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Re-writing history

Dear T&S,

In “After Margaret”, Bea Campbell talks
about “our (feminism’s) way of going about
things” being different from the meg- -
lomania of the left which was afraid to allow

. aconversation with the rest of society lest

it prove contaminating. She skims over a
lot of other areas including the demise of
feminist national conferences which, she
claims, became too nasty to organise.
These alone raise huge questions of fact,
but when she goes on to use acommon mis-
translation of the words “Sinn Fein” to
illustrate her point, her dishonesty pro-
vokes me to respond.

As one of the organising group for
the last socialist feminist national (1980)
conference - on the theme of “Imperialism
and Women’s Oppression Worldwide”, I
can clearly recall Bea Campbell’s expres-
sed hostility to the emphasis being placed
on the experience of Black and foreign
women, which, she claimed, was usurping

_the place of working class women. When I
pointed out to her at a pre-conference
interview with the planing group, thatlots
of working class women were (and are)

"Black and foreign and that reaching them
on feminism via an anti-imperialist agenda
at that time was as likely (more likely?) to
be fruitful as was the approach of previous
socialist feminist conferences (which
denied the inequality between women and
the urgent need for feminism to address
issues of racism and imperialism), Bea’s
response was not to publish the interview
or to give the conference an advance write
up. She was not alone in taking that
attitude. The factor which really upset
mainstream socialist feminist commen-
tators of the time was that they were all
aligned, loosely or closely, to particular
political parties and the organisers of the
conference were not. That meant that they
had to deal with the issues, but rather than
deal with the issues ie amending the
feminist agenda of priorities, they treated
the conference to silence and “no com-
ment”.

The attendance of 1,200 women did
pursue many of the issues, some with tre-
mendous success, despite the withdrawal
by many of the well known names in

socialist feminism and despite their
attempts to declare feminism fragmented
beyond comprehensibility. What they
meant was that feminism had moved out-
side what they felt they were experts on and
that if they could not be‘the leaders, then
the movement must be dead. But the
movement is not dead and Bea Campbell
does not have the decency to admit that it

is not the Form of the feminist movement
which has triumphed, but it Politics that has
changed.

And given that sleight of hand,
should it surprise me that she attempts to
use Sinn Fein as a typical example of the
British left? Whatever else it may be, Sinn
Fein is neither British nor is it a typical
British left organisation. Although the mis-
translation she uses is common enough,
one would expect that she would at least
seek the facts. Sinn Fein means “We Our-
selves”. It dates from the end of the last
century and was the name of a (fairly con-
servative) political party which was in
favour of separation from the UK.

Sinn Fein came into alliance with the
Irish Republican Army during the twen-
tieth century by a series of twists and turns
of history, but the validity of the seif
reliance aspect of self determination is as
important as ever. If people in Ireland are
tempted to invoke it as a slogan of
separatism from other movements, then we
need to ask serious questions about why a
popular movement which has been more
progressive than any other Irish party on
women’s and gay rights should feel so iso-
lated. The answer, I suspect is in part to
be found in the attitudes of socialists and
feminists, like Bea herself, who adopted
their stubborn position to the challenges
which the 1980 conference represented. A
contaminated feminism is exactly what
they did fear. ‘

Those of us who know the desperate
isolation being experienced by Black,
foreign, third world and other anti-col-
onialist feminists had no such fear. Nor are
we any less vigilant than Bea Campbell
about the shortcomings and drawbacks of
the movements currently in the forefront
of struggles againt oppression in our home
countries. She, however, still seems to be
unaware about the extent of which the

inappropriateness of her comments about
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Irish movements, given her own very
limited understanding and experience of
Irish affairs, is as much a part of the prob-
lem as it was back in 1980.

I appreciate the fact that this letter
may seem like a personal attack, but I
would defend its content on the grounds
that it deals with events which were fairly
public, if not well publicised at the time,
and, that while Bea has often researched
the condition of women in England, this
Irish woman is not alone in thinking that
she does not have a similar knowledge or
understanding of our situation and should
therefore be more careful of translating a
culture, politics andslanguage with which
she has only a passing familiarity. How can
she speak for us when wé have barely begun
to speak for ourselves? Not “Ourselves
alone”, Bea, but “We ourselves”. On that
basis, there might grow a realistic alliance
based on mutual respect. .. which was what
feminists were seeking from other
liberationist movements, wasn’t it?
In Sisterhood,
Marian Larragy.

New Age Nuisance
Dear T&S,

Thank you for publishing Daphne Francis’
article “Crystal Balls™.

I recently encountered the type of
‘New Ager’ she describes, although being
‘beyond labels’ he of course did not
describe himself as such. My reaction to
him was one of pure and overwhelming
aggression, and not sufficiently trusting my
own judgement, I attributed this to a
paranoid over-reaction on my part,
Although I wasn’t quite able to identify the
manipulative methods used by this man, I
was aware that I was being put under pres-
sure and that I perceived it as a form of
“psychic assault”. Until I read Ms. Francis’
article I thought this man was a unique pro-
duct of his own self-delusion and arro-
gance, and that I had perhaps been a little
harsh on him. After all, apart from one or
two who admitted he gave them the creeps,
no-one else seemed to understand what I
was angry about, and one acquaintance - a
social worker - actually encouraged me to
apologise to him. (To her he was just a
harmless and loveable old man. I hate to

think how she would react, should a similar

scenario present itself in her professional

life in the form of a sexual abuse case).

Daphne Francis’ article highlighted
the real danger these ‘New Agers’ repre-
sent, Their manipulation is subtler than the
usual sort we women have learned to
decode and expose; it needs to be coun-
tered by articles such as Ms. Francis’, and
shown up for what it is: the latest ‘refine-
ment’ of that age-old pastime, the patriarc-
hal powef-trip.
yours sincerely
Isobel Brooks

Figbting back
Dear T&S, .

Louise Armstrong (‘Surviving the Incest
Industry’, issue 21) said all that I would like
tohave said myself and more. Yes, incest,
MUST be reclaimable as a feminist issue.
How can it be anything else? Rape by my
father was an early and effective lesson
about my worth and power as a woman in
this society. But you yourself have given
all the reasons why so many of us have
picked up a teddy bear rather than an axe.

I do feel pretty bloody fragile at the
moment and support from feminist iden-
tified sources such as Rape Crisis Centres
is not always available when wanted, as
these, like other services for women, are
desperately over-stretched and under-
resourced.

Ialsofeelfull of rage and energy and
I would rather be using these with other
women than talking to a therapist about my
pain, but I don’t know where to start. This
may sound a bit hopeless, but the reality is
that the women’s movement is fragmented
and that remembering abuse does often
bring strong feelings of isolation and pow-
erlessness. We need to act together, not
justas survivors of childhood abuse, but as
Survivors of violent relationships, of rape,
and of the harassment, humiliation and
fear which are part of women’s everyday
life. Whatever our personal experience we
all know how little our safety and our per-
sonal lives are valued in this society. Where
is everyone else please?
Veronica Morris

WOMEN’S STUDIES
NETWORK (UK)
ASSOCIATION
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25 - 26 July 1992
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Dail tITary - a
President ol women

The election of the independent Mary Robinson, the first woman president
in Ireland, has led a new spirit of change. Ailbhe Smyth argues the
recognition of women as a collective social force is the key to this break - one
which is transforming Irish political culture.

There are outsiders, always. These stars -
these iron inklings of an Irish January,
whose light happened

thousands of years before
our pain did: They have always been
outside history .....

Eavan Boland Outside History

Mary Robinson was elected President of
Ireland in November 1990 with 53% of the
total vote. An opinion poll just one year
after her election showed her standing to
have risen to an extraordinary ‘high’ of
80%. It is difficult even now, with some
sense of perspective, to explain satisfactor-
ily how the most conservative state in
Europe voted for a woman in the first
place, still less for a woman so clearly iden-
tified with socialism and feminism, twin
threats to the traditionalism on which the
Irish state was unequivocally founded.

The Constitution, as Irish women
know to our cost, is categorical inits strict
circumscription of women’s place ‘within -
the home’ (Art.41). De Valera’s sentimen-
talising dream of an Ireland ‘bright with
cosy homesteads, whose fields and villages
would be joyous with the sounds of indus-
try, with the romping of sturdy children,
the contests of athletic youths, the laughter
of comely maidens’, refused to fade away
and die as even the worst of nightmares is
supposed to do. It seemed to go on and on
holding women in its ludicrous yet utterly

disempowering spell long after the cosy
homesteads had turned into monstrously
sprawling estates, and the athletic youths
had patently failed to make industry play
the tune of enough jobs for the hordes of
undeniably sturdy but increasingly dis-
abused children of the nation.

Different possibilities?

Back inthe 1970s, in the early heat and pas-
sion of the Women’s Movement, an alter-
native vision had shimmered before us, not
impossibly far beyond our reach. We would
ride forth from our homesteads and rein-
vent the world, not perhaps in a year and
a day, but shortly, imminently, in the
foreseeable future. There would be diffe-
rent structures and possibilites, new values,
choices and freedoms.

The retreat

The 1980s, recessionary, regressive, rep-
ressive put an abrupt stop to our gallop
when we were barely over the first hurdle.
At least, that’s how it seemed in Ireland,
and we stopped believing so wholehear-
tedly in our dream of change, found our
early naivete faintly embarrassing,
retreated into apology, defensiveness ot
silence. The voters, including women, out-
lawed abortion and all information about
abortion. The voters, including women,
banned divorce. The politicians, including
(very few) women, were still vacillating
around the provision of contraception, and
much else as well. The courts, almost
totally excluding women, Wete slow to test

the limits of the law. And unemployment
made the poor poorer, especially women,
and sent sqmany into emigrant exile. Ire-
land was not a good place for women. The
1980s were bad, bleak years, not just in Ire-
land of course, but globally. The worst of
itall was that they seemed set to continue
into the 1990s, with no respite.

The new spirit of change

Then suddenly change erupted,-bringing
yet more change in its wake, building on
subtle shifts we had become too
demoralised to notice or too disillusioned
tobelieve in: ‘My election was on the exact
first anniversary of the fall of the Berlin

Wall, something has crumbled away in Ire-

Iand too’, said Mary Robinson,
immediately after her election victory.
Whatever direct connection, the spirit of
one kind of change enabled others,
elsewhere, to regain the sense of hope so
severely tested by the previous decade.

More than anything else, Mary
Robinson’s victory signalled a great desire
and a need to believe in the possfbility of
change again. The Irish electorate is not
stupid: people do not accidentally or
unthinkingly vote for a candidate of the
Left, a lawyer and a politician committed
for two decades to challenging the author-
ity of the State through its own
mechanisms, a woman who had persis-
tently interrogated the status quo over
issues of social, sexual and reproductive
freedoms. She canvassed the country on
the basis of her record, she said things that
convinced all the commentators without
exception (and the politicians and the
activists, feminists included) that she
hadn’t a whisper of a chance of persuading
the voters to forsake their traditional val-
ues and party lines. But she did and they
did. Mary Robinson offered difference and
change in a mood of optimism and got a
totally unanticipated and positive
response. Our wilfully credulous faith in
the exhausted narratives of Irish history
hadfailed tolead us out of the dependen-
cies of a post-colonial heritage and the
gross deficiencies of a post-capitalist
economy. Gloom had brought nothing but
more gloom: it was high time to take a risk
with an untried, fresh and potentially
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liberating approach to the future.

Mary Robinson as ‘our’ president

Whatever the complex reasons for Mary
Robinson’s victory, and a good year after
our euphoric celebrations/, her Presidency
is turning out to be of immeasurable impor-
tance for women. While Mary Robinson
herself has consistently emphasised that
sheis a ‘President for all the people’, giving
voice to all those who are ‘voiceless’ and
in position$ of special vulnerability, it is
undeniable that women of all ages and clas-
ses, whether feminist or not, identify with
her to an extraordinary degree and per-
ceive her as ‘our’ President in a very par-
ticular way. Her occupancy of the highest
office in the land has visibly disturbed in
an almost physical sense the most deeply-
rooted beliefs of our patriarchal system. In
the hours immediately following her elec-
tion, in an informal television interview,
the President-Elect said: ‘It was a great
great day for the women of Ireland... The
women of Ireland went out there to vote;
they went out because they had a sense of
purpose’. The next day, in her ‘official’ vic-
tory speech, the theme had become even
stronger and more direct. She saluted
women as clear-sighted agents of social and
historical change: ‘... Iwas elected by men
and women of all parties and none, (...) and
above all by the women of Ireland, mna na
hEireann, who instead of rocking the cra-
dle, rocked the system and came out mas-
sively to make their mark on the ballot
paper and on a new Ireland’. From the very
beginning, President Robinson unambigu-
ously foregrounded women. She addressed
‘Women’ directly, at once publicly signify-
ing her sense of ease with herself as a
woman and inviting other women to share
in that confidence.

Recognising the collective force

The attribution to women of a centralrole
in the making of history is a challenge to
the most basic assumptions of the patriarc-
hal state around notions of women’s (self)-
erasure and passivity and constitutes a
major shift in the political discourse. This
kind of rhetoric has nothing to do with
merely acknowledging women, making a
token gesture of inclusion or integration on
the same terms as men. On the contrary,

5
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Women’s Support Network
meet Mary Robinson at Aras An
Vachtarain

it gives full and serious recognition to the
significance of women as a collective social .
force, the kind of recognition which derives
from an experience of feminist collective
action. Mary Robinson’s valuing both dur-
ing her election campaign and in her first
year of office of women’s community-
based activism s particularly striking. She
has repeatedly drawn attention to the crea-
tive ingenuity and imagination shown by
countless women’s groups, north and
south, in urban and rural areas, whether
feminist or not, in surmounting obstacles
and surviving countless injustices. If she
has frequently referred to Northern Ireland
as her ‘fundamental priority’ as President,
there can be little doubt but that she
empowers women, to see themselves as
occupying a crucial space in the shaping
and reshaping of the State.

Her success as President (ie her ability
to function effectively on a multiplicity of
different levels) has further developed this
new discourse. In contrast to Margaret
Thatcher who rarely allowed herself to be
associated with women in any capacity,
Mary Robinson is frequently photo-
graphed with groups of women; her
immediate entourage visibly includes
women as personal advisers, aides de
camp, security officers and so on. A size-
able proportion of her public engagements

are conspicuously supportive of women’s
activities in a wide variety of spheres. One
of the consequences of this firm and con-
tinuing connectedness with women (and
especially at the ‘grass-roots’) is that
‘Woman’ and ‘Head of State’ are no longer
antithetical but rather synonymous terms,
and those terms are not male-defined.
President Robinsonis not ‘one of the boys’.

At the same time, she assumes or ‘in-
habits’ her gender without playing on a
stereotypical femininity. Again, unlike
Margaret Thatcher (the contrast is too
tempting to avoid), she does not use frills
and bows to ‘soften’ the image of a toughie
reality. Her clothes are smart, bright and
generally look comfortable. She refers to
her husband and her children, other family
members, to her home, the kinds of things
she misses now she is President (browsing
unrecognised in bookshops!) as partof the
flow of ordinary conversation. They are not
carefully planned elements in an image-
projection campaign. I really have noidea
if she throws tantrums or cries in order to
get her own way, as Mrs. Thatcher is said
to have done. Somehow, it seems
extremely unlikely.

Breaking the exclusion

Mary Robinson’s consistently high level of
public activity and strong media profile (no
previous Presidency has attracted anything
like as much media attention) have meant
that in a very tangible way, the invariable
rule of women’s exclusion from the public
sphere has been broken beyond any possi-
ble repair. She is the concrete as much as
political proof that the myth of women’s
publicineptitudeis alie. Her style of Pres-
idency in this first year has focused primar-
ily on visibility. She hasin effect created a
visible Presidential function where none
appeared to exist before. Infact, one of the
anxieties most frequently expressed by
feminist activists (and others) before her
election was that ‘she would be lost up there
in the Park’, that there would be no useful,
active role for her to fulfilin what was seen
to be a position empty of ‘real’ power and
meaning,. Itis precisely because the Presi-
dency was a vacant space thatshe has been
able to invest it with’a whole new set of
meanings. In material terms, her power as
President is severely limited. Technically,

the office’is ‘beyond politics’ with no direct
governing or legislative functions. How-
ever, her ability to redefine the political in
‘non-political’ terms is remarkable: ‘I can
operate at two levels and one is the level
above politics, the level of values. The
other is the level below politics... local
empowerment.’ Operating at both the
macro and the micro levels, the middle
ground s politely left to an increasingly dis-
credited party political system while the
underlying issue of the distribution of
power remains open.

Redefining the political

In this sense, the Robinson Presidency may
be seen as offering an alternative possibility
within the political ‘mainstream’, another
way of construing and constructing the
political - or of (re-)-defining as political
what has traditionally been ignored, dis-
missed or denied. Her ‘real’ power lies, of
course, not only in her personal visibility
as President but interactively with the val-
ues, issues and social groups she chooses
to render visible by paying public attention
to them. She effectively sets out to reor-
ganise the priorities, if not the whole
agenda, of the political value system by
attending to unpopular because apparently
intractable issues {(emigration, poverty,
Northern Ireland) and by centralising pow-
erless ‘out groups’ in her discourse (travel-
lers, disabled people, elderly people,
young people, emigrants, the poor). And
whether dealing with issues or with groups,
women and their lives are a primary consid-
eration. Women are not a ‘separate
sphere’: they are caught up in a series of
socio-economic and cultural positions
which work themselves out in complex
ways. Mary Robinson’s long-standing
emphasis on equality, justice and human
and civil rights are indicative of a strong lib-
eral ethos. But there is nothing simplistic
about her analysis and it is accompanied
by an equally strong sense of collective
power and accountability.

The Presidencyisalargely symbolic
function but the kinds of meanings and val-
ues that Mary Robinson is developing
within that function are quite other than
those previously associated with it: open-
ness, accessibility and connectedness, the

Trouble & Strife 23 Spring 1992

importance of dialogue and communica-
tion, of making links and coalitions, of dig-
nity and respect for the office without
apthoritarianism and of non-judgemental,
uhdogmatic flexibility. These are not the
vhlues or the qualities regularly exposed to
us by the majority of our elected represen-
tatives in government or in parliament.
They are undoubtedly what make Mary
Robinson an a-typical force in the predo-
minantly male power elite.

