has a Mus- soon end. "It's ludicrous to expect such
northern community of Babunovici, lim boyfriend. "It's true that when I first projects to be self-sustaining in a collapsed
demonstrated her entrepreneurial talents started working at BOSPO, I didn't tell economy," says Boric, who adds that
when she launched a sugar-cube manu- the women, many of them Srebrenica under such guidelines, one major hinder
facturing company in her living room. refugees, that I was a Serb," she points that operated 80 such projects last year, reThe supply of sugar cubes, preferred by out. "They were too unhappy then. I newed only three of them this year. "I
think that is pretty telling, don't
Bosnians in the small cups of thick,
you?" she asks.
syrupy coffee they consume daily,
dried up in the war when both facThe intricate, pure wool carpets
tories ended up in the Serb-conare of excellent quality, but in
trolled part of the country. RecogBosnia only SFOR troops or foreign
nizing a need, Karic, who worked
relief workers can afford them.
in a textile factory before the war
Dealers in Austria have shown inbut was retired after being injured
terest in marketing them, but conin a fall, applied for a 12-month
sider the cost, DM 850 for a 9 x 6 ft
micro-enterprise loan of DM 2,000.
carpet, overpriced. That sum, apThe six-month-old business, which
proximately $600, was less than a
until now has been hand-operated,
month's income for many in the
has been so successful that it is
former Yugoslavia. Each carpet
about to become mechanized. It
takes a refugee woman, working
currently produces almost a ton of
full time, six days a week, between
sugar cubes daily by operating 16
four and five months to weave.
hours a day in eight-hour shifts.
The business has also enabled
VEN MORE IMPORTANT THAN THE
Karic to buy a car, a VW Golf. "I
income is the social support
feel much safer than before, now
the women at projects like Bosfam
that I have a business," she says.
receive. "I thought I would die
when I was forced to leave SreKaric, a Muslim, employs a Serb
brenica," says Habibovic, her voice
bookkeeper. "It is important to recracking. "I miss everything. I
spect a person regardless of their
don't have anything now. It's easier
nationality," she says, sweeping
for me to work and not remember."
away the ethnic divisions that rent
Woman at Bosfam's carpet-weaving, income
Beba Hadzic, the 49-year-old
this country during the war. In this
generating project.
program manager of Bosfam,
regard, she is not that unusual.
Many Serbs stayed on in Bosnia during waited until they knew who I was, before knows the importance of the emotional
the war, and many protected Muslims I said it, and then it didn't matter any- support her agency offers. "The agency
from Serb soldiers, some dying in the more. By then they could view me as a has a psycho-social component. The
women here have all been through the
process. During the height of the Saraje- woman, and not as a Chetnik.
vo siege, of the 380,000 remaining popu"We must break this, 'You're a Serb, I'm same experiences, and we understand
lation, an estimated 55,000 were Serbs.
a Muslim,' and be a bridge between peo- how that feels." On the wall behind her
ple, eyes to eyes. I can teach many skills to as she talks, hangs a small cushion cover
the women at BOSPO; that's what's im- with the name Paric Alem, and the date
IRA BAJER IS A 41-YEAR-OLD HIGH
July 11, 1995, embroidered on it. "We
school teacher of Bosnian lan- portant, not my ethnic background."
guage in Tuzla. A Serb married to a
The economic futures of women work- have over 9,000 of those," she says.
Croat, she and her husband elected to ing in income-generating projects run by "Each one carries the name of a missing
stay in the city as more and more Mus- humanitarian organizations may be tenu- Srebrenica man. Paric is my 17-year-old
lims refugees flooded in, and Serb ar- ous at best. The handful of refugee nephew." (Some 750 Srebrenica men
tillery daily targeted Tuzla. Throughout women sitting in front of looms at the have already been confirmed dead.)
the war, she also worked a second job as Bosfam agency, a Bosnian NGO in Tuzla,
A Srebrenica refugee herself, Hadzic, a
a program coordinator at BOSPO, aiding learned to weave when they were grow- former elementary-school administrator,
Muslim women refugees. Her husband ing up. Back home, weaving was a says, "Bosfam has become a replacement
served in the Bosnian army, which in hobby, and the carpets they produced extended family for these women." Such
fact, was not unusual. While it is little were used to decorate their homes. But a role is a heavy responsibility. And it is
known outside the former Yugoslavia, now, women like 50-year-old Nura Habi- repeated throughout the country, by
one third of the Bosnian Defense Forces bovic, who lost everything during the fall other agencies working with other
during the war were Serbs and Croats.
of Srebrenica, would be destitute without women war survivors. One can only
hope that the international donor comBajer insists she and her husband are the DM 150 a month they make here.
Bosfam is already struggling to pay its munity is up to the task. Bosnian women
not unique. Before the war, she points
out, as many as 40 percent of urban Bosn- monthly rent of DM 3,000. And projects have suffered enough. •
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SWANEE H U N T (from page 33)
amassing more fortunes.' It was as if the
women in the family didn't even exist."
At the time of that article, the foundation
Helen and she operated had been working in the inner city for about five years.
"But somehow, that didn't count." It also
rankles when she's referred to in print as
a socialite oil heiress. "Don't call me the
"S" word," she warns.
"I've lived under a shadow for a lot of

