T
SEPARATING FROM
HETEROSEXUALISM

Sarah Hoagland

In writing about Lesbian Ethics, I am con-
cerned with moral change. And given that les-
bians are oppressed within the existing social
framework, I am concerned with questioning
the values of such a framework as well as with
considering different values around which we
can weave a new framework. In other words, [
am interested in moral revolution. Significantly,
however, within traditional ethics the only type

of moral change we tend to acknbwledge is
moral 1g
Vlaral reform 1 the attempt to brmg human
action into greatér conformity with existing ethi-
cal principles and thereby alleviate any 1n_]ust1ce
which resulis from the breach of those princi-
ples. In addressing the question of moral change,
Kathryn Pyne Addelson argues:

The main body of tradition in ethics has occupied
itself with the notions of obligation, moral principle,
justification: of acts under principle, justification of
principle by argument. When moral change was con-
sidered at all, it was seen as change to bring our ac-
tivities into confommty with our principles, as change
to dispel injustice, as change o alleviate suffering.!
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She goes on to suggest:

But moral reform is not the only type of moral
change. There is also moral revolution. Moral rev-
olution has not to do with making our principles
consistent, not to do with greater application of
what we now conceive as _]ustlce That is the task of

creation of values.?

In recognizing only moral reform, traditional
ethics discourages us from radically examin-
ing the values around which existing principles
revolve, or the context in which we are to act
on those principles (such as oppression), or the
structure which gives life to just those values.
Traditional ethics concerns itself afmost exclu-
sively with questions of obligation, justification,
and principle, and does not leave room for us to
examine underiying value or create new value.
As a result, Kathryn Pyne Addelson argues, “the
narrow focus of traditional ethics makes it im-
possible to account for the behavior of the moral

“revolutionary as moral behavior.™

For example, someone engaged in_moral re-

- form might question the use of the concept of

“Tevil’: she might question the concept of ‘woman’
as evil (the myth of eve) or the concept of ‘jew’
as evil (the jewish blood libel*), or she might
question the concepts of ‘black’ and ‘darkness’
as sinister and evil, suggesting that these are all
inappropriate applications of ‘evil’, Neverthe-
less, she would not question the concept of ‘evil’

itself; her concern would be with its application.
On the other haiid, someone engaged in moral

revolution, might question the concept of “evil’,

arguing that ‘evil’is a necessary foil for ‘good’—
that there must be something designated as evil
to function as a scapegoat for the shortcomings

* This is the myth that jews slaughter christian children on
easter and vse their blood during passover, for example, in
baking matzoh. It is the myth which justified the christian
slanghter of jews during easter which dates back to the mid-
dle ages. Similar muslim persecutions of jews date back to
the fifteenth century, and there are references to use of the
libel by muslims as late as the nineteenth century.?

or failures of that which is designated as good.
She might point out that ‘good’ requires “evil’
and therefore that evil can never be eradicated
if good is to prevail. She might suggest that we
could create a moral value in which we had no
need of the concepts of “good’ or ‘evil’.

I want a moral revolution. I don’t want greater
or better conformity to existing valnes. I want
change in value. Our attempts to reform existing
institutions merely result in reinforcing the exist-
mg social order,

For example, a woman may elect to teach a
wonen’s studies course using wrtings on wom-
en’s rights. She may present classic arguments in
favor of women’s rights: exposing the contradic-
tion of denying women'’s rights while affirming
democratic ideals, or exposing the hypocrisy in
recruiting women during times of need and et
espousing an ideology, which negates women’s
competence. And she could include absurd
anti-feminist documents, such as material by
a woman doctor denying that women should
be professional, or a piece which argues that
a woman should stand by her man—no matter
what—for the “good” of “society.” To give the il-
lusion of objectivity, she might even invite speak-
ers to present arguments against equal rights for
women, thereby airing “both sides” of the issue.

However, in addressing and-defending wom-
en’s rights, she is implicitly acknowledging that
women’s rights are debatable. She is, by that very
act, affirming that there is a legitimate question
concerning women’s rights, even if she is quite
clear about the answer she espouses. Aad she is
agreeing that society has a “right” to determine
women’s place.

Significantly, however, she cannot broach or
even formulate a question about men’ rights
or men’s competence without appearing radi-
cal beyond reason. That is, men’s rights are not
debatable ® Thus, in agreeing to defend women’s

b Of course, men do engage in questions about other men’s
rights. But there is no general idea that perhaps men as a
group ought to be written out of the w.s. constitution.

/
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rights, she is solidifying status quo values which
make women’s but not men’s rights debatable in
a democracy.

A feminist challenging sexist values by de-
fending women’s rights is actually coerced into
agreeing with the sexist structure of society at
a more basic level. And insofar as her challenge
appeals to ethical questions of justice, it is sub-
ject to consideration of whether such rights are
consistent with the existing social order.

I want a moral revolution.

HETEROSEXUALISM

In her 1949 ground-breaking work The Second
Sex, Simone de Beauvoir asked, “Why is it that
women do not dispute male sovereignty?™ Her
question presupposes a particular philosophical
theory about human pature and interaction de-
veloped by {Tegel, This theory is that each con-
sciousness (pérsof) holds a fundamental hostil-
ity toward every other consciousness and that
each subject (person) sets himself up as essential
by opposing himself to all others. That is, human
relations are fundamentally antagonistic, and the
hostility is reciprocal. One who does not succeed
. in opposing another finds himself having to ac-
cept the other’s values and so becomes submis-
sive to him.% Now, in asking why women do not
dispute male sovereignty, Simone de Beauvoir
is asking why women have not antagonistically
opposed men as men have opposed women and
each other. In asking this question, she is sug-
gesting (1) that women have never opposed men
and so are submissive, not from having lost to
men, but from having accepted a position of sub-
ordination, and (2) that to achieve the status of
subject, to resist male domination, among other
things, women must oppose men as men have op-
posed women and other men.®
In discussing women'’s subordination, Simone
de Beauvoir argues that “the couple is a funda-

° Indeed, Simone de Beauvoir argues that in giving life,
women are merely ensuring repetition and are no different

rnugltal unity with its two halves riveted together.”
The basic trait of woman is to be fundamentally
the other. Thus, women have gained only what
men have been willing to grant, and have taken
nothing.’ o

Su_nim\e—d_e';g??f@ suggests several reasons for
this: women [ack the concrete means of organizing;
women have no past or history of their own; women
have lived dispersed among men; and women feel
solidarity with the men of their class and race. She
points out, for example, that white women hold
allegiance to white men, not to black women.!?
She adds that to renounce the status of other is to
renounce the privileges conferred through alliance
with a superior caste.!* She concludes:

Thus woman may fail to Iay claim to the status of
subject because she lacks definite resources, she feels
the necessary bond that ties her to man regardless
of reciprocity, and because she is ofien very well
pleased with her role as Other?

Tn other words, according to Simone de Beau-
voir, yet another reason women have not disputed
male sovereignty and laid claim to theit own ex-
istence is that women are not fully displease
with being defined as other.

Simone de Beauvoir then discusses how all this
came to be, because, as she announces:

One is not born, but rather becotmes a woman. ™

One is not born a woman because ‘woman’ is 2
constructed category. And it is intimately con-
nected to the category ‘man’.