Ifitis difficult to predict the precise
effects of Mary Robinson’s Presidency on
the Irish political system and on the lives
of Irish women, it would be crassly arrog-
ant to even try to do so for women and for
feminism elsewhere. Mood and passion, in
politics asin any other arena, are not quan-
tifiable - they reverberate, creating power-
fully diffuse resonances which seep beyond
the boundaries of predictable ‘political out-
comes’. Can these resonances cross the
borders of nation-states? Are they transfer-
able onto other political agendas, translat-
able into the terms of different social and
economicrelations? I simply do notknow.

I do know that I am wary about drawing
‘lessons’ from our specific contexts in Ire-
land and applying them to Britain. The
reverse process has been a historical disas-
ter which the whole island of Ireland lives
with every single day in the present. Still,
facing into a general election, I hope that
feminists in Britain will look across the
water and take heart - and a renewed sense
of the pleasures and possibilities of politics.
AsMary Holland putit: ‘We have seen the
future and she works’ (Observer, 3/11/91).

O]

Notes

1. For an overview of this, see
Ailbhe Smythe (ed), with
Pauline Jackson, Caroline
McCamley and Ann Speed:
‘States of Emergence: women
speak about fifteen years of
Women’s Liberation in Ire-
land’. Trouble and Strife No.14,
Winter 1988.

2. For discussion of the election
and its impact, see Valerie
Bresnihan: ‘Mary Robinson: A
Subversive Quality?’ and
Ailbhe Smyth: ‘A Great Day
for the Women of Ireland: The
Meaning of Mary Robinson’s
Presidency for the Women of
Ireland’,both forthcoming in
Canadian Journal of Irish
Studies, June 1992. Also Mar-
garet MacCurtain: ‘Mary
Robinson - Metaphor for
Change’ in The Furrow, June
1991.
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Fatiened by Force

Karis Otobong, in an article from a new West African
women’s newsletter ‘Encounter’, exposes the traditional
practice of fattening young women through force feeding, and
urges women to unite and resist it.

Traditional practices and social attitudes
that directly or indirectly affect the health
of women exists in one form or another in
most African countries. These practices
existed in African societies long before the
introduction of Christianity or Islam. One
of these practices is force feeding, other-
wise known as fattening. Force feeding is
a practice by which a young girlis putinto
seclusion and confined to aroom where she
is forcefully fed in order to induce her to
become fat. She is kept in confinement for
a lengthy period, say for three to six
months. She does not work and she is pam-
pered on every side.

This practice is associated with sev-
eral events. In some African societies it
may be associated with female genital muti-
lation when a young girl is induced to go
into seclusion under the false pretence of
preparing her for marriage and while in sec-
lusion she is circumcised. The merriments
which accompany fattening are those few
things that induce many young girls to sub-
mit themselves to the practice. During this
period of seclusion, young maidens of the
age-group of the secluded girl are made to
visit the girl and perform cultural dances
for her entertainment. In addition, a galore
of gifts await a girl in fattening room after
her release.

Insome African societies, force feed-
ing is associated with motherhood. When
a young woman puts to bed her first baby,
the girlis confined to a room in the family
compound by her parents. Therein, she is
forcefully fed so that she may be fat; and

her fatness is regarded with pride by her
parents who claim to have had enough to
feed their daughter in seclusion. A maiden
who leaves the so-called fattening room
and is not very fat is a disgrace to her
parents; for the villagers would regard her
parents as poor and unable tolive up to the
traditional expection of the society. Girls
therefore must be forcefully fed so that
she may be fat and so that her family may
get the commendation.

Among the Moors of Mauritania and
Northern Mali in West Africa, man’s
importance in the society is measured by
the waistline of his wife, so he tries to
increase it by literally force feeding her.
History even relates that a past Sheik of
Tagant in Mauritania boasted of having the
most beautiful wife in the tribe, a fourteen
year old girl who weighed 120 kilos. The
practice spread to such an extent that actual
force-feeding centres’ were begun to fatten
young gitls up, especially in the Nema Val-
ley in Southern Mauritania.

The adverse effects of this practice
on women’s health are many. Force-feed-
ing contributes to high blood pressure and
diabetes. Apart from this, force feeding
can cause instant death. For instance a few
years ago, a Moor appeared in Court in
Gao, Mali, accused of having killed his wife
by suffocation while force-feeding her.
Undoubtedly grieved by the loss of his
wife, the man denied the charge, claiming
that he had sacrificed her to a tradition
going back to the mists of time, only in
order toincrease her beauty. The practice

also results in an inequitable distribution
offoodin the family, as the greatest share
of the family’s food is earmarked for the
fattened girl, thus other members of the
family including children are mal-
nourished.

Now, asin the past, the main victim
of these practices remains the woman, and
efforts by women’s organization to debunk
them have been seen as a threat against the
superiority and dominance of their men-
folk. Asaresult, many male organizations
or groups are reluctant to support women’s
drive for change. Although legislation in
some African countries may now reflect a
political desire t@ bring about greater
equality between the sexes, the continued
existence of customs that have been
sanctioned by law and codes of conduct
complicates the process of abolishing them.
The law generally remains impotent in the
face of powerful traditions. So women are
excluded from the process of their own

Back behind the wheel
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emancipation, and the insatiable dream of
male domination still permits men to main-
tain practices which they see as the only
way to safeguard “the established order”.
In addition, women activists who could
lead the drive for women’s rights in many
African countries are excluded from par-
ticipation in the high level decision-making
body of their countries. How many women
have become Ministers of Health, Prime
Ministers ett in Africa since the indepen-
dence f these countries from colonial
rule?

Infact, the first weapon in the fight
against these practices is the woman her-
self. She must decide to abandon her pos-
ition as the eternal dependent, to stand up
for herself, resist submission to the prac-
tices that could endanger her health and
struggle for equality with men. Women
should join Women’s groups and organiza-
tions; and through these groups and net-
works, they can become a compelling force
for change. []

In T&S 21 we carried an article about women protesting in Saudi Arabia
by driving cars, which is still an illegal action. This article, reprinted from
Ms, describes what happened to the women, and called for demonstrations
of international solidarity. The Saudi author must remain anonymous for

her own safety.

The drivers were women from widely
different backgrounds: some had a high
schooleducation, 11 had doctoral degrees,
10 were university professors; and the rest
worked in girls’ schools, were students,
businesswomen, or worked at home. All
were Saudi women,

After the demonstration - and the 12-
hour detention, interrogation, and reluc-
tant release of the women (with severe
warnings) - the 47 were denounced in mos-
ques across the country as “corrupters of
society”. In Riyadh, the mutawa (religious

fundamentalists) demanded that the
women be beheaded, that “their heads roll
in the gutters”. These sermons were broad-
cast on loudspeakers outside the mosques
and were distributed on cassettes. The
denunciation included the names of women
who did not even participate in the protest
but who were known as progressives. The
women'’s phones were tapped; they were
fired from their jobs and stripped of their
travel papers. Their families were
threatened. They have lived for a year in
terror.

Printed with permission from
Encounter, Maiden issue Aug-
Oct 1991, yearly sub UK £10,
USA $20, four-year Subscrip-
tions/Donations to Hannah
Edenikpong, ¢/o Box 3484
Calaban, Cross River State,
West Africa.
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Since this article was written,
Off our Backs has reported in
January 1992 that the women
have been reinstated to their
positions and will be compen-
sated for loss of earnings. They
will however, be expected to
refrain from further protests.

Q=

Cath Jackson

Ten days after the protest, one of the
women invited a few of the others to her
home - and all 46 came. The women shared
stories: when the father of one, himself a
religious leader, heard that the minister of
the interior, Prince Nawaf, had said the 47
came from “un-Islamic homes”, he told
her, “This is terrible! Whoever says that
you were raised in a non-Islamic home does
not know what he is talking about,” But the
father of another was so angry at the “fam-
ily disgrace” that he screamed he wanted
to kill her. Another woman’s cousin had
already loaded a gun to shoot her before
he was restrained.

Most of the women’s families refused
to support them after they were fired. The
majority of the 47 had either a mortgage
or loans outstanding. So donations were
solicited from a few businessmen who had
been supportive of their protest. Although
some people were afraid of helping, funds
were eventually raised; the donors were
kept anonymous.

But when the government discovered
the women were receiving financial aid, the
governor of Riyadh moved to reimburse
nine months’ back pay to those women who
had worked for the state, claiming the aid
was from a volunteer. The women were
never officially told who this “benefactor”
was - but the money came from the gover-
nor’s office. While the women could not
afford to turnit down, they knew that the
reimbursement was a government attempt
to break their support network and their
solidarity (the women remain locked out
of their jobs, and the government’s pay-
ments are irregular).

The driving incident was the first
time in the history of Saudi Arabia that any-
one - female or male - had had the courage
to actively demonstrate, since public pro-
test is prohibited. The fact that such a

demonstration was staged by women
enraged the mutawa - who now consider
women the core of all the country’s prob-
lems. Suppression has increased: when
women walk to the supermarket they are
physically and/or verbally harassed by
members of the Committee for Commen-
dation of Virtue and Prevention of Vice,
who accuse them of being “immorally dres-
sed”. (If a woman does not have her face
covered, they tell her to cover her face; if
her face is covered, they tell her to wear
gloves. If she ignores them, they follow her
from store to store, warning storekeepers
not to sell her anything.) They also take
women to their headquarters and force
them to sign false confessions (admitting,
for example, that an ordinary taxiride was
really a rendezvous with a boyfiend).

Women have always been the tokens
thrown to the mutawa by the government,
to pacify them on other fronts - but thatsys-
temis no longer working; women are get-
ting angry. The government will have to
take women more seriously now - and in
the future.

The driving action inspired women
to ask questions: Is driving against Islam?
(No-itis nowhere forbiddenin the Koran
or the Shari’a). Sowhy is it against “tradi-
tion”? Our grandmothers rode camels: cars
are the vehicles of today: Besides, only the
elite can afford to hire a driver.

What this group did will eventually
be considered the spark for the women’s
movement - thanks, ironically, to the
mutawa, who, in publicizing the protest all
over Saudi Arabia, showed what women
are capable of. And the fundamentalists
discredited themselves: accusing women of
being “whores” with no proof whatsoever
is considered a crime in Islam - while driv-
ingis not. Neither for that matter, is a pro-
test for women’s basic human rights. []

WHO'S

ONNING

WHO?

What’s the appeal of mainstream popular music for lesbians? Can stars like
Madonna and kd lang subvert the music industry and create space to cater
for an alternative (lesbian?) audience? Or are they as incorporated as other
successful performers? Rosa Ainley and Sarah Cooper examine the politics
behind the attraction of mainstream artists and the workings of the music

industry.

Weall listen to music, like it or not, we’re
surrounded and bombarded by it, even
though it’s often unsolicited as in shops,
from supermarkets to designer stores, even
on the tube. And have you rung your poll
tax officelately? - if youhave youmay have
been put on hold to the strains of the Bran-
denburg Concerto, usually running slow.
Lesbians have long socialised, not neces-
sarily through choice, in pubs, clubs, and
parties against a background of music and
alot of us also make positive choices about
music we want to hear by actually going out
and buying the stuff.

But what do we buy? It’s a strange
contradictionin (whatis known as) a com-
munity that makes a virtue out of favouring
artistic expression in other areas that is at
odds with or critical of the values and cul-
tural styles of the mainstream culture. But
if you go into a cross-section of lesbian
homes, taking broadly into account the
axes of class, race and age, you will find,
in 8 out of 10 homes at least some of the
following records: Madonna, The Immacu-
late Collection; Tracey Chapman’s first
album; Anita Baker, Rapture; Sinead
O’Connor, I do not want what I haven’t got;
Nina Simone My Baby Just Cares for Me -
all products of the mainstream capitalist
musicindustry and, in fact, probably no dif-
ferent from many heterosexual women'’s
collections.

There’s the music lesbians listen to
athome; torch song stuff - Dusty - kd - any
of the above, so beloved of the unlucky-in-
love lesbian, there’s the ubiquitous dance
music of the pubs and clubs (which has a
much shorter life on the turntable). There
are those which straddle the divide and
have been given the status of anthems: 7/
will survive, We are Family (recently re-
mixed for a new club culture), All around
the World. Alot oflesbians find a kind of
affirmation in these songs, with very little
justification or indeed encouragement. It’s
a commonly held fallacy that these songs
and songs like them subvert the values of
the music industry and the values of the
majority of the record-buying public. Sup-
erficially these women artists appear to be
taking control - not just in the song but
artistically and emotionally too; the sorry
truth is that most of them are just vehicles
for male producers, writers and musicians.
This is particularly true of dance music
where women’s voices are used inter-
changeably, Soul II and Bomb the Bass
being two prime examples. Are we so easily
bought off by images of strong women usu-
ally conceived by male image makers?

The answer is a resounding yes.
Some of this is wish fulfillment: the hope
that these artists may actually be lesbians
directs our musical taste. That old adage
‘any woman can’ has become ‘any women
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performer might be’. We recognise the dif-
ficulties that women performers have in
making an impact in an industry en-
trenched in sexism and racism, and we
instantly and probably rightly, confer
strength and sense of purpose on them.
This alone ean make these performers very
attractive to a lesbian audience.
Quality equals quantity
Is the overwhelmingly popularist nature of
lesbians’ musical taste precisely an attempt
for us to momentarily escape a marginal
existence in straight society? Or are we
deluded into believing that something
more subversive is going on in, say,
Madonna’s video for Justify My Love than
just an avaricious industry and a cynical
artist employing another tired cliche to
increase sales? We’re being conned. Allthe
artists mentioned so far, regardless of lyri-
cal content and ‘alternative’ image, are
mainstream. Their popularity owes little to
their lesbian following. Heterosexism
aside, in an industry where quality is
defined by quantity, literally in units
shifted, there’s little commercial appealin
a small and economically weak lesbian
market. Although the idea of aspecifically
lesbian gaze has been much argued, the
appeal of these artists is pretty much shared
by their mainstream audiences. These
artists aren’t unaware of their popularity
with certain communities - Madonna being
particularly notable here. But they and
their managers are careful to remain
acceptable both to the industry and their
majority heterosexist audience.

Apart from the possibility of unli-
mited riches of course, a career in the music
business has little to recommend it for a
woman. In terms of its structure and prac-
tice, there is little to distinguish the music
industry from any other 20th century
industrial phenomena, indeed it typifies it
inmany ways. A performer’s creative out-
put is the ‘product’ and the artist part of
the packaging for the goods. Often tied to
particular companies by complex legal
arrangements, they are reduced to little
more than indentured labour.

History of exploitation
The musicindustry also has along and con-

tinuing history of exploitation and this is
particularly well-documented in relation to

black music and its performers. In this way,
it is the mirror image of the institutional
and personal prejudices of western society
as awhole; a white male-dominated estab-
lishment controlling the creative output of
less powerful groups for their ownreward
- a kind of aural imperialism. It is not dif-
ficult to speculate on the place of women
artists in this scheme of things, and there
isnoneed to dwell on the rampant sexism
of popular music’s imagery, literally
exemplified in the video context. It’s bad
enough listening to it, imagine working in
it. Popular music is no different from any
of the other ‘arts’ where women are used
as tokens, their creativity trivialised, their
status at best a curiosity of gender.
Against this backgroundit’s a wonder
any women get a voice that exhibits any
strength or self-determination at all, and
we are more than grateful for those few
who apparently do. Yet for every Des’ree

"or Paula Abdul, there are scores of women

attempting to break through against the
odds.

The companies that dominate are
multinationals whose marketing strategy is
interchangeable with any other consumer
product... profitability achieved through
optimum standardisation and global mar-
ket saturation. Just as a potential car buyer
in any consumer economy will have pretty
much the same choice of, for example, a
Ford, Nissan, or General Motors, walk into
a record shop anywhere they exist, and
allowing for some regional variation, you
will be faced with the same Hammer,
Madonna, Bryan Adams or U2 records.
Such global uniformity can only be
achieved either by the astonishingly univer-
sal appeal of the product released into the
global marketplace by the industry giants
or, more probably, their success in promot-
ing homogeneity in pop music.

Alongside this pervasive
homogeneity is, courtesy of the silicon
revolution, the increasing availability.of a
technology to produce recorded music
cheaply. This is undoubtedly one of the
reasons for the recent popularity of dance
music mainly produced and performed by
black artists. But if the ability to make a
‘professional” record is more accessible, it
should theoretically create possibilities for

women to make a more visible contribution
and this hasn’t happened. Instead there is
a new musical culture frighteningly full of
17 year old suburban boys and their com-
puters, with women featuring only in
decorative dance roles or one-off vocal
appearances.

Blanket embrace

There are two particular types of music that
havein recent years found popularity with
lesbians: one is ‘world music’ - an unfortu-
nate term which is used to cover all types
of indigenous folk/popular music previ-
ously largely unheard or ignored, and
which has become synonymous with polit-
ical correctness on the turntable. It’s true
that some of the music packaged in this
country as world musicis liberation music,
but a lot of it is local pop music. It certainly
doesn’t automatically have values different
from, or critical of, those expressed in any
mainstream culture. But for the language
barrier to white english speaking listeners,
itislyrically and politically all too close to
music we’d be likely to reject from our own
musical mainstream. One example of this
is Les Amazones de Guinea, a policewo-
men’s band who have played to packed
venues. We suspect that no matter how
danceable the sound, a band of girls in blue
from this country would not command
quite the same audiences.

Music of other worlds and cultures
being more widely available tousis a good

thing for all concerned, assuming western

cash actually reaches creator/original
artists. But it’s not just a case of winning
anti-racist credibility points, far from
suggesting that cultural choices are outside
politics, there are much more sinister and
racist undercurrents at work here.

