Adrienne Rich

Aunt Jennifer's Tigers (1951)

Aunt Jennifer's tigers prance across a screen,
Bright topaz denizens of a world of green.
They do not fear the men beneath the tree;
They pace in sleek chivalric certainty.

Aunt Jennifer's fingers fluttering through her wool
Find even the ivory needle hard to pull.

The massive weight of Uncle's wedding band
Sits heavily upon Aunt Jennifer's hand.

When Aunt is dead, her terrified hands will lie
Still ringed with ordeals she was mastered by.
The tigers in the panel that she made

Will go on prancing, proud and unafraid.

1951
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GWENDOLYN BROOKS
if you’re light and have long hair

In a society which defines physical beauty as
white, blond, and blue-eyed, black women have
been excluded from the Ideal, due to the shade of
their skin and the texture of their hair. Even in the
black community, this discrimination has led to a
celebration of “high-yellow,” light-complexioned
women with "good” hair, at the expense of their
dark-skinned sisters. "if you're light and have long
hair" explores the theme of the black woman's
physical beauty, as the white-looking Maella
enters the dance-floor at the Annual Foxy Cats
Ball, which Maud Martha, attends with her hus-
band, Paul.

Came the invitation that Paul recognized as an honor of the first
water, and as sufficient indication that he was, at last, a social
somebody. The invitation was from the Foxy Cats Club, the
club of clubs. He was to be present, in formal dress, at the
Annual Foxy Cats Dawn Ball. No chances were taken: “Top
hat, white tie and tails” hastily followed the “Formal dress,”
and that elucidation was in bold type.

Twenty men were in the Foxy Cats Club. All were good-
looking. All wore clothes that were rich and suave. All
“handled money,” for their number consisted of well-located
barbers, policemen, “government men” and men with a lucky
touch at the tracks. Certainly the Foxy Cats Club was not a
representative of that growing group of South Side organiza-
tions devoted to moral and civic improvements, or to literary or
other cultural pursuits. If that had been so, Paul would have
chucked his bid (which was black and silver, decorated with
winking cat faces) down the toilet with a yawn. “That kind of
stuff” was hardly understood by Paul, and was always dismissed
with an airy “dicty,” “hincty” or “high-falutin’.” But no. The
Foxy Cats devoted themselves solely to the business of being
“hep,” and each year they spent hundreds of dollars on their
wonderful Dawn Ball, which did not begin at dawn, but was
scheduled to end at dawn. “Ball,” they called the frolic, but it
served also the purposes of party, feast and fashion show. Maud
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Martha, watching him study his invitation, watching him lift his
chin, could see that he considered himself one of the blessed.

Who — what kind soul had recommended him!

- “He’ll have to take me,” thought Maud Martha. “For the
envelope is addressed ‘Mr. and Mrs.,” and I opened it. I guess
he’d like to leave me home. At the Ball, there will be only
beautiful girls, or real stylish ones. There won’t be more than a
handful like me. My type is not a Foxy Cat favorite. But he
can’t avoid taking me — since he hasn’t yet thought of words or
ways strong enough, and at the same time soft enough — for he’s
kind: he doesn’t like to injure — to carry across to me the news
that he is not to be held permanently by my type, and that he
can go on with this marriage only if I put no ropes or questions
around him. Also, he’ll want to humor me, now that I'm preg-
nant.”

She would need a good dress. That, she knew, could be a
problem, on his grocery clerk’s pay. He would have his own
expenses. He would have to rent his topper and tails, and he
would have to buy a fine tie, and really excellent shoes. She
knew he was thinking that on the strength of his appearance and
sophisticated behavior at this Ball might depend his future
admission (for why not dream?) to membership, actually, in the
Foxy Cats Club!

“P’ll settle,” decided Maud Martha, “on a plain white prin-
cess-style thing and some blue and black satin ribbon. I'll go to
my mother’s. I’ll work miracles at the sewing machine.

“On that night, I'll wave my hair. I’ll smell faintly of lily of the
valley.”

The main room of the Club 99, where the Ball was held, was
hung with green and yellow and red balloons, and the thick
pillars, painted to give an effect of marble, and stretching from
floor to ceiling, were draped with green and red and yellow
crepe paper. Huge ferns, rubber plants and bowls of flowers
were at every corner. The floor itself was a decoration, golden,
glazed. There was no overhead light; only wall lamps, and the
bulbs in these were romantically dim. At the back of the room,
standing on a furry white rug, was the long banquet table,
dressed in damask, accented by groups of thin silver candle-
sticks bearing white candles, and laden with lovely food: cold
chicken, lobster, candied ham fruit combinations, potato salad
in a great gold dish, corn sticks, a cheese fluff in spiked tomato
cups, fruit cake, angel cake, sunshine cake. The drinks were at a
smaller table nearby, behind which stood a genial mixologist,
quick with maraschino cherries, and with lemon, ice and liquor.
Wines were there, and whiskey, and rum, and eggnog made
with pure cream.

Paul and Maud Martha arrived rather late, on purpose. Rid
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of their wraps, they approached the glittering floor. Bunny
Bates’s orchestra was playing Ellington’s “Solitude.”

Paul, royal in rented finery, was flushed with excitement.
Maud Martha looked at him. Not very tall. Not very hand-
somely made. But there was that extraordinary quality of male-
ness. Hiding in the body that was not too yellow, waiting to
spring out at her, surround her (she liked to think) — that male-

l\ ness. The Ball stirred her. The Beauties, in their gorgeous
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gowns, bustling, supercilious; the young men, who at other
times most unpleasantly blew their noses, and darted surrepti-
tiously into alleys to relieve themselves, and sweated and swore
| at their jobs, and scratched their more intimate parts, now smil-
, ‘ ing, smooth, overgallant; the drowsy lights; the smells of food
]
|
l
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and flowers, the smell of Murray’s pomade, the body perfumes,
natural and superimposed; the sensuous heaviness of the wine-
rolored draperies at the many windows; the music, now steamy
! ~nd slow, now as clear and fragile as glass, now raging, passion-
\ ate, now moaning and thickly gray. The Ball made toys of her
| emotions, stirred her variously. But she was anxious to have it
K end, she was anxious to be at home again, with the door closed
behind herself and her husband. Then, he might be warm.
There might be more than the absent courtesy he had been
giving her of late. Then, he might be the tree she had a great
need to lean against, in this “emergency.” There was no telling
what dear thing he might say to her, what little gem let fall.
But, to tell the truth, his behavior now was not very promis-
ing of gems to come. After their second dance he escorted her
to a bench by the wall, left her. Trying to look nonchalant, she
sat. She sat, trying not to show the inferiority she did not feel.
When the music struck up again, he began to dance with some-
one red-haired and curved, and white as a white. Who was she?
He had approached her easily, he had taken her confidently, he
held her and conversed with her as though he had known her
well for a long, long time. The girl smiled up at him. Her gold- :
spangled bosom was pressed — was pressed against that male-
ness —
A man asked Maud Martha to dance. He was dark, too. His
8 mustache was small.
“[s this your first Foxy Cats?” he asked.
«What?” Paul’s cheek was on that of Gold-Spangles.
] “First Cats?” ,
i «Oh. Yes.” Paul and Gold-Spangles were weaving through
. the noisy twisting couples, were trying, apparently, to get to the
E reception hall.
“Do you know that girl? What's her name?” Maud Martha
asked her partner, pointing to Gold-Spangles. Her partner
Jooked, nodded. He pressed her closer.
98 “That’s Maella. That’s Maella.”
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«“Pretty, isn’t she?” She wanted him to keep talking about
Maella. He nodded again.

“Yep. She has 'em howling along the stroll, all right, all
right.”

Another man, dancing past with an artificial redhead, threw a
whispered word at Maud Martha’s partner, who caught it
eagerly, winked. “Solid, ol’ man,” he said. “Solid, Jack.” He
pressed Maud Martha closer. “You're a babe,” he said. “You're
a real babe.” He recked excitingly of tobacco, liquor, pinesoap,
toilet water, and Sen Sen.

Maud Martha thought of her parents’ back yard. Fresh.
Clean. Smokeless. In her childhood, a snowball bush had shone
there, big above the dandelions. The snowballs had been big,
healthy. Once, she and her sister and brother had waited in the
back yard for their parents to finish readying themselves for a
trip to Milwaukee. The snowballs had been so beautiful, so fat
and startlingly white in the sunlight, that she had suddenly loved
home a thousand times more than ever before, and had not
wanted to go to Milwaukee. But as the children grew, the bush
sickened. Each year the snowballs were smaller and more
dispirited. Finally a summer came when there were no blossoms
at all. Maud Martha wondered what had become of the bush.
For it was not there now. Yet she, at least, had never seen it go.

“Not,” thought Maud Martha, “that they love each other. It
oughta be that simple. Then I could lick it. It oughta be that
easy. But it’s my color that makes him mad. I try to shut my eyes
to that, but it’s no good. What I am inside, what is really me, he
likes okay. But he keeps looking at my color, which is like a
wall, He has to jump over it in order to meet and touch what
TI've got for him. He has to jump away up high in order to see it.
He gets awful tired of all that jumping.”

Paul came back from the reception hall. Maella was clinging
to his arm. A final cry of the saxophone finished that particular
slice of the blues. Maud Martha’s partner bowed, escorted her
to a chair by a rubber plant, bowed again, left.

«] could,” considered Maud Martha, “go over there and
scratch her upsweep down. I could spit on her back. 1 could
scream. ‘Listen,” I could scream, ’m making a baby for this
man and 1 mean to do it in peace.””

But if the root was sour what business did she have up there
hacking at a leaf?

99




The Feminine Mystique: Chapter 1

"The Problem that Has No Name"*

Betty Friedan

The problem lay buried, unspoken, for many years in the minds of American women. It was a
strange stirring, a sense of dissatisfaction, a yearning that women suffered in the middle of the
twentieth century in the United States. Each suburban wife struggled with it alone. As she
made the beds, shopped for groceries, matched slipcover material, ate peanut butter
sandwiches with her children, chauffeured Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband
at night--she was afraid to ask even of herself the silent question--"Is this all?"

