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Abstract
HEATHER LEE BRANSTETTER: An ALFA-Omega Approach to Rhetoricaldntion:
Queer Revolutionary Pragmatism and Political Education
(Under the direction of Jordynn Jack and Jane Danielewicz)

This dissertation enriches our understanding déctble rhetorical invention practices. |
account for cultural forces that impacted the A#ddresbian Feminist Alliance (ALFA) and outline
strategies members used to advocate for greatel gastice. Active throughout the greater
southeast from 1972 to 1994, ALFA was one of tlieesil and longest running lesbian feminist
organizations in American history. The members tetegohysical and virtual spaces for
community building through various mediated comroaition technologies and regional outreach.

ALFA collectively invented an identity, culture, lgic image, and platform for change.
This project illuminates the rhetorical-cultural historical ctinds and persuasive strategies
that enabled these pragmatic yet idealist women. ALFA womemefibicoalitions, built their
own library and archives, and distributed self-published periodicaterinect with others
who were similarly oriented but geographically distant. Afisbanding, the group donated
a massive collection of documents from its incorporated library aobives to Duke
University’s Sallie Bingham Center. This collection contains hettess, administrative
information, newspaper clippings, meeting minutes, correspondence and Itediey
educational materials, and other feminist and human rights moveitezature. | analyze

these documents, track the emergence of inventive strategiesamhthe national lesbian-

feminist movement through the context of ALFA’s activities, follogvithe organization



longitudinally and situating the women'’s persuasive innovations withgiosultural shifts
that impacted their activity.

ALFA emerged during a pivotal historic period: social movement orghois
flourished, and the social justice paradigm had begun to shift fraih raghts to
revolutionary politics. The members adapted and developed subversiveeatguand
rhetorical strategies aimed at overturning unethical power hieesrcembedding their ideas
into the culture through the process of political education. | help aeube nascent yet
politically relevant and conceptually productive area of queepriestas | extend recent
work on collective or networked explorations of rhetorical inventions Pindject responds
to calls for alternative approaches to the history and theohetdnic and composition while
enriching our understanding of social movement rhetoric. Ultipatelilluminate the
heterogeneity of rhetorical strategies innovated by an orgaodaiedtive of women oriented
toward the goal of socio-political pluralism and improved cooperatmosa differing

perspectives.
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Preface

The use of the word ‘lesbian’ to name us is a quadrifold evasiamiadted
euphemism. To name us, one goes by way of reference to thd ista
Lesbos, which in turn is an indirect reference to the poet Sappimysed to
live there, they say), which in turn is itself an indirect refiee to what
fragments of her poetry have survived a few millennia of patnarand this
in turn (if we have not lost you by now) is a prophylactic avoidaofcdirect
mention of the sort of creature who would write such poems or to whdm suc
poems would be written. [...] This is a truly remarkable feat of silence.
-- Marilyn Frye, “To Be and Be Seen: The Politics of Reality”
Less than a week after | defended this dissertation, North @arbkcame the
thirtieth state in America to pass a constitutional amendment rgarsame-sex marriage
(Robertson). The following day, President Barack Obama, our firstiddinaresident, also
became the first sitting U.S. president to publically embrages®ex marriage, stating, “At
a certain point, I've just concluded that for me personally inigortant for me to go ahead
and affirm that | think same-sex couples should be able to geediaiCalmes and Baker).
Although this dissertation discusses gay marriage (at the endhad chapter on culture and
community), it is not about same-sex marriage rights. Yet tipescular events are
important contextual information, because this dissertagsoabout a group of women-
loving-women who were both pragmatically aware of the limitatiohgheir time and
idealistically focused on a more hopeful future. This pragridéalist orientation helped
these women—the members of the Atlanta Lesbian Feministngt, or ALFA—continue

agitating for social justice even when conditions felt more oppeetisan hopeful. Although

this dissertation is not about reinforcing unproductive identitygcaites and nor does it seek
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to advocate a minority model as an efficient path to longer-teamlgprogress for queers, it
is about combatting institutionalized discrimination through stratsgjicidentification and
inclusive political education. It is about ushering in a more atliidure through presence,
words, examples, and the allocation of time, money, energy, and communicationggsour
| have attempted to let the ALFA women speak for themselvele \abting as an
interpreter, but at times | also cross over the tricky eddy ihto the swirling waters of
advocacy. And for that | do not apologize. While | personally idgasfbisexual rather than
lesbian (and often call myself queer or half-gay as well), | have contignavayself with the
mission and vision of the ALFA radical lesbian feminists, and | hogermy words forward
their goals: Hopefully, my analysis has been enriched and not blinded by pezsenal
stakes, which have been threefold: | sought to engage in soaralypolitically relevant
scholarship, to bring greater visibility to the primary sourcéenmals in the archives that
ALFA built while providing foundational knowledge of the value system antbriusl
context implicated therein, and to make these documents moreyvadetssible. | have
come to believe in the value of the ALFA women’s work and | wdilel more people to
encounter and interact with it. This dissertation has been a dghatat not a political
undertaking, but it has become a personally meaningful venture, but d Wkeilto begin
with a simple acknowledgment: | hope that the materialsdeptehere will promote greater
social justice. Now, almost exactly forty years after tremners of ALFA held their first

official meeting, our president has set a precedent by expgelsis support for same-sex

| will leave the answer to my readers to decide. (Will there be readees®2Rontact me
with feedback or questions: findheatherlee@gmail.com...) It is also importanetthagtas
you will see, the ALFA women were often not unified about particular refopulgtcal
agenda items, since the organization’s radical perspective oriented towatdioaary
revision of the systemic injustices inherent in our institutions, and were of mixadropi
about whether or not those institutions could be reformed from within.
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marriage, and yet | write these words in a state and in a gouh&ire a majority of people
have either actively chosen or passively allowed the legal amitufienalized systemic
discrimination against a non-heterosexual minority.

Our scholarly environment is more progressive, but we find Amerjalitical and
cultural recalcitrance and apathies at work here asw##torian Judith Bennett, writing as
recently as 2006, claims “lesbianism remains a tricky sulgadt sometimes [even] an
unspeakable one. Simply put,” she argues, the problem is not leshiary, highich is
thriving, but rather, “women’s history has a lesbian problem” (108)Bé&snett makes this
assertion, she acknowledges that there have been many adespeeslly in special issues
of journals, individual panels at conferences, and the general appeafanitkngness to
engage with lesbian voices when they note themselves to be lasbsth separated out,
different, and segregated. In these cases, these voices oftear appéhe form of
anthologized texts or in representative ways, sometimes@sea and usually as a special
category of women who aren’t really women—they belong in the sectidestaians, but not
in the section for women, excluded from woman, feminist, or even fddimaist, on the

basis of sexual orientation. The desire for distance is almisilpe, and when it comes to

2 Perhaps | should say thagjipearsto be more progressive, at least. Academics have been
more willing or able to enforce conformity with “politically correct’pgssions of opinion,
language, and written policies, whether or not these expressed beliedsmsistent with
actual internal values or correspond to real differences in terms of deciglongmThe
current monetary resource structure of our education system, associaiedéth ieither
government (in the case of public schools) or religious affiliations (in the caswate
schools), affects the kind of research and teaching valued by the institution. i€fseddel
Americans in general also impact what might otherwise be progressigepati academia,
insofar as our population’s cultural and legal preferences influence more pragwrat
environment considerations. Attempts by universities to extend partner bemeéitad-sex
couples, for example, have been severely hampered in states where constitutreeabales
civil unions or limits marriage-like benefits to heterosexuals only.
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bookshelf locations, classroom syllabi, or library classificatidms,distance is more literal
than figurative.

But the problem is also more pervasive than this kind of exclusion, Beraiens.
Women’s history’s lesbian problem is compounded by scholars’ contiresestance to
opening their minds to the kind of scholarship Adrienne Rich calledsiéong ago as 1977.
Bennett points us in this direction, arguing “feminist scholatsukl cease “reading,
writing, and teaching from what [Rich] later called ‘a pexdpe of unexamined
heterocentricity.” Yet more than a quarter century lateefirgett adds, “women’s history still
skips lightly over the presence of lesbians and the possibditiesbian experience” (108).”
When lesbians aren’t being shuffled into “special interestgmies on the basis of their
explicit self-identification, they are either mistaken forelnesexual women or converted,
even in cases where lesbian considerations are particularly obvappsppriate, and
relevant. Women’s historians, in Bennett’'s observation, “regularly lanler lesbian
possibilities that are more subtle, obscure, or awkward” and ingteadthe past in
“heteronormative terms,” which effectively works to “closet dhinking” (109). When
lesbians have not self-identified, and if their work or actions have sigaificant or popular
enough to warrant a “don’t ask don't tell, let’s just pretend ste&sght” attitude, they are
effectively turned into heterosexual women, either due to a &Hckmagination or
understanding of possibilities, or through active-passive practiceslaftive remembrance
or mis-remembrancg.

Bennett notes that this continued refusal on the part of scholars taderons

ambiguous or lesbian-possible women through anything other than raceeteist lens

% And they say the queers are the ones doing the recruiting...
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probably results from two seemingly reasonable explanatiankick of “gaydar,” and the
problem with the category of lesbian itself, which has beetively recent and slippery—
there have always been queer men and women, but we don’t alwagsire them as such.
Along these same lines, historian Lillian Faderman explainsem1999 contributionTo
Believe in Women: What Lesbians Have Done for America—A Histoglars also worry
that claims about women who lived before the twentieth-centurygemee of the concept of
lesbian will “be seen as being in opposition to postmodernism, whichndbescognize the
possibility of reclaiming women of the past as lesbians” (2)a Assult, scholarly work has
been hesitant to include lesbians within the category of womanhas #lso been reluctant
to acknowledge (or recognize) women as lesbians (or considearesossibilities) unless
such claims can be definitively supported through self-ideatibn or particularly obvious
evidence of sexual orientation (and often not even in those cases, as | haveeatiycover
So, in addition to the refusals for inclusion or dismissals of lesh&raviors or
identity as relevant, there seems to be another kind of homophobia atwitbik the
scholarship—the fear of using the very term “lesbian.” When appli@nachronistic ways,
the term is offensive to the values underlying the ideology of mmkm scholarship, and
when applied to a woman who hasn’'t explicitly identified as lesbiae term offends
scholars who enact gatekeeper roles. The use of labels is(&iwdk in many cases isn’'t even

desirable, as our language often fails to evolve as quickly as our kigande values and our

* | am tempted to call them excuses or justifications. Is ignorance gutatzeedefense?
Does it excuse us from ethical responsibilities or rigorous scholarshipZBwhsre lack of
gaydar is not the problem, does a pedantic insistence upon only using certain terms or
philosophies in the name of “scholarly accuracy” or in accordance with “apfaicor
“appropriate” historic or ideological counterparts increase the rigor afatalarship as
much as it limits other kinds of accuracy, precision, applications, creativs@naind
possibilities for innovative concept work?
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terms stagnate and rot as a result), especially when it dompseerness. Judith Butler has
spent books elucidating the theoretical nuances of the problems afdsbhehterminology,
categorization, and the performative nature of language. Indeddr Bas inspired a robust
body of queer theory and a less visible but thriving body of queer rhetoticddsship® The
problems that have plagued women’s history are mirrored within rbetwre broadly as
well as within women’s rhetorical historiography in particulacholars have ignored,
segregated, and otherwise reduced the visibility of women’s shetoo have self-identified
as lesbians, or they have avoided using the term lesbian altogether.

And yet, | argue, the terms continue to matter. The framingragegito matter. How
we remember women and women rhetors from the past continues to matter. Bus schola
study historic women-loving-women appear to have so much diffisuth the unspeakable
nature of lesbianism that it has become problematic to find thetagns to use as we argue
for greater visibility and inclusion. Bennett goes to the lengthddfng the term “lesbian-
like” into the mix (109), while Faderman jokingly notes:

If there had been more space on the title page, and if the phidsehaeen so

aesthetically dismal, | might have subtitled this book, with greateuracy, “What

Women of the Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries, WDhbig# Sexual

and/or Affectional and Domestic Behaviors Would Have Been Calledbian’ If

They Had Been Observed in the Years after 1920, Have Done for@ariaivhen |

slip into the shorthand of referring to these women as “lesbiegesders might keep

my alternate subtitle in mind.
(To Believe in Womes)
Faderman acknowledges that some of our terminology problems inditatEssentialist

“grand narrative” critiques that she agrees with, as she afgut#® value of her own work

documenting the importance of talking about lesbians as lesbiansweenthe term is

® Indeed, like Foucault, Butler has been a pioneer of queer rhetorical work, hltheug
theory gatekeepers would probably protest and resist such categorization.
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applied anachronistically. Ultimately, Faderman writes, “if efoomaterial that reveals what
peopledo andsay is available, we can surely make apt observations aboutbiblesavior
That is what | have attempted to do in this book. | use the tesidle’ as aradjectivethat
describes intense woman-to-woman relating and commitmeéatBélieve in Womea).

The pages upon pages of verbal gymnastics, term-defining, and earighetging
that appear to be necessary when arguing for the value of inchwdimgn who probably
would have claimed to be lesbians themselves—had the word been avtldbém—are
tiresome as they also introduce yet more jargon. Even as lthaslthings were different, |
prefer the clunky or esoteric explanations and added terms (suB#naett’s “lesbian-like”)
to the evasions, euphemisms, and other sorts of ways some schoklrsidestepped the
possibility of feminist rhetors who were lesbians or “lesbi&a-tiWhile scholars in the field
of history continue to employ such arguments as they advocateefardiusion of lesbians’
contributions, we in the field of rhetoric and composition have only justrbegexhume the
body of work that might someday accurately depict lesbians’ hiatocentributions to
feminist rhetoricdespitethe robust state of feminist rhetorical historiography.

My own personal sexual preferences and sense of identity could emalteescape
the realities of discrimination against lesbians and paitakiee privileges of heterosexual
belonging and privilege, pretending that the problem is not mine toyvabout, yet my
personal political beliefs and desire for socially relevant sehbip will not allow me to
ignore our field’s silence regarding the rhetorical contributiondesbians. At times |
imagine that my writing here will come across to heterosesetablars as too demanding or
lacking in generosity or empathy, so | must admit | simply do e@ignorance as an excuse.

It is forgivable, yet not excusable. A brief digression into thy@ct of race may help to
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illustrate the point for my heterosexual readers, since | artego far as | know, at least)
and yet | believe that my genetic heritage does not give awe e pretend that racism is not
my problem to deal with, whether in my personal life or my sisbip. While | believe that
race-sexuality analogies are usually insensitive, inaccuaateoften ineffective as they also
work to reinforce media-exacerbated divisions and subtly implyoihegr identities are only
applicable to white people, | also believe that considering raestmiscrimination and its
connections to other forms of oppression can illuminate overlooked patmmmon to
oppression in general and work to teach social justice solidémitwhite America more
broadly, and especially in the South, we are haunted by the legatgvefy. Our ability to
elect a biracial president does not excuse our continuing refosaradicate white
supremacist values, manifestations, and consequences. Racism has hpaoenally
unacceptable and so white people do not want to be perceived asyedcist,all continue to
be affected by white privilege and bear the responsibility for its pemses.

We can profess open-minded perspectives, affirm the value of dyyaensitlaim to
recognize that skin color is only relevant insofar as our so@bpesuic, cultural, and
political practices invoke or reinforce it. Yet our behaviors, pedicand decision-making
practices often indicate otherwise. Excuses, justificationsjisssls and even more overt
expressions of racist assumptions emerge during discussions oanacthese revelations
can be costly. The solution for many white people is to avoiddpie of race and race
considerations altogether, avoid interpersonal interactions, madisaamce, and gloss over
difference, even when it is contextually relevant or indicaiesarea where social justice
interventions would be especially productive. But racism will noagay if white people

react to uncomfortable discoveries about our own white privilege Bjpots in defensive
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ways, by denying its existence, avoiding race consideratitogegher, or by wallowing in a
feeling of helplessness. Things are obviously better now than theyblen in the past, in
many ways, and things are obviously better in America than ie soh@r countries. Yet our
situation is still urgent, and we have no excuse for continued ge®rapathy, or inaction.
Regardless of whether or not white people believe that we aenadly responsible for the
past or even present-day realities, it is our responsibilityseif-educate and agitate,
demonstrating a commitment to an anti-racist present and futweripersonal and work
lives. Racism is learned and so it can be un-learned, but notdemeits pervasiveness or
avoid discussing its impact. Racism will not go away throughoagsss of wishful thinking.
It will not go away if we refuse to talk about it. White supeeist thinking will not go away
if we pretend that it doesn’t exist or impact our lives in meaningays. Although many
aspects of race-based kinds of oppression are different from andompamble to
discrimination on the basis of sexuality, we can take a pagethe ALFA radical liberation
program of political education and begin with acknowledgment and a prafeself-
evaluation that includes a philosophical reorientation and an examirzdtiomproductive
manifestations and consequences that might often be more subtle thaimavature. |
expect other white scholars to include race as a consideratibeiinstholarship just as |
also expect heterosexual scholars to cease excluding or avoiding lesbianratosgle
Returning to a focus on specifically lesbian feminist rhetooalributions, then, it
is probably time to ask: What is at stake for our scholarshsp®@uld say that | don’t expect
everyone to suddenly begin researching lesbians, but | do hope tretwiiebe more
supportive space for such research in the future. | hope that wieevalle to open the doors

of the closeted thinking that has thus far been the norm in rhetfamalist historiography
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in particular. Of all of the scholarship available on women’s sgéfrdaow many scholars
have bothered to mention that even though the concept of lesbian idestimarailable to
them, somehow these women recognized each athsuc? How many conference papers,
articles, and books that mention Susan B. Anthony also mention the “enhgblayéul, and
erotic letters between Anthony and [Anna] Dickinson” or Emily Gréise woman she called
her “lover,” which (unlike the term niece) “was not a term kaedied about to describe the
legions of women who admired her” (Fadermdn, Believe in Womer5, 28)? Does it
matter that Anna Howard Shaw was effectively partnered, both dicaigs and
romantically, with Anthony’s real niece, Lucy? Is it relevdrdttother suffrage leaders such
as M. Carey Thomas, Mary Garrett, Jane Addams, Mary Rozeh,SAmne Martin, Dr.
Margaret Long, Frances (who liked to be called “Frank”) Wdllaknna Gordon, Carrie Catt,
and Mollie Hay would likely have called themselves lesbiankef twere living in a post-
1920 America? While obviously the historical scholarship could be almredant and more
visible, it is there. Faderman has done much work on her own to documeet the
relationships, provides pages of evidence in her T998elieve in Womenwhich extends
the work of her earlier bookSurpassing the Love of Mét981) andodd Girls and Twilight
Lovers(1991).

The ALFA women | discuss in the following dissertation explicithgntified as
lesbians, and they were working in the tradition of these previous wamerworked so
hard to achieve suffrage and yet have not been remembered asdesbien though many of
them were. The ALFA women believed that the way we rememinepast was important
and they saw their work as an extension of the work of Susan B. Angéimoihgther “lesbian

foremothers” (as they often called the women who preceded théme fight for equality).
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They were continually frustrated with the lack of recognitionhkatted to lesbians’ fights for
women’s rights, as they struggled for the cause of heterosexuatrwampassionately as
they fought for equality as lesbians. The problem that remainy sssessment is this: more
of us need to be willing to also stand in solidarity instead of imgos distorted
heteronormative lens over the historical rhetorical picture. We etlistate ourselves about
gueer considerations even when our work is not explicitly queer. Ve erase excluding
lesbians from the category of “feminist,” or as Bennett putguit worrying about applying
our contemporary term “lesbian” to women of the past, and get “over the thresha@iioait
master’'s house, and into the possible worlds that we have heretdftwer deeen able to
see” (111).

A cynical scholar or frustrated graduate student—one who has bewtedlby
resentment and the frustration of disillusionment with the ongoinlg & scholarship
acknowledging lesbian women’s rhetorical contributions—might read Edenn, and
Lunsford’s 1995 “Border Crossings” article, for example, aspislshe facé. Significantly,
the authors have incorporated self-identified lesbian women into #malysis, which
demonstrates the inclusive value system underlying the arYieteas they make a case for
the importance of women’s contributions into the field of rhetoric, titkoas seem to have
an aversion to using the word lesbian, as though lesbians have not lieervatguard of
feminist activism, both in our history and in our present. Such omissioestinas far been
commonplace in our scholarship (both more recently as well as iwdhnle of these

pathbreaking women), but | pick this instance as an instructive@gaecause the authors’

® | have chosen this figure of speech deliberately. See Gust A. Yep's 2003fartiolere
commentary on “the symbolic, discursive, psychological, and material violence of
heteronormativity” (11).
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avoidance of the topic of sexuality is noteworthy insofar as aidemasion of sexual
orientation and identity might have enriched the resulting articleichwis rife with
discussion of self-identified lesbian women (Audre Lorde and Ghanieuldua) and lesbian-
like historical women (Emma Goldman and Margaret Fuller). RixggrGoldman and
Fuller, the analysis is only partially affected, since tmetiesbian was unavailable to them
as a self-identification category and the possibilities for whetrticle might have been able
to claim are a bit more ambiguous. Beyond the representative acallitstrategically
relevant reasons for making a more explicit acknowledgment dfialesrhetorical
contributions, | ask, would it have made a difference to the ovegalhent of the “Border
Crossings” article to think about the lesbian-like reasons whin& Goldman might have so
“scandalized contemporary popular audiences” or been “in favdreef love and birth
control” (423, emphasis mine)? Does it enhance our scholarly undengtahdie consider
Margaret Fuller’s sexuality when we think about possible reasbiysshe has been called
“the most forgotten major literary figure of her own timeSutanne Clark, qtd. on page
424)? 1 am inclined to answer yes to both questions, of course.

In the case of Lorde and Anzaldua—both of whom have made it a pondiude
their race and sexuality as important aspects of their igeartd writing—the avoidance of
sexuality as a consideration carries with it more tangibpications, as far as scholarship is
concerned. As Ede, Glenn, and Lunsford discuss Lorde’s open leti¢ario Daly as an
example of an innovative woman writer who “explicitly rejecgglitional hierarchical linear
patterns of argument in attempting a critique that is open, dialageepting and, indeed,

loving” (419), they miss at least some of the bigger picturerthigit be seen by someone
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reading more queerly. Ruth-Ellen Boetcher Joeres, writing in J886ts out that the letter
is also

a deliberate attempt to force an acknowledgment by Daly of iadvale represents.

For Lorde is not only “an African-American woman in white pattig” a “non-

European woman,” she is also one of the “women-identified-women,” who is

particularly outraged by a radical white feminist ignoring her or misuseéngvords.

(165)

Here, Joeres explains, Lorde desires something simple: ackigsment. Lorde wants
others to recognize her identity and what it signifies. Lorde wacksowledgement of what
she represents as both an African-American woarahas a woman-identified-woman in
white patriarchy. In order to know what Lorde means when she beeterfrm “woman-
identified,” we must both be willing to look at queer consideratiomd also have an
understanding of historical context, insofar as the term hasra#®r specific to the time-
space of second-wave radical feminism. Usually a woman who edatm be woman-
identified used that term interchangeably with the word lesbtawas in part a political
designation, indicating that the woman who used it sought to bring nteri@n and
resources to women’s needs. Somewhat similar to the current-dgs ofsthe word queer,
the term did not necessarily refer to sexual orientation, bubgt often indicated a sexual
preference for women, whether that preference was se@nexsession of politics or a more
inherent identity-based orientation understanding.

In elucidating the context here, we also discover what is l¢:starde attends to
difference in order to note that when we cover over it, we “lose sight of thgwadad tools
of patriarchy,” and overlook “how those tools are used by women withareaess against

each other” (Joeres 165). One of these tools is the so-calledé’david conquer” strategy,

whereby those in power have the rest of us so busy fighting amomgstives that we are
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not able to progress in more productive ways, and thus | witlwetl on further critiques of
Ede, Glenn, and Lunsford’s article here, and instead thank thdptafong the feminist trail
for the rest of us, hoping that in the future we might have as robestrical histories of
lesbians and lesbian-like women as we do of heterosexual women.

Omission of more explicitly lesbian considerations of contexttifpaarly ironic, in
the case of Lorde, since an attempt to gain acknowledgment arainefpd impact of
intersectional oppression were among her rhetorical aims) eminfst rhetorical
historiography scholarship is somewhat forgivable, since many difistaries are rife with
distortions, and since much of the research material has tben @navailable or hidden.
Carrie Chapman Catt’s biographers, for example, have interpreteshdwe to live with
Mollie Hay after the death of her husband as a reactive and mbumaication of her
extreme heterosexual attachment, ignoring “excellent evidewée’her “homosexual
motivations,” as Faderman puts iTd Believe in Womer63). What's more, women
contemporaries of lesbian-like women have also sought to cover overttine oawomen-
loving-women relationships: Elizabeth Cady Stanton, for example,aiesplaway her
friend’s opposition to marriage by saying that “the outpouringdM#fs Anthony’s love
element all flowed into the suffrage movement,” even though AntholeXgant letters

reveal the great degree to which her love element also flow@dther women” (Faderman,

To Believe in Womer25). The general public’'s view of Anna Howard Shaw as good-

humored and easygoing is inaccurate as it also fails to adtribredit to lesbian

contributions—Shaw depended upon her partner Lucy’'s domestic work and efnotiona

stamina to help pull her out of the despair to which she often succumbeédshe thus

attributed much of her success to Lucy, who she wrote gave h&adinage and hope” to
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keep working (Fadermar,o Believe in Womer1). Indeed, many of the famous rhetorical
women of our past were only able to succeed in the ways theysdidresult of financial
support given by their women partners. Jane Addams might not have lidedn achieve
such impact with Hull House had it not been for the generosity ropdmener Mary Rozet
Smith (FadermanTo Believe in Womer®). While these omissions are forgivable, they are
becoming less so, as historians and rhetorical feminist histarrasm/er more information
about lesbian feminists and lesbian women rhetors in our past. Thaomsiasd elisions
that plague our current scholarship have led to scholarly inacesirasithey also sell women
and their accomplishments short. As a result, we have missed atdeaper and more
nuanced understanding of important rhetorical invention strategies.

What else do we find when we attend to this place that Benaléttlesbian-like?
That remains to be seen, | guess. The queers cannot do alkaidrthd point to Faderman’s
research and ask us to consider Bennett's argument not simply béeaudd like to hear
gueer voices emerge from our rhetorical scholarship, but also bddagiseve that a queer
lens will help all scholars in rhetoric to think of our projectmiore creative and courageous
ways. We might learn to be more liberated, more deviant, feer fto explore new
interpretations and stir the pot to see what floats to the top.dnnstructive case, Chuck
Morris has done something along these lines with Abraham Lincatnexbiloration into the
gueer possibilities in the case of old Abe has revealed that dheergatekeepers of public
memory, those who would likeot to think about Lincoln’s queerness. When we push
boundaries, we discover where they truly are and why they exsisyjeaalso move our
scholarship toward greater accuracy and give credit where dsedite. We more fully

engage with our past and present in order to enact transformatiive possibilities. This
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politically relevant angle has provided much of the motivation forpnoyect. As | wrote, |

kept in mind the following questions: How can we, regardless obparrientation and
sexuality, be more accurate and innovative scholars of rhetdfict happens when we
gueer our feminist rhetorical historiographies? What comes to the surface?