First the seemingly blanket embrace
of ‘music of other cultures’ can’t be any-
thing but dubious and naive. Second even
the phrase itself ‘world music’ smacks of

geographical and socio-political ethnocen-
tricity, echoing all too uncomfortably
that British imperialist concept of ‘us and
the rest of the world’, lumping together as
it does the music of the Indian sub-conti-
nent, Bulgaria, Latin America, North
Africa, Spain to name but afew obviously
dissimilar examples. This is the exact oppo-
site of the way that lesbian politics have
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evolved in the last decade which has
involved accentuating every difference, a
stratified politics based on identity. So
what is it that allows us to embrace so
uncritically the concept of world music?
Maybe once this kind of exoticisation
would have been exposed for the cultural
imperialism that it is - has the liberalism
that has let us buy bras and grow our hair |
long also allowed us to close our eyes to
such contradictions? How gullible does our
quest for the anti-racist and politically cor-
rect make us? Do we know that the senti-
ments expressed are different from say, in
Guns ‘n’ Roses songs? The music may be
good, but why shouldn’t we criticise macho
posturing wherever we find it?




of contradiction is due to commercial pres-
sure - like the standard response to Miriam

Makeba singing cabaret-style songs. But
what is it that makes us so confident that
Ofra Haza is compromised into singing in
this style? Why do we assume that she has
so little control over her material that it
could not be her own musical preferences
that take her in this direction? Are lesbians
so defensive about musical choice that such
dubious justifications become necessary?
Dyke’s delight

" kd lang is currently every dyke’s delight,
. even though country music has historically
. been an anaethema to any right thinking
v lesbian - not that that stopped some of us
il liking it. Its sentiments are the apotheosis
| of women as downtrodden victims and men
as redneck jerks. Nevertheless, country

| musicis probably the single biggest selling
¥ musical genre in the english-speaking
world; it thrives across regional, racial, cul-
% tural and societal boundaries. It has always
been the target of many jokes; those songs

- about dead puppies and little orphan

%7 Dolly; those middle-aged men from Essex
wearing bootlace ties and spurs on their
boots. And the politics - completely red-
neck reprehensible.

Strange too that our embrace of
‘music of all other cultures’ has included
every other folk music except english. Just
think back to the last time you were some-
where where ‘world music’ was played and
we can bet you that England was not part
of that world... and yet english folk music

as a music of liberation is as alive and as
potent as any other - what about the
benefits for the Miners’ Strike, which fea-
tured a lot of folk music for precisely those
reasons? Englishness is not necessarily
synonymous with skinhead scum marching
in Thamesmead or Britain’s imperialist
legacy. There is another England - the first
capitalist world economy and the music
that documents and protests the experience
of those who endured it.

Some artists straddle, with varying
degrees of success and discomfort, musics
that lesbians have traditionally found dif-
ficult but the artists somehow manage to
retain their popularity with us. Ofra Haza
was adored by many although her main
staple and earner were songs vergingona
Eurovision Song Contest style. It’s
become a truism to proclaim that this sort

But why is country music singled out?
It’s not as if politics were totally unprob-
lematic in relation to any other musical
type; we don’t only appreciate politically
pure culture (and what might thatbe?).Les-
bians who love kd but say they loath coun-
try should see thathowever subversive in
appearance she is, she is deeply immersed
in the whole country music tradition. Her
visual appeal is certainly unusual for a
country artist, but her music is conserva-
tive. She’s gained her lesbian audience in
spite of her use of country music as a veh-
icle, rather than because of it. The title of
kd’s most recent album, Absolute Torch
and Twang, neatly exploits both markets:
torchsongs for the girls, and the twang of
the country guitar.

Isit that kd lang permits lesbians to
enjoy country music or is it that she is in
fact the only country artist that lesbians
permit themselves to listen to? Or does the
fact that kd is an out musician allow les-
bians to forget their great contempt for
country music?

kd is actually more mainstreamin lyr-
ical and musical style than most of the other
women in that category. Listen to, for
instance, Ford Econoline by Nanci
Griffiths or Rosie strikes back by Rosanne
Cash for songs where women win out. Even
the masochism with which mainstream
women country singers are allegedly satu-
rated is revealed as only veneer through
songs like Dolly Parton’s Dumb Blonde,
Loretta Lynn’s Don’t Come Home A-
Drinking, Emmylou Harris’ Feeling Single
Seeing Double.

Downtrodden they may be in song,
butthey’ve also had a relatively large mea-
sure of control over their careers: writing
and choosing their own material and even
playing their own instruments. There’s
nothing peculiar to country music in
women having to present themselves as
weak and helpless. Rapis the only example
that springs to mind of a music where strong
female artists figure. Women rap perfor-
mers are by definition assertive and
extravagantly so - although rap itself can
be outstandingly mysogynist.

Tohave aserious interestin popular
musicis to be considered odd in lesbian cir-
cles, however. There are plenty of column
inches devoted to lesbian perspectives, in
film, photography, television, even some
sports, like body building, but music cover-
age remains very limited. The perspective
is generally retrospective. Spare Rib has
recently taken to featuring artists such as
Sinead O’Connor and Queen Latifah on
the front cover, but overall the emphasis
has been on providing positive role models;
the same old story. Spare Rib articles look
at the performers as politicalicons. Articles
in mainstream national press have been
more analytical: musician as cultural icon.
This has been taken to an extreme in the
case of Madonna, around whom a whole
academic pseudo-analytic cottage industry
has grown up. But it’s as though we only
relate to music in a conceptualised way,
what she wears and what it means, not how
the music makes us feel, unless we’re
offloading sentimentality by losing ourse-
Ives in masochistic torchsongs.

Beyond the torchsongs

It is not necessary to identify politically
with music for it to move you emotionally
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orphysically. It hasin recent years become
more common for us as feminists not neces

sarily to have to suspend belief or convic-
tions to enjoy ‘mainstream culture’. We can
watch and enjoy, for example, Twin Peaks,
Thelma and Louise, Eastenders. 1t’s ok to
like Elle judging by its availability in lesbian
bathrooms, but who knows what NME
stands for? Although it is not surprising
given the codified and laddish way the
music press presents its material .

Maybe there is no hope - lesbians are
boring and unadventurous when it comes
to music. But if one of the driving forces
of lesbian choice in music s in fact lusting
afterimages of independent women perfor-
mers, there are whole areas of music and
musicians that remain unexplored, over-
looked by the music industry and lesbians
alike. ‘Indie’ music, long considered a stu-
dents’ ghetto, has always in fact always
been an area where women have had a sig-
nificant presence as both singers and musi-
cians, from X Ray Spex and Siouxie Sioux
to Cocteau Twins and currently the Sun-
days, Lush, Curve, The Cranes, The Pixies
and many others. ‘Indie’ labels are often
not what they appear - many have been
eaten up by large companies, or have even
been started by those companies to lend
artistic credibility. Whatever, they gener-
ally continue to have more adventurous
A&R (who they choose to sign) policies
and are an important means of access for
bands and forms of music that may find the
mainstream impossible to penetrate.

Other ‘author-approved’ alterna-
tives are: Mary Margaret O’Hara, Lucinda
Williams, Ricky Lee Jones, 10,000 Man-
iacs, Cath Carroll, Kirsty MacColl, Cow-
boy Junkies, Throwing Muses, Diamanda
Galas, Annette Peacock. Their records are
‘difficult and awkward’ products, and just
asignored by lesbians, who might be more
likely to take them to their hearts, as by the
music industry. These women are appa-
rently more in control of the creative pro-
cess and output. So, are any of them neces-
sarily going to end up in your record collec-
tion? If you are already thinking that we’re
veering towards obscurity and elitism (al-
though all of these are available in your
local Our Price), don’t blame us, blame the
music industry. They set us up, and we
swallow what they offer. [_]
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Hungary
For Change

As in other former Iron Curtain countries, the women of Hungary are facing
areturn to conservative values and deepening economic crises. Zsuzsa Beres
describes the daunting situation facing the new Feminist Network.

Hungary’s women are frustrated. Hun-
gary’s women are fed up. Hungary’s
women don’t want to be liberated. Hun-
gary’s women are unloved. Home and
hearth, glorious motherhood, Husband the
Provider - the foolproof answer to the woes
of the tottering nuclear family. And we
shall all live happily ever after.

“God, Homeland, Family” were the
election slogans of the political parties of
Hungary’s ruling conservative government
in the spring of 1990.

The conservative backlash comes
after 40 years of communist rule, where the
emancipation of women was an officially
declared policy. The communists’ vision of
women as being equal to men jolted Hun-
gary’s women out of their traditional con-
finement to the home in the late 40s and
early 50s.

This was a period of forced indus-
trialization in times when, in the chilly Cold
War breeze, the communist regimes of
Eastern Europe tried to become self-suffi-
cient.

Due to the enormous demand for
labour, propaganda posters appeared,
depicting man and woman side by side.
Clad in blue overalls, robust in build and
with exuberant smiles on their faces, these
men and women seemed ostensibly well-
prepared for the challenges of their times.
There were subsidized creches, and kinder-
gartens, subsidized holidays for families
and services to take over the housewifely

and motherly chores.

Women worked three shifts in the
factories, worked the land on the coopera-
tive farms, attended political rallies, joined
the trade unions and were elected to Parli-
ament. For the latter, there were strictly
enforced quotas.

Women took the babies to the creche
at six in the morning, and rushed to pick
them up after work in the afternoon.
(Women with young babies were allotted
a certain time off each day to breast-feed).
Women went shopping for groceries, pre-
pared dinner, did the laundry, checked the
children’s homework, and fell asleep in
front of the television set.

There was never any question of
choice, only sheer financial necessity. And
there was discrimination in the job market.
The women were allowed into the labour
force, but the managerial positions were
reserved for the men,

The economy could not do without
female labour, yet, structurally, nothing
had changed to soften the conflict between
parenting and work. Women invariably
became the ‘unreliable’ worker, ‘bad’
mother, and inattentive wife, constantly
tormented by a guilty conscience over not
performing up to the mark in any capacity.
Patriarchy has been not shaken by the
changes of the past three years. On the con-
trary, its grip seems stronger than ever.
Politicians in government and parliament
are predominantly male. There are almost
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no women in the major decision-making
bodies.

The economy is in deep recession,
with massive unemployment predicted for
this year. Women are no longer portrayed
on propaganada posters alongside men.
They are told to bear more children or the
Hungarian nation will die out. They are
told to devote most of their time to their
children and their household, or else
juvenile delinquency will grow even faster.
Women are told to lend a sympathetic ear
to tired hubby’s woes when he returns
home from work, or else the catastrophi-
cally high divorce rates will never be
reversed.

Anti-choice groups aggressively
clamour for the outlawing of abortion. The
abortion issue has spilled into the media,
where the argument has been raging for

-months - almost exclusively among men.

A Pornography abounds, and the vac-
uum left by now defunct socialist morality
was quickly filled by sex magazines, topless
bars, massage salons and live acts. In less
than six months after the first democratic
elections in forty years, Hungary has
earned the reputation as the Bangkok of
Eastern Europe. Hungary’s men seem to
be proud of being macho. Theylash out at
what they call the over-emancipation of
Hungary’s women under the former com-
munist regime. Men must be men and
women must be women. The natural order
of things must be restored.

A majority of Hungary’s women
! probably agree. There is no choice, how-
ever, only financial necessity. The women
must work, but where have all the jobs
gone? And what does the future hold
when, for lack of funds and political will,
the subsidized childcare services disap-
pear?

Feminism is a dirty word in this coun-
try. Thisis surprisingin light of the fact that
the women’s movement has been almost
entirely unknown this side of the former
Iron Curtain. Nonetheless, a tiny minority
of women, mostly in the capital city,
Budapest, decided it was time to raise a
voice that was strikingly different from con-

. servative mainstream politics.

It is difficult to predict what the
future holds for the Feminist Network, a
small group of about 50 women set up in
June 1990. Will it grow into a network? Will
it become a tightly-knit organization? Has
it any real prospects to speak of? Only time
will tell. Here in Eastern Europe, feminism
is starting out in the face of enormous odds:
economic recession, galloping inflation,
rapidly growing poverty, areturn to Chris-
tian conservatism.

Ambitious, large-scale projects are
not possible at the moment. But to help
some of Hungary’s overburdened and
under-appreciated women to love them-
selves just that little bit more would
perhaps not be a bad start. []
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Broadening Out
1991
Oils. 6 x &

Broad

painted this at the end of the two years’
I work preparing for the Rochdale
exhibition. It's a summing up: fat politics;
putting my feelings about fat into the visual.
Feelings of being a fat women and trying to
be proud of that; also feelings of vulnerabil-
ity.

It's taking the piss out of myself but
also hating it when people laugh at me. It’s
putting the fat back into the cult image of
the thin woman, trying to counter some of
the body fascism and elitism in lesbian cul-
ture, the lesbian scene.

It's about demanding space, about
taking space; allowing myself to get bigger
within the work and saying, “Hey, look at
me! I'm lovely!”. It's about being proud -
and not so proud; about wanting to wear
sequins - and about popping out of your
shirt.

The Leeds Pavilion gallery is to hold an
exhibition of Rachael’s work from 3rd April
to 15th May 1992.

Rachael can be contacted c/o Rochdale Art
Gallery.

ening

e

Out

Rachael Field is a fat lesbian artist. She
paints big oil paintings based around the
figure of a fat lesbian women, using herself
as the model. Sometimes she paints herself
with her lover, puppeteer Nenagh Watson.

Rachael has been painting full-time
since she left art college in 1986. A cominis-
sion from the Rochdale Art Gallery for an
exhibition of her paintings last autumn has
allowed her to spend the last two years
developing the scale and unigque style of her
work.

Most of her recent paintings are very
big: six foot square and bigger. She uses oils
- “Oil paint is like skin. It’s more alive than
other paints’’; often the colour blue. She

often uses religious imagery and the poses of

many of her figures are based on the work
of well-known male artists, past and present.

Rachael’s pictures are chronicles of
leshian life; statements of power and protest,
intimacy and alienation, pain and exposure.
In these excerpts from an interview with
Cath Jackson she talks about some of the key
paintings in the development of her current
style and thinking.

his one’s based on Michelangelo’s
T “The Risen Christ”. It’s one of the first
paintings I did for the Rochdale exhibition.

I don’t have a problem about using
male artists’ work. I'm not copying, I'm
using it. There are so few famous women
artists: Gwen John, Artemesia Gentileschi
they’re my favourite.

Images of women in classical art are
usually what I call the “great white slug
pose”: reclining, waiting for a male upright
to come along. The exciting images are
images of men - bursting forth, rising again,
being a saviour, being powerful and active
and heroic.

By turning those into images of
women I'm saying “We're like that too” -
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butalso making a parody of the male image.

“Lemon” is a derisory term for les-
bian - I think it's a north country, maybe
specifically Manchester term. Lemonism is
also something Nenagh and L use to describe
those embarrassing moments when Auntie
orsomeone asks us, “Have you got a boy-
friend?” or, “When are you going to get mar-
ried?” and you feel like a real lemon. Or
you go into a very heterosexual setting and
you're out of place because you don’t want
to talk about boyfriends or about your latest
diet.

I put in the XXL on her knickers
because I thought it would shake people.
The belly comes just at most people’s head
height so they are staring straight at it.

Real Lemon
1990
Oils. 8 x 6’
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Domestic Scene. Whalley Range
1987
Oils. 6" x 6’

painted this early on, when [ was
I developing this style. It's based on
medieval, allegorical art. The space is very
shullow; everything’s pushed to the front.
I'm using the picture in the same way that
religious allegorical art was used to explain
the bible stories to people who couldn’t
read. That’s what appeals to me about
medieval religious art: it tells a story.

This is based on our bathroom here,
which has nice blue walls. It’s telling a story
about the domestic conditions we live in.
It's a David Hockney parody - his pictures
of men in showers, in America, very
glamorous. This is the lesbian equivalent.

There’s nothing to stop a man finding
my pictures a turn on. But there’s a balance
between making something objectively sex-
ual, titillating, and telling the story as it is.

The reason 1 put that little bit of
Nenagh's breast in was just to show she is
a woman - and even so people say they can’t
tell. That's a problem with my work. People
say they can’t tell: “But are they women?”
That’s because they don’t want to tell, defi-
nitely.

Ididn’treally start working like this
‘ ‘ until after college. I had terrible rows

with the other students because they’d
make the life-class model take her clothes
off and pose sticking her bum in the air. I
wanted her fo keep her nice coloured dres-
sing gown on because that’s what I wanted
to paint.

So I just retreated to doing self-por-
traits but that was horrible because you were
treated like you were doing it for self-indul-
gent, voyeuristic reasons. I just got incredi-
bly embarrassed and ended up working out-
side of college. I had a nervous breakdown
in my second year. I couldn’t paint; I
couldn’t do anything: they’d taken even that
away from me. 1 met Nenagh in my last year
at college and she really helped me through
the last bit. Most of my degree work was
painted in her flat.

I very purposefully use myself in my
work and Nenagh, whose full consent I
have. I would like to paint other women; [
sometimes worry about the exclusiveness of
my work. But I don’t just want to do por-
traits of people. These are self-portraits, but
they’re not. They're not just me sitting in
front of a mirror looking at myself and
painting; in fact I never look in mirrors to
paint. They’re about ideas. If I were to paint
other women I would need to work out the
ideas and the reasons for doing those images
first. I'd feel very uncomfortable about
objectifying somebody in that way.

I always wanted to paint people,
figures. Just because people are important.
From childhood, I've always done pictures
of women, mostly. A figure isn’t just a
figure. It's emotions; it's a state of mind. It's
a person, not just an object. By depicting
people you are doing more than painting a
turnip.

My women are fat and thin and black
and white and able-bodied and disabled. It's
important to show other than the normal
types of women you get in most popular
culture.

Titles are very important. They're my
opportunity to have my say. I have the right
to say what I want in thatlittle card next fo
the painting. If I throw it away and call it
‘Untitled’ it’s just a waste -unimaginative.

Titles are the names of my pictures.
My pictures deserve a name. They don’t
deserve just “Untitled”. ’ ,

t's something that was shouted at us
I when we were on the gay rights march
in Stockport. This woman opened her win-
dow and we all thought that she was really

_ friendly and so we were waving at her and

then she shouted at us, “You ought to be
hosed down!”. It was really horrible. It’s
one of those comments that stays with you.
It’s another Hockney parody. For me
there’s two extremes: there’s Hockney doing
his ‘nice’ work - and there’s Francis Bacon,
another gay artist, who does really grim
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work. I see myself in the middle: my work
can be nice and it can be grim.

The original of this installation also
has a very lovely toilet in it: red velver pad-
ded cover and gold tassels. The water is
wire, ending in sharp nalls. People look at
the lovely padded toilet, then turn round and
get a face full of nails.

You ought to be Hosed down
1991

Life-size installation

With Nenagh Watson
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I did go through a
“Born Again” christian
period, before | became les-
bian, although I'm an atheist
now. Now [ sort of joke and
say “I'm an evangelical les-
bian”

I've always produced
paintings but I haven’t
always been a lesbian. But
ir's what really formed my
work over the last six years.
My work has developed with
my sexuality so I just see
them as totally intertwined.
I'm a lesbian artist and my
work is lesbian art.

I'm not just painting
for myself. I'm painting
primarily for women but [
wouldn’t only show in
women-only spaces. My
paintings go into mixed
spaces because women who
would be too frightened to
8o into women-only spaces
will see them. Men dismiss
us all the time and say we
haven't got a sense of
humour - so it doesn't hurt
forthemto be confronted by
a bit of truth.

