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			Preface


			If you are a feminist with a social media account in the 21st century, you’ll have come across Audre Lorde’s work. Like micro-poetry, her sentences can be found on thousands of feeds and timelines. ‘I am deliberate and afraid of nothing’; ‘Caring for myself is not self-indulg­ence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare’; ‘I am not free while any woman is unfree, when her shackles are very different from my own.’ We find comfort in her words because we see that the struggles we thought we were alone in she struggled with too. She wasn’t wrong when she wrote of ‘learning how to stand alone, unpopular and sometimes reviled’. Challenging the world’s ways was lonely work then, and it’s lonely work now.


			I came across Audre’s work at my loneliest time as an activist. A not entirely honestly obtained excerpt of ‘The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House’ found its way into my possession. None of her work had been published in the UK then (in fact, this book is the first time British readers have had their own edition). In ‘The Master’s Tools’, Audre wrote of women of colour being expected to help white women understand racism in the same way white women are expected to teach femin­ism to reluctant white men. And although there’s nothing wrong with being a teacher, there has to come a point in an adult’s life when they are willing to do some of the thinking themselves. At the time, I understood Audre’s writing – bitterly so. I was being confronted with the duplicity of white women’s actions: the way they raged at the entitlement of patriarchy while expecting me to take them by the hand and explain what racism was (without making them feel bad about its existence). I hadn’t agreed to be a teacher, and I realised that this was a fool’s game. In order to get her message across while preserving her own wellbeing, Audre had to write a speech and deliver it to a conference, so she couldn’t be interrupted. I thought about how I would have to do the same. Polite convers­ation wouldn’t suffice – to speak truth to power you have to stand on a table and shout.


			It’s no surprise Audre was a poet – snipped from her prose, her sentences are instantly memorable. Back in context, they are even better. Beyond its use as a source of feminist comfort, her work shows us new ways to imagine the world, in which relationships are based on responsibility rather than entitlement and dominance. Her essay ‘Man Child’, on watching her son grow into an adult, underlines the responsibility we all have to one another. A lesbian and a feminist, Audre worked primarily around women, but it was her relationship with her son that seemed to shift her perspective on patriarchy.


			So many themes in Audre’s work have endured. Self-care is now zeitgeist. We recognise that a sustainable fight requires a full tank, and that we all need to look after each other. Many of us understand the costs of speaking out, and why we have to keep doing so, even when it is against our own interest. Audre explores the temptation of aligning yourself with the status quo, for both women of colour and white women. She reminds us that it will always be easier to survive by being a good wife who looks pretty and behaves well. Her experiences with white women in the academy – an environment that supposedly values critic­ism – serve as a microcosm for the barriers black women face in the wider world. Reading her work, you’re reminded of all the ways she was fighting for space, and all the ways she faced resistance for doing so. 


			And yet Audre lets us know that staying silent is betraying yourself, because nobody will speak up for you but you. Silence can be a survival strategy, but it can also be a way of giving up, saying nothing simply because there’s too much to say, and you fear your intervention will make no difference. After some years of fighting you begin to question it all: ‘I’m saying this over and over again! Can anybody even hear me?’ It can feel as if you’re shouting into the void, but you’re actually joining a chorus. There are things we have to say again and again, because no matter how often we say them, there will always be an effort to cover them up. ‘There are no new ideas,’ Audre wrote, ‘there are only new ways of mak­ing them felt.’ One of the most common responses to the appearance of my first book, Why I’m No Longer Talking to White People about Race, was how ‘fresh’ and ‘new’ my perspective was – and I had thought I was joining a great tradition.


			The essay that sings for me is ‘Uses of Anger’. It asks the questions we need to ask ourselves when we realise how dissatisfied we are with the ways things are. When we are filled with rage, how do we use that anger? How best can we join the choir? To respond with anything but fury when confronted with the realities of the world is to be inhumane. We should pick up where Audre left off. We owe it to her, and we owe it to ourselves.