While T disagree that women always have
been under men and also I disagree that to resist
male sovercignty women must become like men,
nevertheless a basic relationship of dominance
and subordination appears to exist between
men and women, and it is not clear, with a few

than other animals. However man, in risking his life (by
becoming a warrior and attempting to take life), is transcend-
ing it and is thereby creating value.” As Nancy Hartsock
notes, “Thus, it is woman’s failure to engage in combat that
defines her static and repetitive existence, her maternity that
condemns her to give life without risking her life.”®
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potable exceptions since the onset of patriarchy,
that women have resisted that relationship.? In
my opinion, to fully evaluate the relationship of
dominance and subordination we need concern
ourselves not only with addressing sexism, or
even homophobia or heterosexism, but more
substantially, with the actual relationship of
heterosexpalism,

Understanding sexism involves analyzing how
Ainstitutional power is in the hands of men, how men
discriminate against women, how society classi-
fies men as the norm and women as passive and
inferior, how male institutions objectify women,
how society excludes women from participation
as full human beings, and how what has been per-
ceived as normal male behavior is also violence
against women, In other words, to analyze sexism
is to understand primarily how women are victims

' of institutional and ordinary male behavior.
Understanding heterosexism, as well as homo-
phobia® involves analyzing, not just women’s
" victimization, but also how women are defined
in terms of men or not at all, how lesbians and
gay men are ireated—indeed scapegoated—as
deviants, how choices of intimate partners for
both women and men are restricted or denied
through taboos to maintain a certain social order.
(For example, if sexual relations between men
were openly allowed, then men could do to men
what men do to women'® and, further, (some)
men could become what women are. This is ver-
boten. In addition, if love between women were
openly explored, women might simply walk away
from men, becoming ‘not-women’. This, too, is
verboten.) Focusing on heterosexism challenges
heterosexuality as an institution, but it can also

¢ "Fwo notable recent exceptions are the european beguines
and the chinese marriage resisters.!

* Sheila Kiizinger suggests we stop using ‘homophobia’
altogether. She argues that the term did not emerge from
within the women’s liberation movement but rather from the
academic discipline of psychology. She questions charac-
terizing heteropateiarchal fear of lesbians as irrational, she
chalienges the psychological (rather than political). ortenta-
tion of ‘phobia’, and she notes that within psychology, the
only alternative to ‘homophobia’ is liberal humanism.”

lead leshians to regard as a political goal our ac- -

ceptance, even assimilation, into heterosexual so-
ciety: we try to assure heterosexuals we are nor-
mal people (that is, just like them), that they are
being unjust in stigmatizing vs, that ours is a mere

sexual preference.
Understandmvolves ana-

lyzing the relationship between men and women in’,

which both men and women have a part. Heterosex- -

ualism is men dominating and de-skilling women .
in any of a number of forms, from ocutright attack :

to paternalistic care, and women devaluing (of ne- -

cessity) female bonding as well as finding inher-
ent conflicts between commitment and autonomy
and consequently valuing an ethics of dependence.
Heterosexualism is a way of living (which actnal

practitioners exhibit to a greater or lesser degree)
that normalizes the dominance of one personina

relationship and the subordination of another. As a
result, it undermines female agency.

What I am calling ‘heterosexualism’ is not
simply a matter of males having procreative sex
with females.'” It is an entire way of living-which
involves a delicate, though at times indelicate,
balance between masculine predation upon and
masculine protection of a feminine object of mas-
culine attention.” Heterosexualism is a particular
economic, political, and emotional relationship
between men and women: men must dominate
women and women must subordinate themselves
to men in any of a number of ways.2 As a result,

£ T think the main model for personal interaction for women
and lesbians has been heterosexual. However, for men in
the anglo-suropean tradition there has also been a model
of male homosexual interaction—a form of male bonding,
even though sex between men has come to be persecuted.
And while it is not my iniention here to analyze the model, T
will suggest that it revolves around an axis of dominance and
submission, and that heterosexualism is basically a refined
male homosexual model."

¢ Julien S. Murphy writes: “Heterosexuality is better termed
heteroeconomics, for it pertains to the ianguage of barter,
exchange, bargain, auction, buy and sell. . . . Heterosexual-
ity is the economics of exchange in which a gender-based
power structure continuatly reinstates iiself through the ap-
propriation of the devalued party in a duo-gendered system.
Such reinstatement happens through each instance of ‘strik-
ing a deal’ in the market of sex.”?
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_men presume access to women while women re-
main riveted on men and are unable to sustain a
community of women.

In the u.s., women cannot appear publicly
without some men advancing on them, presum-
ing access to them. In fact, many women will
think something is wrong if this doesn’t hap-
pen. A woman simply is someone toward whom
such behavior is appropriate. When a woman is
accompanied by a man, however, she is usually
no longer considered fair game. As a result, men
close to individual women—fathers, boyfriends,
husbands, brothers, escorts, colleagues—become
protectors (theoretically), staving off advances
from other men.

The value of special protection for women is
prevalent in this society, Protectors interact with
women in ways that promote the image of women
as helpless: men open doors, pull out chairs, ex-
pect women to dress in ways that interfere with
their own self-protection.’® And women accept
this as attentive, complimentary behavior and
perceive themselves as persons who need special
attention and protection.t '

‘What a woman faces in a man is either a protec-
tor or a predator, and men gain identity through one

r another of these roles.2! This has at least five con-
sequences. First, there can be no protectors unless
there is a dafg'ér. A man cannot identify himself
in the role of protector unless there is something

-which needs protection. So it is in the interest of
protectors that there be predators. Secondly, to be
protected, women must be in danger. In portraying

"Tn questioning the value of special protection for women, I
am not saying that wornen should never ask for help, That's
just foolish. I am talking about the ideal of women as needing
sheltering. The concept of children needing special protec-
tion is prevalent and I challenge that concept when it is used
to abrogate their integrity “for their own good.” But at least
protection for children theoretically involves ensuring that
{male) children can grow up and learn to take care of them-
selves, That is, (male) children are protected until they have
grown and developed skills and abilities they need to get on
in this world. No such expectation is included in the ideal of
special protection for women: the ideal of special protection
of women does not include the expectation that women will
ever be in a position to take care of themselves (grow up).