What the artist thinks
abouta work isn't the whole
story. When I finish a paint-
ing it becomes almost dead
tome, I don’t have that one-
to-one contact with it any
more. But it becomes alive
for other people then. So it’s
finished, but not dead: it
goes on after and starts , ’
to live for other people.
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‘ ‘ like the religious style
because it’s heroic and pas-
sionate and - big. Religious
paintings were putting for-
ward a message to support
the status quo. I'm using that
style and then pervertingit to
show how silly it all is - but
I'm also giving that same
religious status to what I'm
saying.

I did go through a
“Born Again” christian
period, before I became les-
bian, although I'm an atheist
now. Now I sort of joke and
say “I'm an evangelical les-
bian”.

I use genuine rose
madder for Nenagh’s socks,
because it’s an expensive pig-
mentand I want her socks to
be nice. But it is expensive,
so she only gets pink socks.

Blueis the most expen-
sive colour and that’s why
the Virgin Mary is always
painted in blue. They loved
her, so they painted her in
blue.

Little devil
1990
Drawing. 9” x 6”

Stepping Into My Shoes
1991
Oils. 22x 2

ittle devil was something I was called as
L akid. I put “little” in front of “devil”
because it’s a little drawing. It’s me being
stroppy.

heshoe on the leftis my shoe when I
T was abouta year old. The shoe on the
right is my shoe now. The adult shoes are
the first pair of shoes I've ever bought that
I've felt comfortable in.

It's a man’s shoe. I got them from a
trendy man’s shop so it didn’t feel too awful
going in to get them - just a little bit awful.
I have very wide feet and it’s very difficult
to get shoes to fit them. I wanted a pair of
gold women’s shoes for my private view but
I couldn’t get anything to fit.

I don’t think a work has to be big to
make a big statement. I like to work big -
but I also like to work quite small. I like the
change in scale. People want a sameness
about things: everyone’s got to be the same
size. But people aren’t all the same size and
somearevery big and some are very small.

went swimming and someone called
me awhale -so I don’t go very often
any more.

I really love whales - because they are
big. I wanted to do a picture about a whale
and call it “Fat Animal”.

Then the two things came together:
whales are in danger because they are so
big; big things are wonderful and beautiful,
and also vulnerable: people want to get rid
of us. S

What makes my work unique is who
I am; what makes everybody’s work unique
is who they are and their experience. I use
who I am and my experience in my work.

This painting’s a complete fabrication
though, because I don 'f smim the crawl and
I haven’t got a purple swimming costume.
It's very much something I have made up,
but it's also really true.

Whale
1991
Oils. 9’ x 6’
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I've always produced
paintings but I haven't
always been a lesbian. But
it's what really formed my
work over the last six years.
My work has developed with
my-sexuality so I just see
them as totally intertwined,
I'm a lesbian artist and my
work is lesbian art.

What the artist thinks
abouta work isn't the whole
story. When I finish a paint-
ing it becomes almost dead
tome; Idon’t have that one-
to-one contact with it any
more. But it becomes alive
forother people then. So it’s
finished, but not dead: it
goes on after and starts
to live for other people., ’
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The Demand That
Time Forgot

Has anything much changed around motherhood? In Reviewing
‘Motherhood: Meanings, Practices and Ideologies,’Dena Attar remembers
many of the debates the Women’s Liberation Movement has had on children,

childcare and being a mother.

On the corners of streets near where I live
you can often see groups of women hanging
around, toddlersin tow, after they’ve taken
their children to school in the morning.
They stand talking for up to half an hour
whatever the weather, because there isn’t
anywhere else to meet and it’s better than
being alone. Then they go and thereis no
more sign of the mothers and children shut
away behind doors somewhere, isolated.
It is easy to forget, with all the current
emphasis on mothers returning to work,
how many women’s lives are still like this.

‘When I was younger and more desp-
erate I used to buy “parents’” magazines
with covers advertising features on getting
babies to sleep through the night. Later
experience revealed to me that none of
these magazines had the secret formula
inside; they just recycled the same topics
every few months knowing they would sell.
Other kinds of writing on motherhood can
have the same irresistible pull. There’s a
great deal available and much which tries
to substitute for the live exchange of infor-

mation and validation of experience
mothers are traditionally supposed to be
dishing out to each other. The introduction
to Motherhood: Meanings, Practices and
Ideologies (edited by Ann Phoenix, Anne
Woollett and Eva Lloyd) lists five types of
writing on motherhood in recent years -
developmental psychology texts, childcare
manuals, research studies concentrating on
the transition to motherhood and the early
years, autobiographical writing, and
feminist theory. As I now have a terrible
cynicism T can’t shake off about the value
of much of this writing, especially to
mothers, this attempt to review Mother-
hood keeps turning into somethingelse - a
yawn, a howl, a list, a long phone call, a
search through back numbers of T&S. It
helps; I find, to substitute Margaret
Thatcher whenever I read the word
mother.

Mothers have only one thingin com-
mon, by definition - we’re all women. We
don’tnecessarily share anything else at all.
We're not all biological mothers and don’t

all raise our children if we are. All other
definitions or generalisations immediately
start to exclude certain groups of mothers,
or else are simply false. To its credit
Motherhoodis abook which addresses this
fact, thoughin a fairly limited way. Itis not
abook for mothers so much as a book for
psychologists, aimed at making them
understand that mothers are people. I am
entirely in favour of this but it still seems
abizarre enterprise. The editors note that
mothers have more or less been treated as
functions in much pre-existing literature:-

Women’s experiences of motherhood
and feelings about being mothers are
rarely directlyexplored but can
sometimes be found tucked away in

studies about children. Similarly, the
varieties of situations in which

women mother are generally not
considered. The phrases ‘the
mother’ and ‘the child’ reflect the
tendency to view motherhood and
childhood as homogenously
universal categories.

“Normal” mothers

In correcting this view the authors of
Motherhood have adopted one of two
approaches: adding on, or reviewing past
data. The add-on approach starts with the
premise that “normal” mothers are very
narrowly defined with reference to age and
family circumstances, for example. The
articles on younger and older mothers set
out to challenge the restricted models of
motherhood found elsewhere but I can’t
help feeling that in doing so via different
studies of particular groups of mothers they
risk setting up their own models instead. It
would be unfair to criticise this anthology
for lack of inclusiveness since it grew out
of papers for a conference, but I have to
record that the add-on approach still
excluded my experience and Margaret
Thatcher’s. Only one of the articles refer-
red to mothers of more than one child;
there was nothing on twins and multiples.
But more articles on class, race, lesbian
mothers, disability (I did find Susan Greg-
ory’s on deaf children exceptionally

illuminating though) would not have resol-
ved the basic problem, which is that,
remember, mothers are people. The pos-
sibilities for variation amongst us are end-
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less. In my days as a bibliographer 1
researched books like Florence Jack’s The
woman’s book (1911), which was subtitled
“contains everything a woman ought to
know”. I would wonder if any publisher
had brought out a male equivalent - every-
thing a man needed to know, in a few
hundred pages. I+traced only one feeble
attempt, in contrast to the scores of similar
manuals for women - it was so self evidently
ridiculous to think you could encompass
everythiﬁg about a man’s life - a person’s
life - in one book. We seem now to have
reached the point where women are

people, but mothers still are not.
The editors are frank about the sec-

ond approach, explaining the researchers
included:

have often collected the original data
forother, more narrowly develop-
mental purposes and for thisbook
have turned these data around and re-
defined their focus to discuss the
implications of their findings and of
this kind of research for mothers.

(p.218)

What they haven’t discussed is
whether the implications of returning to
previous studies with a fresh goal of includ-
ing mothers as people - noticing that they
think, have a point of view, actively make
decisions - are that the entire validity of
the research, or of earlier findings, might
need to be reassessed. There seems a basic
contradiction between the project of this
book as a whole and some of the psycholog-
ical studies it contains. In dealing simul-
taneously with motherhood, the social
institution, and mothers, that branch of
people. Motherhood the book does not
always keep the distinction clear. It’s best
on constructions of motherhood - the arti-
cle by Suzan Lewis on motherhood and
employment contrasts mothers who try to
redefine the male work ethic with other
mothers and childless women who adopt
it, and analyses their perspectives in rela-
tion to the dominant constructions. Ann
Phoenix’s article on young mothers gives a
graphic account of some teenage mothers’
awareness that they’re constructed as
deviant, and of their resistance to this.

There’s one other absence in this
book which, even while I recognise this is
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a selective anthology, has to be noted
because it is such an important absence.
There is after all one activity, and only one,
which is conscious, deliberate and unique
to mothers - not merely a function, not a
definition. Yet there is nothing whatsoever
in this book about breastfeeding, and there
must be a reason for this neglect. Perhaps
they just forgot. People are always forget-

ting about it, even women, even feminists. -

Feminists especially have so much to deal
with we forget about all kinds of things.
I've been thinking about feminist politics,
memories and forgetfulness, and why
Motherhood reminds me both of how far
we’ve come, and what a short way.

Demanding childcare

At the first WLM conference I went to
about twenty years ago we agreed to have
four demands, for equal pay, equal oppor-
tunities in work and education, free con-
traception and abortion on demand, and
twenty-four hour nurseries. From then on
I was active in all sorts of groups and cam-
paigns - consciousness-raising, women’s
centres, women’s aid, free pregnancy test-
ing, reclaim the night, rape crisis. We made
up more demands, then stopped having
demands. We won the arguments about
equal pay and opportunities but realised
there was a lot still holding us back. We
found new issues all the time. There was
more and more to do but then I had chil-
dren and started cracking up and stopped
going to lots of meetings and being in sev-
eral groups at once. Now I have to figure
out very carefully where the time’s coming
from. For instance I have worked out how
much time I have to write this and the ans-
wer is none. In theory I had weeks but in
practice T had little of that time to myself.
I've lost the stamina I once had for working
twenty-four hours a day. Yousee the prob-
lem.

We were always a bit embarrassed
about that demand anyway, even when it
was first adopted. We had to keep explain-
ing that we didn’t mean that babies and
children should be left in the twenty-four
hour nurseries all the time. It was just that
mothers needed provision to work the
hours their jobs required, day or night, and
to go to meetings, go out, whatever.

Nothing less would really do if we wanted
to free mothers to participate as equals in
the adult world. The embarrassment was
resolved simply enough - we kept it as a
demand but left it at that, without groups
or campaigns or anything much at all.

Failing mothers

I have other embarrassing memories and
some that make me very angry. Iremember
a group meeting where we discussed
motherhood, and had decided to interro-
gate each of the mothers present (they were
in the minority) about their reasons for
having had children. They all said it had not
been consciously or deliberately chosen.
Thatlet them off the hook then. They obvi-
ously had the rest of us figured out - that
version of events gave them some lever to
demand support, whereas any woman con-
fessing she’d deliberately opted to have a
child could expect to be left to get on with

it. An even more shameful memory is of
early experience in free pregnancy testing
groups, where we just assumed that every
positive result was a disaster. L heard later
ofone woman wanting a baby who sneaked
in alone and used the kit herself so she
wouldn’t have to face us. Welearned even-
tually and mended our ways.

Ifirst realised how much of a minor-
ity mothers were in the WLM at a meeting
where a majority vote decided to charge
women for using the creche at a new
women’s centre. Looking around the room
I could see exactly why the vote was lost.
Infact, most women are mothers. In meet-
ings like that one, most women weren’t.
Most of them missed the point that their
decision meant charging women with chil-
dren for using a centre which childless
women, who are usually more affluent,
could use-for free. Few mothers had any
say in the matter, because few of us were
able to be at the meeting.

A couple of years later Iwent to an
open meeting at another women’s centre
where I knew no-one but hoped to start get-
ting involved. It was a daytime meeting and
I had three-year old twins with me. The
creche wasn’t open. Nobody spoke to me
whenI arrived. Istruggled to keep the chil-
dren quiet and non-disruptive while the
other women got on with the agenda - they
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Dear Readers,

Yes, it’s another of those questionnaires! Ho’wever, it’s not a ‘marketing’ exercise so
we can convince firms to advertise in T&S (some hope!) but for two very different reasons.
We are constantly hearing from women who have just discovered T&S and like it, so we
are planning a campaign to increase our visibility and readership, and want your ideas on
ways to achieve this. We’d also like to have a clearer idea of who our readers are, what you
want more (or less) of in T&S, and whether any of you would like to contribute directly
to the magazine. None of the information you give us will be passed on to anyone else, nor
will it be put onto a computer database. It is simply to help us promote and improve the
magazine.

If you fill the questionnaire in, and send it to our address (Trouble and Strife, PO
Box 8, Diss, Norfolk, IP22) you could win a free years sub to the magazine!! These will be
drawn in July. Looking forward to hearing from you all.

Getting hold of T&S

How did you first discover T&S?
in bookshop ' [] through a friend [ ]in library [ ] at a conference [ ]
other ...................

Do you: ,
subscribe to T&S [] buy it regularly [] buy it occasionally [7]
this is the first copy I've seen []

If you are a regular reader but do not subscribe what puts you off having a subscription?

Which other magazines/journals do you regularly read?




Can you buy T&S in your town/area YES/NO
If YES where? '

If NO are there bookshops which ought to stock it? YES/NO
If YES please give names and address

Have you tried to get these shops to stock T&S? YES/NO
If YES what reason did they give for not stocking T&S.

In your view is the cost of T&S:

too low [ ]about right ["]too expensive [ |

On the content ,
What T&S articles have you particularly enjoyed?

What T&S articles have you least liked?

What sort of articles do you like best (eg interviews, film & book reviews, WLM history -
British and/or international, accounts of events/conferences/campaigns, theory, personal
accounts)?

What topics/issues would you like to see covered more often?

A i

What are your own areas of particular interest?

How you can help us

Would you be interested in writing/reviewing books/doing interviews/being interviewed/
doing cartoons or graphics for T&S? YES/NO ’ ’
If you have ideas/skills to offer please tell us a little about them

H

T
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Are you involved in any political groups/campaigns? YES/NO
Would you be interested in reporting on them for T&S? YES/NO
If YES please tell us what the campaign is

How do you think T&S could enlarge its readership?

Could you help advertise or promote T&S in any way? YES/NO
If YES could you do any of the following?

Design/print a poster [ ] Take fliers to conferences [
Enclose fliers in mailouts [ ] Put up posters [_]
Chivvy libraries to subscribe [ |

Other ......ooovviviiviiin

Would yoﬁ be interested in a free subscription in return for selling five (or more) copies
of each issue? YES/NO
If YES how many copies do you think you could sell? ................

If you have said YES to either promoting T&S or being interested in writing/illustration
please give us an address where we can contact you - otherwise we won’t know who you are!




A bit about yourself
Age under 20 []20-29 []30-39 []40-49 [150-59 [Jover60 [ ]

How do you define your race/ethnicity? ... i e o

‘How do you define your sexuality? ...l BN e

Do you have a disability? YES/NO , ' ,
If YES please tell us if it is sensory ... e e e

- Are you a mother/primary carer for child/ren? YES/NO

Are you primary carer for an elderly/disabled person? YES/NO

Income bracket:
unemployed [ ] fulltime unwaged carer [ ] student l:| below 10000 [} 10 15000 []

15000-20000 [ ] above 20000 [] -

If in paid employment, what kind of work do you do?

ANY OTHER COMMENTS/S U GGESTIONS

Thank you

o]

r
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spent a long time on details about one
worker’s maternity leave and replacement.
Eventually the effort became too much and
as I couldn’t follow or take part in the dis-
cussion I decided to leave. Nobody spoke
to me when I left either - I didn’t go back
for a long time and I'm still angry.

Strip away the anecdotal detail and
this is the picture - feminists have failed to
campaign for childcare because mothers,
who need it, don’thave enough of it to find
the time for campaigning, and others, who
don’t think they need it, don’t have the
motivation -some are even hostile. (This
account of the past doesn’t include that odd
group Wages for Housework, who some-
how kept on confusing housework with
issues of childcare and economic depen-
dency). The situation I'm decribing also
coincides with a historical period where the
marketplace, not the community or the
state, is supposed to provide. Instead of a
collective response to the needs of working
mothers, there’s been a privatised
response. The waiting lists for nursery
places are still huge while domestic service
is once again becoming a significant sector

of employment for young women working

as nannies, in areversal that takes us back '
to the 1930s.

And still we don’t have nurseries

There has been a National Childcare Cam-
paign but it was never an autonomous,
feminist campaign. It was a mixed rather
than a women’s organisation which for a
while lived up to its name and did some
campaigning. In the mid-80s the govern-
ment offered it, amongst other organisa-
tions, what seemed a large sum of money
to administer for childcare projects outside
London. There was a debate; the amount
was really tiny in comparison with the
need, enough to fund some office expan-
sion and new workers and a few new nur-
sery places around the country. Inthe end
the NCC took the money, the organisation
grew (amidst splits and quarrels), and
increasingly devoted itself to topics like the
pay and conditions of nursery workers (but
most of us still didn’t have nurseries), the
management and running of nurseries it
was involved in (but most of us still didn’t
have nurseries), and virtually stopped cam-
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paigning (but most of us still didn’t have
nurseries). Its offshoots survive, and there
is still some piecemeal campaigning for
moderate demands, but without much vis-
ibility or grassroots support.

Miriam David argues in arecent arti-
cle on the Children Act that “feminists
have remained ambivalant about -
childcare”, pointing out that it has been a
relatwely neglected issue within the
women’ s .movement. (She also cites the
lack of response to the book she co-
authored with Caroline New, For the Chil-
dren’s Sake: Making Child Care More Than
Women’s Business (1985), a rare book on
childcare which is genuinely useful and sup-
portive as well as informative as it analyses
mothers’ options and experiences in con-
text). The ambivalence Miriam David
referstethough stretches well beyond the
single issue of childcare provision as an
aspect of social policy. Of course feminism
has attended to the concerns of mothers
and children, but what I want to address
in the rest of this article is the gaps and
silences, the biases.