			RENI EDDO-LODGE


			London, August 2017


		


	

		

			Introduction


			It is my pleasure to introduce this book which brings together some of Audre Lorde’s most important prose and poetry. To introduce this book is to introduce you to Audre Lorde. I don’t assume that you as a reader need to be introduced to Lorde in the sense that you don’t know about her or have not read her before. You might have read her many times or you might be reading her for the first time. However you come to her in these pages, I need to introduce Lorde in order to follow her example. Audre Lorde taught me that introducing ourselves matters; naming yourself, saying who you are, making clear your values, cares, concerns, and commitments, matters. Each time you write or you speak you are putting yourself into a world that is shared. Lorde put herself into a world we share. Audre Lorde: writer, activist, poet, mother, warrior, lesbian, black, woman, feminist, socialist, teacher, librarian. You will learn all of this about Audre Lorde from Audre Lorde: in the writings that make up this collection she will not only tell you who she is but describe what she has to do to be. Lorde always took the risk of naming herself and of asserting her existence in a world that made her existence difficult. 


			Audre Lorde might not need an introduction but she deserves one. She was born on 18 February 1934, in New York City. Her parents came to New York from Grenada and Barbados. She gives us a powerful account of her early life in her bio-mythography Zami. She tells us she was a trouble-maker from the beginning, and she remained a trouble-maker; her writing is alive with a mischievous black feminist spirit. Lorde was a writer and a poet: her first published work was a book of poems, The First Cities (1968), which came out when she was 34. She was also a teacher – she had lecturing positions at John Jay College of Criminal Justice and Hunter College and also gave numerous seminars and poetry workshops: she shares some of her experiences as a teacher in essays collected here. And Lorde was an activist: not only was she the founding member of Sisterhood in Support of Sisters in South Africa, but she expressed her commitment to transnational feminist solidarity by where she went and whom she spoke to; wherever she went she sought out other black and brown women, indigenous women and women from immigrant backgrounds, who had to struggle to survive racist and colonial as well as patriarchal regimes. 


			Lorde lived her life fully, questioning everything; as she describes in her essay on poetry, to live as ‘to bear the intimacy of scrutiny’. She made life itself a political art, an art which you must craft from the resources that you have available. In one interview she notes how fighting power structures might require courses such as black studies and women’s studies, but it is also what we do ‘every minute of our lives, from our dreams in getting up and brushing our teeth to when we go to teach’. She wrote from a sense of life as fragile and tenuous. ‘I am standing here as a black lesbian poet,’ she writes, and ‘the meaning of all of that waits upon the fact that I am still alive and I might not have been.’ Lorde was diagnosed with breast cancer in 1978. She died after the cancer spread to her liver in 1992. She wrote facing death: ‘I am not only a casualty, I am a warrior.’ I will come back to the many ways that Lorde wrote facing death.


			 And now, given what we face, what we still face that she faced, we need Lorde’s words. What she faced is what she wrote and spoke of – the brutalising and devast­ating structures of racism, sexism, classism, ageism and heterosexism. I might add here that Lorde wrote about intersections (between structures) long before Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the important word ‘intersectionality’. Attending to the intersections has long been one of the important contributions of black feminist scholarship and activism. In writing about what she faced as a black lesbian woman, Lorde left so many words behind, lifelines she threw out to us. For this, we can be thankful. Lorde had a way with words; a way of marching with them, of demonstrating through them; armies of words. I think of all of Lorde’s writing as black feminist poetry, including the writing that does not appear on the page as a poem; and it is wonderful to have in this collection her poems alongside her essays, to sense how they create a tapestry of knowledge. She wrote of the erotic, and her writing is erotic, ‘rooted in the power of our unexpressed and unrecognised feeling’. Lorde’s way with words is about what she makes audible. It is not just that many of her published articles began as speeches but that her writing is speech-like, staying close to a living breathing body. She lives and breathes in her words; we can too, we do too. The word ‘speech’ shares a root with the word ‘strew’, implying the scattering of words. I like to think of Lorde’s words as scattering, thrown out, left for us to pick up as we pick ourselves up. Her writing is personal testimony as well as political speech. We can think of the importance of Lorde’s speaking through the following forms of address: speaking as; speaking out; speaking from; speaking with; speaking to.