women as, helpless and defenseless, men portray
women as victims . . . and therefore as targets.
Thirdly, a woman (or gitl) is viewed as the ob-
ject of male passion and thereby its cause. This
is most obvious in the case of rape: she must
have done something to tempt him—helpless
hormoenal bundle that he is. Thus if women are
beings who by nature are endangered, then,
obvicusly, they are thereby beings who by nature
are seductive—they - actively attract predators."
Fourthly, to be protected, women must agree to
act as men say women should: to appear femi-
nine, prove they are not threatening, stay at home,
remain only with the protector, devalue their
connections with other women, and so on:-
Finally, when women step out of the feminine
ole, thereby becoming active and “guilty,™ it is a
mere maiter of logic that men will depict women
as evil and step up overt physical violence against
them in order to reaffirm women’s victim status.
For example, as the demand for women’s rights in
the u.s. became publicly perceptible, the depiction ~
of lone women as “sluts” inviting attack also be-
came prevalent. A lone female hitchhiker was per-
ceived, not as someone to protect, but as someone
who had given up her right to protection and thus as
someone who was & target for attack. The rampant
increase in pormography—entertainment by and /
for men about women—is men’s general response|,
to the w.s. women’s liberation movement’s demand
of integrity, autonomy, and dignity for women.
What radical feminists have exposed through
all the work on incest (daughter rape) and wife-
beating is that protectors are also predators. Of
course, not all_men are wife- or girlfriend-beat-
ers, but over half who live with women are. And:
a significant number of u.s. family homes shelter
an “incestuous” male.” _
Although men may exhibit concern over wom-
anabuse, they have a different relationship fo it

i In her analysis of fairy tales, Andrea Dworkin points out
that an active woman is portrayed as evil (the stepmother)
and a good woman is generally asleep or dead (snow white,
sleeping beauty).”
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than women; their concerns are not women’s
concerns. For example, very often men become
irate at the fact that a woman has been raped or
beaten by another man. But this is either a man
warming to his role of protector—it rarely, If ever,
occurs to him to teach her self~defense—or a man
deeply affected by damage done to his “prop-
erty” by another man. And while some men feel

;contempt for men who batter or rape, Marilyn

~

|

|

Frye suggests it is quite possible their contempt
arises, not from the fact that womanabuse is
happening, but from the fact that the batterer
or rapist must accomplish by force what they
themselves can accomplish more subtly by
arrogance.*

The current willingness of men in power to
pass laws restricting pornography is a matter of
men trying to reestablish the asexual, virginal im-
age of (some) women whom they ¢an then protect
in their homes. And they are using as their ex-
cuse right-wing women as well as feminisis who
appear to be asking for protection, like proper
wormen, rather than demanding liberation. Men
use violence when women don’t pay attention to
them. Then, when women ask for protection, men
can find meaning by tfurning on the predators—
particularly ones of a different race or class.

In other words, the logic of protection is es-
sentially -the same as the logic of predation.
Through predation, men do things to women
and against women all of which violate women
and undermine women’s integrity. Yet protection
objectifies just as much as predation. To protect
women, men do things to women and against
women; acting “for a woman’s own good,” they
violate her integrity and undermine her agency.

Protection and predation emerge from the
same ideology of male dominance, and itis a mat-
ter of indifference to the successful maintenance
of male domination which of the two conditions
women accept. Thus Sonia Johnson writes:

Qur conviction that if we stop studying and moni-
toring men and their latest craziness, that if we
abandon our terrified clawing and kicking inter-

spersed with sniveling and cluiching—our whole
sick sadomasochistic relationship with the
masters—they will go berserk and kill us, is the
purest superstition. With our eyes fully upon them
they kill us daily; with our eyes riveted upon them
they have gone berserk.®

Early radical feminists claimed that women
are colonized.® It is worth reconsidering this
claim. Those who wish to dominate a group,
and who are successful, gain control through
violence. This show of force, however, requircs
tremendous cffort and resources; so colonizers
introduce values portraying the relationship of
dominant colonizer to sybordina ized as
natyral and normal. B

One of the Tirst acts of colonizers after con-
quest is to control the language, work often ac-
complished by christian missionaries. Their mis-
sion is to give the language written form and then
set up schools where it is taught to those native
to the land. Here new values are introduced: for
example, concepts of ‘light’ and ‘dark” as con-
noting good and evil respectively. Words for su-
periors and deities then begin to carry a ‘light’
connotation as well as appear in the masculine
gender. Further, values are embedded which sup-
port colonial appropriation of natural resources,
and which disavow the colonized’s ancestral ways
and economic independence. As the colonized
are forced to use the colonizers’ language and
conceptual schema, they can begin to internaliz
these values, This is “salvation,” and colonizers
pursue what they have called manifest destiny or
“the white man’s burden.”

The theory of manifest destiny implies that
colonizers are bringing civilization (the secular
version of salvation} to “barbarians” (“heathens”).
Colonizers depict the colonized as passive, as
wanting and needing protection {domination), as
being taken care of “for their own good.” Any-
one who resists domination will be sorted out
as abnormal and attacked as a danger to society
(“civilization™) or called insane and put away in
the name of protection (their own or society’s).
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Thus colonizers move from predation—attack
and conquest—to benevolent protection. Those
who have been colonized are portrayed as help-
less, childlike, passive, and feminine; and the
colonizers become benevolent rulers, accepting
the burden of the civilized management of re-
sources {exploitation).

After the social order has been established,
should the colonized begin to resist protec-
tion and benevolence, insisting that they would
rather do it themselves regardless of immediate
consequences, the colonizers will once again
turn predators, stepping up violence to convince
the colonized that they need protection and that
they cannot survive withont the colonizers. One
of the lines attributed to Mahatma Gandhi in the
movie Gandhi is significant to this point: “To
maintain the benevolence and dominate us, you
must humiliate us.” When all else fails, men will
engage in war to affirm their “manhood”: their
“right” to conquer and protect women and other
“feminine” beings (i.e., anyone els¢ they can
dominate).

The purpose of colonization is to appropri-
ate foreign resources. It functions by de-skilling
a people and rendering them economically de-
pendent. In his book on colonialism, How Eu-
rope Underdeveloped Africa, Walter Rodney
argues that african societies would not have be-
come capitalist without white colonialism.?” His
thesis is that africa was proceeding economi-
cally in a manner distinct from precapitalist de-
velopment until europeans arrived to colonize
africa and underdevelop it. Aborting the afri-
can economy and making it over to meet their
own needs, europeans robbed africans of their
land and resources. Further, europeans robbed
africans of their autonomous economic skills,
primarily by means of transforming the edu-
cation system and teaching african peoples to
disavow the knowledge of their ancestors. This

‘de-skilling of congquered peoples is crucial to

domination because it means that the colonized
become dependent on the colonizers for sur-
vival. Actually, however, it is the colonizers

who cannot survive—as colonizers—without
the colonized. 7

Bette S. Tallen suggests that, in like fashion,
women have been de-skilled under heterosexual-
ism, becoming economically dependent on men,
while men appropriate women’s resources.?® As
Sonia Johnson notes:

According to United Nations statistics, though
women do two-thirds of the world’s work, we make
only one-tenth of the world’s money and own only
one-hundredth of the world’s property.?

The de-skilling of women differs depending
on specific historical and material conditions.
For example, in her analysis of pre-industrial,
seventeenth-century britain, Ann Oakley notes
that women engaged in many trades separate
from their husbands, or as widows. The indus-
trial revolution changed all that and deprived
many women of their skills.?® Prior to this, dur-
ing the burning times, european men appropri-
ated women’s healing skills, birthing skills, and
teaching skills, and atiempted to destroy wom-
en’s psychic skills As Alice Molloy writes, “the
so-called history of witcheraft is simply the
process by which women were separated from
each other and ﬁom
size infofmation.” In general, many women
no longer have their own programs, they’ve lost
access to their own tools. As a result, they are
coerced into embracing an ideology of depend-
ence on men,

Heterosexualism has certain similarities to co-
lonialism, particularly in its maintenance through
force when paternalism is rejected (that is, the
stepping up of male predation when women re-
ject male protection) and in its portrayal of domi-
nation as natural (men are to dominate women
as naturally as colonizers are to dominate the
colonized, and without any sense of themselves
as oppressing those they dominate except during

i Currently, men are attempting to control woman’s procrea-
tive abilities altogether by controlling female gencrative or-
gans and processes.’!
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times of overt aggression) and in the de-skilling
of women. And just as it is colonizers who can-
not Survive as colonizers without the colonized,
so it is men who cannot survive as men (protec-
tors or predators) without women.

