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The title of this paper may suggest that the-particular perrpeetive with

utich I am ccncerned is a narrow.one, and restricted to a minority. Mille it is

true thst the "Lesbian perspective" is halzi by a minszity of people, its range

is bt no neens narro7. Since Toe are concerned herewith the effects of the

presence of Le6bians end gays in the cIsssreamf 'what I art calling the "Lesbian

perspective" refers to a "turn" of mInd that as1,:s questions that are often

uncomfortable and unpopular. Yet, as /will try to slam, these kinds of questions

are not only necessary, but they yield insights Into the "human condition" that

are not available within the structures provided by other pedagogical attitudes.

Ultimately, sueh questions lead us to redefine what we ccnsider knowledge.

In order to describe the "Lesbian" perspective, I willapproach my

description from three ang/es: (1) the unique attributes of the:Lesbian and

her experience of the world; (2) ihe=s7M attributes shared by lesbians with other

groups of reople; (3) the protaam of "cultural" values and those who subscribe

to them. A/though I have called this paper "the Lesbian perspective," easy

generalizations About all Lesbians, or all people, are not possible, and 1 can

only present here my perceptions and interpretations as a Lesbian:

The "Lesbian perspective" is that of the outcast, those Individuals Who,

for one reason or another, exist, by choice or force, at the periphery of their

culture. It is this dual states of the outcast that Influences bar Choice of

perspective. Obviously, Leebians are not alone as outcasts In our society; in

various ways, and to differing degrees, msny other people find themselves

outcaets: the poor, the rhysically, intellectually, or emotioneilly handicapped,

thowelOho are boralwith skin the "wrougniSolor, those whooe bodies do not con,-

torn to the prevailing "norm," and so oni ?ha list is virtually endlesa, and

I could make a cVbstmatial case for the argument that each of us, in one way or

another, le An outcav, that most of us spend some portion of our lives at the
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periphery of our culture because of some "blemish," whether it is physical,

_emotional, intellectual, or a cctbination of these. The fact of our differences,

which our culture defines, judg-es, and makes painful, is something that feg of

us are willing to aCknowledge, muth less act upon as an integral aspect of our

lives. (That ge find It hard to accept our differences perhaps exp3Aing the fact

that the phrase, to be in the closet, has acquired widespread usage in our

society, meanings beyond its primary reference to tae state of beiag a covert

Lesbian or gay.) Yet many of us do spend sone portion of our lives as "outcasts,"

and during these times we contemplate ways of either "adjusting" ourselves to

cultural definitions or finding ways cf disguising ourselves so that no one will

notice our difference.

Put In this way, it is tempting to disndss cultural stereotypes and

the values they represent and enforce as mere myths, and to ignore the tremendous

effects they have upon our lives, oer selfconcepts, and our overt behaviors.

Yet, there is a powerful gravitational pull toward these central "myths" in eaeh

of us, although we react te this pull in a variety of ways. Our ways of re-

acting to these myths define uS to ourselves and others, and delimit our lives

in terms of our relation to our culture. It is our reactions to the defining

myths of our culture that place us at the center of our society or et the

periphery or boundary. On the one hand, the Lesbian becomes an outcast as soon

as she recormizes that she is a Lesbian. In this sense she is "forced" to the

periphery of the culture because her existence is not validated by the sustaining

cultural myths. On the other hamd, if she reacts to her inviaibility and lack

of validation within the culture, she may Choose to ground her Identity in her

outcast status, affirming herself in a territory that is not acknouledged bY

the 41ittard. However, even if our reattions are negative, that is, "criminal,"

none of us is ever completely "outside" of our culture, because even these
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negative definitions eneble our culture to limit and control our lives. The

degree to which lye identify ourselves with the central, mythic "norms" of our

culture is the crucial consideration In describing the "Lesbian perspective,"

the Lesbian as outcast.

what, or who, is a Lesbian? The dictionary is not clear:

1. A native or resident of Lesbos. 2. The Ancient
Greek dialect of Lesbos, belonging to Aeolic, used
in the lyric poetry of Sappho and Alcaeus. 3. A
fenele homosexual.

