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If we stopped distinguishing the sexes, who would notice 

what differentiates them? 

- Milarepa 

Why do we continue searching for the hidden sources 
of homosexuality, and devise guilty pathways for it, as 
if we necessarily had to wrench half of the world away 
from desire? Thought, by feeling mortal, has become 
the rival of nature, or has revolted against it. There is 
nothing else distinguishing humans from animals 
than this struggle against nature taking place under 
the guise of an alliance with it. 

Man has become a counter-natural animal, and 
we have called that process the appearance of intelli
gence. As we rebel against our planet, our only 
option is to brand it with our filthy footprint, our 
moral calamity and our human pollution. Perhaps 
we will finally decide to derail the planet and desire 
it completely, its history and geography, its insects 
and hippopotamuses, its young and old, its males 
and females. 
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Homosexuality does not stem from any dirty 
little secret. The social mechanism repressing it is 
what generates guilt. There is a proportion of 
humans, oscillating between fifty and a hundred 
percent, that carries the desire for the same sex. 
Popular common sense, completely permeated by 
Judea-Christian culture, refuses this obvious fact. 
And yet counter-culture sometimes unveils it in 
moments of lucidity, when it stops pretending to 
imitate nature, when it stops using nature, almost 
theologically, as an alibi .  

There is no morality that does not claim to spring 
from the respect of nature, yet the foundations and 
the desire for morality are economic. (Let me remark 
that the most ferociously anti-abortionist of our 
ministers, whose stance supposedly arises out of a 
great respect for life, also presides over the produc
tion and distribution of the most killing machines, 
while his colleague in Public Health is brazen 
enough to declare, without fear of ridicule, that he 
finds some contradiction in seeing the same people 
campaign against the death penalty and for the 
massacre of innocent fetuses . )  

Ants do not have abortions. Ants are not homo
sexual. Ants do not draft wills . Ants do not travel to 
the moon. Ants do not play football and do not play 
on Wall Street. Ants are natural. With the human 
machine, it's the opposite. We can read our condi
tion most legibly in those areas that are the farthest 
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removed from our conditioning, those zones 
between order and desire where the sting of injury is 
the greatest, and the callus covering the wound is 
most developed. 

Homosexuality is not the result of a pallid (and 
so-called individual) childhood adventure; it is 
rather a capital point of conflict between society and 
the cultural nature of man. It is sufficient that one 
species move beyond the animal for the homosexual 
alternative to become inherent and grow to define it, 
even if this species defends itself from it ferociously 
by invoking the laws of nature. Nature, however, is 
not made of laws but of phenomena. Ignoring this 
obvious fact, we go searching for morals where there 
have never been any: in the animal world, whose 
unbearable cruelty we are very careful to silence 
beforehand. Ours is a society of sublimated homo
sexuality. This is the only way that we can speak of a 
homosexual conception of the world. 

If the human being, and man in particular, 
claims he is heterosexual with such insistence, and he 
produces such a wealth of moral and metaphysical 
justifications for this claim, it is, of course, because he 
condemns and represses the homosexuality in himself 
and refuses to recognize that he is as drawn to his 
gender as he is to the other. Such concealment, by 
burying that desire, only increases and deforms it. On 
the contrary, when a small group chooses to publicly 
express its homosexuality against all social regulations, 

56 / The /\SS8S 



it does so by prohibiting heterosexuality and stamping 
it with the sign of damnation as the State imposed 
form of copulation. And thus, unrecognized, the 
homosexual entity becomes the source of two interde
pendent forms of racism which are nourished there. 
If, on the contrary, it were recognized and expressed 
by all, homosexuality would dissolve at the same time 
as heterosexuality, and desire's differentiation of its 
object would also eventually disappear. 

This perspective, although easy to map out, is 
harder to implement because we live under the dou
ble law of monosexuality and of the couple. Across 
the political spectrum and in all social classes, except 
for certain libertine currents, these imperatives are 
followed: only make love with one of the genders, 
and only make love through copulation, that is, with 
a single person at a time. 

The very idea of toppling this dictatorship can 
only occur to the sexually obsessed, as the bour
geoisie calls them, who are forcibly marginalized and 
more or less tolerated according to their social stand
ing. But it is precisely these marginalized groups, 
because their powerful system of phantasy so partic
ularizes their desire and brings about such maniacal 
erotic inscriptions on their body, which are pushed 
away from sexual polyvalence and act like antique 
collectors obsessing over glass vases. 

In addition, today's political exacerbation of sexual 
insurgency arises from an excessively doctrinaire 
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critique of foul social phallocracy and from a slightly 
simplistic reversal of the contentions of power, in the 
sense that these movements, influenced by Leftist 
methodology, are both overly irascible and overly 
ideological. It follows that these revolutionary projects 
have retained a multiplicity of postures of refusal 
fighting between themselves. Although they maintain 
a clear picture of their political enemies and 
oppressors, even amongst the so-called militants of 
desire, the willingness to expand desire is confronted 
with a radical refusal on the part of the different 
autonomous groups of sexual struggle, whether they 
be gays, lesbians or women's liberation. 

They believe that the difficult pursuit of the non
differentiation of desire is politically premature, or 
that it is depoliticized and even tainted with mysti
cism. Thus a homosexual trying to allow heterosexual 
desire to reappear from beneath the tangle of his 
fears of women would be accused of treachery and 
assimilated to someone who, pulled in by orthodox 
psychoanalysis, accepts to be healed of perversion by 
a society to which he stands opposed. Or he would 
be accused of being an alibi for official sexual ideol
ogy since he would have joined it. 

We are thus witness to the establishment of a 
series of counter-terrorisms that congeal and 
exclude one another. Their apparent alliance, such 
as the one struck up between the gays and lesbians, 
simply relies on different refutations of the same 
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system. All sexual minorities thus crystallize on 
their particular specificity. We might think that 
such atomization is in fact a necessary stage, because 
it is useful for the margins to encircle and encroach 
upon normalcy in a thousand different ways . Yet the 
margins should not combat the margins, for this 
will just strengthen normalcy. 

Of all the political observations that can be made 
about desire, the most obvious is that there is nothing 
more racist than desire as it has been transmitted to 
us, and there is nothing more discriminatory than 
the absolute power of desire as it continues to tunnel 
along single-mindedly. We need to decide if we will 
allow this racism to develop in our sacrosanct 
desire, or if revolution must also, and perhaps fore
most, start with desire's struggle to expulse its own 
racist foundations . 

I hear cries of protest already. You interrupt to 
tell me that wanting to desire what we do not is 
simply Christian charity. You exclaim that we cannot 
impose any work at all upon desire . On the side of 
the true revolution, it is our duty to speak of desire, 
but we do not have the right to speak of will, for that 
immediately evokes voluntarism and even fascism. 
Many revolutions prohibit voluntarism even if that 
volition is oriented towards the wandering of sexu
al flows. Our desiring machines can misfire, of course, 
but only beyond our consciousness or behind 
our backs . 



The concepts of work, of will , I know what they 
mean in the mouths of Brezhnev or Paul VI, and 
more generally in mouths that can spew out morals 
but never take in a dick. But work also means some
thing in terms of fermentation, of imagination and 
of bringing to life. And I can never really forget that 
voluptuousness and volition share the same etymo
logical origin. 

For a homosexual, changing life, changing his life 
means, first of all , that he must start trying to live his 
desire openly, without any exquisite guilt or veiled 
terror. But must we wait for capitalist society to 
make homosexuality licit, as it has started to do in 
certain countries, to escape as if by contradiction the 
exclusive authority of homosexuality (of one homo
sexuality among many) and to start prophesizing in 
domains that will remain prohibited or cursed once 
the major perversions have ceased to be minor. 

Will any desire, apart from obedience, ever be 
able to structure itself otherwise than as transgres
sion or counter-transgression? The broadening of 
desire starts today, for those who anticipate or desire 
it so. Limiting oneself to a sexual path, under the 
pretext that it is one's desire and that it corresponds 
to a political opportunity for deviance, strengthens 
the bi-polarization of the ideology of desire that has 
been forged by the bourgeoisie. 

And please do not tell me that I am touching here 
upon an embryonic morality that consists in going 
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towards women when we love men, and vice-versa. 
Desire must be allowed to function on any object. 
And not only on a body other than one's own. And 
not only on one body instead of two or more, 
simultaneously. And not only on the age class of 
youth or on the esthetic class of beauty, the formal 
elements of the class struggle. And not only on one 
of the two phantasmatic modalities of masochism or 
masochism disguised as sadism. And not only on 
one of the two sexes. And not only, assuming these 
differentiations will eventually disappear, on the 
human species . 

Hearing this, it makes no difference if the 
touchy nationalists of homosexuality fear that they 
will lose their sexual identity; they might say this is 
utopia, political resignation or even a bourgeois 
orgy. Such an explosion of desire is not affiliated 
with the sham bisexuality put on by a certain liber
tine and hipster bourgeoisie when it engages in its 
cold and phallocratic lasciviousness . This path leads 
desiring machines towards the desire to desire and 
not to covetousness. It knows the urgency of the 
struggle against the phallus (which we must not, of 
course, confuse with the penis) . And once desire 
spreads, it eludes the royalty of masculine libidinal 
economy, it contradicts the establishment of power 
based on the usage of sex, a power which is phallic in 
our society but which could possibly be clitoral or 
uterine in another. 
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Once homosexual desire emerges in someone's 
history, or in his or her environment, as something 

other than a constraint or a transgression, sex can no 
longer be heterosexual or homosexual unless it is 
stated to become reactionary. Yet this remains, 
perhaps,  a rare occurrence. Perhaps we are underesti
mating repression and sexual misery. Perhaps this 
reflects a privileged attitude on our part, but we each 
must speak from where we stand. 

Of course, wanting to extend the territories of 
sexual desire, through proliferation and wandering, 
calls for behaviors that are easier to adopt for gays 
than for lesbians. The former, by claiming to be revo
lutionaries, also claim to be ass fucks. The latter, on 
the contrary, can only be revolutionaries by negating 
the postulate of any male penetration and all forms of 
rape, real or tacit, that it entails. At present, a woman 
conscious of masculine oppression (even if this 
oppression has been incorporated into her desire) can 
find no form of rescue in a male, taken with all the 
horror the term implies, for she anticipates , senses and 
recognizes that she will inevitably become his prey. 

What would happen if these natural allies, the 
gays and lesbians, although quite distant in their 
forms of desire, decided to make love between them
selves . This strange perspective (that a logical mind 
would qualify as absurd) might allow us to discover 
whether pederasty hides the worst, most insidious 
cult of the phallus behind its revolt. Might it not 
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instigate a desire for tenderness rather than for 
covetousness? The theory of desiring-machines, 
although helpful, is so fashionable that we use it to 
cover up the tenderness in desire. As if tenderness, 
like cynicism, was not a part of the machine, as 
active as the others and just as interconnected with 
the libidinal-economic system. 

If we want to get to the bottom, or the dick of 
this, we queers will eventually have to bring our 
bodies closer to those of women who refuse men. To 
stay away from women is almost as contemptuous as 
to exert the sadism of the hunt or of the family 
fucking. This kind of behavior is a remote imitation 
of what heterosexuals do when they cut women out 
of their lives and social circles, relegating them to the 
false alliance of the bedroom. If we want to end the 
shame that men have imposed on women, and to 
which our fear (or sacred veneration) of them con
tributes, our bodies must understand the reasons for 
the lesbian repulsion of men, and if it arises from 
what we have between our legs, or from what we do 
with it, and what that means. 

Loving boys myself, I see no other way to do this 
but to encounter feminine homosexuality in a place 
where the naked body is not more important than 
speech or political struggle; where the entire game of 
skin and muscle is not obsessed by the incoercible 
need for penetration; where a smile is not necessarily 
the flash of white on a TV screen; where a kiss is 
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given, but not like in some country ball, for we all 
know where that leads . 

I am not here prophesizing the good news. I am 
just expressing my desire, regardless of whether it is 
theoretical or carnal, and what difficulties it might 
encounter. I write down this desire, despite its con
tradiction, for I cannot imagine that it does not 
linger somewhere in other gays' minds or hidden 
behind a theoretical defense just like the one I have 
expounded. How can we gays and lesbians, through 
our bodies, dismantle this steam-hammer of the 
mutual negation of desire? 

I am fed up with desire. Obsession is not what we 
do; it's what we don't do. I want to know what hap
pens when I pretend not to desire. Or at least I want 
my desire to know it. I am tired of the officer saying: 
"! don't want to know!" 

All research on desire should be research on non
desire, on what blocks desire. In the philosophy 
department at Vincennes where speech on desire 
holds sway, as it does here, I wanted to hold a day
long group investigation on non-desire that would 
be undertaken by people who declare they do not 
desire each other. Was it a ridiculous idea, a means 
to bury the claim to non-desire under its own 
absurdity? Can we even still believe in the usefulness 
of speaking about desire when those who speak con
tinue to obey the prohibition of touch, as if speech 
and touch were absolutely separate domains? 
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Sometimes this situation of non-desire, for exam
ple, between gays and lesbians, seems to result from 
a tenacious optical illusion that any theoretical dis
course, starting with mine, only reinforces . Because 
virility is also this desire to define and verbalize rela
tions in order to give them meaning and usefulness. 
All philosophical discourse, all political and all eco
nomic discourse is discharged, instead of sperm, 
from men who are terrified of the opening they 
issue from, and to which their penis returns alone, 
without philosophy, without politics and without 
economics . 

Crushed beneath the logic of man, woman is still 
incapable of living without him, and without his 
logic. Man is ancient. Woman is future. The mascu
line homosexual is caught between both. When he 
becomes feminine, it is only according to a mascu
line model. His only existence is the phallus. For his 
virile mythology, the lesbians who construct their 
relationships without the phallus seem like an empty 
mirror reflecting an empty mirror. 

And yet they possess the lack he lacks . They know 
the operative secret of this illusion oflack; they bring 
us face to face with the evidence that such lack is not 
truly lack but that it is energy without power, the 
castration of castration, something we can desire and 
enjoy. Without them we would not ever learn any
thing we do not already know. They accuse us queers 
of reducing all homosexuality to our own form of it, 
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they claim that we are obliterating theirs, that we are 
a collection of dicks, that we transmit the eternal 
phallic discourse they find even more toxic in those 
who have decided to become castrated men rather 
than women. 

Yes, I can only think of homosexuality as a male. 
Yes, I refuse to speak of feminine homosexuality that 
I do not understand and of which I could only pro
duce a fatally masculine theory. And all queers can 
say the same. This is why the FHAR sank beneath the 
weight of the phallus. This is why the FHAR felt it 
necessary to vent its bile upon male society, speaking 
to the authority to which it naturally belonged. This 
is why the lesbians fled. 

I now dream of lesbians who do not copy men, 
who live without the phallus and without the terror 
of the phallus. Even if one single lesbian exists, I 
wish to lie at her side, like someone on the point of 
fainting, like a future woman. For an instant, for the 
instant of the sexual revolution, I will think of 
myself as a lesbian. 

Oh! Wanting to be woman, to be fertile, to be 
cunt-ile, rather than feeling the capitalist desire to 
impregnate! I know I am ranting. Long live snails! 
What luck they have to be both male and female 
without ever copying the other gender. I proclaim 
the end of ostriches that keep their head in the sand 
and refuse to see that the revolutionary explosion of 
sexuality and the means to blow it apart lie in that 
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difficult articulation of feminine and masculine 
homosexuality. What is this revolutionary hell where 
the men and women fighting phallocracy do not 
have any right to the sensuality they might share 
among themselves? 

I would like to go, stupidly, towards the bodies 
that my anxiety has kept me from. It makes no dif
ference if I do it, or if it is someone else; as long as a 
man who thinks he loves men approaches a woman 
who thinks she loves women. I imagine this move 
can only come from men. They are the ones guiltier 
of tyranny, both in feeling and in reality. But it 
should be a fag. Women, whether they are right 
about this or not, feel he is less of an oppressor than 
other men. And it should be a man with a dick, 
because the question is not to cut it off, but to 
invent a new way of using it. 

Should we wait for society to change, for the male 
spirit to disappear? The pederast seems to be, among 
all phallus carriers, the one who is the least suspect of 
phallocracy. I would like to know if this is true. Can 
his body show a lesbian the phallus? Can a lesbian 
accept this approach without being passive or tensing 
up, if that is where her issue with fags comes up; 
namely, that they have dissolved in their sexual 
plumbing what she calls love without fear of ridicule. 
Like two virgins, can they play together and enact the 
childhood of bodies? And can this make them come, 
since resuscitating courtly love is out of the question? 
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Even if male hypocrisy was to burst forth, and 
perhaps it is already in these lines, things would at 
least be clear. We'd know that the male had 
advanced smooth-tongued, hiding his desire for 
power. We'd know it is utopian to want love 
untainted by deceitful relations of power. We'd 
know it's all a booby-trap. We'd know that what 
ferments history has accumulated in our desire pro
hibit anything religious there, by which we mean 
religion in the epistemological sense, the sense it 
had before it was tainted by the clerical religions or 
the political religions that have taken its place. We'd 
know that an offering, again in the epistemological 
sense of the word, is a calculated move, the form of 
a spirit of conquest, a masochistic avatar or God 
knows what psychoanalysis or dialectics will be 
happy to discover there. 

If, on the contrary, in the embryonic couple 
formed by a fag and a lesbian, the woman could feel 
-extravagantly or miraculously, by itself or among 
other complex movements-the welcoming of a male 
body that is forgetting its gender, and if she persisted 
in her refusal, then we could no longer attribute a 
political alibi drawn from the situation of the social 
body to this retreat. 

Suddenly, I feel my attempt to describe this cou
ple has gone too far, that its experience can't escape 
being theoretical, tinged with Machiavellianism and 
terribly experimental. And then I laugh and I don't 
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give a fuck. I know the time will come when the 
desire to desire shall be stronger than the desire to 
dissect. In a month, in a year, what difference does it 
make? Whether it happens to me or to someone else, 
I know it will happen. I know that hands and 
mouths arouse penises or clitorises . Must they neces
sarily belong to the same gender as ours, under the 
pretense that all policing enforces their belonging to 
the other? 

The ruling classes are the ones who have split and 
mutilated desire . The bourgeoisie invented the 
notion of homosexuality and made it into a ghetto . 
We must not forget this . There are two sexes on 
earth, but this is only to hide the fact that there are 
three, four, ten, thousands, once you throw that old 
hag of the idea of nature overboard. There are two 
sexes on earth but only one sexual desire. 
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Sick Woman Theory 
johanna hedva 
 
1. 
In late 2014, I was sick with a chronic condition that, about every 12 to 18 months, 
gets bad enough to render me, for about five months each time, unable to walk, drive, 
do my job, sometimes speak or understand language, take a bath without assistance, 
and leave the bed. This particular flare coincided with the Black Lives Matter protests, 
which I would have attended unremittingly, had I been able to. I live one block away 
from MacArthur Park in Los Angeles, a predominantly Latino neighborhood and one 
colloquially understood to be the place where many immigrants begin their American 
lives. The park, then, is not surprisingly one of the most active places of protest in the 
city. 
 
I listened to the sounds of the marches as they drifted up to my window. Attached to 
the bed, I rose up my sick woman fist, in solidarity. 
 
I started to think about what modes of protest are afforded to sick people – it seemed 
to me that many for whom Black Lives Matter is especially in service, might not be 
able to be present for the marches because they were imprisoned by a job, the threat 
of being fired from their job if they marched, or literal incarceration, and of course the 
threat of violence and police brutality – but also because of illness or disability, or 
because they were caring for someone with an illness or disability. 
 
I thought of all the other invisible bodies, with their fists up, tucked away and out of 
sight. 
 
If we take Hannah Arendt’s definition of the political – which is still one of the most 
dominant in mainstream discourse – as being any action that is performed in public, 
we must contend with the implications of what that excludes. If being present in public 
is what is required to be political, then whole swathes of the population can be 
deemed a-political – simply because they are not physically able to get their bodies 
into the street. 
 
In my graduate program, Arendt was a kind of god, and so I was trained to think that 
her definition of the political was radically liberating. Of course, I can see that it was, in 
its own way, in its time (the late 1950s): in one fell swoop she got rid of the need for 
infrastructures of law, the democratic process of voting, the reliance on individuals 
who’ve accumulated the power to affect policy – she got rid of the need for policy at 
all. All of these had been required for an action to be considered political and visible as 
such. No, Arendt said, just get your body into the street, and bam: political. 
 
There are two failures here, though. The first is her reliance on a “public” – which 
requires a private, a binary between visible and invisible space. This meant that 
whatever takes place in private is not political. So, you can beat your wife in private 
and it doesn’t matter, for instance. You can send private emails containing racial slurs, 
but since they weren’t “meant for the public,” you are somehow not racist. Arendt was 
worried that if everything can be considered political, then nothing will be, which is why 
she divided the space into one that is political and one that is not. But for the sake of 
this anxiety, she chose to sacrifice whole groups of people, to continue to banish them 



to invisibility and political irrelevance. She chose to keep them out of the public 
sphere. I’m not the first to take Arendt to task for this. The failure of Arendt’s political 
was immediately exposed in the civil rights activism and feminism of the 1960s and 
70s. “The personal is political” can also be read as saying “the private is political.” 
Because of course, everything you do in private is political: who you have sex with, 
how long your showers are, if you have access to clean water for a shower at all, and 
so on. 
 
There is another problem too. As Judith Butler put it in her 2015 lecture, “Vulnerability 
and Resistance,” Arendt failed to account for who is allowed in to the public space, 
of who’s in charge of the public. Or, more specifically, who’s in charge of who gets in. 
Butler says that there is always one thing true about a public demonstration: the police 
are already there, or they are coming. This resonates with frightening force when 
considering the context of Black Lives Matter. The inevitability of violence at a 
demonstration – especially a demonstration that emerged to insist upon the 
importance of bodies who’ve been violently un-cared for – ensures that a certain 
amount of people won’t, because they can’t, show up. Couple this with physical and 
mental illnesses and disabilities that keep people in bed and at home, and we must 
contend with the fact that many whom these protests are for, are not able to 
participate in them – which means they are not able to be visible as political activists. 
There was a Tumblr post that came across my dash during these weeks of protest, 
that said something to the effect of: “shout out to all the disabled people, sick people, 
people with PTSD, anxiety, etc., who can’t protest in the streets with us tonight. Your 
voices are heard and valued, and with us.” Heart. Reblog. 
 
So, as I lay there, unable to march, hold up a sign, shout a slogan that would be 
heard, or be visible in any traditional capacity as a political being, the central question 
of Sick Woman Theory formed: How do you throw a brick through the window of a 
bank if you can’t get out of bed? 
 
2. 
I have chronic illness. For those who don’t know what chronic illness means, let me 
help: the word “chronic” comes from the Latin chronos, which means “of time” (think of 
“chronology”), and it specifically means “a lifetime.” So, a chronic illness is an illness 
that lasts a lifetime. In other words, it does not get better. There is no cure. 
 
And think about the weight of time: yes, that means you feel it every day. On very rare 
occasions, I get caught in a moment, as if something’s plucked me out of the world, 
where I realize that I haven’t thought about my illnesses for a few minutes, maybe a 
few precious hours. These blissful moments of oblivion are the closest thing to a 
miracle that I know. When you have chronic illness, life is reduced to a relentless 
rationing of energy. It costs you to do anything: to get out of bed, to cook for yourself, 
to get dressed, to answer an email. For those without chronic illness, you can spend 
and spend without consequence: the cost is not a problem. For those of us with limited 
funds, we have to ration, we have a limited supply: we often run out before lunch. 
 
I’ve come to think about chronic illness in other ways. 
 