For over fifteen years there was no word of this yearning in the millions of words written
about women, for women, in all the columns, books and articles by experts telling women
their role was to seek fulfillment as wives and mothers. Over and over women heard in voices
of tradition and of Freudian sophistication that they could desire--no greater destiny than to
glory in their own femininity. Experts told them how to catch a man and keep him, how to
breastfeed children and handle their toilet training, how to cope with sibling rivalry and
adolescent rebellion; how to buy a dishwasher, bake bread, cook gourmet snails, and build a
swimming pool with their own hands; how to dress, look, and act more feminine and make
marriage more exciting; how to keep their husbands from dying young and their sons from
growing into delinquents. They were taught to pity the neurotic, unfeminine, unhappy women
who wanted to be poets or physicists or presidents. They learned that truly feminine women
do not want careers, higher education, political rights--the independence and the opportunities
that the old-fashioned feminists fought for. Some women, in their forties and fifties, still
remembered painfully giving up those dreams, but most of the younger women no longer
even thought about them. A thousand expert voices applauded their femininity, their
adjustment, their new maturity. All they had to do was devote their lives from earliest
girlhood to finding a husband and bearing children.

By the end of the nineteen-fifties, the average marriage age of women in America dropped to
20, and was still dropping, into the teens. Fourteen million girls were engaged by 17. The
proportion of women attending college in comparison with men dropped fro m 47 per cent in
1920 to 35 per cent in 1958. A century earlier, women had fought for higher education; now
girls went to college to get a husband. By the mid-fifties, 60 per cent dropped out of college to
marry, or because they were afraid too much education would be a marriage bar. Colleges
built dormitories for "married students,"” but the students were almost always the husbands. A
new degree was instituted for the wives--"Ph.T." (Putting Husband Through).

Then American girls began getting married in high school. And the women's magazines,
deploring the unhappy statistics about these young marriages, urged that courses on marriage,



and marriage counselors, be installed in the high schools. Girls started going steady at twelve
and thirteen, in junior high. Manufacturers put out brassieres with false bosoms of foam
rubber for little girls of ten. And on advertisement for a child's dress, sizes 3-6x, in the New
York Times in the fall of 1960, said: "She Too Can Join the Man-Trap Set.”

By the end of the fifties, the United States birthrate was overtaking India's. The birth-control
movement, renamed Planned Parenthood, was asked to find a method whereby women who
had been advised that a third or fourth baby would be born dead or defective might have it
anyhow. Statisticians were especially astounded at the fantastic increase in the number of
babies among college women. Where once they had two children, now they had four, five,
six. Women who had once wanted careers were now making careers out of having babies. So
rejoiced Life magazine in a 1956 paean to the movement of American women back to the
home.

In a New York hospital, a woman had a nervous breakdown when she found she could not
breastfeed her baby. In other hospitals, women dying of cancer refused a drug which research
had proved might save their lives: its side effects were said to be unfeminine. "If I have only
one life, let me live it as a blonde," a larger-than-life- sized picture of a pretty, vacuous
woman proclaimed from newspaper, magazine, and drugstore ads. And across America, three
out of every ten women dyed their hair blonde. They ate a chalk called Metrecal, instead of
food, to shrink to the size of the thin young models. Department-store buyers reported that
American women, since 1939, had become three and four sizes smaller. "Women are out to fit
the clothes, instead of vice-versa," one buyer said.

Interior decorators were designing Kitchens with mosaic murals and original paintings, for
kitchens were once again the center of women's lives. Home sewing became a million-dollar
industry. Many women no longer left their homes, except to shop, chauffeur their children, or
attend a social engagement with their husbands. Girls were growing up in America without
ever having jobs outside the home. In the late fifties, a sociological phenomenon was
suddenly remarked: a third of American women now worked, but most were no longer young
and very few were pursuing careers. They were married women who held part-time jobs,
selling or secretarial, to put their husbands through school, their sons through college, or to
help pay

the mortgage. Or they were widows supporting families. Fewer and fewer women were
entering professional work. The shortages in the nursing, social work, and teaching
professions caused crises in almost every American city. Concerned over the Soviet Union's
lead in the space race, scientists noted that America's greatest source of unused brain-power
was women. But girls would not study physics: it was "unfeminine.” A girl refused a science
fellowship at Johns Hopkins to take a job in a real-estate office. All she wanted, she said, was
what every other American girl wanted--to get married, have four children and live in a nice
house in a nice suburb.

The suburban housewife--she was the dream image of the young American women and the
envy, it was said, of women all over the world. The American housewife--freed by science
and labor-saving appliances from the drudgery, the dangers of childbirth and the illnesses of
her grandmother. She was healthy, beautiful, educated, concerned only about her husband, her



children, her home. She had found true feminine fulfillment. As a housewife and mother, she
was respected as a full and equal partner to man in his world. She was free to choose
automobiles, clothes, appliances, supermarkets; she had everything that women ever dreamed
of.

In the fifteen years after World War 11, this mystique of feminine fulfillment became the
cherished and self-perpetuating core of contemporary American culture. Millions of women
lived their lives in the image of those pretty pictures of the American suburban housewife,
kissing their husbands goodbye in front of the picture window, depositing their
stationwagonsful of children at school, and smiling as they ran the new electric waxer over
the spotless kitchen floor. They baked their own bread, sewed their own and their children's
clothes, kept their new washing machines and dryers running all day. They changed the sheets
on the beds twice a week instead of once, took the rughoolag class in adult education, and
pitied their poor frustrated mothers, who had dreamed of having a career. Their only dream
was to be perfect wives and mothers; their highest ambition to have five children and a
beautiful house, their only fight to get and keep their husbands. They had no thought for the
unfeminine problems of the world outside the home; they wanted the men to make the major
decisions. They gloried in their role as women, and wrote proudly on the census blank:
"Occupation: housewife."

For over fifteen years, the words written for women, and the words women used when they
talked to each other, while their husbands sat on the other side of the room and talked shop or
politics or septic tanks, were about problems with their children, or how to keep their
husbands happy, or improve their children's school, or cook chicken or make slipcovers.
Nobody argued whether women were inferior or superior to men; they were simply different.
Words like "emancipation™ and "career” sounded strange and embarrassing; no one had used
them for years. When a Frenchwoman named Simone de Beauvoir wrote a book called The
Second Sex, an American critic commented that she obviously "didn't know what life was all
about," and besides, she was talking about French women. The "woman problem" in America
no longer existed.

If a woman had a problem in the 1950's and 1960's, she knew that something must be wrong
with her marriage, or with herself. Other women were satisfied with their lives, she thought.
What kind of a woman was she if she did not feel this mysterious fulfillment waxing the
kitchen floor? She was so ashamed to admit her dissatisfaction that she never knew how many
other women shared it. If she tried to tell her husband, he didn't understand what she was
talking about. She did not really understand it herself.

For over fifteen years women in America found it harder to talk about the problem than about
sex. Even the psychoanalysts had no name for it. When a woman went to a psychiatrist for
help, as many women did, she would say, "I'm so ashamed,"” or "I must be hopelessly
neurotic.” "I don't know what's wrong with women today," a suburban psychiatrist said
uneasily. "I only know something is wrong because most of my patients happen to be women.
And their problem isn't sexual." Most women with this problem did not go to see a
psychoanalyst, however. "There's nothing wrong really,” they kept telling themselves, "There
isn't any problem."



But on an April morning in 1959, | heard a mother of four, having coffee with four other
mothers in a suburban development fifteen miles from New York, say in a tone of quiet
desperation, "the problem." And the others knew, without words, that she was not talking
about a problem with her husband, or her children, or her home. Suddenly they realized they
all shared the same problem, the problem that has no name. They began, hesitantly, to talk
about it. Later, after they had picked up their children at nursery school and taken them home
to nap, two of the women cried, in sheer relief, just to know they were not alone.

Gradually I came to realize that the problem that has no name was shared by countless women
in America. As a magazine writer | often interviewed women about problems with their
children, or their marriages, or their houses, or their communities. But after a while | began to
recognize the telltale signs of this other problem. | saw the same signs in suburban ranch
houses and split-levels on Long Island and in New Jersey and Westchester County; in colonial
houses in a small Massachusetts town; on patios in Memphis; in suburban and city
apartments; in living rooms in the Midwest. Sometimes | sensed the problem, not as a
reporter, but as a suburban housewife, for during this time I was also bringing up my own
three children in Rockland County, New York. | heard echoes of the problem in college
dormitories and semiprivate maternity wards, at PTA meetings and luncheons of the League
of Women Voters, at suburban cocktail parties, in station wagons waiting for trains, and in
snatches of conversation overheard at Schrafft's. The groping words I heard from other
women, on quiet afternoons when children were at school or on quiet evenings when
husbands worked late, I think I understood first as a woman long before | understood their
larger social and psychological implications.

Just what was this problem that has no name? What were the words women used when they
tried to express it? Sometimes a woman would say "I feel empty somehow . . . incomplete.”
Or she would say, "I feel as if | don't exist." Sometimes she blotted out the feeling with a
tranquilizer. Sometimes she thought the problem was with her husband or her children, or that
what she really needed was to redecorate her house, or move to a better neighborhood, or
have an affair, or another baby. Sometimes, she went to a doctor with symptoms she could
hardly describe: "A tired feeling. . . I get so angry with the children it scares me . . . | feel like
crying without any reason.” (A Cleveland doctor called it "the housewife's syndrome.”) A
number of women told me about great bleeding blisters that break out on their hands and
arms. "I call it the house wife's blight" said a family doctor in Pennsylvania. "l see it so often
lately in these young women with four, five and six children who bury themselves in their
dishpans. But it isn't caused by detergent and it isn't cured by cortisone."