In her article “Feminism and mother-
hood” Ann Oakley critically examines
the predominantly negative evaluation of
motherhood which was presented by
feminists up to the late 1970s. She specu-
lates that the shift in emphasis was con-
nected with whether or not feminists
theorising about motherhood were writing
from experience, noting that those who
were (such as Adriennce Rich) were more
positive than those who were not (Fires-
tone, Greer, Mitchell and Millett). She
may be right, but I think there were also

“other shifts for which we need wider expla-

nations. Shulamith Firestone was
unequivocal about the centrality of
motherhood, as a role, in the oppression
of women when she wrote in The Dialectic
of Sex (1970) “The heart of woman’s
oppression is her child-bearing and child-
rearing role.” In some ways the rev/rads of
the 1970s and 80s took this statement and
turned it around in arguing that we needed
a politics of reproduction, the point being
that men oppressed women in order to con-
trol reproduction, rather than that the way
for men to oppress women (for whatever
reasons) was through reproduction and
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motherhood. But other isssues took over
anyway: the cornerstone of women’s
oppression was next said to be heterosexu-
ality, or pornography, or violence. I guess
there are four corners to my house.

Children and the revolution

Firestone didn’t argue for twenty-four hour
nurseries but much more radically against
asociety which excluded both mothers and
children, against the institutions of both
motherhood and childhood. The Dialectic
of Sexis abrilliant book, funny, passionate
and very much of its time - the era of anti-
Vietnam protests, student uprisings, drop-
pingout. Itisn’t really about sex or dialec-
tics so much asit’s about freedom. The sec-
tions on children and mothers are still
widely remembered and referred to,
although often in a distorted way (notori-
ously the suggestion that ¢hild-bearing
could be taken over by technology). The
most unusual feature of her analysisis the
stress on children’s rights - she has consid-
erably more empathy with children than
with mothers, although she doesn’t distin-
guish between girls and boys, nor always
even between mothers and fathers. Her
views on the freedom of ghetto life - kids
bringing themselves up - now seem startl-
ingly naive, but at least she did recognise
that children too were oppressed, and
didn’t simply equate their needs with those
of adult women.

Firestone influenced my generation
ofradical feminists far more than I realised
at the time. Since there wasn’t a handy
technological fix, there seemed only two

. choices. The first was not to have children

at all, but the problem with that was if
creating the feminist revolution meant not
having children, it wasn’t clear to some of
us why a feminist revolution was in our
interests. The second was to construct the
complete alternative society within which
toraise them. The realisation that we didn’t
quite have time for this before our own
childbearing days ran out started hitting
lots of feminists in the eighties - and then
there was trouble.

I have been painfully re-reading arti-
cles and letters to get the flavour of those
times. Most memorably Sheila Shulman’s
Lesbian Feminists and the Great Baby Con
(Spinster 4) and Ruth Wallsgrove’s Thicker

than water: mothering and childcare T&S
7,1985) spoke of betrayal - that is, the bet-
rayal of a feminist ideal, or of other
feminists, by women who decided to have
children and have them now when we
hadn’t yet achieved the revolution and
were going to have to raise them in the
same old ways. These confrontations hap--
pened in real life, as well as on paper.
Oddly enough in wanting to know why
exactly mothers thought they had to have
a different relationship to children from
that which other adults could have,
feminists kept on forgetting about
breastfeeding - or remembered, but set
limits so that it wouldn’t interfere with a
co-parent’s equal rights and respon-
sibilities. There were also the feminist voi-
ces claiming you really did have to choose
-younot only couldn’t be arevolutionary,
you couldn’t be a creative artist and a
mother (see Why Children?). Alice Walker
conceded you could write and be a mother
if you only had one child. I should have
known this: this article never stood a
chance.

Exploring the whole issue of choice
was important, and still is; I do not
minimise the impact of negative attitudes
towards women without children (which to
some extent those of us with children have
also experienced for part of our adult
lives). Taken to extremes (remember
WIRES’ letters pages?) the wholesale
querying of biological motherhood as a
reasonable choice led to some distinctly
anti-woman attitudes, covert or outright
hostility towards mothers and children
alike. It also served to push aside other
questions about choice. Whether or not to
have children and the right to choose is not
as urgent a question to mothers who
already have them, who generally have less
money, less time and fewer choices than
other women. (The income gap between
men and women, for example, is really a
gap between men, some women, and
mothers).

Meanwhile socialist feminists, less
troubled by the personal politics of it all,
were analysing reproduction and childcare
in relation to production and capitalism.
Many were working within trades unions
and local government to put childcare on

the agenda, trying for what was possible
(and therefore not very radical). Liberal
feminist mothers worried about condition-
ing and wrote about how you needed to set
up a thoroughly illiberal regime in your
own home, censoring children’s TV, toys,
books and access to the world outside.
Radical feminism (see 74&S back numbers)
grew more interested in less mainstream
issues: new reproductive technologies,
child sexual abuse, lesbian custody cases.
From a radical feminist perspective it was
always clear that extreme cases grew out
of a general situation, but also served to
patrol the edges of the mainstream - they
kept mothers in line, but also happened
because mothers were keptinline. Yet the
effect of concentratiné onminority experi-
ence in this way can also be that
mainstream experience ceases to be seen
as problematic, and is reconstructed as nor-
mal. The effort of writing this for T&S is
partly due to thinking that I could simply
reflect on how privileged I am in relative
terms; if ’'m not writing about anything
extreme, where’s the problem?

Narrow debate

The point is not to blame individual
women, let alone feminists - there is cer-
tainly no point at all in simply leaning on
other women to take the personal respon-
sibility for childcare which they may have
deliberately decided against for them-
selves, nor do many of us want our children
cared for on that basis. It is much more
important to look at the politics of
childcare and the politics of motherhood
which we have collectively developed.
Most mainstream current discussion is
extremely narrow, focused on working
mothers, childcare provision for the under-
fives and a few allied concerns. Even there
the gap between provision and need is still
huge, and a right-wing government has
been able to reject the progress signing a
social contract with the rest of the EC
would have implied.

Itis not only twenty-four hour nurse-
ries which have fallen off the agenda.
We've stopped even discussing what we
might want, and meanwhile the agenda
could just as easily move backwards as for-
wards. The national press for the past year
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has carried articles about working mothers
who’ve given up the game as not worth-
while and gone home to be full-time
mothers. Last year there was a skills shor-
tage, this year there’s recession. There’s
always a possibility of a backlash against
working mothers, not only in this country,
even though for most mothers there is
never anything but anillusion of choice. In
middle-class sectors of employment, things
are supposedly getting easier for working
mothers all the time. Meanwhile there are
right-wing arguments that better maternity
leave will make it too expensive for interna-
tional capital to employ women here, forc-
ing,it to seek out cheaper labour elsewhere
in the world where women don’t have such
costly rights.

{ A radical agenda for discussion ought to
sinclude more than how to get our children
taken off our hands - which isn’t always
what we want. It has to include poverty
(I’ve stopped thinking about Thatcher). It
ought to include how mothers are con-
stantly policed, how we have responsibility
without social power, but also frighteningly
real power, Who do we want to have caring
for children when mothers aren’t doing it
-the state? Men? Other women? We need
more honest discussion of choices or alter-
natives without having to pretend it’s all
fine, whether it’s co-parenting, employing
a nanny, using a nursery, being full-time
mothers. We’ve falleninto alot of trapsin
the past, such as setting up mothers who
don’t raise their children themselves,
maybe working to support them in other
countries, as models of how motherhood
is constructed rather than natural without
giving adequate thought to poverty and
other pressures. In the same way. in coun-
tering ideas of what’s natural let alone the
more mystical nonsense, breastfeeding has
been treated as discreditable to womenor
as inevitably oppressive rather than as an
autonomous activity. Another trap has
been thatin wanting anvthing any mother
does to be fine by us. it's easier if we forget
about the children. asif mothers and chil-
dren conveniently have identical
interests. [ ]
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Feminism

In this article, Libby Brooks, a young Scottish woman, tells us about how
she found feminism and what makes her angry.

This is how it began. The book was lying
idly on my grandmother’s table, while Ilan-
guished half-listening to a conversation
about rheumatism. It caught my eye. 1
picked itup and began toread. Impressed
by the number of four-letter words in the
first chapter, I asked if I could borrow it.
The ‘it’ in question was Praxis by Fay Wel-
don, and by the time L had reached the final
page, flash-litunder the covers that night,

I knew that I wanted to be a feminist. [ was
so angry that night, I knew that Praxis
wasted her time typing work for her boy-
friend when she was capable of producing
better herself. Why did she let him use her?
How could she justify not wanting better
when she knew that she deserved it? It
reminded me too much of too many things.
I would never allow a man to treat me like
that (1 thought).

My conversion was a giant leap for
womankind (I thought), and a few extra
steps to the back shelves of mylocal book-
shop. Leaving behind the hapless world of
‘teenage fiction’, I discovered Walker,
Angelou, Attwood and a whole host of
other women who delighted me in calling
us all sister. Any book with aniron onthe
front cover was fair game. From my read-
ingIsoon discovered that ‘being a feminist’
simply involved developing more fully the

thoughts that had already crossed my mind.

It was all so perfectly easy. I have since dis-
covered that there is nothing simple about
believing.

As the only daughter of a single
female family, I did not have to search far
for spurs to prick the sides of my
enthusiasm. I was an open wound, and
flinched with excitement every time injus-
tice dragged his salty fingers across my
exposed flesh. Suddenly, knowing was
power, and [ was thrilled by a sense of abil-
ity to act. I would not let this pass by.
Idealistic, feminism represented an easy
friend that I could learn about and grow
with. But I lacked the social insight and
working knowledge of life that caused my
mother to warn me rather vaguely about
“women’s groups” and wrinkle her nose
when I purchased alesbian romance. And,
of course, along came hard experience,
trampling my roses and laughing in my
face.

Looking back, I can admit thatit was
astupid thing to do, but the strength of my
budding beliefs overpowered any such
niceties which might normally have
imposed their unwelcome but necessary
influence upon my conduct. And thus, 1
caused a stir when I wrote on my maths fol-
derinred capitalletters “Why have a good
man when you can have a good woman?”
People began to talk about me behind my
back, and then to my face, “It’s not that
there’s anything wrong withit,” “It’s just. ..
well, yousound like... youmight be... well,
a... ”. “Lesbian” I wanted to shout at the
top of my voice, but such was the nature
of the suspicion that this was a word one

ought not to speak too loud. Who knows,
it might even make you one. Luckily (in
real world terms) nobody took my protes-
tations seriously, nor was I important
enough to merit more than a token ponder-
ing of my sexuality. I was given the benefit
of the doubt, and let off with a life sentence
of mirthful re-quotations of the said
phrase.

However, what had been awoken
among us was an awareness, that sparked
off a whole succession of damaging and
often irrational suspicions. It was around
that time, with homophobia running fever
high, that Polly was silly enough to call
someone pretty (and in the girls’ changing
rooms of all places). Polly had been one of
my main critics throughout the folder
affair. “It’s all very well being dead mature
and going-hey-everybody-fe-mi-ni-s-m,
but... ” She spent the rest of her sentence
attempting to justify her ill-timed compli-
ment and refuting all accusations of non-
norm sexual preferences. Nobody wanted
to be her partner in PE for a while. “Why
have a good man when you can have a good
woman?” I asked, and took her hand (but
only because the teacher told me to). As
for practical experience, there has never
been a toe-dip like it.

I had learnt that, little adults every
one, my classmates were only too happy to
subscribe to preconceptions of what ought
to be. Differences mattered, and if once on
the receiving end of this philosphy, you
made damn sure that you followed the
crowd the next time around. There was
safety in numbers, and birds of a feather
flocked together in glass houses, eager to
gather up and throw out every free-rolling
stone not nailed down. It was terrifying, it
was pathetic, but it was how it worked.
Washing instructions make the tumble
dryer goround, and Inow knew two labels
by heart. Firstly, feminism is not to be
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taken seriously (hence why one friend
insists on thrusting Viz’s Millie Tant under

my nose every month). Secondly, your sex-
uality ought not to be doubted, and must
under no circumstances stray from straight
down the line. I have seen the sacrifices

girls that I know have made proving this

particular point. And they are spin dried
into a crumpled heap éver and over and
over.

It felt Ii_ke forever.

This waswhat I knew now, butin essence
Ihad learnt very little. My toe was the only
partof me thathad been dipped, but it felt
like forever, and in this way I drifted for
several years, lulled into a pleasantly false
sense of security, With passion that faded
50 easily could the affair last? Though it
,pains me to admit it, I lost interest and
*focus. It seemed that everyone with breasts
'could call themselves “feminist’ (just like
most folk ‘love animals’, but some are more
worried about their carpets than others).
Instead of seeking to define myselfin rela-
tion to my own gender, I began an unsuc-
cessful quest to seek my identity in my
relationship with men. My quest led me
everywhere and nowhere. Up four flights
of stairs and along an empty corridor to a
room with a high window, for example.
“Evenif youscreamed, no one would hear
you.” There was no threat in his voice, only
the innate, assured complacency that
comes of belonging to the half of the world
that is taller, stronger and more aggressive
than a course in self-defence could ever
make me. Fortunately, I am blessed with
feminine intuition and an unladylike cun-
ning - they did me proud on this occasion
and others, propelling me back along the
corridor and down the four flights of stairs
before he had even had time to screw the
cork out of the wine bottle. I once spent
four months of my whole life trying to look
into another man’s soul, until eventually I

| HAVEN'T QUTGROWN

MY FRIEND. BUT | THINK
| MIGHT HAVE OUTGROWN
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had to admit that it simply wasn’t deep
enough. While I hesitate to use the word
shallow, I refuse to stand back for the rest
of time in order to create an illusion
of depth. NordoIintend tolive in fear of
being afraid.

And-so I found feminism again.
What did she say? She told me that I was
awoman, and how phenomenaliitis to be
awoman. I feel her warmth in all the little
things of life. Plenty of them have nothing
to do with men. I thought that I wasstriving
for equality but I do not want to end up like
men. I want the right to be myself, within
myself. This demand is not a euphemism
for the right to be different through sexual-
ity, race or politics, which is also necessary.
It refers to the soulinside me that deserves
freedom for freedom’s sake.

For1believe that every fighting step
towards that freedom teaches me more,
andIwant and need to learn about myself
in my own terms as a woman. Truthfully,
T cannot envisage that any man will ever
# fulfitme. And I doubt that a man is capable
of love as I see it. (I noticed that many of
my male friends signed their Christmas
cards “lots of love”. Love? Darling, I
hardly know you.) I believe that one factor
in this difference of definitions is the fact
that, despite his protestations and the fact
that it is the Nineties, a man still finds it
impossible to fully respect a woman who
hehasslept with. This is one of the reasons
why female friendship is so vital, and so dif-
ferent, with the line between sex and affec-
tion not so harshly drawn. I have known
the love of good women. I have grasped
hands young and old, and felt the warmth
of a body close to me conscious that the one
thing on her mind involves no violation. I
know the sweetness of a friendship that
soars where I don’thave to concentrate on
being myself. The idea that the love and
companionship of a man will define and
bring to fruition one’s identity asa woman

SAM, YOU'R
WEARING 4
DREss;

is so wrong, but is also, in spite of it all,
alluring to many of us. I remember my
minister chatting to a group of new com-
municants. “Your relationship with God”
he said “is a bit like having a wife. Some-
times you just want to bash her over the
head! Not that I'm suggesting that you bash
your wives about! Ha, ha!” he smirked. A
tisk and a titter rippled through our
number, Most of them were women in their
late twenties. Many of them were wives.
All of them had given up. Mentally they
pursed their lips, ruffled his hair and
adjusted their hemlines. Boys will be boys!
They had given up, given in and sold out.
Orsoitseemed. Something had got to them
between walking down the aisle and the
washing up.

Staying Angry

I know now that I will always be a little
scared. I don’t know if I will find relation-
ships with men that will undo that fear.
Perhaps the kind of love I want is impossi-
ble. Perhaps ‘all men are rapists.’ There are
many ways to violate a woman. It has
already happened to me more than once.
Iam only seventeen. I want to know when
it will stop, and when I can stop feeling
abused.

Last weekend, while browsing
through a Sunday newspaper, Isaw a letter
from a man commenting on an article about
date rape. “It must be a dreadful feeling”,
he wrote sympathetically. “But there can
be few men who have not watched in horror
the growth... of a violent social cancer cal-
led feminism which seeks female domina-
tion under-the guise of offering solutions
torealsocial problems”. Untilthen, Thad
notrealised how angryIam. And I amstay-
ing angry. Teach me more, and I will try
to be all that is asked of me. One day, I
hope that you will look on me, and say:
“She fights with the weapons we gave her.
She fights well.” []
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A recent survey in the US found that the Anita Hill/Clarence Thomas sexual
harassment case was rated the third most important event in 1991 - after the
Gulf war and the fragmentation of the USSR. In these two pieces, reprinted
from Ms, Anita Hill speaks of what she has learnt from her own and other
women’s experiences; Rebecca Walker virites of its meaning for young
women, and the possibility of a Third Wave of feminist activism.

The response to my Senate Judiciary
Committee testimony has been at once
heart-warming and heart-wrenching. In
learning that I am not alone in experiencing
harassment, I am also learning that there
are far too many women who have experi-
enced a range of inexcusable and illegal
activities - from sexist jokes to sexual
assault - on the job.

My reaction has been to try to learn
more. As an educator, I always begin to
study an issue by examining the scientific
data - the articles, the books, the studies.
Perhaps the most compelling lesson is in
the stories told by the women who have
written to me. I have learned much; I am
continuing tolearn; I have yet ten times as
much to explore. I want to share some of
this with you.

“The Nature of the Beast” describes
the existence of sexual harassment, which
is alive and well. A harmful, dangerous
thing that can confront a woman at any
time.

What we know about harassment,
sizing up the beast:

Sexual harassment is pervasive ...

1. It occurs today at an alarming rate.
Statistics show that anywhere from 42 to
90% of women will experience some form
ofharassment during their employed lives.

At least one per cent experience sexual
assault. But the statistics do not fully tell
the story of the anguish of women who have
been told in various ways on the first day
of ajob thatsexual favors are expected. Or
the story of women who were sexually
assaulted by men with whom they con-
tinued to work.

2.Ithasbeen occurring for years. In
letters to me, women tell of incidents that
occurred 50 years ago when they were first
entering the workplace, incidents they
have been unable to speak of for that entire
period.

3. Harassment crosses lines of race
and class. Insome ways, itis a creature that
practices “equal opportunity” where
women are concerned. In other ways it
exhibits predictable prejudices and reflects
stereotypical myths held by our society.

We'know that harassment all too
often gees unreported for a variety of
reasons...