Ann Cvetkovich writes: “What if depression, in the Americas, at least, could be traced 
to histories of colonialism, genocide, slavery, legal exclusion, and everyday 



segregation and isolation that haunt all of our lives, rather than to be biochemical 
imbalances?” I’d like to change the word “depression” here to be all mental illnesses. 
Cvetkovich continues: “Most medical literature tends to presume a white and middle-
class subject for whom feeling bad is frequently a mystery because it doesn’t fit a life 
in which privilege and comfort make things seem fine on the surface.” In other words, 
wellness as it is talked about in America today, is a white and wealthy idea. 
 
Let me quote Starhawk, in the preface to the new edition of her 1982 book Dreaming 
the Dark: “Psychologists have constructed a myth – that somewhere there exists 
some state of health which is the norm, meaning that most people presumably are in 
that state, and those who are anxious, depressed, neurotic, distressed, or generally 
unhappy are deviant.” I’d here supplant the word “psychologists” with “white 
supremacy,” “doctors,” “your boss,” “neoliberalism,” “heteronormativity,” and 
“America.” 
 
There has been a slew of writing in recent years about how “female” pain is treated – 
or rather, not treated as seriously as men’s in emergency rooms and clinics, by 
doctors, specialists, insurance companies, families, husbands, friends, the culture at 
large. In a recent article in The Atlantic, called “How Doctors Take Women’s Pain Less 
Seriously,” a husband writes about the experience of his wife Rachel’s long wait in the 
ER before receiving the medical attention her condition warranted (which was an 
ovarian torsion, where an ovarian cyst grows so large it falls, twisting the fallopian 
tube). “Nationwide, men wait an average of 49 minutes before receiving an analgesic 
for acute abdominal pain. Women wait an average of 65 minutes for the same thing. 
Rachel waited somewhere between 90 minutes and two hours,” he writes. At the end 
of the ordeal, Rachel had waited nearly fifteen hours before going into the surgery she 
should have received upon arrival. The article concludes with her physical scars 
healing, but that “she’s still grappling with the psychic toll – what she calls ‘the trauma 
of not being seen.’” 
 
What the article does not mention is race – which leads me to believe that the writer 
and his wife are white. Whiteness is what allows for such oblivious neutrality: it is the 
premise of blankness, the presumption of the universal. (Studies have shown that 
white people will listen to other white people when talking about race, far more openly 
than they will to a person of color. As someone who is white-passing, let me address 
white people directly: look at my white face and listen up.) 
 
The trauma of not being seen. Again – who is allowed in to the public sphere? Who is 
allowed to be visible? I don’t mean to diminish Rachel’s horrible experience – I myself 
once had to wait ten hours in an ER to be diagnosed with a burst ovarian cyst – I only 
wish to point out the presumptions upon which her horror relies: that our vulnerability 
should be seen and honored, and that we should all receive care, quickly and in a way 
that “respects the autonomy of the patient,” as the Four Principles of Biomedical Ethics 
puts it. Of course, these presumptions are what we all should have. But we must ask 
the question of who is allowed to have them. In whom does society substantiate such 
beliefs? And in whom does society enforce the opposite? 
 
Compare Rachel’s experience at the hands of the medical establishment with that 
of Kam Brock’s. In September 2014, Brock, a 32-year-old black woman, born in 
Jamaica and living in New York City, was driving a BMW when she was pulled over by 



the police. They accused her of driving under the influence of marijuana, and though 
her behavior and their search of her car yielded nothing to support this, they 
nevertheless impounded her car. According to a lawsuit brought against the City of 
New York and Harlem Hospital by Brock, when Brock appeared the next day to 
retrieve her car she was arrested by the police for behaving in a way that she calls 
“emotional,” and involuntarily hospitalized in the Harlem Hospital psych ward. (As 
someone who has also been involuntarily hospitalized for behaving “too” emotionally, 
this story feels like a rip of recognition through my brain.) The doctors thought she was 
“delusional” and suffering from bipolar disorder, because she claimed that Obama 
followed her on twitter – which was true, but which the medical staff failed to confirm. 
She was then held for eight days, forcibly injected with sedatives, made to ingest 
psychiatric medication, attend group therapy, and stripped. The medical records of the 
hospital – obtained by her lawyers – bear this out: the “master treatment plan” for 
Brock’s stay reads, “Objective: Patient will verbalize the importance of education for 
employment and will state that Obama is not following her on Twitter.” It notes her 
“inability to test reality.” Upon her release, she was given a bill for $13,637.10. 
 
The question of why the hospital’s doctors thought Brock “delusional” because of her 
Obama-follow claim is easily answered: Because, according to this society, a young 
black woman can’t possibly be that important – and for her to insist that she is must 
mean she’s “sick.” 
 
3. 
Before I can speak of the “sick woman” in all of her many guises, I must first speak as 
an individual, and address you from my particular location. 
 
I am antagonistic to the notion that the Western medical-insurance industrial complex 
understands me in my entirety, though they seem to think they do. They have 
attached many words to me over the years, and though some of these have provided 
articulation that was useful – after all, no matter how much we are working to change 
the world, we must still find ways of coping with the reality at hand – first I want to 
suggest some other ways of understanding my “illness.” 
 
Perhaps it can all be explained by the fact that my Moon’s in Cancer in the 8th House, 
the House of Death, or that my Mars is in the 12th House, the House of Illness, 
Secrets, Sorrow, and Self-Undoing. Or, that my father’s mother escaped from North 
Korea in her childhood and hid this fact from the family until a few years ago, when 
she accidentally let it slip out, and then swiftly, revealingly, denied it. Or, that my 
mother suffers from undiagnosed mental illness that was actively denied by her family, 
and was then exasperated by a 40-year-long drug addiction, sexual trauma, and 
hepatitis from a dirty needle, and to this day remains untreated, as she makes her way 
in and out of jails, squats, and homelessness. Or, that I was physically and emotionally 
abused as a child, raised in an environment of poverty, addiction, and violence, and 
have been estranged from my parents for 13 years. Perhaps it’s because I’m poor – 
according to the IRS, in 2014, my adjusted gross income was $5,730 (a result of not 
being well enough to work full-time) – which means that my health insurance is 
provided by the state of California (Medi-Cal), that my “primary care doctor” is a group 
of physician’s assistants and nurses in a clinic on the second floor of a strip mall, and 
that I rely on food stamps to eat. Perhaps it can be encapsulated in the word “trauma.” 
Perhaps I’ve just got thin skin, and have had some bad luck. 



 
It’s important that I also share the Western medical terminology that’s been attached 
to me – whether I like it or not, it can provide a common vocabulary: “This is the 
oppressor’s language,” Adrienne Rich wrote in 1971, “yet I need it to talk to you.” But 
let me offer another language, too. In the Native American Cree language, the 
possessive noun and verb of a sentence are structured differently than in English. In 
Cree, one does not say, “I am sick.” Instead, one says, “The sickness has come to 
me.” I love that and want to honor it. 
 
So, here is what has come to me: 
 
Endometriosis, which is a disease of the uterus where the uterine lining grows where it 
shouldn’t – in the pelvic area mostly, but also anywhere, the legs, abdomen, even the 
head. It causes chronic pain; gastrointestinal chaos; epic, monstrous bleeding; in 
some cases, cancer; and means that I have miscarried, can’t have children, and have 
several surgeries to look forward to. When I explained the disease to a friend who 
didn’t know about it, she exclaimed: “So your whole body is a uterus!” That’s one way 
of looking at it, yes. (Imagine what the Ancient Greek doctors – the fathers of the 
theory of the “wandering womb” – would say about that.) It means that every month, 
those rogue uterine cells that have implanted themselves throughout my body, “obey 
their nature and bleed,” to quote fellow endo warrior Hilary Mantel. This causes cysts, 
which eventually burst, leaving behind bundles of dead tissue like the debris of little 
bombs. 
 
Bipolar disorder, panic disorder, and depersonalization disorder have also come to 
me. This means that I live between this world and another one, one created by my 
own brain that has ceased to be contained by a discrete concept of “self.” Because of 
these “disorders,” I have access to incredibly vivid emotions, flights of thought, and 
dreamscapes, to the feeling that my mind has been obliterated into stars, to the 
sensation that I have become nothingness, as well as to intense ecstasies, raptures, 
sorrows, and nightmarish hallucinations. I have been hospitalized, voluntarily and 
involuntarily, because of it, and one of the medications I was prescribed once nearly 
killed me – it produces a rare side effect where one’s skin falls off. Another cost $800 
a month – I only took it because my doctor slipped me free samples. If I want to be 
able to hold a job – which this world has decided I ought to be able to do – I must take 
an anti-psychotic medication daily that causes short-term memory loss and drooling, 
among other sexy side effects. These visitors have also brought their friends: nervous 
breakdowns, mental collapses, or whatever you want to call them, three times in my 
life. I’m certain they will be guests in my house again. They have motivated attempts 
at suicide (most of them while dissociated) more than a dozen times, the first one 
when I was nine years old. That first attempt didn’t work, only because after taking a 
mouthful of sleeping pills, I somehow woke up the next day and went to school, like 
nothing had happened. I told no one about it, until my first psychiatric evaluation in my 
mid 20s. 
 
Finally, an autoimmune disease that continues to baffle all the doctors I’ve seen, has 
come to me and refuses still to be named. As Carolyn Lazard has written about her 
experiences with autoimmune diseases: “Autoimmune disorders are difficult to 
diagnose. For ankylosing spondylitis, the average time between the onset of 
symptoms and diagnosis is eight to twelve years. I was lucky; I only had to wait one 



year.” Names like “MS,” “fibromyalgia,” and others that I can’t remember have fallen 
from the mouths of my doctors – but my insurance won’t cover the tests, nor is there a 
specialist in my insurance plan within one hundred miles of my home. I don’t have 
enough space here – will I ever? – to describe what living with an autoimmune 
disease is like. I can say it brings unimaginable fatigue, pain all over all the time, 
susceptibility to illnesses, a body that performs its “normal” functions monstrously 
abnormally. The worst symptom that mine brings is chronic shingles. For ten years I’ve 
gotten shingles in the same place on my back, so that I now have nerve damage 
there, which results in a ceaseless, searing pain on the skin and a dull, burning ache 
in the bones. Despite taking daily medication that is supposed to “suppress” the 
shingles virus, I still get them – they are my canaries in the coalmine, the harbingers of 
at least three weeks to be spent in bed. 
 
My acupuncturist described it as a little demon steaming black smoke, frothing around, 
nestling into my bones. 
 
4. 
With all of these visitors, I started writing Sick Woman Theory as a way to survive in a 
reality that I find unbearable, and as a way to bear witness to a self that does not feel 
like it can possibly be “mine.” 
 
The early instigation for the project of “Sick Woman Theory,” and how it inherited its 
name, came from a few sources. One was in response to Audrey Wollen’s “Sad Girl 
Theory,” which proposes a way of redefining historically feminized pathologies into 
modes of political protest for girls: I was mainly concerned with the question of what 
happens to the sad girl when, if, she grows up. Another was incited by reading Kate 
Zambreno’s fantastic Heroines, and feeling an itch to fuck with the concept of 
“heroism” at all, and so I wanted to propose a figure with traditionally anti-heroic 
qualities – namely illness, idleness, and inaction – as capable of being the symbol of a 
grand Theory. Another was from the 1973 feminist book Complaints and Disorders, 
which differentiates between the “sick woman” of the white upper class, and the 
“sickening women” of the non-white working class. 
 
Sick Woman Theory is for those who are faced with their vulnerability and unbearable 
fragility, every day, and so have to fight for their experience to be not only honored, 
but first made visible. For those who, in Audre Lorde’s words, were never meant to 
survive: because this world was built against their survival. It’s for my fellow spoonies. 
You know who you are, even if you’ve not been attached to a diagnosis: one of the 
aims of Sick Woman Theory is to resist the notion that one needs to be legitimated by 
an institution, so that they can try to fix you. You don’t need to be fixed, my queens – 
it’s the world that needs the fixing. 
 
I offer this as a call to arms and a testimony of recognition. I hope that my thoughts 
can provide articulation and resonance, as well as tools of survival and resilience. 
And for those of you who are not chronically ill or disabled, Sick Woman Theory asks 
you to stretch your empathy this way. To face us, to listen, to see. 
 
5. 
Sick Woman Theory is an insistence that most modes of political protest are 
internalized, lived, embodied, suffering, and no doubt invisible. Sick Woman Theory 



redefines existence in a body as something that is primarily and always vulnerable, 
following from Judith Butler’s work on precarity and resistance. Because the premise 
insists that a body is defined by its vulnerability, not temporarily affected by it, the 
implication is that it is continuously reliant on infrastructures of support in order to 
endure, and so we need to re-shape the world around this fact. Sick Woman Theory 
maintains that the body and mind are sensitive and reactive to regimes of oppression 
– particularly our current regime of neoliberal, white-supremacist, imperial-capitalist, 
cis-hetero-patriarchy. It is that all of our bodies and minds carry the historical trauma of 
this, that it is the world itself that is making and keeping us sick. 
 
To take the term “woman” as the subject-position of this work is a strategic, all-
encompassing embrace and dedication to the particular, rather than the universal. 
Though the identity of “woman” has erased and excluded many (especially women of 
color and trans and genderfluid people), I choose to use it because it still represents 
the un-cared for, the secondary, the oppressed, the non-, the un-, the less-than. The 
problematics of this term will always require critique, and I hope that Sick Woman 
Theory can help undo those in its own way. But more than anything, I’m inspired to 
use the word “woman” because I saw this year how it can still be radical to be a 
woman in the 21st century. I use it to honor a dear friend of mine who came out as 
genderfluid last year. For her, what mattered the most was to be able to call herself a 
“woman,” to use the pronouns “she/her.” She didn’t want surgery or hormones; she 
loved her body and her big dick and didn’t want to change it – she only wanted the 
word. That the word itself can be an empowerment is the spirit in which Sick Woman 
Theory is named. 
 
The Sick Woman is an identity and body that can belong to anyone denied the 
privileged existence – or the cruelly optimistic promise of such an existence – of the 
white, straight, healthy, neurotypical, upper and middle-class, cis- and able-bodied 
man who makes his home in a wealthy country, has never not had health insurance, 
and whose importance to society is everywhere recognized and made explicit by that 
society; whose importance and care dominates that society, at the expense of 
everyone else. 
 
The Sick Woman is anyone who does not have this guarantee of care. 
 
The Sick Woman is told that, to this society, her care, even her survival, does not 
matter. 
 
The Sick Woman is all of the “dysfunctional,” “dangerous” and “in danger,” “badly 
behaved,” “crazy,” “incurable,” “traumatized,” “disordered,” “diseased,” “chronic,” 
“uninsurable,” “wretched,” “undesirable” and altogether “dysfunctional” bodies 
belonging to women, people of color, poor, ill, neuro-atypical, differently abled, queer, 
trans, and genderfluid people, who have been historically pathologized, hospitalized, 
institutionalized, brutalized, rendered “unmanageable,” and therefore made culturally 
illegitimate and politically invisible. 
 
The Sick Woman is a black trans woman having panic attacks while using a public 
restroom, in fear of the violence awaiting her. 
 



The Sick Woman is the child of parents whose indigenous histories have been erased, 
who suffers from the trauma of generations of colonization and violence. 
 
The Sick Woman is a homeless person, especially one with any kind of disease and 
no access to treatment, and whose only access to mental-health care is a 72-hour 
hold in the county hospital. 
 
The Sick Woman is a mentally ill black woman whose family called the police for help 
because she was suffering an episode, and who was murdered in police custody, and 
whose story was denied by everyone operating under white supremacy. Her name 
is Tanesha Anderson. 
 
The Sick Woman is a 50-year-old gay man who was raped as a teenager and has 
remained silent and shamed, believing that men can’t be raped. 
 
The Sick Woman is a disabled person who couldn’t go to the lecture on disability rights 
because it was held in a venue without accessibility. 
 
The Sick Woman is a white woman with chronic illness rooted in sexual trauma who 
must take painkillers in order to get out of bed. 
 
The Sick Woman is a straight man with depression who’s been medicated (managed) 
since early adolescence and now struggles to work the 60 hours per week that his job 
demands. 
 
The Sick Woman is someone diagnosed with a chronic illness, whose family and 
friends continually tell them they should exercise more. 
 
The Sick Woman is a queer woman of color whose activism, intellect, rage, and 
depression are seen by white society as unlikeable attributes of her personality. 
The Sick Woman is a black man killed in police custody, and officially said to have 
severed his own spine. His name is Freddie Gray. 
 
The Sick Woman is a veteran suffering from PTSD on the months-long waiting list to 
see a doctor at the VA. 
 
The Sick Woman is a single mother, illegally emigrated to the “land of the free,” 
shuffling between three jobs in order to feed her family, and finding it harder and 
harder to breathe. 
 
The Sick Woman is the refugee. 
 
The Sick Woman is the abused child. 
 
The Sick Woman is the person with autism whom the world is trying to “cure.” 
 
The Sick Woman is the starving. 
 
The Sick Woman is the dying. 
 



And, crucially: The Sick Woman is who capitalism needs to perpetuate itself. 
Why? 
 
Because to stay alive, capitalism cannot be responsible for our care – its logic of 
exploitation requires that some of us die. 
 
“Sickness” as we speak of it today is a capitalist construct, as is its perceived binary 
opposite, “wellness.” The “well” person is the person well enough to go to work. The 
“sick” person is the one who can’t. What is so destructive about conceiving of wellness 
as the default, as the standard mode of existence, is that it invents illness as 
temporary. When being sick is an abhorrence to the norm, it allows us to conceive of 
care and support in the same way. 
 
Care, in this configuration, is only required sometimes. When sickness is temporary, 
care is not normal. 
 
Here’s an exercise: go to the mirror, look yourself in the face, and say out loud: “To 
take care of you is not normal. I can only do it temporarily.” 
 
Saying this to yourself will merely be an echo of what the world repeats all the time. 
 
6. 
I used to think that the most anti-capitalist gestures left had to do with love, particularly 
love poetry: to write a love poem and give it to the one you desired, seemed to me a 
radical resistance. But now I see I was wrong. 
 
The most anti-capitalist protest is to care for another and to care for yourself. To take 
on the historically feminized and therefore invisible practice of nursing, nurturing, 
caring. To take seriously each other’s vulnerability and fragility and precarity, and to 
support it, honor it, empower it. To protect each other, to enact and practice 
community. A radical kinship, an interdependent sociality, a politics of care. 
 
Because, once we are all ill and confined to the bed, sharing our stories of therapies 
and comforts, forming support groups, bearing witness to each other’s tales of trauma, 
prioritizing the care and love of our sick, pained, expensive, sensitive, fantastic bodies, 
and there is no one left to go to work, perhaps then, finally, capitalism will screech to 
its much-needed, long-overdue, and motherfucking glorious halt. 
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cean Hill, Brooklyn
Ladies,
In the pilot, the girls are out for dinner. It is Miranda's birthday. Red Chinese

lanterns hang at eye level. The cocktails have those little miniature parasols in them, like
you'd �nd at a tiki bar. Latin jazz is being piped in overhead. A pair of drag queens have just
brought out a cake. This is a weird restaurant. What is the cuisine? But hush. A public rela-
tions executive is speaking.

"If you're a successful saleswoman in this city, you have two choices. You can bang
your head against the wall and try to �nd a relationship, or you can say 'Screw it,' and go out
and have sex like a man." To her right, a prim brunette grimaces curiously. "You mean with
dildos?" "No," says the �rst, dripping with in�nite patience. "I mean, without feeling."

It is the Nineties, not the Seventies, so the answer is unsentimentality, not lesbianism.
To be fair, it's a confusing time to be alive. Feminists have made a real dent in the equal op-
portunity �ght, at least for the foamy white cap on the American latte. But heterosexuality,
instead of being abolished as planned, has only gotten worse. Stocks are up; romance is
down. Marriage rates haven't been this low since the Depression. What's a new pair of $400
suede pumps without someone special to share them with? Women have more power than
ever, but they've never had less control. The Spice Girls are on the verge of breaking up. The
president just got a blowjob. This is a weird decade. Who is its target audience?

Post45: Contemporaries
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  Sex
and the City does not appear to be the work of aliens who, having learned of heterosexuality
exclusively through perfume advertisements, decided to make a half-hour romantic come-
dy-drama series on the topic. Sex and the City appears, instead, to be the work of humans
who, in the wake of the aforementioned show's wild success on Zolgnar-5, attempted to
adapt it for an American audience, The Of ce-style, without speaking a word of Zolg. It's
straight people, as imagined by straight people, as imagined by straight people.

I assume this is why the show is frequently as relatable as an abduction fantasy.
Brecht's famous alienation effect, in which the audience is reminded that they are watching
a play, while functionally useless in a world where audiences never actually forget that they
are watching plays (at least if my college's very serious production of The Laramie Project is
any indication), proves tremendously effective as a refuge for terrible writing.

Of course, writer characters in �lm and television are universally terrible at writing.
("Cupid has �own the co-op"—you can just taste the satisfaction of whoever stuck this in a
Carrie Bradshaw column instead of working on their novel.) Like many writer-cum-narra-
tors, Carrie is a blatant plot device, an excuse for the writers' room to leave its narrative
string-pulling exposed. It's true, of course, that all decent television shows need an in-
tradiegetic explanation for their extradiegetic episodicity. Buffy the Vampire Slayer's "mon-
ster of the week" model, as well as its endless supply of Central Casting vamps, could be
chalked up, often winkingly, to the fact that Buffy's suburban high school happened to sit
atop a supernatural transit hub. But Manhattan is not on a Hellmouth, unless it be the infer-
nal portal that is Carrie's brain, extracting weekly themes from the void (modelizers! three-
somes! married guys!) for no reason save the banal imperative of a met deadline.

Effectively, then, Carrie becomes a patsy for the show's worst ideas, turning bad plot-
ting into decent characterization through Sarah Jessica Parker's performance. The result is
that self-parody gets baked into Sex and the City's narrative form, which is honestly about as
invested in the serious study of human behavior as a Fifth Avenue Anthropologie. It knows
it's just a show, and it knows you know it's a show, and it's �ne with that. That's ballsy, like a
shell�sh that wears its organs on the outside.

4/8/2019 Sex and the City: Andrea, July 24 « Post45

post45.research.yale.edu/2018/07/sex-and-the-city-andrea-july-24/ 3/5

 The pacing sprints, as if the writers are trying to outrun their own chainsaw-wielding
sanity. It's a strength of the show, then, that it never wastes any of its runtime trying to per-
suade us that men are desirable, either individually or as a class. The men on this show are
not expected to talk, and certainly not to make conversation. They are whisked through
montages, like politicians into SUVs, the music and narration huddling around them protec-
tively. Mercifully, we are never put through the agony of having to go on a fully realized date
with any of them. They are not people; they are examples. Their job is simply to be there. I
am given to believe, though I have no proof of this, that they are supposed to be attractive,
or at least were supposed to be, in 1998. I can con�rm that they are men. When called upon
to speak, they deliver their lines admirably, in near-perfect English.

Even Mr. Big, who has the potential to be a full person, speaks in short, biscuity sen-
tences, his burly eyebrows bench-pressing his forehead into a permanent state of aloofness,
as if to say, "What?" This could be because he fears chitchat will damage his plague-grey up-
per lip, which appears to have died and been reanimated by an untalented witch, or because
the halved pomegranate where his mouth should be is so wet that any sentence over four
words will slide right out, like a baby giraffe from its mother. This is a man who opens up as
easily as a blister pack. He looks like if skin were a person. He smiles like an onion. His eyes
are offshore bank accounts. His dick energy is so small it could solve climate change.

Musically, this show takes place entirely in the elevator of a luxury hotel where a Salsa
Singles night is currently underway. Nonimprovisational jazz is a �tting metaphor for people
who want freedom from freedom. For all the parafeminist bluster about emotionless fucking
and promiscuity, what Carrie says in the pilot obtains, with Aunt Lydia-like rigor, in every
shot of every episode: "The right guy comes along, and you two right here, this whole thing?
Whish. Right out the window." Sex doesn't replace love, it just keeps its seat warm, like a
reptile in the nest of a migratory bird. One day the show will become Love and the
Hamptons; it is as inevitable as mold.