Sometimes a woman would tell me that the feeling gets so strong she runs out of the house
and walks through the streets. Or she stays inside her house and cries. Or her children tell her
a joke, and she doesn't laugh because she doesn't hear it. | talked to women who had spent
years on the analyst's couch, working out their "adjustment to the feminine role," their blocks
to "fulfillment as a wife and mother.” But the desperate tone in these women's voices, and the
look in their eyes, was the same as the tone and the look of other women, who were sure they
had no problem, even though they did have a strange feeling of desperation....



In 1960, the problem that has no name burst like a boil through the image of the happy
American housewife. In the television commercials the pretty housewives still beamed over
their foaming dishpans and Time's cover story on "The Suburban Wife, an American
Phenomenon” protested: "Having too good a time . . . to believe that they should be unhappy."
But the actual unhappiness of the American housewife was suddenly being reported--from the
New York Times and Newsweek to Good Housekeeping and CBS Television (*The Trapped
Housewife"), although almost everybody who talked about it found some superficial reason to
dismiss it. It was attributed to incompetent appliance repairmen (New York Times), or the
distances children must be chauffeured in the suburbs (Time), or too much PTA (Redbook).
Some said it was the old problem--education: more and more women had education, which
naturally made them unhappy in their role as housewives. "The road from Freud to Frigidaire,
from Sophocles to Spock, has turned out to be a bumpy one," reported the New York Times
(June 28,1960). "Many young women--certainly not all--whose education plunged them into a
world of ideas feel stifled in their homes. They find their routine lives out of joint with their
training. Like shut-ins, they feel left out. In the last year, the problem of the educated
housewife has provided the meat of dozens of speeches made by troubled presidents of
women's colleges who maintain, in the face of complaints, that sixteen years of academic
training is realistic preparation for wifehood and motherhood."

There was much sympathy for the educated housewife. ("Like a two-headed schizophrenic . . .
once she wrote a paper on the Graveyard poets; now she writes notes to the milkman. Once
she determined the boiling point of sulphuric acid; now she determine s her boiling point with
the overdue repairman....The housewife often is reduced to screams and tears.... No one, it
seems, is appreciative, least of all herself, of the kind of person she becomes in the process of
turning from poetess into shrew.")

Home economists suggested more realistic preparation for housewives, such as high-school
workshops in home appliances. College educators suggested more discussion groups on home
management and the family, to prepare women for the adjustment to domestic life. A spate of
articles appeared in the mass magazines offering "Fifty-eight Ways to Make Your Marriage
More Exciting." No month went by without a new book by a psychiatrist or sexologist
offering technical advice on finding greater fulfillment through sex....

The problem was also, and finally, dismissed by shrugging that there are NO solutions: this is
what being a woman means, and what is wrong with American women that they can't accept
their role gracefully? As Newsweek put it (March 7, 1960):

She is dissatisfied with a lot that women of other lands can only dream of. Her discontent is
deep, pervasive, and impervious to the superficial remedies which are offered at every hand....
An army of professional explorers have already charted the major sources of trouble.... From
the beginning of time, the female cycle has defined and confined woman's role. As Freud was
credited with saying: "Anatomy is destiny.” Though no group of women has ever pushed
these natural restrictions as far as the American wife, it seems that she still cannot accept them
with good grace.... A young mother with a beautiful family, charm, talent and brains is apt to
dismiss her role apologetically. "What do | do?" you hear her say. Why nothing. I'm just a



housewife." A good education, it seems, has given this paragon among women an
understanding of the value of everything except her own worth. . .

And so she must accept the fact that "American women's unhappiness is merely the most
recently won of women's rights,"” and adjust and say with the happy housewife found by
Newsweek: "We ought to salute the wonderful freedom we all have and be proud of our lives
today. | have had college and I've worked, but being a housewife is the most rewarding and
satisfying role.... My mother was never included in my father's business affairs. . . she couldn't
get out of the house and away from us children. But | am an equal to my husband; I can go
along with him on business trips and to social business affairs."

The alternative offered was a choice that few women would contemplate. In the sympathetic
words of the New York Times: "All admit to being deeply frustrated at times by the lack of
privacy, the physical burden, the routine of family life, the confinement of it. However, none
would give up her home and family if she had the choice to make again." Redbook
commented: "Few women would want to thumb their noses at husbands, children and
community and go off on their own. Those who do may be talented individuals, but they
rarely are successful women."

The year American women's discontent boiled over, it was also reported (Look) that the more
than 21,000,000 American women who are single, widowed, or divorced do not cease even
after fifty their frenzied, desperate search for a man. And the search begins early--for seventy
per cent of all American women now marry before they are twenty-four. A pretty twenty-five-
year-old secretary took thirty-five different jobs in six months in the futile hope of finding a
husband. Women were moving from one political club to another, taking evening courses in
accounting or sailing, learning to play golf or ski, joining a number of churches in succession,
going to bars alone, in their ceaseless search for a man.

Of the growing thousands of women currently getting private psychiatric help in the United
States, the married ones were reported dissatisfied with their marriages, the unmarried ones
suffering from anxiety and, finally, depression. Strangely, a number of psychiatrists stated
that, in their experience, unmarried women patients were happier than married ones. So the
door of all those pretty suburban houses opened a crack to permit a glimpse of uncounted
thousands of American housewives who suffered alone from a problem that suddenly
everyone was talking about, and beginning to take for granted, as one of those unreal
problems in American life that can never be solved-like the hydrogen bomb. By 1962 the
plight of the trapped American housewife had become a national parlor game. Whole issues
of magazines, newspaper columns, books learned and frivolous, educational conferences and
television panels were devoted to the problem.

Even so, most men, and some women, still did not know that this problem was real. But those
who had faced it honestly knew that all the superficial remedies, the sympathetic advice, the
scolding words and the cheering words were somehow drowning the problem in unreality. A
bitter laugh was beginning to be heard from American women. They were admired, envied,
pitied, theorized over until they were sick of it, offered drastic solutions or silly choices that
no one could take seriously. They got all kinds of advice from the growing armies of marriage



and child-guidance counselors, psychotherapists, and armchair psychologists, on how to
adjust to their role as housewives. No other road to fulfillment was offered to American
women in the middle of the twentieth century. Most adjusted to their role and suffered or
ignored the problem that has no name. It can be less painful for a woman, not to hear the
strange, dissatisfied voice stirring within her.

It is NO longer possible to ignore that voice, to dismiss the desperation of so many American
women. This is not what being a woman means, no matter what the experts say. For human
suffering there is a reason; perhaps the reason has not been found because the right questions
have not been asked, or pressed far enough. I do not accept the answer that there is no
problem because American women have luxuries that women in other times and lands never
dreamed of; part of the strange newness of the problem is that it cannot be understood in
terms of the age-old material problems of man: poverty, sickness, hunger, cold. The women
who suffer this problem have a hunger that food cannot fill. It persists in women whose
husbands are struggling intern and law clerks, or prosperous doctors and lawyers; in wives of
workers and executives who make $5,000 a year or $50,000. It is not caused by lack of
material advantages; it may not even be felt by women preoccupied with desperate problems
of hunger, poverty or illness. And women who think it will be solved by more money, a
bigger house, a second car, moving to a better suburb, often discover it gets worse.

It is no longer possible today to blame the problem on loss of femininity: to say that education
and independence and equality with men have made American women unfeminine. | have
heard so many women try to deny this dissatisfied voice within themselves because it does not
fit the pretty picture of femininity the experts have given them. I think, in fact, that this is the
first clue to the mystery; the problem cannot be understood in the generally accepted terms by
which scientists have studied women, doctors have treated them, counselors have advised
them, and writers have written about them. Women who suffer this problem, in whom this
voice is stirring, have lived their whole lives in the pursuit of feminine fulfillment. They are
not career women (although career women may have other problems); they are women whose
greatest ambition has been marriage and children. For the oldest of these women, these
daughters of the American middle class, no other dream was possible. The ones in their forties
and fifties who once had other dreams gave them up and threw themselves joyously into life
as housewives. For the youngest, the new wives and mothers, this was the only dream. They
are the ones who quit high school and college to marry, or marked time in some job in which
they had no real interest until they married. These women are very "feminine" in the usual
sense, and yet they still suffer the problem.

Are the women who finished college, the women who once had dreams beyond housewifery,
the ones who suffer the most? According to the experts they are, but listen to these ... women:

My days are all busy, and dull, too. All I ever do is mess around. | get up at eight--1 make
breakfast, so | do the dishes, have lunch, do some more dishes, and some laundry and
cleaning in the afternoon. Then it's supper dishes and | get to sit down a few minutes, before
the children have to be sent to bed. . . That's all there is to my day. It's just like any other
wife's day. Humdrum. The biggest time, | am chasing kids.



Ye Gods, what do | do with my time? Well, I get up at six. | get my son dressed and then give
him breakfast. After that | wash dishes and bathe and feed the baby. Then I get lunch and
while the children nap, | sew or mend or iron and do all the other things I can't get done
before noon. Then | cook supper for the family and my husband watches TV while I do the
dishes. After I get the children to bed, | set my hair and then | go to bed....

Their words seem to indicate that housewives of all educational levels suffer the same feeling
of desperation.

The fact is that NO one today is muttering angrily about "women's rights,” even though more
and more women have gone to college. In a recent study of all the classes that have graduated
from Barnard College, a significant minority of earlier graduates blamed their education for
making them want "rights,"” later classes blamed their education far giving them career
dreams, but recent graduates blamed the college for making them feel it was not enough
simply to be a housewife and mother; they did not want to feel guilty if they did not read
books or take part in community activities. But if education is not the cause of the problem,
the fact that education somehow festers in these women may be a due.