The persistent dicticnary reacier mey then turn to the word homosexual where

she will find, between Hallo sariens ani hamosporous (in the American Heritaee),

homosexu.al and homosexuality. As a noun, homosexual is defined as "A homosexual

person." Under the vord homosexuellty, however, we will find the definitions

we are seeRing.

1. Sexual desire for othere of one's own sex. Sexual
activity with another of.the same sex.

By now, of course, we're a long way from the word Lesbian, lexicographically

speaking. (rhe reader really has to want to know what a Lecbian is in our

society.) Here we discover that one can be a Lesbian if she feels "desire for

others" of her sex, note the plural here, or if she emsages in "sexual activity

with another of the same se:L." (Suddenly it's a same-sex, singular "other.")

!Anther a woman feels desire for other women or acts upon that desire, she is

a Lesbian. Either way, the culturally-determiaed definition of a Lesbian

specifies that the distinctive feature that separates Lesbians from other

women is her sexual deslre for other Now, some Lesbians uould accept

only the seccaddefinition, maintaining that a wonan isHnot a Lesbian until she

has actively croseed the herder between same-sex love and other-sex love that
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is, until she hes engaged in a physical act with ano&er woman. Vhat then, of

thosewomen who have decided that they are Lesbians In their minds, but who do

not act upcn their desire? Met of those women who have one sellual relationship

with a woman, then get married, and ten years later decide that they're Leabians

after all? Or, what of those women who love another woman but do not, for

various reasons, alloW that love physical expression? Or, . . . I could go on.

Nary Daly hes used the sexual definition of Lesbians to distinguish between what

she calls "LesbiPns belau the waist" and "woman-identified women," and I think

her distinction is useful, for it bears directly cn my description of the

"Lesbian" perspectiv.2. The term itself hardly matters at this point, since it

is more important that we clarify our understanding of its implications. A

woman does not come into possession of the Lesbian perspective once she has

-
decided that she is a Lesbian, a/though the process of recognizing her

Lesbianism is certainly central to the Lesbian perspective. On the other

hand, a woman may acquire a Lesbien perspective without participating in a

sexual relationship with another woman. I am using the term Lesbian to refer

to woman-identified women, women whose energies, time, resources, and lives are

dedicated to other women. (Although some women (myself among them) would

prefer ts label the Lesbian perspective as feminist ideology, I will not use

that tern haeause scme women use feninism in a much narrower sense.)

As I.have tried to show up to tf15 point,. Lesbians nre menheiskof our culture

only in a negative sense as members of a category with which women should not

identify; therefore our emotional investment in the values of this society are

limited by the degree to which we beieve'zthat we are members of this culture,

or want to be included as meMbers of this culture. Our lack of emotional and

intellectual commitment to the given value:1 of our culture makes it easy, and

often necessary, for Lesbians to think in ways not defined by our culture, to
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thinkbeyond the limits of possibility as such things are handed dewn to us.

To put the statement In its sirpliestforn, the Lesbian creates herself insofar-

as that Is possible for a social being. Certainly we are not created in vecuo;

but, to the limited =tent that one he7rs about the existence of Lesbians, such

mentions are negative. Lesbiprinn is not presented to a girl child as a

valuable, positive lifestyle she mignt claim for herself, and mcst Lesbians,

those who knau that they are Lesbians, spend sone portion_of their lives

believing that they are the only Lesbian in the world. Our invisibility makes us

not only invisible to the rest of society and to each other, but even to our-

selves. Accepting a Lesbian identity in this culture requires a conceptual

leap beyond the possibilities permitted to us in our culture. The Lesbian then

must defire herself; each of our positive self-concepts is self-constructed

and self-identified, and we must constantly work to reject the negative

definitions forced upon us by our culture. Each of us must nake and re-rake

herself in terms that we discover on our own, especially in our early days.

The Lesbian, as a.cultural alien, has created her on internal structures, and

thus is in a better position to see through and effectively challenge the

empirical status and desireability of accepted social structures and their

supporting concepts because she hes no investment in mointaining them ns "givens."