Jessica Enoch and Jordynn Jack offer some indication in the aibege English
article, “Remembering Sappho.” While this piece is mainly aleathing, the authors
indicate that they are “also interested in letting our pedagbijiterventions engage with the
work of feminist historiographers in rhetoric” as they expredgsre to “expand the ways
scholars compose feminist rhetorical history” (519). In this esbay take important steps
toward articulating what is at stake in the way we remenidging the example of Sappho,
who “has been remembered and leveraged by various groups throughoryt fas lyric
poet, lesbian, madwoman, feminist, creative force, distraught lovaralsdgviant, and so
on,” Enoch explains that “forgetting can also be seen as a moteaodestrategic process of
erasure—a purposeful act of striking from public memory—becausendmory of the
person or thing proves dangerous to the status quo” (529). Enoch and Jack thdsusem
that our scholarly erasures have political and public consequentésin® or substituting
one kind of memory in favor of another can work as a sort of deletierguestion “is not so
muchwhetherthese women are remembered or forgottenhbutthey are remembered and
forgotten, and what effect their presence and absence has onagvéfg in the present
moment” (534). If our scholarship is to be relevant, they remind umuweé think about how
our rhetorical constructions of the past extend into the public spberaof), as they
encourage us to consider the extended impact of our work. In a timeMARQ people

continue to fight for recognition and battle inequity both inscribedam &nd socially
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enforced in our institutions and everyday interactions, | hope thatliesertation (and
whatever form it takes in the future) is able to work towamhgr understanding in the
present and help usher in a more ethical and inclusive future. | hapé& moves toward

enacting the kind of work Enoch and Jack describe, the work the ALFA women lived.
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Chapter 1

Introduction: Crashing the Second Wave—Rhetorical Invention
and Southern Lesbian Feminists

The large, bold print is meant to be sensationalist, meant tactadtgention:
LESBIANS ARRESTED, reads the July 2, 1973 newspaper headline. Tlgewstidtren as a
first-person narrative, documents the account of Freddie Cre@dman described as “a
strong, beautiful Lesbian sister who has been fighting an impdo#ité for the freedom of
our people.” Freddie, after kissing her “dear friend” Nora Kennedw ibar located in
Birmingham, Alabama, was arrested and charged with “disorderguct,” and “sexual
perversion.” She relates what happened in detail:

Nora was [already] sitting in the police car, and as he opdredldor, the Vice

Squad Officer grasped my arm and pushed me into the back séag, Sdpw ya'll

finish what you were doing inside.” Nora was crying again andehgal with fear

and panic—reciting passages from the Bible and pleading with theOfier for a

show of mercy and human compassion.... The Vice Officer responded Wwithu§,

bitch’...
The article concludes with a call to action that explains, tRedharassment is nothing new
for the Gay community. The new thing is that we are fightiagk” (ALFA Papers, Box 2,
File 22).

These women leading the rally to “fight back” were memloérhe newly formed
Atlanta Lesbian Feminist Alliance, or ALFA, and their emegeduring the previous year
had signaled, in their words, an end to the “long dry spell for Womlabw&ration in

Atlanta” (Box 2, File 21). Legal cases like Freddie’s and ottemen who were harassed,

fired, and arrested for transgressing the established gendeiofdlee time served as initial



rallying points and helped solidify ALFA as an influential hgbof the women’s and gay
liberation movements. Based in Atlanta and active in the greatgh&ast from 1972-1994,
this collective’s core membership numbered around 150 women during dayhieythe 70s
and 80s, and AFLA could count on another 150-plus women to participate intheir
political, educational, and social events. Considering the fact thataintbeese organizations
were rife with conflict and usually burned out after severarge ALFA’s longevity is
especially noteworthy. This group, although organized in order tg together women who
were marginalized on the basis of their gender and sexuabty,identified with and were
themselves oppressed in other ways as well; they fought faigis of any person who
found him or herself invisible or unacknowledged and wanted to re-tatsocietal power
structures so that they could live in a more ethical world.

In what follows, | examine the persuasive strategies emplbyetthe members of
ALFA in their effort to transform the sexist, heterosexiatist, and classist forces of their
time. As such, this project offers a highly contextualized stafiythe rhetoric of a
particularly influential group that has, until now, been largely overldokéis collective’s
persuasive strategies both extended and transformed the rhetotie dfivil Rights
Movement, in an effort to address the constitutional rights of aippressed groups and
respond to Dr. Martin Luther King’s call to move toward a more ywatd for all humans.
After ALFA disbanded, the women donated all of their records and daasno the Sallie
Bingham Center for Women's History and Culture archives at Duke tditiyeand studying
this group allows me to offer up a rich, local, and grounded asalf/shetorical practices of
invention, or the art of identifying the “available means ofpasion,” as Aristotle put it.

The study of argumentative invention, which emerged as one of thenfire canons of



rhetoric with the advent of the discipline, continues to be a richadressearch in rhetoric
and composition studies. Primarily, scholars of invention seekitolate the available lines
of argument in order to understand which strategies enable the ffemdive persuasive
action (see especially Lauer, Crowley, and Atwill). | docuna analyze the progression
of ALFA’s rhetorical strategies, tracing the group’s egesice out of the Little Five Points
neighborhood in Atlanta and documenting its evolution while it gained momerguan a
hybrid of the women’s and gay liberation movements and eventuallyndistafter twenty-
two years. | argue that the ALFA women’s historical and ggiucal position enabled their
formation into an especially productive political, social, and edutat organization. |
believe that this same historical and geographical positioningh@oytiesbian, and radical
feminist), has also led the impact of these women to be elidesclhglars who would
otherwise find their particular rhetorical strategies cotmel By focusing on ALFA and its
cultural context, my dissertation provides unique insight into the nafuzéfective situated

and longitudinal collective inventive practices oriented toward social justice.

Research Questions

My dissertation responds to the following questions: if invention is both
contextualized within and arises out of cultural exchanges, hoawamen rhetors used the
already available political space in a local area toldatie the need for feminism and social
change? How do collective rhetorical innovations and adaptations thigestcial realities of
our historical and political space? What can we learn by stgdgm individual social
movement organization that was so long-lived and yet failed to ach®Vofty goals of a

utopic and inclusive society? Why should we care about the collentreative rhetorical



practices of ALFA? In what ways was ALFA both similaatad different from other radical
feminist and lesbian organizations that were also active dummdate 1960s-mid 1990s?
What is the value of building an alternative social culture #tgmpts to eradicate the
influences of patriarchy and imperialism, embraces individuadiffice, and emphasizes the
importance of an inclusive and diverse community? How did ALFA'’s rorg#ional
structure, strategies, action, vision, and grounded practices forward the megmbgmrsssion
toward greater social justice? What makes this particulgnpatic-revolutionary movement
organization worthy of study to people who would not be drawn in on the dasubject
matter alone? What might the experiences and experimentssefwuwnen teach us about a

political education approach to social justice?

Background and Significance

In this section, | explain why this particular group mattered, Hosir tcollective
invention strategies make them worthy of study, and what they taanght me about how
social justice advocacy work could be done in a way that many otoepsy and
organizational structures and communities could learn from the ALBAkeam’'s example.
Along the way, | discuss the scholarly interventions and contrilsitioet this project aims
toward.

It was clear to me that there must have been something Ispboat ALFA’s
collective invention practices, since the organization was ableHhigve such longevity,
especially considering ALFA’s context as a radical lesbamirfist organization located in
the Bible belt and active from 1972-1994. The archivists at the Safigham Center knew

enough about how special ALFA was to direct me to their matéhal members themselves



knew they were special, claiming in the final page of the minutes that uporgtmezation’s
closure, it had earned the record “as the longest surviving fesiiganization” in the
country, modestly adding “that we know of” in parentheses (ALFA RaPex 7 File 23).
As for the accuracy of this statement, previous scholarship abshiths during this time
has largely neglected to include ALFA. It has focused primaml short-lived groups like
the Radicalesbians and The Furies. According to my researctA MMaB indeed among the
longest-lived openly lesbian organizations in the country, surviginger than most, if not
all other lesbian feminist social movement organizations. The ndtiosghdicated
Daughters of Bilitis, deserves acknowledgement here—they thererst officially explicit
lesbian organization, and some sources say they were activd®a8r1970 or 1972, while
Marcia Gallo argues there were probably a few women in omnewmchapters struggling to
keep it going until 1978 (202).

If the organization’s approach to social change was so speatat enabled them to
agitate for social justice longer than most other comparablalsnovement organizations,
the question remains: why weren’t they already more wethimed, and why has nobody
already written a book about ALFA? There is certainly no dearthatérial, no question of
the reach of the women’s work. The newsletters alone were pubfishegdenty-one years
of monthly issues that by 1982 averaged 16-18 pages and had a circul&8&mh @LFA
Papers Box 18, DVD). The women even created their own library ahdr@y and through
this resource they reached local lesbians in the greatantéttagion as their membership
numbers soared into the hundreds. Clearly, during the long life ofdiga&nization, these

activists reached a vast number of women through their writing and interdexsboias.



So why had this organization received only nominal attention in onlyotves of
niche scholarship about gays and lesbians in the South, only one of wisi¢ceohalarly”?
Maybe nobody cared about lesbian feminist social movement organgatlaybe nobody
cared about what happened in the South. | reassured myself thatsbggksted otherwise.
Maybe nobody knew they had existed because maybe the women leatly'accomplished
anything substantial. | reassured myself that maybe wehad’'t been able to hear their
story yet because their conditions had been too oppressive. Since there was sttatiah
| would surely find something compelling about this organization thaildvcontribute
something that people would care about.

In terms of scholarly contributions, my project’s nature as @rsal case study of
ALFA’'s rhetorical strategies intersects with the discief of English, history,
communication studies, sociology, and political science, but it prynapeaks to three
major scholarly conversations within the field of rhetoric. Firstisaheart, my study speaks
to scholars interested irnetorical invention As | mentioned above, invention has been a
longstanding interest to scholars of rhetoric, but repeated callsndére contextualized,
longitudinal studies of collective invention, both institutional and orgéoizal, have gone
unanswered. As Louise Wetherbee Phelps explained in her 2002 assessthenfield,
“provocative suggestions for examining invention from a collective perspéfdivexample,
doing empirical and historical studies of the ecology of inventiong Weft undeveloped”
(72). Anis Bawarshi’s study responds to and renews Phelps’s rdquestch scholarship,
and yet we continue to see the need for work that articulaEeatives to organizational
structures that enable greater diversity and freedom duringrttesof “too big to fail.” As

we continue to struggle to support creative projects within our waditi bloated



bureaucratic and institutional structures, more scholarship thainlates the collective
invention practices of groups such as ALFA would help us envision mor® iwvayhich we
might structure various types of organizations in order to encourageeginnovation. John
Muckelbauer examines some of the theoretical groundwork necessarg anboes calls for
more grounded and longitudinal case studies in his recent Bbeksuture of Inventian
Second, in terms of current socially and politically relevant schbip, this
dissertation helps us understand the rhetoraobéctive social actionl connect my research
to the expanding body of recent work that documents the continuing iofps@tial justice
movements, democracy, and “publics/counterpublics” (c.f., Warner, Frieeter; Charland),
none of which has focused explicitly on the rhetorical stratediéssbian feminists during
this time. Because ALFA was embroiled within the political uphkaf the 1970s and arose
out of the civil rights movement, my work helps us understand the pmesuasources
deployed by the women’s and gay liberation movements. | indicateay®in which ALFA
and other gay liberationist groups borrowed from the organizations twEdad them, both
to their success and detriment. In particular, | indicate sateenatives to a minority-rights
model for change and help us understand why the more radical LGBdi@ movements
have been constrained by an image etidsproblem that continues to impact us today. By
studying the strategies and approach of the radical women of AweAalso learn about
pragmatic techniques and strategies that might help ground rewalytisocial movements
in general, a topic which has particular relevance during thi®ritial moment both
worldwide, with the phenomenon of the “Arab Spring” and here in Amevitere we are

witnessing the influence of the so-called “occupy” movement. Mgudson of ALFA



reveals that it is possible to be both pragmatic and idealisbutitseverely compromising
organizational and personal integrity or devolving into a destructive all-or-nothingaappr

Finally, | address those scholars who are interestegu@er rhetoricand feminist
rhetorical historiography | elaborate the ways in which contemporary feminist rhetorical
studies have sidelined the contributions of lesbian feminists andahéeléd to illuminate
its particular strategies. The rhetoric of the so-calledcond wave” of the women’s
movement has been remembered in an increasingly ossified way,nmas/eament that
primarily involved white, heterosexual, middle-class women who soughy ertb the
workforce and control over reproductive rights. My project addh¢oetvidence that this
movement was in fact much more heterogeneous and thus has theaptbestiture the
divide that many scholars have thus far exacerbated. The studgef petoric, while still
nascent, has thus far been primarily male-centered and hastéaifeghlight the kinds of
rhetoric advanced by gayomenspecifically (see, for example, Charles Morris lll)e€k to
bring a queer perspective into feminist rhetorical historiograptrk and help provide other
rhetoric and composition scholars with some tools that might helptthese more queerly.
| focus on this particular intervention below because rhetoric amghasition scholars don’t
appear to question the merit of work that contributes to our knowledge of collectindonve
and social movements in the same way as they appear to questi@utn®f work that is
explicitly queer and feminist in nature, even though the overlaps mergaaticularly
productive. My desire to extend our understanding of queer feminist rhetorical histphggr
has also thus guided my method and approach to this project.

Jacqueline Rhodes has provided one of the only precedents for myatissert

project, insofar she writes about radical feminists from thentepast, social movements,



and networked inventive practices. Her 2005 bBaklical Feminism, Writing, and Critical
Agency that “The history that we tell becomes the present thatale, and the present that
we tell becomes the history that we value” (22). It is by stommonplace among academics
to argue that when we construct our narratives of the past, we wg@nt@d ways of valuing
of our present. Rhodes goes on to argue that radical feminists éenée'rhishistoricized”
and constructed in a way that “only touches the surface of dieatdeminist movement and
that does not address at all the unique textual and discursive actiovathpart and parcel
of the movement” (23). Interestingly, while Rhodes’s book, which emergad her
dissertation, appears t@ant to discuss lesbian feminism in a more open and explicit way
(Rhodesdoesinclude more explicit discussions of lesbians in her research tioay) are all
but invisible in this book about second wave radical feminism. | don’t t@epaint this out
as a critique of Rhodes’s work, but as a case that illusttheesconsequences of the
perceived hostility toward queers doing scholarship about queers. thhesviar neglected to
ask Rhodes if she was actively discouraged from discussingriesbiaa more significant
way as she wrote about these radical feminists, but | am waisiee dhat even more overt
discouragement isn’t necessary, when it comes to limiting possibibtiesiolarship. | hope
that in the future she will add her own story about the direction that project took and why
Regardless, lesbians have at the vanguard of both the first amttlseave of the
women’s movement in America, and yet their contributions are mash adlided or
dismissed, distorted or ignored, and | am not alone in this asses¥iielat it has by now
become a cliché to assert that queer rhetorical studies is rietdisciplinary and defies
categorization, | do think that these two trends are important to Sotelars in fields as

widely varied as sociology, history, cultural studies, and liteeatall discuss queer



perspectives and issues as they intersect with concerns ehaight think of as typically
“rhetorical.” And yet, as recently as 2003, Gust Yep, Karen Lowamk,John Elia assert that
communication studies “is just beginning to acknowledge, recognirg,apply [queer
theory’s] fundamental tenets to the study of human communication g8y Gross (2005)

also confirms a feeling of invisibility and perhaps even disciplinarp@itg of queer voices;

he writes, “Until comparatively recently, we suffered underemisfficial conspiracy of
silencing that was endorsed at the highest levels” (509). Accotadli@goss’s assessment of

the field, “GLBT and queer scholars are divided, both among and within themselves, over the
meaning of the current state of their field and the currettiesaof GLBT and queer lives,”
especially with regard to issues of invisibility/visibility (Gross 520).

Although | am coming from the English department side of thinggrde that Yep et
al.’s and Gross’s observations hold true for us as well, perh@wsreore so. Despite the
widespread use of theoretical approaches that incorporate Foucatlélr, Bnd Michael
Warner, more explicitly queer-oriented work has been difficulticicate as a visible
discursive site both within studies of composition pedagogy and rhettdrape that this
dissertation will offer some contribution toward demonstrating wigamiss when we omit
the contributions of lesbians, as | discuss this long-lived and pregecar of radicals from
the South and explore what they might teach us about moving towardubesiith a more
inclusive history. We do find some work that documents queer rhdtbigtary—in this
vein, scholars identify the impact of LGBTQ rhetoric in both public aerthi-private
spheres. Charles Morris’s collection (2007) features topics rarfgang collective social
movement studies to identity, race and trauma. Within the studyeeft dustoriography, we

also find an emphasis on the importance of public memory agy@ographically situated
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(Howard), and the emergence of work in comm. studies and rhetoric/atiopdbat
focuses specifically on recent history, agency, and culture feeexample Erin Rand’s
recent QJS article about Larry Kramer and the genre of the polemic, dditian to
discussions of the AIDS crisis and the issues it uncovered, as dueuhisy Blake Scott’s
rhetorical-cultural studyRisky Rhetorig

In terms of a major trend that dominates almost every study treve read, queer
rhetoric has been grappling with questions of how to define and discug®ldgios while
situating that discussion within a more complex theoretical unaeistathat pushes beyond
binaries and categorization. Joshua Gamson’s 1995 article, “MargitidMovements Self-
Destruct? A Queer Dilemma” points out the ways in which soetalement studies scholars
have explored the emergence of collective identities, the developafemiterpretive
frameworks and the negotiation of boundaries and power. Gamson rehiswgetature
while advocating for further discussion of the queer “drive to bhat @econstruct group
categories, and to keep them forever unstable,” a focus thatibeebe’poses a significant
new push to social movement analysis” (393). Even though Gamson’s watrkhis point
somewhat dated, | believe that we have yet to work through ghis iproductively. The
scholars featured in Morris’s and Yep et al.’s collections contivark& that complicates the
political, cultural, and ideological struggles central to emgbfurther deconstruction of the
theory/practice and essentialism/social construction divided, lyglieve that these debates
represent ongoing sites of contestation within queer rhetoricakstutbnathan Alexander,
writing in 1999, is one of many scholars to point us in a usefultaired-ollowing scholars
such as Michael Warner, Jeffrey Weeks, Kate Bornstein, asd Bhrris, Alexander claims

that “it is time for a political and cultural change within gommunity” as he argues that we
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shift “from asserting our identity to forwarding our values” (294kekk to answer his
request here. Many within his particular sub-field of rhetgnew media) have begun to
initiate such work, which | seek to extend, temporally, theottijand in terms of subject
matter.

Although there are others who discuss lesbian radical feminmgtsylao have sought
to fill this gap (see, for example, Rudy, Joeres, Taylor and RungpbChaesnut and Gable),
many of these studies have not been explicitly rhetorical in focus. Thetdeves of feminist
rhetorical historiography that focus on queer women’s contributionisetoric suffer from
misrepresentations and synecdoche gone awry. Even those attetopéngage in more
inclusive histories of women’s rhetoric suffer from these p#tfashli Quesinberry Stokes,
for example, advocates the inclusion of Southern Women'’s Liberatidreiarical histories
of feminist thought, noting the lack of Southern perspectives in nasabf the second
wave. Following Karlyn Kohrs Campbell, Stokes reasons that “if ¢élsersl wave’s biggest
challenge was violating women'’s reality structures, scholdldanefit from understanding
the rhetorical efforts of women who faced particularly retauot realities” (92). In her
discussion of Southern women'’s liberation movement rhetoric, howetadiesScompletely
ignores the presence of lesbians, irrespective of the facthbkatpeaks in a quite confident
and universalizing way about Southern women and claims to discusssaitnof identity,”
and Southern radical feminists’ attempts “to cultivate a broddate identity” that might
account for a variety of different perspectives (105). The omissfolesbian voices is
confusing and striking for two reasons: first, lesbians were dtethe forefront of the
women’s liberation movement, in the nation as a whole in addition to irSdeh; and

second, one of the five groups Stokes tracks down is in fact a lesbigm uch failure to
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mention the contributions and impact of lesbian rhetoric in her analyssfunctions as an
erasing mechanism, since her discussion of “Southern women’s cavestitbhetoric”
effectively misrepresents the movement’s work as an exclusivelybleteral undertaking.

As should be obvious from the above discussion, and as scholars of queécalhetor
historiography certainly already recognize, these kinds abe$ishave real consequences,
ranging from “mere” occlusion to more insidious homo-blaming. Hel¢e’'S axploration of
lesbian feminist constitutive rhetoric documents the possibiliiesrent in the linkage of
“feminism” with “lesbianism”—she argues that such a linkage pravaehetorical site that
had transformative potential. That is, the concept of lesbian, in thelipked with
immorality and deviance, shifted toward a more affirmative cornstruthat highlighted the
public, political, and independent subjectivities available for lesbian emonYet Tate
ultimately draws her examples from only a few sources andessserts the heterocentric
narrative of blame and bitterness that we find in Alice Echols’s much-caé&mhDaring to
be Bad Tate ultimately concludes that this constitutive linkage resuitéailure: she claims
that “the ideology of political lesbianism provided the rhetorieaburces for antifeminism,”
and faults lesbians for both the failure of the ERA and the “postfsircry, ‘I'm not a
feminist, but | believe women should have equal rights” (26-27). Evegh Tate
displaces the blame onto Phyllis Schlafly, such an argument, bataodie over generalizes
and privileges a hetero perspective, implies that the incorporatioesbiah perspectives
provided the fire for the antifeminist backlash, directly led todissolution of the women’s
liberation movement, and resulted in a more essentialist (and-ssgpated) cultural
feminism. Tate’s focus on the grand narrative of the women’s rigiagement doesn’t

consider more localized positive effects that were enableddtyain feminist groups and she
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doesn’t allow for the possibility that lesbian-feminist congtiturhetoric might have been
especially transformative in some time-space contexts.

In terms of productive future trajectories for queer rhetomaak, Gross, writing in
2005, advocates for more discussion of the way in which mass mediasdebiele and how
to include LGBTQ perspectives, while also directing us to continueemploration of
identity construction and gender nonconformity (522-524). | add to this sehiplastrand as
well. Keeping in mind the dangers of what Barbara Bieseblas called “affirmative action
scholarship,” | believe that we still need more recovery obhcsl “great figures” or what
Morris refers to as the “good queer speaking well,” but that d@lso important to queer
everydayrhetorical activity by describing what life is like for non-spotlight€&eBTQ people
both past and present (while documenting how we contribute/have caedriiouthetoric). |
agree with the assessment of scholars such a Michael Wathdtedissa Deem, who argue
that the mainstream LGBTQ political movement clings to a dexuaority/sexual identity
politics and relatively conservative “rights rhetoric” model thiagues for assimilation, and |
attempt to demonstrate an option for nudging the activist work tosvandre revolutionary
or radical focus. In order to enact such a mission, it seéeperative to me to look more
through bi- and trans- specific lenses, while also continuing toceadsdebates/collapse the
binary between so-called essentialist and social constructipaispectives and avoiding
tokenism. In the future, | would also like to see more of a focus ore swentifically-
oriented studies and other social critiques that identify, from toribal perspective (as
opposed to, or in addition to a theoretical approach), the epistemoléguiralations of

heteronormative biases and the ways in which we might best intervene.
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In examining queer women’s collective rhetorical invention egiat, then, | situate
my work as political, historical, and cultural-rhetorical. Ultiglgt | seek to highlight the

voices of the real women | study while helping forward the broader cagseiaf justice.

Method and Approach

Recently, feminist historiography has enjoyed a robust traditioexamining the
particular needs of women, both individually and collectively, who wrote spake in
restrictive times and places (see, for example, the work df/iK&ohrs Campbell, Cheryl
Glenn, Susan Jarratt, Malea Powell, and Wendy Sharer, among others). Tlng dpogy of
scholarship has been driven by the recognition that our focus on thetdi# rhetorical
tradition brings with it a corpus of definitions, practices, andeslinat serve to privilege
canonical perspectives while excluding others. Our current attémpiste more inclusive
histories of rhetoric imply one important assumption about our undgriyintivations:
scholars engaged in historiographical practices are acuteyeayfthe rhetorical nature of
history itself. That is, our current social and political values are writtea the historical
narratives that we tell ourselves about what we do, who we studywlayndt matters.
Scholars work to enriclthe rhetorical tradition by instead writing rhetorical traditipns
because we believe that a better understanding of the histmaogs and range of persuasive
resources can offer a more robust understanding of how rhetaridatas in our present
context.

The recent work of scholars such as Risa Applegarth and Sarenbéalk and have
pushed our approaches in more interdisciplinary and posthuman directionstivelpe

Applegarth’s research brings social scientific subject mattdrapproaches into our field as
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she also innovates fresh ways of examining popular topics suchnies eher 201 RSQ
article, for example, she enacts such work as she explaengotential for “linkingethos
with both material and metaphorickdcations (43). This kind of research approaches
already valued subject matter through the lens of creativpgiges in order to generate
fresh and productive methodologies, and the resulting scholarship i9roadty relevant as
it provides a model for methodological innovation. Hallenbeck’s 2012 artittawvard a
Posthuman Perspective: Feminist Rhetorical Methodologies and ByelPydctices,” notes
that “feminist scholars are now moving well beyond their eafiyrisf to ‘recover’ women
rhetors and ‘recalibrate’ or ‘rewrite’ rhetorical history,” stse echoes Jordynn Jack’s 2009
call that we look “simultaneously at rhetorics of spaces, tilnedies, and material objects
‘in order to construct more thorough accounts of the rhetorical pra¢tie¢ sustain gender
differences’ (Hallenbeck, 10). Hallenbeck goes on to explain thbatpgd such methods,
which point us toward projects that explore the way that rhetofieseryday practices “can
alternately support, redirect, or undermine women’s and men’s dédbeffarts to bring
about change, providing more than just a context to which a skillful rhaist attend in
shaping his or her words” (24). This attention to innovating methods émeraje more
inclusive and expansive understandings of rhetorical activity portant work because it
attends to the impact of our scholarship within a socio-cultural context.

As Enoch and Jack as well as Carole Blair have pointed out, merhaiess
methodologies also offer insights and analytical tools to enableotitehnued emergence of
more complex and inclusive rhetorical histories. Memory workS@sannah Radstone has
argued, “occupies the liminal space between forgetting and traregfon,” and in many

cases, it “seeks to move beyond the analysis of testimoniesteratad the illumination of
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the forgotten experiences of others” (12). When it does, memory wseK becomes
socially and politically enabling, insofar as it can engage newgilpbses for revised
understandings of our current context. Because memory studies prawvidgsproach that
emphasizes both the continuities and the elisions at work when wéhéngast with the
present, it also provides a context for understanding the importanitee gfresent as it
impacts the histories thatill be written in the future. This perspective takes seriously the
notion that the study of the past sheds light on our contemporaryichefmactices at the
same time as it works both to construct new values and reinsddbenes. A memory
studies approach to writing rhetorical histories can emphasize the stekae better able to
conceive of new possibilities for the future, but at the same tiraéso becomes clear that
the continued presence of the past can also foreclose certain futures as $t @haiote
Following these scholars, | propose what | call a “queer-promiscuasoach to
scholarship, and | advocate its usefulness for those whose workentsgemwith cultural
rhetoric, collective invention, and social movement research assvglieer and/or feminist
rhetorical history. | don't feel at liberty to call it a “thed” just yet, although | do attempt to
go that direction in the conclusion, but for now | would like to deschbeobtential for this
orientation to bring fresh perspectives to our current research. In pahnink that my
reluctance to call it a method is due to my understanding thatp@noach” is more flexible
and might give way to more innovative adaptations as opposed to ldleyplication and
reproduction, which | associate with the term “method.” | suppose | tfimky research
method in a free-spirited sort of way that for me defies tegglanation, and yet | would
like to explain the way | have conducted my research, so an “appreiatply seems like a

more appropriate term for the time being. Regardless, | seekit® our future by revisiting
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the past, by contributing toward the building and maintenance of a nousive “toolkit”
for incorporating a wider diversity of perspectives. Along the waso hope to advocate
for the importance of more inclusive future work.

What does a queer and promiscuous approach look like? It is importargitioblye
clarifying that this perspective is neither simply queergromiscuous, but instead embraces
the ambiguous overlap of these two perspectives. What is to iedday deploying these
particular terms in describing this approach to feminist historiographgdasom the fact
that | think that these terms are playful and catchy)? lemtirfist historiographylready
both queer and promiscuous in many ways? Well, yes and no. Yes, we chatihdie to
“look aslant” at our current histories by providing resistant regglof the rhetorical tradition
and/or moving toward greater inclusion of both people and practices, dmdespaces. But,
in typical queer fashion, I'd also like to ask, as my ALFA womeh dihat might be gained
by refiguring ourorientatior?