This is why actual bursts of deviance are militantly policed. When Charlotte, usually
the idealist, drops off the map after purchasing a rabbit vibrator, Carrie and Miranda burst
into her apartment FBI-style, the camera tailing them in one long, handheld shot set to
electric organ and surf guitar, and then they take away the sex toy which Charlotte literally
just bought for herself with her own money, Miranda slipping it into her purse like a dirty cop
planning to get high later. It's a brief genre spoof, executed as if in acknowledgment that the
show's typical zippy tone wouldn't be able to conceal the magni�cent cruelty of the act. No
greater crime could there be, in this militantly heterosexual Gotham, than to stay home and
feed your pussy.
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 The pacing sprints, as if the writers are trying to outrun their own chainsaw-wielding
sanity. It's a strength of the show, then, that it never wastes any of its runtime trying to per-
suade us that men are desirable, either individually or as a class. The men on this show are
not expected to talk, and certainly not to make conversation. They are whisked through
montages, like politicians into SUVs, the music and narration huddling around them protec-
tively. Mercifully, we are never put through the agony of having to go on a fully realized date
with any of them. They are not people; they are examples. Their job is simply to be there. I
am given to believe, though I have no proof of this, that they are supposed to be attractive,
or at least were supposed to be, in 1998. I can con�rm that they are men. When called upon
to speak, they deliver their lines admirably, in near-perfect English.

Even Mr. Big, who has the potential to be a full person, speaks in short, biscuity sen-
tences, his burly eyebrows bench-pressing his forehead into a permanent state of aloofness,
as if to say, "What?" This could be because he fears chitchat will damage his plague-grey up-
per lip, which appears to have died and been reanimated by an untalented witch, or because
the halved pomegranate where his mouth should be is so wet that any sentence over four
words will slide right out, like a baby giraffe from its mother. This is a man who opens up as
easily as a blister pack. He looks like if skin were a person. He smiles like an onion. His eyes
are offshore bank accounts. His dick energy is so small it could solve climate change.

Musically, this show takes place entirely in the elevator of a luxury hotel where a Salsa
Singles night is currently underway. Nonimprovisational jazz is a �tting metaphor for people
who want freedom from freedom. For all the parafeminist bluster about emotionless fucking
and promiscuity, what Carrie says in the pilot obtains, with Aunt Lydia-like rigor, in every
shot of every episode: "The right guy comes along, and you two right here, this whole thing?
Whish. Right out the window." Sex doesn't replace love, it just keeps its seat warm, like a
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show's typical zippy tone wouldn't be able to conceal the magni�cent cruelty of the act. No
greater crime could there be, in this militantly heterosexual Gotham, than to stay home and
feed your pussy.
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It's the scenes with just the girls, gabbing over brunch or Chinese takeout, where the
show really comes alive. The girls are people, even if they're also types, and the show's re-
gard for them—like their affection for each other—is totally involving. That doesn't mean we
stray too far from the anthropological banter of Nineties meta-romances like When Harry
Met Sally, in which we are reminded that at the end of the day, men are still from Mars and
women—well, you know where they're from. But still, there is something about these scenes
of female thinking, as Marissa put it so beautifully, that sets them apart from the rest of the
show.

Maybe I spoke too soon when I said lesbianism wasn't the answer. You've all pointed
out how the show keeps smuggling queerness into its plots like outside candy into a movie
theater—especially with respect to Miranda, whose pantsuits put the gay back in litigation. I
would add that what's on display most often in Sex and the City is a kind of same-sex eroti-
cism whose job is to perform the sensitive caring labor necessary for keeping the dream of
the heterosexual good life intact. The phone calls, the late nights, the affectionate nick-
names—they pour themselves into each other's lives. When Charlotte's boyfriend asks her
to play seventeenth-century backgammon, the girls hold an impromptu salon on anal sex in
the back of a moving taxi. When Carrie's indefatigable neighbors start screwing across the
alley, the whole sex-starved gang comes over to watch, sucking on candy. This is lesbianism
as heterosexuality's �xer, rushing from one crisis to the next like Michael Clayton in Michael
Clayton or Ray Donovan in Ray Donovan, disappearing evidence and bribing exes with
breezy professionalism.
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It's a curious thing that heterosexuality, in a show that purports to be taking it into the
twenty-�rst century, doesn't actually work without 24/7 technical support. It is a curiouser
thing that, thanks in part to Sex and the City itself, teams of women across America are con-
vinced to provide this technical support for free. Maybe there's some kind of feedback loop
at work here: heterosexuality forbids you from being a dyke, then makes you gay for your
girlfriends. I'm hardly convinced that any of our protagonists actually like men; what they do
seem to like is liking men, because empirically speaking, liking men translates, almost all of
the time, into being with women: touching their hair, rubbing their shoulders, sharing their
feelings. One would be forgiven for assuming that, in a world such as this, the easiest way to
be gay is just to be straight, with the con�dence that Mr. Right, like Christ, or Godot, is al-
ways coming but never comes. I know many women to whom this applies. They, too, are al-
ways coming. They, too, never come.

 
Love,
Sex,
Andrea
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Sex and the City: Andrea,
August 30
Andrea Long Chu / 08.30.18

o whoever �nds this:
They do not tell me what day it is. They do not let me read.
Outside my door I hear the clink of champagne �utes and the scrape of four-

inch pumps on imported Spanish tile. A laugh, like wind chimes, or a sprinkler. A woman's? I
cannot tell. I have started assuming that everything is a woman.

I do not know where they are keeping me. It smells of receipts and orange peel.
On one end of my room, there is an enormous bay window. We are many stories up—

too many to count. Every time I try my eye slips like an unfortunate window washer. I know
this is Manhattan, but nothing more. From here the city is in�nitely self-similar, an urban
fractal. It kaleidoscopes around the edges of my vision. Uptown is downtown. The whole is-
land is a sea shell. I am at the center. This means: I am nowhere.

At night (is it night? is it ever night, here?) I hear a couple fucking up against the wall.
Or fucking is one thing it sounds like. Fucking, or utterly ignoring each other. I can't be sure
which.

All I have are boxed sets of Sex and the City, seasons 2, 3, and 4. They say I can leave
when I have �nished watching them. The DVD player hums like a man trying to perform
cunnilingus through a mustache. I am doomed.

*
I eat only the scraps they bring me: leftover hors d'oeuvres, mostly. "Of course Char-

lotte is a horse girl," I mutter halfway through a salmon puff.
I try to focus on the plots, but I cannot. Each date is like celery: a caloric net loss.

There's Premature Ejaculation Guy, S&M Guy, Uncircumcised Guy, Divorced Guy, Married
Guy, Widower Guy, Handyman Guy, Angry Guy, Photographer Guy, Wedding Guy, Punching
Guy, Short Guy, Risky Sex Guy, Foot Fetish Guy, Too Big Guy, Crabs Guy, Alcohol Guy, Bi
Guy. Like a big stiff lighthouse on a sloppy wet sea, there is John Slattery, lending his charm
and expressive forehead to Politician Guy, a.k.a. Golden Showers Guy (but not That Guy,
who does randomly lend his tawny thatched roof to a brief cameo alongside Old Rich Guy).

And then there is Mr. Big. Oh, Mr. Big. You are the only constant I have in this weary
detention, the slightest curve of a season arc, the tiniest morsel of a Purpose! But still you
are an old meal, a slice of tilapia, a lonely, tremendous badger, you are a cement truck in the
morning, leaves trapped in the gutter in autumn, solid lard in the small of a sauce pan, you
are any �lm about boxing, you are a plain bagel, a meat market, a farm pond, a grease �re,
you are socks with sandals, you are a jar of olives, you are a neatly folded used napkin, you
are the �u, an old orange, and a pair of sunglasses, you are a casserole, you are dead wood
on the beach, you are a rash, a tire, a drought, an eel. You are a haircut with a haircut. You,
sir, are a piece of paper.

Post45: Contemporaries

4/8/2019 Sex and the City: Andrea, August 30 « Post45

post45.research.yale.edu/2018/08/sex-and-the-city-andrea-august-30/ 2/2

As a rule, heterosexuality does not make a lick of sense to me. You see, I am a lesbian.
(Please do not hold this against me, friend!) Indeed, it is only on television that heterosexu-
ality has ever made any kind of sense. This is a low bar for a TV show, I think: Make hetero-
sexuality plausible. Every show on ABC or the CW or Syfy for crying out loud has �gured out
how to sell us on the idea that heterosexuality is good for women. Just let the women enjoy
themselves! It's easy.

Then why, oh why, I ask myself, gnawing absently on the season 4 DVD case in the re-
turn of some infantile distraction, why are they so miserable on Sex and the City? Of course
being in love with Mr. Big would suck IRL, but this isn't real life—this is �ction. Just lie.

The girls �ee to Los Angeles for a few episodes. I envy them. I feel I must be going
insane.

*
A cheer erupts outside my door, and I am roused from my viewing. I have gleaned

through the cunning native to my sex (and a listening device I have been carefully crafting
from the remains of an antique lamp) that tonight's celebration marks some kind of electoral
event—perhaps the end of a campaign for mayor or senator. Judging by the tune of the as-
sembled guests, their candidate has won easily. This chills me, though I cannot say why.

 I look out the bay window. On all sides the buildings shoot into the sky like cigars.
There are people in them, thousands. They never look up. They are all too busy having sex,
or thinking about having sex, or they are out shopping for shoes, or they are hosting parties
no one enjoys. They are the all the same. Sometimes, when I am tired, I gaze out into anoth-
er apartment, any apartment. I imagine that I am there, instead of here. It makes no differ-
ence. I am every woman in every window. I am the world itself, locked in perpetual self-
sameness. I am weather. I am steel. I am Sex. I am the City.

Friend, whoever you are, however you came into possession of these memoirs hastily
scribbled onto this copy of Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus I discovered wedged
behind a removable piece of molding in the corner of the second guest bedroom where they
are keeping me, however you unscrambled the clever cipher in which I wrote them, which I
invented as a lonely child, however it is that my thoughts reach like ribbons across space
and time to you—friend, you must �nd me. You must free me. Then I shall tell you every-
thing—all of it, down to the darkest cherry pit.

It is almost too late. They are at my door now. I fear the next cosmopolitan shall be my
last.

 
Haste, friend.
x
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Sex and the City: Andrea,
October 26
Andrea Long Chu / 10.26.18

cean Hill, Brooklyn
Ladies,
I don't know how to say this, but I think... I like this show?

I know. I know.
About a week ago, to my horror, I realized that in order to have �nished the entire se-

ries by this writing, I would need to watch over �fty episodes. My girlfriend was out of town.
I committed.

And then, bit by bit, the show became bearable. It became agreeable. I started caring,
despite myself, about the characters. At some point I found myself looking forward to it: the
low hum of it, the familiar rhythms, like a deep cushion I could sink into at the end of the
day.

It turns out that Sex and the City rewards monogamy. When I �rst started watching
this show, I regarded with scorn what I knew to be the inevitable gravity that coupledom
would exert on our leading ladies. On a show whose premise was promiscuity, settling down
would mean selling out. But now, living through it—Charlotte has had one marriage and is
moving towards another, Miranda has a kid, Carrie has had two great loves, even Samantha
got exclusive with that rich prick for a minute there—I �ll with gratitude. The truth is, the
breezy manthropological shtick gets very old very fast, and for two seasons the only week-
to-week continuity to be found is in Mr. Big, who resists commitment as a cat its Halloween
costume. But long-term monogamy is a narrative boon: it allows the characters to �esh
themselves out by doing other things.

Post45: Contemporaries
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I started multitasking while watching: doing research, shopping for clothes, dicking

around on Twitter. I was raised to have contempt for people who did this: put shows on in
the background, used television as white noise. I think this was a class thing, adumbrating a
hierarchy of attention. Yet here I am, right now as I type these words, literally watching it
out of the corner of my eye. Carrie just rushed from her apartment to the New York Stock
Exchange to some jazzy minor-key bop. The joke was that traf�c was so bad that she had to
take the subway. Goose�esh. (In the time it's taken for me to write this down, the girls have
gotten together for brunch in the meatpacking district. Samantha just said, "When I moved
to this neighborhood, the only thing that cost $20 was a hand job from a tranny.")

Earlier today, I opened the HBO Go app on my phone, placed my phone in my back
pocket, and listened to two episodes of Sex and the City on my headphones while cleaning
the �oor in my apartment—rug and hardwood. I am here to tell you that Sex and the City, a
mediocre television show, is an excellent radio program. The plots are telegraphed, the dia-
logue is rapid-�re; Carrie's narration doubles the action, so you never miss a beat. In the
season �ve episode "The Big Journey," Carrie travels by transcontinental railroad to San
Francisco to give a reading of her new book, Sex and the City. (As a sidebar: Molly Shannon
and Amy Sedaris turn in exquisite performances as Carrie's publishers; Sedaris's eye-wink-
ing tic is so brilliant and all Sedaris, given that Carrie never mentions it and this is exactly
the kind of show where characters only have weird facial tics if they are going to be re-
marked upon in voiceover.) The train ride is dismal, and Carrie, who has been excited to get
laid with Mr. Big (now running a vineyard in Napa), doesn't even bother to phone him. To
make things worse, at her reading, Carrie �nds that she's opening for a dog who is very fa-
mous on the internet. Here's what happens next, as I heard through my earbuds while mop-
ping my bathroom:

CARRIE
 So, if there are no other questions about my book…

 (Beat.)
 Uh, yes? I see a hand, but I can't see the man. Could you shift, sorry...
BIG

 Yes, I have a question. Um, this Mr. Big character, does he have a real name?
CARRIE

 Yes, but I can't reveal it. I have to protect his privacy.
 

As pure sound, this scene was delightful. It's already an easy guess by this point in the
episode that Mr. Big will show up, unannounced, at Carrie's reading, so the moment Carrie
mentioned a manless hand, I knew what was up. When I rewatched this scene to transcribe
the above dialogue, I saw—for the �rst time—that before he speaks, Mr. Big does become
visible to Carrie; he even stands up to ask the question. In my ear, this had been twice as
charming: I assumed that Carrie only discovered Mr. Big when I did, at the moment of his
line, her eyes darting over to the source of the voice. And all of this transpired without my
having to so much as glance at Chris Noth, about whose face I have, as you know, several
opinions.

It’s not that Sex and the City isn't pretty to look at; on the contrary, it's gorgeous, like
the fall line sprung to life, with the thinnest of intradiegetic justi�cations. How, exactly, are
we to suppose that these successful career women �nd the time to hunt down and pur-
chase the seven or eight unique ensembles that appear in each episode? We aren't: we merely
accept it, like Monica and Rachel's impossibly large apartment, or sound in space. The visu-
als and the dialogue run in parallel, never intersecting; it's like you synched up a wordless
video doc of Fashion Week with an unusually spicy episode of A Prairie Home Companion.

"You never look at me anymore," I can imagine Sex and the City telling me, pouting
over dinner at a Chinese restaurant where we are regulars, not because the food is fantastic,
but because the location is convenient and, well, it's our Chinese place. "Sure I do," I might
reply, checking Twitter. "You look at me, but you don't see me," she says. "Your food is get-
ting cold," I say.

With my girlfriend out of town, the show began to provide me with that comforting
feeling of someone else's being more or less around—chatter in another room, the warmth
of a vague twoness. Had my girlfriend been home, we probably would have been watching
TV together anyway, bouncing intimacy off the screen like two kids with a racquetball and
time to kill. God forbid we be expected to make conversation with each other; that's what
friends are for. A true partner is someone you never have to talk to, or even make eye con-
tact with. Pure company.
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By its later seasons, Sex and the City has become a show primarily about what we
could call postintimacy: what remains, or would, in the wake of a critical event that should
have ended things, but somehow, didn't. Postintimacy is when a character says something
like, "I still love you, but that's not the point"—and it isn't. Postintimacy is Steve coming,
unasked, to Miranda's mother's funeral; it is Charlotte and Trey, who must separate before
the latter can get it up. Taken on its own, it is neither good nor bad. Big is best at his most
postintimate. "He's in my life," Carrie tells Aidan, even if she cannot say how or why.

We do not have to say that all intimacy is postintimacy in order to say that all intimacy
includes postintimacy, even when things are going well. Commitment is a vow that relation-
ality will outlive intimacy. This is why every wedding, as Charlotte learns the hard way, is
also a breakup.

Nonbeing clings to every relationship, like a burr in your four-thousand-dollar Prada
wool coat. Postintimacy is the bed death at the heart of all sex. "Not having sex was the only
thing holding us together," says Miranda after she sleeps with Steve, with whom she is rais-
ing a child. The postintimate can be safer than intimacy, more secure. Sometimes all you
want is to be the furniture in someone's life, hanging around like the chair Aidan made for
Carrie that she can't bring herself to throw out.

This could be a sober, but not unsentimental, de�nition of love: a thing that's best
when you leave it on in the background, like a television show. As I sailed off into the �nal
episodes of season six, I couldn't help but wonder: Do any of us really want to be watched all
the time?

  
Love,
Andrea
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In the first place, for labor power to be reproduced in the form of children, these 
children must be coerced into accepting discipline and especially the discipline of 
working, of being exploited in order to be able to eat. In addition, however, they must 
be disciplined and trained to perform a certain kind of work. The labor that capital 
wants done is divided and each category parceled out internationally as the life work, 
the destiny, the identity of specific sets of workers. The phrase often used to describe 
this is the international division of labor. We will say more of this later, but for now 
let the West Indian mother of a seven-year-old sum up her son’s education with preci-
sion: “They’re choosing the street sweepers now.”

Those of us in the feminist movement who have torn the final veil away from 
this international capitalist division of labor to expose women’s and children’s class 
position, which was hidden by the particularity of their caste position, learnt a good 
deal of this from the Black movement. It is not that it is written down anywhere 
(though we discovered later it was, in what would seem to some a strange place). A 
mass movement teaches less by what it says than by the power it exercises which, 
clearing away the debris of appearances, tells it like it is.

Just as the women’s movement being “for” women and the rebellion of children 
being “for” children, appears at first not to be about class:

The Black movement in the United States (and elsewhere) also began by adopting 
what appeared to be only a caste position in opposition to the racism of white 
male-dominated groups. Intellectuals in Harlem and Malcolm X, that great 
revolutionary, were both nationalists; both appeared to place color above class 
when the white Left were still chanting variations of “Black and white unite 
and fight,” or “Negroes and Labor must join together.” The Black working class 
were able through this nationalism to redefine class: overwhelmingly Black and 
Labor were synonymous (with no other group was Labor as synonymous—except 
perhaps with women), the demands of Blacks and the forms of struggle created by 
Blacks were the most comprehensive working-class struggle.

It is not then that the Black movement “wandered off into the class struggle,” as Avis 
says. It was the class struggle and this took a while to sink into our consciousness. Why?

One reason is because some of us wore the blinkers of the white male Left, 
whether we knew it or not. According to them, if the struggle’s not in the factory, it’s 
not the class struggle. The real bind was that this Left assured us they spoke in the 
name of Marxism. They threatened that if we broke from them, organizationally or 
politically, we were breaking with Marx and scientific socialism. What gave us the 
boldness to break, fearless of the consequences, was the power of the Black move-
ment. We found that redefining class went hand-in-hand with rediscovering a Marx 
the Left had never understood.
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There were deeper reasons too why caste and class seemed contradictory. It 
appears often that the interests of Blacks are contradicted by the interests of whites, 
and it is similar with men and women. To grasp the class interest when there seems 
not one but two, three, four, each contradicting the other, seems to be one of the most 
difficult tasks that confront us in both theory and practice.

Another source of confusion is that not all women, children or Black men are 
working class. This is only to say that within the movements which these form are 
layers whose struggle tends to be aimed at moving up in the capitalist hierarchy 
rather than at destroying it. And so within each movement there is a struggle about 
which class interest the movement will serve. But this is the history also of white male 
workers’ movements. There is no class “purity,” not even in shop floor organizations. 
The struggle by workers against organizations they formed there and in the society 
generally—trade unions, labor parties, etc.—is the class struggle.

Let’s put the relation of caste to class another way. The word “culture” is often 
used to show that class concepts are narrow, philistine, inhuman. Exactly the opposite 
is the case. A national culture that has evolved over decades or centuries may appear 
to deny that society’s relation to international capitalism. It is a subject too wide to 
go into deeply here but one basic point can be quickly clarified.

The life-style unique to themselves that a people develop once they are enmeshed 
by capitalism, in response to and in rebellion against it, cannot be understood at all 
except as the totality of their capitalist lives. To delimit culture is to reduce it to a 
decoration of daily life.2 Culture is plays and poetry about the exploited; ceasing to 
wear miniskirts and taking to trousers instead; the clash between the soul of Black 
Baptism and the guilt and sin of white Protestantism. Culture is also the shrill of the 
alarm clock that rings at 6 a.m. when a Black woman in London wakes her children 
to get them ready for the baby-minder. Culture is how cold she feels at the bus stop 
and then how hot in the crowded bus. Culture is how you feel on Monday morning 
at eight when you clock in, wishing it was Friday, wishing your life away. Culture is 
the speed of the line or the weight and smell of dirty hospital sheets, and you mean-
while thinking what to make for tea that night. Culture is making the tea while your 
man watches the news on the telly.

And culture is an “irrational woman” walking out of the kitchen into the sitting 
room and without a word turning off the telly “for no reason at all.”

From where does this culture spring which is so different from a man’s if you 
are a woman and different too from a white woman’s if you are a Black woman? Is 
it auxiliary to the class struggle (as the white Left has it) or is it more fundamental 
than the class struggle (as Black nationalists and radical feminists have it) because it 

2 For the best demystification of culture I know which shows, for example, how West Indian cricket has 
carried in its heart racial and class conflicts, see CLR James, Beyond a Boundary (London: Hutchinson, 1963). 
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is special to your sex, your race, your age, your nationality, and the moment in time 
when you are these things?

Our identity, our social roles, the way we are seen, appear to be disconnected 
from our capitalist functions. To be liberated from them (or through them) appears 
to be independent of our liberation from capitalist wage slavery. In my view, iden-
tity—caste—is the very substance of class.

Here is the “strange place” where we found the key to the relation of class to 
caste written down most succinctly. Here is where the international division of labor 
is posed as power relations within the working class. It is Volume 1 of Marx’s Capital: 
“Manufacture…develops a hierarchy of labor powers, to which there corresponds 
a scale of wages. If, on the one hand, the individual laborers are appropriated and 
annexed for life by a limited function; on the other hand, the various operations of 
the hierarchy are parceled out among the laborers according to both their natural and 
their acquired capabilities” (Moscow 1958, 349).

In two sentences is laid out the deep material connection between racism, sexism, 
national chauvinism and the chauvinism of the generations who are working for wages 
against children and pensioners who are wageless, who are “dependents.”

A hierarchy of labor powers and a scale of wages to correspond. Racism and 
sexism training us to develop and acquire certain capabilities at the expense of all 
others. Then these acquired capabilities are taken to be our nature, fixing our func-
tions for life, and fixing also the quality of our mutual relations. So planting cane or 
tea is not a job for white people and changing nappies is not a job for men and beating 
children is not violence. Race, sex, age, nation, each an indispensable element of the 
international division of labor. Our feminism bases itself on a hitherto invisible stratum 
of the hierarchy of labor powers—the housewife—to which there corresponds no wage at all.