If the secret of feminine fulfillment is having children, never have many women, with the
freedom to choose, had so many children in so few years, so willingly. If the answer is love,
never have women marched for love with such determination. And yet there is a growing
suspicion that the problem may not be sexual, though it must somehow relate to sex. | have
heard from many doctors evidence of new sexual problems between man and wife--sexual
hunger in wives so that their husbands cannot satisfy it. "We have made women a sex attire,"
said a psychiatrist at the Margaret Sanger marriage counseling clinic. "She has no identity
except as a wife and mother. She does know who she is herself. She waits all day for her
husband to come home at night to make her feel alive. And now it is the husband who is
interested. It is terrible for the women, to lie there, night after night, tiny for her husband to
make her feel alive." Why is there such a market for books and articles offering sexual
advice? The kind of sexual orgasm which Kinsey found in statistical plenitude in the recent
generations of American women does not seem to make this problem go away.

On the contrary, new neuroses are being seen among women--and problems as yet unnamed
as neuroses--which Freud and his followers did not predict, with physical symptoms,
anxieties, and defense mechanisms equal to those caused by sexual repression. And strange
new problems are being reported in the growing generations of children whose mothers were
always there, driving them around, helping them with their homework--an inability to endure
pain or discipline or pursue any self-sustained goal of any sort, a devastating boredom with
life. Educators are increasingly uneasy about the dependence, the lack of self-reliance, of the
boys and girls who are entering college today. "We fight a continual battle to make our
students assume manhood,"” said a Columbia dean.

A White House conference was held on the physical and muscular deterioration of American
children: were they being over-nurtured? Sociologists noted the astounding organization of
suburban children's lives: the lessons, parties, entertainments, play and study groups
organized for them. A suburban housewife in Portland, Oregon, wondered why the children



"need" Brownies and Boy Scouts out here. "This is not the slums. The kids out here have the
great outdoors. | think people are so bored. they organize the children, and then try to hook
ever' one else on it. And the poor kids have no time left just to lie on their beds and
daydream.”

Can the problem that has no name be somehow related to the domesroutine of the housewife?
When a woman tries to put the problem into words, she often merely describes the daily life
she leads. What is there in this recital of comfortable domestic detail that could possibly cause
such a feeling of desperation? Is she trapped simply by the enormous demands of her role as
modern housewife: wife, mistress, mother, nurse, consumer, cook, chauffeur, expert on
interior decoration child care, appliance repair, furniture refinishing, nutrition, and education?
Her day is fragmented as she rushes from dishwasher to washing machine to telephone to
dryer to station wagon to supermarket, and delivers Johnny to the Little League field, takes
Janey to dancing class, gets the lawnmower fixed and meets the 6:45. She can never spend
more than 15 minutes on any one thing; she has no time to read books, only magazines; even
if she had time, she has lost the power to concentrate. At the end of the day, she is so terribly
tired that sometimes her husband has to take over and put the children to bed.

Thus terrible tiredness took so many women to doctors in the 1950's that one decided to
investigate it. He found, surprisingly, that his patients suffering from "housewife's fatigue'
slept more than an adult needed to sleep -as much as ten hours a day- and that the actual
energy they expended on housework did not tax their capacity. The real problem must be
something else, he decided-perhaps boredom. Some doctors told their women patients they
must get out of the house for a day, treat themselves to a movie in town. Others prescribed
tranquilizers. Many suburban housewives were taking tranquilizers like cough drops. You
wake up in the morning, and you feel as if there's no point in going on another day like this.
So you take a tranquilizer because it makes you not care so much that it's pointless."

It is easy to see the concrete details that trap the suburban housewife, the continual demands
on her time. But the chains that bind her in her trap are chains in her own mind and spirit.
They are chains made up of mistaken ideas and misinterpreted facts, of incomplete truths and
unreal choices. They are not easily seen and not easily shaken off.

How can any woman see the whole truth within the bounds of her own life? How can she
believe that voice inside herself, when it denies the conventional, accepted truths by which
she has been living? And yet the women | have talked to, who are finally listening to that
inner voice, seem in some incredible way to be groping through to a truth that has defied the
experts.

| think the experts in a great many fields have been holding pieces of that truth under their
microscopes for a long time without realizing it. | found pieces of it in certain new research
and theoretical developments in psychological, social and biological science whose
implications for women seem never to have been examined. | found many clues by talking to
suburban doctors, gynecologists, obstetricians, child-guidance clinicians, pediatricians, high-
school guidance counselors, college professors, marriage counselors, psychiatrists and
ministers-questioning them not on their theories, but on their actual experience in treating



American women. | became aware of a growing body of evidence, much of which has not
been reported publicly because it does not fit current modes of thought about women--
evidence which throws into question the standards of feminine normality, feminine
adjustment, feminine fulfillment, and feminine maturity by which most women are still trying
to live.

| began to see in a strange new light the American return to early marriage and the large
families that are causing the population explosion; the recent movement to natural childbirth
and breastfeeding; suburban conformity, and the new neuroses, character pathologies and
sexual problems being reported by the doctors. | began to see new dimensions to old problems
that have long been taken for granted among women: menstrual difficulties, sexual frigidity,
promiscuity, pregnancy fears, childbirth depression, the high incidence of emotional
breakdown and suicide among women in their twenties and thirties, the menopause crises, the
so-called passivity and immaturity of American men, the discrepancy between women's tested
intellectual abilities in childhood and their adult achievement, the changing incidence of adult
sexual orgasm in American women, and persistent problems in psychotherapy and in women's
education.

If I am right, the problem that has no name stirring in the minds of so many American women
today is not a matter of loss of femininity or too much education, or the demands of
domesticity. It is far more important than anyone recognizes. It is the key to these other new
and old problems which have been torturing women and their husbands and children, and
puzzling their doctors and educators for years. It may well be the key to our future as a nation
and a culture. We can no longer ignore that voice within women that says: "I want something
more than my husband and my children and my home."

NOTES

1. See the Seventy-fifth Anniversary Issue of Good Housekeeping, May, 1960, "The Gift
of Self," a symposium by Margaret Mead, Jessamyn West, et al.

2. Lee Rainwater, Richard P. Coleman, and Gerald Handel, Workingman's Wife, New
York, 1959.

3. Betty Friedan, "If One Generation Can Ever Tell Another,” Smith Alumnae Quarterly,
Northampton, Mass., Winter, 1961. | first became aware of "the problem that has no
name" and its possible relationship to what I finally called “the feminine mystique" in
1957, when | prepared an intensive questionnaire and conducted a survey of my own
Smith College classmates fifteen years after graduation. This questionnaire was later
used by alumnae classes of Radcliffe and other women's colleges with similar results.

4. Jhan and June Robbins, "Why Young Mothers Feel Trapped,” Redbook, September,
1960.

5. Marian Freda Poverman, "Alumnae on Parade,” Barnard Alumnae Magazine, July,
1957.



Anne Sexton

Housewife (1962)

Some women marry houses.

It's another kind of skin; it has a heart,

a mouth, a liver and bowel movements.
The walls are permanent and pink.

See how she sits on her knees all day,
faithfully washing herself down.

Men enter by force, drawn back like Jonah
into their fleshy mothers.

A woman is her mother.

That's the main thing.



Mary Evans

I am a Black Woman (1970)

| am a black woman
the music of my song
some sweet arpeggio of tears
is written in a minor key
and |
can be heard humming in the night
Can be heard
humming
in the night

| saw my mate leap screaming to the sea
and |/with these hands/cupped the lifebreath
from my issue in the canebrake

I lost Nat's swinging body in a rain of tears
and heard my son scream all the way from Anzio
for Peace he never knew....|

learned Da Nang and Pork Chop Hill

in anguish

Now my nostrils know the gas

and these trigger tire/d fingers

seek the softness in my warrior's beard

|

am a black woman

tall as a cypress

strong

beyond all definition still

defying place

and time

and circumstance

assailed
impervious

indestructible

Look
on me and be
renewed
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1 A Good Story‘

The history of this book is lengthy and satisfying. It began in 1969 in a
small discussion group called 'Women and Their Bodies' at a Boston

n's Conference. For many of us, talking to women in this way was
a totally new experience and we decided to go on meeting as a group to
continue the discussion.

We had all experienced frustration and anger towards specific doctors
and the medical magze in general, and initially we wanted to do something
about this. As we talked we began to realize how little we knew about

" our own bodies, so we decided to dg further research, to prepare papers
in groups and then to discuss our findings together. We learned both
from professional sources (medical textbooks, journals, doctors, nurses)
and from our own experience.

For instance, many of us had ‘learned’ about the menstrual cycle in
science or biology classes, But most of us did not remember much of what
we had learned. This time when we read in a text that the onset of
menstruation is a normal and universal occurrence in young girls, we
started to talk about our first menstrual periods. We found that, for
many of us, beginning to menstruate had not felt normal at all, but scary,
embarrassing, mysterious. We realized that what we had been told about
menstruation and what we had not been told — even the tone of voice
it had been told in — had all had an effect on our feelings about being
female.

The results of our findings were used to present courses for other

ny available free space, in schools, nurseries,

omes. As we taught, we learned from other
women, and as they learned, they went on to give courses to others.
We saw it as a never-ending process always involving more and more
women. :

ed to duplicate our papers for
other women to use. This Jed to the first inexpensive edition of the book,
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which was published by the New England Free Press. There was so much
demand for the book that in time it seemed logical to publish com-
mercially to reach even more women. Over time we have revised and
updated the material several times, using the royalties from sales to
support health education work.

The material in this book comes not only from us but from other
women living in or passing through the area who have read, discussed
and added their own ideas. We in the collective do not agree with every-
thing that has been written. Some of us are uncomfortable with part of
the material. We have included it anyway because we give more weight
to accepting that we differ than to our uneasiness.

Knowledge has freed us to an extent. It has freed us, for example, from
playing the role of mother if it is not a role that fits us. It has given us room
to discover the energy and talents that are in us. We want to help make
this freedom available to every woman. This is why people in the
women's movement have been so active in fighting legal restrictions, the
imperfections of available contraceptives, poor sex education, and poorly
administered health care that keep too many women from having this
crucial control over their bodies.