When | speak of a particularly queer-promiscuous orientation, | @mntending
gueer to merely refer to a “gay” or “lesbian” identity. Mfar | point us toward an inherently
“homo” as opposed to “hetero” point of view. The term promiscuity doe¢sndicate merely
the inability to control one’s sexual impulses or desires. Nor doegect us toward
inherently indiscriminate sexual behavior. Rather, | wish to ipul whole constellation of
terms that can describe the orientation here. Included in this aagbprie a historical
awareness of the ways in which the terms queer and promiscwousharently linked as
both deviantandpathological Such an awareness of the past brings with it an emphasis on
the desire to unsettle, to baffle, and to confound notions of decoruprapdety. It is also

entails an awareness of performance, play, and mischief. Sudrientation embraces
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peculiarity, in addition to the desire to be subversive, and alsonaillaj suspicious,
untrustworthy, and disreputable. A queer and promiscuous approach does notlgeek
redefine the “norm”—rather, it seeks dislodge the grounding of normalcio intimately
engage with and inhabit multiple perspectives, to live vicariously g¢frdbe desires of
strangers, to simultaneously invite and affirm the variety of human experience

To deepen this discussion, | will now draw on rather basic queer thedrgliscuss it
in a relatively uncritical manner, because | believe it contitodsave value, because | am
trying to be both concise and communicable, and because the thaouvetierpinning
intersects with my subject matter well. While | am awtasg Foucault and Judy B. would be
excellent additions to this discussion, | would instead like to poirdwsrd Michael Warner
and Eve Sedgwick. Warner’'s analysisTine Trouble with Normaarticulates an important
“ground rule” that might orient this perspective that | am caltjnger-promiscuous: “one
doesn’t pretend to babovethe indignity of sex” because “sex is understood to be as various
as the people who have it"—it is “not required to be tidy, normafpumni or authorized”
(35). There is a special dignity in embracing the supposed shaméathdieen seen to
accompany both queerness and promiscuity. According to Warner, “trdopiaa result is
that only when this indignity of sex is spread around the room, leaving no one out, and in fact
binding people together, that it begins to resemble the dignity ofiiu{®@). By eschewing
the limitations imposed by normalcy, by rejecting the soo@bulse oriented toward
consensus, we can better see the way in which the fictions ohatioand “dignified” work
to excludea diversity of human experience. Eve Sedgwick describes thicipagjehe drive
to embrace the “irresolvable instability” of definitions—it expos@d decenters the system

of values that supposedly grounds our norms (10). Once we orient oursedveginthat
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confounds notions of social propriety, we can better articulate comneand affirm the
circulation of multiple epistemologies. Such an orientation actively “forgets” the raies
engages in a kind chmnesiain order torememberanew what other options might be
available. In doing so, we both affirm our own experience and also wifiggs in a project
that disregards the need for “pre-set” categories.

A queer and promiscuous approach doesn’t judge—it is a way oftingetoward
openness—it tries on different ways of looking at the world and spreatskriowledge
around. It's about embracing the label of the “bad queer,” as opposed“gottegay,” as
Warner explains, “the kind who has sex, who talks about it, and who buildstiver queers
a way of life that ordinary folk do not understand or contréfo(ble with Normall14). The
world-making project of the bad queer becomes a freer, more ldpetecause it isn't
accountable to the judgment of others who aren’'t yet on board, and belcauseotid-
making project is also promiscuous, it enjoys recruiting othengelisldeally, the queer and
promiscuous perspective becomes a well-mobilized and connected netwought which
ideas can spread like a contagion. Part of the fun becomes sedmhlicgnverts” who
remain covert. Warner aligns the queer project with gayiogyisvhich cultivates “a love of
strangers”—promiscuous queers can “directly eroticize partiomat thepublic world of
their privacy. Contrary to myth, what one relishes in loving strangers is eo¢ Bnonymity,
nor meaningless release. It is the pleasure of belonging ¢éaualsworld, in which one’s
sexuality finds and answering resonance not just in one other, @wiorld of others”
(Trouble with Normall79). Orienting in this way becomes a strength, becauseclirags
openness and intimacy with multiple perspectives, and becomes a weagildating

connections between public and private, bringing what is normakyves for the bedroom
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out into the public, making it visible to others, while also bringimgny others from the
public back into the bedroom, and enjoying multiple lovers in the prightlye home. It's
about looking around for others who may or may not visibly be a part aighegency, but
enjoying a public intimacy with them when you find them, and réagubthers to join up in
this mischievous and purposefully deviant world-making project.

A queer-promiscuous approach is inevitably antithetical to matiyeofvays that we
are taught to do scholarship. On the other hand it is also very aligned and alleediadehe
main difference | felt to be true: where our scholarship and profesization practices say,
“conform, fit in, be normal,” the queer impulse says, “conformiideconstricting, feels
untrue to freedom and originality, and | want to be unique.” It doesn’t &iawevestment in
itself, in many ways, doesn’t understand its goals, becausents wa be different, doesn’t
care about fit in, doesn’t care about whether or not it comes asassuly or misbehaving
or inappropriate to others. It understands that there are rolesafioy ways of being and
doesn’t want to remake other things in its own image and hatesgféike it is being made
over or controlled. It wants things to be self-determined and fkegqueer-promiscuous
approach wants to “have sex” with lots of different kinds of mtsjen lots of different ways
and understand the projects on their own terms and bring somethingeceeati unique out
of the result, highlight something about the project that the prdjdott even know to be
true about itself. Such an approach can be a mind-fuck, too. In a ggpwaften also in
an unraveling way.

My approach to writing this dissertation has been a conservatiggietation of
what a queer-promiscuous approach might look like, insofar as it foousthge values of

personal integrity and openness, embraces the counterculturalstteilss, and extends
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boundaries and limitations. | do wish it would have been more devianmnesatiievous, |
wish it would have jaunted across more boundaries, smashed throughmi@teohs. But a
gueer-promiscuous approach ultimately un-does itself, unravels, amif-destructive in
many ways, many ways in which the ALFA women were not. ltike ALFA women,
though, a queer-promiscuous approach says, “lI want to be ambiguousliszsdesires for
everything to be out in the open, as it aims toward personal andl ettécaity. There are
many ways into knowledge, many ways to do what | am trying taribeshere. My
particular queer-promiscuous approach doesn’'t seek to colonize, doetntbseproduce
itself except as one option for inspiration and it has been my @tteaward performing
method. And the ALFA women’s model is just one way of approaching socaément
organizing, although it is an approach | believe in. It is a modelxbiked for their context
and time, and that worked for them.

Because my study has also been archival in nature, | should prolosiigct my
approach to the archive. IArchive Fever Jacques Derrida describes the archive as a
prosthesis of memory—both an inscription and its residue, the simultapesmgsvation of
memory and an awareness of its fragility. The archival imtperas driven by the need to
write oneself into history at the same time as memorytigede both created and destroyed,
reworked and repressed, sorted as it is directed. Seen from gogqueéscuous perspective,
| believe that the archive becomes a more flexible tool for pregation, insofar as it
deconstructs any sacred or “pure” representation of history oorgeinstead, the archive
comes alive for researchers: it inscribes and transmitsonesnwhich enables it to be both
destructive—foreclosing some possibilities—at the same timet asnables creative

transformations of history. In the case of feminist and que&sriugraphy, of course, we
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often don’t have such documents and must work creatively to construgist whatmight
have beenbut also whatcould have beenin order to better understand the rhetorical
possibilities for both the present and the future. But I'm also matkiagclaim that even
when wehave documents from which to work, they can invite us to read them in @ mor
subversive, playful, and confounding way, that we should strive danfjerouseven
scandalously to develop intimacies with our texts that fuck withabaeid perhaps even
scholarly propriety. As Warner describes it, the queer world ispace of entrances, exits,
unsystematized lines of acquaintance, projected horizons, typigxagnples, alternate
routes, blockages, [and] incommensurate geographtesilics and Counterpublick98).

As | revise this project into a book, | plan to track down more foriiefFA
members, in order to offer them my writing, interview them, andimkieir feedback on my
project. This final step is important, so that | can gain otheppetises on my project and
fill in gaps that might not be documented by the text sources iartheve. | hope to provide
a well-rounded and multifaceted view of the collective that aceotort many different
aspects of collective rhetoric and memory. While a queer-praouscapproach is obviously
helpful in enabling us to take our research in more subversive, engawkdonnective
directions, especially when we lack written artifacts and/stohcal documentation of our
subjects, we can also enact this approach even when we yrg reh more traditional
methods of research and in our teaching.

My approach has thus far enabled me to document the exigemewbsch the ALFA
women'’s rhetorical strategies responded. | have aimed towalntighigng the changes in
their arguments as they addressed varied audiences, both withiowimecommunity and

outside of it. | have attempted to articulate how cultural conditimight contain the
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possibilities for meaningful inventive practices, while at theeséime | have documented
the process and experiences of this group for those who would enmdaten the future.
My study therefore provides scholars with a new understanding ofplebtically oriented

collectives invent arguments that directly impact the lives of real women.

Chapter Descriptions

My dissertation is organized according to the rhetorical inventi@tegies ALFA
engaged as they became relevant, depending on the available penasmivees. | focus on
several transformative moments that set the tone for ALFA’s lodewent as the
organization grew and adapted.

“Inventing ALFA: Rhetorical Conditions Enabling Emergence” inveségathe
rhetorical situation that enabled the organization’s emergendenibegwith a discussion of
ALFA'’s first appearance in the local leftist newspapéne Great Speckled Birdand
documents their activity up until they began producing their own mon#wsletter. | trace
the lines of influence that converged to create the cultural sifetvéanta during the 1970s
and situate ALFA within the political context of the long civillig movement, explaining
how the national rise of the radical feminist and gay libenathovements, inspired by civil
rights rhetoric, contributed to the members’ revolutionary yetusieé human rights
approach to advocating for social change.

“Orienting ALFA: Name, Mission, Vision, Purpose” discusses the rorgéion’s
pragmatic idealism and outlines the constitutive strategiesméia central to enabling the
group’s collective identity and productive functioning in the earlgryeHere, | argue that

the ALFA women'’s strategies created a physical and ide@bgpace that became central to

24



their ability to negotiate within the restrictive culturahdizcape. | analyze the rhetorical
benefits of their committee structure, as they built an educéatidmary oriented toward
improving regional knowledge of women’s health, sex education, and ntscy. |
especially focus in on the importance of the formation of a tempa@y membership
group called Scarlett, and outline ALFA’s audience-needs-basatgtrtoward moving
forward. The first steps included: advertising their existencetlser members would find
them and so that they could craft an origins narrative, creatsigt@ment of mission and
purpose, organizing together with other groups that sought to serveetti® afeoppressed
people, writing a newsletter that they published monthly and thattkept on track as a
group, developing a safe haven as a space that offered reflewtioagrouping, beginning a
library and archive of important movement literature for edugalbioth themselves and
others, and distributing a survey to their potential audience, to dattgfsack about which
needs the group could serve and how they might go about serving those needs AL
orientation forwarded members’ persuasive mission by providingstemythat would
advance the big-picture vision through small and concrete rhetorical goals.

“Inventing Political Education Process: Library, Archives, and Ramups”
examines the Lesbian-Feminist movement nationally, which wasllgatoenposed of many
groups like ALFA connected via serially published newsletters @mdespondence. |
analyze the strategies, educational material, and movemerdtureerthat shaped the
movement as it evolved beyond the initial era. This chapter destnbearticularly textual
and archival nature of the radical lesbian feminist movement andnethodological
underpinnings, and then it zooms in to examine the nature and rhetomction of

consciousness-raising rap groups. | explain the primary ways chwine women plugged
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themselves into pre-existing knowledge, crafted revisions to that &dgey and spread the
information around to others who needed it.

“Living the Movement: Lesbian-Feminist Culture and Communitghreects the
ALFA women'’s political activism to the social culture they bwilithin the organization.
This chapter describes the women’s program of what | anmgd&lesbian literacy.” Because
ALFA members felt that the majority culture was not ethiday tried to figure out which
better options might be possible, and experimented with their philosaptiesir everyday
lives to enrich their vision as they tried to live their pdditibeliefs. They sought to infuse
their politics into every aspect of their social culture, whtl¢he same time they needed this
social culture in order to do their education-oriented political activism.

“Negotiating Image: Outreach, Media, ariethos Constraints,” | focus on a
particularly transformative moment, from the late 1970s throughatig £980s, as politics
became more infused with religion and the New Right began to ahgtighe political
agenda and newfound power of gays and lesbians would endanger childrerdeiathdra
familial structures and tear apart the moral fabric of the cpuburing this period of time,
social movements nationally suffered the effects of backlash.rfigteric that portrayed
gays and lesbians as immoral turned out to be especiallyiedfeantd had long-lasting
consequences for the gay civil rights movement. This historic mowegalyzed by Anita
Bryant, resulted in a public relations battle: before Brgat§ave the Children” campaign,
gay and lesbian rights groups had been gaining ground politically anel gaogressive
legislation had been passed in a range of cities and statde.fAsn sensational newspaper
articles and “lesbian baiting” within the feminist movemensbians had primarily been

working to overcome sensationalism or apathy. During this timedéenowever, much of
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this legislation was overturned and lesbians were forced to emgaggonal rhetoric that
more forcefully accused them of being a danger to society. Thigechanalyzes ALFA’s
response to this moment of change, which would turn out to be signiiicéme long run:

similar rhetoric continues to be effective well into the Twenty-First @gnt

“Reinventing ALFA: Newsletters, Networks, and Dsigy” focuses on debates about
lingering social problems that were highlighted by the backlzstia created by the success
of the “Save the Children” campaign. | analyze the discussiatswere facilitated by the
newsletter communication networks during the 1980s, when appeals totyibested
narratives, the emergence of AIDS, and the rise of queeratgoditics resulted in an
internal crisis, on both the local and the national level. Now Ai&A members had
developed a collective identity, social and educational culture, anckjrtiegy were able to
address a broader range of concerns internal to the national movéiEAtrealized that
even though the national gay and lesbian movement was rife withotarfd torn apart by
the nation’s inability to adequately address the problem of AIDS,dbeld continue to feel
hopeful as they sought better opportunities, access, visibility, anpidgmental acceptance
for all people, helping their local community to be more responsiv@é plight of those
historically overlooked, ignored, and neglected.

In my conclusion, “Rhetorical Strategies and Actions for PolitiEducation and
Social Justice,” | outline ten strategies for social chaage ten pragmatic actions for
grounding the strategies in practices. Here, | synthesizedheemis vision and process in a
rhetorical invention-oriented manner, filtered through my own undwetistg of successful
imperatives for advancing the cause of social justice through tideokipolitical education

work the ALFA women were doing. | close with a more informéeotion on method and
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directions for the future. That is, | attempt to further explay method, relating my own
story of what | have learned during the process of engaging iWhALFA women’s

approach as | wrote this dissertation.
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Chapter II
Inventing ALFA: Rhetorical Conditions Enabling Emergence
Love... but not the kind with chains around your vagina and a short
circuit in your brain...
— Rita Mae Brown, ifRubyfruit Jungle
(Featured on a newsletter cover, ALFA Papers, Box 2.36)
A letter from “Vicki” that appeared in the local underground $tftiewspaper, the
Great Speckled Birdon June fifth appears to have been a catalyst for ALFA’s ttoma
TheBird had recently been fire-boombed and was undergoing a transitiordefsag, away
from men and toward women: some of the women working for the newspaghéormed a
“women’s caucus” to address their needs. Vicki's letter describe need for “women-
identified” women to organize and thereby address the issue Bhse®he explains the
perspective of women who might choose lesbianism as a way ofingnéuoeir political
views as she advocates that the paper devote more coverageidn Entent. Vicki ends
her letter with the question, “What do you think?” indicating the needdorething more,
although she doesn’t quite seem to know what. She writes:
| don’t have much to do with men anymore, and for me that is a dnogl (They
have drained too much of my energy in the past—both personally anidgbght
and | don’t need it anymore. I'm a lesbian. Just to make that @ea one of the
reasons | stopped working with thigird was because | wanted to be only with
women. [...] | respect thBird as it has developed, and understand clearly why it was
the target of a firebombing. So this letter comes in the way refaching out, not a
putting down. [...] Our womanly qualities make us the right people attitme to
lead in every sphere of life. The liberation of women encompasses thediberfsall
people [...] all women who are seeking to take control of their lived by doing so

change the basic nature of the wayalldive. [...] It was a distress to realize that at
the rally two Saturdays ago there was no woman-identifiedkepdecause there is



no organized woman’s movement in Atlanta anymore. Women spoke, but none
brought in the oppression of women. [...] the womanliness oBile has got to
come more to the fore. That is something that will enlargecdpes not narrow it.
[...] Of course, who is straight today may be lesbian tomorrowpasseélf found out.
[...] As we discovered in the early straight women’'s movemend, e Bird
women'’s caucus itself discovered, straight white men have divided women by making
themselves the focal point of life; in a similar way, theyatzean atmosphere in
which it is very hard for lesbians and non-lesbians to be friendsvaridtogether.
Bird, 6/5/72, ALFA Papers Box 2 File 21)
In the weeks that follow the appearance of this letter, Bind issues are filled with
discussions of gender, sexual orientation, and disagreements about hote kesict a
liberationist political vision. Vicki's discussion appears to hengpired others who may not
have otherwise recognized themselves as lesbians, providing mueh exidérgy for pulling
the organization together into a specifically lesbian-feminist gr@uxing this time,
identifying as a lesbian was often articulated as a choi¢cbgasrm “woman-identified” was
often employed to indicate that true feminists identify as é&shiOn the other hand, Vicki
also represents the more radical feminist aspect of the organjzsspecially insofar as she
blames men for the division more than many of the women did. Her lette should thus
not be taken as an accurate representation of the politicad vield by all ALFA women.
Indeed, many of the women of ALFA were also “orientation lesbians,” those mhedught
out lesbian feminism or women'’s liberation because it helped meet a politicabeial need
driven by their sexual preference. These women were probatglirinto ALFA in the
wake of the pride march, which took place shortly after the exehafjrd articles Vicki's
letter initiated.
What effect did Vicki's letter have, aside from igniting a cafiteus debate within

the pages of the newspaper? | believe that it catalyzed the oosditiat contributed to the

formation of ALFA, although it is clear that stirrings of theed for the group to arise had
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been happening for a while, and the original exigency articulatethdyALFA women
varies. According to a newspaper article from 1972, the womenhsamselves responding
to the need for a specifically feminist group: “The long sipgll for Women'’s Liberation in
Atlanta ended this June with the formation of the Atlanta Lesbiamififgt Alliance” (ALFA
Papers Box 1 File 7). And yet in 1974 they explained that ALFA ‘feased over one year
ago to try to meet some of the needs ofldsbiancommunity in Atlanta” (ALFA Papers
Box 1 File 7, my emphasis). It is possible that this diffeeenterely indicates the post-
formation direction that the group took.

Still later, the women write: “The Atlanta Lesbian/Femifiitance (ALFA) formed
in June of 1972 to try to meet some of the needs of the lesbian commuAttanta, and to
try to end prejudice and discrimination against all women, all, gays especially lesbians”
(Box 1 File 7). The original causes that the women ralliedrad included the fight against
discrimination in the workplace and arrests for kissing in puplketing the newspapers
for not printing announcements about meetings, and the need to consaaasseswhich
they referred to as “rap groups,” where they theorized about th&oytar oppression. They
also felt the need to be a social support system for one anotlear.niiesion did not begin
as uniformly political, but rather as women from many diffegmaups (women’s rights,
socialist, civil rights, anti-war, gay liberation) coming togetbecause nobody else was
discussing specifically lesbian feminist-oriented needs, arydriadized that they were all of
these other things, but uniquely lesbian feminists in particular.

An article published in the August 2lissue of theBird publicizes ALFA’s
emergence for the leftist community. The first articlégdit “Lesbians on the Move,” written

by member Diana Kaye, tells an “orientation lesbian” storyothers to hear. She explains
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that after leaving the Air Force at the age of 36, she heawdghrtheBird of a Women'’s
Center in Atlanta. She explains that she was mostly broke, ang gvateful to be taken in
by a Lesbian collective.” Diana, writing “for” ALFA, explains that

one of the visions of the Atlanta Lesbian/Feminist Alliance tsaasition house to
help women such as me make good their escape. We’'d like to nileettinar sisters,
to share our visions and plans, to hear yours. Below is an outline of waewe&hat
we’re up to. If you are either a Lesbian and/or a Feminisd famale), we invite
‘you’ to become a part of ‘us.’

(Bird, August 21, 1972)

Here we see forecasted the debate between identification andrdiwkich would continue
to haunt the early years of ALFA’s organization as the membetggled to define
themselves while attempting to be inclusive.

The outline is in two parts, labeled “ALFA’'s FUNCTIONS” and LPA
STATEMENT OF PURPOSE.” In the functions section, ALFA claims:

We are golitical action group of gay sister§Ve are the large coordinating group for
smaller consciousness raising group amdumbrella groupfor Women’s projects
and gay Women'’s projects. We will serveasommunications centdor all these
groups. We intend tprovide alternatives for ourselves and all sisters that will free
Women to live outside sexist culturd/e aim toreeducatethe non-homosexual
community, society in general, by beiagible andvocal at every opportunity. We
aim to reach out to all sisters in order to establish solidatiy intendto work with
gay brothers to further our mutual goals of gay liberatidde intend to initiate
demonstrations and public actions to emphasize our demands.

Bifd August 21, 1972, my emphasis)

The purposes section that follows it reads:

We believe in Women. We believe in Lesbians. To Lesbians, Women fasmia
every aspect of life. The worldwide oppression of Women by pragadocial and
economic structures is reality to us. We recognize thisdjuse to submit to it any
longer.We will lay down a basis for action. We call for an end to the hetasbsex
supremacy in government, culture, family, lifestyM& need, want, are actively
seeking out the involvement of all Women—all Lesbians.

Bird August 21, 1972, my emphasis)
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In these early advertisements of ALFA’s existence, we seendlation of women and
lesbians, an emphasis on actions and a recognition of the categedt=d by society and a
desire to overthrow these categories, an attempt to overthrowditide and conquer”
strategy of the patriarchy. While the group emerges as tiberariented and pedagogical,
with several specific goals, the organization is obviously ity fuzzy in terms of their
focus. On the other hand, ALFA does go on to enact many of thesathgsaks, working to
refine their ambitions while expanding their scope. It is appanantthe group is guided by
an awareness of some movement activity, but the members ard phtgged into a broader
network, and they also didn’t know what sorts of resources Atlanta women might need.
In the rest of this chapter, | account for the cultural ®rb@at impacted the Atlanta
Lesbian Feminist Alliance and outline the ways these forcesieimfed the way the
organization emerged, while forecasting the rhetorical strategembers would eventually
use to fight for causes related to feminist and lesbian cohitsias well as social justice
more generally. ALFA created physical and virtual spacesdomaunity building through
various mediated communication technologies and regional outreach. Abkigsgon was
also inherently pedagogical—they believed that positive changes wesulld from political
education about social justice issues, and they worked to edieatsdlves along with their
local community as they moved forward. ALFA eventually developetbdel of activism
that was enabled by communication networks that facilitatedrainsfer of strategies from
the local to the national and vice-versa. Primarily, this chaptsgonds to the following
guestions: How and why did ALFA emerge as an organization? Wbl smd historical

conditions influenced the rhetorical situation that enabled this eme@aNhy Atlanta—
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what was the “ecological niche” that ALFA filled there, and haid/ the group come to find
their home in this particular city?

ALFA stalled out repeatedly during their first year and & dihctivity, due to a lack
of organization and much in-fighting over their orientation. They fought their name,
with some members expressing reticence about using the wordafiéghi their title,
worried that it would scare off straight feminists who might otiee be interested in
working for their cause. They also wanted to form alliances with &paight and gay men,
but felt the need to limit their group membership to women. Their delatehe boundaries
of their group membership and mission almost devastated their otgamiZaargue that
ALFA would have faded away completely if they had not receivedh @n outpouring of
encouragement in the form of hundreds of letters from their potenéaibers and others
who recognized the need for such a group. These letters helped Ablafs eventual
identity as they also made the exigency quite tangible. AsAAbEmMbers began advertising
their existence imhe Bird and as they began to develop a sense of purpose and identity,
women from across the south and even the rest of the nation wrote mdigmters that
reinforced the need for their work. ALFA gained direction and fazushey responded to
these letters in the form of a monthly newsletter and as thgsnb® craft a mission
statement—they were audience-oriented as they moved forwardgrely the material and
rhetorical needs of their local and regional community to guide #uotivity. These letters
reveal the conditions that gave rise to ALFA as they also révedey to the organization’s
eventual success.

| emphasize several key strategies that ALFA embractedder to cohere as a group

and function in a productive way. In the first section, | desctli®e rhetorical resources
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available from the “long civil rights movements” that the womedarred to when inventing
their own narrative history. They relied dms history of recent movements more than the
history of lesbians in general, because ALFA women looked back tah@tdhey did not
know much about their own “foremothers,” but did feel a connection to the grbxaps of
oppressed peoples who sought liberation in America during the 1960s. By tellingmisf st
the shared historical context, | offer a critical overview ofdbeial and political climate of
the time as it intersected with gay liberation. Section tweudises the battles within
feminism that led to the rise of the concept of “lesbian femihisna that movement as a
sub-movement within radical feminism. Feminists more broadly ofteiglg to distance
themselves from lesbians, and the history that has been writtérs dime often places the
blame on lesbians for the backlash against feminism that enseenSthree brings that
discussion to the local level by focusing in on Atlanta in padiciiiere, | emphasize the
need for a “woman-identified woman” physical and ideological epan order to
demonstrate how Southeastern lesbian women recognized the need togetimer in a way
that protected them from the restrictive social forces thegdfa-the need to overcome the
feelings of fear, isolation, and desperation that were the consegueoic their

marginalization.

The “Long Civil Rights Movement” and Liberation Legacies

The women of ALFA explain in their first newsletter that whiksbians feel
connections to other anti-imperialist movements and oppressed peopldsatkayo history
as a movement. As a result, they “borrowed” their history fronmt Waequeline Dowd Hall

calls the “long civil rights movement of movements,” (1235) and thpgasally articulated
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ties to the Gay Liberation and radical Women'’s Liberation movesnéamg way, the lack of
a history enabled the ALFA women to write their own history, andrder to do so they
relied on these “sibling” movements as a source of grounding and strength.

While ALFA’s emergence was enabled by the legacy ofGivdl Rights Movement
and their particularly Southern location, this relationship was kzb+lesbian rhetoric
also affected Civil Rights Movement rhetoric and the South mooadby. That is, the
rhetoric of these women arose out a tradition of civil rights tiaak not died by 1968, as
many previous scholars have argued, but affected aspects ofyidadbblack America. the
lesbian feminists of Atlanta extended civil rights ideas and saheyond the traditional
“crest” of the movement during the mid-60s and thrust it forward heo/0s and 80s, using
its empowering rhetoric to influence an even wider number of peoplgonishty, this
historical period was significant for the gay liberation movenerparticular, because it
immediately follows the bubbling up of small protests that led tdSte@ewall riot (which
has been referred to as the pivotal event that led to the incnaad®lity and power of the
modern gay liberation movement). The gay liberation movement impadezhlr feminism
in a crucial way, because it helped encourage lesbian women to tdfnand be a more
visible force in the movement. The continued fear of and suppressiomeiof viices,
however, created a volatile conflict within the broader women’sdthlm movement and led
many lesbian feminists to form their own groups across the nation.

The concept of a “long civil rights movement” is relatively néwencompasses the
idea that the fight for civil rights during the 50s and 60s was nbgjussolated moment of
protest that established legal and social equality for blackriganerticulated eloquently by

Hall, an understanding of a long civil rights movement challengesall@ctive memory of
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the movement as being confined to its “classical” phase, understdmjin with the 1954
Brown v Board of Education decision and culminating with the Civil ®idtct of 1964 and
the Voting Rights Act of 1965, before its eventual decline. By Ingitbur understanding of
the civil rights movement to this more ossified narrative oifuaniphant decade led by a few
notable voices, Hall argues that we both distort and undermimeptect, even as we elevate
it as a period of special moral clarity. Such a historiogyafprevents one of the most
remarkable mass movements in American history from speakiactigély to the challenges
of our time” (1234). Instead, Hall urges us to tell a “more robustemrogressive, artduer
story” that recognizes connections stretching back to the Neal Dt “inspired a
‘movement of movements’™ (1235, emphasis in original). By pladegdivil rights era in a
more inclusive context, Hall argues, we both celebrate ifgagnand contextualize the
efforts of those whom we have already elevated—the intent i® miininish the leadership
of Dr. King and others whose rhetorical savvy persuaded a nation, lmadristdemonstrate
a better understanding of the impact of the entire many “rhatmiktiations” that preceded,
occurred alongside, and continued after the grand narrative we already have.