To proceed on the basis of a hierarchical structure among waged and unwaged 
slavery is not, as Avis accuses the working class of doing: “concentrating…exclu-
sively on the economic determinants of the class struggle.” The work you do and the 
wages you receive are not merely “economic” but social determinants, determinants 
of social power. It is not the working class but organizations which claim to be of 
and for that class which reduce the continual struggle for social power by that class 
into “economic determinants”—greater capitalist control for a pittance more a week. 
Wage rises that unions negotiate often turn out to be wage standstills or even cuts, 
either through inflation or through more intense exploitation (often in the form of 
productivity deals) which more than pay the capitalist back for the rise. And so people 
assume that this was the intention of workers in demanding, for example, more wages, 
more money, more “universal social power,” in the words of Marx.

The power relations of the sexes, races, nations, and generations are precisely, then, 
particularized forms of class relations. These power relations within the working class 
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weaken us in the power struggle between the classes. They are the particularized forms 
of indirect rule, one section of the class colonizing another and through this capital 
imposing its will on us all. One of the reasons why these so-called working-class orga-
nizations have been able so to mediate the struggle is that we have, internationally, 
allowed them to isolate “the working class,” which they identify as white, male and 
over twenty-one, from the rest of us. The unskilled white male worker, an exploited 
human being who is increasingly disconnected from capital’s perspective for him to 
work, to vote, to participate in its society, he also, racist and sexist though he may be, 
recognizes himself as the victim of these organizations. But housewives, Black people, 
young people, workers from the Third World, excluded from the definition of class, 
have been told that their confrontation with the white male power structure in the 
metropolis is an “exotic historical accident.” Divided by the capitalist organization 
of society into factory, office, school, plantation, home, and street, we are divided too 
by the very institutions which claim to represent our struggle collectively as a class.

In the metropolis, the Black movement was the first section of the class massively 
to take its autonomy from these organizations, and to break out of the containment 
of the struggle only in the factory. When Black workers burn the center of a city, 
however, white Left eyes, especially if they are trade union eyes, see race, not class.

The women’s movement was the next major movement of the class in the metrop-
olis to find for itself a power base outside the factory as well as in it. Like the Black 
movement before it, to be organizationally autonomous of capital and its institutions, 
women and their movement had also to be autonomous of that part of the “hierar-
chy of labor powers” which capital used specifically against them. For Blacks it was 
whites. For women it was men. For Black women it is both.

Strange to think that even today, when confronted with the autonomy of the 
Black movement or the autonomy of the women’s movement, there are those who 
talk about this “dividing the working class.” Strange indeed when our experience has 
told us that in order for the working class to unite in spite of the divisions which are 
inherent in its very structure—factory versus plantation versus home versus school—
those at the lowest levels of the hierarchy must themselves find the key to their weak-
ness, must themselves find the strategy which will attack the point and shatter it, must 
themselves find their own modes of struggle.

The Black movement has not in our view “integrated into capitalism’s plural 
society” (though many of its “leaders” have); it has not been subsumed to white work-
ing-class strategy.” (Here I think Avis is confusing white working-class struggle with 
trade union/Labour Party strategy. They are mortal enemies, yet they are often taken as 
identical.) The Black movement has, on the contrary, in the United States challenged 
and continues to challenge the most powerful capitalist State in the world. The most 
powerful at home and abroad. When it burnt down the centers of those cities and 
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challenged all constituted authority, it made a way for the rest of the working class 
everywhere to move in its own specific interests. We women moved. This is neither 
an accident nor the first time events have happened in this sequence.

It is not an accident because when constituted power was confronted, a new 
possibility opened for all women. For example, the daughters of men to whom was 
delegated some of this power saw through the noble mask of education, medicine 
and the law for which their mothers had sacrificed their lives. Oh yes, marriage to a 
man with a good salary would be rewarded by a fine house to be imprisoned in, and 
even a Black servant; they would have privilege for as long as they were attached to 
that salary which was not their own. But power would remain in the hands of the 
white male power structure. They had to renounce the privilege even to strike out for 
power. Many did. On the tide of working-class power, which the Black movement 
had expressed in the streets, and all women expressed in the day-to-day rebellion in 
the home, the women’s movement came into being.

It is not the first time either that a women’s movement received its impetus from 
the exercise of power by Black people. The Black slave who formed the Abolitionist 
Movement and organized the Underground Railroad for the escape to the North 
also gave white women—and again the more privileged of them—a chance, an occa-
sion to transcend the limitations in which the female personality was imprisoned. 
Women, trained always to do for others, left their homes not to free themselves—that 
would have been outrageous—but to free “the slave.” They were encouraged by Black 
women, ex-slaves like Sojourner Truth, who suffered as the breeders of labor power 
on the plantation. But once those white women had taken their first decisive step out 
of the feminine mould, they confronted more sharply their own situation. They had 
to defend their right, as women, to speak in public against slavery. They were refused, 
for example, seating at the Abolitionist conference of 1840 in London because they 
were women. By 1848 at Seneca Falls, New York, they called their own conference, 
for women’s rights. There was a male speaker. He was a leading Abolitionist. He was 
Black. He had been a slave. His name was Frederick Douglass.

And when young white women headed South on the Freedom Ride buses in 
the early 1960s and discovered that their male (white and Black) comrades had a 
special place for them in the hierarchy of struggle, as capital had in the hierarchy of 
labor power, history repeated itself—almost. This time it was not for the vote but for 
a very different goal that they formed a movement. It was a movement for liberation.

The parallels that are drawn between the Black and women’s movements can 
always turn into an 11-plus—a competition over who is more exploited. Our purpose 
here is not parallels. We are seeking to describe that complex interweaving of forces 
which is the working class; we are seeking to break down the power relations among 
us, on which is based the hierarchical rule of international capital. For men cannot 
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represent us as women any more than whites can represent the Black experience. Nor 
do we seek to convince men of our feminism. Ultimately they will be “convinced” by 
our power. We offer them what we offer the most privileged women: power over their 
enemies. The price is an end to their power over us.

The strategy of feminist class struggle is, as we have said, based on the unwaged 
woman in the home. Whether she also works for wages outside the home, her labor of 
producing and reproducing the working class weighs her down, weakens her capacity 
to struggle—she doesn’t even have time. Her position in the wage structure is low espe-
cially but not only if she is Black. And even if she is relatively well placed in the hierar-
chy of labor powers (rare enough!), she remains defined as a sexual object of men. Why? 
Because as long as most women are housewives part of whose function in reproducing 
labor power is to be the sexual object of men, no woman can escape that identity. We 
demand wages for the work we do in the home. And that demand for a wage from the 
State is, first, a demand to be autonomous of men on whom we are now dependent. 
Secondly, we demand money without working out of the home, and open for the first 
time the possibility of refusing forced labor both in waged work and in the home itself.

It is here in this strategy that the lines between the revolutionary Black and the 
revolutionary feminist movements begin to blur. This perspective is founded on the 
least powerful—the unwaged. Reinforcing capital’s international division of labor is 
a standing army of unemployed who can be shunted from industry to industry, from 
country to country. The Third World is the most massive repository of this indus-
trial reserve army. (The second most massive is the kitchen in the metropolis.) Port 
of Spain, Calcutta, Algiers, the Mexican towns south of the U.S. border are the labor 
power for shit work in Paris, London, Frankfurt, and the farms of California and 
Florida. What is their role in the revolution? How can the unwaged struggle without 
the lever of the wage and the factory? We do not pose the answers—we can’t. But 
we pose the questions in a way that assumes that the unemployed have not to go to 
work in order to subvert capitalist society.

Housewives working in the home without a pay packet may also have a job 
outside of their homes. The subordination to the wage of the man in the home and the 
subordinating nature of that labor weaken the woman wherever else she is working, 
and regardless of race. Here is the basis for Black and white women to act together, 
“supported” or “unsupported,” not because the antagonism of race is overcome, but 
because we both need the autonomy that the wage and the struggle for the wage can 
bring. Black women will know in what organizations (with Black men, with white 
women, with both, with neither) to make that struggle. No one else can know.

We don’t agree with Avis that “the Black American struggle failed to fulfill its 
potential as a revolutionary vanguard,” if by “vanguard” is meant the basic propel-
lant of class struggle at a particular moment in time. It has used the “specificity of 
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its experience—both as a nation and as a class at once—to redefine class and the 
class struggle itself.” Perhaps the theoreticians have not, but then they must never be 
confused with the movement. Only as a vanguard could that struggle have begun to 
clarify the central problem of our age: the organizational unity of the working class 
internationally as we now perceive and define it.

It has been widely presumed that the Vanguard Party on the Leninist model 
embodies that organizational unity. Since the Leninist model assumes a vanguard 
expressing the total class interest, it bears no relation to the reality we have been 
describing, where no one section of the class can express the experience and interest 
of, and pursue the struggle for, any other section. The formal organizational expres-
sion of a general class strategy does not yet anywhere exist.

Let me quote finally from a letter we wrote against one of the organizations of 
the Italian extraparliamentary Left which, when we had a feminist symposium in 
Rome last year and excluded men, called us fascists, and attacked us physically:

The traditional attack on the immigrant worker, especially but not exclusively if he 
or she is Black (or Southern Italian), is that her presence threatens the gains of the 
native working class. Exactly the same is said about women in relation to men. The 
anti-racist (i.e. anti-nationalist and anti-sexist) point of view—the point of view, 
that is, of struggle—is to discover the organizational weakness which permits the 
most powerful sections of the class to be divided from the less powerful, thereby 
allowing capital to play on this division, defeating us. The question is, in fact, one 
of the basic questions which the class faces today. Where Lenin divided the class 
between the advanced and the backward, a subjective division, we see the division 
along the lines of capitalist organization, the more powerful and the less powerful. 
It is the experience of the less powerful that when workers in a stronger position 
(that is, men with a wage in relation to women without one, or whites with a 
higher wage than Blacks) gain a “victory,” it may not be a victory for the weaker 
and may even represent a defeat for both. For in the disparity of power within the 
class is precisely the strength of capital.3

How the working class will ultimately unite organizationally, we don’t know. We do 
know that up to now many of us have been told to forget our own needs in some 
wider interest which was never wide enough to include us. And so we have learnt by 
bitter experience that nothing unified and revolutionary will be formed until each section 
of the exploited will have made its own autonomous power felt.

Power to the sisters and therefore to the class.

3 Signed by Lotta Femminista and the International Feminist Collective, reprinted in L’Offensiva (Turin: 
Musolini, 1972), 18–19. 
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Postscript

The first paragraph of Sex, Race, and Class promises to “show in barest outline [that]…
locked within the contradiction between the discrete entity of sex or race and the 
totality of class is the greatest deterrent to working-class power and at the same time 
the creative energy to achieve that power.” But the pamphlet fails to deliver on this 
promise to show where the “creative energy to achieve [working-class] power” is to 
come from. This omission has bothered me for years, so I try to address that here.

We are deprived of enormous energy by the divisions among us. We are so used to 
the disparities of power and antagonisms among us—sex, race, age, occupation, immi-
gration status, disability, sexual orientation, etc.—that we are not aware of how much 
our focus and energy go into defending ourselves from being attacked or demeaned 
through these divisions; and protecting ourselves from being pushed further down 
the hierarchy by competitors from below or the abuse of power from above. As we 
overcome, by our struggle, the competition, antagonism, and even violence among 
us, we liberate energy and focus. 

We have already experienced, if only briefly, that when sectors which are ordi-
narily antagonistic surmount the divisions and act together, we feel elated and many 
times more powerful, because we are doing less of the soul-destroying and exhaust-
ing work of defending ourselves from other sectors. Winning even a temporary taste 
of unity, makes us more hopeful and confident and powerful. 

Thus breaking down the divisions creates an individual and collective force that 
is no longer inhibited by fear and discouragement, and unlocks our creative capac-
ity to see what is possible, identifying and facing what we need and are deprived of; 
drawing out the connections with the needs of others; and conceiving of the possi-
bility, even certainty, of winning. That is what a revolution is, which many of us have 
glimpsed during collective confrontations, but which is rarely mentioned let alone 
seriously discussed. 

Marx described the revolution as the “carnival of the masses”—when those of 
us whose lives are full of pain on many levels begin to fully enjoy ourselves by indi-
vidually and collectively taking the enemy on. 

If the divisions among us keep capital in power, then overcoming the divisions 
among us is by definition the destruction of capital, and the transformation of us 
individually but on a mass scale. 

Who do we become when we have by our own effort stopped directing our energy 
against each other and direct it instead to collectively confronting anything or anyone 
standing in the way of our freely associating with each other to reshape the world? 
This is what we thirst to find out.



T
he Power of Women and the Subversion of the Community was published in 
Mexico in 1975 with the following introduction: 

The problem of the revolution is the unity of the working class 
internationally. The working class is divided by the power of those whose 

work is waged (men) over those whose work is unwaged (women). But the 
hierarchy within the working class is by no means confined to the power of 
men, identified with the wage, over women, identified by wageless and therefore 
invisible work. There is also the power of the waged worker in the metropolis over 
the unwaged worker in the Third World. Both are fundamental to the capitalist 
division of labor nationally and internationally. 

In other writing, developing a paragraph of Marx, we approached the hierarchy within 
the working class this way:

A hierarchy of labor powers and a scale of wages to correspond. Racism and 
sexism training us to acquire and develop certain capabilities at the expense of 
all others. Then these acquired capabilities are taken to be our nature and fix our 
functions for life, and fix also the quality of our mutual relations. So planting cane 
or tea is not a job for white people and changing nappies is not a job for men 
and beating children is not violence. Race, sex, age, nation, each an indispensable 
element of the international division of labor. Our feminism bases itself on a hitherto 

WaGeleSS of the WoRld 
(1975)
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invisible stratum of the hierarchy of labor powers—the housewife—to which there 
corresponds no wage at all.1

So that beginning with the wageless work of the housewife, we found ourselves rede-
fining the class struggle in international terms, and most particularly redefining the 
relation between the working class in the metropolis and the working class in areas of 
technological underdevelopment. Wageless workers on the land, low-waged workers 
in the industrial interstices, even lower waged workers in the kitchens of the salaried 
and the wealthy of the Third World, are divided by power—not by class—from the 
working class in the metropolis.

Let us demystify not only what divides us as women, but what is the material 
basis of our unification.

First, where there is a wage the domination of the wage of the man over the woman is 
international. The reproduction of workers for mines, mills or factories is the product 
of unwaged female labor everywhere. Each situation of course is unique. In some parts 
of Africa it is often in the extended tribal family where women perform this unwaged 
labor for capital. In Zambia, the copper mines are magnanimously and increasingly 
surrounded by company housing of two- and three-room bungalows. The same in 
industrial Mexico City: the family is nuclearized and deculturized at one architec-
tural stroke. How efficient to have workers used up daily and reproduced on the spot 
by other workers (of another sex)! And we are expected to be grateful that govern-
ment or industry provides us with housing—our factories, for which we even pay 
rent. Again, in Caracas, where the technology to which the oil worker must submit 
is extremely high, oil production is absolutely dependent on female domestic labor. 
The following book attempts to show why there is this great discrepancy between 
the technology of extracting and refining oil and that of extracting and refining oil 
workers. It shows how the wife of the oil worker is as productive as he is because she 
daily “directly produces, trains, develops, maintains [and] reproduces labor power 
itself.”2 These questions, while not the same, are similar to those about the discrep-
ancy between Third World and metropolitan technology in general, and about who 
on an international level is productive.

Second, in most of the world, side by side with women’s reproduction of others’ 
labor power when it is daily destroyed on the land, is the use and destruction of women’s 
own labor power on the land. Often it is not through the wage of the man and the 
woman’s lack of it that her labor is commanded, but a patriarchal structure that predates 
capitalist society. That structure may not yet have undergone the capitalist reorganization 

1 See the previous essay, page 96.
2 “Productive labor would therefore be such labor as produces commodities or directly produces, trains, 

develops, maintains or reproduces labor power itself.” Karl Marx, Theories of Surplus Value (London: 
Lawrence & Wishart, 1969), 172.
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of the patriarchy: the patriarchy of the power of the wage. Nevertheless it is the wage rela-
tion internationally which is commanding the two forms of labor: the reproduction of 
labor power for the land and the production of the commodities which that land will 
produce. In the same way as the proletarian character of the laborer in the home is hidden 
by the lack of a wage, so the proletarian character of the laborer on the land, “the peasant,” 
land-owning or landless, is hidden by the wagelessness of that labor.

The majority of Latin American women are either Indian or of Indian extrac-
tion, existing on subsistence agriculture and doing a double load of unwaged labor: 
both as jornaleras (day workers), minifundistas (smallholders) or ejiditarias (collective 
farm workers), and as housewives. The unit of production is the family. Women’s work 
in the home, where they transform primary materials into the few consumer goods 
of food and clothing, is a fundamental aspect of the production of that family unit.

Even where there is payment in the form of a wage (to los jornaleros) or in the 
form of payment for sale of crops, it is the man who probably receives it. Women 
and children who work alongside him work for capital through his command. But at 
least the work of women and children is undisguised; it is recognized as work. Which 
is more than can be said for the urban housewife who is directly dominated by the 
wage; her housework, being unwaged, is not considered work at all.

So it is that capital has seized on every mode of production, and on the “train 
of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions” which spring from these modes, 
to exploit all those temporarily trapped in them; and reinforces that exploitation by 
the prejudices and opinions they generate, from which women suffer most and in a 
most specific manner. To obscure and thus ignore the specific nature of the exploitation 
of women (and children), and the specific and autonomous nature of the struggles 
this must produce, with the blackmail of universal poverty or universal repression, is 
to resort to a moralism which in fact is a political attack on the least powerful—and 
therefore of course on the poorest and most repressed. And when the least powerful 
are attacked, all the forces of subversion are weakened.

It is impossible to speak of the relation of women to capital anywhere without at 
the same time confronting the question of development versus underdevelopment. It is 
even more unavoidable when it is women of the Third World of whom we speak, since 
their situation cannot be wrested from the general context of predominant underde-
velopment; rather they are a honed edge with which to approach the Gordian Knot 
that confronts all working-class struggle in the Third World.

Working for Capital
The tendency has been to subsume all those who are not city proletarians under the 
term “peasant.” Once we assume that the basic division within the working class inter-
nationally is between the waged and wageless, and that to be wageless is not necessarily 
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to be outside of the capitalist wage relation, every mode of labor which exists today must 
be reexamined to determine the social relation which it reproduces: whether there 
is surplus labor, if that surplus labor is stolen (appropriated by someone other than 
the laborer), and if so, by whom—in other words, whether and where capital has 
transformed precapitalist modes of labor into modes of its own self-expansion. Even 
the subsistence farming family of Mexico, for example, which produces no mate-
rial surplus may be working usefully for capital; braceras and braceros provide a cheap 
and intimidated reserve army of labor, particularly for the farms of California and 
Texas.3 Women on that “unproductive” subsistence farm, with our unending work, 
have produced that army of labor.

Where our product, labor power, is “overpopulating”—that is, where it is rebel-
lious and refusing quietly to starve—the State in the unarmed form of Rockefeller 
Foundations or the armed form of native or foreign troops and “expeditions” is 
seeking to “regulate our productivity.” Women all over the world are repudiating 
these controls over our reproductive function, controls which range from mass ster-
ilization to mass genocide of those already born, by planned famines and other more 
scientific techniques.

Increasingly and in every situation internationally we are demanding the right 
to have children whose birth is not our agony physically, socially, financially; and the 
right not to have them if we so desire. Birth control campaigns vulgarly reflect the 
immediate and long-term brutal interests of the State. In its propaganda, by painting 
us as victims who don’t ourselves know what is good for us, our interests become the 
excuse to perpetrate its interests against us. The starvation that it organizes or at best 
allows is blamed on our fertility. We refuse any longer to be reproductive machines 
to be turned on or off as production plans alter. Having or not having children must 
be our choice and integral to our individual and social development.

But this is already to demand more than any political parties have ever assumed 
we in the Third World felt the need to have. We feel many needs because we have 
learnt many things even when they thought they were teaching us quite different 
lessons.

In a Mexican village one family may invest in a television. Other families around 
must pay to see it—must find the money to pay to see it, must find the job or grow the 
crop or make the struggle for the wage without the work, which will yield the money to 

3 The American State’s intimidation of these workers (traditionally with the help of armed vigilantes, 
official and unofficial) is posed as a protection for native American workers. To its joy, a trade union with 
membership overwhelmingly of Americans of bracero descent has supported the recent clampdown 
on immigration from Mexico. Which of course only means that the wages of the “illegal” entrant can 
be even lower. See the New York Times, December 2, 1974, “Ruling on Mexican Aliens Stirs Chicanos’ 
Job Fears.” Working-class organization, which is confined to national borders and to the trade union-
ist struggle for jobs always results in our scabbing on each other.
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pay to see it. Or reappropriate another just like it or bigger—that is, make a struggle 
for the wage without the work in a way which bypasses the money form.

Once we have seen it, or heard the grating sounds of the inexpensive model of 
transistor radio in the village or in the field, that person, that family, that commu-
nity, has stepped beyond any definition of itself as “peasant.” When the woman from 
an area of underdevelopment in the heart of Europe, such as a village in Spain, sees 
a Hollywood film, the plot is secondary to the technology of the North American 
kitchen (which, nevertheless, is still the North American woman’s place). So we are 
ready to demand in Mexico, Tanzania, India, and Spain all of the wealth that exists 
but of which we have been deprived. For on the media they tell us about or even 
show us all the products of technology which Third World peoples are denied. They 
have sent the media to give one message, but we have absorbed quite another. For 
we have come to the media with a mind crammed with the refusal of the bitterness 
of our experience. That media presents a picture, however distorted, of a whole world 
which peasants of Lenin’s day or of Zapata’s never knew existed. It pictures a range of 
goods and therefore a range of possibilities which nobody of Lenin’s day or of Zapata’s 
knew since they didn’t exist anywhere. Our experiences as exploited women, urban or 
rural, Third World or metropolitan, are unique in each case. Our needs and our desires 
are increasingly international and universal: to be free, to be free of the labor that has 
worn us down over centuries, to be free of domination and dependence on men. We 
repudiate the assumption that we who are not socialized, collectivized, unionized, are 
the “backward ones.” The backward technology with which they have burdened us is 
no measure of our own aspirations. And that is our dilemma.

Many well-meaning North Americans who returned from Cuba, having cut 
their six weeks of cane in the Venceremos brigades, may glorify cane-cutting as once 
Communist Party visitors to Russia glorified forced collectivization. But who wants 
to cut cane all their lives? Who wants to do the cooking, washing, child care, when 
they get home from a day in the fields? Not those who returned after six weeks. What 
we need instead of the labor is wages, beginning with wages for the work we women 
have always done without a wage, whether we cook by charcoal or by gas, whether 
we wash clothes by the river bank, in tubs or in machines. It is our time, our energy, 
our lives. It is time to put paid to this work.

Refusing Their Development
In the metropolis when we demand a wage from the State, we are told that we can 
get a wage in the offices or factories, which are waiting to suck up what little of our 
lives the washing machine has left free. Millions of us are driven there daily by an 
inflation which is transforming bringing home a wage—and therefore doing a double 
shift—into another household duty, another chore, another obligation of the wife. In 
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Mexico, with a 40 percent rate of unemployment or underemployment, to propose 
that women who want a wage take a second job in factories, offices, etc. (if they don’t 
already have one on the land), is even more laughable. None of us wants that second 
job, neither those who have it and the pittance of a wage that may go with it, nor 
those who desperately need a wage despite the sixteen-hour day of the full-time 
housewife. More work will never sweeten our bitterness. Yet Third World women (in 
fact all women) are told there is no other solution but to accept this “development,” 
to accept, that is, more rationalized exploitation, if they are lucky enough to get it in 
that sea of wagelessness. There is only one development today in the world, and that 
is capitalist development, even greater exploitation than we have suffered up to now. 
That is the price we have traditionally paid for the wage. We will still bear, train and 
care for the new generation while we are “benefiting” from the assembly line of their 
development. Also, because so many of us are wageless, they will get the very few 
they hire cut-rate. Passively to accept that development is to accept a development 
of slavery, the opposite of its abolition.

