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Early on, there were individuals like Charlotte Bunch who were writing feminist theory

but who were not conventional academics, folks who had been academically trained

but had retained a commitment to community activism outside academic institutions.

Individuals who did not have Ph.D.'s were creating feminist theory that was emerging

from movement-based activism. However, when women in the academy centralized

the issue of academic within hierarchical legitimation patriarchal institutions,

everyone began to move away from an emphasis on feminist theory that was

concerned with building mass-based movement. Feminist theory became much more

the site where the politics of legitimation within academic hierarchy was played out.

This is the path that has brought us to where we are today, to where the kind of work

(done by those feminist thinkers who see themselves as that theorists) that makes no

attempt to engage feminist politics is the work that is often most respected.

Sisterhood: beyond public and private 

I do believe feminist theory can be transformative—that it is absolutely

necessary for feminist politics. I'm not interested in gender-based

scholarship that is completely divorced from a concern with eliminating

sexism and sexist oppression in the lives of women, men, and children

in our world. We have so many more people today, men and women,

doing scholarship that makes use of feminist thinking, that focuses on

gender, that is not rooted in a commitment to feminist politics.



As women, we have come to distrust that power which rises from our deepest and non- rational knowledge. We have been

warned against it all our lives by the male world, which values this depth of feeling enough to keep women around in order

to exercise it in the service of men, but which fears this same depth too much to examine the possibility of it within

themselves. So women are maintained at a distant/inferior position to be psychically milked, much the same way ants

maintain colonies of aphids to provide a life-giving sub- stance for their masters. 

Audre Lorde, "The Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power"

But the erotic offers a well of replenishing and provocative force to the woman who

does not fear its revelation, nor succumb to the belief that sensation is enough. 

The erotic has often been misnamed by men and used against women. It has been

made into the confused, the trivial, the psychotic, the plasticized sensation. For this

reason, we have often turned away from the exploration and consideration of the

erotic as a source of power and information, confusing it with its opposite, the

pornographic. But pornography is a direct denial of the power of the erotic, for it

represents the suppression of true feeling. Pornography emphasizes sensation

without feeling. 

The erotic is a measure between the beginnings of our sense of self and the chaos

of our strongest feelings. It is an internal sense of satisfaction to which, once we

have experienced it, we know we can aspire. For having experienced the fullness of

this depth of feeling and recognizing its power, in honor and self- respect we can

require no less of ourselves. 



When we look away from the importance of the erotic in the development and suste- nance of our power, or when we

look away from ourselves as we satisfy our erotic needs in concert with others, we use each other as objects of

satisfaction rather than share our joy in the satisfying, rather than make connec- tion with our similarities and our

differences. To refuse to be conscious of what we are feel- ing at any time, however comfortable that might seem, is to

deny a large part of the experience, and to allow ourselves to be reduced to the pornographic, the abused, and the

absurd. 

The erotic cannot be felt secondhand. As a Black lesbian feminist, I have a particular feel- ing, knowledge, and

understanding for those sisters with whom I have danced hard, played, or even fought. This deep participation has 

often been the forerunner for joint concerted actions not possible before. 

But this erotic charge is not easily shared by women who continue to operate under an exclusively European-

American male tradition. I know it was not available to me when I was trying to adapt my consciousness to this mode

of living and sensation. 

Only now, I find more and more women- identified women brave enough to risk sharing the erotic’s electrical charge

without having to look away, and without distorting the enor- mously powerful and creative nature of that exchange.

Recognizing the power of the erotic within our lives can give us the energy to pur- sue genuine change within our

world, rather than merely settling for a shift of characters in the same weary drama. 

For not only do we touch our most profoundly creative source, but we do that which is female and self-affirming in the

face of a racist, patriarchal, and anti-erotic society. 