While it is true that not all Leebians possess the "Lesbian perspective,"

it is equally true that proportionately fewer heterosexual women acquire it,

and even feer males can claim it. To the extent that any outcast must con-

struct her/his own identity by (1) rejecting alternative identities proposed

by the culture, and (2) constructing her/his own definitions ft:miler/hi:Iv life-

style, that individual moves outside of the conceptual structures perpetuated

within the culture. As soon 4,5 the Lesbian realizes that the stereotyped

behaviors available to her wlthin the culture don't fit her experience, she



can reject them, freeing herself to go beyond culturally-defined boundaries.

From this perspective the assumptions that remain unquestioned within the

boundaries become apparent to her. In this way, she acquires a vieW of the

culture that Challenges its structural definitions. lb, point here is that a

radical perspective is more accessible to Lesbians because we have less invested

In the central cultural myths and thus areless bound to their force and the need

to continually justify-them In our lives. The Lesbian is an outcast, whether

she accepts that fact or not. For her, a radical perspective requires only that

she become aware of her outcast status and integrate that fact into her

conscious actions. It is more difficult for other groups to became radicalized

as long as the nre-dominant culture can convince then that there is space for

them withir_ the central myths. This is also true of the !!closet" Lesbian; as

long as she hides her identity as an outcast, it is possible for her to pretend

to herself that she is "just like everyone else."

What does.an outcast perspective bring into the classroom? Because the

Lesbian has already constructed a lifestyle that the culture cannot perceive

as a possibility, it becomes possible to gradually shed the dichotomies and

discriminations learned in the classrooms of this country. The labels and

compartmentalizations that accompany then come to have less and less relevance

in her thought processes, aad she begins to seek new ways of interpreting

and expressing her perceptions of the world. Uhat were once memorized and

accepted as "necessary facts" come to have less existence as accurate

representations of events and processes, until she realizes that what she has

been taught was "real" is a "man-made" construct imposed on events a ready-made

interpretation of thoughts and feelings that can be, and for her, has to be

rejected. I am speaking here of a slew, and often painful process but a

process that evolves out of an outcast perspective. If her society defiaes

her as non-existent or irrelevant and she is capable of perceiving that she
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does, In fact, exist, and is, in fact, relevant, other "facts" become

increasingly suspect. (In some circles, this process is called "liberation.")

During this process, the outcast learns to ash neu questions that cannot be

asked as long as she remains bound by conventional epistemologies or unys of

knowing.

The outcast's pedagogical stance is determined not only by concePtual

distance from the prevailing cultural myths, but also by the vay in which,we

incorporate that distance into our lives. The vuman who decides that she is

a Lesbian becomes an outcast because of her decision. At this point she can try

to hide and beaccepted within the culture as a "heterosexual," or she can

live openly as a Lesbian and declare her outcast status. If she cheeses ta

become an outcast, the implications are far more threatening to the existing

social structure, because she is not supposed to exist, and if she does, by

chance, exist, she is supposed to want to become heterosexual. (This is called

"adjustment.") If she elects to adopt a reformist stance, seeking cnly to widen

society's perceptions of uho is to be Abotneu0 as legitimate citizens, as such

are defined by the society, the Lesbf.na will not ask questions that are

significantly different from questions asked by anyone else, because she has

accepted the social definitions that exlude her as a person. Such a position

has its awn inherent contradictions. On the other hand, the Lesbian who grounds

her identity in her outcast status challenges the most basic asaumptions on

which most of what passes for "hunan knowledge" is based: That heterosexuality

is the only way for human beings to experience affection; that someone created

women in order for them to be dependent on males; that women "need" men (and

vice versa); and ail the rest of the cultural dichotomies that follow from

these so-called facts. Because the Lcabian exists, it becomes Clear to her that

what most people accept as "facts" are perhaps half-truths, if that. Although

in each situation it is the culture that establishes the boundaries of the
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outcast with respect to the social structure, it is ultimately the way in

which the outcast organizes that information internally with respect to the

value of har life that determines hcr pedagogical stance in the classroom.

If one acknowledges her outcast ,Latti, she will be more prone to ask

questions that do not rely for their structure on answers provided within the

boundaries of knowledge accepted by 9..a culture at large. The data itself

exists within the body of knowledge -(usually) available to the culture, but

the outcast perspective raises questions both about the data d's "fact" and about

its predominance. In addition, and more importantly, the outcast can ask

questions about data that has not been acknowledged within the eulture. A

familiar instance of this kind of quertion arose when a Black consciousness

began to declare itself, a Bladk awareness of self as outcast that asked 'Thy

are there no Blacks mentioned in histories of the American Revolution?" As one's

outcast awareness grows, gaps in the data of human knowl-idge become increasingly

obvious.