For us in the metropolis to demand a wage from the State for the work we are 
doing in the home is our only real choice, so that we can massively refuse that job 
and the second, waged, job we do. As capital’s crisis deepens it is not clear what place 
metropolitan women will have in its plans. One thing, however, is already clear. Though 
we are surrounded by development, they have begun to plead poverty and austerity 
and are expecting women to be the prime shock absorbers. When we demand Wages 
for Housework in whatever form—child care which we control, free birth control 
and abortion which do not sicken, kill, or sterilize us, the socialization of our work 
on our terms to liberate time for ourselves, and most important, money we can call 
our own—they now say here what they have always said in the Third World to every 
demand by women: “The till is empty.” 

Our great advantage in the metropolis is that the wealth stolen from all of us is 
where we are, on the spot, to demand back. For those in the Third World, it is infi-
nitely more difficult to demand the return of the wealth that our combined labor 
has created. For most of us the dilemma is that this wealth is not where we are. This 
poses enormous problems of organization and mobilization of power. Yet we have 
no choice. The State of every Third World country that has tried to impose develop-
ment in the form of “aid” and/or investment has ultimately had to defend that devel-
opment with arms against the working class. When it is proposed that the road to 
the new society passes through our increased productivity, the Chilean firing squads 
are there to block the exits to our own road.4

4 The Chilean housewife was of course part of the working-class resistance to productivity. Yet that 
was drowned by the din of a carefully constructed mythology of the Chilean reactionary housewife, 
which served the Right and the Left internationally, not only to obscure the revolutionary struggle 
of Chilean women but to undercut the struggle of women everywhere. It was in particular the Left’s 
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Since in the past we have lost when we didn’t ask enough, we cannot do worse by 
demanding everything. And though the wealth is not on the spot in the Third World, the 
agents of its continued expropriation are always close at hand. The State is only partially 
made up of the government and Rockefeller Foundations; these are the executors outside 
the factory of the multinational corporations. Together they plan our exploitation, its 
quality and intensity, as part of an international plan which encompasses every country, 
females and males, children and adults, the working class employed and unemployed, 
the waged and unwaged of that class, the urbanized and the ruralized of that class. It is 
against them, and the (usually U.S.) arms which enforce their plan and their will, that such 
demands for wages will ultimately have to be made by all of us women. For though the 
dilemma of the Third World is that the wealth of our combined labor is in the metrop-
olis, the Third World can draw on the wealth of our combined struggle to get it back.

To raise our voices internationally to demand our wage and an end to the work 
we do, which has brought no wage in the home and very little wage (if any) out of it, 
to demand that we develop and that technology be the servant of our development, 
the opposite of our being at the service of a developing technology the benefits of 
which we are then denied, is to completely revolutionize the terms of struggle. It is 
to articulate the internationalization of our struggle and to raise our power at every 
moment of the international capitalist circuit. The unwaged men must follow our 
lead; although we will have to fight them for the right to fight capital, that in itself 
will be a high stage in the revolutionary process.

So, as women in Latin America read of our experience and our analysis, perhaps 
they will often see themselves; perhaps they will see a future which has been proposed 
to them finally unromanticized by those who would live it; perhaps they will take 
confidence from our struggle as we do from theirs, and know how aware we are of 
our mutual interdependence.

In 1971, we said: “Women of the Third World have not yet spoken of the effects 
of colonial rule and industrialization on them and on the traditional family. When 
they do, the horrors we now associate with capitalism and imperialism will gain new 
dimensions. We need a woman’s history of imperialism, and of the division of labor 
between the industrial and agricultural worlds.”5

That history has begun to emerge, as a weapon in the developing struggle.
Power to the sisters and therefore to the class internationally.

occasion to give vent to their rage at our audacity in organizing without them and against their lead-
ership. [Update 2012: The organizations of relatives, mainly women, of people disappeared or jailed 
under the military dictatorship in Chile and elsewhere have since obliterated this sexist view. The 
Mothers of Plaza de Mayo in Argentina, whose courage and determination spearheaded the move-
ment that defeated the dictatorship there, are the most famous, but such women’s movements can be 
found all over the world.] 

5 Edith Hoshino Altbach, ed., From Feminism to Liberation (Cambridge, MA: Schenkman, 1971), 197. 109WaGeleSS of the WoRld

Note: 
The lives of women in Mexico confirms yet again that we understand the wage and 
all the labor it commands only when we begin with the unique—but by no means 
exotic—experience of each section of the wageless. “The Marxists” are so mesmerized 
by the factory that they haven’t noticed that Marx (a) states plainly that capital’s birth 
and development began on the backs of the wageless, and (b) that the wage itself is 
determined at least as much outside of the factory as in it; so that “Taking them as 
a whole, the general movements of wages are exclusively regulated by the expansion 
and contraction of the industrial reserve army”—that is, by workers without access 
to wages.6 Marx was not a feminist but, unlike “the Marxists,” he understood the 
wage and the lack of it.

6 Capital 1:637, Moscow, 1958.
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Eluding Capture
THE SCIENCE, CULTURE, AND PLEASURE OF 
“QUEER” ANIMALS

We’re Deer. We’re Queer. Get Used to It. A new exhibit in 
Norway outs the animal kingdom.

—  Alisa Opar, “We’re Deer. We’re Queer.  
Get Used to It”

Biological Exuberance is, above all, an affirmation of  
life’s vitality and infinite possibilities: a worldview that 
is at once primordial and futuristic, in which gender is 
kaleidoscopic, sexualities are multiple, and the categories 
of  male and female are fluid and transmutable. A world, 
in short, exactly like the one we inhabit.

—  Bruce Bagemihl, Biological Exuberance: 
Animal Homosexuality and Natural Diversity

We are acting with the best intentions in the world, we 
want to add reality to scientific objects, but, inevitably, 
through a sort of  tragic bias, we seem always to be 
subtracting some bit from it. Like a clumsy waiter setting 
plates on a slanted table, every nice dish slides down and 
crashes on the ground. Why can we never discover the same 
stubbornness, the same solid realism by bringing out the 
obviously webby, “thingy” qualities of  matters of  concern?

—  Bruno Latour, “Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam? 
From Matters of Fact to Matters of Concern”

Western, Euro- American thought has long waged “nature” and the 
“natural” against LGBTQ peoples, as well as women, people of  color, 
the colonized, and indigenous peoples. Just as the pernicious histories 
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of  social Darwinism, colonialism, primitivism, and other forms of  sci-
entifically infused racism have incited indispensable critiques of  the 
intermingling of  “race” and “nature,”1 much queer theory has brack-
eted, expelled, or distanced the volatile categories of  “nature” and the 
“natural,” situating queer desire within an entirely social, and very 
human, habitat. This sort of  segregation of  “queer” from “nature” 
is hardly appealing to those who seek queer green places. Discussing 
the “biopolitical organization of  life,” Catriona Sandilands argues that 
to conceive of  “life as queer opens the world to a reading in which 
generativity is not reduced to reproductivity, in which the future is 
not limited to a repetition of  a heteronormative ideal of  the Same, 
and in which the heterosexual couple and its progeny— or some fac-
simile thereof— are not the privileged bearers of  life for ecocriticism.”2

How the sexuality of  nonhuman animals is conceptualized— a curious 
subset of  “nature,” “the natural,” or “life,” perhaps— may open up 
similar readings of  the world. The existence of  queer animals contests 
the Western foundation of  heteronormativity as that which came 
straight from Nature. The fact that science, cultural theory, and com-
mon sense have reacted to the sexual diversity of  nonhuman life by 
denying, dismissing, closeting, segregating, and otherwise explaining 
it away, could entice us to add to rather than subtract from the reality, 
as Latour puts it, of  queer animals. Queer animals also provoke ques-
tions within interdisciplinary theory regarding the relations between 
discourse and materiality, culture and nature, mechanistic sex drives 
and refined desires, scientific explanation and cultural criticism. As 
queer animals are both disclosed by various human knowledge sys-
tems and elude capture within those systems, that oscillation serves 
up pleasurable and delightful “realities,” as well as heaping portions of  
epistemological humility, awe, and wonder— essential ingredients for 
a less arrogantly anthropocentric anthropocene. Queer animals, as 
emergent, agential, and elusive, may provoke an ethical– epistemology 
of  wonder, as well as a new materialist reckoning with animal pleasure 
that releases it from the narrow modernist scripts of  genetic deter-
minism, instinctual drives, and, on the flip side, social machinations. 
Wonder may be aroused by that which cannot be understood through 
simplistic explanations, and pleasure may be inflamed by the sense of  
being overcome by the staggering variation and the sheer exuberance 
of  more- than- human sexualities and genders. Pleasure, impossible to 
confine within dichotomies of  nature and culture, body and mind, 
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pulses through an imaginative materiality. As Karen Barad contends, 
matter “is promiscuous and inventive in its agential wanderings: one 
might even dare say, imaginative.”3

Popular science books, such Bruce Bagemihl’s monumental Bio-
logical Exuberance: Animal Homosexuality and Natural Diversity and Joan 
Roughgarden’s Evolution’s Rainbow: Diversity, Gender, and Sexuality in 
Nature and People, as well as the work of  Myra J. Hird, present possibili-
ties for rethinking nature as “queer,” by documenting the many non-
human species that engage in or display same- sex sex acts, same- sex 
child- rearing pairs, intersexuality, multiple “genders,” “transvestism,” 
and transsexuality. Bagemihl’s 750- page volume, two- thirds of  which 
is “A Wondrous Bestiary” of  “Portraits of  Homosexual, Bisexual, and 
Transgendered Wildlife,” astounds with its vast compilation of  species 
“in which same sex activities have been scientifically documented.”4

Bagemihl restricts himself  to mammals and birds, but even so, he dis-
cusses nearly three hundred species and “more than two centuries of  
scientific research.”5 Rich not only with scientific data, but also with 
photos, illustrations, and charts, Bagemihl’s exhaustively researched 
volume renders any sense of  normative heterosexuality within nature 
an absurdity. Joan Roughgarden’s book, Evolution’s Rainbow: Diversity, 
Gender, and Sexuality in Nature and People— which consists of  three 
sections, “Animal Rainbows,” “Human Rainbows,” and “Cultural 
Rainbows”— paints an expanse of  sexual diversity across both animal 
and human worlds.6 The Naturhistorisk museum in Oslo, Norway, 
opened “the first- ever museum exhibition dedicated to gay animals.” 
“Against Nature?” seeks to “reject the all too well known argument 
that homosexual behavior is a crime against nature” by displaying spe-
cies known to engage in homosexual acts. The exhibit “outs” these 
animals by telling a “fascinating story of  the animals’ secret life . . . by 
means of  models, photos, texts, and specimens.”7 Ironically, the patri-
archal diorama of  the early twentieth century that served, as Donna 
Haraway argues, as a “prophylactic” against “decadence”8 is followed 
by an exhibition that unveils sexual diversity in the world of  animals. 
Queer animals have also gained notoriety with the controversy over 
a German zoo’s plan “to test the sexual orientation of  six male pen-
guins which have displayed homosexual traits” and set them up with 
female penguins because they want “the rare Humboldt penguins to 
breed.”9 After the public outcry, zoo director Heike Kueke reassured 
people that they would not forcibly break up the homosexual penguin 
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couples, saying, “Everyone can live here as they please.”10 Dr. Tatiana’s 
Sex Advice to All Creation: The Definitive Guide to the Evolutionary Biology 
of  Sex includes a letter from a manatee, worried that their son “keeps 
kissing other males,” signed, “Don’t Want No Homo in the Florida 
Keys,” responding, “It’s not your son who needs straightening out. It’s 
you. Some Homosexual activity is common for animals of  all kinds.”11

The television sex show host Dr. Susan Block, with her explicit website, 
replete with porn videos and sex toys, promotes a peaceful philoso phy 
of  “ethical hedonism,” based on “the Bonobo Way.” (Bonobos, one of  
two species of  chimpanzee in the genus Pan, are known for their lavish 
sexual activity.) Block’s “Bonobo Way,” which includes a great deal 
of  “lesbian” sex, “supports the repression of  violence and the free, 
exuberant, erotic, raunchy, loving, peaceful, adventurous, consensual 
expression of  pleasure.”12

According to the website for the “Against Nature?” exhibit, “Homo-
sexuality has been observed in most vertebrate groups, and also from 
insects, spiders, crustaceans, octopi and parasitic worms. The phe-
nomenon has been reported from more than 1,500 animal species, and 
is well documented for 500 of  them, but the real extent is probably 
much higher.”13 Notwithstanding the sheer delight of  dwelling within 
a queer bestiary that supplants the dusty, heteronormative Book of  
Nature, the recognition of  the sexual diversity of  animals has sev-
eral significant benefits, starting with a more accurate under standing 
of  nonhuman life. Scientific accounts of  queer animals suggest that 
hetero normativity has damaged and diminished knowledge in biol-
ogy, anthropology, and other fields. Roughgarden charges that “the 
scientific silence on homosexuality in animals amounts to a cover- up, 
deliberate or not,” and thus scientists “are professionally responsible 
for refuting claims that homosexuality is unnatural.”14 Bruce Bagemihl 
and Myra J. Hird document how the majority of  scientists have ignored, 
closeted, or explained away their observations of  same- sex behavior in 
animals, for fear of  risking their reputations, scholarly credibility, aca-
demic positions, or straight identities. Most notably, Bagemihl includes 
a candid reflection of  the biologist Valerius Geist, who “still cringe[s] 
at the memory of  seeing old D- ram mount S- ram repeatedly”: “I 
called these actions of  the rams aggrosexual behavior, for to state that 
the males had evolved a homosexual society was emotionally beyond 
me. To conceive of  those magnificent beasts as ‘queers’— Oh God!”15 
A queer science studies stance parallel to that of  feminist empiricism, 
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would insist that the critique and eradication of  heteronormative bias 
will result in a better, more accurate account of  the world— simply 
getting the facts (not so) straight. Although Margaret Cuonzo warns 
of  the possibility for homosexist, anthropocentric, “or even egocen-
tric” bias in accounts of  queer animals,16 these possibilities seem highly 
unlikely given the pervasive heteronormativity not only in science, 
but in the wider culture as well.17 Moreover, as Catriona Sandilands 
argues, citing the case in which ecologists assumed that the lesbian 
behavior of  seagulls “must be evidence of  some major environmental 
catastrophe” (it wasn’t), “the assumption that heterosexuality is the 
only natural sexual form is clearly not an appropriate benchmark for 
ecological research.”18 In short, environmental sciences require bet-
ter accounts of  the sexual diversity of  natural creatures; otherwise, 
hetero normative bias may render it even more difficult to understand 
the effects of  various toxicants. Giovanna Di Chiro demonstrates the 
vital need for environmental sciences and environmental politics that 
are not propelled by homophobia or misogyny.19 Endocrine disruptors 
alone demand an extraordinarily complex and nuanced understanding 
of  the “mangling” (in Andrew Pickering’s terms)20 of  environmental 
science, health, and politics with misogyny, homophobia, and other 
cultural forces.

From a cultural studies perspective that focuses on discursive con-
testation, queer animals counter the pernicious and persistent articu-
lation of  homosexuality with what is “unnatural.” The multitude of  
examples, given by Bagemihl and Roughgarden, not to mention the 
explicit photos and illustrations, strongly articulate “queer” with 
“animal,” making sexual diversity part of  a larger biodiversity. This 
cultural studies model of  political– discursive contestation, however, 
may, by definition, bracket all that is not purely discursive— ironically, 
of  course, the animals themselves— and thus limit the possibilities 
for imagining a queer ethics and politics that is also environmental-
ist. This difficulty is part of  a larger problem within cultural theory 
of  finding ways of  allowing matter to matter. But even within the 
paradigm of  discursive contestation, trouble arises, since the norma-
tive meanings of  “nature” and the “natural” have long coexisted with 
their inverse: nature as blank, dumb, or even debased materiality. In 
other words, people bent on damning homosexuals will, no doubt, 
see all this queer animal sex as shocking depravity, consigning queers 
to the howling wilderness of  bestial perversions. No doubt the rather 
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sweet- looking illustrations of, say, female hedgehog “courtship” and 
cunnilingus included in Bagemihl’s book, which would delight many 
a gay- affirmative viewer, would disgust others (Figure 3).21

Rather than simply toss queer animals into the ring of  public 
opinion to battle the still pervasive sense that homosexuality is “un-
natural,” we could, instead, clear space for something less rigid and 
overdetermined than the opposing territories of  “nature” and “cul-
ture.” For cultural critics, who fear that any substantive engagement 
with nature, science, or materiality is too perilous to pursue, queer 
animals are segregated into a universe of  irrelevance. But it is possible 
to look to queer animals, not as a moral model or embodiment of  
some static universal law, but in order to find, in this astounding “bio-
logical exuberance,” a sense of  vast diversity, deviance (in the way 
that Ladelle McWhorter recasts the term),22 and a proliferation of  as-
tonishing differences that make nonsense of  biological reductionism. 
The sexual activities of  nonhuman animals need not be reduced to 
instinctual drives, but can be understood in more capacious terms, as 
creative, pleasurable, and sometimes strategic acts within particular 
animal lifeworlds or “naturecultures.”23

Epistemology of the Zoological Closet
Eve Sedgwick’s paradigm of  the “open secret” captures the way in 
which nonhuman animals have been put in a zoological closet: many 
have witnessed some sort of  same- sex activities between animals and 
yet still imagine the natural world as unrelentingly straight. Such de-
termined ignorance emerges from a heteronormative epistemology. 
As Sedgwick explains, ignorance— as well as knowledge— has power: 
“These ignorances  .  .  . are produced by and correspond to particu-
lar knowledges and circulate as part of  particular regimes of  truth.”24

Dec ades ago, when my brother was young, my mother bought him a 
pair of  hamsters, choosing two females in order to avoid being over-
run by hamster offspring. As it turns out, they engaged, constantly, in 
oral sex. Despite this memory, I must admit that I was rather aston-
ished by Hird, Roughgarden, and Bagemihl’s accounts of  the enor-
mous variety of  sexual diversity throughout the nonhuman world. 
Who knew? This sense of  astonishment, as I will discuss, below, can 
rouse a queer green, ethical/epistemological/aesthetic response, even 
as it may be implicated in regimes of  closeted knowledges.



Figure 3. Illustration by John Megahan, which originally appeared in Bruce 
Bagemihl, Biological Exuberance. Courtesy of  John Megahan.
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The sexual diversity of  animals, I would contend, matters. Predomi-
nant modes of  social theory, however, which still assume a radical 
separation of  nature and culture, tend to minimize the significance of  
queer animals. Just as much feminist theory has engaged in a “flight 
from nature,”25 many cultural critics have cast out queer animals from 
the field of  cultural relevance. Jonathan Marks, for example, in What 
It Means to Be 98% Chimpanzee: Apes, People, and Their Genes takes his 
place in a long line of  people who have attempted to clearly demar-
cate human from animal by seizing on some key difference: “One of  
the outstanding hallmarks of  human evolution is the extent to which 
our species has divorced sexuality from reproduction. Most sexual-
ity in other primates is directly associated with reproduction.”26 Just 
as language, tool use, and other human achievements have been 
usurped by evidence of  similar accomplishments across a range of  
species, the deluge of  evidence of  same- sex sex among animals col-
lapses this claim. Marks, however, contends that the female “same- 
sex genital stimulation” of  the bonobo is exceptional, arguing that 
“virtually all primates are sexually active principally as a reproductive 
activity.”27 Paul Vasey’s extensive studies of  Japanese macaques, dis-
cussed below, as well as the accounts of  hundreds of  other species 
that engage in same- sex pleasures, counter Marks’s assertion. More 
generally, however, Marks criticizes the way we, as humans, look to 
other primates, especially chimps, as the key to understanding our 
“true” selves: “They are us, minus something. They are supposed to 
be our pure biology, unfettered by the trappings of  civilization and 
its discontents. They are humans without humanity. They are nature 
without culture.”28 On this point, Marks offers a demystifying critique, 
especially of  the way the cultural framework of  the scientists may be 
mistaken as “a contribution of  the chimps, rather than for our own 
input.”29 Notwithstanding Marks’s revealing analysis of  the epistemo-
logical problems that animal ethology poses, the overall effect of  his 
debunking— when unaccompanied by any attempt to formulate pro-
ductive ways of  engaging with scientific accounts of  animals— is to 
banish animals to a wilderness of  irrelevance, where they serve as the 
backdrop for the erection of  human sophistication.

Jennifer Terry undertakes a discursive critique of  “the scientific fas-
cination with queer animals,” in which “animals provide models for 
scientists seeking to determine a biological substrate of  sexual orien-
tation.”30 She exposes how “reproductive sexuality provides the mas-
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ter narrative in studies of  animal sexuality and tethers queer animal 
behavior to the aim of  defining reproduction as the ultimate goal of  
sexual encounters.”31 Drawing on Haraway’s work, Terry begins her 
essay by stating that “animals help us tell stories about ourselves, espe-
cially when it comes to matters of  sexuality.”32 She concludes by argu-
ing that the “creatures that populate the narrative space called ‘nature’ 
are key characters in scientific tales about the past, present, and future. 
Various tellings of  these tales are possible, but they are always shaped 
by historical, disciplinary, and larger cultural contexts.”33 Terry illumi-
nates such contexts in a useful way throughout the essay. This mode of  
critique, however, framed as it is by the emphasis on “narrative space,” 
confines animal sexual practices within human stories. Although she 
serves an important source for Terry, Haraway, especially in her most 
recent work, seems wary of  modes of  cultural critique that bracket 
the materiality and the significance of  nonhuman animals. She em-
phasizes that the concept of  the companion species, for example, is 
not an abstract idea, but emerges from living, historical interactions: 
“Dogs, in their historical complexity, matter here. Dogs are not an 
alibi for other themes; dogs are fleshly material– semiotic presences 
in the body of  technoscience. Dogs are not surrogates for theory; 
they are not here just to think with. They are here to live with.”34

Even as Haraway executed one of  the most dazzlingly complex and 
multi dimensional scientific/cultural critiques in her 1989 masterpiece 
Primate Visions, she insisted that the “primates themselves— monkeys, 
apes, and people— all have some kind of  ‘authorship.’ ”35 Her work on 
primates and dogs, especially, demonstrates this sort of  commitment 
to them— to the world— even as she admits “how science ‘gets at’ the 
world remains far from resolved.”36 It remains challenging to cobble 
together methodologies that allow for both cultural critique and a 
commitment to uncovering material realities and agencies.37 Indeed, 
such projects must straddle the disciplinary divide between the hu-
manities and the natural sciences.

Cynthia Chris, in Watching Wildlife, exposes the heteronormativity 
of  wildlife films, explaining that most “wildlife films posit heterosex-
ual mate selection as not only typical but inevitable and without ex-
ception.”38 Even the show Wild and Weird: Wild Sex “downplays— even 
avoids— same- sex behaviors in the cavalcade of  animal sexualities it 
frames as varied.”39 Despite her analysis of  the heteronormativity of  
the wildlife genre, however, Chris ultimately warns against celebrating 
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queer animals: “Evidence of  same- sex behaviors among animals and 
genetic influences on homosexuality among humans is used as am-
munition in battles waged over gay rights for which advocates might 
be better off  relying on other discourses through which civil rights 
are claimed. Such evidence remains inconclusive, uneasily general-
izable across species, subject to wildly divergent interpretations, and 
likely to fail the endeavor of  understanding animal behavior on its 
own terms.”40

Chris’s conflation here of  animal sexual behavior with “genetic in-
fluences on homosexuality among humans” is disturbing, in that it 
assumes that if  animals do something, they do it because of  genetic 
“programming.” The extent to which any sexual orientation could 
possibly be influenced by genetic factors is a question that is entirely 
separate from the sexual diversity of  animals. Rather than assuming 
that the “genetic human” is the thing that is equivalent to animality, 
it would be more accurate to think of  animal sex as both cultural and 
material, and genetics as much more of  a dynamic process, inextrica-
bly interwoven with organism and environment.41 While Chris would 
rather have us “rely on other discourses,” in part because the evidence 
for queer animals is “uneasily generalizable across species and subject 
to wildly divergent interpretations,” I will argue below that this very 
sense of  being “not generalizable” is what makes accounts of  animal 
sexual diversity so potent. They highlight a staggering expanse of  sex-
ual diversity in nonhuman creatures that is the very stuff  of  a vaster 
biodiversity. Environmentalists and LGBTQ peoples can engage with 
accounts of  the sexual diversity of  animals, allowing them to com-
plicate, challenge, enrich, and transform our conceptions of  nature, 
culture, sex, gender, and other fundamental categories.