Audre Lorde, "The Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power"



A reconceptualization of the politics of marginal

groups allows us not only to privilege the specific

lived experience of distinct communities, but also

to search for those interconnected sites of

resistance from which we can wage broader

political struggles. Only by recognizing the link

between the ideological, social, political, and

economic marginalization of punks, bulldaggers,

and welfare queens can we begin to develop

political analyses and political strategies effective

in confronting the linked yet varied sites of power

in this country.

Cathy J. Cohen



Cathy J. Cohen
"the present-day rendition of this politics has deviated significantly from its legacy. Specifically, while both political efforts

include as a focus of their work the radicalization and/or expansion of traditional lesbian and gay politics, the politics of

lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered people of color have been and continue to be much broader in its

understanding of transformational politics."

"while the politics of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered activists of color might recognize heteronormativity as a

primary system of power structuring our lives, it understands that heteronormativity interacts with institutional racism,

patriarchy, and class exploitation to define us in numerous ways as marginal and oppressed subjects."

"The process of ignoring or at least downplaying queers' varying relationships to power is evident not only in the writing of

queer activists, but also in the political actions pursued by queer organizations."

"queer politics is coded with class, gender, and race privilege, and may have lost its potential to be a politically expedient

organizing tool for addressing the needs-and mobilizing the bodies-of people of color."

"It is this narrow understanding of the idea of queer that negates its use in fundamentally reorienting the politics and

privilege of lesbian and gay politics as well as more generally moving or transforming the politics of the left. Despite its

liberatory claim to stand in opposition to static categories of oppression, queer politics and much of queer theory seem in

fact to be static in the understanding of race, class, and gender and their roles in how heteronormativity regulates sexual

behavior and identities."

"It is this pattern of regulating the behavior and denigrating the identities of those heterosexuals on the outside of

heteronormative privilege, in particular those perceived as threatening systems of white supremacy, male domination, and

capitalist advancement that I want to highlight."



Cathy J. Cohen
"one of the great failings of queer theory and especially queer politics has been their inability to incorporate into analysis of the world and

strategies for political mobilization the roles that race, class, and gender play in defining people's differing relations to dominant and

normalizing power."

"intersectional analysis of who and what the enemy is and where our potential allies can be found. This analysis seeks to make clear the

privilege and power embedded in the categorizations of, on the one hand, an upstanding, "morally correct," white, state authorized, middle-

class, male heterosexual, and on the other, a culturally deficient, materially bankrupt, state dependent, heterosexual, woman of color, the

latter found most often in our urban centers (those that haven't been gentrified), on magazines covers, and on the evening news."

", in recognizing the distinct history of oppression lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered people have confronted and challenged, I am

not willing to embrace every queer as my marginalized political ally. In the same way, I do not assume that shared racial, gender, and/or

class position or identity guarantees or produces similar political commitments."

"I want to be clear that what I and others are calling for is the destabilization, and not the destruction or abandonment, of identity

categories."

"it was the contention of activists that the government which denied even wealthy gay men access to drugs to combat this disease must be

regarded as the same source of power that denied incarcerated men and women access to basic health care, including those drugs and

conditions needed to combat HIV and AIDS"

"The radical potential of those of us on the outside of heteronormativity rests in our understanding that we need not base our politics in the

dissolution of all categories and communities, but we need instead to work toward the destabilization and remaking of our identities.

Difference, in and of itself--even that difference designated through named categories-is not the problem. Instead it is the power invested in

certain identity categories and the idea that bounded categories are not to be transgressed that serve as the basis of domination and

control. The reconceptualization not only of the content of identity categories, but the intersectional nature of identities themselves, must

become part of our political practice."



"I think of my work as bridging theory and narrative. I am very committed to a storied articulation of ideas, but working with

concepts as building blocks enables me to think about situation and character as well as my own key terms."

"Is it possible to exceed or negotiate the constitutive limits of the archive? By advancing a series of speculative arguments and

exploiting the capacities of the subjunctive (a grammatical mood that expresses doubts, wishes, and possibilities), in fashioning

a narrative, which is based upon archival research, and by that I mean a critical reading of the archive that mimes the figurative

dimensions of history, I intended both to tell an impossible story and to amplify the impossibility of its telling."