1 want a moral revolution.

The primary concept used to interpret and
evaluate individual en’s choices and actions
is ‘femininity’. normalizes male
ait of women as
subordinate and naively content with being con-
irolled. Thus pairihistorians claim that women
have remained content with their lot, accepting
male domination throughout time, with the ex-
ception of a few suffragists and now a few aber-
rant feminists.

Yet if we stop to reflect, it becomes clear that
" within the confines of the feminine stereotype
no behavior counts as resistance to male domi-
nation. And if nothing we can point to ot even
imagine counts as proof against the claim that all
(normal) women are feminine and accept male
domination, then we are working within a closed,
coercive conceptual system.

. For example, some acts which men claim sup-
port the feminine stereotype of white middle-
class women indicate, instead, resistance. Alix
Kates Shulman in Memoirs of an Ex-Prom Queen
portrays a “fluffy-headed” housewife who regu-
larly burns- the dinner when her husband brings
his boss home unexpectedly, and who periodi-
cally packs raw eggs in his lunch box.” Such acts
are used by those in power as proof that women
have lesser rational ability, but actually they indi-
cate resistance—sabotage. Such acts may or may
not be openly called sabotage by the saboteurs,
but women engage in them as an affirmation of
existence in a society which denies a woman rec-
ognition independently of a man.

Donna Deitch’s documentary Woman to Woman
offers a classic example of what I am calling sabo-
tage.* Four females—two housewives, a daughter,
and the interviewer—sit around a kitchen table.
One housewife protests that she is not a house-
wife, she is not married to the house. The inter-

viewer asks her to describe what she does all day.
The woman relates something like the following:
she gets up, feeds her husband, feeds her children,
drives them to the school bus, drives her husband
to work, returns to do the dishes, makes the beds,
goes out to do the shopping, returns to do a wash.
The woman continues listing her activities, then
stops, shocked, and says: “Wait a minute, [ am
married to the house.” She complains of difficulty
in getting her husband to give her enough money
for the household, of frustration because he nev-
ertheless holds her responsible for running the
house, and of degradation because she must go
to him, apologetically, at the end of each budget
period to ask for extra money to cover expenses
when he could have provided her with sufficient
funds from the beginning.

Suddenly she gets a gleam in her eye, lowers her
voice, and leans forward, saying: “Have you ever
bought something you don’t need?” She explains
that she buys cans of beans and hoards them. Then
she says: *“You have to know you’re alive; you have
to make sure you exist.”™* She has separated herself
from her husband perceptions of her: she is not
simply an extension of his will, she is reclaiming
(some) agency-—sabotage. Yet under the feminine
stereotype, we are unable to perceive her as in any
way resisting her husband’s domination.®

Significantly, ‘femininity’ is a concept used to
characterize any group which men in power wish
to portray as requiring domination. Kate Millett
points out that ‘femininity’ characterizes traits
those in power cherish in subordinates.*® And
Naomi Weisstein notes that feminine characteris-
tics add up to characteristics stereotypically attrib-
uted to minority groups.* The literature indicates
that nazis characterized jews as feminine, using
the ideology in justification of their massacre.

 There have been many unacknowledged forms of resist-
ance to male domination, for example, ithe use of purity to
control male sexual aggressions® as well as the use of pisty
to challenge a husband’s authority. Further, many women en-
tered convents to avoid marriage 3" Typically, patrihistorians

"describe such strategies in ways that make it impossible to

perceive them as resistance.

'\



Men accused at the salem witch trials were char-
acterized as feminine." Mary Daly notes that the
iroquois were “cast into a feminine role by the
Jesuits.”*! An investigation of anthropological lit-
erature from the first part of this century reveals
that white british anthropologists described the
physiological characteristics of black africans—
men and women—in a bestially feminine man-
ner. And as Kate Millett points out, Jean Genet’s
definition of ‘femininity’ in male homosexuality
is “submission to the imperjions male**
The concept of {{femminity Yprovides a basic
meodel for oppression in anglo-european thinking
}A feminine being is by nature passive and de-
pendent. Tt follows that those to whom the label is
applied must by their very nature seek protection
(domination) and should be subjected to authority
““for their own good.” ‘Femininity’ portrays those
not in power as needing and wanting to be con-
trolled. It is a matter of logic, then, that those who
refuse to be controlled are abnormal.
Consider the fact that white history depicts
black slaves (though not white indentured serv-

ants) as lazy, docile, and clumsy on grounds such

as that slaves frequently broke tools. Yet a rational
woman under slavery, comprehending that her
situation 1s less than human, that she functions as
an extension of the will of the master, will not run
to pick up tools. She acts instead to differentiate
herself from the will of her master: she breaks
tools, carries on subversive activities—sabotage.

* In pointing out how the concept of ‘femininity’ applies to
various oppressed peoples, I do not mean to suggest that
the experience of oppression is the same. The experience of
black men or the experience of jewish men has not been the
same as that of poor white gentile women or black women
or jewish women or wives of southern plantation owners,
Black male slaves were depicted as strong, virile beasts. If
wives of southern plantation owners were also perceived as
animals (pets), still there were crucial differences. And black
slave women were treated as the opposite of the white south-
erm belle. As Angela Davis points out, black women slaves
were freated essentially as beasts of burden. Most worked in
the fields, and soime worked as coalminers or lumberjacks or
ditchdiggers, And while white masters raped them in a show
of econemic and sexual mastery, black women were com-
pelled to work while pregnant and mursing, and their children
were treated like the offepring of animals—io be sold off -

beivg het o

Her master, in turn, perceivitg her acﬁubhuman
and subrational, names her “clyumsy,” “childlike,”
“foolish” perhaps, but not a sdboteur. Some sab-
otage was detected and punished, for example,
when slave women poisoned masters or commit-
ted arson. However records of such events were
often buried,* and the stereatype of slaves as in-
campetent persists. Perhaps most powerful was
the use of spirituals to keep present the idea of
escape, songs such as “Swing Low, Sweet Char-
iot” or songs about Moses and the promised land.
They also announced particular escape plans
such as the departure of Harriet Tubman on yet
another trip to the north. Whites perceived the
happy song of simple-minded folk.*

If officially slaves are subhuman and content
with their lot and masfers are acting in slaves’
best interests, then it follows that any resistance
to the system is an abnormality or an indication
of madness. Indeed, in recollecting the stories of -
her grandmother’s slave days, Annie Mae Hunt
tells us that “if you run off, you was considered
sick.™ That is to say, slaves existed in a concep-
tual framework where running away from slavery
was generally perceived by masters and even at
times by slaves as an indication, not of (healthy)
resistance, but of mental imbalance.

