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Dear Sisters,

Reference your note om.P23 (RRF7) about the use of the word "cunt",

others might also be writing in to say that there is evidence
(M. Dames, the Silbury Treasure) that cunt linguistically is
related to "kem"óas in d'ye ken - do you know - the cunt isra place
of knowledge - the source of knowledge; Pcunning" in the early
sense of intricate and skilled is related. (I have often thought of

a really nice dual meaning of the biblical quotation "if I forget
the... may my right hand lose its cunning" ).

'l-

Also there is some evidence that cunt, ken, cunning etc. may be

linked to "canny" again in the no putedown sense of knowing;
and on another tack, cunny the rabbit. in patriarchal folk

song, the coney, is also the cu_n1t-

I think we should reclaim all these words about ourselves that THEY
use to put us down. Cunt especially, since it indicates our cunts

as the power source - which is why they use it so viciously.

 Imcidentally Dames also suggests that the river Kennet, near Avebury,

and Silbury Hill in Wiltshire is also derived from cunt - Silbury
being the visual expression of a woman's body in the form of the

Goddess.

In_sisterhood
. Asphodel

PS Are there any linguistics women who can oomment?i

I have always been struck by the fact that the oldest form of writing

kn-own, is CUNEFORM writing. That means cunt shaped. (Some dictionaries

politely translate this as wedge shaped.)Nothing will convince me that
men would have invented a form of writing based on that symbol I

though the cuneiorm writings we have indicate that society was a city

state patriarchy.

I looked up ken in my Scottish dictionary and was well as meaning óknowô
a second meaning was given óbrothelô. This supports Asphodel's

 theory, in.n somewhat unpleasant fashion. We need to reclaim more than
the word before I will feel happy using it.

In sisterhowi,
Sandra. Mc;bFei*lcl 2210181

|.__-. _
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A Oritiqp__e_of_ A_d_1Ä_i_e_n_ne_R_'ic1Ä1_'Ä_ _1_@9_mnuls9.ri ileierosesusliti
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(More about Political Lesbianisml)

Adrienne Rich's paper COMPULSORY HETEROSEXUALITY AND LESBIAN
EXISTENOE challenges the assumption that heterosexuality is
the natural sexuality for women._ She calls our attention go
the óinstitution of heterosexualityf and to the dlsmlseel 0
lesbianism as a form of deviance. She eXPleln5 how men geve
silenced lesbians and how the fact af lesbianism and les ian
life/culture has been consistently ignored.

But I have several criticisms of COMPULSORY HETEROSEXUALITY t
and I think that Adrienne Rich's paper does nat in the end ge
women much further in our struggle to end men s power over US.

First of all, why does she talk about ócompulsoryf heterosex-
uality? According to Adrienne Rich, heterosexuality as we knowd
it is forced on women - in lots of different waya. It_le fence
on us by various means which are themselves manlweetetlens Qf
male power. These are ópower-characteristics and they enfOrOe
heterosexuality - which is thus at two removes from male power.
Heterosexuality is not in itself, according t0 nena a form of
male power - any more than lesbianism in itself is female pgÄ@r-
And that is the heart of it. For me , heterosexuallty 13 m Á
power - and lesbianism is power of women, polltleel Pewer as
much as anything else.

Her argument is that heterosexuality is enforced because týat
way the sexual enslavement of_n,men is made much easier. hOmen_
have learned to accept male violation of oar psychic and Pkygle
al boundaries as the price of survivaló... have been ednÂ?i_-®;
to perceive ourselves as sexual preyó - and we are all vio im
of sexual slavery.

This is not language I should choose to describe my life under
male supremacy. I reject her statement that women have no _
real choices in our sexual relationships (óthe absence of cholce
remains the great unacknowledged realityf) end I deP10Te hgr
presentation of women as slaves and victims because she oi ers
us no solutions. Further, to argue that we have learned ox
survive by acaepting male violence is to imply that wa shou®3r_
not have survived without men. In fact, women W1 -On men -
vive better, just as Jews survive better in the absence of t
Nazis. And similarly, women know (and so not need to learn to
know) that men violate and prey upon us - gust as Jews Knew
what Nazis were doing to them, without having to be edueeted
into knowing it.

But can there be a healthy, free heterosexuality? Agan heteýagh
sexuality be voluntary as opposed to compulsory. rienne and
does not want to rule out the possibility. The SnPPTeeS1On
destruction of lesbian relationships has meant an incalculable

I
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loss to the power of all womentp_ 
sexes, to liberate ourselves and each otheró emphasis hers . S e
asks that heterosexual discard the_notion that heterosexual k
relationships result from a sexual preference. She does not as

women to abandon heterosexuality.- She excuses women who stayb tt
within heterosexual relationships and does_nht say that it is e ei
to be a lesbian. I think that lesbian feminists need to say that 1
is. And we need to say why.

Changing the social relations between the sexes is not, after all,
the same as overthrowing male power. And althengn Sh? does f1na%1y
imply that women need to 'undo' male power Adrienne Rich dogs ný ld
suggest how to do it. Nor even whether it is women alone w oks on
be doing this. All she tells us is that we shall need to wor on 
understanding the institution of heterosexuality and deVe1?P e_
"complex kind of overview" in order to dismantle that institution.