While Hall's argument admirably includes the grass roots organpf impoverished
workers and the efforts of women in its description of the “movement of movemeiksgsit
not include any explicit mention of the lesbian and gay liberatidortef We see that
eventually the civil rights era inspired “legal protection of individulom workplace
discrimination” and that this protection “extended to a large ntgjaf Americans,
including not only people of color armll women but also the elderly and the disabled”
(1259, my emphasis). And yet there is a simultaneous failure d's plait to recognize that

“all women” is also a distortion of the real picture, insofathees protections in place often
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did not include discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and gender
identity/expression. Hall explains that a more inclusive understanaiin‘how the past
weighs on the present” can “help cut through the miasma of evasionoafsion that
cripples our creativity from the start” (1262) and yet in doing Is® Iserself evades an
examination of what scholars now refer to as the “birth” ofcthretemporary gay and lesbian
liberation movement, which shares roots in the New Deal era, continuadrelatively
underground way throughout the post-WWII period, and then erupted onto thedscege
the late 60s and early 70s. Because Hall obviously intends to intisdedvement in the
concept of the “long civil rights” era, | point this omission out ast a critique that
undermines the essay’s overriding spirit or argument, but instedehtonstrate the extent to
which our present blindnesses are both reflected in and perpetyabed barratives of the
past.

Despite these omissions in current histories of the LCR, thé rmghts model
actually influenced both the formation of ALFA and impacted ismers’ understanding of
the available means of persuasion. First, it is important to undérghe situation of gay
liberation as ALFA women encountered it. What we now refer titn@$modern” gay and
lesbian liberation movement arose out of the “American homophile mowéofehe 1950s
and 60s. Historian Martin Meeker explains that the homophile movementge Vdmders
primarily sought to build and facilitate communication networks linkgepgraphically
separated gay and lesbian men and women (but also linked them wtbsk®&uals and
serious researchers seeking more knowledge about homosexuatitigedwto resist the

silencing effects of heteronormativity and were committed botthaoirsg knowledge and
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developing pragmatic activist agendas (33). Homophile organizingtadtok place across
the nation, although it is still rather unknown to people not familiar with queer history.

This early version of LGBTQ movement organizing included the piiynanale
Mattachine Society, the lesbian-oriented Daughters of Biitigl the somewhat mixed-sex
One, Inc. (Meeker 32). The work of these groups both indirectly and gicssitributed to
ALFA’s emergence, as they laid the foundation for the “commuoicatetwork” model that
ALFA eventually adopted. Communication was a necessary anteceddrg tecognition
that gay and lesbian men and women were not as alone as it magdeaned, and these
underground networks provided needed support and affirmation. It wasamcts remain
under the radar both because the FBI and police sought to track andufgds®mnosexual
activity (with the help of legislation that outlawed bedroom behawvidrpublic “obscenity”)
and also because same-sex orientation incurred such intense godmgtaknt. Thus, these
early groups recognized the importance of facilitating commuoitddtetween members of
an otherwise invisible movement: without these crucial contact nefwgay and lesbian
men and women would not have been able to contribute to the context thadeahable
emergence of the modern gay liberation movement.

One model for ALFA was the Daughters of Bilitis (DOB), alniformed in 1955:
historian Marcia Gallo explains that this organization, which egters across the country,
emerged “as the modern U.S. civil rights movement gained momentdmvas reaching
widespread popular consciousness” (Gallo xx). It's helpful to remethaeduring this time
period therewere bars and other such venues that facilitated spaces where lesbidds
meet, but that these spaces were not really “safe” spaces-whreyalso frequented by

“johns seeking prostitutes, vice officers looking for violations, @mnulists seeking a thrill”
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(Meeker 77). The DOB fulfilled an early need for lesbian womerotmect, but the women
disagreed about the group’s identity and initial vision. DOB mendrgrsed over whether or
not they should include heterosexual women and gay men: some of thatedwa
“supersecret, exclusively Lesbian social club” and others waat&dke on a more public,
activist stance” (Meeker 79). These debates set the stagienitar struggles that the ALFA
women also negotiated. Ultimately, the DOB chose to focus on “fingliagy out of the
wilderness of half-truths and misinformation,” emphasizing the itapoe of sharing
information and knowledge, and creating more effective communicatiovorkst (Meeker
79). ALFA was familiar with the DOB and the rhetoric of tHest newsletter echoed that of
the first issue of the DOB’s own publicatiofihe Ladder but they also noted the need for
more activist organizing.

Despite ALFA members’ complaints about the ineffectivenesh@fCiOB, these
pioneers of gay rights contributed to the modern gay liberation matema more explicit
way, helping transform the Stonewall riots into the Gay Liberation Front aajaom in New
York, which is known as the “first” gay liberation organization. This key moment i@ztur
1969, when the police attempted to raid the Stonewall Inn in New YotiwoAveek long
riot changed the tenor of the earlier homophile movement and led ® widespread and
open activism. Gallo explains that the DOB and Mattachine Sohetjed a gay protest
march in the wake of the Stonewall riots, and members from greses, along with other
protest participants, invented the idea of the Gay Liberation K@) in the exuberant
aftermath of the march (151). It is somewhat misleading to poititet&tonewall riots and
say that this event was the “beginning” of the gay liberationam@nt, because the DOB

and Mattachine Society had established the roots that enabled-tladlesl gay liberation
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movement to emerge (Gallo xxx). Yet it wasn’t until the GLF fednthat lesbians were able
to see an example of what was possible, and the increased tyisibithe gay liberation
movement helped lesbian feminists to see that they were noores @ they might have
perceived. These examples of more visible organizing helped to deaterteat gays and
lesbians could, in fact, create spaces for further communicatibndhla serve as a base for
political activity. By recognizing the kairos and capitalizing loa preparation work that the
homophile movement organizations had engaged in, the DOB and Mattaohiety $elped
shift the dominant rhetorical strategy from secret communicagtnworks to a more overtly
political agenda: gay liberation “came out,” so to speak, trangigrnmto an open and
assertive movement. Thus, the Stonewall riots garnered natiopati@it and the GLF
organization that resulted from the riots served as a more publliexaemple of a group that
others might emulate. These events inspired the formation of the Atlessgd-Baorgia GLF,
which in turn hosted its own march, and during the exuberant afteowhéhat march, some

of the women participants came together to form ALFA.

Challenges Inherent in a “Woman-ldentified-Woman” Approach

While gay liberation inspired a national lesbian feminist movenesibian feminists
almost immediately encountered hostility as they attempterdotk with straight feminists.
This history is now rather ossified in our scholarship, as AlideEcexplains in her much-
cited overview of radical feminism titlebaring to Be Bad: Radical Feminism in America
1967-1975.Echols includes lesbian radical feminists in a chapter titfEéde Eruption of
Difference,” in which she discusses the New York-based Radlmans and the Washington

D.C. group, The Furies. Echols generalizes from the informahenfinds that focuses on
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these two groups, so the upshot for our scholarship and our understandingealities 1of
this time remains limited. Yet because Echols’ work is sonaféad and referred to in the
literature, her perspective is often taken for granted as sgedye and has become a part
of the dominant narrative of radical feminism during the lateasf@searly 70s, despite the
notable lack of variety in the cases she relies on to make her argument.

Even though Echols’'s sweeping title includes the words “Radieahifism in
America,” her research is limited to New York, Boston, Chicagd, \Washington D.C. And
even though the Boston-based Combahee River Collective was alsd-lkmowen and
influential lesbian feminist group from the Northeast, Echols omgstion of this group,
except to refer to them briefly in the epilogue, in the pagesishetes to women of coldr.
Throughout the “difference” chapter, Echols often dismisses lesbiaasstexperimental”
and “separatist”. “there was certainly widespread experiatient with lesbianism,” she
writes, adding that it was often understood by heterosexual rddmoaists as a “refuge
from feminist activism” that may or may not have been linkedetaual desire for women
(212). While it may have been true that heterosexual radicahigmiviewed the new
emergence of openly gay women as a temporary experimentasoistory overlooks the
way in which lesbian feminists were consciously reworking tieepton of the real sexual
attraction they felt for one another into a political strength, as opposed t@baierration.

| dwell on Echols’s observations because they conflicts with so wiusfhat | have
discovered to be true about the ALFA women, and because | hope thatfuture we will

conduct more archival research or gather further evidence tatdrecontinue to generalize

’ For more about this group and other feminist organizations who faced the unique
oppressive conditions of racial oppression, see especially Benita Betffesate Roads to
Feminism: Black, Chicana, and White Feminist Movements in America’s Second Wave
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from these two groups’ histories in a taken-for-granted way. Thetner we find here
reiterates the stereotype that lesbians are asexual: intordegitimize lesbianism,” Echols
writes, the Radicalesbians “had to persuade feminists thaiamesm was not simply a
bedroom issue,” which they did “by redefining lesbianism asragpiiy political choice and
by locating the discourse within the already establishednistramework of separatism”
(216). While Echols intervention here makes an important point abotatridad strategy,
readers might be left with the misconception that lesbiannistai were not sexually
attracted to women nor having sex with them. Unfortunately, Echplgates the historical
conflict as she brings it to the level of scholarship, implyivag radical lesbian feminists are
to blame for the rise of essentialist cultural feminismbes dnly strategic answer to the
highly divisive debates about the place of same-sex oriented women in the movement:
By presenting lesbianism as the political solution to women’s spjane, and by
invoking essentialist ideas about female sexuality, lesbiamfst®i managed to
sanitize lesbianism. But, as we shall see, this formulatidesbianism had serious
consequences for lesbian and heterosexual feminists alike.
(218-219)
In her analysis, heterosexual radical feminism emerges asctima of the lesbian feminist
presence in the movement. She claims that “[flor heterosexual mvevme did not come out
[as lesbians], the situation wagserhaps worse than it was for lesbians because
“heterosexuality was disparaged” and “heterosexual feministe wftenmade to feelike
the movement’s backsliders” (Echols 239, my emphasis). Here, vikateeegardless of the
fact that the rest of the culture was incredibly deft atleggng sexual norms and gender

roles, Echols claims that it was might have been worse tdhbeesosexual feminist, because

their sexuality was impugned by lesbians, calling The éSurpolitical stance “lesbian
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chauvinism” (231), and blaming lesbians for driving women out of the moveamdrfailing
to organize around abortion and child care (240-241).

My research indicates the degree to which the ALFA womemdahrallied around
“typically straight women” causes with as much fervor as athner issue—many lesbians
were mothers—as it also demonstrates how the national movemeatutie actively
advocated against lesbian chauvinist attitudes, even though some of thal imtevement
rhetoric indeed supports that particular point. At any rate, Eclioddysis certainly indicates
the degree to which the dynamic between straight women andngskés ultimately very
unproductive and resulted in polarization within the larger movement Rrp perspective,
lesbian feminist groups like ALFA sought to work in the same orgdions as heterosexual
feminists yet felt themselves to be unwelcome and separatedtaftheir own groups for
self-protective purposes, preferring to work in coalitions with straighinieta instead.

According to Robert Asen’s 2002 article Philosophy and Rhetoricoppressed
individuals, after finding their interests and needs negatively irtieghiby others, must first
engage (mis)representations before they are able to assermwimeviewpoint. Relying to
Michael Warner’'s and Nancy Fraser’s theorizing about publics andterpublics, Asen
argues that the dynamics of the public imaginary are sutthénaconfer varying degrees of
advantage to the dominant members of the public in three crucial: iests the
representations as crafted by the visible and vocal dominant grouphbuctedibility of
members of the oppressed group; second, this marginalization worksobgehtrating
historical animosities in negative images”; and third, the reisulan atmosphere that
“constrains the choices of successive participants (358). ledhes even though the straight

radical feminists had been marginalized by the system géatrearchy, they also oppressed
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the voices of lesbian feminists and characterized them in Wwayspugned their credibility
and the ability to craft a different interpretation. As a resedtbian feminists faced the need
to counter the negative images of same-sex attraction; promptgdedter degrees of
openness by the gay liberation movement, they asserted theitityeaod linked it with
their politics. Yet the lingering historical animosity toward homosg orientation provided
the heterosexual radical feminists with the rhetorical ressurceraft lesbian feminists as
ridiculously “separatist,” while distancing themselves by ttielg lesbian sexuality as
“experimental” and politically ineffective. Lesbian radical farsts, then, had few choices
available to them except to work in their own way toward “liberati Facing
marginalization in both the gay liberation movement and the ratkoahist movement,
lesbians ultimately chose to form their own movement that included a meldingtimsSpahd
same-sex orientation. Many of the lesbian feminists formedlitoms with both gay
liberation and women’s liberation groups, while also needing a space \rhich to
articulate narratives that would counter those crafted by the prorileged groups whose
voices controlled the discussion.

A more nuanced and inclusive understanding of the need for groupsLlkéa
become “separatist” during this time period should emphasize dlgs im which lesbians
also worked toward the common goals of other oppressed groups. Suchrga migght
emphasize connection and aligned interests, rather than “difference” and Fidrielkkample,
rather than positing the linkage of lesbianism with radical fesmras a failure upon which
the failure of the ERA might be blamed, it would be helpful to Iaothe@ more widespread
reasons why the ERA failed. It is also helpful to considermthstive impact that lesbians

had on these kinds of causes. ALFA women passionately fought foatise of the ERA,
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working with straight feminists in a cooperative organization daBeorgians for the ERA
(GERA). In a footnote, Tate directs us to several sources weereay read more about the
failure of the ERA. One of these studies, Jane J. Mansbridybs We Lost the ERA
explains that there were, in fact, many reasons why the BR&lf Mansbridge explains that
a multifaceted interplay of political and cultural forces atky Rather than blaming lesbian
feminism for the failure of the ERA, Mansbridge asserts thatnost, the STOP ERA
campaign relied on fears that the ERA would disintegrate geradegaries and thereby
serve to legalize gay marriage. Instead of discussing theciassn of feminism with
lesbianism, Mansbridge explains how the arguments surrounding the &Réyed around
the supposed effects of the legislation, which were wildly exaggghy both proponents
and opponents (3). Lesbiadgl “Love the ERA,” as Schlafly reminded the voting public
(gtd. in Tate 22), and that position probablig make an impression on the homophobic
opposition, but the rhetorical strategies employed were moredvdran our narrative has

indicated thus far.

Atlanta as the “Southeastern Lesbian Mecca”

| was glad to see some of you in Tallahassee, made me homesititef

‘southern lesbian mecca’ as | term it sometimes. | bow to thé faur times

daily and thank Her for Atlanta.”

-- Alice from Florida (ALFA Papers Box 3 File 2)
John Howard, in his 1997 introduction to the “first book of Southern lesbian and gay

history” explains that Southern history has largely ignored queasreulwhile American
lesbian and gay history has tended to focus on the East and Welst, Eralsiding the South
(4). While the work of Howard, Martin Duberman, and Donna Jo Smith have stmght

recover some of this history, the lack of a more robust histdreidition documenting queer
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activity in the South continues to impact scholaralirfields, and it is replicated in rhetoric
and composition studies, where, with the exception of work that has diddhgsrhetoric of
the African-American civil rights movement, geographical bids®#e led to a dearth of
scholarship specifically identifying the American South &scas of interest. The local time-
space that provides the context for ALFA was such that the womercavhe to form the
group eventually achieved a critical mass of lesbian women whedaut a space for
themselves in the Little Five Points neighborhood in Atlanta. Abk&nbers rented a house
that provided both a space from which to organize and a home for an astmi@mation
that they then redistributed to other lesbians in the greater Southeast.

The legacy of the civil rights movement combined with the rural ipasaf many
women in the South to create a disproportionately large lesbian woitynin the city of
Atlanta. That is, the “white flight” phenomenon of the 60s opened a dpace lesbian
community to inhabit. As Hall explains, this idea that we rébeas “white flight” also
occurred elsewhere across the nation, but post-reconstruction pdiateded to the
unfortunate socio-economic positioning of many blacks in the South, malengespecially
vulnerable to the red-lining housing practices of the time. Hatitpaut, “what came to be
known as ‘white flight’ was caused not just by individual attitudesaltsd by a panoply of
profit- and government-driven policies. Local zoning boards and highway ryitdioices
equated ‘black’ with ‘blight,” frightening away white buyers astdering investment away
from black urban neighborhoods” (Hall 1241). Thus, a complex of local emiaeconomic
forces in Atlanta had left the Little Five Points neighborhoodrangition,” as Chesnut and
Gable explain, and the resulting lack of “established businesses, mainstgagamairons, or

tradition-minded civic leaders” contributed to the availabilityn@xpensive housing and “an
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‘anything is possible’ view of the future” for Atlanta lesbia(®52-3). Free from the
judgmental eye of the mainstream, this neighborhood provided an opporturtity fioiflux
of lesbians seeking to live communally in a socialist-inspired manner.

Yet another narrative of ALFA’'s emergence explains the orgamizan the context
of civil rights: “ALFA developed out of the women’s liberation andygliberation
movements of the early 1970’s when women who had been active in a@ngvaivil rights
work came together to work for their own rights” (ALFA PapBox 1 File 2, circa 1988).
They saw themselves both as arising out of but also dividing off themrmultitude of other
movements of the time. As Chesnut and Gable explain it, the limngnenity enabled a
critical mass of lesbians who'd been a part of other groups to &ioramique lesbian
organization; Chesnut and Gable point out that the Atlanta GLF had‘teemded in 1971
on the model of New York City’s GLF, formed after the 1969 StoneRabellion” (254).
The 1972 Gay Pride march, sponsored by the GLF, inspired lesbians who'ihbelred
with theBird’s women’s caucus (Atlanta Women'’s Liberation), the Atlantd&GAnd others
from the Socialist Workers’ Party to form the Atlanta Lesbigeminist Alliance (Chesnut
and Gable 254). According to James T. Sears, the interminglieglmah women from these
groups meant that “a bunch of women were becoming feminists,” tedligcstarted living
together, and began coming out (109). It was this collective ng¢emyg of same-sex desire
and communal living situation, that combined with both their politicalremess and the
perception of sexism from the GLF and homophobia from women’s libergtioups that
brought ALFA together into a unified organization.

The lesbian communal living situation of the Little Five Points m@ghood can be

attributed, in part, to the influx of young leftist women who had edm Atlanta as
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participants in the Venceremos Brigades. According to Chesnutabie, Atlanta had been
one of the staging areas for the Brigades, composed of volunteers whdow@uba to
provide labor as support for Castro’s government (277). These women, sarhermfwere
not originally from Atlanta, but had stayed there after theigdgtes work, joined forces with
the women who worked with the underground leftist newspaberGreat Speckled Birt
form the short-lived Atlanta Women'’s Liberation (Chesnut and G2&#¢. The formation of
this new community, enabled by the vacuum of white flight and tHaeimée of leftist
political ideologies, quickly flourished and attracted other like-mindethen. As Chesnut
and Gable explain, this initial appearance of a lesbian commueritgd as a catalyst and
snowballed, leading many other lesbians to leave their hometowns aedaonatlanta from
all over the Southeast, excited by the political and social oppoesiratistrong and public
lesbian community would provide (252-5). By 1971, all of the elements fdFAAL
emergence onto the scene were in place: the Atlanta Gdd-camposed of men and women
who wereBird staffers, overlapped with those women who were a part of Atl&otaen’s
Liberation, who lived together in a supportive and like-minded commtimtlywas in the
process of articulating a specifically lesbian identity for itself

In her study of Southern Women’s Liberation groups, Ashli Quesinbeaoke$S
argues that many of the regional challenges that Southmini$ts faced stemmed from the
social construction of the concept of a proper “Southern Lady.” Stokets pmit that social
pressure to live up to Southern Lady standards meant that Southerm \iawee a higher
psychological barrier, especially when this consideration is coupittd “fundamentalist
patriarchal thinking” that rooted women as the obedient wife in theeautamily structure

(96). Although Stokes omits a consideration of lesbian women in harsdisn, the letters
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ALFA received reinforce Stokes’s observation that the socialatéinof the South might
have been particularly recalcitrant for women who threatenefbtbes that worked to keep
women “in their place.” Stokes’s analysis, while prescient inynveawys, also illustrates the
consequences of overlooking lesbian feminism in general and ALFAricydar. Stokes
bases her claims about Southern women on a search of the Womeaty Hishive, and
she finds only five SWL groups, one of which was the short-lived AtlaNomen’s
Liberation, and one of which was a lesbian group (out of Knoxville). Betvwee years of
1973 and 1974, other Southern radical lesbian feminist groups write to -AbRA in
Blacksburg, VA, another in New Orleans, LA, and one in Charlotte, dN@Gatne a few.
Thus, the absence of lesbian feminist voices from Stokes’ssialyould not be taken as
indicative of their lack of activity in the South. Rather thaouon why Stokes found it
expedient to ignore the conditions that lesbian Southern femiatstd,fl would instead like
to extend her discussion by including some of the voices frorw avianen who wrote to
ALFA during its first two years in existence. Reading thesenen’s letters is encouraging
in a way, because they convey a spirit of hopefulness, but isasiratredibly dispiriting,
because the sense of desperation, isolation, and loneliness is so palpable.

And yet, by excluding lesbian women, Stokes misses the full eateaht way that
these forces worked. As | will now explain, In fact, the corresporeléhat ALFA received
can point us toward three important trends: Southern lesbian womdr) feldrful and un-
informed 2) simultaneously invisible yet also exposed, and 3) isojatedhspired by the
possibility of new narratives.

ALFA offices began to be flooded with letters from women albssithe South. It is

important to note, as Jacqueline Rhodes does, that the radical femveie “distinctly
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textual” as a movement. My reading here not only responds to Rhadesisst that we
examine the more radical voices of this distinctly textual nreare that have thus far been
left out, but it also responds to Saralyn Chesnut’'s and Amanda’sehlefor more studies
of “lesbian feminism both as sociopolitical theory amsl the always-contested, always-
evolving embodiment of that theory in the social practices and institutibras specific
community in a specific time and plag@46, my emphasis). In the case of ALFA, this
specific time and place is the Southeast. Many of the regmralenges that Southern
feminists faced when articulating a collective identity stesd from the social construction
of the concept of a proper “Southern Lady,” Stokes explains, pointing awaitial pressure
to live up to Southern Lady standards meant that women in the Sowith dabigher
psychological barrier than other women, especially when this coasaeis coupled with
“fundamentalist patriarchal thinking” that rooted women as the obediide in the nuclear
family structure: Southern women “faced the problem of seeing tieessof agents of
change” as a result of being conditioned into passive deference and civility (96)

The correspondence from the Southern women (including those who werednbarr
men, single, and coupled with other women) who wrote to ALFA reinfofte&es’s
observations about the especially recalcitrant social climat¢hedfSouth. The social,
political, and religious forces often worked especially hard to kempen “in their place”
psychologically. The letters | include here are all from fingt two years of ALFA’s
existence, and they attest to the challenges that ALFA merfdmad prior to and during
their formation as they help us understand the rhetorical situatiorcoie away with a

greater knowledge of why it became so important for the ALFA &roto invent a space for
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social change that would both provide solace and opportunity for discusspamtictilarly
gueer exigencies.
The women who wrote to ALFA indicate that they suffered assaltr of loneliness,
isolation, fear, and a lack of knowledge. A woman named Melissa writes,
| was looking thru my The New Woman’'s Survival Catabgl | stumbled across
your organization. | wanted to cry. | have been an Atlanta ressilecg 1968 and |
think if I had discovered ALFA two years ago, | never would've jdittee Air Force.

‘Coming out’ in the service is almost impossible—especiallyhan $ecurity Service
overseas.

(ALFA Papers Box 3 File 2)
She sends words of encouragement and explains that she wants tacpishe leaves the
military. A follow up letter from Melissa, dated one month laiedicates that she has
decided to be a part of ALFA even if it means that she suffiersonsequences with her
career. Her need to be a part of the group even from far anatestament to the powerful
effects of even symbolic connection. She explains, “I think I'letaky chances with the OSI
and | hope you’ll put me on your mailing list. Enclosed please findnaybership fee. I've
already waited too long” (ALFA Papers Box 3 File 2).

In some cases the psychological barrier of fear appears tofsiemthe lack of
availability of information on lesbian feminism as a real poksibiCarol from Atlanta
speaks to the power of her upbringing as she writes:

| have gathered as much courage as possible into my hand and amgnéefzén in

revolution of everything | was taught as a child: | am intereistéd_FA! [...] So—

please let me hear from you soon so that | might finally (hopfiihd myself'—
okay? [...] If you decide to write instead of call, please be diser&emember, | am
still ‘passing’ and am, quite frankly, SCARED to DEATH!!!!

(ALFA Papers Box 3 File 3)

In Carol’'s letter, it's clear that she is not yet comfoleawith her newfound sexual

orientation and decision to try to be active in a lesbian femamgdnization, but she also
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feels like she owes it to herself to “find” herself, scaredlze is of what that might mean for
the rest of her life.

In addition to the psychological barriers Southern women encounteredaldeey
appear to have been especially sensitive to recognizing theqoenses of attempting to
overthrow the status quo. Stokes paints a picture of a fearfultelimghe South, noting that
Southern women understood firsthand the reality of civil rights beafiingdombings, and
the potential for “jail rapes along with state-sanctioned vi@ér(@6). Indeed, the women
who write to ALFA also had the police and the KKK to worry aboot. &ample, Linda in
Montgomery, Alabama writes to ALFA to plan a time for the wonreAtlanta to visit, and
her description of the situation sounds cautious, If strategic:

There is a real security problem involved with the snooping white @gsvaround

here. [...] Usually when there’s much commotion around the house pickup trisck pig

drive around here looking a lot—I just don’t know them well enough to igmigre
them—I'll be in this house myself after June 15—for a couple ofke.eMow as
strong as | feel I still got to think things ‘out’ when it contesKKK possibilities.

They already hate us with assumed heterosexuality.

(ALFA Papers Box 3 File 2)
Even though Linda appears to be strong and would like to believen#ratwouldn’t be a
real problem, it's easy to sense how nervous she feels, agfshe to the KKK as “the
snooping white cowboys” whom she doesn’t know “well enough to only ighera.t She
points to the force of heteronormativity with the inclusion of her last sentenagy tiwdit her
local Klan also appears to have included regulating sexual or@ntathong their roles.
Clearly, the atmosphere is enough to force her to rethink théiitwd having a large group
of lesbians around to tempt those who would protect the established order.

Reading these women’s letters is incredibly dispiriting, becabse sense of

desperation, isolation, and loneliness is so palpable. Libby in Teengs®s voice to the
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desperation that results from her feeling of oppression. She wtitesned in my 2 week
notice to quit at work and told my parents that | was going tontlarhings were all right
until they found out the women | had contacted were gay! (They still tankdtraight.) I'm
really going insane here and | need to ask for some more helFFAA&lapers Box 3 File 3).
It is clear that she felt a sense of inspiration after cantR@LFA women, but she admits
the need for more support. Libby’s situation is a testament to therfubwifficulties created
by a feeling of being alone and scared to reveal her orientatien to her parents, for fear
that they will not understand. She asserts, “I was consideringgjlisg them to fuck it and
go on to Atlanta but they love me too much and they just can’t stadhet. | really need to
move but | just don’t know what to do” (ALFA Papers Box 3 File 3)sltlear that she
understands the need for a more empathetic environment, and yet shd da@egnto
alienate herself from the support of her parents. She ends henigtta cry for help and an
explanation that she needs other women who might understand her [tiglasée write soon
I’'m desperate! It's been so long since I've met any womeh amy shit together” (ALFA
Papers Box 3 File 3). Many other women who write letters edflect her feeling of
desperation and express the desire to move to Atlanta in ordescapeean unhealthy
environment.