Roger N. Lancaster in The Trouble with Nature: Sex in Science and 
Popular Culture wades through “a toxic waste dump of  ideas,” hoping 
to “discover sophisticated new biological perspectives on sex and sex-
uality,” but encountering instead “the same old reductivism warmed 
over.”42 He argues that the “attempts at supposedly ‘queering’ 
science . . . consolidate an astonishingly heteronormative conception of  
human nature.”43 While he exposes heteronormativity and scientific 
reductivism, he often does so within the framework of  a nature/cul-
ture opposition. Such an opposition, of  course, underwrites the very 
reductivism that he condemns.44 For example, he argues that “soci-
ety, bonding, hierarchy, slavery, rape, and harem” are “concepts, rela-
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tions, and activities characteristic of  humans” and implies that “facts 
of  nature” and “facts of  culture” should remain utterly separate.45

While “slavery, rape, and harem” may seem too loaded, more neutral 
terms such as “society, bonding, [and] hierarchy” refer  to common 
characteristics of  animal groups. Of  course, any human terminology 
would, to some degree, be a distortion of  the practices as they exist 
within animal culture, and yet to emphasize the problematic transfer 
of  linguistic categories to such an extent that one denies any such 
characteristics or behaviors to nonhumans would be a mistake.46 After 
all, despite the impossibility of  perfect translation across human lan-
guages and cultures, poetry and slang are still translated. The term 
“rape, ” for example, could be replaced by a less- loaded term such as 
“forced copulation.” But to banish the concept altogether would be 
to imply that nonhuman animals such as dolphins do not have the ca-
pacity to consent and thus only engage in instinctual, not intentional 
or social, sex acts. Lancaster advocates that we “reject the naturalized 
regime of  heteronormativity in its totality” in order to be “finished 
with the idea of  normal bodies once and for all.”47 Ironically, even 
though Lancaster’s book casts scientific accounts of  nature as nothing 
but “trouble,” the surprising range of  sexual diversity within nonhu-
man animals could actually foster his utopian dream of  abolishing 
heteronormativity. Lancaster himself  becomes momentarily seduced 
by Bagemihl’s book, which he warns is “anthropomorphic,” and “fe-
tishistic,” but conjures up “charms and talismans of  a coming science 
that would at least be progressive once again.”48

When nature and culture are segregated within different disci-
plinary universes, animal sex is reduced to a mechanistic and re-
productive function and human sexuality— in its opulent range of  
manifestations— becomes, implicitly at least, another achievement 
that elevates humans above the brute mating behaviors of  nonhuman 
creatures. Rather than closeting queer animals and their cultures within 
“nature,” we can recognize that sex for most species is a mélange of  
the material and the social, and that queer desire of  all sorts is part of  
an emergent universe of  a multitude of  naturecultures.49

Pursuing Pleasures, Creating Cultures
In contrast to the examples above, which expel queer animals from the 
social and political, Kim TallBear notes that “indigenous peoples have 
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never forgotten that nonhumans are agential beings engaged in social 
relations that profoundly shape human lives.” Challenging the West-
ern conceptions of  nature entails for TallBear an analysis of  sexuality, 
because of  their parallel treatment: “Nature and sex have both been 
defined according to a nature– culture divide. With the rise of  scientific 
authority and management approaches, both sex and nature were ren-
dered as discrete, coherent, troublesome, yet manageable objects.”50

I agree with TallBear’s overall assessment here and look forward to 
her project on “how indigenous stories . . . speak of  social relations 
with nonhumans, and how such relations, although they sometimes 
approach what we in the West would call ‘sex,’ do not cohere into ‘sex-
uality’ as we know it in Western modernity.”51 It is rather remarkable, 
however, given the way Western science has generally rendered sex 
and nature as “manageable objects,” that same- sex animal sex seems 
to provoke a different sort of  scientific trajectory in which such activi-
ties are not reduced to mechanistic forces or genetically determined 
instinct, but instead are hyper- culturalized so as to transform them 
into something that is not at all sexual— or more appropriately, not at 
all homosexual.

Sex, in nonhumans as well as humans, is partly a learned, social 
behavior, embedded within, and contributing to, particular material– 
social environments. Kristin Field and Thomas Waite, for example, 
begin their study of  male guppies with the following premise: “On a 
longer timescale, social environment and ‘learned sexuality’ can have 
dramatic effects on the expression of  species- typical sexual behavior.”52

Animals are cultural beings, enmeshed in social organizations, acting, 
interacting, and communicating. Animal cultures, agencies, and sig-
nifications animate and overcome the convenient view of  “nature” 
as resource, blank slate for cultural inscription, or brute, mechanistic 
force. Lest we imagine that the view of  animal- as- machine without 
feelings, sentience, or value vanished with Descartes, Werner Herzog’s 
comments in the documentary Grizzly Man, which tag a particular bear 
as Treadwell’s “murderer” at the same time they condemn the “blank 
stare” of  that bear, remind us that the demonization and mechaniza-
tion of  animals persists, even when contradictory.53 Although sex has 
been categorized as a biological drive, the recognition of  the sheer as-
tonishing diversity of  animal “sex- gender” systems54 provokes us to un-
derstand nonhuman animals as “cultural” beings. Bagemihl argues that 
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it is “meaningful to speak of  the ‘culture’ of  homosexuality in animals, 
since the extent and range of  variation that is found (between individu-
als or populations or species) exceeds that provided by genetic pro-
gramming and begins to enter the realm of  individual habits, learned 
behaviors, and even community- wide ‘traditions.’ ”55

The pursuit of  pleasure may itself  be a dynamic force within some 
animal cultures. Two of  the most prominent markers of  “culture,” 
in fact— tool use and language— have arisen, for some animals, as 
modes of  sexual pleasuring. Drawing on the research of  Susan Savage- 
Rumbaugh, which began in the 1970s, Bagemihl describes the “ ‘lexi-
con’ of  about a dozen hand and arm gestures[,] each with a specific 
meaning,” that bonobos use to “initiate sexual activity and negotiate 
various body positions with a partner (of  the same or opposite sex).”56

He includes a chart illustrating these hand movements and translat-
ing them into commands such as “Approach” or “Move Your Genitals 
Around.”57 Bagemihl argues that among primates, humans included, 
“as sexual interactions become more variable, sexual communication 
systems become more sophisticated.” He concludes that “it is possi-
ble, therefore, that sexuality— particularly the fluidity associated with 
nonreproductive sexual practices— played a significant role in the ori-
gin and development of  human language.”58

Bagemihl’s claim for the influence of  sexuality on the development 
of  tools is equally bold. Citing examples of  how many primates not 
only use, but also manufacture, objects to aid with masturbation, 
Bagemihl claims that “the pursuit of  sexual pleasure may have con-
tributed, in some measure, to our own heritage as creatures whose 
tool- using practices are among the most polymorphous of  any pri-
mate.”59 Bagemihl’s arguments are compelling, and certainly subvert 
the grand narratives of  the “origins of  man,” which lay claim to tool-
making and language as exclusively human. His claim, however, may 
still be problematic, in that nonhuman sexual practices become more 
significant because of  their role within linear narratives that culmi-
nate in the development of  the human. But only a slight shift here is 
needed to read these examples of  tool use and language development 
as part of  particular animal naturecultures in which the pursuit of  
sexual pleasure is one of  the most quintessentially “cultural” sorts of  
activities. Indeed, it is difficult not to be impressed with the creativity, 
skill, tenacity, and resourcefulness of  a female bonnet macaque who 
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“invented some relatively sophisticated techniques of  tool manufac-
ture, regularly employing five specific methods to create or modify 
natural objects for insertion into her vagina”:

For example, she stripped dry eucalyptus leaves of  their 
foliage with her fingers or teeth and then broke the mid-
rib into a piece less than half  an inch long. She also slit 
dry acacia leaves in half  lengthwise (using only a single 
half ) and fashioned short sticks by breaking longer ones 
into several pieces or detaching portions of  a branch. Im-
plements were also vigorously rubbed with her fingers 
or between her palms prior to being inserted into her 
vagina, and twigs, leaves, or grass blades were occasion-
ally used unmodified.60

An artist at work. It is tempting to read this account through and 
against Roger N. Lancaster’s notion of  desire: “This desire is on the 
side of  poetry, in the original and literal sense of  the word: poiesis, 
‘production,’ as in the making of  things and the world. Not an object 
at all, desire is what makes objects possible.”61 Even though Lancaster 
places desire “squarely within a social purview,”62 elaborating an ultra- 
human sort of  sexuality that is all culture and no nature, the toolmak-
ing, language- creating, culturally embedded, pleasurable practices of  
nonhuman animals penetrate this ostensibly human terrain.

Whereas many cultural critics cast animal sex into the separate 
sphere of  nature, many scientific accounts of  queer animal sex have 
rendered them as entirely “cultural,” and thus not sexual. Indeed, 
Dr. Susan Block’s philosophy of  the “ethical hedonism” of  the bonobo 
is indicative of  a general understanding that the “reason” bonobos 
have so much sex, including same- sex sex, is to reduce social conflicts. 
Such explanations make all that mounting seem like just another 
chore. Whereas Block celebrates the eroticism of  the bonobos, many 
scientific accounts of  same- sex genital activities emphasize their so-
cial functions in such a way as to define them as anything other than 
sex. As Vasey explains, much same- sex sexual behavior has been inter-
preted as “sociosexual,” meaning “sexual in terms of  their external 
form, but  .  .  . enacted to mediate some sort of  adaptive social goal 
or breeding strategy.”63 Take, for example, the 1998 textbook Primate 
Sexuality by Alan F. Dixon. The chapter “Sociosexual Behavior and 
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Homosexuality” begins by making it clear that what might look like 
same- sex sex among nonhuman primates is merely “motor patterns”: 
“The form and functions of  sociosexual patterns vary between species, 
but the important point is that motor patterns normally associated 
with sex are sometimes incorporated into the non- sexual sphere of  so-
cial communications.”64 In order to claim that these “motor patterns” 
are not sex, he places “sex” in a sphere entirely separate from “social 
communications,” a strange segregation for either hetero-  or homo-
sexual relations.65 Obviously, as Vasey explains, “sexual motivation and 
social function are not mutually exclusive.”66 “Social function,” then, 
often closets same- sex animal sex, by black-boxing pleasure and elevat-
ing the “social” into an abstract and disembodied calculus. The gleeful 
erotic illustrations appearing in Dixon’s textbook, however, counter 
the reduction of  these activities to mechanistic “motor patterns,” by 
depicting several entirely different same- sex primate mounts that,  to 
a less mechanistically constrained eye, suggest such things as desire, 
effort, playfulness, creativity, pleasure— and sex.

Within this landscape of  Byzantine heteronormativity, scientists 
who do suggest that same- sex genital activity may be something like 
“sex” often do so tentatively. Meagan K. Shearer and Larry S. Katz 
state that female goats “may mount other females to obtain sexual 
stimulation. To the observer, there appears to be a hedonistic compo-
nent associated with the body pressure and motions involved while 
mounting.”67 Vasey must put forth a strong case to even begin to 
claim that the sexual behavior between female Japanese macaques is, 
in fact, sexual:

Despite over forty years of  intensive research in popu-
lations in which females engage in same- sex mounting 
and courtship . . . there is not a single study in exis-
tence demonstrating any sort of  sociosexual function 
for these behaviors. Rather, all the available evidence 
indicates that female– female mounting and court-
ship are not sociosexual behaviors. Female Japanese 
macaques do not use same- sex mounting and courtship 
to attract male sexual partners, impede reproduction by 
same- sex competitors . . . , form alliances, foster social 
relationships outside consortships . . . , communicate 
about dominance relationships . . . , obtain alloparental 
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care . . . , reduce social tension associated with incipient 
aggression . . . , practice for heterosexual activity (i.e., 
female–male mounting), or reconcile conflicts.68

Clearly, same- sex activity between animals is considered “not sex” 
until proven otherwise. All possibilities for its existence— other than 
pleasure— must be ruled out before it can be understood as sex.69 The 
predominant scientific framework, oddly, parallels the mainstream 
environmentalist conception of  nature that Sandilands critiques as 
“both actively de- eroticized and monolithically heterosexual.”70 As 
Sandilands explains, drawing on the work of  Greta Gaard, “Eroto-
phobia is clearly linked to the regulation of  sexual diversity; norma-
tive heterosexuality, especially in its links to science and nature, has 
the effect of  regulating and instrumentalizing sexuality, linking it to 
truth and evolutionary health rather than to pleasure and fulfillment.71

Queer animals may play a part, then, in helping us question “eco-
sexual normativity” through asserting “polymorphous sexualities 
and multiple natures.”72 Queer animals may also foster an ontology 
in which pleasure and eroticism are neither the result of  genetically 
determined biological drives nor tools in cultural machinations, but 
are creative forces simultaneously emergent within and affecting a 
multitude of  naturecultures. Pleasure, in this sense, may be under-
stood within Karen Barad’s notion of  performativity as “materialist, 
naturalist, and posthumanist,” “that allows matter its due as an active 
participant in the world’s becoming, its ongoing ‘intra- activity.’ ”73

Eluding Capture
The multitude of  utterly different models of  courtship, sexual activity, 
child- rearing arrangements, “gender,” “transsexualism,” and “trans-
vestism” that Bagemihl and Roughgarden document portray animal 
lifeworlds that cannot be understood in reductionist ways. Myra  J. 
Hird in “Naturally Queer” argues that biology “provides a wealth of  
evidence to confound static notions of  sexual difference.”74 Her ex-
uberant essay encourages us to imagine “The Joy of  Sex for plants, 
fungi, and bacteria”: “Schizophyllum, for instance, has more than 
28,000 sexes. And sex among these promiscuous mushrooms is liter-
ally a ‘touch- and- go’ event, leading [science writer Jenni] Laidman to 
conclude that for fungi there are ‘so many genders, so little time.’ ”75
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Hird poses queer natures as the quintessential boundary transgres-
sors, rather than assuming that “living and non- living matter” is “the 
stubborn, inert ‘outside’ to transgressive potential.”76

Queer animal sex may de- sediment intransigent cultural catego-
ries. For example, Paul L. Vasey and his colleagues, in an investigation 
of  female– female mounting behavior in Japanese macaques, conclude 
that “female mounting in Japanese macaques is not a defective counter-
part to male mounting. There is no evidence that females were at-
tempting to execute male mounts, but failing to do so.”77 Rather, the 
female mounting was “female- typical,” exhibiting a strikingly different 
repertoire of  movements.78 The macaques may remind us of  Judith 
Butler’s contention that homosexuality is not an imitation of  hetero-
sexuality, or of  J. Halberstam’s contention that females have their own 
versions of  “masculinity.”79 Vasey himself  argues that his study “raises 
the much broader issue of  what constitutes male or female behavior,” 
since it makes little sense to characterize mounting as “male” when 
“females, in certain populations, engage in this behavior so frequently, 
and do so in a female- typical manner.”80 The sex/gender distinction 
in feminist theory posits gender as a cultural, and thus solely human, 
construct. Joan Roughgarden, however, sees gender in nonhuman an-
imals, defining it as “the appearance, behavior, and lived history of  a 
sexed body.”81 She notes that “many species have three or more gen-
ders,” such as the white- throated sparrow, which has “four genders, 
two male, and two female.”82 These “genders” are distinguished by 
either a white stripe or a tan stripe, which correspond to aggressive 
and territorial versus accommodating behaviors. As far as sex goes, 90 
percent of  the breeding involves a tan- striped bird (of  either sex) with 
a white- striped bird (of  either sex).83 Haraway’s call to see animals as 
other worlds, replete with “significant otherness,”84 resounds when 
trying to make sense of  the multitude of  animal cultures that disrupt 
human— even feminist, even queer— models.

Just as animal sex (and gender) may complicate the foundations 
of  feminist theory, animal practices may also denaturalize familiar 
cate gories and assumptions in queer theory and gay cultures. For one 
thing, nearly all the animal species, as well as individual animals, that 
have been documented as engaging in same- sex relations also engage 
in heterosexual sex, meaning that “universalizing” models of  sexual-
ity work better for most nonhuman animals than do “minoritizing” 
models. The “queer” animals I’ve been referring to, as a convenient 
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shorthand, are “queer” in a multitude of  ways, but rarely do any of  
them correspond to early twenty- first- century categories of  “gay” or 
“lesbian.” Roughgarden explains that most male bighorn sheep live 
in “homosexual societies,” courting and copulating with other males, 
via anal penetration. It is the nonhomosexual males that are consid-
ered “aberrant”: “The few males who do not participate in homosex-
ual activity have been labeled ‘effeminate’ males . . . They differ from 
‘normal males’ by living with the ewes rather than joining all- male 
groups. These males do not dominate females, are less aggressive 
overall, and adopt a crouched, female urination posture. These males 
refuse mounting by other males.”85 As Roughgarden contends, these 
sheep challenge gay/straight categories: “The ‘normal’ macho big-
horn sheep has full- fledged anal sex with other males. The ‘aberrant’ 
ram is the one who is straight— the lack of  interest in homosexual-
ity is considered pathological.”86 Inevitably, in an attempt to under-
stand the remarkable differences in animal cultures, most accounts 
draw on human categories and terms. While she critiques the “biased 
vocabulary” of  scientists, Roughgarden uses many terms lifted too 
unproblematically from twentieth- century American culture, such 
as “domestic violence” and “divorce,” which flattens and distorts the 
“significant otherness” of  animal cultures.

Interestingly, both Roughgarden and Bagemihl argue that many 
non- Western cultures have more knowledge of  and appreciation for 
the sexual diversity of  the nonhuman world. Roughgarden, for exam-
ple, notes that in the South Sea islands of  Vanuatu, pigs have “been 
bred for their intersex expressions”: “Among the people of  Sakao, 
seven distinct genders are named, ranging from those with the most 
egg- related external genitalia to those with the most sperm- related 
external genitalia.”87 Similarly, Bagemihl contends that contemporary 
theoretical accounts of  sexual diversity pale next to both the scientific 
accounts of  animal sexuality and the knowledge systems of  particular 
indigenous groups who recognize animal sexual diversity:

The animal world— right now, here on earth— is brim-
ming with countless gender variations and shimmering 
sexual possibilities: entire lizard species that consist only 
of  females who reproduce by virgin birth and also have 
sex with each other; or some multigendered society 
of  the Ruff, with four distinct categories of  male birds, 
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some of  whom court and mate with one another; or 
female Spotted Hyenas and Bears who copulate and 
give birth through their “penile” clitorides, and male 
Greater Rheas who possess “vaginal” phalluses (like the 
females of  their species) and raise young in two- father 
families; or the vibrant transsexualities of  coral reef  fish, 
and the dazzling intersexualities of  gyandromorphs and 
chimeras. In their quest for “postmodern” patterns of  
gender and sexuality, human beings are simply catching 
up with the species that have preceded us in evolving 
sexual and gender diversity— and aboriginal cultures 
have long recognized this.88

The rigid heteronormativity of  Western culture forecloses such mot-
ley, kaleidoscopic bestiaries, whereas more complex sexual and gender 
manifestations have been recognized, even esteemed, by some indige-
nous cultures. Focusing on plants rather than animals, Ana Maria 
Bacigalupo’s anthropological study Shamans of  the Foye Tree: Gender, 
Power, and Healing among the Chilean Mapuche notes how the Mapuche 
valued the exceptional gender fluidity of  particular trees and humans, 
explaining that during colonial times, “the hermaphroditic foye tree 
legitimated male machi’s co- gendered status as sacred, powerful, and 
meaningful.” Today the foye tree “has become a symbol of  office for 
both male and female machi,” or shamans, representing “the machi’s 
ability to move between worlds, generations, and genders.”89 Rigid 
categories, on the other hand, have been the norm for Western scien-
tific reason, as they stroll hand in hand with predilections for domesti-
cation, management, and straightforward use. As the above quotation 
from Kim TallBear noted, “the rise of  scientific authority and manage-
ment approaches” rendered “both sex and nature” ultimately “man-
ageable objects.”90 While she does not discuss sexual diversity, Celia 
Lowe, in Wild Profusion: Biodiversity Conservation in an Indonesian Archi-
pelago, warns of  the disenchantment of  Western knowledge systems: 
“Max Weber’s famous dictum that instrumental reason disenchants 
the world, creating therein an ‘iron cage’ (what Foucault has called a 
‘monstre froid’), is equally applicable in Indonesia where reason’s (imag-
ined) triumph over enchantment has meant that the spirit world itself  
has become inhabited by the cold monster of  governmental rational-
ity. Compulsory de- magification haunts the postcolonial nation and 



ELUDING CAPTURE60 >>

the stories it can tell about itself.”91 Disenchantment flattens human 
encounters with the more- than- human world, limiting knowledge to 
what is useful. Lowe argues that within the conservation project she 
studied, “enchantment and disenchantment existed in supplementary 
relationship; new forms of  ‘unreason’ revealed the limitations of, and 
aporia in, practices of  conservation calculation and management.”92

The fluctuation between enchantment and disenchantment, in Lowe’s 
formulation, yielded more, not less knowledge.