For us, body education is core education. Our bodies are the physical
bases from which we move out into the world; ignorance, uncertainty —
even, at worst, shame — about our physical selves create in us an aliena-
tion from ourselves that keeps us from being the whole people that we
should be. :

We still work as a group; our current collective has been together for
seven years. We are all white, middle-class, and our ages range from
twenty-nine to forty-five. Some of us are married, some of us are single,
some have children and some do not; we are all working, or have
worked, outside our homes. In short, we are both a very ordinary and a
very special group, as women everywhere. We realize that poor and
non-white women have greater difficulty in getting accurate information
and adequate health care, and are most often mistreated in the ways we

- describe in this book. Learning about our womanhood from the inside
out has allowed us to cross over some of the barriers of race, colour,
income and class, and to feel a sense of identity with all women in the
experience of being female.

. How the Experience Changed Us

We formed our group as individual women meeting together because we
“wanted to. Since most of us had patterned our lives around men, working
together was a liberating experience. Like most women's groups we
talked to each other about how it felt growing up female; this gave us a
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basis to discuss what we thought and felt about ourselves and how we
wanted to change. At first it was rather scary admitting that we were not
completely satisfied with our lives, standing back and taking a hard look
at ourselves. Some of us were afraid that commitment to the women's
movement and to the group would weaken our ties with men, children,
jobs, life-styles; that we might lose control of our lives. We came to realize
that this fear was unrealistic. No one could take from us what we did not
want to give up.

Probably the most valuable thing we learned was to speak for our-
selves and be ourselves. Many of us feared discussing personal details
of our lives and relationships, we feared being ridiculed by others, but we
soon learned that we had a lot in common. By facing up to our ambivalent
feelings and being honest and open, we were able to build up more
trusting relationships.

We discovered four cultural notions of femininity which we have in .
some sense shared: woman as inferior, passive, beautiful object, wife
and mother. We realized how severely these notions had constricted us,
how humanly limited we felt at being passive dependent creatures with
no identities of our own. Gradually, with each others’ support, we began
to rediscover ourselves. :

Rediscovering Anger -

As we were changing we found we were frequently feeling angry. This
surprised us and embarrassed us, We had grown up feeling that we
needed to love everyone and be loved by everyone. If we got angry with
someone or they with us, we felt in some sense that we were failures.

We shared memories of our pasts. Nearly all of us had had a hard time
expressing anger verbally or physically.

I have very few memories of fighting. Each time I did 1 felt guilty and em-
barrassed.

We did fight a lot at home, but I never made a public display of any anger or
aggression. That was unladylike. :

My husband has this habit of not listening to me when I talk. I get angry at
him, but I don't tell him. .

I seem to put up with a lot of nonsense from E@F It is as if I am always being
the accepting, forgiving and accommodating person.

We began to admit that we had felt angry during our lives but that
we had been using the anger against ourselves in hating ourselves. There
were many ways we had learned to cover up our anger. It had built up for
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so long inside us that we were afraid we would explode if we let it out,
We realized that there are many aspects of our lives that make us angry.
Until we know and feel our own oppression we are not motivated to try to
create constructive alternative ways of being and living. Many have
accused us of being shrill. Our mood is far more complex. Qur critics hear
only the anger, and anger separated from real issues is a distortion. The
anger that is in us is a starting point for creative change and growth.

Learning to Value Ourselves

When we started talking to each other we realized how deeply ingrained
was our sense of being less valuable than men. In school we had learned
that though we were expected to do well our real vocation was to be
wife and mother. Boys were being trained for the important work in
society. We learned that what our culture labelled work was not for us,
and what we did was not seen as important. The few of us who did not
stay out of ‘'male’ work suffered the consequences.

For me the evidence of my mental competence was unavoidable, and T never

had any trouble defending or voicing my opinions with men, because I beat

them in all the tests. Consequently none of them would come near me in my
~ first seventeen years of life. ) i

It was as if to be considered women we had to keep our inferior place.
If we challenged.this we were treated badly and came to think of our-
selves in negative ways. Our learned sense of inferiority affected the way
we thought about our bodies — our physical selves. .

We had lived our lives as though we were inferior but we learned that
this personal sense of inferiority was in fact shared and that it was merely
a reflection of the way power is distributed in society. While men continue
to hold on to this power, women will continue to be denigrated. When
‘we looked at our own lives we realized that we were partly responsible for
the problem. We did not sufficiently respect ourselves or our needs and
we did not sufficiently respect each other. By accepting society’s view of
us we were perpetuating it.

We all went through a time when we rejected our old selves and took
on new qualities exclusively. For a while we became distortions, angry
all the time or fiercely independent. It was as though we had partly new
selves, and we had to find out what they were like. But ultimately we
realized that rejecting our ‘feminine qualities’ was simply another way
of accepting our culture's sexist values.

We began to reassess what we had felt were our weaknesses and to’

see them as strengths. As women we had been brought up to be sensitive
to the problems of others and to take care of their emotional and physical
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needs. In the past we had lived mainly for others; we now recognized the
need to live also for ourselves. We looked mmmwb.mﬁ our passivity and
dependence and recognized the value of being able to sit back when we
need to, and we realized that dependence is an integral part of any inter-

dependent, intimate relationship. We learned to incorporate the tradi- -

tional ‘female’ characteristics so that we could use them instead of being
them. As we explore and change we discover things that we don't like
about ourselves, but we realize that these things do not reflect our in-
feriority, they are part of being human.

Although we learned to value the essentially servicing work that we
ao. we wanted also to incorporate more product-oriented work into our
lives. This book falls into that category. It has been exciting to collaborate.
on a tangible product, but throughout the process we have in no way
sacrificed the quality of our relationships with one another as men often
do .S&mu they work together. We have genuinely collaborated and
devised new ways of working together within the social context that we
nnmmnmm.. Along with this new, task-oriented activity has come a new
sense of wanting to succeed, to get recognition for what we do. As women
we had been taught to want to fail or at least not to excel.
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Our new confidence has led us to rediscover physical activity, climbing,
canoeing, karate and car maintenance, and to take care of ourselves. We
no longer feel the need for constant support from our families, particu-
larly our men. We can choose to be alone and to seek support when we
need it; we realize that we are no longer powerless, helpless children.

‘Nevertheless we are forever fighting a constant inner struggle to give up

and become weak, dependent and helpless again.

As we have come to feel separate, we have tried to change old relation-
ships and/or enter new relationships in new ways. We now also feel
positive about our needs to be dependent and to connect with others. We
have come to value long-term commitments, which we find increasingly
rare in such a changing society, just as we value our new separateness.

2

Anatomy and Physiology of
Sexuality and Reproduction

Our Feelings

Our feelings about our bodies are often negative.

I remember coming home from school every day and going over my wa&_ from
head to toe. My forehead was too high, my hair too straight, my body too
short, my teeth too yellow, and so on.

We are always making some comparison, we're never okay the way
we are. We feel ugly, inadequate. And it’s no wonder! The ideal woman
is something very specific. She may change over time (for instance, small
breasts are ‘in' these days, large ones ‘out’), yet there is always some-
thing to measure up to. This ideal is not what we created. Yet we are
encouraged to change in countless ways so we can fulfil this :dmmo.
We are discouraged from appreciating our uniqueness.

We are encouraged to feel as though our bodies are not ours. Our
‘figure’ is for a (potential) mate to admire. Our breasts are for ‘the man in
our lives’, for our babies to suckle, for our doctors to examine. The same
kind of *hands-off’ message is even stronger for our vaginas. Sometimes
it's hard to like our bodies because we feel so far away from our uga_n&
selves,

Having my first child was the first experience in my life in which I felt my
physical being was as important as my mind. I related to my total body. I
became very unselfconscious. I felt my body was fantastic!

Experiences in the women’s movement have drastically changed our
thinking and feelings about our bodies.

Recently, as I became more aware of my body, I realized I had pretended.some
parts didn't exist, while others now seemed made of smaller parts. I also
discovered mental and physical processes working together. 1 realized that
when my chest pulled down and felt collapsed 1 felt unhappy or depressed.
When I felt sad my chest would start to tighten. When I became aware of some
of the connections, I could start to change. Gradually I felt a new kind of unity,
wholeness in me, as my mental and physical selves became one self.
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Until we began to prepare this material, many of us didn't know the
names of parts of our anatomy. Some of us had learned bits and pieces
of information, but it was not permissible to find out too much. The
taboos were strongest in the areas of reproduction and sex, which is why
our book concentrates on them. ¢

The first month [ was at college some of my friends were twittering about a
girl down the hall. She was having a painful time trying to learn to put in a
tampon. Finally someone helped her and found she was trying to put it in her
anus.

Finding Out about Ourselves

Knowing the facts about our anatomy and physiology has been very
exciting for us. It's exhilarating to discover that the material is not as
difficult as we once thought. Knowing the language of doctors makes
them less mysterious and frightening. We now feel more confident when
asking questions. Sometimes a doctor has been startled to find us speaking
‘his’ language. ‘How do you know that? Are you a medical student?’ we
heard again and again. ‘A pretty girl like you shouldn't be concerned
about that.” Some doctors are very cooperative in response to our
questions. Yet many others appear outwardly pleased while continuing

ovary A e - uterus
pubic

fallopian tube symphysis
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urinary opening

vaginal opening

perineum

anus

Vulva

to ‘manage us with new tactics.* From sharing our experiences and
knowledge we develop an awareness of difference as well as similarity.
We start to have confidence in our knowledge, and that confidence helps
us change our feelings about ourselves.

I used to wonder if my body was abnormal even though I didn't have any
reason to believe it was. I had nothing to compare it with until I started to
talk with other women. I don't feel any more that I might be a freak and not
know it.

Since doing a lot of talking about our sexual organs, we have been
encouraged to look inside our vaginas by the women's self-help move-
ment. (See ‘Self-Examination’, p. 135.) Some of us have taken a while
to get over our inhibitions about seeing or touching our genitals.