Two different women from Montgomery, Alabama write to askh# women in
Atlanta can connect them with a local group. The fact that they bewt ALFA, and yet
were unaware of any other lesbian women in Montgomery indichtesniportance of
visibility and the consequences of a lack of visibility. Carolyntesti “are there
organizations around Montgomery? What would be the procedure to become involved i

ALFA? | would definitely travel to Atlanta if your organizatios the only one in the area
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(Box 3 File 2). Carolyn explains that she is a counselor, recegitigated from lowa and
would like to develop resources for lesbian women in her area, but mefdd them first.
Carolyn also asserts the need to “be with some people every nawesnme@yho do not make
snide remarks about ‘queers™ (ALFA Papers Box 3 File 2)s Itlear that she understands
the power of even small comments that sustain the heterosexualandrmeinforce the
traditional gender roles. Kay is an example of a woman in Montgomvhp could use
Carolyn’s help: “As a gay woman who has parted with my lover lsednow with my
unknowing family, | desperately need contact with others. Pleasengeinformation on any
any [sic] activities (including bars) in my area” (ALFApers Box 3 File 2). As Kay's letter
indicates, lesbian women often relied on their families for firsrstipport and yet did not
feel like they could offer the kind of emotional affirmation they cleargdee. This isolation
and loneliness, in other words, had both material and psychological consequences.
Many letters sound like they were written by women who feltimperative to
contact ALFA members even as these women also express ttageaequired to get in
touch. Elaine in Atlanta writes that “for the last few weeks& had a kind of desperate need
to talk to somebody, and the more | thought about it, the clearer it becanseywwpeople |
should be talking to” (Box 3 File 2). Elaine’s letter again indisa feeling of desperation,
and it sounds like a part of her struggle required the recognitioLirsgA women might be
able to speak to her experience. She explains:
After a lot of hesitation, | finally tried calling you yesday, but the number | rang,
which | got from THE BIRD, was out of order. So would you please cbnasome
way and tell me where your place is and what your phone number shamdis a
good time | can come and who can | talk to. | feel lost and | thimdet help (and |
know | need someone to talk to) and telling myself I don’t need ieelpworking

anymore.
(ALFA Papers Box 3 File 2)
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Her short typewritten letter tumbles the words out onto the pageraha with a plea for
communication and contact information. This kind of letter, expre$stig“hesitation” and
a recognition of needing help indicates the powerful force of failed attemassimilate into
a heteronormative culture that does not recognize—much less validffiererdie in sexual
orientation. Or, as another write explains it: “l understand ALf6A | understand love. But,
| sometimes forget about the rights of love to love. Just too nwskvallow sometimes. |
know” (ALFA Papers Box 3 File 3). The self-doubt and need for sugpattthese letters
assert reaffirm the intensity of the situation that Southesimide women faced. Mention the
effect—the impact of reading the letters in the archive.

Yet, contacting ALFA comes to represent the turning point in ebttiese women'’s
lives; so at the same time as these women give ALFA me&mdecouragement to keep
going, they also tell them which direction the organization shouldigey need ALFA to be
“out-front” and to educate other women so that they can “save’sitlgas and others. They
need ALFA to be flexible and open. Juanita from Kentucky writeBkél your idea of ‘take
what is valuable or interesting to you, and give what you cantunntelt’s refreshing and
encouraging to find a group of people who allow people to be and to griheir own way
and see value in what each has to offer” (ALFA Papers Boxe33lri Even self-identified
straight white men write in to point out what they think is mgireg about ALFA’s
perspective. A man writes in to explain:

| think that your cause is just mis-understood and most of the hargssimeh you

must endure is due mostly to male vanity as most men think of ¢herasas God’s

gift to womanhood—an idea which is absolutely foolish! Keep up your gan# w

and face the world as it appears. Someday, workers and lovers such as yowilielves

remove the stigma of being gay and then everyone can reladizéove does exist
between two girls. When that day arrives, you will have been tireeeis of peace

and love.
(ALFA Papers Box 3 File 3)
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These varied letters of encouragement helped the membership tstanddghat words like
“unity,” “peace,” “love,” and “understanding” are important to return to.

One woman, Janice, describes in detail what she calls herrimgthosis” from a
married Southern woman into her feminist awakening: she explaing tioatk a gradual
build-up coupled with a catalyst before she was able to overcameadssivity. Janice
explains that she is very shy and discusses cutting off herhlaingbuying everything in
lavender, and trying to spread the word about ALFA to a woman she disdaeading a
book that was supposedly written by Janice Joplin’s lover. Her decgplit from her
husband culminates in her decision to join ALFA. Janice writes:

Well, it finally happened—the straw that broke the camel’«basn to speak. Last

night my husband—yes, I'm married—hiss—to those that don’t already knew

got mad and threw a frozen package at me and said as ,hié&tiééiast | don’t run

around with Queers.’ | answered quickly back (rather loudly), ‘Hellir yiving with

one.’ | also said, ‘They're better people than you'll ever be.’

(ALFA Papers Box 3 File 3)

As this letter makes clear, Janice has had a difficult tre¥coming her reticence to talk
back and join up with the lesbian feminists of ALFA, even though shéeliag®r several
years that she was a lesbian. She is able to garner enouggthstte own her sexual
orientation and also turn the tables on her husband and defy him outrgghittdr often
appears jubilant and is peppered with funny insights that appear to have arisearfsange
of satisfaction with finally breaking free of the gender ra@ed short-sightedness of others
around her.

Janice’s letter reflects the observation that it wasn’t endagla Southern woman
who had a feminist awakening simply to see herself as an agehaof§e. Rather, women

“realized that not only did they need to get members to act, buttesdhey needed to

convert nonmovement women in order for their efforts to be succesStdkgs 102).
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Janice’s evolution into a feminist with a queer politics becomesub\was she writes about
the other Southern women that she encounters and tries to “convert.” She continues:

For the first time in my life | want to get involved. It's betn quarters so | have a

little more time to spare. | really want to help in anyywacan even when school

starts. God, surely I'm not the only gay woman at school—sometimesder. It
gets very lonely. [...] Anyone that knows me even a little knows & devoted

Women'’s Libber. | really get heated up about it. Especially to those poor bshiesva

women who defend their stereotyped role dedicated to their ‘man.’ déovd they

be so blind? If that is what they want then it is their right] they deserve it, but |

tell them there are millions of women who reject the role and dhwawe a right to

be free—and not by men freeing us—God we’d never hear the end of it—but by us

freeing_ ourselved! If the men had any sense they would realize this would free them

too. Poor fools!!

(ALFA Papers Box 3 File 3)

In her writing, Janice’s use of the word “brainwashed” and empbadise need for freedom
through the rejection of stereotyped roles reflects her understandang aost religious
dogmatism—a desire to “save” the others by freeing them fh@in dppression, and a pity
for those who have yet to see the light. This letter reflett®ader pattern of transitioning
from ignorance into empowerment, and a desire to help other womerstamdienot just that
there is a solution to their loneliness and fear, but that the amswee movement, and in
this case, ALFA represents that movement.

The women articulate an overall narrative of overcoming andfAlh&comes central
to this narrative in the move from loneliness to community and a sémrsdlective history,
from desperation to empowerment, from ignorance to enlightenmense#fralctualization.
These letters helped reassure the organization’s memberthelyaire making a concrete
difference in women'’s lives, as they also offer productive feddbbout what ALFA might
come to mean to women in the future. The ALFA members are tiwipped with new

strategic power: they know how to argue that they are not #ilesk things that others have

made them out to be as they assert their ethical values andfamesaed armed with the
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knowledge of the rhetorical resources needed to attract and metambers: we are strong,
we’'ve got our shit together, and we’re not living in fear. “Heeelglace where you can be
who you want to be.”

I'd like to close by pointing out that if it weren't for theirestgth in numbers, they
might not have had the ability to come together and come out. Whaeeas traditional
“‘community” structures have an already-provided linkage, such ak/famneighborhoods,
these women had to first understand themselves and then find one amothiéme when it
was very intimidating to do so. | have chosen to highlight these docsirbenause they
foreshadow some of the issues that will continue to be salient tltoouthe time of ALFA’s
activity. They generated enough of a community and developed a thorougin éiboany of
movement literature that their political education mission retdlly out of that quite
naturally. In many ways, even though these women faced a mordiffituation than we
do now, they were also smarter, more organized, and more hopeful abodtso we have a
lot to learn from their advocacy work. | hope this has provided aesehsiow ALFA
responded to the needs of its members and formed into a group, as the facetk a
daunting environment and developed an understanding of the major challeegeganted

to address.
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Chapter IlI
Orienting ALFA: Name, Mission, Vision, Purpose
Give me an ‘A’! Give me an ‘L'l Give me an ‘F'! Give me &' What have

you got? DYKES! DYKES! DYKES!
-- Chant of the ALFA-Omega softball teamHLA NewsletteNo. 12)

Probably by now, you have received everything in the mail frorgioalito
indecent proposals, but | assure you that this note is neither, htenged as
a letter of commending your two associates who had the couragpdaran
a radio station recently. | wish I had your infinitesimal fod#! However, for
economic reasons, | dare not let my true feelings be known in pulsligoé
probably have guessed, | am male, middle-aged and straight, butdatign r
understand a feeling of anyone who is in love.
-- Letter from Martin (ALFA Papers 3.3)
The above letter, written to ALFA during the first two yeafsher organization,
indicates that the women were reaching beyond those outside oflesgrd demographic,
and yet even these people came to be allied with ALFA’secansl wrote in with their
support. It also indicates the wide variety of correspondence that ALEA/ee€lcduring these
early years (indeed, his guesses about the kind of responses theaiigameceived are
very accurate, indecent proposals and all). Such feedback helped providentibers with
the “infinitesimal fortitude” to continue their work was crudialtheir ability to form into a
productive group. Yet the members’ desire to work with people likgiMalso led to the
heated debates that almost tore the group apart during the ey iee early organization
didn’t really know what it wanted to be for the first year and a half or so. At ALFA tried

to be everything to everyone, imagining itself as an “umbggiap” that could provide a

loose structure under which multiple sub-groups would operate. To sadem, ¢kis was the



eventual form that the organization would take, but only after the waoeadized that they
needed to constrain the kinds of sub-groups that would be allowed tmfuacderneath the
umbrella. The decision to limit the membership possibilities anuh rimust of ALFA’s
social change collective energy to women and lesbians gavedbp sfructure even as it
caused many to worry that they would be seen as anti-meni-bregatosexual by those with
whom they wanted to work in coalitions. A few women even disengaged fhem
organization as a result of the votes that limited their memlipetsHesbians and excluded
men from the space of the house.

During the first two years of ALFA’s existence, the orgamarastruggled to cohere
as a group oriented toward the same objectives. Two key moves thghbthe women
together (in addition to the decisions to narrow their membershsgilplities): 1) the
creation of a short-lived steering committee, and 2) the creatioanobrganizational
newsletter. A third move—playing softball in the city league—bhdu#d_FA a steady influx
of members. The steering committee named itself “Scadett the core group of women
who formed it designated themselves in charge of the coordinattbmanagement of the
organization, in order to pragmatically orient it. ALFA had beeactaht to establish such a
committee, because it seemed to be antithetical to the memtaiscal beliefs (too
patriarchal, bureaucratic, and hierarchical); however, it had becobvious that the
organization would have floundered had it not been for the creation otiigggup “whose
purpose is the creation of a structure that will help ALFA movhe directions she sees fit,
by acting directly upon the goals and objectives set up by theéberemp” (ALFA Papers
Box 6, Newsletter #1). Scarlett began self-producing ALFA’s mgniblvsletter, and both

of these actions worked in a performative way to help membersamwer the lack of
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previous organizational structure and the differences that had serdadde them, as they
organized and invented the shared history of the group. This steerimgitteeneventually
gave ALFA a strong sense of shared purpose as the nevsstettped them craft a narrative
that reinforced their missions as it offered them a guideline for the famgra self-published
and distributed assertion of “group identity.” By the summer of 197&,organization’s
“out” softball teams, one of which was named the ALFA-Omegas, brayrghter visibility
and publicity to the group, attracting even more members. As Elizabeth ténaxplains in
a document titled “How to Start a Lesbian-Feminist Organizati@bhFPA’s numbers grew to
over one hundred by the end of that summer, and it was during thihattae organization
began to mobilize in a more wide-reaching manner (ALFA Papers Box 1 File 19).

In the rest of this chapter, | discuss the members’ work to constituteiandaround
a recognizable and functional collective identity. | focus on thdacpéat challenges that
ALFA faced as the members established themselves as &csgigdiesbian-feminist social
movement organization and innovated a structure for their group and moveard in a
way that would respond flexibly to the needs of lesbians in the guktémta region. They
identified a coherent guiding name, mission, and vision as they gisoireented with this
theory in their everyday lives. Ultimately, the women of ALF#fed toward integrating
their principles and ideals with the need for pragmatism. Theyaftlsmpted to change their
local culture, and yet recognized that compromises were s@gebecause they were
embedded within the hierarchical power structure they sought t@eharhighlight the
strategies that the members found successful and | alsobéete challenges they faced

during this crucial process of articulating their mission and enactingoibjeictives.
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Primarily, this chapter responds to the following questions: Wieake the most
pressing needs that the group worked to address? How did they prithétizgoals? How
did the members negotiate difference from within the group, ierdadarticulate a mission,
choose objectives, and move forward in a productive way? Which stsatdigl ALFA
members employ in order to cohere successfully, and what ther@utcomes of those
decisions? While answering these questions, | provide an accouhtF#fAfoundational
first steps. In a time when most radical feminist groups diedftartayear or two, and in a
place where gender role subversion was particularly threatahisgmpressive that ALFA
was able to come together at all, much less continue functioomgvénty-two years. |
argue that in order to come together effectively, the menmasded to unite in purpose and
name, while also creating both a physical and ideological spadaviemtion. These first
steps were more difficult than they may sound, because manynieshithe South during
this time were either passing as straight and/or unawarbeof dwn sexual orientation.
What's more, they also did not know of or feel much of a connectionhtstary of other
lesbians historically (instead, they felt more closely alath other new social movements
such as women’s liberation and gay liberation). Thus, the ALFA womeggétd with the
freedom that came with the novelty of their situation—while it re@gm liberating to have
the opportunity to invent a history, ideology, and purpose for moving forwaralsat
presented unique challenges. Within lesbian feminist organizatiohsasufLFA, radical
feminists continued to experiment with organizational structures caitique inflexible
traditional systems of power and institutional oppression in waysedatible to our current

descriptive models.
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What's in a Name? Negotiating Composition and Objectives

ALFA struggled with the limitations imposed by the very praadtineed to organize
into a coherent and cohesive group, because they didn’'t want to platalsdentification
with any one cause or movement. Instead, they wished to be aligiied new approach,
rather than any one identity. ALFA members disagreed and deddaoedl the vision of their
organization and as a result encountered difficulty when artioglati mission and aims.
They eventually discovered the importance of metacommunication, védmabled the
women to move forward while working with their differences. Themhbers went back to
the root of their agreements in order to overcome their problentisisisection, | trace the
difficulty they encountered as they worked out the name and the membership constituti

Theoretically, the women did not look to identity-based or minorigetdahetorical
strategies, although they borrowed from and allied with such groups.dichept ascribe to
individualist nor separatist philosophies, although they borrowed froraladed with groups
that saw through those perspectives as well. Instead, they continuedttdmapts to make
their philosophy match up with their pragmatist understanding of their set of local
realities and joined up with those who seemed to be travelingimilarsdirection. In the
newsletter they documented their work as they continued to look fgs teaunify with
others without losing themselves along the way. While they did xdude academic
perspectives, ALFA members did not prioritize them above other equkigical systems,
and instead read and theorized in accordance with an underground sytecaing the
system that Jose Munoz describe®isidentifications wherein their politics of gender and
sexuality were ethically oriented toward the service of englpractices of freedom, rather

than assuming any “natural or inevitable” coalition with other grq@78). The women
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sought to transform their own neighborhood and they worked with other indwidundl
organizations in the city and region; they allied with other people were also working
according to this approach.

The newly formed ALFA debated about the name of the group and wondkeatd
“lesbian-feminist alliance” would mean. Sears explains the delmatmember Lorraine
Fontana’'s words:

Should this be foall lesbians, and therefore not just lesbian-feminist? Does lesbian

feminist alliance mean lesbiaasid straight feminists allied together? That was the

biggest question. After all of this discussion, it was agreedhistvas going to be a

lesbian group but that there isn’t a litmus test—you don’'t have to pull ouir y

lesbian ID card!

(110)
The easy-going narrative painted here glosses over what appeaes/e been a more
contentious divide, however, with more at stake than simply a name; ddahe women
saw themselves as more aligned with feminist ideology than altexcentered gay liberation
groups, and so they wanted to be open to all women, evadhance with them, at least in
spirit, if not group composition. On the other hand, they also appear tobeawevery
influenced by the “woman-identified,” or specifically lesbiaminist philosophy as
articulated by the Radicalesbians several years ealbile some have characterized the
woman-identified philosophy as lesbian separatist in nature, AlMa& reticent to call
herself “separatist,” preferring instead to recognize comrecivith both gay and feminist
groups while also asserting their divergence from them.

Letters from two of the members tell the story of the isshast surrounded their

decision to assert themselves as a specifically lesbian graupeggy explains in a letter

sent to ALFA:
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| think that in splintering ourselves off into factions we lose poavet effectiveness
as far as liberation and change are concerned. | love women but | lolvefanen,
too. | am not too concerned about men’s liberation but | am concerned dlyayt a
people’s liberation. Some gay men have some gripes about thendvireedom that
| don’t have but basically all gay people are put down by socmtytiie same
reasons. There are a great many things we should be fighgietnéo to change (that
women alone may never be able to change). So | question us beirtuss/exas we
already are. (I vote to allow any woman who has enough nerve to torae
organization with lesbian in the name to come.) | hate to lose the radrical
lesbians but if my sentiments are honored by a majority of thilgde women will
have to compromise for unity’s sake or go off and talk politiceragrthemselves and
maybe someday all women will feel like they do but | doubt itleard not so sure it
would be a good thing if they did. Love, Peggy.

(ALFA Papers Box 1 File 7)

Nancy Jane explains her position against the further narrowitige afroup in a list of well-

organized points, concluding in the argument Hatonewho wants to be a part of ALFA

should be allowed to do so. While she acknowledges that she understanesbibat need

to “work together for unity,” she also voices her opinion that &rrteegregation is

unproductive:

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

Society has always forced us to segregate; to further helgtywdoeep us
segregated is rediculous [sic].

| personally refuse to alienate myself from the rest ofe$pciSociety at large
may be responsible for my oppression, however there are great maney
homosexual people who are deeply concerned about the oppression of all people.
Non homosexuals who involve themselves in an organization of this sead do
only because of their interest in helping us. They are strohgente, who have
recognized our oppression & come together to help each other, becausie the
not even share the same oppression.

Non-homosexuals (I refuse to call them straight as | feelyntemosexuals |
know could be termed ‘straight’ by me) involved in our organization cbeld
very helpful. They could communicate our ideas and goals to some nbtthe
homosexual community that might not be receptive to a lesbian. Thierfur
illustrate to society that we are not so strange that we odael segregated; they,
after all, are working with (?) us.

Probably the most important reason for wanting non-homosexuals tovéey a
integral part of our organization is that we could be denying itjet ito
experience a way of life to an open minded person who either does motHeio
sexual orientation or simply is interested in knowing more about lesbians.

If we are indeed fighting for our right to be free from segiliegafinserted: then]
to segregate society from us is contradicting—what’'s morerdgmally feel that

66



it will not work. There are two [sic] few lesbians willing twork in an

organizat_ion_so limited. | certainly have my doubts about aligningethyo such

an organization.

(ALFA Papers Box 1 File 7)

We can see that the women of ALFA were invested in the idédcathdentify as a lesbian
was itself a political and constitutive rhetorical move, yeirtfseparatism” should not be
taken as an assumption that they were “better” radical femithiah heterosexual women,
nor were they uninterested in working for heterosexual women’s causes. They lokdi et
that lesbianism was the only proper way to be a radical femiisording to one ALFA
member who considered herself to be primarily oriented toward wamtmms of sexual
preference, “to be a real lesbian feminist means that you lbvygeaple...but that's the
feminism part of it. The lesbian part of it means that everybody only has $oemeigy, and
| want to give my energy to women. Because that is my prioritife” (Cragin 301). If you
are a marginalized person, it becomes very important to be abimttinward"” and gather
your strength so that you can overcome the things that havesepgrgou, and then after
that you can lead by example and inject your values into your everyday life.

The difficulties of forming and defining the composition of the group are egptian
ALFA'’s attempts to articulate a mission. Especially in thgifr@ng, the women conceived
of ALFA as a supportive “lesbian nucleus” from which to drawngjtie, and didn’t really
have an overt mission or a defined philosophy. An article that appmatieeBird notes that
members voted to restrict the composition of ALFA to lesbianthelh explains that the
members continue to “reach out to all women. We support the Woméresation and
abortion repeal movements” (ALFA Papers Box 1 File 7). The arpoints out that they

were working toward developing a “women’s center,” newsletter talegphone counseling

services for “helping sister Lesbians,” and concludes withdlb@fing words: “As Lesbians
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uniting our strengths are infinite. Join us” (Box 1 File 7). At thisapdibecomes apparent
that the women need to work together to sort through their oppressiopetiidey are
having trouble doing this.

That first October (1972) saw a lot of activity. An articletten by Lorraine that
appeared on the ninth explains:

there is a new women’s group in the city—the Atlanta LesbiamistmAlliance

(ALFA). It was originally organized when a few gay women salitay from the

predominantly male Georgia Gay Liberation Front. Alfa [sic] as lesbian

organization, but just as importantly, the women in the group considerglvess

feminists (women come first and are of primary importance inliees). Our aims

and purposes are still evolving, through discussions at our weekly meelings.

original statement of purpose (d&%d, August 21) has been changing, and when it is

rewritten, we can hopefully print it in thBird. We find that there are so many

directions that we can and want to take, that it requires some drseigh

concentrate our efforts into the few things we see as primary

Bird, 10/9/72)

The article outlines the major projects that ALFA began to takel. getting a house and
calling it a women’s center, 2. building up a library on women'sditee, and especially
lesbian literature, 3. gay women'’s counseling and CR groups, 4. softddibatball, and 5.
artistic musical interests. An October 23, 1972 article publishdteiBitd notes: “We feel a
need to communicate with each other about the many personal anchpeheriences that
we as lesbians and women encounter. Our solution (only a partialvardp set aside the
first hour of our meetings for business matters, and to use thaf the time for a discussion
period—a more informal rap session about our feelings and ideaEA(Rapers Box 1 File
7).

ALFA members began keeping minutes of their meetings ardusdtime. This

development indicates that they began to see themselves as fammaleorganization. Two

very formative events occurred at this point: several women spikeN®@W about their
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group, and some others attended a Gay Conference in Athens, GA.mtdseclear that the
women recognized the need to figure out how to tell others about whavidre and what
they would do. The minutes from the meeting that took place immeditieleafter
(November 13) document this discussion. They tentatively agreed to dotueational and
social group that would provide a library containing information aboutnismand gay
ideas. They also strategized about “what we do at ALFA” and “Wbald we say we are,”
but at the next meeting postponed further discussion about theirahredtil the December
3 meeting. At this point, they listed the following suggestions:

a. to discuss relevant topics at meetings, b. to work for suppthihwhe group, c.

more outside political action (speaking etc.) formation of speakgits, d. to divide

into committees with a certain financial limit, to take cafeown funds and

functions, e. political discussions in smaller groups, and f. discuss$igonals and

directions.

(Minutes Dec 3, 1972, ALFA Papers Box 7 File 1)

The members once again postponed a more concrete discussion dic'gjoads, purposes,
places for energies” for the following meeting. At this pomtime, it becomes clear that the
meetings were a hassle—lasting too long, and with too mangretliftf perspectives and
priorities, especially concerning their political aspects. fbilewing statement appears with
an arrow next to it that reads, “The Point: all women and wontesse socialist, feminist,
capitalist etc. political ideas are destructive to the basimen-lesbian goals of Alfa should
exert their political energies elsewhere” (Minutes Dec 3, 19TEAAPapers Box 7 File 1).
At this next meeting the women finally agreed to simply aghe¢ their main goals and
purposes concern both lesbians and women, and that they will focus onicedacal
communication. The group decided to have one business meeting a mortad about

“how to talk and be with straight people in good ways” and broke timofollowing

committees: library and literature, speakers, correspondenaeacial, and media (Minutes
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Dec 10 1972, ALFA Papers Box 7 File 1). Although it was not enoughold ALFA
together on its own, the move to set up a committee system turnéal lmeitan innovation
that would greatly improve group stability.
It is at this point that we see the statement of purpose itahasizing the lesbian
composition of the organization:
We believe in women: we believe in Lesbians. To Lesbians, women tne
every aspect of life. The worldwide oppression of women by pregadlocial and
economic structures is reality to us. We recognize thisdjuse to submit to it any
longer. We will lay down a basis for action. We call for an enthéoheterosexist
supremacy in family, culture, government, life-styles. We need, arahtare actively
seeking out the involvement of all Lesbian women.

We are a political action group of gay sisters. We aredtge Icoordinating
body for smaller consciousness-raising groups and gay womenéxts: We would
like to serve as a communication center for all women’s groupsniéted to provide
alternatives for ourselves and all sisters that will free amono live outside sexist
culture. We aim to reeducate the non-homosexual community, societperagjeoy
being vocal and visible at every opportunity. We aim to reach oull toesbian
sisters to establish solidarity. We intend to work with gegthers to further our
mutual goals of gay liberation. We intend to initiate demonstrateords public
actions to emphasize our demands.

(ALFA Papers Box 1 File 7)
As we can see from this statement of purpose, ALFA agreethéhasought to subvert and
transcend the gender and sex role categories and enact titeis p@ a radical redefinition
of the possibilities. Their ultimate goal was to work toward mgdor transcending
heterosexism and a patriarchal system of norms. Now the medeisded to embrace their
lesbian-feminist stance. Even though ALFA struggled with tleéinidion, and disliked the
way in which the term might be intimidating to some women, thiéipalely embraced such
an orientation, as long as they created the space to orient tostiard and ally with others.

Because the members saw themselves enacting their palige®iything that they did, and

thus also agreed to define themselves as political, social,davateonal all at once, while
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creating a structure that enabled women to participate iragpects that interested them
most, even as the three were mixed together within each group activity.

With this revision, ALFA members were able to be more produdtive period of
time as they engaged in their various actions, with the organizgiancentral nucleus and
their house as a collective invention space that provided a hawernwdmen sent letters to
the Atlanta Journal-Constitution protesting the newspaper’'s unfavoradoiieayals of
lesbians, demonstrated when they received no response, attended thieegaglpbration,
held an open house, and also spoke to more outside groups. ALFA also began tp bui
their library at this point, floated the idea of a newslettdfabruary, and agreed that their
committees would be ongoing and meeting regularly. The meetiegs still rife with
conflict, however, in part because they had chosen to operate usingeastmsystem. So
on April 15, the women once again agreed to meet to discuss thetrafirkurther. During
this meeting, the member taking down the minutes inserts a ‘@leaMote” that reads “I
think this meeting is_absurdunreal. The women decide to table a structural discussion
another two weeks and instead discuss the Atlanta Anti-Impe@aadition, which meant to
unite various area groups that sought a societal restructutiege Was evidence that when
some of the women presented information about ALFA to the Unitahanc@ that “a few
men asking questions were pigs others weren't” and the minuteshatéif rehearsed
things should be stuck to” and that “speaking positions shouldn’t be used for persorsl thing
and “people should not be publicly attacked unless discussed before” (Maqutiesls,
1973, ALFA Papers Box 7 File 2). In bold, the minute-taker notes: TNED BE MORE

POSITIVE!” and the next line reads “Lorraine needs to quiet down
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ALFA reflected the composition of its individual members insodar it was a
centralized organization for the women’s work with other groups, suttheaSeorgians for
the ERA, theBird and its associated New Left politics, and the Atlanta GLkother letter
from Vicki, published in theBird, explains that she is upset about the omission of a
discussion of lesbians in the discussion of the Atlanta Anti-Imstri€oalition on
International Women’s day. She argues that “lesbianism must bestowbtk as a profound
threat to the stability of an imperialist structure” and goeso write that “Hardly anybody
likes lesbians—really—except lesbians. And we are learning pendeon ourselves and
build a movement to change our lives. But all of us are not ‘jusbides, we are a million
other things besides: students, workers, mothers, daughters, wivesxavides, black,
Cuban, and Indian. We support other strugddlesause we are a part of thénfALFA
Papers Box 2 File 21).

So where did the need for “unity” and “strength” come from? Theesletter from
Vicki explains this aspect as well. It is apparent that enengh theBird sought to print the
“underground” news, lesbian women continued to fight for coverage andgkd to
become visible to others. (Title is “Lesbians Ignored”) Near éhd of the letter, she
explains, “As lesbians, we get slapped in the face continuouslyt takas a lot of energy to
have to keep on reminding people not to forget about us. [...] And we angtameeonly
until we start to identify as lesbians and demand to be recagazesuch” (ALFA Papers
Box 2 File 21). Note how she equates invisibility to being “slappéddriace continuously,”
as she expresses the frustration accompanying the febh@dceptance is only possible

with passing as hetero.
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A June 20, 1973 article that interviews member Lorraine Fontana ebhdeas
observations. Fontana explains that “Women who are lesbians in tthiarei much less
visible than male homosexuals. There is a lot of fear becaube ¢dct that lesbians have
been ignored, lesbians have been put out of existence” (ALFA Papgrd Bile 7). She
continues by reaffirming the strength gained from dividing away fthe men: “ALFA first
broke off from GLF simply because of the inability to work withradominately male group
with men who some women considered sexist even though they were alefiBing
ourselves as an all-women’s group, we don’t have to explain why we dav& men”
(ALFA Papers Box 1 File 7). In practice, ALFA’s “separatiswas necessary for lesbian
feminists because when among straight women and gay men, they toeindhéeds
constantly pushed to the side. In the case of ALFA, the women workedldophysical and
virtual spaces where they could develop their own political theanig®®periment with the
ways in which they might put their utopian vision of a more ethicalduMnto practice, but
they continued to work together with a wide variety of people to forward thes.goal

In the same article, ALFA tries to describe a mission. Fentdaims, in an interview
that ALFA has political goals, and yet she believes theinrparpose is educational, while
providing the space for social support.