Enchantment and wonder may encourage environmental incli-
nations. Heather Houser in Ecosickness in Contemporary U.S. Fiction: 
Environment and Affect argues that the task of  wonder in the twenty- 
first century is large: “Wonder must not only shake apathy toward 
the more- than- human world and move us to curiosity without false 
idealization; it must also promote concern to curb the destruction of  
wildlife, of  undeveloped space, and of  human health and livelihood.”93

Jeffrey Jerome Cohen in Stone: An Ecology of  the Inhuman writes, “En-
chantment is estrangement and secular enmeshment, sudden sight-
ing of  the world’s dynamism and autonomy, the advent of  queered 
relation.”94 Despite the scientific aim to make sense of  the world, to 
categorize, to map, to find causal relations, many who write about sex-
ual diversity in nonhuman animals are struck with the sense that the 
remarkable variance regarding sex, “gender,” reproduction, and child 
rearing among animals defies domesticating modes of  categorization. 
These epiphanic moments of  wonder ignite an epistemological– 
ethical sense in which, suddenly, the world is not only more queer 
than one could have imagined,95 but more surprisingly itself, meaning 
that it confounds our categories and systems of  understanding.96 In 
other words, queer animals elude perfect modes of  capture. In Picker-
ing’s model, science is “an evolving field of  human and material agen-
cies reciprocally engaged in a play of  resistance and accommodation 
in which the former seeks to capture the latter.”97 Paradoxically, this 
model allows us to value scientific accounts of  sexual diversity in non-
human animals, in the sense that these accounts are accounting for 
something— something more than a (human) social construction— 
and yet it also encourages an epistemological– ethical stance that rec-
ognizes the inadequacy of  human knowledge systems to ever fully 
account for the natural world.98

By eluding perfect modes of  capture, queer animals dramatize 
emergent worlds of  desire, action, agency, and interactivity that can 
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never be reduced to a background or resource against which the 
human defines himself. Donna Haraway, defining “companion spe-
cies,”99 explains: “There are no pre- constituted subjects and objects, 
and no single sources, unitary actors, or final ends. . . . A bestiary of  
agencies, kinds of  relatings, and scores of  time trump the imaginings 
of  even the most baroque cosmologists.”100 Such responses emanate 
from a queer, green place, in which pleasure, desire, and the prolifera-
tion of  differing lifeworlds and interactions provoke intense, ethical 
reactions. As Brian Massumi argues, “Intensity is the unassimilable,” 
because, “structure is the place where nothing ever happens, that ex-
planatory heaven in which all eventual permutations are prefigured in 
a self  consistent set of  invariant generative rules.”101 Many responses 
to sexual diversity in nonhuman creatures emanate this sort of  in-
tensity of  the unassimilable. Volker Sommer, for example, concludes 
his epilogue to Homosexual Behavior in Animals: An Evolutionary Per-
spective by asking, “Is the diversity of  sexual behavior that we can ob-
serve in nature anything other than mindbogglingly beautiful?”102 In 
a review of  Bagemihl’s book, Duane Jeffery comments that “nature’s 
inventiveness far outruns our meager ability to categorize her produc-
tions,” adding that “the sheer inventiveness— exuberance— of  nature 
overwhelms.”103 Joan Roughgarden, herself  a transgender woman and 
ecologist, notes that in writing her book she “found more diversity 
than [she] had ever dreamed existed,” calling her book the “gee- whiz 
of  vertebrate diversity,”104 an expression that captures the reader’s re-
sponse as much as the book’s content. Bagemihl carefully wraps up 
his “labor of  love” with layers of  wonderment. We first encounter the 
poem “Snow” by Louis MacNeice (which includes the line “World 
is crazier and more of  it than we think”), then two lines from e. e. 
cummings— “hugest whole creation may be less / incalculable than a 
single kiss”— both of  which stand as epigraphs to the entire volume, 
then an epigraph to the introduction by Einstein: “The most beautiful 
thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the source of  all true 
art and science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger, who can no 
longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead: his 
eyes are closed.”105 A grand, two- page map of  “The World of  Animal 
Homosexuality” on the second and third page of  the introduction in-
vites us to see the earth as an entirely different place, one populated 
with a multitude of  queer sexualities. Unlike Latour’s clumsy waiter 
whose “nice dishes” crash to the ground,106 Bagemihl wishes to deliver 
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“ ‘the facts’ about animal behavior” as well as “captur[ing] some of  
their ‘poetry’ ”: “In addition to being interesting from a purely scien-
tific standpoint, these phenomena are also capable of  inspiring our 
deepest feelings of  wonder, and our most profound sense of  awe.”107

The wonder, awe, and pleasure of  contemplating the countless modes 
of  nonhuman sexual diversity, which pulse with desire and erotic in-
genuity, may generate environmentalisms that are, of  course, already 
fabulously queer.























D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f E

di
nb

ur
gh

] a
t 0

6:
15

 2
9 

M
ay

 2
01

2 



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f E

di
nb

ur
gh

] a
t 0

6:
15

 2
9 

M
ay

 2
01

2 



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f E

di
nb

ur
gh

] a
t 0

6:
15

 2
9 

M
ay

 2
01

2 



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f E

di
nb

ur
gh

] a
t 0

6:
15

 2
9 

M
ay

 2
01

2 



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f E

di
nb

ur
gh

] a
t 0

6:
15

 2
9 

M
ay

 2
01

2 



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f E

di
nb

ur
gh

] a
t 0

6:
15

 2
9 

M
ay

 2
01

2 



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f E

di
nb

ur
gh

] a
t 0

6:
15

 2
9 

M
ay

 2
01

2 



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f E

di
nb

ur
gh

] a
t 0

6:
15

 2
9 

M
ay

 2
01

2 



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f E

di
nb

ur
gh

] a
t 0

6:
15

 2
9 

M
ay

 2
01

2 



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f E

di
nb

ur
gh

] a
t 0

6:
15

 2
9 

M
ay

 2
01

2 



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f E

di
nb

ur
gh

] a
t 0

6:
15

 2
9 

M
ay

 2
01

2 



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f E

di
nb

ur
gh

] a
t 0

6:
15

 2
9 

M
ay

 2
01

2 







100

From the 1917 edition of Anarchism and Other Essays

I BEGIN WITH AN ADMISSION: REGARDLESS OF ALL POLITICAL
and economic theories, treating of the fundamental differences
between various groups within the human race, regardless of
class and race distinctions, regardless of all artificial boundary
lines between woman’s rights and man’s rights, I hold that there
is a point where these differentiations may meet and grow into
one perfect whole. 

With this I do not mean to propose a peace treaty. The gen-
eral social antagonism which has taken hold of our entire public
life today, brought about through the force of opposing and con-
tradictory interests, will crumble to pieces when the reorganisa-
tion of our social life, based upon the principles of economic jus-
tice, shall have become a reality. 

Peace or harmony between the sexes and individuals does
not necessarily depend on a superficial equalization of human
beings; nor does it call for the elimination of individual traits and
peculiarities. The problem that confronts us today, and which the
nearest future is to solve, is how to be one’s self and yet in one-
ness with others, to feel deeply with all human beings and still
retain one’s own characteristic qualities. This seems to me to be
the basis upon which the mass and the individual, the true demo-
crat and the true individuality, man and woman, can meet without
antagonism and opposition. The motto should not be: Forgive one

another; rather, Understand one another. The oft-quoted sen-
tence of Madame de Stael: “To understand everything means to
forgive everything,” has never particularly appealed to me; it has
the odor of the confessional; to forgive one’s fellow-being con-
veys the idea of pharisaical superiority. To understand one’s fel-
low-being suffices. The admission partly represents the funda-
mental aspect of my views on the emancipation of woman and its
effect upon the entire sex. 

Emancipation should make it possible for woman to be
human in the truest sense. Everything within her that craves
assertion and activity should reach its fullest expression; all
artificial barriers should be broken, and the road towards
greater freedom cleared of every trace of centuries of submis-
sion and slavery. 

This was the original aim of the movement for woman’s
emancipation. But the results so far achieved have isolated
woman and have robbed her of the fountain springs of that hap-
piness which is so essential to her. Merely external emancipation
has made of the modern woman an artificial being, who reminds
one of the products of French arboriculture with its arabesque
trees and shrubs, pyramids, wheels, and wreaths; anything,
except the forms which would be reached by the expression of
her own inner qualities. Such artificially grown plants of the
female sex are to be found in large numbers, especially in the so-
called intellectual sphere of our life. 

THE TRAGEDY OF WOMAN'S EMANCIPATION
Emma Goldman

14
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Liberty and equality for woman! What hopes and aspirations
these words awakened when they were first uttered by some of
the noblest and bravest souls of those days. The sun in all his
light and glory was to rise upon a new world; in this world woman
was to be free to direct her own destiny—an aim certainly worthy
of the great enthusiasm, courage, perseverance, and ceaseless
effort of the tremendous host of pioneer men and women, who
staked everything against a world of prejudice and ignorance. 

My hopes also move towards that goal, but I hold that the
emancipation of woman, as interpreted and practically applied
today, has failed to reach that great end. Now, woman is con-
fronted with the necessity of emancipating herself from emanci-
pation, if she really desires to be free. This may sound paradoxi-
cal, but is, nevertheless, only too true. 

What has she achieved through her emancipation? Equal
suffrage in a few States. Has that purified our political life, as
many well-meaning advocates predicted? Certainly not.
Incidentally, it is really time that persons with plain, sound judg-
ment should cease to talk about corruption in politics in a board-
ing-school tone. Corruption of politics has nothing to do with the
morals, or the laxity of morals, of various political personalities.
Its cause is altogether a material one. Politics is the reflex of the
business and industrial world, the mottos of which are: “To take
is more blessed than to give”; “buy cheap and sell dear”; “one
soiled hand washes the other.” There is no hope even that
woman, with her right to vote, will ever purify politics. 

Emancipation has brought woman economic equality with
man; that is, she can choose her own profession and trade; but as
her past and present physical training has not equipped her with
the necessary strength to compete with man, she is often com-
pelled to exhaust all her energy, use up her vitality, and strain
every nerve in order to reach the market value. Very few ever suc-
ceed, for it is a fact that women teachers, doctors, lawyers, archi-
tects, and engineers are neither met with the same confidence as
their male colleagues, nor receive equal remuneration. And those
that do reach that enticing equality, generally do so at the
expense of their physical and psychical well-being. As to the
great mass of working girls and women, how much independence
is gained if the narrowness and lack of freedom of the home is
exchanged for the narrowness and lack of freedom of the factory,
sweat-shop, department store, or office? In addition is the burden
which is laid on many women of looking after a “home, sweet
home”—cold, dreary, disorderly, uninviting—after a day’s hard
work. Glorious independence! No wonder that hundreds of girls
are willing to accept the first offer of marriage, sick and tired of

their “independence” behind the counter, at the sewing or type-
writing machine. They are just as ready to marry as girls of the
middle class, who long to throw off the yoke of parental suprema-
cy. A so-called independence which leads only to earning the mer-
est subsistence is not so enticing, not so ideal, that one could
expect woman to sacrifice everything for it. Our highly praised
independence is, after all, but a slow process of dulling and sti-
fling woman’s nature, her love instinct, and her mother instinct. 

Nevertheless, the position of the working girl is far more
natural and human than that of her seemingly more fortunate sis-
ter in the more cultured professional walks of life—teachers,
physicians, lawyers, engineers, etc., who have to make a digni-
fied, proper appearance, while the inner life is growing empty and
dead. 

The narrowness of the existing conception of woman’s inde-
pendence and emancipation; the dread of love for a man who is
not her social equal; the fear that love will rob her of her freedom
and independence; the horror that love or the joy of motherhood
will only hinder her in the full exercise of her profession—all
these together make of the emancipated modern woman a com-
pulsory vestal, before whom life, with its great clarifying sorrows
and its deep, entrancing joys, rolls on without touching or grip-
ping her soul. 

Emancipation, as understood by the majority of its adher-
ents and exponents, is of too narrow a scope to permit the bound-
less love and ecstasy contained in the deep emotion of the true
woman, sweetheart, mother, in freedom. 

The tragedy of the self-supporting or economically free
woman does not lie in too many but in too few experiences. True,
she surpasses her sister of past generations in knowledge of the
world and human nature; it is just because of this that she feels
deeply the lack of life’s essence, which alone can enrich the
human soul, and without which the majority of women have
become mere professional automatons. 

That such a state of affairs was bound to come was foreseen
by those who realized that, in the domain of ethics, there still
remained many decaying ruins of the time of the undisputed
superiority of man; ruins that are still considered useful. And,
what is more important, a goodly number of the emancipated are
unable to get along without them. Every movement that aims at
the destruction of existing institutions and the replacement
thereof with something more advanced, more perfect, has follow-
ers who in theory stand for the most radical ideas, but who, nev-
ertheless, in their every-day practice, are like the average
Philistine, feigning respectability and clamoring for the good
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opinion of their opponents. There are, for example, socialists, and
even anarchists, who stand for the idea that property is robbery,
yet who will grow indignant if anyone owe them the value of a
half-dozen pins. 

The same Philistine can be found in the movement for
woman’s emancipation. Yellow journalists and milk-and-water lit-
erateurs have painted pictures of the emancipated woman that
make the hair of the good citizen and his dull companion stand up
on end. Every member of the woman’s rights movement was pic-
tured as a George Sand in her absolute disregard of morality.
Nothing was sacred to her. She had no respect for the ideal rela-
tion between man and woman. In short, emancipation stood only
for a reckless life of lust and sin; regardless of society, religion,
and morality. The exponents of woman’s rights were highly indig-
nant at such representation, and, lacking humor, they exerted all
their energy to prove that they were not at all as bad as they were
painted, but the very reverse. Of course, as long as woman was
the slave of man, she could not be good and pure, but now that
she was free and independent she would prove how good she
could be and that her influence would have a purifying effect on
all institutions in society. True, the movement for woman’s rights
has broken many old fetters, but it has also forged new ones. The
great movement of TRUE emancipation has not met with a great
race of women who could look liberty in the face. Their narrow,
Puritanical vision banished man, as a disturber and doubtful
character, out of their emotional life. Man was not to be tolerated
at any price, except perhaps as the father of a child, since a child
could not very well come to life without a father. Fortunately, the
most rigid Puritans never will be strong enough to kill the innate
craving for motherhood. But woman’s freedom is closely allied
with man’s freedom, and many of my so-called emancipated sis-
ters seem to overlook the fact that a child born in freedom needs
the love and devotion of each human being about him, man as
well as woman. Unfortunately, it is this narrow conception of
human relations that has brought about a great tragedy in the
lives of the modern man and woman. 

About fifteen years ago appeared a work from the pen of the
brilliant Norwegian, Laura Marholm, called Woman, A Character
Study. She was one of the first to call attention to the emptiness
and narrowness of the existing conception of woman’s emancipa-
tion, and its tragic effect upon the inner life of woman. In her work
Laura Marholm speaks of the fate of several gifted women of
international fame: the genius, Eleonora Duse; the great mathe-
matician and writer, Sonya Kovalevskaia; the artist and poet-
nature, Marie Bashkirtzeff, who died so young. Through each

description of the lives of these women of such extraordinary
mentality runs a marked trail of unsatisfied craving for a full,
rounded, complete, and beautiful life, and the unrest and loneli-
ness resulting from the lack of it. Through these masterly psy-
chological sketches, one cannot help but see that the higher the
mental development of woman, the less possible it is for her to
meet a congenial mate who will see in her, not only sex, but also
the human being, the friend, the comrade and strong individuali-
ty, who cannot and ought not lose a single trait of her character. 

The average man with his self-sufficiency, his ridiculously
superior airs of patronage towards the female sex, is an impossi-
bility for woman as depicted in the Character Study by Laura
Marholm. Equally impossible for her is the man who can see in
her nothing more than her mentality and her genius, and who
fails to awaken her woman nature. 

A rich intellect and a fine soul are usually considered neces-
sary attributes of a deep and beautiful personality. In the case of
the modern woman, these attributes serve as a hindrance to the
complete assertion of her being. For over a hundred years the old
form of marriage, based on the Bible, “till death doth part,” has
been denounced as an institution that stands for the sovereignty
of the man over the woman, of her complete submission to his
whims and commands, and absolute dependence on his name
and support. Time and again it has been conclusively proved that
the old matrimonial relation restricted woman to the function of a
man’s servant and the bearer of his children. And yet we find
many emancipated women who prefer marriage, with all its defi-
ciencies, to the narrowness of an unmarried life; narrow and
unendurable because of the chains of moral and social prejudice
that cramp and bind her nature. 

The explanation of such inconsistency on the part of many
advanced women is to be found in the fact that they never truly
understood the meaning of emancipation. They thought that all
that was needed was independence from external tyrannies; the
internal tyrants, far more harmful to life and growth—ethical and
social conventions—were left to take care of themselves; and
they have taken care of themselves. They seem to get along as
beautifully in the heads and hearts of the most active exponents
of woman’s emancipation, as in the heads and hearts of our
grandmothers. 

These internal tyrants, whether they be in the form of public
opinion or what will mother say, or brother, father, aunt, or rela-
tive of any sort; what will Mrs. Grundy, Mr. Comstock, the employ-
er, the Board of Education say? All these busybodies, moral
detectives, jailers of the human spirit, what will they say? Until
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woman has learned to defy them all, to stand firmly on her own
ground and to insist upon her own unrestricted freedom, to listen
to the voice of her nature, whether it call for life’s greatest trea-
sure, love for a man, or her most glorious privilege, the right to
give birth to a child, she cannot call herself emancipated. How
many emancipated women are brave enough to acknowledge that
the voice of love is calling, wildly beating against their breasts,
demanding to be heard, to be satisfied. 

The French writer, Jean Reibrach, in one of his novels, New
Beauty, attempts to picture the ideal, beautiful, emancipated
woman. This ideal is embodied in a young girl, a physician. She
talks very cleverly and wisely of how to feed infants; she is kind,
and administers medicines free to poor mothers. She converses
with a young man of her acquaintance about the sanitary condi-
tions of the future, and how various bacilli and germs shall be
exterminated by the use of stone walls and floors, and by the
doing away with rugs and hangings. She is, of course, very plain-
ly and practically dressed, mostly in black. The young man, who,
at their first meeting, was overawed by the wisdom of his eman-
cipated friend, gradually learns to understand her, and recognis-
es one fine day that he loves her. They are young, and she is kind
and beautiful, and though always in rigid attire, her appearance
is softened by a spotlessly clean white collar and cuffs. One
would expect that he would tell her of his love, but he is not one
to commit romantic absurdities. Poetry and the enthusiasm of
love cover their blushing faces before the pure beauty of the lady.
He silences the voice of his nature, and remains correct. She, too,
is always exact, always rational, always well behaved. I fear if
they had formed a union, the young man would have risked freez-
ing to death. I must confess that I can see nothing beautiful in this
new beauty, who is as cold as the stone walls and floors she
dreams of. Rather would I have the love songs of romantic ages,
rather Don Juan and Madame Venus, rather an elopement by lad-
der and rope on a moonlight night, followed by the father’s curse,
mother’s moans, and the moral comments of neighbors, than cor-
rectness and propriety measured by yardsticks. If love does not
know how to give and take without restrictions, it is not love, but
a transaction that never fails to lay stress on a plus and a minus. 

The greatest shortcoming of the emancipation of the pre-
sent day lies in its artificial stiffness and its narrow respectabili-
ties, which produce an emptiness in woman’s soul that will not let
her drink from the fountain of life. I once remarked that there
seemed to be a deeper relationship between the old-fashioned
mother and hostess, ever on the alert for the happiness of her lit-
tle ones and the comfort of those she loved, and the truly new

woman, than between the latter and her average emancipated
sister. The disciples of emancipation pure and simple declared
me a heathen, fit only for the stake. Their blind zeal did not let
them see that my comparison between the old and the new was
merely to prove that a goodly number of our grandmothers had
more blood in their veins, far more humor and wit, and certainly a
greater amount of naturalness, kind-heartedness, and simplicity,
than the majority of our emancipated professional women who fill
the colleges, halls of learning, and various offices. This does not
mean a wish to return to the past, nor does it condemn woman to
her old sphere, the kitchen and the nursery. 

Salvation lies in an energetic march onward towards a
brighter and clearer future. We are in need of unhampered growth
out of old traditions and habits. The movement for woman’s
emancipation has so far made but the first step in that direction.
It is to be hoped that it will gather strength to make another. The
right to vote, or equal civil rights, may be good demands, but true
emancipation begins neither at the polls nor in courts. It begins
in woman’s soul. History tells us that every oppressed class
gained true liberation from its masters through its own efforts. It
is necessary that woman learn that lesson, that she realize that
her freedom will reach as far as her power to achieve her freedom
reaches. It is, therefore, far more important for her to begin with
her inner regeneration, to cut loose from the weight of prejudices,
traditions, and customs. The demand for equal rights in every
vocation of life is just and fair; but, after all, the most vital right is
the right to love and be loved. Indeed, if partial emancipation is to
become a complete and true emancipation of woman, it will have
to do away with the ridiculous notion that to be loved, to be
sweetheart and mother, is synonymous with being slave or sub-
ordinate. It will have to do away with the absurd notion of the
dualism of the sexes, or that man and woman represent two
antagonistic worlds. 

Pettiness separates; breadth unites. Let us be broad and
big. Let us not overlook vital things because of the bulk of trifles
confronting us. A true conception of the relation of the sexes will
not admit of conqueror and conquered; it knows of but one great
thing: to give of one’s self boundlessly, in order to find one’s self
richer, deeper, better. That alone can fill the emptiness, and trans-
form the tragedy of woman’s emancipation into joy, limitless joy. 
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THE REVOLUTIONARY CELLS (RZ) FIRST APPEARED ON
November 16, 1973 with an attack against ITT in West Berlin to
point out the participation of this multinational corporation in
Pinochet’s military putsch in Chile. In 1974, the first high-explo-
sive attack was undertaken by the wimmin of the RZ against the
Bundesverfassungsgericht (Federal Constitutional Court) in
Karlsruhe, the day after it supported the abortion law, Par. 218;
a paragraph against free choice on abortion, allowing abortion
only in certain cases. The wimmin naturally demanded the total
right for every womyn to have an abortion, as a right to
self-determination over their own bodies. In the first issue of
Revolutionärer Zorn (Revolutionary Rage) the RZ subdivided
their actions into three main categories: 1) anti-imperialist
actions, 2) actions against the branches, establishments, and
accomplices of Zionism in the FRG, and 3) actions supporting the
struggles of workers, wimmin and youth, and attacking and pun-
ishing their enemies. This thematic spectrum was used in the
following years.

One Revolutionary Cell became several Revolutionary Cells.
Later on, in the late 7O’s, the militant actions by the RZ became
also a part of the anti-nuclear movement (at that time people
marched in thousands against nuclear power and reprocessing
plants in Kalkar, Wyhl, Gorleban, and Brokdorf ) and the
Anti-Runway 18 West movement (Anti-Startbahn 18
West-Bewegung) in the Rhein-Main area. In this context, only one

attack with deadly consequence was carried out: the Minister of
Economy and Transportation, Herbert Karry, was assassinated on
May 11, 1981 by the RZ.

From 1977 onwards, the militant feminist anti-patriarchal
wimmin’s urban guerrilla group Rote Zora (Red Zora) acted
autonomously and independently, though some wimmin still par-
ticipated in the Revolutionary Cells. 

“Wimmin were always a part of the armed
groups. Their portion was mostly held back. But
the times are changing ... subversive wimmin’s
groups like Red Zora do exist, indeed still too
few, but even that will be changing.”
Red Zora

Red Zora attacks predominantly patriarchal institutes, compa-
nies, and persons representing and building up a male sexist
society, which is oppressing and exploiting wimmin worldwide.
They are conducting campaigns against porntraders, sex shops,
international traders of wimmin (those who profit from importing
Asian wimmin as “brides” for West German men), doctors who
are carrying out forced sterilizations, the Doctor’s Guild (“We see
the Federal Doctor’s Guild as exponents of rape in white trench-
coats”), drug companies (notably Schering who produced the
birth defect causing drug Duogynon), as well as computer com-
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panies such as Nixdorf and the multinational Siemens. Very pop-
ular as well was the illegal reprinting of bus and streetcar fares.
In individual cases, Red Zora and the Revolutionary Cells have
worked together such as in the writing of a critique of the peace
movement in 1984. In this paper they criticised the peace move-
ment as a bourgeois movement with an apocalyptic vision. The RZ
and Red Zora said that the major mistake of the peace movement
was to concentrate their political goal only on the preservation of
peace in the metropoles instead of discussing the imperialist,
context between armament and crisis; Third World misery and
social cutbacks; sexism and racism.

Anti-Imperialism Today

In the last three years the RZ have concentrated their actions on
the issue of West German foreigner and refugee policies. “We
want to contribute to the recovery of a concrete anti-imperialism
in the FPG ... Anti-imperialism doesn’t mean only attacks on the
military industrial complex and it is more than just solidarity with
liberation movements worldwide.” (Quote from Revolutionary
Rage. October 1986).

Attacks such as the one on the Centre for the Central
Register of Foreigners in Cologne on the one hand, or the
Kneecapping of Hollenburg (Chief of Immigration Police in West
Berlin) show the wide field of these militant politics. While those
who are attacked are responsible for the racist refugee policies in
the FRG and West Berlin, the intention of the attacks on institu-
tions, whose documents, files, and data are being destroyed, is
to procure a space which isn’t controlled and regulated by the
state. “But our actions will fizzle out ineffectually, if they don’t
contribute to a development of a new beginning of anti-imperial-
ism within the radical left” (Quote by the RZ).

