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Tae title of this paper may suggest that the particular perspective with
wiich I an corcerned is a narrov one, and restricted to 2 minoriry. Yhnile it is
tree thot the "Lesbian persvective™ is k=13 by a minasrity of people, its range
is b¥ no np22zns narros. Since ve are concerned hefe uith the effects of the
prasence of Leshiars znd gays in the slzsasrcom, what I an calling the "Lesbiav
persnective” refers to a “turn" of mind that ass questions that are often
umacrfortable and unpopular. Yet, as I will try to show, these kinds of questices
are not only necessary, but they yield iasights irto the "human condition” that
are not available within the structures provided by other pedagogical attitudes.
Cltimarely, such qums::lonés lead us to redefine what we ccensider knowledge.

In orxler to describe the "Lesbian™ perspective, I will approach my
descrintion fron three angles: (1) the unique attributes of the Lesbian and
her experience of the world; (2) those attributes shared by Lesbians with other
groups of people; (3) ‘the protlen of "cultural™ values and those vho subscribe
to them, Although I have called this paper "the Lesbian perspective,” easy
generalizations about all lesbians, or all people, are not possible, and I can
only present here my perceptions and interpretations as a Lesbian.

The "Lesbian perspective” is that of the outcast, those {udividuals vho,

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

culture. It 1s this dual status of the outcast thas Influences her choice of
perspzctive. Obviously, Lecbians are not alone as outcasts in our socilety; in
various ways, and to Ciffering deyrees, piny other pcople fird theoselves
outcaats: the poor, the rhysically, intellectually, or emotionslly handicapped,
those who are born vith skin the “wroug" 'color. those whose bodies do not con-
form to the pravailing "nomm,” an! so on/ The 1list {s wirtually endless, and .
I could make a cubstantial cose for the aigunent that each of us, in one vay or

auother, 13 an w:éa#o. that most of us spend some poriion of our lives at the
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periphery of our culture because of soma "plemich,"” waether it is physical,

_ emotional, intellectual, or a ccubination of these. The fact of our differeaces,

vhich our culture defines, judge=s, and nakes painful, is soncthing that few of
us are wiliing to acknowledge, much less act upon as an integral aspect of our
lives. (That we find it hard to accept our {ifferences perhzps explains the fzct
society, meanings beyond its primary reference to the stzte of being a ccvert
Lesbian or gay.) Yet many of us do spend sane portion of our 1lives azs "outcasts,”
and during these times we contemplate ways of either "adjusting"” ourselves to
cultural definitions or finding ways cf disguising ourselves so thot no one will
notice our difference,

Pt Zn this way, it is tecpfing to dismiss cultural stereotypes and
the values they represent and eaforce as mere nyths, and to ignore the tremendous
effects they have upon our lives, cur self-concepts, and our overt behaviors.
Yet, there is a powerful gravitational pull toward these central "myths" in each
of us, although ve react :6 this pull in a variety of ways. Our ways of re-
acting to these nmyths define us to outselv'es and others, and delimit our 1lives
in terms of our relation to our culture. It 1is our reactions to the defining
oyths of our culture that place us at tﬁe center of cur soclety or at the
perirhery or boundary. On the one hand, the Lesblan becomes an outcast as soon
as she recognizes that she 13 a Lesbian. In this sense she is "forcoed”™ to the
periphery of the culture f:ecause her existence '1s not validated by the sustaining
cultural nyths.MJOn the ocher hacd, if she reacts to her invisibility and lack
of validacion wishin the culture, she may choose to ground her fdentity in her

outcast status, affirming lLerself in a territory‘ that 1s not acknouledied by

the .aitward. However, even if our rea=tions are negative, that is, "crininél,"

none of us is ever cozpletely “outside" of our culture, because even these
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negative definitions ensble our culture to limit and control our lives. Tke
degree to vhich ve identify ourselves with the ceatral, mythic "norms" of our
culture is the crucial consideratica in describing the "Lesbian perspective,”
~ the Lesbian as outcast.
What, or vho, is a Lesbian? The &ictiorary is not clear:
1. A native or resident of Lesbos. 2. The Ancient

Creak dialect of Lecbos, belonging tco Aeoliic, used

in the lyric poetry of Sappho and Alcacus. 3. A

fenale homosexrual. '
The persistent dicticnary reader may then turn to the word homosexuval where

che will fird, between licieo saniens a3 homosporous (in the American Heritase),

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

persoa.” Under the word homosexuzlity, houever, we will find the definiticns

we are seeking.