ALFA is not a political organization in the sense you are talkbmutbecause there

are too many different women with different ideas. We wantleabians who

consider themselves feminists to be in a group that is supportiveugrhthat we’'ll
exchange ideas, educate people and raise our own consciousnesses.pdliical
in the sense of being feminist and being in a gay movement. Wenbdiree. We're
not for a feminist version of socialist society. | have my opinems so do others in

ALFA. We've been mainly educational. It's a minimal but importstep in bringing

about the end of sexism, racism and classism. It's amazing teow people have

crazy ideas because they never heard or saw a lesbian. Wéovednaw them how
many different people there are who are called lesbians. [...jle\Weere for help and

support as well as for educational purposes toward straight peoplee Wefe to
help ourselves.

73



(ALFA Papers Box 1 File 7)
Yet it becomes apparent that the ALFA members were not unifieekrms of their vision,
and continuously tried unsuccessfully to articulate a unified understantlthe collective’s
organization. Meetings were long and contentious, mainly, it appeaes)dgethere were so
many other directions that the women felt pulled in. What becamparent by August of
1973 is that they needed a better strategy for getting things donestrategies that they had
were simply not working, in part because they were reluctantttaléy take that step to
declare definitively what it was they wanted to do. Most of‘tbal work” was carried out in
committees and by individuals who didn’t always speak for ALFA.

It is clear, though, that ALFA’'s members were united on timésion to educate and
facilitate communication. The library committee actively waorke gather information and
stock the library, while the correspondence committee begant®lvatck to the women and
organizations as letters poured in from across the country, from wiaseead in thdird

and theAmazon Quarterlyhat ALFA existed.

Developing a Mission and Vision

During the August business meeting the women in attendance agrésmudtively
set up a “steering committee” made up of five women, plus @teldssixth. This “steering
for-lack-of-a-better-name committee” (which would develop intorl8ttq decided that they
would discuss the name of the organization, their relationship tetetbsvomen, figure out
the group’s areas of concern, how to split up responsibility, monegsisand especially the
goals (underlined three times)—“what is the “purpose” of ALFA,” tsatand figure out a

new location for the house, because the “house appearance keeps avasgérfMinutes,
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August 18, 1973, Box 7 File 2). They agree to get a post office boxter beanage their
correspondence as well. This creation of Scarlett and improveztustithat accompanied
the group led to the newsletter, which provided a stable and ongoitey &t their
organizational revision, because they used the newsletter to réenrcharrative, writing
themselves (literally) into existence. This newsletter setlie rhetorical purpose of holding
together ALFA in a literal way, and worked as a “draft” candly in progress that reminded
everyone what they were working with and toward. It was colielgt written by group
members and reinforced by the response of their audience, bbih amnd outside of the
organization. Both the formation of Scarlett and the production of the etésvsiorked in a
performative way to help members overcome difference, gsottganized and invented the
shared history of the group. This steering committee eveniyay ALFA a strong sense of
shared purpose and the Newsletters helped them craft a vertlst reinforced their
missions as it offered them a guideline for the future andfguwealished and distributed
assertion of “group identity.”

It looks like ALFA probably would have simply broken up, like many of the
women’s and lesbian’s groups of the time, after about a year awd mdaths of activity,
had it not been for these rhetorical-structural moves. Insteadeavéhat “Scarlett” meets
twice over the next few days. Below, | quote at length from ftisé few Scarlett meetings,
because they reveal some of the anxieties that drove the debaltes and strategic moves
that oriented ALFA’s eventual direction. During the first Setinneeting (August 20, 1973),
the women seem to be frustrated by the lack of progress adiat ALFA meeting as they
get down to business. The tone is pragmatic and full of questiorig asien discuss the

degree to which Scarlett should be open to other members:
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Sunday ALFA meeting was a bummer—all slightly agreed.
Corinne—'criticism and self-criticism’—right on!
Lorraine—should be out-front, ‘radical,” political, together
Tamsi—what is scarlet going to be—decision-making? suggestion structuvbdia
group? [...]
Vickie—S is mechanism for emergency/immediate decisions—thag ttabe made
in middle of week (between meetings)
Should S meetings be open to all ALFA people?
Notice of S meetings and topics on bulletin board at ALFA house or office
What are (will be) basic responsibility will S have areas? [..]
All present list areas they are most interested in—try to reduce to 6 (nadexlice)
areas—so each of us can do one.
(ALFA Papers Box 7 File 2)

During the second Scarlett meeting (Aug 24, 1973), the women focus BA Ahd her
greater purpose, settling on the idea that they need to increasdivésity of their
membership and connecting the word “culture” to its more liteedning—as a starter that
grows itself in a petri dish:

Vickie read her letter to Mabout their lack of Lesbian articles—will be added to,
revised and sent in for ALFA.

Discussion on structureless groups from dscle—relating it to ALFA all should
read it and try to implement suggestions.

‘goals + purposes’ discussion:

Vickie: want powerful organization with millions of lesbians irh @oncretely take on
things that will make significant changes / work on &lls issues as a lesbian

group—make$%’s movement R to us

Tamsi: most sensible structure—ALFA itself doing out-front, pdlti¢radical)
actions—and_alsdnaving all different levels of participation and give magy a
space and chance to develop their potential

Lorraine: agree with Tamsi about out-front image of ALFA etc—dmutflict is how

to reach all the closet/apolitical/working-class/bar lesbians with this irhage

Other focuses ameecessary—askese? what they want from ALFA

Corrine: alternatives to® who are isolated and oppressed—something for
everyone—service organization—deal with and serve needs of lesbians (problem here
is this takes much $ and resources in general).

ALFA should be like culture-starter-feeder in petri dish—have auobst and
materials that is there to help any culture grow and develop in its own way.
November—planning meeting of National Committee to organize Mamch
Washington by gay people next year. Should get together with es$lgahs from
Southeast region and discuss this before we send reps up there—wilthis up
Sunday
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Tamsi has not been able to contact MCC [Metropolitan Community Chuareh]

about labor day week end convention and invitation to women to come to ALFA

house.

(ALFA Papers Box 7 File 2)

Through the creation of Scarlett and the pragmatic action-odidotevard movement the
steering-for-lack-of-a-better-name-committee enabled, ALFS wable to inhabit a special
niche by recognizing the local needs and potential of their oriemt&ventually, they found
the metaphors of “culture” (in the scientific, ecological sease well as the more
metaphorical sense) and a connected network to be productive fobohgstneir goals. The
women who composed Scarlett were eventually effective in gloairof serving as a culture
“starter” for the greater ALFA organization, insofar as timtiated theALFA Newsletter
which attracted more members and also carried news of impoatasgscand events beyond
Atlanta, even prompting some women to relocate to the city. Duhagcourse of the
following year, ALFA’s participation in the community softball ¢eee would also generate
further growth during the following year, so that the teams, too,dvbelculture starters.
ALFA'’s development is somewhat aligned with how Warner descritgesdntexts of queer
world making as dependent on “parasitic and fugitive elaboratiorughrgossip, dance
clubs, [and] softball leagues” (PC 203), in addition to the more visdritemporary method
of being “out” and marking oneself as such through the displagimbows and the flouting
of gender and sexual norms.

The third Scarlett meeting (Sep 7, 73) appears to have beemstdmmaing session
about what Scarlett should be in relation to ALFA:

A. Scarlet/ALFA Relationship:

“S is hub of whe&l-Marty—got to have spokes to make it complete

Corinne—agrees, committees or small groups around specific interedtiled in
past because of lack of leadership
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Lorrain—need for communication with other ALFA people about Scanet a
decision-making mechanism.
Ideas for Communication: newslet®gannounce agenda of next meeting, etc /
telephone / bulletin board at house
Scarlet isfunctional/operational tasks
Executive committee which carries out the decisions of ALFA as a group
Overseeing group—keep it together with an overall view
Coordinating group and facilitating group
Must be responsive to all of membership—checks and balances—preseptise
due to_present circumstaneethese will change and Scarlet should change with it—
we happen to be able to work towards getting ALFA ‘on it's fagé bave ‘energy’
right now to expend on ALFA whereas other people don’t right now).
Levels of participation—membership
Membership fees and dues
*Membership fee (set) and commitment to participation
benefits (?) to membership?

free library privileges

voting power in ALFA

reduced rate for literature, leather goods etc
* logo needed for newsletter—'contest’ idea férrewsletter and*lopen meeting
* receiving device for phone so that when no-one is there, there can be info given

(ALFA Papers Box 7 File 2)

Their wheel metaphor helped Scarlett understand how they mighttlggverganization
structure. Significantly, ALFA has already begun to build aaljprof information, a major
priority of the group even in the early days, and they would go onxtene the wheel
metaphor to the organization’s larger purpose, visualizing ALFA ashtibe with many
spokes that connected into larger national movements and they im@axtedorked
together with others in Atlanta, the greater Southeast, and alsopatite of the country. In
order to build their network of connections, they relied on methods both puadliprevate,
and borrowed techniques that the older “homophile” movement used, while also
incorporating more public and visible tools.

Below we see Scarlett’s (here spelled with only one t) dssonf the Newsletter,
from Sep 8, 1973, titled: “last night's meeting continued”:

1.) newsletter
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people to write it: Corinne, Martie, Tamsi printing—Tamsi
person to call and get addresses for newsletter
things to be included inInewsletter:
a. suggestions about function of Scarlet *-- job divisions we have set
up for ourselves
b. membership—fees, dues, work commitment, benefits of
membership
c. logo for newsletter contest
d. telephone answering device (Tamsi will look into prices)
e. J-C anti-trust suit brought by Bond, et al Can ALFA file amicus
brief.
f. Thanksgiving weekenétUrbana Convention Atlanta Women’s
World > explain in newsletter
g. Introduction and energy statement
h. Atlanta Anti-Repression Coalition—description of group and Q to
be discussed at meeting write it up by Thurs—Marty will titpe
and then we’ll discuss it next meeting
i. letterto Ms
J. the_Underground
k. look for new location for AFLA—roaches and rats are pushing
current (?) residents out
2.) Vicki: statement of direction with newsletter?
there_areorganizations (feminist + left-political) already for us to ‘fit enif
we so desired—but no organized lesbian/gay movement
* our preliminary task is building uswhat is a lesbian organization? etc.,
so that in future being a rep. from ALFA will mean something—have a center
i.e. push off ERA, AARC, ete put LESBIANISM in middle and put a circle
around it—this temporarily means leaving parts of ourselves ‘hanging off the
side’ until we get ourselves more together.
(ALFA Papers Box 7 File 2)

The women here are discussing how they will relate to other grsuptegizing how they
would like to be perceived by outsiders in the future, which was, ingeedof the impetus
that drove Scarlett to organize in the first place. They themushsall of the administrative
issues, especially the library, finances, and agree that tiletyywio get the back issues of
the Bird for its previous articles on ALFA, so that they can begin buildingrganizational

history and narrative, for internal purposes as well as outreach needs. tharimrext Scarlett
meeting, to be held September 25, 1973, the committee continues theisidis@mut their

purpose:
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SCARLETT—open to new members and have open meetings? starting now
maybe we should just have any anad all people really intdregsteslping to
‘run’ ALFA come to weekly meetings—all others will participain the level
they see fit (except all will pay whatever dues the ‘mestopt decides up,
etc). [...]

for next newsletter (#2)

1. correspondence

2. list of periodicals and papers we get

3. financial situation / $ in bank / $ needed to move

4. Announcements [from below: next meeting / GERA meetings / AARSEtings /

MCC schedule

Who’s [underlined three times] doing what in ALFA—‘'names’ of Saarl

members

6. Decisions from ALFA meeting: membership / scarlet / questionnaire

(ALFA Papers Box 7 File 2)

o

These notes are followed by still more discussion about whate8cshlould be—it's as
though some the problems with getting AFLA together have simgdy bransferred to the
micro-level, turning Scarlett into a business meeting whilledetbating about what it should
do. However, a small group of “untogether” people is much easieatage than a larger
one, and thus they work through their major problems relatively quitkklihe meantime,
ALFA has published their first newsletter. All of a suddenhimitthree weeks of forming
Scarlett, they have a newsletter, a more finalized rough-dratthe organization’s direction,
and they have negotiated with the broader membership to sendjoasi@onnaire that will
help determine future directions and figure out who their audience ng goibe. ALFA
decides during this time to move to a new space, rather than tapacgin the home of the
several members living communally. For a while, the organizationmomeless, but they
quickly find a location and begin the work of setting up a library amtiives. The Scarlett
group decides to take the initiative during the next ALFA ganmaeeting (held September
30). The notes from this agenda follow:

Explain how Scarlett feels meeting should go
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1. 30 min. for ‘specifics’ and rest (1 %2 hr.) for ALFA reorganization talk
2. T—who has gotten newsletter
do people feel there are other things to talk about?
what should be the™topic of discussion?
Suggestions: SCARLETT—Division of Labor
ALFA Direction
Membership
*date of next meeting?
should Rosmary (i.e.) [closeted member] be in SCARLETT if most ALFA membe
can’'t even meet her?
discussion of SCARLETT ensued.
SCARLETT as Shitworkers—not policy makers
plenty of planners. not enough doers
project organizers—us&carlett (their talents) to carry out general membership
directives
#1 ? things that keep some women out of ALFA:
appearance of hous# dress of members
of benefit to gay people as a whole
try to get $ from straights not closeted [?]
how do we reach all these women [accompanied by a drawingheitbajption: “oh
just that?”]
activities w/o association with ALFAame (don'’t frighten people, put them up tight
etc)
1% priority=power=getting more people
to attractpeople to begin with
most of these? in the closet don'teel they are oppressed
but dowant to associate with other lesbians
who has to change?
ALFA and our direction [political is ‘social’]
or & - rid of fear, want to be able to be out.
survey? to give to gag
(ALFA Papers Box 7
File 2)

It is apparent that ALFA continues to struggle to organize intoodugtive organization,

even under the leadership of Scarlett. The women don't know whethiee fprimarily

political or social, don’t know how to attract potential members, aad'tasure what the

Atlanta lesbian community wants.

After the members started producing a newsletter, however,egneablicity and

sense of purpose seem to emerge autopoetically. They begarate ¢hgir audience in the
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creation of new goals and they used others to help show them whate@ded and how they
might best facilitate connections. Scarlett comes to the asiod that it might be possible to
determine the needs of ALFA’s potential membership by distribusimgyeys to local
lesbians, hoping that this move might prompt others to contribute towaaikieg and
refining their perspective.

From Scarlett Meeting Oct 1, 73:

-- agreement on importance of finding out what other lesbians congigertant—

why would they be attracted to ALFA, etc

-- idea: get a place that can eventually be used for aggibsting ‘business’—

coffee house? restaurant?—also can be used as meeting place,cts, daavies,
etc.

[:d]uestionnaireé report from people writing it up

(ALFA Papers Box 7 File 2)
By the time Scarlett meets in early October, they have dorttee conclusion that they will
also condense the information gleaned from the surveys into a regbotthéy will distribute
to the membership so that they might better articulate the mé¢bde community and thus
provide ALFA with more direction. The members of ALFA wanted their approach to become
more widespread, as they promiscuously received and redistributednfieemation and
tools around like a contagion, but they were unsure how to go aboungrtact desire. The
organization doesn’t appear to gain inertia until they focus on ptagraetions and
practices, and so ALFA finally begins to achieve some cohesion estdtioln as they focus
on writing a narrative history and publicizing the drafts of the mmgdion’s mission, vision,
and purpose in their nascent newsletter. The feedback from the swwoalgs prove to be
both hilarious and illuminating, as some of the women explain thattteetyrned off by the

ALFA women’s hygiene and living conditions, yet they also descnimge productive

requests for what they might like to see a lesbian-femimiganization do. Both the
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guestionnaires and the newsletters brought greater attention to ALR#tesnee, and so they
probably also served the rhetorical role of recruiting more women.

The newsletter will appear monthly and serves as a congestiurce of permanence
and as a narrative continuity. The first newsletter, from Septewth&973, explains the
situation:

In a Sunday meeting a few weeks ago the frustrations we'Vielalbver ALFA’s
inability to get herself together were verbalized. It waggested that a core group of
persons be formed who had time and personal energy to work on hdt\asyone
discussed the idea and their own feelings. Out of that meeting eagroup of 6
women who've been calling themselves ‘Scarlett’. (Throughout thissle&ter you
will hear this name used.)

We saw our purpose as to try and get ALFA back on her feet, buwdkis
pretty nebulous concept to try to hold onto. [...]

ALFA'’s decisions, goals, purposes and overall directions must beeckégh
consensus, (not 5 or 6 people who happened to wander in at meetingrtari@ey
must directly meet our needs.

We see Scarlett as a core group for coordination/management, purpsse
is the creation of a structure that will help ALFA move in thedions she sees fit,
by acting directly upon the goals and objectives se up by the membership.

By coordination we mean the sense of knowing when it's appropriatev¢éo ha
things happening. By management, being responsible for seeing thgs thie
handled in effective ways and on schedule, By structure we meanoivgysting
tasks done in effective, creative and powerful ways. [...]

Following are some things, that we must deal with now or at siomeeirt the
future. Certainly we can’t resolve all of them at the nexeting, or in the next 5
meetings, but by putting them before you we hope to give you time to abimkt
them and have your opinions formed when they do come up.

About the General Direction of ALFA

This is a general statement about ALFA which all six memloérScarlett
agree with. It is offered as a way to think about ALFA so thatdmgussion will be
focused and productive as possible.

All of us in ALFA have many varied interests. Personally, andetbes
politically, we may identify very strongly with women, and ttiere feel tied to the
feminist movement; we may identify very strongly as gay aedetbre feel tied to
the gay movement (i.e. men and women); we may identify as an se@rpsrson,
and therefore see our links most closely to a movement of third aoddvorking
people; some of us, perhaps, do not see ourselves so politically sbralt; may
identify ourselves strongly as counselors, artists, and spistsialihese categories
are not meant to explore every possibility, simply to indicate tieaan® not only
lesbians, but many things.
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However, because we are lesbians, we carry that with us into leveyye
do. And once other people know, they carry it with them into their saktips with
us.[my emphasis]

Individual members of ALFA have participated in coalitions of orgditna
which have/are working on things not having to do with lesbianism. Sosgiva
represent ALFA, and sometimes we are there just as individuals, who are known to be
lesbians and members of ALFA. The coalition of groups working on doalfRights
Amendment is one example. Picketing for the United Farm Workemsather, and
just recently a new coalition has formed to fight repression, caedpominly of
black and left-wing white organizations.

These feminist, black and Marxist groups already have histares
ideologies and a certain amount of ‘respectability’ to thamlesbians we have little
history as a movement except for the last few years; othetlvgise are only isolated
incidents. There is no national lesbian organization besides the Daughteilgisf B
but DOB has not developed an ideology and a plan for action and it is not providing
that kind of leadership novimy emphasis]

Existing groups are small study groups, rap groups, small actbapgrand
newspapers and magazines around the country.

We have to figure out new forms which arise organically out of our paticul
oppressionHow do we do that? What does that mean? For one thing it demands a
lot of effort and energy. We are treading on unknown ground. We are making our
history (herstory) at this momerjiny emphasis]

We are potentially strong, but in organizational terms we askw&_FA for
example has been quite un-together this past year. What wenaanaged to do, and
we have done a whole lot of things, we have done because a few indivitotals
always the same ones got them done. We have entered coalitiona frosition of
weakness.

We are talking about power, and changing the relationships of power that
now exist. That means not only changing attitudes, but concrete situghoys.
emphasis] It also means changes not only between us and theb&tdietween us
and other oppressed groups, be they women, blacks, chicanos, working people...
Lesbians must be recognized as people and as a force. And tlue ardy ones who
are going to bring that about. It is amazing how vigilant we roesh our own self-
interest—among those whom we definitely count out.

So we would like to suggest that our task as ALFA members is td aui
lesbian organization, to build lesbian power, and that for the time lvegngust zero
in on that and let other concerns hang off the edge. Otherwise, Wdram off
lesbian energy. We will have to find other means to participatthase other
concerns, either as individuals or in other organizations.

(ALFA Papers Box 6 File 1)

Here we see the emergence of the ALFA women’s rhetoric of,upragmatism, and
emphasis on not just lesbians but lesbians-plus, and an indication of a ueiegheor

leadership as a movement and as an organization. Scarlett endsgup beort-lived group,
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and encountered some resistance because the women had closetbr dfief rest of the
membership, but it was necessary at that moment in their emerdescause they were
frustrated by the lack of coherence and unity. The women also anntandédy will be
holding a logo contest, urging the membership to “bring in your oresitiso that “by our
next edition we can have a symbol to go along with our worBkFA Newslettemo. 1,
ALFA Papers Box 6).

By the time the group produces their second newsletter, waaethey have made
Scarlett into an *“open’ group” and they explain that they are devejapsurvey to discover
what lesbians in Atlanta might need and want from their orgamizand they are interested
in figuring out “what would attract them to ALFA, what are theterests, how we can work
with them, and get to know themAIlLFA Newsletteno. 2, ALFA Papers Box 6). The idea is
to look to their potential membership to see what directions ALkghihtake. At this point
they have also sorted out issues of membership and they have afipeshb@f to facilitate
communication with others. Their third newsletter features the sywbol they have

chosen—it is two women'’s signé? %) united together and sort of looks like two people

touching heads and holding hands. This symbol is featured on the front page of the newsletter
and it takes the place of the “A” in ALFA. By the time the foufDecember) issue of the
newsletter appears, the women have written a new descriptibe gfoup, and feature this
iteration of a mission statement at the top of the first page, in a secedr'Atlout Us”:

ALFA welcomes_alllesbians to relate to us and become part of us in whatever way
you can. We do not exclude anyone on the basis of her race, relpmpbtics,
economic status, occupation, or degree of openness. We want ALFAeic tbe
diversity of the lesbian community. Some of us can afford to (amd hwmde the
decision to) be out front—there are certain things that can be acsbhegpby these
women. Others of us can’t afford to be out—there are other things to be accomplished
by these women. Relate to ALFA in whatever way you can, takima you see as
valuable and interesting to you and giving whatever you can in returthisApoint
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your ideas about what ALFA should devote its time to are most valuatnd
needed—come to a meeting, meet other women, speak to your needs, give
suggestions, or just call us. [...]
To find out more about membership in ALFA call us or write to us—-reex
help nhow so we can move toward a stronger Lesbian community and lesbian
liberation.
(ALFA Newsletteno. 4, ALFA Papers Box 6)
Finally, they have developed a sense of purpose and vision thaewd as a working draft
to carry the organization forward. The questionnaire responsesttand they have received
thus far have taught them the value of a receptive and encayitage openness and desire
to indicate acceptance of all lesbian women, as the writeposaaticulate an effort to serve

their needs.

Finding Structure: Creating Physical and Virtual Innovation Spaces

ALFA corresponded with women all across the South, and even in othercdrite
country, most of whom learned about them through Gineat Speckled Birdand who
requested copies of the newsletter and the literature thad Aligtributed (such as their own
collectively-written “Sleeping Beauty, A Lesbian Fairy Talend other mimeographed
publications and newsletters such as “Amazon Quarterly” and Hdmre Woman”).
Members corresponded with women in prison in North Carolina, South Caratidaeven
lowa. They also received letters from men in prison, prigmdsecauseBird writers
advocated for the rights of prisoners and these men related to the cause dfghe@shen.

This outpouring of response helped reassure the women of ALFA lieat t
organization was moving in the right direction. For example, ElibalmeElorida explains,
“Thank you for sending the ALFA Newsletter. | think that it coulddyae the media for the

Southeast, particularly for those of us who sit on the fringes withobunot allowing us to
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go to gay bars and surrounded by couples—singles seem to pose an mispazke (ALFA
Papers Box 3 File 3). Other women asked for information about hownrtlghyt start their
own group in other parts of the south, especially the rural parts, sthilethers discussed
what the group had done that seemed especially relevant, providing AitRAdeas for
future orientations. As an example of this, we see Jo from Cdiade GA, affirming her
interest while also explaining what she would want from ALFAastLmonth when Rita Mae
Brown gave her talk and reading | attended. This was my only attem@ah an Alfa activity.

| was amazed at the large number of women there and | ckalizat a square | am. the
world around me is very square so please be discreet with my, adadress, and phone #
which I've include in this letter. Before joining and making monthgdgle | need to attend a
meeting and see if | can fit in the group. Am vengrested in joining a rap group—have lots
to rap about. Please contact me—phone or mail.” One man from Ohig,wWkie wish
Unity with all oppressed people, to better understand the fight yoghtng in Atlanta and
for you to understand our fight from behind prison compounds... | do agree 1@6%oowr
last statement ‘As Lesbians uniting, our strengths are infiloia. Us.” You're fighting same
cause as we are ‘the Power Structure which refuses to arcapthuman beings because of
our likes or dis-likes™ (ALFA Papers Box 3 File 3). Another mamprisoned in Florida
writes, asking for a copy of the newsletter, explaining tiAdthough I'm a male and
currently incarcerated | have some very beloved close friendswehioesbian who would be
interested in your news if | pass on the information” (ALF&pers Box 3 File 3). From
Juanita in Kentucky: “I like your idea of ‘take what is valuaimenteresting to you, and give

what you can in return.’” It's refreshing and encouraging to findbapyof people who allow
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people to be and to grow in their own way and see value in whahaado offer” (ALFA
Papers Box 3 File 3).

ALFA women had thus invented a history and a physical, psycholpgicdlliteral
space for future invention. They eventually settled on a committeetisie that enabled
women to devote their energy to causes where their talents wotilldebest to use, and this
non-hierarchical structure would provide the necessary foundation footganizing work
in the future. While the ALFA women might be called “sepatatis “essentialist” in nature,
they were not engaging in politics of resentment, even thoughstheght to overthrow the
oppressive patterns, becauseessentimentultivates a morality of reaction instead of
rumination. Whileressentimenéncourages people to immediately react to stimuli, the noble
morality is characterized by the ability to slow down, to gisee one’s emotions, and to
chew over stimuli before acting” (Engels 309, referring to 2diete’s concept of
ressentimentwhich is a state of hostility toward the perceived cause dérsuj that
includes feelings of resentment but goes beyond that to makeirsyffemstitutive and
produces a new moral code for which the word “NO” is the creatigd-d¢his moral code
“teaches its adherents that they are victims and calls wf thdnate anything and everything
that is different,” reacting, rather than affirming, and giisig a scapegoat against whom
you seek revenge rather than transcending the definitions and emgleaddentity distinct
from one built upon a victim model.

Ultimately, one important key to the organization’s success ane\Vaggvas their
committee structure, which was not top-down, traditional governanceEAAdame to the
conclusion that it would function as an umbrella group—the women bought a &odse

created a space for larger group meetings and for a libraryhwhas central to their
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educational mission, and this physical space held together theirizatiam They then
developed committees, which would work to forward the goals that thembers

prioritized. The committee structure spread out the work amongshénabers and it was
very simple in its philosophy: if a committee did not have engaged members agy dmem

it died. Committees formed in response to immediate needs, whichedntlgim to be
flexible and responsive to new rhetorical situations. For examplehdhee committee
ensured that the bills were paid and that they had a space outalf tehoperate. The
organization also created a social committee, which fosterechs®e s community and
helped the members see ALFA as a family, as it also provef@dcements for traditional

practices and rituals, from which they had been excluded.