1. Unwillingness (for good reason)
to deal with the expected consequences;

2. Self blame;

3. Threats or blackmail by co-work-
ers or employers.

Whatit boils down to in many cases
is asense of powerlessness that we experi-
encein the workplace, and our acceptance
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of a certain level of inability to control our
careers and professional destinies. This
sense of powerlessness is particularly
troubling when one observes the research
that says individuals with graduate educa-
tion experience more harassment than do
persons with less than a high school dip-
loma. The message: when you try to obtain
power through education, the beast harass-
ment responds by striking more often and
more vehemently.

That harassment is treated like a
woman’s “dirty secret” is well known. We
also know what happens when we “tell”. We
know that when harassment is reported the
common reaction is disbelief or worse...

1. Women who “tell” lose their jobs.
A typical response told of in the letters to
me was: ] not only lost my job for reporting
harassment, but I was accused of stealing

and charges were brought against me.
2. Women who “tell” become emo-

tionally wasted. One writer noted that “it
was fully eight months after the suit was
conducted that I began to see myself as
alive again”.

3. Women who “tell” are not always
supported by other women. Perhaps the
most disheartening stories Thave received
are of mothers not believing daughters. In
my kindest moments I believe that this
reaction only represents attempts to dis-
tance ourselves from the pain of harass-
ment experience. The internal response is:
“It didn’t happen to me. This couldn’t hap-
pen to me. Inorder to believe that Tam pro-
tected, I must believe thatit didn’thappen
to her.” The external response is: “What
did you do to provoke that kind of
behaviour?” Yet at the same time that I
have been advised of hurtful and unproduc-
tive reactions, I have also heard stories of
mothers and daughters sharing their
experiences. In some cases the sharing
allows for a closer bonding. In others a
slight but cognizable mending of a previ-
ously damaged relationship occurs.

. What we are learning about harrass-
ment requires recognizing this beast when
we encounter it, and more. It requires
looking the beast in the eye.

We are learning painfully that simply
having laws againt harassment on the
booksis not enough. Thelaw, as it was con-
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ceived, was to provide a shield of protec-
tion for us. Yet that shield is failing us:
many fear reporting, others feel it would
dono good. The resultis that less than 5%
of women victims file claims of harassment.
Moreover, the law focuses on quid pro quo,
but a recent New York Times article quot-
ing psychologist Dr. Louise Fitzgerald says
that this makes up considerably less than
5% of the cases. The law needs to be more
responsive to the reality of our experiences.

As we are learning, enforcing the
law alone won’t terminate the problem.
What we are seeking is equality of treat-
ment in the workplace. Equality requires
an expansion of our attitudes toward work-
ers. Sexual harassment denies our treat-
ment as equals and replaces it with treat-
ment of women as objects of ego or power
gratification

Yet research suggests two trouble-
some responses exhibited by workers and
by courts. Both respond by...

1. Downplaying the seriousness of
the behaviour (seeing it as normal sexual
attraction between people) or commenting
on the sensitivity of the victim,
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. 2. Exaggerating the ease with which
victims are expected to handle the

behaviour. But my letters tell me that

unwanted advances do not cease - and that
the message was power, not genuine
interest.

We are learning that many women
are angry. The reasons for the anger are
various and perhaps all too obvious...

1. We are angry because this
awful thing called harassment exists in ter-
ribly harsh, ugly, demeaning, and even
debilitating ways. Many believe it is crimi-
nal and should be punished as such. Itisa
form of violence against women as well as
a form of economic coercion, and our
experiences suggest that it won’t just go
away.

2 We are angry because for a brief
moment we believed thatif the law allowed
for women to be hired in the workplace,
and if we worked hard for our educations
and on the job, equality would be achieved.
We believed we would be respected as
equals. Now we are realizing this is not
true. We have been betrayed. The reality
is that this powerful beast is used to per-

petuate a sense of inequality, to keep
women in their place notwithstanding our
increasing presence in the workplace.

What we have yet to explore about
harassmentis vast. Itis what will enable us
to slay the beast.

Research is helpful, appreciated, and
Thope will be required reading for all legis-
lators. Yet research has what I see as one
shortcoming: it focuses on our reaction to

- harassment, not on the harasser. How we
enlighterf men who are currently in the
workplace about behaviour thatis beneath
our (and their) dignity is the challenge of
the future. Research shows that men tend
to have a narrower definition of what con-
stitutes harassment than do women, How
do we expand their body of knowledge?
JHow do we raise a generation of men who
;won’t need to be reeducated as adults? We
must explore these issues, and research
efforts can assist us.

What are the broader effects of
harassment on women and the world? Has
sexual harassment left us unempowered?
Has our potential in the workplace been
greatly damaged by this beast? Has this
form of economic coercion worked? If so,
how do we begin toreverseits effects? We
must begin to use what we know to move
to the next step: what we willdo aboutit.

How do we capture our rage and turn
itinto positive energy? Through the power
of women working together, whether it be
in the political arena, or in the context of
a lawsuit, or in community service. This
issue goes well beyond partisan politics.
Making the workplace a safer, more pro-
ductive place for ourselves and our
daughters should be on the agenda for each
ofus. Itis something we can do for ourse-
Ives. Itis a tribute, as well, to our mothers
- and indeed a contribution we can make
to the entire population.

I wish that I could take each of you
onthe journey that I've been on during all
these weeks since the hearing. I wish that
every one of you could experience the heart-
ache and the triumphs of each of those who
have shared with me their experiences. 1
leave you with but a brief glimpse of what
I'veseen. Thopeitisenoughtoencourage
you to begin - or continue and persist with
- your own exploration. And thank you.[ ]




Judy Stevens
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THE 3° WAVE?

; rf_“__..a V]
\NY ONE COULD SEE -
1\‘51\51‘\I JONES WAS ASKING FORIT

I am not one of the peopie who sat trans-
fixed before the television, watching the
Senate hearings. I had classes to go to, pap-
ers to write, and frankly, the whole thing
was too painful. A black man grilled by a
panel of white men about his sexual
‘deviance. A black woman claiming harass-
ment and being discredited by other
women... I could not bring myself to watch
that sensationalized assault of the human
spirit.

Tome, the hearings were not about
determining whether or not Clarence
Thomas did in fact harass Anita Hill. They
were about checking and redefining the
extent of women’s credibility and power.

Can a woman’s experience under-
mine a man’s career? Can a woman’s voice,
a woman’s sense of self-worth and injus-
tice, challenge a structure predicated upon

the subjugation of our gender? Anita Hill’s
testimony threatened to do that and more.
If Thomas had not been confirmed, every
man in the United States would be at risk.
For how many senators never told a sexist
joke? How many men have not used their
protected male privilege to thwartinsome
way the influence or ideas of a woman col-
league, friend, or relative?

For those whose sense of power is so
obviously connected to the health and vig-
our of the penis, it would have been a
metaphoric castration. Of course this is too
great a threat.

While some may laud the whole spec-
tacle for the consciousness it raised around
sexual harassment, its very real outcome is
more informative. He was promoted. She
was repudiated. Men were assured of the
inviolability of their penis/power. Women
were admonished to keep their experiences

to themselves.

The backlash against U.S. womenis
real, Asthe misconception of equality bet-
ween the sexes becomes more ubiquitous,
so does the attempt to restrict the bound-
aries of women’s personal and political
power. Thomas’ confirmation, the ulti-
mate rally of support for the male paradigm
of harassment, sends a clear message to
women: “Shut up! Even if you speak, we
will not listen.”

I will not be silenced.

I acknowledge the fact that we live
under siege. I intend to fight back. I have
uncovered and unleashed more repressed
anger than I thought possible. For the
umpteenth time in my 22 years, I have been
radicalized, politicized, shaken awake. 1
have come to voice again, and this time my
voice is not conciliatory.

The night after Thomas’ confirma-
tion I ask the man I am intimate with what
he thinks of the whole mess. His concern
is primarily with Thomas’ propensity to
demolish civil rights and opportunities for
people of color. I launch into a tirade.
“When will progressive black men
prioritize my rights and well-being?” When
will they stop talking so damn much about
‘the race’ as if it revolved exclusively
around them? He tells me I wear my emo-
tions on my sleeve. I scream “I need to
know, are you with me or are you goingto

help them try to destroy me?”

Aweek laterI am on a train to New
York. A beautiful mother and daughter,
both wearing green outfits, sit across the
aisle from me. The little girl has tightly
plaited braids. Her brown skin is glowing
and smooth, her eyes bright as she chatters
happily while looking out the window. Two
men get on the train andsit directly behind
me, shaking my seat as they thud into place.
I bury myself in The Sound and the Fury.
Loudly they begin to talk about women.
“Man, Ifucked that bitch all night and then
I never called her again.” “Man, there’s
lots of girlies over there, you know that ho
live over there by Tyrone? Well, Isnatched
that shit up,

The mother moves closer to her now
quiet daughter. Looking at her small back
Icansee thatshe is listening to the men. I

am thinking of how I can transform the situ-

ation, of all the people in the car whose
silence makes us complicit.

Another large man gets on the train.
After exchanging loud greetings with the
twomen, he sits next to me. He tells them
he is going to Philadelphia to visit his wife
and child. I am suckered into thinking that
he is different. Then, “Man, there’s a ton
of females in Philly, just waitin’ for you to
give’em some.” I turn my head and allow
the fire in my eyes to burn into him. He
takes up two seatgand has hands with huge
swolien knuckles’ Iimagine the gold rings
on his fingers slamming into my face. He
senses something. “What’s your name,
sweetheart?” The other menlean forward
over the seat.

A torrent explodes: “I aint your
sweetheart, I ain’t your bitch. I ain’t your
baby. How dare you have the nerve to sit
up here and talk about women that way,
and then try to speak tome.” The woman/
mother chimes in to the beat with claps of
sisterhood. The men are momentarily stun-
ned. Then the comeback: “Aw, bitch,
don’t play that woman shit over here ‘cause
that’s bullshit.” He slaps the back of one
hand against the palm of the other. I refuse
to back down. Words fly.

Myinstinct kicks in, telling me to get
out. “Since I see you all are not going to
move, Iwill.” Imove to the first car. T am
soangry that thoughts of murder, of phys-
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ically retaliating against them, of
separatism, engulf me. I am almost out of
body, justshy of being pure force. I am sick
of the way women are negated, violated,
devalued, ignored. Tamlivid, unrelenting
in my anger at those who invade my space,
who wish to take away my rights, who
refuse to hear my voice. As the days pass,
I push myself to figure out what it means
to be a part of the Third Wave of feminism.
1 begin to realize that I owe it to myself,
to my little sister on the train, to all the
daughters yet to be born, to push beyond
my rage and articulate an agenda. After
battling with ideas of separatism and mili-
tancy, I connect with my own feelings of
powerlessness. I realize that I must
undergo a transformation if [ am truly com-

~ mitted to women’s empowerment. My

* involvement must reach beyond my own

! voice in discussion, beyond voting, beyond
reading feminist theory. My anger and
awareness must translate into tangible
action,

I'amready to decide, as my mother
decided before me, to devote much of my
energy to the history, health and healing
of women. Each of my choices will have to
hold to my feminist standard of justice.

To be a feminist is to integrate an
ideology of equality and female empower-
mentinto the very fibre of my life. Itis to
search for personal clarity in the midst of
the systemic destruction, to join in sister-
hood with women when often we are

divided, to understand power structures
with the intention of challenging them.

While this may sound simple, it is

exactly the kind of stand that many of my
peers are unwilling to take. So I write this
as a plea to all women, especially the
women of my generation: Let Thomas’
confirmationserve to remind you, asit did
me, that the fight is far from over. Let this
dismissal of a woman's experience move
youtoanger. Turnthat outrage into polit-
ical power. Do not vote for them unless
they work for us. Do not have sex with
them, do not break bread with them. do
notnurture them if they dont prioritize our
freedom to control our bodies and our
lives.

I am not a postfeminism feminist. 1
am the Third Wave. [ ]
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T&S has published
several pieces on
women’s routes to, and
understandings of,
feminism in the late 80s
and early 90s. Libby
Broeoks and Rebecca
Walker, in this issue,
both speak with a
passien and urgency
that too many have
dismissed as ‘history’,
We welcome more
pieces from women
discovering feminism
for themselves who want
to add their voices to
the ‘Third Wave’.
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Abuse In

Leshian Relationships

Continuing the discussion about women who abuse, Alis?n
Hall explores some of the painful and political issues which
arise when confronting abuse in lesbian relationships.

This article was written in response to that
by Liz Kelly. ‘Unspeakable acts: women
who abuse’ in the summer 1991 issue o.f
T&S. As a woman who was in an abusive
relationship for 3 years, I had a strong reac-
tion to reading the article. Many of the
thoughts I had were confused by the feel-
ings evoked by whatitis like to be abus.ed,
and what it is like to read about it, particu-
Jarly because most of the timg the ‘subject
isignored. In the first part of this article I.
will talk specifically about my own experi-
encein an abusive relationship. In theT sec-
ond part I will address some of the issues
which I think are important. I am writing
from my own experience, and in my filscus-
sion of the issues, the analysis 1 giveis very
much influenced by my own relationship,
so there will inevitably be overlap between
the sections.

For the three years [ was in the
relationship and for two years after it.ended
Iwasunable to label it as abusive. Neither
of us were out, and the only way I felt I
could explain, or cope with what was gging
onwas by telling myself it wasn’t jdlesblan
relationship. Thus, in my head it b-ecame
anisolated experience, whichmade it h?:ll‘d
to talk about, but not letting it be a relation-
ship, somehow helped me to block Qut the
emotions. At the end of three yearsin the

relationship I ‘came ouf’, and the easi.est
thing to do was acknowledge our le.sbxan
relationship, but not the abuse. This ga\"e
me akind of acceptance and shared experi-
ence which I had desperately needed for
three years. I managed to idealise the
relationship and ‘forgot’ about the abuse.
Istill could not get the two things together
in my head - lesbian and abuse.

There were times in the relationship
when I needed to talk, but because the
abuse had resulted in isolation I couldn’t.
I was frightened to challenge the.woman
who abused me and scared of being seen
asstupid for putting up with it if I told any-
one else. The result of the fear was that
when I'most felt I needed to talk to some-
one, I couldn’t walk out of the door, and
there was no longer any need for her to
exert physical control. I couldn’t leave,
even temporarily.

Ibegan talking about the abuse ab-out
two years ago. Now I feel it is n9t until
actually read something, something that
acknowledges that women can abuse that
I realise how much I am affected
by the absence and silence around thef
issues. It’s like trying to work something
out in a vacuum. Before I became aware
that other women had similar experiences

there was no place for it. I felt that nobody

had the same experience, so my own could
only existinmy head. For me, reading the
experience of other women helped to bring
back the memories, explain the way [ felt;
without the explanations there was only a
blank space.

Although Liz’s article addressed the
wider issues of abuse by women, here I am
only dealing with some of the issues con-
nected to lesbian relationships.

Liz Kelly discussed the-importance
of a feminist framework around women
abusing, stating that if we don’t have our
own analysis, women abusing will be used
in arguments against feminism, on the
grounds that ‘women doit too’. Open dis-
cussion of the issues around abuse in les-
bian relationships is important, not only
because it can provide explanations, where
none exist for women who are abused, but
also to enable other lesbians to offer sup-
port to women who are abused. It is hard
for us as lesbians to discuss the issues
openly, not only because it may beused to
undermine feminist theories about abuse
bymen, but also because we have to look
closely at ourselves, and our own relation-
ships. Reluctance to address these difficult
issues leaves us without a feminist
framework for abuse in lesbian relation-
ships, so the abused woman has to work out
why the abuse happened. She has to putit
into context herself, in addition to dealing
with her own feelings in a very painful situ-
ation.

It is common for women that have
been abused (by women or men) to blame
themselves. During my relationship Inever
linked events together as a series of abusive
actions with any pattern. I isolated each
one and thought about how I could behave
differentlyin the future to stop it happen-
ing again. While I was in my relationship
Ishut down emotionally. There were times
when I felt desperate, but was too scared
to acknowledge the feelings. I learned to
cope by numbing myself and most of the
time was unaware of what I was feeling. 1
do remember thinking ‘thisis how battered
women must feel, only worse’, but I was
unable to make the link in my head to
myself. I have read some experiences of
women in heterosexual relationships and I
think there are many similarities in the feel-
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ings and reactions I had, but the fact that
the feelings I read about were experienced
by women abused by men makesit harder
torelate them directly to me. The feelings
may be the same, but the reason for the
abuse is very different.’

Differences of power in lesbian
relationships -
I think it is important to have an
analysis of why women abuse, not to make
excuses or to forgive the behaviour, but
because an understanding of the wider
political context is important for abused
women. It helps to remove the isolation.
The understanding that there are reasons
beyond yourself for the abuse, and the
realisation that other women have had
similar experiences allows you to break the
t silence surrounding your own. The isola-
 tion can never be reduced if there is no
open discussion amongst lesbian feminists
of the differences between the power imba-
lances of lesbian relationships and
heterosexual relationships. We must
acknowledge that power inequalities exist
in our relationships, that are different to
those between men and women. If lesbians
as a group are not aware of the issues
around power in lesbian relationships they
cannot fully support women who have been
abused, and may even blame them for ‘al-
lowing it to happen’, reinforcing rather
than challenging, the fears of abused
women,

The origins of power imbalances in
lesbian relationships are complex. There
are inequalities that arise due to the diffe-
rent oppressions we experience from soci-
ety, outside the relationship; differences in
race or class for example. The way in which
these manifest themselves within the
balance of power in the relationship may
vary, but it is important we are aware of
the ways in which the oppressions we have
experienced cause us to relate to women
with different backgrounds, and from diffe-
rentsocial groups. In the same way that the
balance of power in a relationship is not
always apparent from the relative physical
strength of the women involved, different
experiences of oppression cannot always

provide an obvious reason for the dynamics
of powerin arelationship. The woman who
abused me was from a similar white, mid-




40

Trouble & Strife 23 Spring 1992

1 would like to thank Rebecca
Dale, Catherine Donovan and
Judith Sim for thei/help and
support in writing this article,
and also Liz Kelly for her useful
comments in reply to my origi-
nal letter.

dle-class background to my own, there was
no large age difference, yet there was a
large abuse of power within the relation-
ship.