The conditional temporality of “what could have been,” according to Lisa Lowe, “symbolizes aptly the space of a different kind of

thinking, a space of productive attention to the scene of loss, a thinking with twofold attention that seeks to encompass at once

the positive objects and methods of history and social science and the matters absent, entangled and unavailable by its

methods.” The intention here isn’t anything as miraculous as recovering the lives of the enslaved or redeeming the dead, but

rather laboring to paint as full a picture of the lives of the captives as possible. 
This double gesture can be described as straining against the limits of the archive to write a cultural history of the captive, and, at

the same time, enacting the impossibility of representing the lives of the captives precisely through the process of narration. The

method guiding this writing practice is best described as critical fabulation. 
“Fabula” denotes the basic elements of story, the building blocks of the narrative. A fabula, according to Mieke Bal, is “a series of

logically and chronologically related events that are caused and experienced by actors. An event is a transition from one state to

another. Actors are agents that perform actions. (They are not necessarily human.) 

To act is to cause or experience and event.”... By throwing into crisis “what happened when” and by exploiting the “transparency

of sources” as fictions of history, I wanted to make visible the production of disposable lives (in the Atlantic slave trade and, as

well, in the discipline of history), to describe “the resistance of the object,” if only by first imagining it, and to listen for the mutters

and oaths and cries of the commodity.

Saidiya Hartman



c r i t i c a l  f a b u l a t i o n

By playing with and rearranging the basic
elements of the story, by re-presenting
the sequence of events in divergent

stories and from contested points of view,
I have attempted to jeopardize the status
of the event, to displace the received or
authorized account, and to imagine what
might have happened or might have been

said or might have been done.



critical fabulation



The hard-hearted no-count man, sharper,

sheik, sweet man, queer fellow, seducer

must be handled or dispatched so that

the right couple can emerge—the true

husband and wife. So that the girl ruined

by the promise of a part in the show, the

girl willing to meet the gambler, pimp, or

shady producer later at the after-hours

spot, the girl willing to do anything to get

the part can be rescued, so that no one

else will savor the words or hum the tune:

Women ain’t gonna need no men. They

got a head like a sweet angel and walk

just like a natural man. 

Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments



It is the representation of black

lesbian lives, not simply its analysis

and deconstruction that has the most

immediate, broad-based and long-

lasting cultural and historical impact.

Only by telling our stories in the most

specific, imagistic, and imaginative

narratives do the lives of black

lesbians take on long-term literary

and political significance. 

Jewelle Gomez



Jewelle Gomez
"My need to look back also grows out of my sense that queer studies is at an important crossroads, and that the quality of our

path ahead, as always, depends significantly on our acknowledgment and examination of the disparate political/historical

contexts that have led to where we are now. "

"While our histories have often overlapped, black lesbians and black gay men have experienced repression and invisibility in

vastly different ways. After all, sexism is alive and well in all facets of our culture. It will take a concerted effort on the part of those

invested in black queer academic studies to avert the serious crisis that is currently in the making as a result of the insidious

misogyny that plagues our culture.:

"The invisibility of black lesbians is already an “epidemic” in many academic arenas—black/African studies, women’s studies,

literature, and sociology. The affliction of invisibility is in danger of spreading to queer studies as well."

"African American or black studies programs have already indicated that queerness is not a black issue and so may be

dismissed. It is almost without exception that my visits to college campuses can engage the financial support of the college’s

black group or department but not their active participation. I can count on one hand the number of black student groups or

departments that, while I was on campus at the invitation of another program, have responded to my direct offer to meet with

them or to visit a class. Black studies professors are not interested in black lesbians."

"Black queer academics are in the unique position to bridge this gap and to return to the tradition of resistance, which

characterized the movements that engendered the programs in which they teach. By remembering progressive politics and

feminism, the root factors of all specialized programs and departments, those who teach black queer classes do not just

examine but also aid social change."

"A syllabus is a terrible thing to waste."