			Lorde shows how speaking as – speaking as a black woman – is an important starting point. It might seem like ‘as’ could be a restriction: implying that ‘as’ is all we can be. Lorde shows how it is not a restriction but an opening, a way of proceeding differently by recognising that we proceed differently, depending on where we are, on a history that is never just behind us, as it affects what happens to us. Speaking as a black woman matters in a world that takes the white man as a ‘mythical norm’ (to borrow her important term). To speak as a subject who has been made into the other, not white, not man, not straight, not human, is to challenge that norm. Lorde offers one of the most powerful and sustained critiques of how white feminism perpetuates the mythical norm of whiteness, by generalising from white women’s experiences. In her letter to a well-known white feminist scholar, as well as in her essay ‘Uses of Anger’, in which she quotes from letters sent to her by white women, she teaches us about the very mechanics of racism. White feminism is not simply the feminism produced by white women, but how feminism becomes white by the assumption of the primacy of gender, and the positioning of other differences such as race as distraction. She shows how feminism is made white by the ways in which black women are received; by the failure to read black feminist work unless it can be used to support arguments that have already been made; by hearing anger about racism as preventing reconcil­iation; by the assumption that to talk about divisions is to create them.


			Your silence will not protect you. It is the title of this book, a sentence of Audre Lorde’s that is much cited, and a sentence that still has much to teach us. These essays and poems explore the necessity of speaking out: of identi­fying and naming racism and sexism; of not allowing these forms of violence to be passed over. She suggests that it is better to speak out, even if you are afraid of the consequences of speaking out, even if you have to pay a cost for speaking out. Whatever the costs of speaking out, the costs of not speaking out will always be too high: as Lorde reminds us, racism and sexism take lives. I think here of her call for us to make use of our anger, which she says is ‘loaded with information and energy’. Her descriptions in ‘Eye to Eye’ of the racism she experienced on the subway, of the visceral hate she encountered, the look of horror directed to her as a black child by a white woman, show how anger generates insight, allowing viol­ence to come into view in order to be better understood. Lorde’s account of the responses she received when speaking about racism show how speech is not heard by being heard as angry. But rather than trying not to appear angry, she suggests that anger can become what we do – yet not all that we do. Emotions are our political as well as our life resources. ‘I kept myself through feeling,’ she tells us. If white fathers say ‘I think therefore I am,’ black mothers whisper, ‘I feel therefore I can be free.’


			In speaking out, Lorde is also speaking from, speaking from anger or speaking from other places in the core of one’s being. She describes in one piece how, ‘sickened with fury’ about the acquittal of a white policeman who had murdered a black child, she wrote the poem ‘Power’. She stopped the car to get the poem out. To speak from anger is to bring something into existence; a poem that gives expression to a feeling is tangible and real. I think how Lorde wrote that poem is so important: sometimes we need to stop what we are doing to allow the violence to get out; to stop is to say this is an emergency. Her words remain important today as tools in the fight against police viol­ence against unarmed black women and black men in the US, as well in the UK and Europe. And speaking from is also about what we face; what we face up to. I mentioned before how much Lorde wrote facing death; her books The Cancer Journals and A Burst of Light were written while she was living with breast cancer, written as part of her own account of survival, of how she kept going. Rereading the essays collected here, I realised just how much Lorde was facing death in her writing right from the beginning;  she was writing in the face of the deaths of black child­ren, of black women and black men; she was writing in the face of all those lives that have been taken, are being taken, again and again. For Lorde, black feminism is generated from an act of facing death. The line that connects Lorde to current movements – Black Lives Matter, Say Her Name – is a direct line, a vital line, a line of fury and rage against the ongoing, unfinished histories of slavery and colonialism.


			History can be what you have to survive. Lorde speaks of what is required for that survival. Poetry, she suggests, is not a luxury but necessary; as necessary as bread. Pos­sibilities are necessary. Some of us, she notes in her extraordinary poem ‘A Litany for Survival’ were never ‘meant to survive’. Being, our very existence, becomes a form of politic­al labour. Labour is what we do with others; through and alongside others. When we speak out, when we speak as, we are also speaking with. For Lorde, ‘with’ is a hopeful signifier of connection, black, lesbian and feminist: making poems as making love; loving each other as refusing the world that judges some of us to be unlovable; loving each other as a way of surviving the world.