Such was the extent of the coercion of the mas-
ters’ framework. However, creating a different
value framework, we can understand the behaviors
of slaves, out of which the masters constructed
and fed the slave stereotypes, as providing ample
evidence of resistance and sabotage.”

During the holocaust and, more significantly,
after it, in the telling of the stories, patrihistori-
ans have depicted jews under nazi domination as
cooperative and willing (feminine) victims. This
stereotype—as is frue of the slave stereotype—is
still alive today. Yet again, we can ask: What would
count as resistance? For example, jews at ausch-
witz who committed suicide by hurling themselves
against an electric fence have been depicted as
willing victims. But the nazis did not leave their
boedies for all to see, they quickly took them away.
In determining the time of their own deaths, those
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who committed suicide were resisting nazi domi-
nation by exercising choice, interrupting the plans
of the masters, and thus differentiating their selves
from the will of their masters.

Many, many types of resistance occurred. From
Simone Wallace, Ellen Ledley, and Paula Tobin:

‘Each act of staying alive when the enemy has de-
cided you must die is an act of resistance: The fight
against a helplessness and apathy which aids the
enemy is resistance, {Other acts include]: sabotage
in the factories, encouraging others to live who are
ready to give in and die, smuggling food and mes-
sages, breaking prison rules whenever possible,
simply keeping themselves alive. Other forms of
resistance, even more readily recognizable as such,
took place from the killing of guards, bombing of
factories, stealing guns, Warsaw uprisings, etc.®

Literature about the holocaust is full of jewish
resistance, of sabotage; yet for the most part,
short of armed uprisings such as happened in the
warsaw ghetto, that resistance is not recognized
or not acknowledged, and the stereotypeof the
willing (feminine) victim persists.

TIf we operate in a conceptual framework
which depicts humans as inherently dominant
or subordinate, then we will not perceive re-
sistance or include it in our descriptions of the
world unless those who resist overthrow those
who dominate and begin to dominate them (i.¢.,
when there is essentially no revolution in value).
For example, the strategies of the women at
greenham common, in resisting the deployment
of u.s. cruise missiles, involve innovative means
of thwarting the dominant/subordinate relation-
ship—the women simply don’t play by the rules
and instead do the unexpected. Their strategies
are characterized by spontaneity, flexibility, de-
centralization, and they work creatively with the
situations that present themselves.” When wé}

recognize as resistance only those acts which
overthrow the dominators, we miss a great deal
of information.

Consider the white upper-class victorian lady.
In The Yellow Wallpaper, Charlotte Perkins Gil-
man portrays conditions faced by such women

in the 1880s.”® These conditions included a
prescription of total female passivity by mind
gynecologists such as S. Weir Mitchell,” pre-
scriptions resulting from male scientists’ sudden
interest in women as the first wave of feminism
attracted their attention, prescriptions enforced
by those in control. The heroine is taken by her
husband to a summer home for rest. He locks
her in a nursery with bars on the windows, a
bed bolted to the floor, and hideous wallpaper,
shredded in spots. He rebuts her despair with the
rhetoric of protection, refusing to indulge her
“whims"” when she protests the room’s atrocity.
He also stifles all her attempts at creativity, fTy-
ing into a rage when he discovers that she has
been writing in her diary. In the end she man-
ages to crawl behind the wallpaper, escaping
into “madness.” Charlotte Perkins Gilman shows
us 4 woman with every avenue of creativity and -
integrity patronizingly and paternalistically cut
off “for her own good”; and we watch her slowly
construct her resistance. Not surprisingly, male
gcientists and doctors of the day perceived noth-
ing more in the story than a testament of femi-
nine msanity.”

Resistance, in other words, may even take
the form of insanity when someone is isolated
within the confines of domination and all means
of maintaining integrity have been systematically
cut off. Mary’s journey into oblivion with mor-
phine in Long Day s Journey into Night is another
example of resistance to domination, to the fatu-
ous demands of loved ones, of husband and adult
male children.® But the framework of “feminin-
ity” dictates that such behavior be perceived as
part of the “mysterious” nature of woman rather
than recognized as resistance.

Significantly, one and the same word names
‘insanity’ and ‘anger’: ‘mad’. As Phyllis Chesler
documents, gynecologists call women “mad”
whose behavior they can no longer understand
as functioning in relation to men.* On the other
hand, ‘madness’ in relation to “anger’ is defined as
“ungovernable rage or fury”® We can ask, ungov-
ermable by whom? Madness in anger and madness
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in insanity indicate that men have lost control.®
[W'hen women are labeled “mad” they have be-
come useless to a threat to male supremacy.
Thus, to maintain the feminine stereotype, men
will characterize overt, clear-cut, obvious forms
of resistance as insanity when women engage in
them.® Just as slaves who ran away from masters
were perceived as insane, so are women who
fight back against battering husbands. Women
who kill long-term battering husbands are, for
the most part, forced to use the plea of insanity
rather than the plea of self-defense: lawyers ad-
vise clients to plead insanity, and juries convict
hose who instead plead self-defense. As a result,
/the judicial system promotes the idea that the
fwoman who effectively resists aggressive acts
Lof male domination is insane. Insanity, thus, be-
\comes part of women’s nature, and resistance to
ldomination becomes institutionally nonexistent.
However, institutionally characterizing women
who fight back as insane is still not enough for
men in power. Perceiving the plea of insanity as a
license to kill, even though it means incarceration
for an unspecified amount of time, media men be-
gan a campaign against women who fought back
against husbands and boyfriends who beat them—
depicting these women as “getting away with”
murder.¥” Qur governing fathers have reduced or,

w When reading between the lines and reclaiming women
from the past, we can examine the alternatives available to
them and in that context understand their behavior. Thus, in-
sanity itself can be a form of resistance, as can suicide. OUn
the other hand, behavior that is not insanity may neverthe-
less be depicted as insane. As a result, there is a fine line,
which can fade at times, between insanity as resistance and
the behavior of the resistor who has not gone insane—who
has maintained the confidence of her perceptions.

2Tn 1916, a play by Susan Glaspell was first performed about
a nebraska woman who strangled her husband in his sleep.
The (male) authorities arrive on the scene all officious and yet
cannot discover the motive—without which they cannot con-
viet her. Their wives, having come along to get some clothes
for the woman in jail, discover a number of things, including
the body of a canary whose neck had been wrung. Joking
about women’s work, the men ignore the women, thinking
them dealing with “trifies”” Comprehending what had hap-
pened, the women hide the evidence; the woman who killed
her husband is found innocent by a “jury of her peers.’™®