Enacting a Non-Hierarchical Pragmatic Utopian Orientation

For the purpose of organizing, ALFA came to construct her idesityomposed of
radical women-loving-women, and eventually decided that they wouldnb&irabrella”
organization that both facilitated other smaller organizations, and @®up, they also
participated alongside allied groups who oriented in a similar. wag members would
continue to struggle with this question that Eve Sedgwick asks inrdisyspective
introduction toEpistemology of the Closé€tWhat would make a good answer to implicit
guestions about someone’s strong group-identification across poliotaiged boundaries,
whether of gender, of class, of race, of sexuality, of nati¢6@) The women of ALFA
found an answer similar to the one that Sedgwick identifies, nathely wrote a narrative,
“of a directly personal sort” which served to open “channels abiityi’ and offer tools that

worked to “begin unknotting certain overdetermined impactions that ibgvitdructure
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these arguments” (60). That is, in order for ALFA to move forwardendiso being aligned
together with other causes, they oriented their perspectiveitiggra narrative of the group
that articulated their purpose and method in a particularly queer and promiscuous way.
Of course, the ALFA women didn’t call their approach that, but, asvBekig
explains “to identifyas must always include multiple processes of identificatuith. It also
involves identificatioras againstbut even did it not, the relations implicitisentifying with
are, as psychoanalysis suggests, in themselves quite suffidienight with intensities of
incorporation, diminishment, inflation, threat, loss, reparation, and disavd@a). The
members were highly self-conscious of both the limitations and paltanherent in
identification both with and against, and in order to deal with the treudfl@entification,
they chose to rally around the two points of convergence that thel shared, namely,
radical feminism and a women-loving-women philosophy, but they atstewnto their
narrative an explanation of what this meant and the tools thats#veyas most relevant in
serving their allied causes. As the women themselves put it, you t@ave to show your
“lesbian card” but youdid have to be willing to align with a bunch of queer dykes.
Identification with/as was both rewarding and costly for them, tbay worked write a
narrative that allowed for slippage and enabled them to feali®usly invested in others to
various degrees. In doing so, the women of ALFA oriented with what Seldgalls the
imperative “to rupture or vacate” the space of the closet (63). itiegred the need of some
to remain in the closet, but worked toward the goal of exposingdtrairgs imposed by that
closet, educating others and recruiting them to work toward this agoatell, and these

women saw their lifestyles as inherently political. Ultimately, AL&S a group embraced the
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other movements and groups that shared the queer-promiscuous impernadivihegn
disregarded the aspects of these other movements and groups that were not useful to them.
ALFA made the liberation movement connection to eradicatingplessions, not
just the two particular ones that they explicitly organized arountdpBrhaps what is most
notable is that they actually followed up on this commitment in {heictices—devoting
energy, time, money, and educational resources to causes aimerdliag racial and
economic oppression, while they educated and advocated for the diffexieleitly-people
living internationally under oppressive regimes, and they recogmaedconcern for the
natural environment and natural resources was linked to social oppsesSince there arose
a pragmatic acceptance that change sometimes happens mdge slewcommunity also
chose to support many reform-based liberal feminist and idensgdbainority-model gay
causes, even though many of them philosophically disagreed with appseaches. Even
though they disagreed with the approaches, it did not mean that thgyedsavith the
causes that these groups supported. Some of these causes includecethenht pass the
Equal Rights Amendment, protests against Anita Bryant, and gay rights siarche
According to my assessment, the women of ALFA operated accotdingn
investment in a radical critical utopian philosophical ideology, based on the idé&edaaim
from dominance is enabled by political education practices thatepéeoh and implicated
multiple axes of both public and personal life. That is to sathe tradition of other radical
liberation organizations that originated at the end of the wawnewfsocial movements that
swept America during the late 1960s and early 1970s, the ALFAewamtiqued traditional
institutions of power and engaged in activist and educational work gbaght a

revolutionary restructuring of our social and political sphere asdtieynpted to build more
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ideal new models within their own organizational structure. Theyatgenon-hierarchically
and made decisions according to consensus, organized and attended canfeitenctner
lesbian feminists, radical straight feminists, and gay libemagroups, engaged in local and
national political education outreach, and produced a collectivehpgbklished newsletter
tracking their activity.

ALFA’'s approach to social change intertwined the social and clltuith the
political and the educational. It was both idealistic and pragnaaitil thus struck a balance
between an all-or-nothing revolutionary attitude and an understandinchérage takes time
so you do what you can with what you have to work with. Their flexyaiieant that they
could adapt to changing environments, and the culture within the comyrthey worked to
build held them together when they came to feel (realize?}tbatonditions for lesbians
and feminists had not actually transformed the way they had hoped thiwennitially
formed—indeed, the social conditions first grew better and then gm®e in many ways,
according to their perceptions. But they had been able to adaptidnd stt through their

disillusionment because their structures were sound.
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Chapter IV
Inventing Political Education Process: Library, Archives, and Rap Groups
| have read every book | could find on Gay Liberation within thentepe of
regional Southern Universities’ libraries. (Such a deplorablé lat
literature!!!) At any rate, | have gathered as much couragmsasible into my
hand and am wielding a pen in revolution of everything | was taught as
child: I am interested in ALFA!
-- Letter from Carol (ALFA Papers Box 3 File 3)
ALFA correspondence, such as the example above, reveals thatklté tasources
about lesbian feminism serves in some ways to proscribe néshiaas a real possibility,
contributing to the depth of the psychological barrier that must becawer before the
women are able to articulate a queer sense of self. In wrdier so, they needed not only the
support and community that the ALFA women provided, but they also need&d bet
information, in order to understand what it might mean to be a lesbian. kind of
information was not being provided by a mainstream heterosexyatitmaBooks and
“lifestyle” information were often hidden away or simply unéafale. What's more, it was
challenging to locate women who might direct them toward sesburces, since many were
passing as straight in order to avoid harassment. The lack of publ@ut lesbian issues
also meant that many women who might otherwise come to undersanddives as queer
could repress or deny it as an option for self-identification. Thusnéleel for spreading
information accompanied the work of building a movement.

The ALFA women began to self-consciously work to build an archigemight help

flesh out a history about women and gay southerners, a group of people who had largely been



written out of previous histories. Much of the literature that ALdoNected was activist in
nature, but a recurrent theme or niche within the library informatas also material that
might be characterized as “so you think you’re a lesbian, what nBucti literature was not
really an instruction manual format so much as it was an op@hiaptions. The underlying
idea was “whatever you want to be, however you want to expresselfofirel that way.”
Thus, the movement literature that the ALFA women collected enzglths liberatory
rhetoric as it also sought to educate and offer strategieadf@ncing social justice. The
members recognized that one of their primary roles in providitgalediteracy could be to
fill in the gaps in geographical perspective that were notgbaiet at the national level, and
to personalize their holdings so that they were most relevant to its local campmuni

In terms of their political education work, it is important to ndtat tduring the late
1960s and throughout the 1970s, the model for education was deeply politicfzeshced
by Paulo Friere and Maoist notions of social critique that weng powerful. First published
in English in 1970, Freire’s words described the ideology that guidey wf the revolution
movements of the time and the Marxism-influenced critical utoglaas he discussed were
very much “in the air” at the time that ALFA’s inertia begém build. Liberation
organizations during this time valued the free exchange of cultuied @& well as political
strategies, seeing education as a “practice of freedom,” &dhdwgts describes it. This
context oriented the ALFA women’s approach to political education emahded the way
they engaged with the movement literature.

In the remainder of this chapter, | discuss ALFA'’s educationaliées in a variety
of spheres, while also situating its work within a broader local and natioraidastontext.

The audience and purpose of their lesbian literacy activitiesthwas-fold: 1. the ALFA
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women themselves had small group “rap” sessions during which thiegrgattogether for
CR purposes, and they also provided a library and archive of literatarenformation
related to women and especially queer women; 2. they helped toare@eness among
heterosexual audiences, cultivate allies, and form coalitions wigr eimilarly-aligned, but
not necessarily queer-oriented, groups; and 3. ALFA women kept a ttewsbeorder to
redistribute their information and activities to other lesbians aheld groups across the
Southeast (and throughout the rest of the country, to a smallet)exteorder to spread
knowledge and happenings to other women not within the local area. The tteevwadin
functioned as a forum for working out internal discussions regardingamlitrconcerns they
encountered, both at the local and national level.

ALFA enacted much of their political action by spreading infdroma Educating
both themselves and the broader public became a method for affirmesdistance. That is,
ALFA women sought to move out of the binary between reactive dichative. Their
resistance was not just about saying no to the victimization, mdstabout saying yes to
alternative possibilities and ways of being. In other words, trene not attached to their
marginalizationper se,even though they called themselves “downwardly mobile” and self-
identified with all oppressed peoples. Because they were sterdosyme discriminated
against by others, they were actually victimized, but they tredefuse that role and
transcend it. They recognized their position and understood the need foEpmak has
called “strategic essentialism,” but they saw the stratégducation as having the potential
to counteract the way in which they might otherwise be reifgsgentialist categorization
and further marginalization. Thus their mode of self-education eresaiousness-raising,

combined with their highly-organized system of exchanging educatoagtrials—both
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within the queer and feminist movements and redistributing that inflermdo the
heterosexual majority—became a way to resist the misintarmand homophobia in a way
that affirmed a collective identity that provided wider options ifdrabiting their larger
socio-economic and political time-space. Political Education mwitALFA primarily
manifested in the form of two concrete literacy practiceembers built an archive of
movement literature, which they reviewed and critiqued within the xboteheir newsletter
and the physical space of their library; and members formed ioaseess-raising “rap
groups,” in which they discussed a more personal understanding of beistragppression
and related their experiences to what they were learnirfgegehgaged with the movement

literature.

Movement Literature and the ALFA Drive to Archive

In this section | track the way in which the process of poligccation spread— |
discuss the movement literature and provide analysis of the philosaphiesnotivated
lesbian feminists nationally during this time as | highlight duicational material that
influenced the ALFA women’s approach to political education. Along g Wexamine the
organization’s process of building a library and archive. When way stive reciprocal
exchange and distribution of new information about sexuality anchitsl through a newly
constructed or altered network of people, we discover a collectiveridattinvention
function that specifically relates to personal identity: this @esampacts how “individuals
encounter ideas about identity and then articulate their own,” asnMégeker puts it (11).
That is to say, in constructing a network and distributing sexeahdy, the people who take

part in the process also construct a new sense of self, bathnpkeand collective. These
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political educational practices thus enabled the ALFA women taafesehse of belonging to
the national lesbian feminist movement and community, as theynaigotiated locally

relevant personal, developed a collective understanding of what it rteedoe lesbian

feminist, and spoke back to the larger movement.

Within the group, ALFA members built their own critical utopian Ide& the
democratic sphere in order to provide a model for harnessing the gbfentpolitically
educated citizens to negotiate a more equitable future. The wonraHtagsieously
participants and creators at the national and the local lexbegsengaged with movement
literature and theories—worked to open up an understanding of the opti@mgiegri and
challenges facing lesbian-feminists. Rhetorically, thesealty practices functioned in what
Nancy Tuana has called a “liberatory” way, insofar as thegtweeyond establishing
warrantability of knowledge claims,” working instead toward thel gdauncovering “the
power dimensions of knowledge practices” (13). As they engaged hathmiovement
literature, they asked the following kinds of questions: “Whyehewe felt as though we
should be ashamed of who we perceive ourselves to be? How has the dadenatyt
narrative been constructed by our inherited patriarchal and heteeddradition and what
are the functions of this narrative as it impacts our liés® do we inform ourselves in a
more affirmative way, in order to counter the impact of institutined and internalized
misogyny and homophobia?” The women recognized the limitations of dteation and
were therefore both realist and idealist as they engaged ibealahovement theories and
participated in internal political education practices. In ordereffectively address
stereotypes and educate others, ALFA members worked to continuatlgtecand reinvent

themselves, which meant that along the way they cultivated theespect, dignity, and
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confidence they would need in order to effectively educate othieisfdundation worked to
ground ALFA’s outreach strategies and would eventually guide the mertibenfluence
long-term persuasive progress.

ALFA'’s lesbian women’s center housed a library and archives, whaheventually
incorporated as the Southern Feminist and Lesbian Archives (SFLA). midrabers
conceptualized this space as an information hub that would provide poéitdoaation
connections between the national and the local. They ordered inforrfratiothe KNOW
press, gathered various newsletters from across the courtdeyedrfiction and non-fiction
literature, and made these materials available to those womeneghed them, seeking to
rectify the lack of lesbian literacy within the communitynd®@ the lesbian-feminist
movement became more visible, it faced a renewed onslaught otadglitopaganda from
social conservatives who sought to reify old myths and stereotypes, the movement
literature also functioned as a continual counter-argument tootifelence-eroding attacks,
and women could return to it to refresh themselves and rewniter@ affirmative vision of
the future when they needed to. ALFA women felt their oppressiora aonstant
bombardment that wore away at their sense of self and purposdy builtivating a
theoretical and physical space for greater understanding andnt#eunder the guise of
internally focused civic education, the organization created a protictive environment
for the political education grounding of members and potential members.

ALFA women were very self-aware as they built their librafynovement literature
and documented their own personal histories—they felt as thougfasittheir duty to
systematically locate, recover, and archive information about fesboa themselves as they

also worked to preserve such knowledge for the benefit of futurerajems. In the
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newsletter, ALFA women were urged to think first about the archéfere they threw out
anything. Elizabeth Knowlton, the lead librarian/archivist askednthe “remember the
archives. If you're in doubt about its usefulness, send it to us aryiwayay fill in a gap in
a collection or just be the item some sister needs”; Knowlt@tamed that they would
respect confidentiality requests as she encouraged them, “Dondudtsanything: anti-
Lesbian materials and the old Lesbian novels are precious rexfayds survival against the
odds and are astonishingly hard to acquifgalanta8.8, ALFA Papers Box 6). By the mid-
1980s, the library and archive had been incorporated as SFLA and thal affibection
policy explained:
We collect books, periodicals, and private papers by and about womerarwith
emphasis on lesbians and the gay South. We also collect smallgmasndividual
publications by and about radical and progressive Atlanta groupswyi lesbian
feminists are likely to make coalitions. Our aim is to calMomen’s writing that
cannot easily be found elsewhere. We do accept major feminist booblkesctively
solicit those by women’s presses. Our large collection of pesdlsdeontains many
women’s liberation and gay titles that ceased publication ngaays ago as well as
current magazines and newspapers.
(Southern Feminist Library and Archives, ALFA Papers Box 2, File 13)
So a special focus of SFLA became locally and regionalgvagit women’s and lesbian
publications, and one of the primary goals became the preservatioat&fals that were
difficult to find in other venues. Women who were ALFA members inntlie¢ro area could
check out two books at a time from the library and they could keepothles for a month;
periodicals did not circulate, but they could make copies of newspapanagazines that
they kept in the library (ALFA Papers Box 2, File 13). Fictiow @oetry rounded out their

collection, so that ALFA women could read literature about chensavith whom they

might more closely identify.
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While the library initially functioned to serve the pragmaticde of the local
lesbian-feminist community, it evolved into a more explicitly saHgland future-oriented
venture, as the organization’s members realized the importance of thes hidtosians:

We've been trained in patriarchal schools to think that histomyhat kings and

generals make. It isn’t. It's you and | going about our daily wsirkiggling to build

our lives and culture in a hostile world. It's the small everydays that will make

history come alive for the women who come after us, who will lookstdor their

heritage as we look to the Amazons and the Suffragists.

@talanta8.8 ALFA Papers Box 6)

ALFA members worked to build an awareness within the organizaltianthe political
education work they did was important, and they explained that thes Would matter to
future humans, even if it sometimes felt as though they figireng an uphill battle in their
present lives. The emphasis on the small everyday items antplesaof materials that
brought their experience of life to light is also noteworthy botrebse we see how they
were themselves participating in feminist historiography. Adwsletter lamented the loss of
“much of Sappho’s work,” which had been “destroyed by time and Chrizgialots,” and
mourned the lack of information about women-loving-women during the Medievald,
and blamed “male identified historians” for ignoring or denyitige“women-loves of Emily
Dickinson, Eleanor Roosevelt, and Bessie Smifktalanta8.8, ALFA Papers Box 6). The
ALFA women recognized that social progress does not work in ar limssner and
reminded one another that it was up to them to preserve theirtiv@lbistory and these
reminders functioned rhetorically to generate a sense of urg&idyA members had
worked hard to recover information about the history of women-lovingemorand they
didn’t want their feminist historiography to be as lost to future generationsvas tb them.

Thus a major goal of the archive was an attempt to provide a obettion of

material that might function as insurance against erasure Histaorical records so that the
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existence, struggle, and strategies of lesbian women—both presentued-fmight not be
forgotten. What’s more, they hoped that future generations would not thaxe@nvent
persuasive strategies if they could help make it possible to lodk ibex the historical
record to discover which lines of argument had been successful.nViithi newsletter,
members were informed of the function of the archive as they were reminded,

It is up to us to save our voices and our presence from extinctiorof@me purposes

of state and regional archives is to make it harder for anBtlm&ing Time to erase

us from the record. The more deposits of materials we can provedbarder it will

be to burn us out again and the more strength we can draw from theiaviof our

history.

(Atalanta8.8, ALFA Papers Box 6)

In these appeals, the hopeful and optimistic tone is tempered bwdirg that future
historians will continue to elide the contributions of lesbians. V8e ake an underlying
anxiety that the work they had done might not really mattehefet were not enough
accumulated records or evidence of it, should the social progress gains bedrevers

SFLA is situated as one major archive among others also ‘mgpthi preserve our

southern Lesbiana,” as it encourages the women to “put it in yourthaid one of the

archives will get your books, letters, journals, files” so that “yaamily won’t burn them or

throw them out” Atalanta 8.8, ALFA Papers Box 6). The above appeal in the newsletter

closes by listing the addresses of other lesbian-orientedivarc collections, and
acknowledges the efforts of women in Tennessee, Kentucky, and MisBoarcumulative
effect of the article is powerful because the reader is rtmdieel that any item might be
valuable, and that the archive is the only safe place for lesblaied materials. The reader
feels the weight of the consequences of lesbian feminists failipgeserve lesbian history:
the cold indifference of male-supremacist historians and hptdr@archal educational

practices will lead to erasure, irrelevance, and continued struggle for faaren.
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In order to help guide members through their library of movemdaiotrmation,
ALFA created a “Suggested Reading List” of books and materiaitableain the SFLA
library. The list included a wide variety of genres and selectibhs. category “Fiction—
Lesbian” highlighted some classics, mixed together with personaliyardlaovelsThe Well
of Loneliness by Radclyffe Hall (1928) is an example of a “classic,” wibleoks like
Sleeping Beauty: A Lesbian Fairy Talby ALFA women Vicki, Ginny & Gail, and
published by the local Sojourner Truth Press (19R2)yfruit Jungle by Rita Mae Brown
(1973), The Cook and the Carpentdsy June Arnold (1973), andiverfinger Womenby
Elana Nachman (1974) were a few of the most celebrated fiction bouksg the members,
who returned to these books over and over again (Suggested Reading List, ALFABRaper
2, File 17). One of the ALFA houses had been named Rubyfruit Junglehandinhor
among the organization’s women was that Rita Mae Brown, who visitdeA Abefore
writing her book, had paid them homage by naming the novel aftdndbaé (ALFA Papers
Box 1 File 19). Rita Mae Brown returned to the group for readamgso she developed a
special rapport with the women.

In addition to the difficult-to-find publications and ephemera, a spémas of the
library and archives was to build a repository of the most inflakfgiminist and lesbian
feminist movement literature, some of which was available throwaglitional publications
outlets, but much of it was also self-published by other organizatiodsdsstributed
nationwide through KNOW press, which was a non-profit organizationséraed as an
intermediary. ALFA members tried to make it known within thg and region that women
could come to their library and access these otherwise oftecuttiffo find texts, operating

under the idea that if they could make the knowledge easily awayabiscreet, they could
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offer support and relief to those who needed it. The category “NaivifieLesbian”
highlighted Love Between Womeiby Charlotte Wolff (1971)Lesbian/Womanby Del
Martin and Phyllis Lyon (1972)Sappho Was a Right-On Womady Sidney Abbott and
Barbara Love (1972);.esbian Nation: The Feminist Solutiooy Jill Johnston (1973); and
Flying, by Kate Millett (1974). Because the process of coming out, evgri@oheself, was
often a traumatic and shocking experience, one key narrative mhetged was the
proliferation of personal accounts of discovering one’s own lovevarhen. As ALFA’s
monetary resources grew, SFLA added more pamphlets written Hey otganizations:
“Coming Out to Your Parents,” for example, a booklet published badiphia Parents of
Gays, documented “the six stages of understanding (shock, denigl,ampgiér, personal
decision-making and true acceptance)” and featured “spedys woung adults can assist
their parents in each of these stages. The booklet begins mgraisiquestions that need to
be considered before coming out to your parendgalanta 12.8, ALFA Papers Box 6).
These kinds of books and pamphlets would have been something like regauetrfor
women across the country who joined lesbian feminist organizations tioauthe 1970s
and into the 1980s as women began to see themselves as leshially t&dhough many of
them continued to link the sexual with the political and vice-versa).

In the category “Feminist—Relevant,” we find the more radicalifiest texts like
Les Guerrilleres by Monique Wittig (1969)Sexual Politics by Kate Millett (1970), and
Amazon Odysseyy Ti-Grace Atkinson (1974), recommended alongside liberal femini
texts like Our Bodies Ourselvedy the Boston Women’s Health Collective (1973). Those
interested in seeing the connections between gay men and woneerea@nmende@ut of

the Closets: Voices of Gay Liberatjdoy Karla Jay and Allen Young (1972), found in the
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“Homosexual” category. This book was very influenced by radicaixidt ideology as well
as the student and anti-war movements. They had a large collecgioatof, and in their list
of recommended “Lesbian/Feminist Magazines & Newspapers,’b@enwere encouraged
to read publications from all regions of the counfize Furies(out of print, Washington,
D.C.), The Lesbian Tide(Los Angeles), Amazon Quarterly(Oakland), Sisters (San
Francisco),Lavendar[sic.] Woman(Chicago),Ain’'t | a Woman(lowa City), Cowrie (New
York), Wicce (Philadelphia), andSo’s Your Old Lady(Minneapolis). Through these
publications, important news and ideas traveled from one lesbiami$¢éraommunity to
another.

For ALFA, the KNOW press was especially influential as a aodior feminist and
lesbian literacy materials. KNOW was founded in 1969 by PittsbNQW members “who
believed that you can’'t have a revolution without a press—and bought otie”tlve
“original intention” of publishing a newsletter, but found that itgimniche would be “to
reprint feminist articles” and sell them to organizations andviddals “at only slightly over
the cost of the materials (ALFA Papers, Box 12, File 1). KNOWAhdo operate on a larger
scale by January of 1973, right around the same time that ALF&gigp inertia, although
ALFA began ordering materials from the press as early asathef 1972. In addition to
distributing literature important to the women’s movement, one of thia wbjectives of
KNOW was to “construct an information network to be used to propagatal change” and
their tag line was “Freedom of the Press Belongs to Those Who tevPress” (ALFA
Papers, Box 12, File 1). KNOW published a list of “reporters youtest,” a news bulletin,
updated lists of feminist periodicals, special publishing projects,aabibliography titled

“Books of Interest to Feminists,” which helped guide ALFA memblersugh the range of
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materials available. KNOW, like ALFA, also categorizedlig$ of publications in order to
better showcase how each piece might be relevant or fit varigasipational needs, and
they also grouped together related materials that they wouldasemg@acket. This incredible
resource empowered women involved in the women’s liberation and lesbianiste

movement by facilitating the transfer of information that migbt otherwise have been
distributed, and they did so at affordable prices, serving as eattditub in the political

educational publication chain.

The works that ALFA collected highlighted the more radical braofdine women’s
liberation movement and featured a special focus on lesbian liberbtmovever, debate
surrounding lesbianism as an identity category came to the forefatiunally, and the
educational materials reflected this, stressing that there many options; there was no
“right” way of being a feminist or lesbian feminist, even amdmg radicals. While most
women within ALFA imagined lesbian feminism as an outgrowtteirtsexual orientation
and their sense of personal identity, the literature directed dowaterosexual and
guestioning women emphasizes the idea that sexuality was not ardgess immutable
identity that one was born into. Instead, one’s sexuality could also diwice, a natural
extension of one’s political beliefs, as one option among many. This dirderature
emphasized that women might choose to enter into sexual relatiomgthpsther women
because they were tired of devoting energy to men who didnécespem or because it was
a demonstration of their love for women. The essay “Lesbianism amdniEm” was
recommended for the latter kind of women because it diplomatiatiynpts to explain
lesbianism as a choice, in a way that wouldn't alienate straight feminists:

The consideration of lesbianism as a personal option grew out of diiéeyent
reasons. For many feminists there had always been a ldtjeatetical connection
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between the elimination of sex roles and the possibility ohfpwther women. With
some this became a reality when they met a woman theyatteaeted to. For others,
lesbianism has meant a freedom from male relationships inajeaeelease from the
task of looking for that elusive ‘special’ man who wasn’'t a nwilauvinist. Other
feminists saw a love relationship with a woman as a positive tieoguse they felt
other women would not encourage the passivity and submissiveneshethdtad
previously found themselves falling into with men. Most important ofpathaps,
women found that there were other women to love in their own right as persons.
(Koedt 247-248)
For many women, a feminist awakening had preceded their sespeaiences with women,
while others felt allied with lesbian feminism because it spoktheir pre-existing sexual
desires for women. Thus, every feminist could potentially be laiales and for many
lesbians, their sexual orientation was a way to achieve consisgietweeen the ideology and
the practice of feminism, which was how they often explained it to heterosemuaisfis.

The ALFA women'’s policy toward accumulating library contents,hoétof writing
up suggested reading lists, and attitude toward spreading inforrabom sexual literacy in
the newsletter and within the archival materials indicate tth@torganization emphasized
what | would characterize as self-determined and incremesghlain feminist radicalism.
That is, the members ideally wanted everyone to be politiediicated and “out-front,” in
terms of openness, visibility, and political presence, but kimeyv that wasn’t possible for
every member to do. The organization thus provided information that nmglhleceach
woman to do what was possible within her own specific matetiztsan. Many women
were financially dependent on family members, leaving ngersituations, or limited by
their employment situation, which meant that some members coulda4 kisible or open
in the public sphere as they might have wanted. For these womertiaulpg the ALFA

library and support information could offer the solace and support thaotherwise lacked.

Other women were not sure where exactly they stood on the smerition continuum,
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and were trying out various manifestations of identity. Withinrdwelutionary texts, we see
the same pattern as well. There are multiple ways to corneamreness of oneself as a
lesbian or as a feminist who engaged in lesbian practices, the litergilame Even Abbott
and Love’s rather radical lesbian polen8appho Was a Right-On Womdor example,
contained information that emphasized the available options: “A few ewodop try
Lesbianism, but that is not the only sexual alternative. There alm® bisexuality,
masturbation, asexuality, and revolutionary heterosexuality” (154). Biée wuch of the
literature was liberation-oriented, there were also plentyamdlitical pieces that they
recommended, in addition to information that was more reform-mindedréiatutionary.
The main goal of the ALFA members’ sexual literacy politieducation program was to
provide support and open up the women'’s sense of the possible, as they rofieleds and
education that might enable individuals to better choose what fifdyetiteir personalities
and lifestyles.

In order to foster ongoing awareness of updated materials, nwamete book
reviews and also discussed timely news from other periodicateein newsletter. For
example, Knowlton, writing in 1980, explains that she is not a fan ohmaatemporary
lesbian fiction because she prefers books that “provide more thaonstaps and sex” and
feature a wider diversity of lesbian experience:

We are all hungry for lesbian fiction... | am sorry that ¢lfso luke-warm about

‘modern’ lesbian novels. Not every book canRatience & SarahRubyfruit Jungle

or Lover.... One reason | still rereathe Well of Lonelinesand so quickly forget

these newer books is that Radcliffe Hall provided more thanaesdtips and sex in
her novel. Although she is snobbish and classist, she creates § wdrighces,
atmospheres, characters (straight & gay) and ideas. The new novels afrexplicit
sex which does not ‘assert’ our sexual freedom (see Melanie iK&ymnister Wisdom

#13, p. 31) as much as deaden it.
Atalanta8.8, ALFA Papers Box 6)
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Here, Knowlton critiques Hall's snobbery and lack of character sityen terms of class as
she praises the other kinds of character development and situatoiedy that the book
features, taking contemporary novels to task for focusing more on Cixpéx” than
developing characters and ideas. Knowlton also manages to slieferance to a review in
a newsletter from another lesbian feminist organization (wiieh had on file at SFLA), so
this example also reveals how the women facilitated the smfeadormation developed
within one network to another. The letters featured in the beginnitige KLFA newsletters
demonstrate that women in other organizations were also readingwsewWuch as
Knowlton’s and passing her ideas on to other women within their network as well.