When someone first said to me two years ago, ‘You-can feel the end of your
own cervix with your finger,’ I was interested but flustered. 1 had hardly ever
put my finger in my vagina at all, and felt squeamish about touching myself
there, in that place ‘reserved’ for lovers and doctors. It took me two months
to get up my nerve to try it, and then one afternoon, pretty nervously, 1
squatted down in the bathroom and put my finger in deep, back into my
vagina. There it was(!), feeling slippery and rounded, with an indentation at
the centre through which, I realized, my menstrual flow came. It was both very
exciting and beautifully ordinary at the same time. Last week I bought a
plastic speculum so I can look at my cervix. Will it take as long this time?

We still have many bad feelings about ourselves that are hard to
admit. We have not, of course, been able to erase decades of social

‘influence in a few years. But we have learned to trust ourselves. We can

take care of ourselves.

* Valerie Jorgensen, ‘The Gynaecologist and the Sexually Liberated Woman'.
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There were 117 psychoanalysts on the Pan Am flight to Vi-

enna and I'd been treated by at least six of them. And mar-

ried a seventh. God knows it was a tribute either to the

shrinks’ ineptitude or my own glorious unanalyzability that I
was now, if anything, more scared of fiying than when I be-
gan my analytic adventures some thirteen years earlier.

My husband grabbed my hand therapeutically at the mg-
ment of takeoff.

“Christ—it’s like ice,” he said. He ought to know the
symptoms by now since he’s held my hand on lots of other
flights. My fingers (and toes) turn to ice, my stomach leaps
upward into my tib cage, the ‘temperature in the tip of my
nose drops to the same level as the temperature in my fin-
gers, my nipples stand up and salute the inside of my bra (or
in this case, dress—since I'm not wearing a bra), and for one
screaming minute my heart and the engines correspond as we
attempt to prove again that the laws of aerodynarmnics are mot
the flimsy superstitions which, in my heart of hearts, I know
they are. Never mind the diabolical INFORMATION TO PASSEN-
GERS, I happen to be convinced that only my own concentra-

tion (and that of my mother—who always seems to expect
her children to die in a plane crash) keeps this bird aloft. I

congratulate myself on every successful takeoff, but not too

enthusiastically because it's also part of my personal religion

that the minute you grow overconfident and really relax

about the flight, the plane crashes instantly. Constant vigi-

lance, that’s my motto. A mood of cautious optimism should

prevail. But actually my mood is better described as cautious

pessimism. OK, T tell myself, we seem to be off the ground

-
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and into the clouds but the danger isn’t past. This is, in fact,
the most perilous patch of air. Right here over Jamaica Bay
where the plane banks and turns and the “No' Smoking” sign
goes off. This may well be where we go screaming down in
thousands of flaming pieces. So I keep concentrating very
hard, helping the pilot (a reassuringly midwestern voice
nanied Donnelly) fly the 250-passenger motherfucker. Thank
God for his crew cut and middle-America diction. New
Yorker that I am, I would never trust a pilot with a New
York accent.
As soon as the seat-belt sign goes off and people begin
moving about the cabin, I glance around nervously fo see
who’s on board. There’s a big-breasted mama-analyst named
Rose Schwamm-Lipkin with whom I recently had a consulta-
tion about whether or not T should leave my current analyst
(who isn't, mercifully, in evidence). There's Dr. Thomas
Frommer, the harshly Teutonic expert on Anorexia Nervosa,
who was my husband’s first analyst. There’s kindly, rotund
Dr. Arthur Feet, Jr., who was the third (and last) analyst of
my friend Pia. There’s compulsive little Dr. Raymond Schrift
who is hailing a blond stewardess (named “Nanci”) as if she
were a taxi. (I saw Dr. Schrift for one memorable year when
I was fourteen and starving myself to death in penance for
having finger-fucked on my parents’ living-room couch. He
kept insisting that the horse I was dreaming about was my
father and that my periods would return if only I would
“ackzept being a vohman.”) There’s smiling, bald Dr. Harvey
Smucker whom T saw in consultation when my first husband
decided he was Jesus Christ and began threatening to walk
on the water in Central Park Lake. There’s foppish, hand-tai-
_m.wmm Dr. Ernest Klumpner, the supposedly “brilliant theoreti-
cian” whose latest book is a psychoanalytic study of John
Knox. There’s black-bearded Dr. Stanton Rappoport-Rosen
who recently gained notoriety in New York analytic circles
when he moved to Denver and branched out into something
called “Cross-Country Group Ski-Therapy.” There’s Dr. Ar.
nold Aaronson pretending to play chess on a magnetic board
with his new wife (who was his patient until last year), the
singer Judy Rose. Both of them are surreptitiously looking
around to see who is looking at them—and for one moment,
my eyes and Judy Rose’s meet. Judy Rose became famous in
the fifties for recording a series of satirical ballads about
pseudointellectual life in New York, In a whiny and deliber-
ately unmusical voice, she sang the saga of a Jewish girl who
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takes courses at the New School, reads the Bible for its
prose, discusses Martin Buber in bed, and falls in love with
her analyst. She has now become one with the role she
created.

Besides the analysts, their wives, the crew, and a few poor
outnumbered laymen, there were some children of analysts
who’d come along for the ride. Their sons were mostly sul-
len-faced adolescents in bell bottoms and shoulder-length hair
who looked at their parents with a degree of cynicism and
scorn which was almost palpable. I remembered myself
traveling abroad with my parents as a teen-ager and always
trying to pretend they weren’t with me. I tried to lose them
in the Louvre! To avoid them in the Uffizil To moon alone
over a Coke in a Paris café and pretend that those loud pec-
ple at the next table were not—though clearly they were—
my parents. (I was pretending, you see, to be a Lost Gener-
ation exile with my parents sitting three feet away.) And
here T was back in my own past, or in a bad dream or a bad
movie: Analyst and Son of Analyst. A planeload of shrinks
and my adolescence all around me. Stranded in midair over
the Atlantic with 117 analysts many of whom had heard my

. long, sad story and none of whom remembered it An ideal

beginning for the nightmare the trip was going to become.

We were bound for Vienna and the occasion was historic.

Centuries ago, wars ago, in 1938, Freud fled his famous con-
sulting room on the Berggasse when the Nazis threatened his
family. During the years of the Third Reich any mention of
his name was banned in Germany, and analysts were expelled
(if they were lucky) or gassed (if they were not). Now, with
great ceremony, Vienna was welcoming the analysts back.
They were even opening a museum to Freud in his old con-
sulting room. The mayor of Vienna was going to greet them
and a reception was to be held in' Vienna’s pseudo-Gothic
Rathaus. The enticements included free food, free Schnaps,
cruises on the Danube, excursions to vineyards, singing, danc-
ing, shenanigans, learned papers and speeches and a tax-
deductible trip to Europe. Most of all, there was to be lots of
good old Austrian Gemiitlichkeir. The people who invented
scmaltz (and crematoria) were going to show the analysts
bow welcome back they were.

Welcome back! Welcome back! At least those of you who
survived Auschwitz, Belsen, the London Blitz and the co-op-
tation of America. Willkommen! Austrians are nothing if not
charming.
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Holding the Congress in Vienna had been a hotly debated | pompous. But the others T'd gone to—they were so astonish-
issue for years, and many of the analysts had come only re- | ingly literal-minded. The horse you are dreaming about is
luctantly. Anti-Semitism was part of the problem, but there | your father. The kitchen stove you are dreaming about is
was also the possibility that radical students at the University = your mother. The piles of bullshit you are dreaming about
of Vienna would decide to stage demonstrations. Psycho- ; are, in reality, your analyst. This is called the transference,
analysis was out of favor with New Left members for being | No?

“too individualistic.” It did nothing, they said, to further “the .

worldwide struggle toward communism.”

I had been asked by a new magazine to observe all the fun
and games of the Congress closely and to do a satirical arti-
cle on it. I began my research by approaching Dr. Smucker
near the galley, where he was being served coffee by one of
the stewardesss. He looked at me with barely a glimmer of
Tecognition.

“How do you feel about psychoanalysis returning to Vi-
enna?” I asked in my most cheerful lady-interviewer voice.

v
i

Dr. Smucker seemed taken aback by the shocking intimacy °

of the question, He looked at me long and searchingly.

“I'm writing an article for a new magazine called Voyeur,” .
I said. T figured he’d at least have to crack a smile at the |
' cept the smell? 'm not talking about the first years of analy-
~ sis when you're hard at work discovering your own craziness
it?” And he waddled off toward his short bleached-blond wife |
in the blue knit dress with a tiny green alligator above her .

name.
“Well then,” Smucker said stolidly, “how do you feel about

(blue) right breast.

I should have known. Why do analysts always answer a

question with a question? And why should this night be dif- :

ferent from any other night—despite the fact that we are
flying in a 747 and eating unkosher food? 2

b

“The Jewish science,” as anti-Semites call it. Turn every :

question upside down and shove it up the asker’s ass. An-

alysts all seem to be Talmudists who flunked out of seminary

in the first year. I was reminded of one of my grandfather’s
favorite gags:

Q: “Why does a Jew always answer a question with &
question?”

A: “And why should a Jew not answer a quesiion with a |

question?”’
Ultimately though, it was the unimaginativeness of most

analysts which got me down. OK, I'd been helped a lot by

my first one—the German who was going to give a paper in
Vienna—but he was a rare breed: witty, self-mocking, un-
pretentious. He had none of the flat-footed Jiteral-mindedness

which makes even the most brilliant psychoanalysts sound so !

¥

You dream about breaking your leg on the ski slope. You
have, in fact, just broken your leg on the ski slope and
you are lying on the couch wearing a ten-pound plaster cast
which has had you housebound for weeks, but has also given
you a beautiful new appreciation of your toes and the civil
rights of paraplegics. But the broken leg in the dream rep-
resents your own “mutilated genital.” You always wanted to
have a penis and now you feel guilty that you have deliber-
ately broken your leg so that you can have the pleasure of
the cast, no?

No!