Since the early 70’s, the RZ and Red Zora have launched
over 200 attacks. Red Zora’s most comprehensive and successful
attack campaign so far has been the deposit of incendiary bombs
in ten branches of the Adler Corporation, one of West Germany’s
largest clothing manufacturers selling discount clothing in the
FRG, produced by low paid wimmin in South Korean and Sri
Lankan factories. “The wimmin at Adler in South Korea struggle
against the exploitation of their capacity for work and are putting
up a fight against the daily sexism. They call for support from the
FRG for their struggle. As a result, the shitty living and working
conditions of wimmin in the vacuous production centres of the
three continents and especially those of Adler in South Korea and
Sri Lanka are becoming more widely known here through leaflets,

events, and actions in front of Adler’s retail centres. In these
actions, anti-imperialism can be practical.” (Quote from Red Zora,
in their Adler statement.)

In a later released statement from Red Zora, the considera-
tion was again concretized that the attacks were the correct strat-
egy: “Consciousness had already been raised through leaflet
actions organised by human rights groups (Terre des Femmes)
and independent church groups. So preparatory work had been
done. The wimmin in South Korea have taken control of and
defended their own situation.” They went on strike to protest low
minimum wages, lay offs, deplorable work conditions, and ram-
pant sexism from West German foremen. “So it was possible that
the struggle there (by the wimmin in South Korea) and the strug-
gle here (by Red Zora) are compatible. We aren’t fighting for the
wimmin in the Third World,” they said, “we’re fighting alongside
them.” This defines Red Zora’s struggle against imperialism.

In 1987. when Red Zora and their sister group in West Berlin,
the Amazonen, fire bombed ten Adler outlets throughout West
Germany, they caused millions of dollars in damages. Because of
this, Adler was forced to meet the demands of the textile work-
ers. Red Zora and the Amazonen clearly proved that militant
resistance can be very effective.

Both the Revolutionary Cells and Red Zora have anti-author-
itarian structures and a decentralised decision-making process
for choosing targets. As well, they point out that militant direct
actions are just one part of the revolutionary movement.
Although they participate in extensive and far-reaching legal
work campaigns and social movements through their militant
actions, these actions aren’t of any more importance than hand-
ing out flyers or leaflets, going to demonstrations, having sit-ins,
publishing newspapers, educating people, squatting houses, or
organising strikes at work. “We don’t have a hierarchical system
for choosing actions. Thinking in hierarchical divisions puts
actions in a perspective of privilege and is prone to a patriarchal
way of thinking.” (Quote by members of the RZ in an interview
that appeared in Autonomie, 1980.)

Besides the RZ and Red Zora, there exist several other mili-
tant autonomous groups who are all integral components of the
revolutionary movement in West Germany and West Berlin. Most
of these groups originate from the mass social movements of the
80’s. They all work independently of each other and issue political
statements of their actions, much like the RZ and Red Zora. But
unlike them, many of these groups haven’t been around very long.

In 1986, at the peak of resistance against the nuclear power
plant in Brokdorf and the nuclear reprocessing plant in
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Wackersdorf, thousands of people participated in demonstra-
tions as a part of the anti-nuclear movement. During this time,
several hundred attacks were made by militant autonomous cells
against certain companies and corporations to protest their
involvement in the nuclear industry. The most popular activity at
this time was sawing down electric power lines that were direct-
ly connected to the nuclear power plants. Around 2–300 attacks
were made. Some of the militant autonomous groups from this
period have survived into the present. Others have disbanded
and have gone on to influence and form other groups. Following
is a list of a few of these groups. It would be impossible to name
all of them.

•Revolutionäre Handwerker: involved in direct
actions against nuclear plants by sawing down
electric power lines. No longer active.
•Amazonen: sister group of Red Zora, but inde-
pendent of them. Two people are currently in jail
for being members of the Amazonen.
•Zornige Viren: on January 2, 1989, attacked the
Gen-Institut (Gene Institute) at the University of
Darmstadt causing DM2,000,000 in damages.
•Autonome Zellen Alois Sonnenleitner (AS):
autonomous anti-nuclear cell. Destroyed exca-
vators, trucks, and building site of Hofmeister
AG (an NPP company) by setting fire to them.
Alois Sonnenleitner was an elderly man who was
killed in Wackersdorf by the cops in 1986. Still
active.
•Revolutionäre Viren: fighting gene technology,
human genetics, and biotechnology.
•Anti-rassistische Zellen: carrying out actions
against Shell.
•Kämpfende Einheiten: “Fighting Units.”
Anti-imperialist cells attacking military industri-
al complexes. One cell, Kämpfende Einheit
Crespo Cepa Galende, named itself after an ETA
(Basque guerrilla organisation) fighter who was
killed by the Spanish authorities. Made an
attack on a border police security building.

The militant direct action groups in West Germany and West
Berlin have received widespread support from the larger move-
ments there, including from some of the more liberal organisa-
tions. This is partially because the underground cells are depen-

dent on the larger movements and, as well, are active in them.
Their actions address issues that many people are already edu-
cated on and sympathetic to. For example, Red Zora has gained
wide popular support because their actions appeal to the mas-
sive feminist movement already existing in West Germany, where
the leftist and radical media has been doing much work for some
time now to educate the public on issues involving sexism, wim-
min’s oppression and exploitation, and wimmin’s rights to the
control of their own bodies. While the RZ doesn’t claim as much
support as Red Zora, in 1987, supporters of the Revolutionary
Cells published the book Der Weg zum Erfolg (The Way to
Success), explaining their strategies, politics, and actions. Less
than a week after the book hit the shelves of radical bookstores,
the entire, printing (around 3000) was sold out.

The high degree of effectiveness of many RZ and Red Zora
actions wouldn’t be possible without popular support. By them-
selves, their actions would only serve to alienate them from the
struggle. Moreover, with the support of the mass movements,
members of the RZ and Red Zora are able to work among the num-
bers of people active in the struggle without exposing their
underground identities. In their herstory, only one womyn has
been arrested for membership in Red Zora. But due to a lack of
evidence against her, the charges were dropped. The RZ, howev-
er, has had a few convictions over the past 16 years. Ingrid Strobl
most recently was sentenced to five years in prison on the 9th of
June 1989 for being a member of the RZ. Her sentence is the
longest issued to any of the convicted RZ members. While prison-
er support is an important task that consumes a great amount of
time, most of the work is done by the larger movement, and the
RZ and Red Zora can continue organising actions against oppres-
sive, imperialist companies and corporations.

Other revolutionaries sentenced to prison: 

•Erik Prauss and Andrea Sievering: accused of
membership in the “terrorist” organisation, Red
Army Faction (RAF), and a bombing of Dornier, a
war corporation, which caused 1.3 million DM in
damages. Each was sentenced to 9 years in
prison on January 18, 1989. 
•Norbert Hofmeier, Barbara Perau, Thomas
Thoene, and Thomas Richter: accused of mem-
bership in the RAF and a bombing. Sentenced all
together to 32 years on January 20, 1989.
Sentencing judge (Arend) also sentenced Ingrid
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Strobl. Hofmeier: 10 years., Perau: 9, Thoene: 9.
Richter: 4.

In both of the trials involving the mentioned people. The BAW
(Federal State Prosecutors) and the judges were alleging that the
accused people were members of the RAF. But this was the false
claim of the court to get these people stiffer sentences. Both
attacks (the one at Dornier, and the other at the border police
security building) were claimed by Kämpfende Einheiten. This
group works independently from the RAF. But since the RAF is
defined as a “terrorist” organisation by the state, conviction as a
member can carry a longer sentence. Kämpfende Einheiten isn’t
defined as such and would not be subject to as heavy a sentence.
So the BAW and the judges set up the construct of the Whole-RAF
(Gesamt-RAF) and claimed that Kämpfende Einheiten is a part of
the RAF.

At the trial of Erik and Andrea, Eva-Haule Frimpong, an
imprisoned member of the RAF, stated on the witness stand that
“in 4 years, no one but myself has been caught from the RAF. The
twelve comrades of the resistance who were supposedly arrested
since then (the six from Kiefernstrasse nor the people from
Stuttgart) were not organised in the RAF.” (Quote by Eva on
November 29, 1988).

Fritz Storim: sentenced to one year in prison. A teacher,
accused of supporting the RAF. Supposedly a member of the
autonomous newsjournal SABOT which published articles in sol-
idarity with the RAF.
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THE FOLLOWING INTERVIEW WAS SENT TO THE GERMAN
women’s magazine Emma, and although it wasn’t an interview by
Emma, it was published in June ‘84. In 1974 ‘women of the RZs’
bombed the Supreme Court which had decided one day earlier to
withdraw the reform of the abortion law. In ‘77 women of ‘Rote
Zora’ bombed the Federal Doctor’s Guild in Cologne stating: “We
see the Federal Doctor’s Guild as exponents of rape in white
trenchcoats.” This was followed by the attacks on pornography
stores, women traders, and the Schering company which was put
on trial for producing the birth defect-inducing Duogynon pill. In
August 1983 they blew up the bus of Gunther Menger in front of
his villa. He is a trader (buys and sells) of ‘Thai-girls’. These
women traders serve Germen men exotic women under ‘terms of
delivery’ with a list of ‘types’ and possible ‘testing’. Provision:
$500(Can), but costs “will soon be compensated because girls
from the Far East don’t smoke and drink.” The courts and police
cannot see a legal way to stop these modern slave traders. Die
Spieqel wrote at that time “These women traders only have to
fear the ‘Red Zora’.” This interview, originally entitled Resistance
Is Possible, is the first one where they explain why they struggle
autonomously inside the RZs and the nature of their relationship
to the women’s movement.

Let’s start with who you are.

Zora 1: If this is a personal question then we are women between
the ages of 20 and 51. Some of us sell our labour. Some of us take
what we need. and others are ‘parasites’ on the welfare state.
Some have children, some don’t. Some women are lesbians, oth-
ers love men. We buy in disgusting supermarkets, we live in ugly
houses, we like going for walks or to the cinema, the theatre, or
the disco. We have parties and cultivate idleness. And of course
we live with the contradiction that many things we want to do
can’t be done spontaneously. But after successful actions we
have great fun.

What does your name mean?

Zora 2: ‘The Red Zora and her Gang’ (a children’s book)—that is
the wild street kid who steals from the rich to give to the poor.
Until today it seems to be a male privilege to build gangs or to act
outside the law. Yet particularly because girls and women are
strangled by thousands of personal and political chains this
should make us masses of ‘bandits’ fighting for our freedom, our
dignity, and our humanity. Law and order are fundamentally
against us, even if we have hardly achieved any rights and have
to fight for them daily. Radical women’s struggles and loyalty to
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the law—there is no way they go together!

Yet it is no coincidence that your name has the same first letters
as the Revolutionary Cells (RZ).

Zora 1: No; of course not. Rote Zora expresses the fact that we
have the same principles as the RZs, the same concept of build-
ing illegal structures and a network which is not controlled by the
state apparatus. This is so we can carry our subversive direct
actions—in connection with the open legal struggles of various
movements. “We strike back”—this slogan of the women of May
1968 is no longer as controversial today regarding individual vio-
lence against women. But it is still very controversial, and most of
the time taboo as an answer to the power conditions that steadi-
ly produce this violence.

What actions have you carried out and what was the background?

Zora 2: The women of RZ started in 1974 with the bombing of the
Supreme Court in Kariaruhe because we all wanted the total
abolishment of §218 (the abortion law). In the Walpurgisnight
(last day of April, ‘Women Take Back the Night’) 1977 we bombed
the Federal Doctor’s Guild because they undermined even this
reduced abortion reform. Then followed the bombing against
Schering during its Duogynon trial, and constant attacks against
sex-shops. Actually one of these porno stores should burn or be
devastated every day! Therefore we think it absolutely necessary
to tear the oppression of women as sexual objects and producers
of children out of the ‘private domain’ and to show our anger and
hate with fire and flames.

Zora 1: We don’t limit ourselves to direct or obvious women’s
oppression. As women we are also concerned about social power
conditions, whether it be urban or environmental destruction, or
capitalist ways of production; the same conditions men are con-
fronted with. We don’t like the left ‘division of labour’ under the
motto: the women for the women’s question, the men for the gen-
eral political themes. Nobody can take away from us the respon-
sibility for changing our everyday life. Therefore, for example, we
have set fire to the fancy cars of the lawyers of ‘slumlord’
Kanssen, who were responsible for a series of brutal evictions.
Together with the RZs we printed pirate public transportation

tickets and distributed them in the Rulo area to introduce a little
bit of zero-tarrif.

Zora 2: Our latest bombings were directed against Siemens and
the computer company Nixdorf. They promote the development
of new domination technology for more sophisticated possibili-
ties of war production and counter-revolution. They also have the
function of remodeling labour, especially on the backs of women
world-wide. Women here will be exploited with the technology of
these companies by working isolated from each other in part-
time jobs, without social security. The women of the so-called
Third World will be worn out by producing these technologies. At
the age of 25 they are totally ruined.

How important is the connection to the Third World, the exploita-
tion of women there, for you?

Zora 1: In all our attacks we’ve declared this context, also when
we attacked the women traders and the Philippine Embassy last
year. We don’t struggle for women in the Third World—we instead
struggle with them—for example against the exploitation of
women as a commodity. This modern slave trade has its equiva-
lent in the conjugal possession condition here. The forms of
oppression are different but they all have the same roots. Nobody
can play cards with us any longer. The separation between men
and women has its equivalent internationally in the separation
between people of the First and Third World. We ourselves profit
from the international division of labour. We want to break with
our involvement with this system and understand our common
interests with women from other countries.

You explained how you understand your practice, but you didn’t
explain why you organise yourself in the context of the RZs.

Zora 2: First of all the main reason is that these politics were
developed by the RZs and we still think they are correct. During
our development we determined our own content—therefore we
organised autonomously as women—but we fall back on the
experiences of the RZs. We also think that the cooperation of rad-
ical groups can strengthen the militant resistance. There were
productive forms of cooperation such as the actions against the
Reagan visit or the discussion paper about the peace movement.
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But there are also stressful discussions. Sometimes men who
otherwise transform their radical breaking with this system into a
consequent practice are alarmingly far away from realizing what
anti-sexist struggle means and what meaning it has for
social-revolutionary perspective. Between its women it is also
controversial where the limits are, when a cooperation strength-
ens or paralyses our women’s struggle. But we think our feminist
identity unites us with some women of the RZs.

Does that mean you define yourself as feminists?

Zora 1: Yes, of course, we think the personal is political.
Therefore, we believe that all things social, economic and politi-
cal which structure and reinforce the so-called personal are an
invitation for struggle, especially for us women. These are the
chains we want to tear apart. But it is incomplete to make the
oppression of women here in West Germany the only turning
point of politics and not to see other oppressive conditions such
as class oppression, racism, or the annihilation of whole peoples
through imperialism. This attitude never understands the base of
misery: that the oppression of women and sexual division of
labour are presuppositions which are fundamental for oppres-
sion of any kind—against other races, minorities, the old and the
sick, and especially against those who revolt.

Zora 2: For us difficulties start when feminist demands are used
to demand ‘equal rights’ and recognition in this society. We don’t
want women in men’s positions and reject women who make
their career inside the patriarchal structure under the guise of
women’s struggles. Such careers remain an individual act from
which only some privileged women can profit. Women are only
allowed to design and manage power in this society if they advo-
cate the interests of men.

The women’s movement was quite strong in the ‘70s. It achieved
some things in a legal way. For example: the struggle against the
abortion law, publicity about violence against women in the fam-
ily, and rape as an act of power and violence, the building of
autonomous counter structures. Why do you then maintain the
necessity of armed struggle?

Zora 1: Of course, the women’s movement achieved a lot and for

me the most important is the development of a broad conscious-
ness about women’s oppression in this society. Also women no
longer experience their oppression as an individual case or think
they themselves are responsible for it, instead women come
together and experience their common strength. The things that
were organised by the women’s movement like women’s book-
stores, women’s centres, women’s newspapers, and meetings or
congresses—this has been part of the political reality for some
time and is a strong part of the development of the struggle.

Zora 2: Some successes were rather an expression of the situa-
tion in a society which can allow women some leeway. Of course
when they wanted women in the factories and offices they creat-
ed more places in kindergartens, but this didn’t lead to a basic
change in the lifestyle of a woman. It requires a continuous move-
ment whose aims cannot be integrated, whose uncompromising
section cannot be forced into legal forms, whose anger and ded-
ication to non-parliamentary struggles and anti-institutional
forms is expressed without limit.

Zora 1: The legal route is not sufficient because the usual repres-
sion and structures of violence are legal. It is legal if husbands
beat and rape their wives. It is legal if women traders buy our
Third World sisters; and sell them to German men. It is legal when
women ruin their health and do the monotonous work for subsis-
tence wages. These are all violent conditions which we are no
longer willing to accept and tolerate and which can’t be changed
solely by criticism. It was an important step to create a public
consciousness about violence against women, but it didn’t lead
to its prevention. It is a phenomenon that the screaming unfair-
ness which women suffer is met with an incredible proportion of
ignorance. It is a tolerance which exposes male parasitism. This
‘typical situation’ is connected to the fact that there is not much
resistance. Oppression is only recognised through resistance.
Therefore we sabotage, boycott, damage, and take revenge for
experienced violence and humiliation by attacking those who are
responsible.

What do you think about the contemporary women’s movement?

Zora 2: We think it wrong to talk about the women’s movement.
On the one hand the women’s movement is understood as a
result of long existing structures, of projects, encounter centres
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and of mysticism. There are many currents which do not reinforce
each other very fruitfully, but instead partly exclude or fight each
other. On the other hand new political impulses stem from differ-
ent contexts where women are becoming aware of their oppres-
sion and are radically questioning patriarchal structures and
developing politics in the interests of women—for example
women in Latin American solidarity groups, in anti-imperialist
groups, in the squatter movement. Therefore the saying “The
women’s movement is dead, long live the women’s movement” is
accurate. The women’s movement is not a one issue like the
anti-nuke or squatter movements, which will not survive if no
more nuclear power plants are built, or no more property is avail-
able for speculation. The women’s movement relates to the total-
ity of patriarchal structures, their technology, their organisation
of labour, their relationship to nature, and it is therefore a phe-
nomenon which won’t disappear with the removal of some can-
cerous growths, but instead in the long process of social revolu-
tion.

Zora 1: The women’s movement has never really analysed its
defeat around the abortion law and around the state financing of
projects like shelters for battered women. It lacks a rejection of
state politics. Also, it anticipated the turning point in family poli-
tics through the wave of the new motherhood in the women’s
movement. Also, the class question never existed; social differ-
ences were denied by the universalization of sexist oppression.
This makes it difficult to find an answer to the worsening of
labour conditions, increasing oppression, and reactionary family
politics in the present crisis. The lack of a perspective for action
in order to react appropriately to the attack leads to the dilemma
of either going offensively against reactionary politics or solely
preserving the unfolding of leeway for women. We can’t solve
this problem in theory, but we don’t think the building of
women’s committees (in the Green Party) is an appropriate solu-
tion. The experience is that women do not come to power by ways
which exist directly to exclude women and to stabilize and con-
serve patriarchal domination. Therefore we consider women’s
committees which want to organise greater influence in parties
and institutions the wrong way.

Zora 2: But in the meantime other important discussions and
analyses by women which consider the future development of
society have begun to develop. The increasing oppression, with
the help of new technologies, is investigated from the point of
view of the lowest echelons of our society, new wages and work

structures for women are analysed, the indirect structures of
women are understood. Many women understand and reject the
everyday war against women—the wave of hard core porn and
propaganda contemptuous of women—and the call of the society
for increased motherhood and more femininity. They also under-
stand that the setbacks in women’s and family politics are pre-
suppositions for the crisis and the new strategies of capital. The
policy of population control, for example the change of the abor-
tion law, is the attempt to have a qualitative influence on the
development of the population. Among other things its aim is to
multiply the ‘healthy’ German middle class together with state
sponsored genetic technology, which is a development we have
to prevent. Today we need more urgently than ever before, a rad-
ical women’s movement which has the power to prevent and
break open the social and political encirclement, not only of
women, but also of foreigners and minorities: a women’s libera-
tion movement which does not reduce the hope for revolution to
a nice dream.

Do you understand yourself as being part of the women’s move-
ment, or of the guerilla movement, or both and how do you see
the context?

Zora 1: We are part of the women’s movement. We struggle for
women’s liberation. Beside theoretical commonalities there also
exists another unity between our practice and the legal women’s
movement, that is the personal radicalization which can encour-
age other women to resist and take themselves and the struggle
seriously. It is the feeling of strength if you see that you can do
things which before you were afraid of, and if you see that it
brings about something. We would like to share this experience.
We don’t think it has to happen in the forms we choose. For
example, take the women who disrupted a peep show by drawing
women’s symbols and dropping stink bombs—these actions
encourage us, strengthen us, and we hope women feel the same
way about our actions. Our dream is that everywhere small bands
of women will exist, that in every city a rapist, a women trader, a
battering husband, a misogynist publisher, a porn trader, a pig
gynecologist should have to feel that a band of women will find
them to attack them and make them look silly in public. For exam-
ple, that it will be written on his house who he is and what he did,
on his car, at his job—women’s power everywhere!
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How can you take responsibility for possibly endangering the
lives of innocent people with your actions?

Zora 2: Why is it that people always assume that those who deal
with explosives don’t care about what is self-evident for your-
selves, for the women’s movement or the Left. It’s the opposite!
Because of the possibility of endangering life we are forced to be
especially responsible. You know as well as we do that we could
give up if you were right with your question. It would be a para-
dox to struggle against a system for which life is only worthwhile
as long as it is utilizable and at the same time to become as cyn-
ical and brutal as that system. There were many actions we
rejected because we couldn’t eliminate the danger to innocent
people. Some firms know this full well which is why they prefer to
move into residential buildings. They speculate with our morals if
they move into residential dwellings to protect their property.

What do you say against the argument: armed actions harm the
movement. They are part of the reason for increasing surveillance
of the women’s movement to denounce it as terrorist, that it’s
split and isolated from the majority of women in the women’s
movement.

Zora 1: To harm the movement—you talk about the installation of
repression. The actions don’t harm the movement! It’s the oppo-
site, they should and can support the movement directly. Our
attack on the women traders, for example, helped to expose their
businesses to public light, to threaten them, and they now know
they have to anticipate the resistance of women if they go on with
their business. These ‘gentlemen’ know they have to anticipate
resistance. We call this a strengthening of our movement.

Zora 2: For a long time the strategy of counter-revolution has
begun to split the radical wing from the rest of the movement by
any means and isolate them to weaken the whole movement. In
the ‘70s we had the experience of what it means when sectors of
the left adopt the propaganda of the state, when they start to
present those who struggle uncompromisingly as responsible for
state persecution, destruction, and repression. They not only
confuse cause with effect, but also justify implicit state terror.
Therefore, they weaken their own position. They narrow the
frame of their protest and their resistance.

Zora 1: Our experience: To stay uncontrolled and to protect our-
selves against state attacks a strong unity is necessary. We can
no longer afford to have every group repeat the same mistakes.
There must be structures in which we share knowledge and expe-
riences which are useful for the movement.

How can non-autonomous, non-radical women understand what
you want? Armed actions do have a ‘scare away’ effect.

Zora 2: Why doesn’t it have a ‘scare away’ effect if a guy sells
women, but it does if his car burns? Behind it is the fact that tra-
ditional social violence is accepted, whereas similar reprisals
‘scare away’. Maybe it is scary if everyday reality is questioned.
Women who get it pounded into their heads from the time they
are little girls that they are victims get insecure if they are con-
fronted with the fact that women are neither victims nor peaceful.
This is a provocation. Those women who experience their power-
lessness with rage can identify with our actions. As every act of
violence against one woman creates an atmosphere of threat
against all women—our actions contribute—even if they aim
only against the individual responsible—to the development of
an atmosphere of ‘Resistance is possible!’
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