And to heterosexual feminists she suggests that they "quastion th
heterosexuality" - and promises them a "freelns-up of th1?klng# e
exploring of new paths, the shattering of another great silence,
new clarity in personal relationships..."

It is true that Adrienne Rich's paper is of great value to femlnlet
historians who want to place their uncoverings of relat1hnehlPe/
friendships/bondings/associations between women in a feminist
political context. But Adrienne Rich's romantic interpretatlen Of
women's history as being somehow an expression of lesbianism _
obscures the reality and confuses different kinds of female friend-
ships with one another - in some cases no doubt women's relationships
with one another took first place in their lives, as far as that was
possible. In other cases there was ambiguity in women s loyalties.
óWomen-identifiedó friendships do not always hayethe Strengnn and
force of friendships between women who are lesbians. Thehe le e
qualitative difference. Lesbian women put women first - woman-
identifiedó heterosexual women put men first when it comes to the
crunch.

It is a mistake for us to assume that, because there were women in  
the past who were forced into heterosexual relationships, women _
nowadays have as little control over their lives and bodies. This
is not true, certainly in Europe and the USA. _Women can make a A
choice not to be heterosexual, do have the choice to be lesbian -
and women who choose to be lesbians get support from other women
Who have made and are making that choice. Our increasing power to
choose runs alongside the current upsurge of the Women's Liberetlon
Movement - and that is no coincidence. c U

The other side of the coin of compulsory heterosexuality seems ta
be innate lesbianism. And here again I disagree with Adrienne R}en=
Her argument is that heterosexuality is not necessarily innate; it
has become an institution and women can have no real choice in our
sexual orientation. Heterosexualit , she says, is compulsory -c
lesbianism (or a sort of lesbianism? is natural to us-_ In Order to
put lesbianism on the map of women's history and eXPeTlenCe: _
Adrienne Rich claims that women's primary relationships are Wlth
our mothers - and are lesbian. She proceeds to re-define the term
LESBIAN in order to justify her assertion. She invents the concept
of a LESBIAN CONTIUUM which will include a vast range of woman-
identified experienceó. And the phrase LESBIAN EXISTENCE, she
explains, means more than the existence of lesbians ð it neene the
meaning of that existence too ... presumably in terne Of our
affirmation of relationships with other women and our struggle not
to be victims of men.  A
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Adrienne Rich says that the word LESBIAN has "clinical associations".Lò

}

.---'

Yes, it is true, there is a precise and specifically sexual J
definition of the word. However, to broaden the definition of vi
LESBIAN is to take away the force and impact of our self-naming. I
shall here continue to use the word in its accepted meaning ð
otherwise I should have to invent a new word for the naming of women I
who join in genital sex with other women and who do not engage in
sex with men. Adrienne Rich wants to "deepen and broaden the range
of what we define as lesbian existence" and include female friend-
ships, collectives, gatherings and groups - and individual resisters
of men. In that case I shall have to invent a new term ógenital
lesbianó with which to name myself. This hardly does away with the
clinical and limiting ring to the word LESBIAN.

If, as Adrienne Rich tells us, women are forced into heterosexuality
and have no choice in the matter, how is it that there are any
lesbians in the world? Her answer is innate lesbianism. 1Her
line is that women's original and primary erotic/emotional relation-
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ships are with other women. As we
grow up men use their power over us to
force us to become heterosexual and
male-identified (to give óemotional,
erotic loyalty and subservience to
menó). T e women who are lesbians -
according to the usual definition -
are those women who somehow escaped
the universal enforcement of hetero-
sexuality.

These ideas at first sight, appear attractive. Adrienne Rich's.óJ
lesbian contiuum gives lesbians a place
1n the world - and a pre-eminent one:
we no longer need to feel outsiders and
freaks; we can now make links with
heterosexual women on the basis that we
share an underlying 'lesbian' identity.
We can accept (graciously) too that 1%
some of us are on the genital end of _ ów

I

the lesbian contiuum and some of us 5&3;
aren't, all because of patriarchy which vhgy
doesn't allow us freedom of choice: "'ñ
that heterosexuality has been used to shore up male power and the
enslavement of women: that women under patriarchy "have no collective
power to determine the meaning and place of sexuality in their

' ore lesbian feminists have no right to demand thatlives", theref

. ñ_

óin.
." I

1- *

~r I 'u'1:"::-óI '1?-|' ñ'1 '; 7:ó;-

heterosexual women give up sex with
men - because they don't have that
choice: that heterosexuality is just
one way in which men control us - and
is not fundamental to our oppression
as women and is not inextricably
linked with male supremacy: that A
lesbians and heterosexual women are
the same really and we are all sisters...

And we are left powerless. óWe can't break out of heterosexuality
because we can't. Anyway, it seems that even if we are lesbians we
may continue to identify with men -yso lesbianism in itself doesn't
figure asva refusal of men's power - I am sure this will placate
heterosexual feminists but it is insulting to lesbians. Adrienne
Rich implies throughout her paper that there is nothing political
about being a lesbian. After all, she says that we have no freedom
of choice about our sexual relationships - relationships just happen
to us and it's all a matter of luck. But if we accept that it is

i ðið-i ð i _i__ _.. _ L
















