OK, let’s put the “mutilated genital” question aside. It’s a
dead horse, anyway. And forget about your mother the oven
and your analyst the pile of shit. What do we have left ex-

so that you can get some work done instead of devoting your
entire life to your neurosis. I'm talking about when both you
and your husband have been in analysis as long as you can
remember and it's gotten to the point where no decision, no
matter how small, can be made without both -analysts having
an imaginary caucus on a cloud above your head. You feel
rather like the Trojan warriors in the Iliad with Zeus and
Hera fighting above them. I'm talking about the time when
your marriage has become a menage 4 guatre. You, him,
your analyst, his analyst. Four in a bed. This picture is defi-
nitely rated X.

We had been in this state for at least the past year. Every
decision was referred to the shrink, or the shrinking precess.
Should we move inte a bigger apartment? “Better see what's
going on first.” (Benmett’s euphemism for: back to the
couch.} Should we have a baby? “Beiter work things through
first.” Should we join a new tennis club? “Better see what's
going on first.” Should we get a divorce? “Better work through
the unconscious meaning of divorce first,”

Because the fact was that we’d reached that crucial time in
a marriage (five years and the sheets you got as wedding
presents have just about worn thin) when it’s time to decide
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whether to buy new sheets, have a baby perhaps, and Tive:
with each other’s lunacy ever after—or else give up the ghost|
of the marriage (throw out the sheets) and start playing mu-!
sical beds all over again. !
The decision was, of course, further complicated by analy- '
sis—the basic assumption of analysis being (and never mind |
all the evidence to the contrary) that you're getting better all
the time. The refrain goes something like this: ,
“Oh-I-was-self-destructive-when-I-married-you-baby-but-I'm-
so-much-more-healthy-now-ow-ow-ow."” I
(Implying that you might just choose someone better,
sweeter, handsomer, smarter, and maybe even luckier in the |
stock market.) f
To which he might reply: |
“Oh-T-hated-all-women-when-I-fell-for-you-baby-but-I’'m-so~ |
much-more-healthy-now-ow-ow-ow.” |
(Implying that he might just find someone sweeter, pret-
tier, smarter, a better cook, and maybe even due to inherit
piles of bread from her father.) i
“Wise up Bennett, old boy,” T'd say—(whenever I suspect-
ed him of thinking those thoughts), “you’d probably marry |
someone even more phallic, castrating, and narcissistic than T |
am.” (First technique of being a shrink’s wife is knowing
how to hurl all their jargon back at them, at carefully chosen
moments. ) i
But I was having those thoughts myself and if Benneii
knew, he didn’t let on., Something seemed very wrong in our
marriage. Our lives ran parallel like railroad tracks. Bennett .
spent the day at his office, his hospital, his analyst, and then |
evenings at his office again, usually until nine or ten. I taught
a couple of days a week and wrote the rest of the time. My
teaching schedule was light, the writing was exhausting, and
by the time Bennett came home, I was ready to go out and
break loose. I had had plenty of solitude, plenty of long
hours alone with my typewriter and my fantasies. And T .
seemed to meet men everywhere. The world seemed crammed
with available, interesting men in a way it never had been
before I was married. ,
What was it about marriage -anyway? Even if you loved |
your husband, there came that inevitable year when fucking
him turned as bland as Velveeta cheese: filling, fattening !
even, but no thriil to the taste buds, no bittersweet edge, no
danger. And you longed for an overripe Camembert, a rare
goat cheese: luscious, creamy, cloven-hoofed. i
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1 was not against marriage. T believed in it in fact. It was
necessary to have one best friend in a hostile world, one per-
son you'd be loyal to no matter what, one person who'd al-
ways be loyal to you. But what about all those other longings
which after a while marriage did nothing much to appease?
The restlessness, the hunger, the thump in the gut, the thump
in the cunt, the longing to be filled up, to be fucked through
every hole, the yearning for dry champagne and wet kisses,
for the smell of peonies in a penthouse on a June night, for
the light at the end of the pier in Gatsby.... Not those
things really—because you knew that the very rich were
duller than you and me—but what those things evoked. The
sardonic, bittersweet vocabulary of Cole Porter love songs,
the sad sentimental Rogers and Hart Iyrics, all the romantic
nonsense you yearned for with half your heart and mocked
bitterly with the other half,

Growing up female in America. What a liability! You grew
up with your ears full of cosmetic ads, love songs, advice
columns, whoreoscopes, Hollywood gossip, and moral dilem-
mas on the level of TV soap operas. What litanies the adver-
tisers of the good life chanted at you! What curious
catechisms!

“Be kind to your behind.” “Blush like you mean it.” “Love
your hair.” “Want a better body? We'll rearrange the one
you've got.” “That shine on your face should come from him,
nat from your skin.” “You've come a long way, baby.” “How
to score with every male in the zodiac.” “The stars and sen-
sual you.” “To a man they say Cutty Sark.” “A diamond is
forever.” “If yow're concerned about douching ...” “Length
and coolness come together.” “How I solved my imtimate
odor problem.” “Lady be cool.” “Bvery woman alive loves
Chanel No. 5. “What makes a shy girl get intimate?”
“Femme, we named it after youw.”

What all the ads and all the whoreoscopes seemed to imply -
was that if only you were narcissistic enough, if only you
took proper care of your smells, your hair, your boobs, your
eyelashes, your armpits, your crotch, your stars, your scars,
and your choice of Scotch in bars—you would meet a beauti-
ful, powerful, potent, and rich man who would satisfy every
longing, fill every hole, make your heart skip a beat (or stand
still), make you misty, and fly you to the moon (preferably
on gossamer wings), where you would live totally satisfied
forever.

And the crazy part of it was that even if you were clever, .
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even if you spent your adolescence reading John Donne and
Shaw, even if you studied history or zoology or physics and
w_owmm to spend your life pursuing some difficult and challeng-
Ing career—you s#ll had a mind full of all the soupy long-
ings that every high-school girl was awash in. It didn’t mat-
ter, you see, whether you had an IQ of 170 or an IQ of 70,
you were brainwashed all the same. Only the surface trap-
pings were different. Only the talk was a little more sophisti-
cated. Underneath it all, you longed to be annihilated by love,
to be swept off your feet, to be filled up by a giant prick spout-
ing sperm, soapsuds, silks and satins, and of course, money.
Nobody bothered tfo tell you what marriage was really about.
You weren’t even provided, like Buropean gitls, with a philos-
ophy of cynicism and practicality. You expected not to desire
any other men after marriage. And you expected your husband
not to desire any other women. Then the desires came and
you were thrown into a panic of self-hatred. What an evil
woman you were! How could you keep being infatuated with
strange men? How could you study their bulging trousers like
that? How could you sit at a meeting imagining how every
man in the room would screw? How could you sit on a train
fucking total strangers with your eyes? How could you do
that to your husband? Did anyone ever tell you that maybe it
had nothing whatever to do with your husband?

And what about those other longings which marriage sti-
fled? Those longings to hit the open road from time to time,
to discover whether you could still live alone inside your own
head, to discover whether you could manage to survive in a
cabin in the woods without going mad; to discover, in short,
whether you were still whole after so many years of being
half of something (like the back two legs of a horse outfit on
the vaudeville stage).

Five years of marriage had made me itchy for all those
things: itchy for men, and itchy for solitude. Itchy for sex
and itchy for the life of a recluse., I knew my itches were
contradictory—and that made things even worse. I knew my
itches were un-American—and that made things still werse.
It is heresy in America to embrace any way of life except as
kalf of a couple. Solitude is un-American. It may be com-
doned in a man—especially if he is a “glamorous bachelor”
who “dates starlets” during a brief interval between mar-
riages. But a woman is always presumed to be alone as a result
of abandonment, not choice. And she is treated that way: as
a pariah. There is simply no dignified way for a woman to
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live alone. Oh, she can get along financially perhaps (though
not nearly as well as a man), but emotionally she is never
left in peace. Her friends, her family, her fellow workers
never let her forget that her husbandlessness, .her childless-
ness—her selfishness, in short—is a reproach to the American
way of life.

Even more to the point: the woman (unhappy though she
knows her married friends to be) can never let herself alone.
She lives as if she were constantly on the brink of some great
fulfillment. As if she were waiting for Prince Charming to
take her away “from all this.” All what? The solitude of living
inside her own soul? The certainty of being herself instead of
half of something else?

My response to all this was not (not yet) to have an affair
and not (not yet) to hit the open road, but fo evolve my fan-
tasy of the Zipless Fuck. The zipless fuck was more than a
fuck. ¥t was a platonic ideal. Zipless because when you came
together zippers fell away like rose petals, underwear blew
off in one breath like dandelion fluff. Tongues intertwined
and turned liquid. Your whole soul flowed out through your
tongue and into the mouth of your lover.

For the true, ultimate zipless A-1 fuck, it was necessary
that you never get to know the man very well. I had noticed,
for example, how all my infatuations dissolved as soon as T
really became friends with a man, became sympathetic to his
problems, listened to him kvetch about his wife, or ex-wives,
his mother, his children. After that T would like him, perhaps
even love him—but without passion. And it was passion that
I wanted. I had also learned that a sure way fo exorcise an
infatuation was to write about someone, to observe his tics
and twitches, to anatomize his personality in type. After that
he was an insect on a pin, a newspaper clipping laminated in
plastic. T might enjoy his company, even admire him at mo-
ments, but he no longer had the power to make me wake up
trembling in the middle of the night. I no longer dreamed
about him. He had a face.

So another condition for the zipless fuck was brevity. And
anonymity made it even better.

During the time I lived in Heidelberg I commuted to
Frankfurt four times a week to see my analyst. The ride toek
an hour each way and trains became an important part of
my fantasy life. I kept meeting beautiful men on the train,
men who scarcely spoke English, men whose clichés and ba-
nalities were hidden by my ignorance of French, or Italian, or
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even German. Much as I hate to admit it, there are some
beautiful men in Germany.