			Audre Lorde’s much quoted sentence, ‘The master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house,’ is a reminder that feminism is both a dismantling project and a building project. We have to make our own tools if we are to bring that house down. Not to use the master’s tools, to build with our own hands, is how we learn not to re­produce mastery (the same old, same old of canons that render white men the originators of knowledge). In Lorde’s hands, the destructive project of dismantling structures of white supremacy and heteropatriarchy is at the same time a creative project. She often spoke of how she started writing because of a need to create what wasn’t there. In an interview in the film A Litany for Survival she said: ‘What I leave behind has a life of its own.’ Writing was for Lorde an unflinchingly optimistic gesture, an optimism that came out of, rather than at the expense of, recognit­ion of the profound difficulty of survival for those who do not embody the mythical norm. To write is to create something that will have its own life; writing as afterlife. She also spoke of motherhood as a kind of black feminist optimism: raising black children ‘in the mouth of a racist, sexist suicidal dragon’, raising children with the hope that their dreams ‘will not reflect the death of ours’. The texts here are full of the optimism of Lorde’s struggle for survival. Perhaps it is the struggle that gives us the resources we need to build more just worlds. These resources might include a certain willingness to cause trouble, but they also involve humour, laughter, dance, loving and eating: all the ways we have to nourish ourselves and each other.


			Audre Lorde suggested poetry can be revolutionary because it moves us. Revolution, she wrote, is a process, ‘not a one-time event’. We have to do what we can, when we can, where we can: ‘vigilant for the smallest opportunity to make a change’. She is addressing you directly: do what you can, when you can, where you can. She is speaking to you here. When we speak, we open the possibility of a return address. If Audre Lorde speaks to you, you need to speak to her. I ask each of you reading this collection to speak to Lorde. Reading her work is a way of speaking too.


			SARA AHMED


			Cambridgeshire, August 2017


		


	

		

			ESSAYS


		


	

		

			The Transformation of Silence into Language and Action


			I have come to believe over and over again that what is most important to me must be spoken, made verb­al and shared, even at the risk of having it bruised or misunderstood. That the speaking profits me, beyond any other effect. I am standing here at the 1977 Modern Lang­uage Association conference in Chicago as a Black les­bian poet, and the meaning of all that waits upon the fact that I am still alive, and might not have been. Less than two months ago I was told by two doctors, one female and one male, that I would have to have breast surgery, and that there was a 60 to 80 per cent chance that the  tumour was malignant. Between that telling and the actual surg­ery, there was a three-week period of the agony of an in­voluntary reorganisation of my entire life. The surgery was completed, and the growth was benign. 


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


			In becoming forcibly and essentially aware of my mortality, and of what I wished and wanted for my life, however short it might be, priorities and omissions became strongly etched in a merciless light, and what I most regretted were my silences. Of what had I ever been afraid? To question or to speak as I believed could have meant pain, or death. But we all hurt in so many different ways, all the time, and pain will either change or end. Death, on the other hand, is the final silence. And that might be coming quickly, now, without regard for whether I had ever spoken what needed to be said, or had only betrayed myself into small silences, while I planned someday to speak, or waited for someone else’s words. And I began to recognise a source of power within myself that comes from the knowledge that while it is most desirable not to be afraid, learning to put fear into a perspective gave me great strength.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


			Paper delivered at the Modern Language Association’s ‘Lesbian and Literature’ panel, Chicago, 28 December 1977. First published in ‘Sinister Wisdom’ 6 (1978) and ‘The Cancer Journals’ (1988).


		


	

		

			Poetry Is Not a Luxury


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


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


			For each of us as women, there is a dark place within where hidden and growing our true spirit rises, ‘beautiful/­and tough as chestnut/stanchion against your nightmare of weakness’ (‘Black Mother Woman’) and of impotence.


