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Man Child: A Black
Lesbian Feminist’s
Response*

THis ARTICLE 15 NOT a theoretical discussion of Lesbian Mothers
and their Sons, nor a how-to article. It is an attempt to
scrutinize and share some pieces of that common history
belonging to my son and to me. I have two children: a fifteen-
and-a-half-year-old daughter Beth, and a fourteen-year-old son
Jonathan. This is the way it was/is with me and Jonathan, and |
leave the theory to another time and person. This is one
woman'’s telling.

I have no golden message about the raising of sons for other
lesbian mothers, no secret to transpose your questions into cer-
tain light. [ have my own ways of rewording those same ques-
tions, hoping we will all come to speak those questions and
pieces of our lives we need to share. We are women making con-
tact within ourselves and with each other across the restrictions
of a printed page, bent upon the use of our own/one another’s
knowledges.

The truest direction comes from inside. I give the most
strength to my children by being willing to look within myself,
and by being honest with them about what I find there, without
expecting a response beyond their years. In this way they begin
to learn to look beyond their own fears.

* First published in Conditions: Four (1979).
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All our children are outriders for a queendom not yet assured.

My adolescent son’s growing sexuality is a conscious dynamic
between Jonathan and me. It would be presumptuous of me to
discuss Jonathan’s sexuality here, except to state my belief that
whomever he chooses to explore this area with, his choices will
be nonoppressive, joyful, and deeply felt from within, places of
growth.

One of the difficulties in writing this piece has been temporal;
this is the summer when Jonathan is becoming a man, physical-
ly. And our sons must become men — such men as we hope our
daughters, born and unborn, will be pleased to live among. Our
sons will not grow into women. Their way is more difficult than
that of our daughters, for they must move away from us,
without us. Hopefully, our sons have what they have learned
from us, and a howness to forge it into their own image.

Our daughters have us, for measure or rebellion or outline or
dream; but the sons of lesbians have to make their own defini-
tions of self as men. This is both power and vulnerability. The
sons of lesbians have the advantage of our blueprints for sur-
vival, but they must take what we know and transpose it into
their own maleness. May the goddess be kind to my son,
Jonathan.

Recently I have met young Black men about whom [ am
pleased to say that their future and their visions, as well as their
concerns within the present, intersect more closely with
Jonathan’s than do my own. [ have shared vision with these
men as well as temporal strategies for our survivals and I ap-
preciate the spaces in which we could sit down together. Some
of these men I met at the First Annual Conference of Third
World Lesbians and Gays held in Washington D.C. in October,

1979. I have met others in different places and do not know how
they identify themselves sexually. Some of these men are raising
families alone. Some have adopted sons. They are Black men
who dream and who act and who own their feelings, question-
ing. It is heartening to know our sons do not step out alone.

When Jonathan makes me angriest, I always say he is bringing
out the testosterone in me. What I mean is that he is represent-

ing some piece of myself as a woman that I am reluctant to
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acknowledge or explore. For instance, what does “acting like a
man” mean? For me, what I reject? For Jonathan, what he is try-
ing to redefine?

Raising Black children — female and male — in the mouth of
a racist, sexist, suicidal dragon is perilous and chancy. If they
cannot love and resist at the same time, they will probably not
survive. And in order to survive they must let go. This is what
mothers teach — love, survival — that is, self-definition and let-
ting go. For each of these, the ability to feel strongly and to
recognize those feelings is central: how to feel love, how to
neither discount fear nor be overwhelmed by it, how to enjoy
feeling deeply.

I wish to raise a Black man who will not be destroyed by, nor
settle for, those corruptions called power by the white fathers
who mean his destruction as surely as they mean mine. I wish to
raise a Black man who will recognize that the legitimate objects
of his hostility are not women, but the particulars of a structure
that programs him to fear and despise women as well as his own
Black self.

For me, this task begins with teaching my son that [ do not ex-
ist to do his feeling for him.

Men who are afraid to feel must keep women around to do
their feeling for them while dismissing us for the same supposed-
ly “inferior” capacity to feel deeply. But in this way also, men
deny themselves their own essential humanity, becoming
trapped in dependency and fear.

As a Black woman committed to a liveable future, and as a
mother loving and raising a boy who will become a man, I must
examine all my possibilities of being within such a destructive
system.

Jonathan was three-and-one-half when Frances, my lover,
and I met; he was seven when we all began to live together per-
manently. From the start, Frances’ and my insistence that there
be no secrets in our household about the fact that we were les-
bians has been the source of problems and strengths for both
children. In the beginning, this insistence grew out of the
knowledge, on both our parts, that whatever was hidden out of
fear could always be used either against the children or
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ourselves — one imperfect but useful argument for honesty. The
knowledge of fear can help make us free.

for the embattled
there is no place
that cannot be
home

nor is. *

For survival, Black children in america must be raised to be
warriors. For survival, they must also be raised to recognize the
enemy’s many faces. Black children of lesbian couples have an
advantage because they learn, very early, that oppression comes
in many different forms, none of which have anything to do
with their own worth.