Lizsuggests that the way in which we
construct our relationships is important,
that this is based on our experience in
heterosexual society, and uses the example
of butch and femme. Itis not surprising that
women who reject their prescribed
feminine role, look to male heterosexual
models for an alternative. It seemsinevita-
ble this will affect relationships. We are not
born knowing how to form equal, non-
destructive relationships, so we borrow
from heterosexual models, which is how
most of us begin to learn about relation-
ships. Having been restricted and control-
led all our lives, the option seems to
become, control or be controlled. Many
women develop ways of dealing with the
controls on their lives by controlling their
own emotional reactions. These coping
mechanisms may be developed as a
response to a pattern of abusein childhood,

or in a former relationship, which was
known and predictable. If abuseisa normal
part of your life, even when the abuser is
no longer physically present, this does not
allow you to believe abuse won’t happen
again. Itremoves the predictability and the
small amount of emotional control you
had, so that in your mind everyone may be
a potential abuser and is therefore a threat.
This may lead to abuseina lesbian relation-
ship when a woman feels that the only way
to remove the threat is to control the life
of her lover.

The need to control ‘
Power imbalances in relationships do
not alone explain why some women choose
to abuse. Inequalities exist, and create
power differences in relationships, bet-
ween all women. Itis notinevitable thata
power imbalance will become ‘power-over’
and result in abuse. I don’t know why some

women choose to abuse. I think in my
experience we both had fears about our
relationship. I think my abuser felt that she
needed to control situations in order to
remove the fear and feel safe, thus she
chose to control me. Homophobia is also
abigissue, within as well as without lesbian
relationships. Growing up in a lesbian-hat-
ing society, we are very aware that society
does not legitimise our relationship. Asan
abused woman this silenced me further.
For my abuser the fear of being labelled as
alesbianincreased her need to controlme,
to stop me talking to anyone. The fact that
this is abuse underpinned by fear rather
than something which men take as their
right, does not lessen the pain, but without
explanations it can increase isolation.

The final point I’d like to discuss is
our use of language. I feel in relationships
between women there is a scale of abuse.
In searching for new ways of having
relationships we carry with us the ‘protec-
tion’ we needed in the past. This can lead
to manipulative and destructive behaviour,
where it is not easy to identify an abuser
and abused. Nevertheless the behaviour is
still hurtful and may lead to destructive and
painful situations. I don’t know when this
becomes abusive but unless we begin to
define the boundaries, there is the tempta-
tion to assume there is always two-way
abuse in lesbian relationships. This once
again may result in victim-blaming.

1 have written this article because it
has been important for me to be able to
read about women who have survived
abuse in lesbian relationships. I realise that
there are many more issues which I find
unexplained, and are difficult to confront
in my mind. I think that by writing about
the issues we can begin to bring them out
into the open. It is also important to
remember that writing is not accessible to
all lesbians, and that practical support is
also needed. []

This piece is a
LizKellyin T&

response to ‘Unspeakable Acts: abuse by and between women’ by
S21. We encourage our readers to enter into discussion and debate

with articles either by letter or articles.
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till working
againstthe grain

Southall Black Sisters has taken the lead on a number of critical campaigns
around domestic violence and the threat to women’s freedom from religious
fundamentalism. Margot Farnham talks to Hannana Siddiqui and Pragna
Patel about the group, its campaign and how its politics and aims have

developed in receiit years.

?

History

?3 April 1979: mass protest against NF presence
in Southall. Blair Peach killed by Special Patrol
Group officer and hundreds arrested and
injured

November 1979: Southall Black Sisters founded
1980: anti-virginity.tests campaign. Asian
woman Mrs. Dhillon and her children killed by
husband in fire. SBS protests

1983: GLC funding to open Southall Black
Women’s Centre

May 1984: Krishna Sharma found hanged after
repeated violence from husband. SBS
demonstrates: ‘They say it's suicide. We say it’s
murder’

October 1985: Balwant Kaur murdered by her
husban‘d in Brent Asian Women’s Refuge. SBS
campaigns for husband’s conviction

1986: Gurdip Kaur murdered SBS joins
campaign in Reading
July 1986: Network of Women national
demonstration against violence against women
October 1986: Southall Black Women’s Centre
splits
March 1987: new centre opened

May/June 1987: Dominion Cenire campaign on
safety of women workers
9 Ma‘rch 1989: International Women’s Day
meeting on religious fundamentalism. Statement
issued in support of Salman Rushdie.
6 May 1989: first meeting of Women Against
Fundamentalism.

27 May 1989: WAF pickets orthodox Muslim
demonstration calling for extension of blas-
phemy laws
June 1990: Launch of Kiranjit Ahluwalia

campaign

Southall Black Sisters was founded in 1979
by a group of young Asian and Afro-
Caribbean women from the area. The
group’s initial emphasis was on looking at
the way racism shaped Black women’s lives.
It was a time of great awakening of Black
consciousness and resistance, inspired by
Black movements in America. Pragna Patel
joined the group in 1982; to help set up the
off-shoot Southall Black Women’s Centre;
Hannana Siddiqui in 1986 after the centre
split to form two separate groups.

Margot Farnham: Can you describe the
political climate of the early 80s, when
Southall Black Sisters began?

Pragna Patel: We are talking about a wide
political context, particularly within Asian
communities. There was debate generating
around the notion of being Black and
uniting with Afro-Caribbeans who are
classified as Black in a way that Asians
haven’t been. There was already that
politicisation taking place, so it wasn’t so
very difficult. I think things have become
more difficult now, but then there were
more attempts to bridge the divisions and
come together on platforms expressing
solidarity and support.

Hannana Siddiqui: There were other Black
vilomen’s groups springing up at the same
time as SBS, such as Birmingham Black
Sisters. There was this growth of a
movement among Black women
themselves: Asian and Afro-Caribbean
women coming together and trying very
hard to create that unity at that time.
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PP: Brixton Black Women’s Group was
another sister organisation and perhaps a
trend setter. A lot of the actual theory was
developed within that group although I
think we have come along way since. We
have been continuously informed by the
practical work we do and so questioneven
some of the earlier SBS thinking. That’s
inevitable; it’s a part of growth and
development.

Now, the name SBS almost comes
across as an anachronism but at the time it
was not unusual. It’s very significant too as
a name: “Sisters” because there was an
awakening among Black women, a
beginning of questioning women’s
oppression within the community and
developing the notion of sisterhood, and
“Black” was significant because there was
that politicisation on race taking place.

Atthat time the name was common
and one which most women - most Black
people too who were beginning to question
the society and the way in which it shaped
their lives, would not have raised eyebrows
at. Now I think a lot of people would ques-
tion us more and say thatitis out-dated and
needs to be changed.

We have kept it because of that early
SBS legacy and history. The politics have
changed with the changing membership of
the group. I'd like to think we have added
to and changed the debates, butin a posi-
tive way so, despite the changes and diffe-
rent make-up of the group, thereisa con-
tinuity.

MF: The campaign around virginity testing
in 1980 was one of SBS’s first major cam-
paigns. What was your involvement?

PP: A lot of the group’s early efforts and
energies were galvanised around looking
at unionisation problems for Black women
in and around Southall, in factories, in hos-
pitals, at Heathrow airport; but also
around the immigration and nationality
laws and the ways in which racist laws were
also sexist in definitions and implementa-
tion.

HS: SBS were part of the picket at Heath-
row airport. It was a joint picket with men.
What they were emphasising was the racist
stereotyping of Asian women as passive
submissive women, entirely dependent on
their families.

I think these early campaigns were
more shaped by women’s experiences of
racism than feminist thinking. Although
there was some discussion around sexuality
and women’s role within the family.

PP: Everyone was just outraged by the
racism shown by the state. But I don’t think
that anyone tried to articulate the ways in
which women’s bodies were being violated
- toraise the issue as a feministissue as well
as showing up racism or articulate more
clearly the ways in which the state can
oppress by using racist and sexist practices
at the same time. It wasn’t articulated
clearly because it wasn’t the kind of issue
established Black organisations, largely
male dominated, would have worried
about.

MF: Tellme about when the first centre was
opened.

PP: That wasin 1982. I was one of the two
development workers who set up the
centre. There had been major debate from
the beginning: was it better to try to provide
some kind of service for women, which
would have put us in contact with the daily
experiences of women, or would providing
aservice divert energy from the campaign-
ing?

Then there was a major discussion
with SBS as to whether to have a centre or
not and what funding would do to the group
as a whole. We were meeting in people’s
homes, mainly campaigning and attempt-
ing to bring out journals now and again.

Within the group there were some
women strongly in favour of providing ser-
vices, talking about the desperate need to
have some kind of independent voluntary
organisation dealing with women’s prob-
lems and women’s needs in a way that social
services were failing to do. When I joined
SBS, an application had already been made
to the GLC to set up a centre.

Unfortunately, at that time a lot of
the founding members went to do other
things. Some went on to work in the
statutory social services, some actually
went on to be more involved in setting up
the Asian women’s centre in Brent. So
myself and other new members formed the
new SBS, and began to re-shape the politics
according to our own experiences.
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Southall Black Sisters picket Ealing Town Hall, 1989.

Trouble & Strife 23 Spring 1992 43

Mandana Hendessi
describes the early days
of SBS 1980-1982

The early organisers felt that
yes, they were very angry
about what was happening
to Black people - increasing
racial attacks,
institutionalised racism and
increasing fascist activity
particularly in Ealing - yet
there was no mention of
wormnen'’s oppression.
Women felt they ought o
come together and make
their voice heard. The basis
they came together on was
Afro-Asian unity. This is
why the term Black was taken
to refer to the group. The
environment was political
and dynamic. Women who
were politicised in that con-
text were very much aware
of their role and wanted to \
express that.

Wedidn’t have a base. ‘

We had to use other people’s
offices. That was a problem.
Eventually we met at my
home in Southall. In the
Chix factory campaign, SBS
went on the picket line and
talked about Black women’s
oppression with them. The
other thing that brought us
closer to women was our
advice sessions in Southall
Rights on all aspects of
women’s lives. We had a
legal adviser and SBS mem-
bers who would follow up on
cases. That was away of get-
ting to introduce ourselves to
women.

Our main emphasis
was on campaigning. We
were out a lot. We had
debates as well. I remember
a debate on sexuality. It was
the first time that I was intro-
ducedto the whole notion of
political lesbianism.
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We talked about
aspects of our life butnotin
terms of raising individual
consciousness but a collec-
tive consciousness. Con-
sciousness raising groups
that existed at the time con-
centrated on individual con-
sciousness. There was such
a diversity in our
backgrounds - a couple of
women were going through
arranged marriages whereas
I was going through a
divorce and was about to
become a single mother liv-
ing on a council estate and
others were without any
attachment. The point was
not about correcting each
other’s lives in a moral sense
which was prevalent in other
women’s groups. That was
why the group was quite
appealing to a number of
women.

I was at a crisis point
in terms of my personal life
when I joined SBS. In terms
of my political life, I was
exploring different political
views and activities. Of
course, all on the left. SBS
was the first political organi-
sation I joined. It was impor-
tant because of that and sec-
ondly, from the point of view
of identity of someone who
was an immigrant whose
identity was constantly
undermined in a hostile soc-
iety. SBS provided the back-
up for me to work it all out
for myself.

This is an excerpt from
a longer article in “Against
the Grain”: Southall Black
Sisters 1979-1989,” available
from: SBS 52 Norwood
Road Southall Middx.
081-571 9595
£7.50 institutions
£4.50 individuals
£1.50 Unwaged.

The Centre

MF: What were the aims of the centre?

PP: Politically the idea was to keep
Southall Black Sisters as a campaigning
group separate from the Southall Black
Women’s Centre. There was lots of
funding. It really was the golden era
because money just flowed in. The aim was
to provide a base for women, to provide a
service for women, to be autonomous -
and, hopefully, to build up experience and
knowledge and information about Black
women from which to really start
campaigning.

At that time we didn’t really know
what we would concentrate on. The aim
was just to provide the first resource centre
for Black women, serviced by black
women.

Although we tried to separate the
identity of SBS from the women’s centre,
of course the same women were involved
and so inevitably the work we did was going
to interact and that meant we had a
particular identity within the community.
In those days there was a lot of hostility
from men within the community both from
the Left and the Right. The conservative
elements within the community were very
hostile and even the Left, the Southall
Youth Movement - a very male,
established organisation - regarded SBS as
a very threatening group. They attached
labels to us using all the common
stereotypes applicable to women
organising in this way: a group of loose
women, very available whores, lesbians.

The dilemma was, did we think
women would use the centre if we
projected a politicised and radical image of
ourselves? Would women be allowed to
come? Or should we present the centre as
avery ‘safe’ place for women, doing all the
kinds of things that would legitimise our
existence in the eyes of the community like
sewing classes, cultural activities? Should
we not talk about providing real
alternatives for women and engaging in
discussions around contraception,
abortion, those kinds of things?

That dilemma was not entirely
theoretically resolved. However it was
resolved practically because we got so

many referrals of women facing domestic
violence, initially from statatory
organisations like social services, that we
found ourselves doing a lot more advice
and case work than any other activity.

ME: The group splitagain in 1986. Why was
that?

PP: It was really the continuing political
debate about our campaigning role. Some
of us who had been there longer felt that
campaigning was absolutely crucial and
that however much our energies were
taken up with servicing, it was necessary
tomaintain campaigning, to keepitin the
forefront of whatever we were doing.
Other people felt it was more important to
concentrate on activities.

Then there were questions about
what kind of activities. Some of the women
felt that if women were demanding sewing
classes or hairdressing classes or cultural
activities, then we should be providing
them. By then - we're talking about 84, °85,
’86 - there were other women’s centres that
weren’t political in the way that we were,
and they were setting up activities like
sewing, hair-dressing etc. We felt thatasa
women’s centre we should be offering an
alternative and developing a theory about
Black women’s position in society and
within our communities; and showing
women alternatives and not reinforcing
women’s traditional roles.
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Prioritising campaigning
MF: How did the split affect SBS’s work?

PP: We didn’t want to be seen as fighting
over resources; we wanted just to get on
with whatever priorities each group felt it
had to rebuild. So we decided to leave all
the resources and everything behind and
just set up another centre. But by then
resources were harder to come by. It meant
that for the next few years we struggled
even harder, really hard. But I think a lot
of the recent successes have been due to
that: having to establish our credibility and
identity all over again and get on with what
we wanted to do.

But we weresalso released; we
weren’t fighting each other internally and
that released us to get on with what we
thought were our priorities. That is also
why some of our campaigns have been
successful, because we have not had
internal wranglings about campaigning.

HS: That was when I joined, just after the
dispute. For me that was what was very
good about SBS, being able to get involved
in an organisation that wasn’t going
through internal disputes but also with
whom I shared a similar political
perspective. I was a socialist and also a
feminist and that was the perspective of the
group.

The group was trying to do two things
at the same time. One was working with
women and helping them on a practical
level; and secondly, to work with them in
order to increase political awareness and
encourage them to take up their own
struggles.

This meant making campaigning
central to all SBS work in a way that other
women’s groups were failing to do. Nobody
else was working with women so that they
would get involved in campaigning and
lead those campaigns themselves. It was
alsoimportant that the aim of campaigning
was not lost, particularly for a funded
organisation such as ours. Funded
organisations can and do get bogged down
into providing a service rather than
working at a political campaigning level for
fear of losing funding. SBS wasn’t afraid
of that because they had a political
perspective which was much wider and
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much more long-term and wasn’t pre-
occupied with people’s personal interests
about their jobs.

£

MF: You were involved in the campaign
around the safety of women workers at the
Dominion Community Centre in Southall.

PP: That was soon after we formed the new
group. A woman worker there had been
attacked by some male users. We came
_together with other community groups to
‘demand safety for women as workers and
‘users of the centre. Initially the campaign
took the form of sit-ins and occupations. It
was a campaign involving men and women.

That was one of the first problems
we began to have with Left groups in this
area and with Southall Monitoring Group
in particular, who we had worked very
closely with on a number of campaigns in
the early 80s around issues of racism and
they were quite supportive of us - men as
well as women.

But then we realised we were being
undermined as women. The Dominion
Centre was perhaps the first major clash.
It was the SMG which took up the case of
the woman who had been assaulted and
raised the question of safety, but we felt the
campaign should have been led by women.
Our role within the campaign was
undermined, even though most of the work
was put in by us.

Domestic violence

MF: Can we talk now more specifically
about SBS’s involvement in domestic vio-
lence, starting with the campaign around the
murder of Balwant Kaur in the Brent Asian
Women’s Refuge in 19852 Inn wharway were
you involved?

PP: It was agonising for all of us. We felt
personally responsible in a way. Butitalso
really made us angry because it raised the
whole question of safety of refuges. We

45




46 Trouble & Strife 23 Spring 1992

were forced to challenge again whether
women were really safe in these places that
are so lacking in resources and suffer from
poor staffing levels. There was only one
worker at the refuge and she was off sick
when the murder took place.

We had already begun campaigning
around women and domestic violence. Our
latest campaign, the Kiranjit Ahluwahlia
campaign, is an extension of that domestic
violence issue and yet another aspect of
that same debate. So when Balwant Kaur
was murdered we had to look again at the
whole question of the safety of refuges, of
the policing of domestic violence - because
the police had been warned she was in
danger and had failed to provide any pro-
tection - and the whole question of what
was going to happen to her husband. We
were very concerned that the law would
treat him leniently and that at the final trial
he would get off with the lesser conviction
of manslaughter. So we picketed the court
hearings and were very concerned tokeep
up the pressure on the law and the criminal
justice system.

But we felt we had to distinguish our-
selves from the ‘hang ’em and flog 'em
lobby’. We didn’t want to be associated
with that element which believes in right
wing notions of punishment. Our point was
that we didn’t want him free because of the
consequences for his three daughters.

MF: How does SBS feel about the police and
working with them?

HS: We have a lot of problems with the
police, especially in Southall. Insome areas
the police have set up Domestic Violence
Units (DVU) and in many cases they can
be very good and very useful. The female
police officers who run them can be quite
committed in helping women deal with
domestic violence. But unfortunately in
Southall we don’t have such a unit.

Sometimes you find a very useful and
helpful police officer but most of the time
you don’t, and you know you have a huge
battle on your hands. You know that
women, without you being there, already
have a big problem getting the police to
take their complaints and threats of vio-
lence seriously. But when we getinvolved
the police don’t like it; they think we are
interfering and they don’t like the fact that

we question their attitudes, procedures and
policies on domestic violence. We often
have to threaten them with formal com-
plaints to get any action. There have been
many times when we have submitted com-
plaints about their failure to take action on
domestic violence.

Even DVU shave different policies
and guidelines. For example there’s the
case of the Asian woman who was killed
by her husband at the DVU at Stoke
Newington police station. This was a
meeting that had been facilitated partly by
the police and partly by the refuge she was
staying at. Her death led us to question the
role of DVUs and of police officers as
facilitators and mediators in domestic
violence cases. We were saying they don’t
have arole in mediating meetings between
husband and wife because that’s reverting
back to the old philosophy of reconciliation
between partners. And that’s worrying
because if Stoke Newington police station
has that policy, what are the policies of
other DVUs?