.awd

in some places, completely withdrawn funding
of shelters for women, especially if there is les-
bian presence, on the grounds that these shelters
break up the family. And agencies on “domestic
violence” work to keep the family intact, burying
the conditions of oppression women face within
the nuclear and extended family by obliterating
the .distinction between aggressor and victim.®
The concept of “femininity’ not only blocks social
perception of fernale resistance. When female re-
sistance threatens to break through the stercotype
and become socially perceptible, the conceptual
framework comes full circle: authorities deny that
the “problem” is the result of male domination.
Finally, many social scientists regard female
competence itself in women as threatening to
men, as subversive to the nuclear or extended
family, and as going against the grain of civili-
zation, hence as socially undesirable. For exam-
ple, the moynihan report yielded a resurgence of
white as well as black men espousing the theory
of the black matriarch who “castraies” black
men—implying that for black men to claim their
manhood, or masculinity, black women must step
behind and become subordinate to them.*
‘Femininity’ functions as a standard of het-
erosexualism. Standards or measures determine
fact and are used to create (and later discover)
fact; they themselves, however, are not discov-
ered. An inch, for example, was not discovered.
It was created and is used to determine bounda-
ries. No amount of investigation into surfaces
will ever confirm or disprove that inches exist or
that inches accurately reflect the world. A stand-
ard is a way of measuring the world, of categoriz-
ing it, of determining its boundaries so men can
act upon it. ‘Femininity’ is such a standard: it is
ategorizing the world so that men can
act upon it, and women can respond.
~ ‘Femininity’ is a label whereby one group of
people are defined in relation to another in such a
way that the values of dominance and subordina-
tion are embedded in perceptual judgment of re-
ality as if they were the essencg of those involved.
Under the feminine characterization, women

|
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appear naively content with being controlled
to such an extent that resistance to domipation
ceases to exist—that is, goes undetected. Female
resistance is rendered imperceptible or perceived
as abnormal, mad, or of no significance by both
women and men.
.Now, some might object that (some of) the
< fchoices I've described as resistance or sabotage
are self-defeating. For example, the housewife
whio spends money on items she does not need
is limiting her ability to obtain things she does
need. Thus, through this act of defiance she is re-
ally hurting herself. Or, the woman who buras
dinners when her husband brings his boss home
unexpectedly is still dependent on her husband
having a job and would benefit from any promo-
tion he might receive. If she fails to present her-
self as a competent hostess, the boss may decide
" against promoting her husband, noting that her
husband does not have the trappings necessary
for the social atmosphere within which busi-
ness deals are made—namely, a charming wife
and competent hostess. Thus, in sabotaging her
husband’s plans when he is inconsiderate, she ap-
pears to be acting against her own best interests.
Or, again, the slave who breaks her master’s
tools could find herself in even more dire cir-
cumstances. Although she is slowing the mas-
ter’s work, she will likely be punished for it. And
should she appear too incompetent (unruly), she
could be sold to someone perhaps more physi-
cally brutal, separated from those who know and
care about her. Her sabotage scems to do more
damage to herself than to anyone else. Someone
might object that 2 woman making these choices
may be resisting, but ultimately she is “cutting
off her nose to spite her face” The woman who
becomes an addict or an alcoholic or the woman
who chooses suicide . . . surely their acts are
self-defeating, for the women lose themselves.
In a certain respect such acts of sabotage are
- self-defeating, but in other respects this is inac-
. curate. I have suggested that in situations in which
a woman makes such choices, often she acts to
differentiate herself from the will of the one who

|

dominates. The one who dominates may be able to
severely restrict the range of her choices, he may
physically threaten her, he may have legal power
of life and death over her. But it is yet another mat-
ter for him to totally control her, to make her be-
lieve she is nothing but an extension of his will.

My thesis is that when someone is in danger of
losing any sense that she has a self about whom she
can make decisions, she will in some way resist.
When a man regards a woman as a being whose
will should effectively be merged with his such
that she is 2 mere extension of it, she will act in
basic ways to block that merger and separate her-
self from his will. In such circumstances sabotage
cannot logically be self-defeating because, simply,
the situation allows for no self to begin with.

Acts of sabotage can function to establish that
self, to affirm a woman’s separateness in her own\
mind. it may be more important to the woman who
burns dinners to remind her self (and maybe her
husband) that he cannot take her for granted than
it is for her to rise socially and economically if that
means that in doing so she will be taken for granted
to an even greater extent. And it may be more im-
portant to the slave that she affirm her existence
by thwarting the master’s plan in some way than
it is to try to secure safety in a situation in which
believing she is safe is dangerously foolish. Even
when a woman withdraws herself through alcohol
or takes herself out still further through suicide,
she may be establishing, rather than defeating, the
self as a separate and distinct entity.” If a woman
establishes her self as separate (at least in her own
awareness) from the will of him who dominates by
making certain decisions and carrying them out,
then those choices are not self-defeating, since
without them there would be no self to defeat.

In other respects, however, such actions are self-
defeating. Inthe first place, to be successful, acts ot
sabotage cannot be detected as sabotage in a sys-
tem where there is no hope of redress. While they

¢ Thus alcoholism among lesbians has been a way of pursu-
ing leshian choices while rejecting the coercion of hetero-
sexualism and the concept of *woman’.
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may function to differentiate one’s self from those
who dominate, they do not challenge the feminine
stereotype, rather they presuppose it. Even when
engaged in by a majority of women, isolated and
individual acts of sabotage do not change the con-
ceptual or material conditions which lead a woman
to engage in such acts. Instead, those in power will
use such actions to bolster the idea that dominated
beings require domination (protection) “for their
own good” In this respect, then, acts of sabotage
could be said to be self-defeating. But then the
same could be said of any act a woman engages
in. This is the trap of oppression,® the double bind
of heterosexualism.

More significantly, acts of sabotage become self-
defeating if the one who engages in them begins to
internalize the feminine stereotype. For example,
the woman who hoards beans may be resisting her
husband’s tyranny over the family budget, resisting
his perception of her as merely existing to carry out
his plans. But if he regards control of her budget as
part of his god-given right—no, duty—as a man,
then any resistance from her will have to be nipped
in the bud, and if it recurs, severely dealt with. Now,
in wasting household money, she may be atfirming
het self while not wishing to openly challenge his
perceptions and bring his wrath upon her. But if
she must attend too closely to his perceptions and
encourage them, she may cross over and come to
believe she s incompetent, And at this point her
acts become self-defeating.

Or, the woman who “accidentally” burns
dinners when her husband’s boss comes in
unexpectedly may be resisting her husband’s
vacuous perception of her. If his taking her for
granted is a result of his sense of order in the
universe such that she is simply not the sort of
being who could have any say in things, then
trying to prove otherwise may be fruitless. In-
stead, her goal may be to resist his psychologi-
cal coercion by playing with his mind, acting
the fluffy-headed housewife in order to thwart
his expectations of her,

In this case the woman is using the traditional
feminine stereotype to her (momentary) advan-

tage. But in so doing, she may undermine her
sense of self (unless she has an extremely strong
capacity to maintain the sense of what she is do-
ing in direct opposition to the entire set of values
within which she must function). The stakes
involved here are high—just as when a woman
uses stereotypic feminine behaviors to get what
she wants and make herself feel superior to the
men she manipulates. She is in serious danger
of izglein_qui_xlg_thﬁ_w;tio\n of her self
as ‘feminine’. And should she intérnalize that
value, her acts do become self-defeating.

A woman acting in isolation to maintain a
sense of self under heterosexualism faces signifi-
cant obstacles, for her choices have repercussions
beyond an individual level. Again, while such
acts of sabotage may be resistance, they don’t
effect change. For resistance to effect change,
there must be a mo?emmy,
a_breathing together. And this brings up a third
way acts of sabotage can be self-defeating. Since
successful acts of sabotage canmot be detected as
sabotage by those who dominate, then when there
is a movement afoot, the choice to commit acts
of sabotage becomes no different than the choice
to participate in the dominance/subordination
relationship of heterosexualism by embracing
and developing feminine wiles.