right. Like the occasion she was hosting
the negotiations for the Federation
agreement between the Bosnians and
Croats at the embassy in Vienna. "For
nine days, the Bosnians occupied my
private dining room; the Croats took up
their positions in our conference room
down to hall. Neither party would directly speak to the other. Prospects
looked bleak, just as they often do
today." Swanee's solution when the
shuttle diplomacy threatened to break

Hunt sat Bosnian and Croat emissaries at small, six-person dinner
tables to build amity; the accord happened.
years," says Hunt, "so maybe that is part
of what is behind my wanting the story
told."

W

HATEVER HER REASONS, TRAVELING

with Hunt is very much like
being one of "the boys on the bus" of a
political campaign. Over-scheduled, her
entourage barely has time to follow her,
as she troops in, delivers the same flawless sound-bites, sings a song or two,
poses for her personal photographer,
and leaves again. It may play well at the
First Baptist Church in Dallas, where she
was once a member, but in war-shattered
Bosnia, the glee-club numbers, complete
with chorus-line kicks, seem only
bizarre. So does her choice of lyrics.
After keeping the female movers and
shakers of Sarajevo waiting for seven
hours to meet her (her helicopter was
grounded by fog in Tuzla), Swanee burst
into a complete rendition of "We Ain't
Got a Barrel of Money." Her audience
were women members of Zena 21, a humanitarian agency aiding war victims,
which also runs the only woman's magazine surviving in Bosnia today. The highly educated, mostly fluent English
speakers had spent the day anxiously
waiting to hear if their organization
would receive a portion of the $5 million
funding from the Bosnian Women's Initiative, Swanee's brainchild, which the
agency desperately needs.
Equally unconsciously, and during her
oft-given speech, "We are all mothers,"
Hunt made a reference to Muslim and
Serb women being able to live together
and forgive each other. At that same
event, there were angry rumblings in the
crowd. "What are we to be forgiven?"
asked one Sarajevan who had lived
through the three-and-a-half-year siege of
the capital and its constant shelling. "No
one asked the Nazis to forgive the Jews!"
But there are times when she gets it

Spring

1997

• O N T H E ISSUES

down? She decided to throw a joint dinner party at which the tables for six
would be only 33 inches across "so their
knees would touch." The psychologist in
her knew that it's hard to ignore someone when you are that close. Because the
embassy didn't have tablecloths small
enough, she ordered bedsheets cut
down, and helped to hurriedly hem
them. "I credit those tiny tables with
peace in Bosnia today," she jokes. After
dinner, she strengthened the new Bosnian/Croat amity by sitting down at her
piano and getting both sides involved in
a loud and lengthy singsong.
It's hard to imagine Kissinger or Warren Christopher leading a singalong, or
hemming bedsheets for tablecloths as a
route to peace. But whether it's tromping through the mud and dodging landmines, persuading presidents to remember the forgotten, or selling American
policy abroad, Swanee Hunt is high energy and great on follow-through. Her
methods may be unorthodox, and there
are some false notes that need work, but
perhaps her next appointment should
be Assistant Secretary of State. There's
one for European Affairs she'd be perfect for.
—J.G.
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Carol Henry

NO DISNEY, PLEASE!
A baby-shower invitation also welcomes
the author's granddaughter to a brave new world.
Big news! We're having a baby! Yes, you and I and you!
That's if you agree it takes a village, and I'll assume you do.
Our child will join Jacob with Julie and Stu
Up in Vermont, where the England is new.
It won't surprise you to hear we're making new rules—
Like I'm planning a shower for both Stuart and Jules
Gifting before the birth, hmmm...not sure what to think?
Let's move on: How are you on baby boys who wear hot pink?
Something else concerns you. I hear you saying, "Oy,
How can I know what's an acceptable toy?"
First there's the issue of the companies: Which exploit child
labor? Which kill trees?
Which pollute the air and the seven seas?
Which use animals as testees?
And which are run—Cod forbid—by Republicans, please?
Did the makers of car seats and baby carriages
Lobby for or against same-sex marriages?
Fisher-Price seems safe—oops; they use a lot of plastic.
If an item is educational, are standards more elastic?
Guns, of course, are bad...home-spun is good
Oh, if I'd only learned how to knit with wood.