1. Sexual desire for others of one's own sex. Sexual
activity with another 6f the sane sex.

By now, of course, we're a long way from the word Lesbian, lexicographically
speaking. (The rc-adér really has to want to know what a Lecbian is in our
socicty.) Uere ve discover that one can be a Lesbien 1f she feels "desire for
others™ of her sex, note the plural here, or if she eagages in "sexual activity
with another of the same sex." (Suddenly it's a same-sex, singular "other.")
Whather a wonman feels desire for other vonen or acts upen that desire, she 1is -

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

specifiesg that the distinctive feature that separates Lesbians fron other
women is her scxual desire for other - mzn, Now, some Lesbians would accept
only the secend definiticn, maintaining that a woman is not a Lesbian until she

has actively crossed the berder between same-sex love and other-sex love, that
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is, until she has ergaged in a physical act with anotnhor wonan., TThat thén, cf
thosgy;gg:;en‘ who have decidéd that thcy are Lesbians in their minds, but who do
not act upcn the-ir desire? Uha‘.: of those vomen vio have one sexual relationship
wvith a voman, then get married, .a:nd ten years later decide that they’re Lesbians
after all? ) Qr, vhat of those womer whe love another‘woman but do nct, for
various reasotﬁ, allow that love physical expression? Or, . . . I could go on.
ary Paly has used the sexual definition of Lesbizus to distinguish between what
she calls "Lesbians below the waist™ and "woman-identified women,” and I thiuk
her distinction is useful, for it bears directly cn my description of tha
"Lesbian" perspectiv.:, The term itseif hardly matters at this point, since if
is more icportant that we clerify our unﬁers:anding of its implicaticns. A
woman does not come into possession of the Lesbian perspective once she has
decided thzt she 1is a Lesbian, although the process of recogniziag her
Lesbilanism is certainly central to the Lesbian perspective. On the cother

hand, a woman maylacquire a Lesbion perspective without participating in a
sexual relationship with anothe; wonan. I am using the term Lecblan to refer
to wonan-identified women, uaﬁen whose energies, time, resources, and lives are
dedicatad to other women. (Although some women (uysclf among then) would
prefer to label the Lesbian perspective as feminist ideolougy, I will not use
that tcrn bacause scme wenmen use feminism in a much narrower sense.)

As I have tried t» shou up to ‘t}-f.f; point,. Lesbians 2re menbers. of our culture
only in a ncgative sense as mombers of a category with vhich women should not
identify; therefore our emoticnail invcstment in the values of this society are
linited by the degtqe-to which we belleve:that wve are members of this culture,
or want to be included as nembers of this culture, Our lack of emotional and
1n£e11ectua1 commitment to the glven valua: 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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think beyond the limits of possibility as such things are handed dewn to us.

To put the sratement in its girpliectform, the Lesbian creates herself insofar-

™

as that is possible for a social being. Certainly we are not created in vacuo;
but, to the limited extent that one henrs about the existence of Lesbians, such
mentions are negative. Lestionism is not prosented to a girl child asAa
valuable, positive lifestyle she‘égiht clain for herself, and wcst Lesbians,
those who know that they are Lesbians, spend scme porticn.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-
celves. 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-coustructea
and self-Identified, and we must conctantly work to reject the negative
definitions forced upon us by our culturs. Each of us must make and re-make
herself in terms that we ciscover on our oum, especially in our early days.
The Lesbian, as a cultural alien, has crezted her own internal structures, and

,“Fhus 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 has no investment in maointaining them as "givens."

Vhile it is true that not all Lesbians possess tha "Lesbian perspective,"

it is equally true that proportionately fewer heterosexual women acquire it,
znd even fewer males can clainm it., To the extent that any outcast must con-
stfuct her/his own identity by (1) rejecting alternative identities propoéed
by the cultuxre, and (2) constructing her/his own definitions for heyfils life-

" style, that individual moves outside of the conceptual structures pefpetuated

vithin the culture. &s soon gs the Lesbian realizes that the stereotyped

behaviors available to her within the culture don't fit her experience, she
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can reject them, freeing herself to go beyond culturally-defined boundaries.
From this perspective the assump:iions that remain unquestioned within the
boundaries become apparent to her. In this way, she acquires a vieu of the
culture that éhallenges its structural dcfinitions. 'Hy point here is that a
fadical perspective is nore accessible to Lecbians beéauée we have less invested
in the central cultural myfhs and thus are less bound to their force and the need
to éontinually justify them in our lives. The Lesbian is an outcast, vhether - o
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 ¢ifficult for other groups to become radicalized
as long as the pre-~dominant culture can convince then that there 1s gpace for
them withiz 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 evervcne else."