			These places of possibility within ourselves are dark because they are ancient and hidden; they have survived and grown strong through that darkness. Within these deep places, each one of us holds an incredible reserve of creativity and power, of unexamined and unrecorded emotion and feeling. The woman’s place of power within each of us is neither white nor surface; it is dark, it is ancient, and it is deep.


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


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


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


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


			As they become known to and accepted by us, our feelings, and the honest exploration of them become sanct­uaries and spawning grounds for the most radical and daring of ideas. They become a safe-house for that difference so necessary to change and the conceptualisation of any meaningful action. Right now, I could name at least ten ideas I would have found intolerable or incomprehens­ible and frightening, except as they came after dreams and poems. This is not idle fantasy, but a disciplined attention to the true meaning of ‘it feels right to me.’ We can train ourselves to respect our feelings and to transpose them into a language so they can be shared. And where that language does not yet exist, it is our poetry which helps to fashion it. Poetry is not only dream and vision; it is the skeleton architecture of our lives. It lays the foundations for a future of change, a bridge across our fears of what has never been before.


			Possibility is neither forever nor instant. It is not easy to sustain belief in its efficacy. We can sometimes work long and hard to establish one beachhead of real resistance to the deaths we are expected to live, only to have that beachhead assaulted or threatened by canards we have been socialised to fear, or by the withdrawal of those approvals that we have been warned to seek for safety. Women see ourselves diminished or softened by the falsely benign accusations of childishness, of non-universality, of changeability, of sensuality. And who asks the question: am I altering your aura, your ideas, your dreams, or am I merely moving you to temporary and reactive action? And even though the latter is no mean task, it is one that must be seen within the context of a need for true alteration of the very foundations of our lives.


			The white fathers told us: I think, therefore I am. The Black mother within each of us – the poet – whispers in our dreams: I feel, therefore I can be free. Poetry coins the language to express and charter this revolutionary  demand, the implementation of that freedom. 


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


			Sometimes we drug ourselves with dreams of new ideas. The head will save us. The brain alone will set us free. But there are no new ideas still waiting in the wings to save us as women, as human. There are only old and forgotten ones, new combinations, extrapolations and recognitions from within ourselves – along with the renewed courage to try them out. And we must constantly encourage ourselves and each other to attempt the heretical actions that our dreams imply, and so many of our old ideas disparage. In the forefront of our move towards change, there is only poetry to hint at possibility made real. Our poems form­ulate the implications of ourselves, what we feel within and dare make real (or bring action into accordance with), our fears, our hopes, our most cherished terrors.


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


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


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


			First published in ‘Chrysalis: A Magazine of Female Culture’ 3 (1977).


		


	

		

			Scratching the Surface: Some Notes on Barriers to Women and Loving


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


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


			HETEROSEXISM: The belief in the inherent superiority of one pattern of loving and thereby its right to dominance.


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


			The above forms of human blindness stem from the same root – an inability to recognise the notion of difference as a dynamic human force, one which is enriching rather than threatening to the defined self, when there are shared goals.


			To a large degree, at least verbally, the Black community has moved beyond the ‘two steps behind her man’ concept of sexual relations sometimes mouthed as desirable during the 1960s. This was a time when the myth of the Black matriarchy as a social disease was being presented by racist forces to redirect our attentions away from the real sources of Black oppression.


			For Black women as well as Black men, it is axiomatic that if we do not define ourselves for ourselves, we will be defined by others – for their use and to our detriment. The development of self-defined Black women, ready to explore and pursue our power and interests within our communities, is a vital component in the war for Black liberation. The image of the Angolan woman with a baby on one arm and a gun in the other is neither romantic nor fanciful. When Black women in this country come together to examine our sources of strength and support, and to recognise our common social, cultural, emotional, and political interests, it is a development which can only contribute to the power of the Black community as a whole. It can certainly never diminish it. For it is through the coming together of self-actualised individuals, female and male, that any real advances can be made. The old sexual power relationships based on a dominant/subordinate model between unequals have not served us as a people, nor as individuals.
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