To help give me perspective, I remember that for years, in the
namecalling at school, boys shouted at Jonathan not — “your
mother’s a lesbian” — but rather — “your mother’s a nigger.”

When Jonathan was eight years old and in the third grade we
moved, and he went to a new school where his life was hellish as
a new boy on the block. He did not like to play rough games. He
did not like to fight. He did not like to stone dogs. And all this
marked him early on as an easy target.

When he came in crying one afternoon, I heard from Beth
how the corner bullies were making Johathan wipe their shoes
on the way home whenever Beth wasn’t there to fight them off.
And when I heard that the ringleader was a little boy in
Jonathan’s class his own size, an interesting and very disturbing
thing happened to me.

My fury at my own long-ago impotence, and my present pain
at his suffering, made me start to forget all that [ knew about
violence and fear, and blaming the victim, I started to hiss at the
weeping child. “The next time you come in here crying . ..,"
and [ suddenly caught myself in horror.

This is the way we allow the destruction of our sons to begin
— in the name of protection and to ease our own pain. My son
get beaten up? I was about to demand that he buy that first

* From “School Note” in The Black Unicom (W.W. Norton and Company, New York,
1978), p. 55.




76 SisTER QUTSIDER

lesson in the corruption of power, that might makes right. I
could hear myself beginning to perpetuate the age-old distor-
tions about what strength and bravery really are.

And no, Jonathan didn’t have to fight if he didn’t want to,
but somehow he did have to feel better about not fighting. An
old horror rolled over me of being the fat kid who ran away, ter-
rified of getting her glasses broken.

About that time a very wise woman said to me, “Have you
ever told Jonathan that once you used to be afraid, too?”

The idea seemed far-out to me at the time, but the next time
he came in crying and sweaty from having run away again, I
could see that he felt shamed at having failed me, or some image
he and I had created in his head of mother/woman. This image
of woman being able to handle it all was bolstered by the fact
that he lived in a household with three strong women, his les-
bian parents and his forthright older sister. At home, for
Jonathan, power was clearly female.

And because our society teaches us to think in an either/or
mode — kill or be killed, dominate or be dominated — this
meant that he must either surpass or be lacking. I could see the
implications of this line of thought. Consider the two western
classic myth/models of mother/son relationships: Jocasta/Oed-
ipus, the son who fucks his mother, and Clytemnestra/Orestes,
the son who kills his mother.

It all felt connected to me.

[ sat down on the hallway steps and took Jonathan on my lap
and wiped his tears. “Did I ever tell you about how I used to be
afraid when [ was your age?”

[ will never forget the look on that little boy’s face as I told
him the tale of my glasses and my after-school fights. It was a
look of relief and total disbelief, all rolled into one.

It is as hard for our children to believe that we are not om-
nipotent as it is for us to know it, as parents. But that
knowledge is necessary as the first step in the reassessment of
power as something other than might, age, privilege, or the lack
of fear. It is an important step for a boy, whose societal destruc-
tion begins when he is forced to believe that he can only be
strong if he doesn't feel, or if he wins.
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I thought about all this one year later when Beth and
Jonathan, ten and nine, were asked by an interviewer how they
thought they had been affected by being children of a feminist.

Jonathan said that he didn’t think there was too much in
feminism for boys, although it certainly was good to be able to
cry if he felt like it and not to have to play football if he didn’t
want to. I think of this sometimes now when I see him practising
for his Brown Belt in Tae Kwon Do.

The strongest lesson I can teach my son is the same lesson |
teach my daughter: how to be who he wishes to be for himself.
And the best way I can do this is to be who I am and hope that
he will learn from this not how to be me, which is not possible,
but how to be himself. And this means how to move to that
voice from within himself, rather than to those raucous, per-
suasive, or threatening voices from outside, pressuring him to be
what the world wants him to be.

And that is hard enough.

Jonathan is learning to find within himself some of the dif-
ferent faces of courage and strength, whatever he chooses to call
them. Two years ago, when Jonathan was twelve and in the
seventh grade, one of his friends at school who had been to the
house persisted in calling Frances “the maid.” When Jonathan
corrected him, the boy then referred to her as “the cleaning
woman.” Finally Jonathan said, simply, “Frances is not the
cleaning woman, she’s my mother’s lover.” Interestingly enough,
it is the teachers at this school who still have not recovered from
his openness.

Frances and [ were considering attending a Lesbian/Feminist
conference this summer, when we were notified that no boys
over ten were allowed. This presented logistic as well as
philosophical problems for us, and we sent the following letter:

Sisters:

Ten years as an interracial lesbian couple has taught us
both the dangers of an oversimplified approach to the
nature and solutions of any oppression, as well as the
danger inherent in an incomplete vision.