Because we are primer:13.y concerned with the disciplines related to English

and the teaching of subjects that have to do with language and literature, I

will mention only a few of the questions that I had not raised prior to

acknowledging my own outcast status,prior to becoming a feminist. The field

of literary studies is perhaps one of the better known areas in which new

questions are first ashed, and many different questions are being asked from

several different outcast perspectives. The questions themselves, and their

answers, are often perceived as threatening by those committed to the cultural

myths, perhaps because literature is one of the Primary.instruments for keeping

those myths alive. A generation of women critics has begun to ask questions

like, "Why are males cast as the 'herpes' in our literature?" "What is the
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nature of male 'heroic' action, and how is that action grounded in a corollary

definitirn of 'honor' within the culture?" "What critical function does the

1%bel 'confessional literature' serve? Whose interests does it reflect?" Since

"confessional literature" is generally attributed to women, the most often cited

reason for its literary deficiency is its reliance on personal, experiential

modes of expression. The assumption behind the label "confessional" as it is

applied pejoratively to the writing of women (but not to that of men) is that

such writing is too close to the reality of immedi'ate experience and is thus

not abstract enough to atalify as "serious" literature. Awareness of this

assumption leads one to ask what, exactly, is the difference between fiction and

non-fiction? Is there a difference? If there is a difference, is one-thea_

necessarily "better" literature than the other, and if so, why? Finally, if we

look at the chronology of literature as it is traditionally presented-to us in

the schools, ye become aware that students are exposed to very'few women

writers as part of the literary tradition of our culture. The first question

is why aren't women included the literary tradition of our culture, the second

question is where are the woken who were writing during various literary periods,

and the third question one must then ask is: If the literature and its values

that we have learned from our teachers are primarily male, if women have been

ignOred andior excluded from our literary tradition, if the "accepted" literature

of our culture f)cuses on male problems, male concepts, and male actions in the

world, then uhat is the meaning of the phrase "Art for art s sake?" Who

could possibly take such an aesthetic seriously?

If we look at language s'tudies the questions are even more overwhelming,

but their answers will come Ittss easily, because the'discipline of linguistica-is

relatively neu. I'll st-rt with some of the more obvious questions. "Why are

almost all grammars of English noun-centered?" That is, why have male
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grammarians found it easier to start their analyses of language structure vith the

noun? "Why'are (he declensions of Western language Characterized as

'maqculine,' 'feminine,' and 'neuter'?" "What do thethe Categories have tO do with-

noun declension?" "How do these categOriesmake it possible, perhaps necessary,

to then make a distinction between so-callel 'grammatical' andnatural' gender-.

systems in language?" "Whyadtd-we-lose-the-Maie-specific .noun wer betWeen OE

and UE, and why did males take over C.:a previously generic man todenote their

sex as well as all otherSi" During approximately the Same period, why did

English borrow, from sources unknown, a maximally distinctive feminine

nominative form of_the pronoun_when.the OE he and heo had become homophonous?

Why is that distinction so basic to the culture? Why have linguists blandly

ignored this anomaly, accepting pseudo-explanations such as Pylea', that

the-homophony vas "psychologically intolerable."

only if one is already predisposed to

cultural_events. If we begin to look

predicate system in English, possible

Such "explanations" are opaque

,

accept them as satisfactory accounts of

closely at the semantic structure of the

only vhen we move away from noun-centered

grammars, we realize that verbs like mother and father have very different

syntactic distributions. For example, mother can occur with adverbs of frequency,

Whereas father cannot, e.g, She frequently mothered her children,.He frequently

fathered his children. A related observation reveals that negative particles

mean different things with the two predicates: She didn't mether her children

means she didn't nurture them, whereas Hedidn t father his children has nothing. _

to do with the male's behavior toward the children in the immediate family; the

r
sentence denies that he was physically respcinaible for their conception. Such

asymmetry between two predicates can only be explained en the basis of cultural
4,41,
;..

values and existing social structures.
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