MEF: How do the police in general deal with
domestic violence in Asian families?

HS: Either in their traditional fashion of
not taking domestic violence seriously, or
they adopt what they consider to be an
‘anti-racist’, multi-cultural approach. This
means that they recognise that Asian
women have other cultural ways of dealing
with domestic violence and these
differences must be ‘respected’. Either way
the resultis inaction or incompetent action.
Of course they can also be racist.
Occasionally you get an Asian police
officer but they’re no better. Often they’re
worse because they put pressure on women
to stay with their husbands, And also there
are problems of interpretation. The police
have consistantly failed to provide
interpretation for women who can’t speak
English. The police interpretets who are
avajlable tend to be Asian men who have
very traditionalideas about women. They
are not helpful to women who are trying
to escape domestic violence. They try to
advise Asian women to respect their
traditions and family honour! We have had
a few battles with police interpreters about
this.
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PP: We have just completed a survey
of policing of domestic violence in this
area. One of our aims was to look at
whether all these Force Orders and Home
Office circulars around domestic violence
have any effect in practice. Another very
important aim is to bridge the gap between
a ‘Black’ analysis of policing and a
‘feminist’ analysis, neither of which has
been adequate in actually understanding
the policing of domestic violence and the
experiences of Black women.

There is a tendency when women
look at policing, first of all
(understandably), to look at issues which
have been neglected by mainstream
analyses of policing, such as rape, sexual
harassment and domestic violence. But
then those debates are not placed in the
wider context of what is happening with
policing in this country. Left police
analyses have rarely attempted to take up
issues to do with women and policing.

Bringing feminist and anti-racist
analyses together and reshaping critiques
inthe light of our experiences isimportant
for us and I think thatis true of all our work
in SBS.

MF: What about community policing?
Have you any thoughts on models that
might work for this area?

PP: It depends on what you mean by
community policing. If you mean can
communities look after themselves, that
could not work. How can the community
look after itself uniess there’s equality
within the family, between young people
and old people and between women and
men? And equality in deciding how the
resources are to be distributed within our
communities; how we are represented
outside our communities, by whom, and in
whose interest.

We question the notion that the
Black community is homogeneous because
it suggests that there are no internal
divisions, that there are no gender
divisions, class divisions, etc. But our
community is rife with class, gender, caste,
religious divisions and until all that
disappears I don’t know how we can talk
about the community protecting itself.

HS: Parts of the community have taken it
upon themselves to police the community:
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men, either as networks or in more
organised groups like the youth gangs, who
try to police women’s behaviour or get
them back into the family if they leave.
They. say they are policing their own
communities and don’t need outside police
intervention, which works against their
interests. This presents a problem because
we know we can’t rely on the community
to help with domestic violence and to help
girls to e§cape”pressures like arranged
marriages. We have to turn to outside
agencies like the police, social services, to
help us to help women to make their own
choices which includes escaping oppressive
situations if they wish.
PP: A few years ago relying on the police
in absence of other forms of protecting
women from domestic violence was causing
ps all kinds of problems within the
community. Critics from the Left said we
were turning to those state institutions for
protection, when they are only too ready’
to harass Black families; that we were
betraying the Black community and the
anti-racist cause by inviting state
institutions involved in that harassment to
protect women within the community.

But the tension has slightly easedin
recent years because domestic violence has
been accepted - even by the more
conservative elements of the community -
whereas before it was ignored. But having
said that, it doesn’t mean they are doing
much about it.
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Network of Women

MF: Tell me about the Network of Women
campaign.

PP: That was in 1986. We felt it was time
for women to be out there marching. We
felt that since the Corrie Bill there wasn’t
that kind of presence of women on the
streets on an issue like violence against
women. There was a need to make a visible
protest about Balwant Kaur’s death.
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We felt that we needed to do
something on a wider scale tokeep up the
pressure to get violence against women
recognised as a major public issue. We
decided to have a major national
demonstration. But we very quickly
became aware that there were very few
socialist feminists prepared to take this on.
One of the strengths of radical feminism is
its primary focus on the whole issue of
violence against women and the analysis of
power relations within the home. So when
we began to organise we found we were
very much in the midst of radical feminists
and there were very, very few socialist
feminist voices to be heard.

But we made mistakes in formulating
an agenda on violence against women.
Instead of trying to focus around perhaps
domestic violence, as highlighted by
Balwant Kaur’s death, we tried to include
every kind of violence - a whole mish-mash
ofissues from strip searches, state violence,
to individual violence, to street violence,
to the exploitation of the Third World by
the First World and its impact on women

in the Third world. All the ways in which
women were dominated by men and the
state. The politics were never thought
through properly.

Nevertheless it was an important
demonstration because it was an attempt
to mobilise women. The strength of radical
feminism was shown in the way we
mobilised vast numbers of women. That
radical current of feminism was the most
visible, most vociferous: and the strongest.

But the vision was short-sighted. It
was meant to be some kind of beginning
for a national network of women working
around violence against women. However,
it took up so much of our energies and time
that when it was all over we all heaved a
sigh of relief and said “Thank god, that’s
over”. The march was the beginning and
the end of that initiative.

MF: The Black feminist network existed and
was strong at that point. Why do you think
the march didn’t lead on to a wider cam-
paign by Black women?

PP: I think the strength of Asian women
organising in this country is mainly around
refuges and domestic violence but that is
not true for Afro-Caribbean women. Lalso

think that SBS’s politics are not
mainstream Black politics, which still very
much focus on racism and race relations.

Alot of Black people within the com-
munities think that taking up these issues
onwomen, exposing the community warts
and all, is harming the community and the
cause of anti-racism.

Having said that, we have been
around campaigning for so long that we no
longer get intimidated by that kind of
accusation. We have confidence; we have
strong and very concrete links with women.
Ttis their experiences which form our polit-
ical thinking and agenda.

The Network of Women demonstra-
tion also posed another dilemma, which
has always been prevalent in our work
whenever a campaign has taken on a
national dimension. We are so caught up
organising nationally, thatitis often at the
expense of our local campaigns. On the
other hand if we concentrate only locally,
we are not able to make wider links and we
remain parochial in our perspective.

HS: We face this dilemma with the Kiranjit
Ahluwahlia campaign. That has taken off
as anational campaign and thereis alotof
interestinit, butitis such a mass campaign
and requires so much time that inevitably
it is at the expense of our local campaign
work at the moment. That dilemma s also
there with our involvement with Women
Against Fundamentalism, because at one
point that had a huge momentum of its
own.

Women Against Fundamentalism

MF: Tell me about Women Against Fun-
damentalism and SBS’s involvement.

HS: Women Against Fundamentalism,
was set up after a meeting that SBS and
Southall Labour Party women’s section
hadin Southall for International Women’s
Day in March 1989. The title of that meet-
ing was “The resurgence of religion: what
price are women paying?” and the aim was
to draw women together from different
religious backgrounds to discuss religious
fundamentalism in all those religions and
how that affects women’s lives. We had
speakers from Ireland, Pakistan, Iran,
India. And obviously we discussed the situ-
ation in this country which was just in the
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wake of the Rushdie affair, There was a lot
of interest. About 200 women turned up
from the locglity and outside of London.

PP: We had decided to organise the
meeting not because of the Rushdie affair,
but because we were beginning to see the
effects of fundamentalism on women in
countries like Pakistan and Iran. Then the
whole Rushdie thing blew up and it made
the discussions around fundamentalism
urgent and vital.

HS: Two things came out of the meeting.
One was a statement issued by SBS and
Southall Labour Party women’s section in
support of Rushdie. We were against ban-
ning the book or extending the blasphemy
laws, which we felt the state would use to
create greater religious censorship. We felt
that we had something in common with
Rushdie: his right to dissent, his right to
express his views without being censored
or intimidated. As SBS we had been
engaged in that process within our com-
munities for along time and we wanted to
be able to preserve that right to dissent in
the same way.

That was at a time when not many
people hadissued statements in support of
him except for members of the literary
establishment. Certainly not Black com-
munities and certainly not women’s organi-
sations.

The other thing that came out of the
meeting was to set up Women Against Fun-
damentalism, to link up with women from
other religious backgrounds, other organi-
sations and with individuals who were very
isolated and trying to struggle against
religious fundamentalism in their own com-
munities and needed support to doso. The
idea was to build networks in this country
but also to provide support for women in
other countries who were engaged in simi-
lar struggles.

WAF took off. It had women from
all kinds of religious backgrounds: Irish
women, Jewish women, Iranian women in
exile, SBS. One of the first things we did
was picket the mass anti-Rushdie demonst-
ration which took place in London on 27th
May 1989. We decided we wanted to do
that after a long and difficult debate.
Besides the question of security, there was
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the question of how it would be seen
because at that point there had been two
sides to the debate: The racists who had
reacted to the Muslims who were offended
by the book, and the fundamentalists:

Wefeltthe way they had reacted and
the kinds of demands they were making
were very reactionary and we didn’t want
to be associated with either side. We felt
it was possible to have a third view and a
third way, which wasn’t being expressed at
that time: that you didn’t have to be a
racist; you didn’t have to be a fundamen-
talist; that the fundamentalist demands
were very reactionary; that these demands
were being made by fundamentalist leaders
without otir communities and that they
weren’t necessarily the demands of the
community:

There is always this tendency to
homogenise the Muslim community and to
say that women want the same thing. We
were saying that community leaders
weren’t necessarily speaking for us; that we
wanted other things and we wanted to give
a public voice to that, Because the
fundamentalists were not only asking for
things like banning the book and extending
the blasphemy laws. The hidden agenda
was very much about the control of
women’s lives.

One of the things they are demanding
is the setting up of separate religious
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schools, particularly for girls. Muslim fun-
damentalists have been making this
demand for some time, but not with the
same confidence until the Rushdie Affair
exploded.

The issue of separate religious
schools hds divided the Left. Many have
taken on board the argument that to deny
Muslims separate schools is tantamount to
racism. Whilst Muslim fundamentalists
and their followers have used the ‘race
card’ to demand separate schools. We
believe that these schools are not really
about addressing racism. We recognise that
racism exists in state schools and the urgent
need to address this, but organising around
religion is, for us, not the way forward.

We are also very much against the
idea of separate religious schools for girls.
Fudamentalists play on the fear of some
Muslim parents, though not all, that they
are losing control over their girls, that girls
are becoming ‘westernised’. Theideaisto
segregate girls in separate religious
schools, away from the boys and away from
other influences. The aimis to indoctrinate
them at a very young age, to control them,
and to direct them towards becoming good

) wives and mothers. We feel that thisis a
very dangerous development, which
threatens the gains which we as a women’s
group have been fighting for a very long
time.

The Left hasbeen very weak in tak-
ing a stance on this issue. In Southall we
had a big battle with the Left when we were
trying to prevent two local secondary
schools from opting out under the govern-
ment’s Education Reform Act provisions,
Some of the Sikh parent governors of these
schools attempted to turn them into Sikh-
only schools. Everybody acknowledged
privately that one of the main objectives of
the Sikh parent governors was actually to
turn them into Sikh-only schools and that
the hidden agenda was to ‘control’ the girls.
The Left acknowledged that privately but
they didn’t want to do it publicly. They
were frightened of alienating support from
the parents, who they thought would refuse
to opt out on education grounds butnot on
religious or gender issues.

In many ways we were ahead com-
pared tosome of these other organisations

involved in the campaign to prevent opting

‘out because we had been thinking about

and analysing the issue for much longer,
because of WAF. They had been failing to
look at the trends that were taking place
and failing to see that Southall was actually
quite a secular community and that you
could address these issues and you would
find a lot of support by doing so.

I think they underestimated the
parents very much. When we talked to
parents on the doorstep and raised these
issues, it was very clear that they were very
much against the idea of setting up Sikh-
onty schools; they didn’t want that kind of
segregation. And that happened with
parents we talked to from various religions:
Muslims, Sikhs, Hindus. There is first of
all a reluctance to have denominational
schools and also people didn’t want their
daughters to lose out on educational oppor-
tunities; they didn’t want to go backwards
and alot of them were worried that it was
returning to medieval ideas about women
in education.

PP: The fundamentalists know that the
gender issue is the point where they can
connect with parents, because there is a
real fear amongst alot of parents that girls
are going astray and becoming ‘wester-
nised’. And that kind of thinking has
reverberations well outside of even fun-
damentalist circles because it reinforces
very conservative values and traditions
without you necessarily having to be fun-
damentalist.

We were saying we couldn’t pretend
gender issues didn’t exist. The threat isn’t
just in the era of indoctrinating girls from
a very young age. There is also a growing

movement by religious leaders to control
the kind of institutions that we have set up,
like the Muslim women’s refuge in
Hackney, and make them into institutions
which are more about containing women
rather than helping them to escape vio-
lence.

We are still battling, but it is easier
for us: we are operating in acommunity in
Southall which has had a long history of
radicalisation. In other communities, par-
ticularly in the north of England and east
London where women don’t have our his-
tory of organising in alternative and
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autonomous ways, it’s a very different
scenario for women.

You hear lots of horror stories about
organised networks of men who make it
their job to look for Asian women who have
runaway. They find out the addresses and
go from refuge to refuge looking for these
women. [tis almost underground. Butwe
never heard of the existence of such groupg
in the past. There has been the resurgenc
of fundamentalist belief within certain/
communities, but definitely alongside that
a consolidation of conservative and tradi-
tional values.

This whole unleashing of very
reactionary thinking.has set Black
progressive movements, not just for us as
women who have been trying to organise
within Black communities but even for the
anti-racist struggle. Identities are
beginning to break down, from Black
identity to religious identity. This is not
about uniting and recognising common
oppression but about returning to exclusive
identities which don’t provide channels to
bridge between different peoples and
different thinkings.

MF: How has your involvement with WAF.
affected your work locally in Southall?

PP: Ironically it has actually united us with
some of the people who have been against
us for so long like the Indian Workers’
Association. This is one of the most
important indigenous community
organisations in this area, claiming to
negotiate on behalf of the Southall
community. Itis a patriarchal organisation,
entirely dominated by men and it has never
paid any kind of attention to women’s
needs except recently some lip service.

But the leader of that organisation
is very much in favour of the stance we
took, because he has himself had battles
and threats from fundamentalist Sikhs
because he is secular in his outlook as the
IWA has been generally.

Kiranjit Aluwahlia Campaign
MF: Canwe go onto talk about your more
recent activities around the Kiranjit
Aluwahlia and the Justice for Women
campaigns?.
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HS: We initially got involved when
. Crawley Women’s Aid and Crawley
Women'’s Centre approached us about
Kiranjit Ahluwalia, who at that time was
on remand awaiting trial for having killed
her husband. Although they did work
around domestic violence they felt that
because we have a history of campaigning
and of working very cloéely with Asian
women, we would be useful in helping
them organise the campaign and helping
Kiranjit. ¢
We did attempt to talk to her sol-
icitors before her trial in December 1989
but they were reluctant to do any work with
us or to discuss any part of the case or even
to get any information from us on domestic
violence. I think there was a failure on the
part of the defence to build up a case’
around domestic violence, to show how dif-
ficult it is, what the pressures were on
Kiranjit, what prevented her from leaving
that violent situation, and in particular how
it affects Asian women.

After her conviction we obviously
felt we needed to do something, We then
launched the campaign, which had two
aims: one was to work with new solicitors
onthe legal side and try to put together an
appeal against her conviction; and second,
toraise the issue of domestic violence and
women who kill; why they kill and how the
law fails to reflect their experiences and
what we must do to change the law and
change attitudes around that.

ME: You had been working for over a year
onthe campaign. Why do you think it took
offso strongly over the Sara Thornton case?
PP: I think there’s lot of reasons for that,
Part of it is that a lot of the ground work
had been done over the year on Kiranjit's
case, so we were prepared for the pressin
termsofthe arguments we used by the time
the Thornton case came up. Alsomaybe it
had something to do with the fact that the
public has become now sufficiently
informed about domestic violence., after
years and years of campaigning by women.
Th.e public were wanting to express an
opinion and maybe the two just coincided:
the campaigning and increased public
awareness of the issue. And then Sara
Thornton’s case came along which raised

~'those same issues,
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MF: Youare in contact with Kiranjit. How
is she coping?

PP: She has been very, very depressed. It’s
been very difficult to try to get her to think
of a future for herself. I think her biggest
worry, her only real worry, is for her
chilaren and that is what depresses her:
being separated from them, seeing them
only twice a month for one hour on each
occasion is really agonising for her; seeing
the effects of her predicament, the death
of her husband, and not being able to deal
with that. All these are playing on her
mind.

HS: It’s very difficult because she feels she
is totally helpless as she is locked away and
can’t develop a proper relationship with
them and try to begin a healing process.
Her children are being torn apart by the
acrimony that the in-laws still feel, the way
they try to breed a hatred in the children

against their own mother, although they
very much love her and are very, very close.
It’s the source of her depression and her
anguish, but also of her motivation to fight.

PP: She and her children are going to need
somuch long-term support. The campaign-
ing has also put us in touch with other
women in similar situations who have been
treated slightly better in court and are out
onsuspended sentences. They have told us
that they will never forget. They say “How-
ever much you try tolive anormal life, you
can’t. You live on a day-to-day basis, you
do the best you can but you are never the
same person.”

The whole thing about Kiranjit has
raised a lot of questions for us, because up
until now our campaigns around domestic
violence have been about women at the
receiving end. This is the first campaign
about women who take matters in their
own hands. That has made us question
again what women are about, what makes
us angry, what made Kiranjit angry, why
she chose to manifest it in that way;
whether itisjustified, how the law fails to
take account of women’s anger and how
difficultitis to write into the law even now
the notion that women have a right to be
angry.

Ifsheisreleased it may be a victory
in that she will be re-united with her chil-
dren;it may be a victory for the campaign
whether it sets a precedent or not, butit’s
certainly not going to be the end of the
story. What happens afterwards to women
like Kiranjit is just as important as what
happens now.

In terms of the wider campaign, there
are disagreements as well about what we
want to see changed. Ideally there is so very
much, but we are also constrained by the
political climate, the present government,
from making demands for everything that
we would like to see on the statutes for
women.

There are lots of questions, about
strategy, about women and violence, about
what prisons do to women. Although we
have done all this work about violence,
Kiranjit’s case has made us, as feminists,
confront these issues afresh, with a new
perspective on everything. []
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