That is, during times when a movement is
afoot, when there is a conspiracy of voices, those
women who choose to remain isolated from
other women and yet engage in acts of sabotage
when necessary may well be engaging in truly
self-defeating behavior. They are bypassing a
chance for more effective resistance and are in
even greater danger of internalizing the values
of heterosexualism. In this way, isolated acts of
resistance can be self-defeating.

‘Femininity’ is a concept which goes a long
way in the social construction of heterosexual

reality. could withdraw

from that framework and begin to revalue that re-

\.

F

/
1

ality and women’s choices within it, A movement |

of women can challenge the feminine stereotype,
dis-cover women’s resistance, and provide a base
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for more effective resistance. A movement of

women can challenge the consensus that made
the individual act of sabotage plausible.

Yet if that movement does not challenge the
concept of ‘femininity’, ultimately it will not
challenge the consensus, it will not challenge the
dominance and subordination of heterosexual-
ism. For example, radical feminists and revolu-
tionary feminists in england criticize the women’s
work at greenham common. for appealing too
much to traditional feminine stereotypes, includ-
ing woman as nurturer and peacemaker as well as
* sacrificer for her children. As a result, they argue,
the peace movement coopts feminism.®!

Further, feminism itself is in danger of per-
petuating the value of “femnininity’ in interpreting
and evaluating individual women’s choices. Fem-
inists continue to note how women are victims
of institutional and ordinary behavior, but many
have ceased to challenge the concept of ‘woman’
and the role men and male institutions play as
“protectors” of women. And feminism is suscep-
tible to what Kathleen Barry calls ‘victimism’,
which in effect portrays women as helpless and
in need of protection.®

BLAMING THE VICTIM

So much of our moral and political judgment

invol ither blaming the victim® or victim-
ism \Yictimise is the perception of victims of
acknowledged social injustice, not as real persons

‘making choices, but instead as passive objects of
injustice. Kathleen Barry explains that in order
to call attention to male violence and to prove
that women are harmed by rape, feminists have
portrayed women who have been raped by men
as victims pure and 51mple—an understandable
development. The problem is that

the status of “victim™ creates a mind set eliciting
pity and sorrow. Victimism denies the woman the
integrity of her humanity through the whole ex-
perience, and it creates a framework for others to
know her not as a person but as a victim, someone
to whom violence was done. . . . Victimism is an

Aot -
{ob] ect1ﬁcat10n which estabhshes néw standards for : H

defining experience; those standards dismiss any
guestion of will, and deny that the woman even
while enduring sexual violence is a living, chang-
ing, growing, intetactive person.®

Y
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For my purposes, blaming the victim involves r

holding.a person accountable not only for her
choice in a situation but for the situation itself, as
if she agreed to it. Thus in masculinist thought,
a woman will be judged responsible for her own
rape. Victimism, on the other hand, completely
ignores a woman’s choices. In other words, vic-
timism denies a woman’s moral agency. Under

victimism, women are still passive, helpless, and

in need of special protection—still feminine.

A movement which challenges the domi-
nant valuation of women will focus on women
as agents in a relationship rather than as a type.
A woman is not a passive being to whom things
unfortunately or intentionally happen. She is a
breathing, judging being, acting in coerced and
oppressive circumstances. Her judgments and
choices may be ineffective on any given occa-
sion, or wrong, but they are decisions neverthe-
less. She is an agent and she is making choices.
More than a victim, Kathleen Barry suggests, a
woman caught in female sexual slavery is a sur-
vivor, making crucial decisions about what to
do in order to survive. She is a moral agent who
makes judgments within a context of oppression
in consideration of her own needs and abilities.

By perceiving women’s behavior, not through
the value of ‘femininity’, but rather as actions
of moral agents making judgments about their
own needs and abilities in coerced and oppres-
sive circumstances, we can begin to conceive of
ourselves and each other as agents of our actions
(though not creators of the circumstances we
face under oppression). And this is a step toward

realizing an ethical existence under oppression, |

one not caught up with the val f dominance
and subordination.

Further, we can also begin to understand
women’s choices which actually embrace the
feminine stereotype. Some women embrace
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“femininity’ outright, man-made though it is, or
embrace particular aspects of it which involve
some form of ritual or actual subordination to
met, in the pursuit of what these women judge to
be their own best interests. Some women embrace
‘femininity’ in a desperate attempt to find safety
and to give some meaning to their existence.

In the firsi chapter of Right-Wing Women,
Andrea Dworkin analyzes the choices of some
white christian women, arguing that “from
father’s house to husband’s house to a grave that
still might not be her own, a woman acquiesces
to male authority in order to gain some protec-
tion from male violence.®® She argues that such
acquiescence results from the treatment girls and
women receive as part of their socialization:

Rebellion can rarely survive the aversion therapy
that passes for being brought up female. Male vio-
lence acts directly on the girl through her father or
brother or uncle or any number of male profession-
als or strangers, as it did and doés on her mother,
and she too is forced to learn to conform in order
to survive. A girl may;*as she enters adulthood,
repudiate the particular set of males with whom
her mother is allied run with a different pack as
it were, but she will replicate her mother’s patterns
in acquiescing to male authority within her own
chosen set. Using both force and threat, men in all
camps demand that women accept abuse in silence
and shame, tie themselves to hearth and home with
rope made of self-blame, unspoken rage, grief, and
resentment.®

Andrea Dworkin also argues that some women
continue to submit to male authority because they
finally believe it is the only way they can make
sense of and give meaning to their otherwise
apparently meaningless existence as women.®’
They find meaning through being bound to their
protectors and having a common enemy. Their
anger is thus given form and a safety valve, and
is thereby deflected from its logical target. They
become antisemites, queer-haters, and racists,
and so create purpose in their existence.

Andrea Dworkin’s analysis highlights two
points of interest here. First, these women have

the same information that radical feminists have
(they know what men do), yet they are making
different choices. Secondly, their choices stemn
from judgments they make about their own best
interests. That is, they are choosing what they
consider their best option from among those
available. These are survival choices made in cir-
cumstances with restricted options.