What does an outcast pe:spectiQe bgiqg into the classroom? Because the
Lesbian hag already constructed a lifestyiemthat 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 seck new ways of interpreting
and expressing her perceptions of the world. lhat were once renorized and
accepted as "necessary facts" come to have less existence as accurate
representations of cvents 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 fcelings that can be, and for her, has to be
rejected. I am speaking here of a slcu, and often painfui‘process.;but a
procés#nthat evolves out of an outcast pergpective. If her society defines

her as noa~existent or irrelevant, and she 1is capable of perceiving that she
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does, in fact, exist, and is, in fact, ralevant, other "facts' become

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

During this process, the cutcast learns to aslk nev questions that cannot be
asked as long as she remains bo'md by conventional epistenologies or ways of
knowving. -

The cutcast's pecagogical stance is determined not only byvccnceptual
distance from the prevailing cultural myths, but aiso by the way in which ve
Ircorporate that distance into our lives. The wcmar who decides that she is
a Lesbian bec;mes an outcast because of her decision. At this point she can try
to hide and be accepted within the cuiture as a “"heierosezual,” or she c;;
live openly as a Lesfian and declare her outcast status. If she checcses to
beccze an outcast, the implicatioﬁs are far more threatening to the existing °
social structure, becauzc she i3 not supposed to exist,'éhd if she does, by
chance, exist, she is éupposad to want to become.hetgyggexual. (This 13 callcd
Yadjustment.") If she elects to adopt a reformist stance, seeking cnly to widen

society's perceptions of uhd i5 to be ipelddsdc as legitimate citizens, as such

are defined by the socilety, théuLes Z2a will not ask questions that are

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

accepted the social definitions that exlude her as a person. Such a position
has its our inherent contradictions. On the other hand, the Lesbian who gr;unés
her identity in her ocutcast status challénges the nost basic assumptions on
which most of what passes fcr "hunan knowledge" is based: That hetarogexuality
is the only way for huwaan beinge to experience affection; that someone creatcd
women in crder for them to be depeadent on wmales; that women "qéed" men fsad
vice versa); and ail the rest of the cultural dichotomies that follow from
these so-called facts. Bacéuse the J«rakian exists, it becomes c¢lear to her that

-

what mest people accept ac "facts" are perhaps half-cruths, if that. Although

in each situation it is the culture that estsblishes the boundaries of the

9
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outcast with respect to the social structure, it is ultimately the way in
which the outcast orgaﬂizgs that infcrmation internaliy with respect to the
vaiue of har life that detormines her pedagogical stance in the classroon.

if cne acknovledges her outcast siatus, she will be more prone to ask
questions that do not rely for their structure on ansvers provided within the
boundaries of knowledge zccepted by tke culture at large. The data itself =~
exists within the body of knowledgeﬂkusually) available to the culture, but
the outcast perspectiive raises qﬁestions both zbout the data as "fact" and about
its predcminance. In addition, and more importartly, the outcast can ask
questions sbcut data that has not been acknowlgdged within the culture. A
familiar instance of this kind of questiion arose when z Black conscicusness
began to declare itself, a Black awareness of self‘as outcast that asked "ty
are there no Blacks mentioned in histories of the American Revoiuticn?" As one's
outcast avareness grows, gaps in the dgté of human knowledge become increasingly
obvious. | -