One scenario of the zipless fuck was perhaps inspired by
an Ttalian movie I saw years ago. As time went by, I embel-
lished it to suit my head. Tt used to play over and over again
as I shuttled back and forth from Heidelberg to Frankfurt,
from Frankfurt to Heidelberg:

A grimy Buropean train compartment (Second Class).
The seats are leatherette and hard. There is a sliding
door to the corridor outside. Olive trees rush by the win-
dow. Two Sicilian peasant women sit together on one
side with a child between them. They appear to be
mother and” grandmother and granddaughter. Both
women vie with each other to stuff the liitle girl’s mouth
with food. Across the way (in the window seat) is a
pretty young widow in a heavy black veil and tight
black dress which reveals her voluptuous figure. She is
_sweating profusely and her eyes are puffy. The middle
seat is empty. The corridor seat is occupied by an enor-
mously fat woman with a moustache, Her huge
haunches cause her to occupy almost half of the vacant
center seat. She is reading a pulp romance in which the
characters are photographed models and the dialogue
appears in litile puffs of smoke above their heads.

This fivesome bounces along for a while, the widow and
the fat woman keeping silent, the mother and grand-
mother talking to the child and each other about the
food, And then the train screeches to a halt in a town
called (perhaps) CORLEONE. A tall languid-looking sol-
dier, unshaven, but with a beautiful mop of hair, a cleft
chin, and somewhat devilish, lazy eyes, enters the com-
partment, looks insolently around, sees the empty half-
seat between the fat woman and the widow, and, with
many flirtatious apologies, sits down. He is sweaty and
disheveled but basically a gorgeous hunk of flesh, only
slightly rancid from the heat. The train screeches out of
the station.

Then we become aware only of the bouncing of the train
and the rhythmic way the soldier’s thighs are rubbing
against the thighs of the widow. Of course, he is also
Tubbing against the haunches of the fat lady—and she is
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trying to move away from him—which is guite unneces-
sary because he is unaware of her haunches. He is
watching the large gold cross between the widow's
breasts swing back and forth in her deep cleavage.
Bump. Pause. Bump. It hits one moist breast and then
the other. It seems to hesitate in between as if paralyzed
between two repelling magnets. The pit and the pendu-
lum. He is hypnotized. She stares out the window, looking
at each olive tree as if she had never seen olive trees be-
fore. He rises awkwardly, half-bows to the ladies, and
struggles to open the window. When he sits down again
his arm accidentally grazes the widow’s belly. She ap-
pears not to notice. He rests his left hand on the seat be-
tween his thigh and hers and begins to wind rubber
fingers around and under the soft flesh of her thigh. She
continues staring at each olive tree as if she were God
and had just made them and were wondering what to
call them.

Meanwhile the enormously fat lady is packing away her
pulp romance in an iridescent green plastic string bag
full of smelly cheeses and blackening bananas. And the
grandmother is rolling ends of salami in greasy newspa-
per. The mother is putting on the little girl’s sweater and
wiping her face with a handkerchief, lovingly moistened
with maternal spittle. The train screeches to a stop in a
town called (perhaps) PRrizzi, and the fat lady, the
mother, the grandmother, and the little gir] leave the
compartment. Then the train begins to move again. The
gold cross begins to bump, pause, bump between the
widow’s moist breasts, the fingers begin to curl under the
widow’s thighs, the widow continues to stare at the olive
trees. Then the fingers are sliding between her thighs
and they are parting her thighs, and they are moving up-
ward into the fleshy gap between her heavy black stock-
ings and her garters, and they are sliding up under her
garters into the damp unpantied place between her legs.

The train enters a galleria, or tunnel, and in the semi-
darkness the symbolism is consummated.
There is the soldier’s boot in the air and the dark walls
of the tunnel and the hypnotic rocking of the train and
the long high whistle as it finally emerges.
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Wordlessly, she gets off at a town called, perhaps, BIVONA,
She crosses the tracks, stepping carefully over them in
her narrow black shoes and heavy black stockings. He
stares after her as if he were Adam wondering what to
name her. Then he jumps up and dashes out of the train
in pursuit of her. At that very moment a long freight
train pulls through the parallel track obscuring his view
and blocking his way. Twenty-five freight cars later, she
has vanished forever,

One scenario of the zipless fuck.

Zipless, you see, not because European men have button-
flies rather than zipper-flies, and not because the participants
are so devastatingly attractive, but because the incident has
all the swift compression of a dream and is seemingly free of

all remorse and guilt; because there is no talk of her late hus--

band or of his fiancée; because there is no rationalizing; be-
cause there is no talk at all. The zipless fuck is absolutely
pure. It is free of ulterior motives. There is no power game.
The man is not “taking” and the woman is not “giving.” No
one is attempting to cuckold a husband or humiliate a wife.
No one is trying to prove anything or get anything out of
anyone. The zipless fuck is the purest thing there is. And it is
rarer than the unicorn. And I have never had one. Whenever
it seemed I was close, I discovered a horse with a papier-

méché horn, or two clowns in a unicorn suit. Alessandre, my
Florentine friend, came close. But he was, after all, one -

clown in a unicorn suit.
Consider this tapestry, my life,

2 | “Every Woman
Adores a Fascist™

Every woman adores a Fascist,
.H._uoaﬂuooﬁ in the face, the brute

Brute heart of a brute like you.
~—Sylvia Plath
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Excerpt from

Héléne Cixous, "The Laugh of Medusa"

1971

...l write this as a woman, towards women. When | say ‘woman," I'm speaking of woman in her
inevitable struggle against conventional man; and of a universal woman subject who must bring
women to their senses and to their meaning in history. But first it must be said that in spite of the
enormity of the repression that has kept them in the the "dark™ --that dark which people have been
trying to make them accept as their attribute-- there is, at this time, no general woman, no one
typical woman. What they have in common I will say. But what strikes me is the infinite richness of
their individual constitutions: you can't talk about a female sexuality, uniform, homogeneous,
classifiable into codes --any more than you can talk about one unconscious resembling another.
Women's imaginary is inexhaustible, like music, painting, writing: their stream of phantasms is
incredible.

| have been amazed more than once by a description a woman gave me of a world all their own
which she had been secretly haunting since early childhood. A world of searching, the elaboration
of knowledge, on the basis of systematic experimentation with the bodily functions, a passionate
and precise interrogation of her erotogeneity. This practice, extraordinarily rich and inventive, in
particular as concerns masturbation, is prolonged or accompanied by a production of forms, a
veritable aesthetic activity, each stage of rapture inscribing a resononant vision, a composition,
something beautiful. Beauty will no longer be forbidden.

| wished that woman would write and proclaim this unique empire so that other women, other
unacknowledged sovereigns, might exclaim: 1, too, overflow; my desires have invented new desires,
my body knows unheard-of songs. Time and again I, too, have felt so full of luminous torrents that |
could burst --burst with forms much more beautiful than those which are put up in frames and sold
for a stinking fortune. And I, too, said nothing, showed nothing; I didn't open my mouth, I didn't
repaint my half of the world. | was ashamed. | was afraid, and | swallowed my shame and my fear. |
said to myself: You are mad! What' the meaning of these waves, these floods, these outbursts?
Where is the ebullient, infinite woman who, immersed as she was in her naiveté, kept in the dark
about herself, led into self-disdain by the great arm of parental-conjugal phallocentrism, hasn't been
ashamed of her strength? Who, surprised and horrified by the fantastic tumult of her drives (for she
was made to believe that a well-adjusted normal woman has a...divine composure), hasn't actually
accused herself of being a monster? Who, feeling a funny desire stirring inside her (to sing, to write,


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hélène_Cixous
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to dare to speak, in short, to bring out something new), hasn't thought she was sick? Well, her
shameful sickness is that she resists death, that she makes trouble.

And why don't you write? Write! Writing is for you, you are for you; your body is yours, take it. |
know why you haven't written. (And why | didn't write before the age of twety-seven.) Because
writing is at once too high, too great for you, it's reserved for the great --that is for 'great men’; and
it's 'silly'. Besides, you've written a little, but in secret. And it wasn't good, because it was in secret,
and because you punished yourself for writing, because you didn't go all the way, or because you
wrote, irresistibly, as when we would masturbate in secret, not to go further, but to attenuate the
tension a bit, just enough to take the edge off. And then as soon as we come, we go and make
ourselves feel guilty --so as to be forgiven; or to forget, to bury it until the next time....

The Dark Continent is neither dark nor unexplorable. It is still unexplored only because we've been
made to believe that it was too dark to be explorable. And because they want to make us believe
that what interests us is the white continent, with its monuments to Lack. And we believed. They
riveted us between two horrifying myths: between the Medusa and the abyss. That would be enough
to see half the world laughing, except that it's still going on. For the phallogocentric sublation is
with us, and it's militant, regenerating the old patterns, anchored in the dogma of castration. They
haven't changed a thing: they've theorized their desire for reality! Let the priests tremble, we're
going to show they our sexts!

Too bad for them, if they fall apart upon discovering that women aren't men, or that the mother
doesn't have one. But isn't this fear convenient for them? Wouldn't the worst be, isn't the worst, in
truth, that women aren't castrated, that they have only to stop listening to the Sirens (for the Sirens
were men) for history to change its meaning? You only have to look at the Medusa straight on to
see her. And she's not deadly. She's beautiful and laughing....

We've been turned away from our bodies, shamefully taught to ignore them, to strike them with that
stupid sexual modesty; we've been made victims of the old fool's game: each one will love the other
sex. I'll give you your body and you'll give me mine. But who are the men who give women the
body that women blindly yield to them? Why so few texts? Because so few women have as yet won
back their body. Women must write through their bodies, they must invent the impregnable
language that will wreck partitions, classes and rhetorics, regulations and codes, they must
submerge, cut through, get beyond the ultimate reverse-discourse, including the one that laughs at
the very idea of pronouncing the word 'silence’, the one that, aiming for the impossible, stops short
before the word 'impossible’ and writes it as 'the end.'

Such is the syntax of women that, sweeping away syntax, breaking that famous thread (just a tiny
little thread, they say) which acts for men as a surrogate umbilical cord, assuring them --otherwise
they couldn't come-- that the old lady is always right behind them, wathcing them make phallus,
women will go right up to the impossible....
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