Another group of women embrace ‘femi-
ninity’ from a different direction. In discuss-
ing why more black women are not involved
in activist women’s groups, instead consider-
ing themselves “Black first, female second”
and embracing a version of the feminine ideal,
Brunetta R. Wolfiman presents a number of
factors. She points to the traditionally greater
independence black women enjoy from black
men in the united states, since the legal end of
slavery, than white women have enjoyed from
white men. And she points to the commitment
of women to the black church, in terms of
time and loyalty, whereby a “scrub woman or
maid could aspire to be the head of the usher
board and a valuable, respected member of the
congregation.”s®

However, she notes that the pattern in the
black church here as well as in civil rights groups
such as the n.a.a.c.p. or the urban league, has
been one of women assuming secondary roles in
deference to male leadership. She also points to
the romantic sense of nobility, purity, and race
pride personified in the stereotype of ‘the black
woman’ and promulgated by nationalistic ideolo-
gies such as that of Marcus Garvey or the black
muslims:

The Muslims have taken the idealized Euro-
American image of the middle-class wife and
mother and made it the norm for the seet so that
the women members must reject the traditional
independence of black women, adopting another
style in the name of a separatist religious ideology.
In return, Muslim men must respect and protect
their women, a necessary complement to demands
placed on females.®
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This point is reiterated by Jacquelyn Grant as she
argues: :

It is often said that women are the “backbone”
of the church. . . . It has become apparent to me
that most of the minisiers who use this term are
referring to location rather than function. What
they really mean is that women are in the back-
ground and should be kept there: they are merely
support workers.™

Brunetta R. Wolfinan goes on to discuss
demands placed on black women by the black
commupity as well as community expectation of
a subordinate position for women. For example,
she points out that women in the movement *60s
were expected o keep black men from involving
themselves with white women. She argues that
this “duty is in keeping with a traditional femi-
nine role, that of modifying or being responsi-
ble for the behavior of the group in general and
the males in particular.””” Further, she points out
how feminist values such as control of one’s own
body were undermined as black {and white) men
told black women there was no choice but to bear
children in order to counterattack the white racist
plan of black genocide being carried out through
birth control programs.

‘While noting that the women’s liberation
movement included many demands that would
help the social and economic position of black
women, Brunetta R. Wolfman suggests that
(many) black women have not responded to it,
instead becoming a conservative force in the
black community, partly because they have a
strong sense of self as contributor to the survival
of the black community and partly because they
have been identified by american society as the
polar opposite of the feminine ideal.™ That is,
since they have been excluded from the feminine
ideal, they now embrace it.?

» Other women have not involved themselves in the wom-
en’s movement or have withdrawn from it because of rac-
ism among white women. My focus here is on women who
embrace an ideal of feminine behavior in lien of resistance
to male domination.

The jeopardy of racial genocide stemming
from an external enemy and used to justify
the ideology of male domination is real for
u.s. black and other women of color in a way
that.it is not for ws. right-wing christian white
women. Nevertheless, the choice of embracing
“‘femininity’ and male authority is similar in both
cases, as 1s the threat members of each group
face from men.

Further, such choices are not qualitatively dif-
ferent from choices made by feminists to defer
to men and men’s agendas and to soothe male
egos in the pursuit of women’s rights. (And such
choices do not preclude acts of sabotage of the
sort I've discussed when male domination en-
croaches too far upon a woman’s sense of seif.)
They are survival choices. And what we car%

consider from outside the feminine valuation i I
whether such choices in the long run are selff
enhancing or self-defeating. g

The answers are varied and complex. Butinsofar
as they lean toward the idea that embracing ‘femi-
ninity” is not self-defeating, they also perpetuate
what it means to be a “woman’: to be a “‘woman’
is to be subject to male domination and hence
to be someone who enacts her agency through |-
manipulation—exercising {some modicum of){:
control from a position of subordination. Should
she act in any other way, she is, under heterosexu-

alism, not only unnatural but also unethical.

Thus, while promoting an ethic for females,
heterosexualism is a set of values which under-
mines female agency outside the master/slave
values. Women hang on to those values out
of fear, out of a choice to focus on men while
taking women for granted, and out of a lack of
perception of any other choices. As a result, al-
though many women individually have resisted
male domination—in particular, men’s attempts
to make women mere extensions of men’s will—
it is less clear that (with a few notable excep-
tions), as Simone de Beauvoir suggested, women
as a group dispute male sovereignty. However, in
claiming this, 1 am not suggesting that disputing
male sovereignty means attempting to oppose
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men as men have opposed women.? Rather, T am
suggesting that it seems, for the most part, that
women, whether as saboteurs or acceptors ofmale
domination, have not disputed the entire domi-
nance/subordination game of heterosexualism.

I want a moral revolution.

CONCLUSION

Through all of this, T am not trying to argue that
heterosexualism is the “cause™ of oppression. 1
do mean to suggest, however, that any revolution
which does not challenge it will be incomplete
and will eventnally revert to the values of oppres-
sion. Heterosexualism is the form of social organ-
ization through which other forms of oppression,
at times more vicious forms, become credible,
palatable, even desirable. Heterosexualism—that
is, the balance between masculine predation upon
and masculine protection of a feminine object of
masculine attention—de-skills a woman, makes
er emotionally, socially, and economically de-
endent, and allows another to dominate her “for
her own good” all in the name of “love.” In no
other situation® are people expected to Jove, iden-
tify with, and become other to those who domi-
nate them to the extent that women are supposed
to love, identify with, and become other to men.
It is heterosexualism which makes us feel
that it is possible to dominate another for her

* Even what the amazons from between the black and cas-
pian seas are reputed to have done was not a matter of op-
posing men as men have opposed women. At various times,
some wotry that women or lesbians or separatists want to do
to men what men have done to women. Yet nowhere have I
found any indication of women or lesbians wanting to sub-
ject men the way men have subjected women: have men
de-skilled and dependent on women, have men find their
identity through their relationships with women, have men
isolated in women’s houses waiting to care-take women, and
s0 on. Mostly, I suspect, wormen and lesbians don’t want the
burden. Women’s resistance to male domination has taken
many forms. But in my understanding, it has never, even in
fantasy, been a reversal of men’s efforts,

" The situation of the mammy is similar. Racism and the poli-
tics of property intervened, however, to keep her from being
quite so close to the master or mistress as woman is to man.
Nevertheless, this did not make her situation any more palat-
able, and in many respects, it was worse.

own geod, that one who resists such domination
is abnormal or doesn’t understand what is good
for her, and that one who refuses to participate
in dominant/subordinate relationships doesn’t
exist. And once we accept all this, imperialism,
colonialism, and ethnocentrism, for example,
while existing all along, become more socially
tolerable in liberal thought. They become less a
matter of exercising overt force and more a mat-
ter of the natural function of (a) social order.

Heterosexualism is a conceptual framework
within which the concept of ‘moral agency’ in-
dependent of the master/slave virtues cannot
find fertile ground. And it combines with ethical
judgments to create a value whose primary func-
tion is not the moral development of individuals
but rather the preservation of a patriarchal social
control. Thus I want to challenge our acceptance
and use of that ethics.

In discussing what I call Lesbian Ethics, I do
not claim that leshians haven’t made many of the
choices (heterosexual) women have made or that
lesbians haven’t participated in the consensus of
straight thinking or that lesbians have withdrawn
from the value of dominance and subordina-
tion and the security of established meaning we
can find therein. T am not claiming that lesbians
have lived under different conceptual or material
conditions. I am claiming, however, that lesbian
choice holds certain possibilities. It is a matter of
further choice whether we go on to develop these
possibilities or whether instead we try to it into
the existing heterosexual framework in any one
of a number of ways.

Thus T am claiming that the conceptual cat

#

egory ‘lesbian’—unlike the category ‘woman’— T

is not irretrievably tied up with dominance and
subordination as norms of behavior, And I am
claiming that by attending each other, we may
find the possibility of ethical values appropriate
to lesbian existence, values we can choose as

é

moral agents to give meaning to our lives as les- <

bians. In calling for withdrawal from the existing
heterosexual value system, T am calling for a
moral revelution, a revolution of lesbianism,
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