Our thirteen-year-old son represents as much hope for
our future world as does our fifteen-year-old daughter, and
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we are not willing to abandon him to the killing streets of
New York City while we journey west to help form a
Lesbian-Feminist vision of the future world in which we
can all survive and flourish. I hope we can continue this
dialogue in the near future, as I feel it is important to our
vision and our survival.

The question of separatism is by no means simple. I am
thankful that one of my children is male, since that helps to
keep me honest. Every line I write shrieks there are no easy solu-
tions.

I grew up in largely female environments, and I know how
crucial that has been to my own development. I feel the want
and need often for the society of women, exclusively. I recognize
that our own spaces are essential for developing and recharging.

As a Black woman, I find it necessary to withdraw into all-
Black groups at times for exactly the same reasons — differences
in stages of development and differences in levels of interaction.
Frequently, when speaking with men and white women, 1 am
reminded of how difficult and time-consuming it is to have to
reinvent the pencil every time you want to send a message.

But this does not mean that my responsibility for my son’s
education stops at age ten, any more than it does for my
daughter’s. However, for each of them, that responsibility does
grow less and less as they become more woman and man.

Both Beth and Jonathan need to know what they can share
and what they cannot, how they are joined and how they are
not. And Frances and I, as grown women and lesbians coming
more and more into our power, need to relearn the experience
that difference does not have to be threatening.

When I envision the future, I think of the world I crave for my
daughters and my sons. It is thinking for survival of the species
— thinking for life.

Most likely there will always be women who move with
women, women who live with men, men who choose men. |
work for a time when women with women, women with men,
men with men, all share the work of a world that does not
barter bread or self for obedience, nor beauty, nor love. And in
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that world we will raise our children free to choose how best to
fulfill themselves. For we are jointly responsible for the care and
raising of the young, since that they be raised is a function,
ultimately, of the species.

Within that tripartite pattern of relating/existence, the rais-
ing of the young will be the joint responsibility of all adults who
choose to be associated with children. Obviously, the children
raised within each of these three relationships will be different,
lending a special savor to that eternal inquiry into how best can
we live our lives.

Jonathan was three-and-a-half when Frances and I met. He is
now fourteen years old. I feel the living perspective that having
lesbian parents has brought to Jonathan is a valuable addition
to his human sensitivity.

Jonathan has had the advantage of growing up within a
nonsexist relationship, one in which this society’s pseudo-
natural assumptions of ruler/ruled are being challenged. And
this is not only because Frances and I are lesbians, for unfor-
tunately there are some lesbians who are still locked into patri-
archal patterns of unequal power relationships.

These assumptions of power relationships are being ques-
tioned because Frances and I, often painfully and with varying
degrees of success, attempt to evaluate and measure over and
over again our feelings concerning power, our own and others’.
And we explore with care those areas concerning how it is used
and expressed between us and between us and the children,
openly and otherwise. A good part of our biweekly family
meetings are devoted to this exploration.

As parents, Frances and | have given Jonathan our love, our
openness, and our dreams to help form his visions. Most impor-
tantly, as the son of lesbians, he has had an invaluable model —
not only of a relationship — but of relating.

Jonathan is fourteen now. In talking over this paper with him
and asking his permission to share some pieces of his life, I asked
Jonathan what he felt were the strongest negative and the
strongest positive aspects for him in having grown up with les-
bian parents.
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He said the strongest benefit he felt he had gained was that he
knew a lot more about people than most other kids his age that
he knew, and that he did not have a lot of the hang-ups that
some other boys did about men and women.

And the most negative aspect he felt, Jonathan said, was the
ridicule he got from some kids with straight parents.

“You mean, from your peers?” [ said.

“Oh no,” he answered promptly. “My peers know better. 1
mean other kids.”

An Interview: Audre Lorde
and Adrienne Rich*

Adrienne: What do you mean when you say that two essays,
“Poetry Is Not a Luxury” and “Uses of the Erotic” are really pro-
gressions?

Audre: They're part of something that’s not finished yet. |
don’t know what the rest of it is, but they’re clear progressions
in feeling out something connected with the first piece of prose |
ever wrote. One thread in my life is the battle to preserve my
perceptions — pleasant or unpleasant, painful or whatever . . .

Adrienne: And however much they were denied.

Audre: And however painful some of them were. When I
think of the way in which I courted punishment, just swam into
it: “If this is the only way you’re going to deal with me, you’re
gonna have to deal with me this way.”

Adrienne: You're talking about as a young child?

Audre: I'm talking about throughout my life. I kept myself
through feeling. I lived through it. And at such a subterranean
level that I didn’t know how to talk. I was busy feeling out other
ways of getting and giving information and whatever else 1
could because talking wasn’t where it was at. People were talking

* This interview, held on August 30, 1979 in Montague, Massachusetts, was edited from
three hours of tapes we made together. It was commissioned by Marilyn Hacker, the
guest editor of Woman Poet: The East (Women-In-Literature, Reno, Nevada, 1981),
where a portion of it appears. The interview was first published in Signs, vol. 6, no. 4
(Summer 1981).
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