Because we are primarily 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 quectie=zs that I had not raised prior to
ackncizledging my 6wn outcast statusg, prior to beconing a fcminist, The field
of ilterary studies is pcrhaps one of the better known areas iﬁ wﬁich new
questions are firvst aclked, and nany different questions are being osked from
several different outcast perspectives. The questions themselves, and their
‘answers, are often perceived as threatening by those cormitted to the cultural
;yths, pgrhapsvbecauseAlitcrature is one of the pfiméfy:inéffuﬁéhés.fof'keesiné
those mytts alive. A gencration of women critigs has begun to ask questions

like, "Why are males cast as the 'herses' in our literature?" "Uhat is the
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nature of male ‘heroic’ action, and how is thzt action grounded in a corollary

definiticn of "homor' within the culture?™ ™ihat critical function does the

*

1°bel 'confessional literature' serve? Whoge interests does it reflect?" Since wor
"confessiornal iiterature" is generally uttributed to women, the nost often cited
reason for its literary defic*ency is its rel’ance on personal, exper1ent1al :
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 irmediate experience and is thus

not abstract enough to gualify as "serious" literature. Awareness of this
agsumption leads one to ask what, exactly, is the difference between fiction and
non~-fiction? 1Is there a differerce? 1If there is a diffcrence, is one-then .. .
necesscarily "better" literature than the other, and if so, whyé ‘Finally; if'we
1ook at the chronology of literature as it is traditionalli presented- to us in
the schcols, we 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 wonen included the 1iterarv tradition or our culture, the second
question is where are the women who were writing during various 1iterary periods,

and the third question one must then ask is: 1If the 1iterature and 1its values

) .
that ve have lecarned from our teachers are primarily male, if women have been

ignoted and/or cxcluded fron our literary tradition, if the accepted" 1iterature

of our culture f)cuses on male problens, male concepts, and male accions in the
world, then vhat is the mc;ning of the phrase "Art for art's sake?" .ghgv
could possibly take such an aesthetic seriously?" |

If we 1ook at Jenguage studies the questions are even more overvhelmin
but thelr answers will comz less easily, becauze the discipliqe of linguistica ig
relatively neir, I'1ll start with some of the more obviouo questions. "Why are

almost all brdmmars of English noun—centcred?" That is, vhy have male
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grammarians found it easier to start their analyses of language structure wvith the
noun‘7 "Why are the declensions of testern language cnaracterized as | |
-fmasculine, f’mlnine, and ncu*er"" “What do these categories have to do with
_noun declension?” "How do these categorle make it possible, perhaps necessary,
to then make a distinction between so-called gramnatica and'natural' gender
systens in language?“ "WQXJd1d~wewlosemtheamale-specific.noun wer between OE‘
and ME, and why did males take over t:= p eviously generic man to- denote tnsir
sex as well as all others?"v Duriag approximately the same period, why did
EnOIish borrow, fron sources unkncvn, a mayimally distinctlve feminine
noninative form of"the.nronounﬂwh n. the Of he and heo had become homophonous‘7
Whyvis that distinctlon so basic to the cu’ture‘7 ay have linguists blandly
ignored this anomaly, accepting pseudo—-explanations such as Pyles , that H
the homophony was "'psychologicaily intolerable." Suct cxplanations are opaque
only if one is already predisposed to accept them asmsatisfactory accounts of
cultural events. If we begin to look closely at the semantic structure of the

.predicate system in English, possible only when we move away from noun-centered

grammars, we realize that verbs like mothcr and father haxe very different

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

whereas father cannot, e.o., She freouentlv mcthered her ch*ldren,,’e frequently

‘ fathered kic children., A related observation reveals that negative particles ‘ S

mean different things with the two predicates: She.didn t mcther her chinren

means she didn't nurture them, whereas He . didn t farner his chili*en ‘has nothing ;Wl;

. ) 1 e . ..J .
if*”””"f“to do w1th the male s bﬂhavior toward the children in the immediate fam%ly, the
| : ; S e

sentence denies that he was’ p ysicallz resoonsible for their ﬁonceptio ﬂ Such

asymmetry between two predicates cap only bn explained cn the basis of cultu*al

;,“' ‘.
3
-~

value3 and existing social structures,
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The questions that it 1s poesidle to ssk quickly sultiply, 81 I have
triud to shov, oncs one accepts a perspective outride the bowndaries of mm‘
as 15 §s defined by the predautnsnt cultsre. Oncs ve besin to ask 1uch
questions, and to seck answers to then in as active fashion, we have opened
up nev aress cf han kaculedge that have act been accessidle to us previowmly.
1a the classrocs, such questions, because they do 6oC have mwwers, mabe it clear
to students that our knoulelze of the werld s fragmentary, that ve have wuch t0
learn 77 sbout wutselves, our culture, and the strwcture of human h:nh‘a-. ‘
The sutcsat perspective nakes it possidbis te ask woch qu-ittm-. sod to sesk
snovers to then, and tle world 1s seddenly not the world we have thought 1t wes,
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