Well, if you're really not sure about what to bring
You can say the hell with it and do your own thing,
But know that in lieu of Bloomies, Saks and Tiffany,
Julie/Stu have registered their preferences with—me!
Clothes would be great; anything Disney would not.
No stuffed animals, please (though no one's asked our tot).
And if, by the way, you're thinking crib sheets and the like
I have to warn you: What crib? They'll sleep with the tyke.
Books, bunting, bathing stuff would all make their day...
Uncle Judd would too; perhaps you'll fly him in from Taipei.
—Well, I hate to interrupt me while I'm on a roll,
but I need to make some headway toward my goal.
The date for this event is Sunday, October thirteen
at neither 12:30 or 1:30, but precisely in between.
My home and hearth will be our venue,
call 555-1234 and tell me—can you?
So now you're worrying about the food, I know
Will there be veggies only, will the beef be faux.
Well, the soycakes will be fresh, the goat milk divine
But there won't be pigs' feet. (They're friends of mine.)

CAROL

H E N R Y is a

writer for Gay Men's Health
Crisis in New York City.

Louisa Ruth Henry
Strothman, Carol's
first grandchild, was
born last November.
Pictured, left to
right, Carol Henry,
Julie, Louisa and Stu.
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GERDA LERNER

W H Y HISTORY MATTERS
Life and Thought

"With her customary brilliance and clarity, Gerda Lerner offers us her own story and in the
process explains how history happens, is interpreted, utilized, transmuted into meaning and
memory, and denied and distorted by those with the power to do so. This book is a gift to
all who hope to understand the role of the past in the present"—Letty Cottin Pogrebin.
"This moving collection of essays is testimony—if more were needed-—to the breadth of
Gerda Lerner's spirit and her humane wisdom"—Linda K. Kerber, co-editor of U.S. History
as Women's History: New Feminist Essays. In Why History Matters, Gerda Lerner brings togeth-

er some of her most significant thinking and writing on history that she has done in her
entire career. A founding member of NOW and a past president of the Organization of
American Historians, Gerda Lerner is a pioneer in the field of Women's History and one of
its leading practitioners. Why History Matters is the summation of the work and thinking of
this distinguished historian. $30.00, 288 pp.

RACECHANGES
White Skin, Black Face in American Culture

SUSAN GUBAR

"This rich and fascinating study testifies to the long history of white Americans' ingenious
and insatiable envy of blackness"—Barbara Johnson. Co-author of the influential The
Madwoman in the Attic, Susan Gubar now turns her attention to the incendiary issue of race.
Through a far-reaching exploration of the long overlooked legacy of minstrelsy—crossracial impersonations or "racechanges"—throughout modern American film, fiction, poetry,
painting, photography, and journalism, she documents the indebtedness of "mainstream"
artists to African-American culture, and explores the deeply conflicted psychology of white
guilt. Drawing on a stunning array of illustrations, including paintings, film stills, computer
graphics, and even magazine morphings, Racechanges sheds new light on the persistence of
racism and on the exciting aesthetic possibilities for lessening the distance between blacks
and whites. $37.50, 336 pp., 96 illustrations

MOLLY HASKfLL

•

HOLDING MY OWN
IN NO MAN'S LAND
Women and Men and Film and Feminists

"At their best, Ms. Haskell's essays not only make us rethink the history of women in film,
but also provide a fresh, ideology-free look at the noisy gender wars"—Michiko Kakutani,
The New York Times. "I can't think of a better way to refresh my mind than by reading
Molly Haskell. She is the most sophisticated, well-informed film critic of
our time, and she has a genius for putting unconventional insight into witty,
graceful, seemingly effortless prose. I read many of these pieces when they first
appeared with delight and discussed them with glee. Collected, the delight
remains, the impact grows. Holding My Own in No Man's Land is a major statement—and a treat!"—Phyllis Rose. "Watch this elegant, razor-sharp mind weave
through the forest of our prejudices—these essays interest, challenge, amuse, awake the
desire to give chase"—Anne Roiphe. $25.00, 216 pp.
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