To counter the mainstream culture’s exclusive focus on heteroggxaslthe most
moral and valid way of being, the movement literature and tHeatyred a lot of first-hand
testimonials about what it was like to “come out” of heterosetyuand into lesbian
awareness. Perhaps more specifically, the transition mightdraaterized as a letting go of
a heteronormative ideology in order to imagine the freedom inharehe options provided
by the lesbian feminist community. Anne Koedt's interview of a feslsian couple itNotes
from the Third Yeartitled “Loving Another Woman” highlights the need for multiple
narratives in order to foster the kind of sexual literacy awasepeovided by a community
educated about sexual orientation possibilities. For example, one iotehgewees attests
that when she first made the move to sleep with another womarsdithe move that with a
man would have been automatic, was tremendously difficult...and eximtaratthough we
did sleep together, it wasn’t sexual; just affectionate and sergual. After that evening we

started sleeping together sexually as well” (Koedt 87). Sutimtasy reassured the women
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that it was normal to feel scared or anxious about exploring a new understandixgatifyse
but emphasized that these feelings did not negate the legitimacy of thersper

Koedt's interview also seems oriented toward the purpose of makewsier for
open-minded straight or questioning feminists to empathize and pemaps what it might
mean to overcome an internalized sense of shame or fear regaldihg change in sexual
orientation might mean for their lives. The testimonial continues:

| guess it was also a surprise to find that you weren't stilogkn by God in a final

shaft of lightening. That once you fight through that initial lvedl undefined fears

(built to protect those taboos), they wither rapidly, and leave you to operdyerirae

new self-defined circle of what's natural. You have a new sefdsldness, of

daring, about yourself.

(Koedt 87)

The interview reveals how the major obstacle that many woamsdfwas recognizing that
they had previously been trapped by a socialized heterosexual semsgadify, and that
when they made the attempt to break free, to “operate freaynaw self-defined circle,” it
was frightening yet empowering. The literature’s emphasithenmportance of being open
to new options thus provided a supportive counterpoint to mainstream cultuderancant
attitudes, which were more preoccupied with pathologizing or ostngcizomen who did
not fit neatly into heterosexual norms. One of the goals ofd$lgidn feminist movement,
then, was to feature narratives about women who were able to oweticemfear in order to
open up new possibilities for their lives and make it easier foremowho might want to be
lesbians to move beyond socialized shame.

In an essay titled “Gay is Good,” which appeared in the ALFArenended gay
liberation collectionOut of Closetswe see the theme of overcoming shame put in terms of

transcending the “internal violence” of the societal message that homagewasalimmoral.

The author explains that she feels as though her identity is thdydinked with her sexual
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orientation as she explains that she experiences “straigbtysscinconscious guilt” like the
weight of a terrible secret she must carry:

Understand this—that the worst part of being a homosexual is having poitkee

secret Not the occasional murders by police or teenage queer-heaietbe loss of

jobs or expulsion from schools or dishonorable discharges—but the daily kigewle

that what you are is so awful that it cannot be revealed. Thenumlagainst us is

sporadic. Most of us are not affected. But the internal violence iofy beade to

carry—or choosing to carry—the load of your straight socetyiconscious guilt—

this is what tears us apart, what makes us want to stand i ioffices, in the

factories and schools and shout out our true identities.

(Shelley 32)

The words in this essay echo ideas that appeared in the ALFAettevss especially during
the earlier years; these themes are common in the gastidreliterature the members read.
While many lesbian feminist activists at this time wratb®ut their experience as a choice—
wherein they had chosen to love women because it was a way tihéivephilosophical
orientation in their personal lives and experiment with their teeoand analysis in
practice—gay liberation literature often connected sexual onenttd an immutable sense
of identity, and many ALFA women related to this feeling as well.

The ALFA women also shared their experiences with textswhed meaningful to
them personally, keeping in mind that others might relate to togies and learn from their
experience. The process often occurred in a way that was indiyidadtred and non-
judgmental, in a mentorship fashion, and this passage of lesbianylitecdcplace both in
person and in the newsletter. For example, one woman wrifdalamta

When | accidentally came out as a Lesbian to my mother, Sandratv@haris [the

local feminist bookstore] the next day with a hug and the book | needsshdioher.

When | went in to Charis to buy Gyn/Ecology, Kay said, “Be sune get to the

Third Passage; the first two are a little tough, but she byiogut of it in the Third

Passage.” Months later (maybe years Crone-logically) | ltoTigree Guineas; when

| did Linda smiled a little and said “l read Three Guineas &ftead Gyn/Ecology.”
@Atalantal2.11, ALFA Papers Box 6)
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Here, we see how knowledge passed firsthand from woman to woman, throughtmurid,
transferred through a mentorship process of lesbian literacyptbeided solace, support,
and important resources for those who struggled with the transit@n assumed
heterosexuality into open lesbianism/lesbian feminism. The womemmptguided one
another through the range of available literature, but also provided suppdrt
encouragement regardifgow to read the materials. The above passage closes with the
observation that when she returned to Atlanta from incarceratiomashbkelieved “that jail
was fine, being in Atlanta was what | couldn’t handle. Then | nitaidethe third passage of
Gyn/Ecology and things have been looking up ever sind&lgdnta 12.11, ALFA Papers
Box 6). It is apparent that this woman has been through a lot, frocrdéantally” coming out
to her mother in what was likely an inopportune and unexpected moméartidiog in jail,
but we can see how the guidance from her fellow lesbian fesicoshbined with feminist
movement literature to offer her a sense of new possibilities for her futidgriiction.
Abbott and Love frame the process of moving from heterosexuality stmale
feminism as invention, liberation, and creativity, as an exampleelbireflective identity
work and action through reflection and open dialogue. The authors explamoitess of
coming into lesbian awareness as both difficult and laudatory. Tleydprqueer women
with a script to protect them from judgment and discriminatiorrning that heterosexuals
may resent the freedom of choice that lesbians have exercisadsbetmight reveal some
truth about their own lives that they are reluctant to face.libes, especially Lesbian
activists,” Abbot and Love argue, “are taking their lives into tleim hands, being
responsible for themselves. They live, not so much accordindisb @ rules, but by the

dictates of mind and spirit” (228). Educating oneself about options that rsuthee
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heterosexual mainstream and choosing to live in a way that doeomiorm to societal
norms means that one must necessarily invent new rules. Instagoh@fih a reactive or
unexamined way, then, lesbians become inherently creative and pdypsélfaaffirming.
Put in terms opathos the enthusiasm that the authors express is contagious: reaet® w
join in and experience the exciting possibilities that emetgeEnviesbianism becomes a lived
philosophy. It's unclear whether or not the theory follows the praesca justification of
pre-existing feelings of love for women, but in much of the lesbiaracy materials, the
theory and practice of lesbian feminism interact in a reciprexaehange as a praxis that
creates new possibilities for both self- and collective-identity.

Lesbian feminists encouraged one another to invent new traditions at the same time as
they discovered the liberating effects when they let go of themés that no longer seemed
relevant and/or appeared to be ethically suspect. Repeated withiterthieire, we find the
idea that there are many ways to be a lesbian or a hefnanist: the focus on ethics and
identity as both personal and collective invention practices thdt teasocial change is
cumulative and powerful. The beginning of “In Amerika They Calykes” (the chapter
in the ALFA recommende®ur Bodies, Ourselvethat most explicitly addresses lesbian
concerns), helps women understand the range of possibilities by rgatonultiple
perspectives about coming out, with women speaking in the firstip@bout the process of
opening up their love lives to women. Like Koedt’'s essay “Leshiamisd Feminism,” this
specific piece seems aimed toward encouraging connections and amdiagstbetween
heterosexual and homosexual women: the authors speak not only to |lesbiaist§, but
also address the heterosexual readers in order to explain whdiké to be a lesbian. It

closes with a consideration of non-monogamy, with one woman writing:
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| want to be very close to several women—Ilive with some of tlsbeep with some

of them, and love all of them like family. I want the same amourgeotirity and

warmth that a couple can give each other, but | want it spread oudreothan one

woman. [...] If 'm sleeping with more than one woman, maybe | @amrol my

jealousy and my desire to own my sexual partners. | know it will be very harddo bui

free but long-term love relationships among a group of women, but the gossibil

keeps me going.

(“Lesbian Liberation” 69)

Here we find a commonplace attitude about non-monogamy among |éshiamsts: in a
monogamous heterosexual couple arrangement, they explained, it \iagaton for
couples to feel like they had “ownership” over one another becauketrsyppings were
suspiciously tied up with patriarchal, capitalist, and heteroseraditions. As the women
moved forward to let go of past traditions and invent new ways obitihg the concepts of
lesbianism and lesbian feminism, they relied on the ethics thegeoh out of the movement
literature to guide their future philosophies and behavior. Readers to understand that
the process of discovering ways of relating to other women eahokth confusing and
liberating because moving away from old expectations about relaifisn®meant that women
felt freer to questiomll preconceived notions they had about relationships. That is, once one

aspect of their previous sense of reality began to unravel, theenapplied their same

rigorous questioning to other aspects of their lives.

Rap Groups

This questioning mainly occurred within the context of consciousnesagdrap
groups,” during which the women were able to understand the systeotk of their
oppression, analyze its causes, and transcend the righteous anger theynfétiewhegan to
realize that their life experiences had been repressed fronstneam culture except when

framed as perverse. Because by the 1970s the term “conscioresegs (often shortened
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simply to CR) had already earned a negative rhetorical coroutaiistakenly thought by
many to be group therapy or even merely “bitch sessions,” sberation groups had begun
referring to them as rap groups instead. In the KNOW méteaae woman writes that CR
“has been called the heart and cornerstone” of the femirasiement, yet the process
remains “somewhat mysterious,” in part because even those whe psaissults are often
“vague, even contradictory about how it is accomplished,” as shesthat it can be prone
to failure unless an intentional procedure is used (Tennov, ALFA PBp&rd2 File 5). It
becomes clear that while the practice of CR has been oftendstitdippears to have been
put to different use within groups. In a 1971 essay that ALFA ordesed KNOW, scholar
Jo Freeman explains that the rap group is “essentially antexhatdechnique” that “spread
far beyond its origins” to become “probably the most valuable conwibwgo far by the
women'’s liberation movement” as a tool for social change (ALBAePs Box 12, File 5). In
this particular essay, we see a direct link connecting thedspfaaformation and practices
with social change. Freeman, who bolsters her credentials in givenbmg of the essay by
including her affiliation with the Political Science Departmanthe University of Chicago,
also makes an important point that is not acknowledged enough in tat&ut¢eroriginally
the idea of CR was invented by Black Power groups—“much in the pedoisciousness
when the women’s liberation movement began™—to facilitate a ¢oée@nd contagious
understanding of how “what was thought to be a personal problem lsahuse and
probably a political solution” (ALFA Papers, Box 12 File 5). Ultielgf the ALFA materials
suggest that rap groups were a small group educational practiceldyighnovated by the
Black Power movement and so widely used that they formed a ceotrgdonent within

most liberation movement organizations, yet they continued to be cahtestature and
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appear to have been most successful when they proceeded actordipgrticular set of
guidelines.

Although ALFA did not keep minutes about what happened during rap group sessions
that they later published in the newsletters, it is also possbiieduce ALFA’s rap group
techniques based on those advocated by other groups whose examplesldiey.fdh
particular, ALFA members often promoted “The Woman Identifiédman” essay, written
by the Radicalesbians, and in much of the ALFA women’s writinig ieasy to see the
influence of this short-lived yet visible and well-timed WastongD.C.-based organization.
In an essay published in the ALFA-recommended gay liberationctioleOut of Closets
the Radicalesbians explain their philosophy in a way that links ¢verall approach to
group organization with their rap group practices:

We are against hierarchical structures because as womehavee experienced

firsthand that hierarchy is a fixed status system. (Thodepeiver and privilege, i.e.

men, assume leadership and use it to perpetuate their advantagevanivVen

organization that encourages growth and fluidity. Therefore, we do not havesléade

We experiment with forms that promote the participation of everyorgecision-

making and actions. Some of these are consensus (sense of the meeting) itiséead of

vote, the lot system of assigning responsibilities, and a preferfem meeting and
rappingwith small groups of women, rather than speakibthem in auditoriums and
lecture halls. The quality of our exchanges with women is nmop@itant to us than
reaching large numbers with stale rhetoric. We believe thatmust live by
revolutionary forms while we struggle against sexism, racism,imperialism; that
part of the revolution is our anti-authoritarian life style; tiat tevolution is process
not goal.
(292-293)
Because the ALFA women mainly agreed with the other elemempi©op organization and
community construction that Radicalesbians advocated—non-hieraroméeding process,
experimentation with modes of collective decision-making, smgheups oriented toward

active participation, and attempts to live according to revolutiorether than traditional

principles—it makes sense that ALFA members would also adopt Restians’ approach
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to rap groups. In the above quote it is also apparent that the womeretelat they could
politically educate women in a more meaningful way with senajfoups than according to
what Freire would call the “banking” system of education. In tlge gi@ups, the women
displaced their self-blame onto the systemic power structgréley intellectualized their
experiences.

It is also rather easy to infer ALFA’s rap group methods frioenKNOW publication
materials the organization promoted. Three essays in partmuiéain special instructions
on how to run successful rap groups, and there are several underntiredsiamd sentences
within these essays. One titled simply “Consciousness-Raismgtfen by the Women’s
Collective in Connecticut, begins by pointing out the many thing ©Rp$ arenot, and the
word “not” has been underlined, as well as the sentence: “We whawennot had enough
attentive, respectful audiences in our lives” (ALFA Papers BoKilE25). So it is likely that
ALFA women agreed with many of the guidelines advocated Isypiduiticular collective, at
least in part because they believed that everyone should dedwveedpect and
acknowledgement that their perspective had been heard. The axgblara ehat the groups
should not be social nor action-oriented, that they shontt be used for therapeutic,
religious, nor even explicitly political purposes, but instead prignamieant to help
understand “one’s self in relation to one’s society” for the purposecofynizing “what it is
to be a woman in a patriarchal society that oppresses woMénhén’s Collective, ALFA
Papers Box 12 File 5). So the main rhetorical objective that ttlEAAvomen sought to
accomplish was likely related to identifying ways in which thggrticular oppression was

linked to systemic structures that were common to most women, whether lesbian or not.
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The Women'’s Collective essay also goes on to advocate neutraldgchitlicare
facilities, an inclusive atmosphere, positive encouragement, radpatention to every
woman who wants to speak, no authoritarian leader, and the freedom>alititfleéo stray
from the guidelines when necessary as well as sometimesgidgecific topics for
discussion. (Box 12 File 5). Again, the emphasis is on the positive pibiesilthat arise
when the conditions for personal and collective invention are not stifled-gtfGHRos are
supposed to flow in a free and non-judgmental manner, they explain. Waneen
discouraged from giving advice, criticizing, pressuring, using “put-demminology” that
might allow “-isms” to creep in, and not blending gradually intbeotfunctions (ALFA
Papers Box 12 File 5). Each of these discouraged actions also opataehith ALFA
members’ professed guidelines in their mission and purpose statemefitasiwan overall
assessment of their writing in the newsletter, so it islikleey attempted to follow these
particular guidelines.

Ideally, the process of CR groups enabled women to come togatlwder to
exchange their personal experiences in order to bring to lightvétys in which their
socialized roles as women had interfered with their ability tdrée from dominating or
oppressive forces. According to the KNOW materials the AlR@mbers collected and
promoted, rap groups made real the “ugly truths of female exiStémtethe women had
already been aware of and yet would not be consciously awareaoe “fully real and
conscious” only after their experiences had “been spoken of withsbtfleennov, ALFA
Papers Box 12 File 5). There was thus a performative element idviolvaiscussing their
experiences and relating them back to the cultural forces thaddugalized the women—

their personal realities were made more real after thaged them with others and listened
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to others in return. In one of the CR essays, Dorothy Tennov suh&eysovement theories
that discuss rap groups and comes to the conclusion that, among tharaukted
literature, some organizations stressed “political action and graigasty” while others
were “concerned with growth—intellectual and emotional—of the individuahile for
others the emphasis was more on “intellectual awareness”’AMAR&pers Box 12 File 5).
Despite their differences, most groups were small in numberingafrgm 5-10 women, and
most sessions were structured so that each participant took stuansg their personal
understanding of oppression and relating it to larger power strudturesier to see the
systemic way in which their particular experiences were $slatgihed and the result of societal
causes. The critical element was the way that rap groups pravsiggace “to speak out loud
about things formerly locked away in guilty half-consciousnessbrder to discover the
common nature of problems that had previously been internalized senalefTennov,
ALFA Papers Box 12 File 5). CR participants were thus ablelease some of their pain
and anger as they absolved themselves of socialized guilt. dlapsgiwvere successful in part
because each woman found that she was not alone in her experienuesarwutd “come to
understand that our problems are imposed by external forces” anthateg was not
individual women who were blameworthy, but that they “were failgdthe patriarchal and
heteronormative culture (Tennov, ALFA Papers Box 12 File 5). Thus, the rap sessieds se
the rhetorical functions of being simultaneously cathartic, educational, articaial

ALFA'’s archival materials indicate that the rap groups wempartant spaces for
theory-building, that they were both contagious—an end in themselvesrireofthey
produced knowledge that would easily spread to those the participanéciat with—and a

preliminary step to more concrete political action. In her KN@Wlication essay, Freeman
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explains that the rap groups served two main purposes: (1) “lgimggmen together in a
situation of structured interaction” to serve as a communicatiamgoriefor the spread of
movement information, in order to counter the strategy of keeping people“dsviang as
they are kept divided from each other,” and (2), to “become mechafosraocial change in
and of themselves. They are structures created speciffcaltyhe purpose of altering the
participants’ perceptions and conceptions of themselves and satiatge” (ALFA Papers
Box 12 File 5). So the rhetorical function of the CR process browghtits because it
promoted group solidarity and facilitated a new sense of self apdgriat the same time as
it spread movement knowledge. What's more, the outcomes, while prelyninarore overt
political activism, could also have the potential to change society everwbthen involved
did not go on to join other movement activities. Freeman goes on to nbthdlsiccessful
rap group experience “is both irreversible and contagious” insofamass view of oneself
and the world is never the same again, whether or not thargherf active participation in
the movement” (ALFA Papers Box 12 File 5). The process of CRvess practiced within
ALFA thus probably discouraged allegiance to any one ideology oticabldogma, but
instead furthered the rhetorical outcome of invention and learning, encouragwgren to
perceive their world through fresh eyes and to teach one anotheeyaspread their new
sense of possibilities to other women they encountered.

In a 1973 study of “radical revolutionary” consciousness raising groups,
communication scholars James W. Chesebro, John F. Cragan, anda Rdt@ullough
identify four stages of the CR process, using the participant-observatibachwodtstudying a
gay liberation group as the main example. Chesebro et al. expkirthie process they

observed was common among most radical revolutionary groups, and thesiihsevere
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tape recorded for later study, during which the researcht¥gacezed the process into four
stages on the basis of “themes,” as well as “functional artdrited characteristics” (139).
The authors explain that the participants first provide evidencéhityahave been oppressed
because of their particular “cultural and life-style comneitti as they participate in “a
sharing of the public rhetoric of the national” movement (139); magtnbers gain group
identity by articulating an “enemy” and discussing oppressiohinithe larger member
community (141); then, the group identifies old values of the establisiwoelol, assess the
effects of the old values, and create a “new vision” for the new community gitPjinally,
they test their own consistency by assessing their own grorgysltitionary openness” in
an attempt to “remove all forms of oppression from within and frothowt,” and agree to
broaden the revolution by supporting “the liberation efforts of unrecednappressed
groups” (145-146). As Chesebro et al. explain it, radical revolutiogranyps were engaged
in a process of developing individual and collective identity througtrnmdl theory related
to their everyday experiences. That is, rap groups moved toviileolearticulating an ideal
collective philosophy and new system of morality as they alsttifekel other groups who
might also be subject to similar forces and thus allies against the dstediis

Another rhetorical outcome of consciousness raising was to loglewsee how the
stereotypes they had been socialized to accept might be turned araimdnverted into
strengths. As Abbott and Love put it, “One answer to the dilemma of @rharges in
consciousness-raising is a self-determined morality” (219). Témultmg state of
enlightenment and self-awareness is framed as a more enédhiteoral state. A woman
who has not questioned her socialization, then, can become a woman egeoatng in a

state of false-consciousness, unable to exert free will ontiotel ethical practices. But
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some of the movement literature, especially when put in termiesbfan (as opposed to
merely feminist) consciousness raising, exhibited a tendenakéoon a self-righteous tone
of superiority implying that woman-identified-women are moragéténed than everyone
else. Obviously, this argumentative line was very successful when put to heterosexual
women or others who were not a part of the women'’s liberation mexetoexmunity—a
holier-than-thou attitude was not particularly ideal for promotiognections and fostering
understanding, and when heterosexual feminists felt that queer weenerrelying on this
epistemology as a basis for justifying their role in the movemthey resented the
implication. Yet this line of reasoning was crucial to helpiagblan women counter the
discrimination, resistance, and homophobic attitudes they encounteredaly &asis. It
was key to helping them gather strength, feel confident, overcopasgguilt about not
fitting into their expected roles as women, and it led to nfgef belonging to a new, more
accepting community. Instead of believing the “lies” they had bmmnditioned to accept,
gay women could repeat to themselves that they were takingatdess often traveled, and
that if others took such a path, it would help society to open up to ptssibilities for
negotiating the formation of individuality.

One way to understand how this perspective could emerge is to cotisaler
importance of the process of self-education in countering the tyapuiture’s negative
attitude toward gays. By sharing powerful conversion experieneepersnsonal narrative,
women also had to separate from and temporarily disown or resemaiyisein which they
had been socialized to repress or deny a potential for loving wometing\about the

rhetorical outcomes of lesbian consciousness raising, Abbott and Loveathagainst
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proselytizing or trying to convert women into a gay lifesgien as they formulate the end
result as a higher state of self-awareness, a more “mature” stemgf
Consciousness-raising has been called a conversion experience fiidvatred to
self-respect; it can also be called an intellectual awmlg from ignorance of
society’s conditioning to awareness of the possibility of rascs; a moral transition
from unexamined conventional morality to individual principles; a nrajyprocess
from dependence to independence; a recovery from sickness to heattlapilogies
to endorsement. To sum up, one could even say that it is a recondigxpiegence
designed to shed layer after layer of trained negative thinkindraaedhe vital self
which oppression has so effectively buried.
(219)
Contextually, this prose follows on the heels of arguments meangtienthe oppressive
forces of socialization outlined in the previous chapters of Abbott ave's book—they
have just spent two hundred pages writing about the ways in whicietigdeas built up a
system of institutions that condition women into heterosexualityifig¢ gayness as a either
a disease or an immoral choice. In order to help women gain confidéece lesbianism
comes to be an identity option that provides a solution to the “relhess—society’s
traditional institutions. Instead of being the immoral outcast, éBbidn becomes the self-
determined savior of morality. Instead of being sick or deviant,daskbbecome society’s
cure. Instead of feeling ashamed, or believing charges that ateypsychologically

immature, lesbians can reassure themselves that they aretimdee mature, because

they've had the strength to question their psychological conditioning.

Political Education as Radical Liberation Strategy

It just may be that the Lesbian, far from being an odd kind of wema
tolerated, at best, by society—is a catalyst to a new cuFarefrom being
sick, she may be extraordinary, even heroic.

-- Abbott and Love, 238
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While it may seem like a rather arrogant rhetorical moweaion that lesbians can be
the saviors of our culture, positing them as the heroes of a newhesagesture was
necessary emotionally and mentally as it also inspired leshoam@stively work toward
making that claim a reality. Although the idea that lesbianrists are the cure to society’s
ills, the more enlightened women of the future, was often présehe literature, most of
ALFA’'s educational information stresses that these kinds ofudé$s are ultimately
unproductive when dealing with audiences external to or new to themeaveThe KNOW
articles emphasize that, while society may have “brainwashedien into certain unhelpful
thought patterns, the women'’s liberation movement was educationaiure rand not meant
to indoctrinate women into self-righteous savior lesbian-bots. Dgprodnnov’'s “Open
Rapping” essay, in particular, explains that the egalitanature of the groups should
facilitate reciprocal learning, where new members also eeldlcatveteran members, so that
when a woman “takes our time to tell us how fortunate she isstimthas never been
discriminated against, we do not disagree with her experience’us®edé the women
“demanded that she accept what appears to her as dogma, ehensfays, she will not
learn” (ALFA Papers Box 12 File 5). In other words, if womem jtiie groups only to find
that there is a required dogma or political philosophy that thest mdhere to, women are
ultimately less likely to participate. Tennov also stressds diegpite the implications of the
term consciousness raising, it is fallacious to think of the praneasdeleological fashion,
where one’s consciousness begins at a low point and gets raiseidi¢aldmngh point, where
more experienced members have climbed to a “higher” level. Rapg the lesbian literacy

information explains, is ideally both an end in itself as a pathataymovement attitudes,
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and also preparatory and educational in nature—a step that precedssclownd that
informs women of their identity options and the possibilities for political solutions.

While it was sometimes difficult to effectively counter ttiscrimination the ALFA
women faced in their daily lives without feeling superior agsult of their intense self-
reflective work, the women frequently reminded themselves that tble was to offer
freedom from controlling indoctrination through education and sisterlamodthey soon
recognized how expressing strong political preferences migtdudisge new members from
sticking around. For example, the members sent out questionnaires thdm first two
years of organizational activity in order to discover why women dtcome to the house
did not return, and found that the main reason was that they “fidtefif from most of our
members because of their life style and political persuasfioFA Newsletteno. 6, ALFA
Papers Box 6). Thus, while group solidarity and increased levelsordidence were
important, the women realized that it was self-defeatinggeatethe authoritarian coercion
they encountered through the mainstream culture. At other timseents, the wide variety
and flexible options the group provided seem to have been a source oflestt0gg
particular piece reflecting on the “herstory” of the organizatxplains that ALFA’s
“flexibility and lack of firm structure, coupled with a broad rameoolitical ideologies and
lifestyles, has resulted in a series of occasional trammesses” (ALFA Papers Box 1 File
19). The members’ high level of collective self-awareness sedrave effectively countered
these “occasional traumas or crises” that arose as a odégiiffering political views and
wide range of possibilities for inhabiting a lesbian feminist identity.

Political education within the organization was based on the philosdityohly

those who were free from forces of dominance could participapensuasive action, and
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that only those educated about their options and the way that the édraepression worked
could truly be free. Political education within ALFA was thus bm#iminary and an end in
itself, contagious, and a process that combined both theory and pratdicani ethically

consistent mode of personal identity. The members’ lesbiamditestrategies offered an
inventive, creative, liberating, and freely chosen way of joinind participating in the

movement. With an emphasis on egalitarian and not authoritarian nebd@ssorbing,

sharing, and contributing back to the nationwide practices, the AL&#en were able to
internally educate without indoctrinating, and open their membership tlpse who needed
the resources that their library and rap group spaces provided.

Ultimately, the political education materials available inL&Fand the practice of
rapping together in small groups led to a focus on openness, an awareness of mutiipde opti
for sexual liberation, and a connection between identity, communidyethical integrity as
important strategies to move from an unquestioned heterosexualzsticaland into a new
sense of possibilities as a lesbian feminist. In line with #ucal feminist movement
influences, the philosophy and rap group practices anthropomorphized “sauidtgender
role expectations as the “real” enemy, rather than scapegoawen and/or heterosexual
feminists and kept in mind that they were working alongside othaslutionary groups,
rather than competing with them for limited political resourcesrd&ninding one another
how the traditional institutions of power limited them, ALFA'sdes feminist political
education strategies meant that the women who joined their commuary able to
maintain unity, motivated to seek broader-reaching political solutiortbeir feelings of
discrimination, and able to feel a sense of belonging to a nationestiéan feminist

movement as they invented new ways of inhabiting that identification.
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Chapter V
Living the Movement: Lesbian-Feminist Culture and Community
That space that we dykes have made for ourselves is not onlytiaapoli
movement with an organizational form, it is also a community. iEhie of
the characteristics which most distinguishes lesbian-feminiesm &traight
feminism.
-- Vicki G. (Atalanta8.12, ALFA Papers Box 6)
ALFA explicitly connected political activism and education to community adre
because the members realized that their social activitiebdtadattracted new members to
the organization at the same time as they provided a kind of glu&édlththe members
together. The women know that their social and cultural events havelpeaverful tool for
attracting new members. In a reflection in the newslettethe importance of community
and its connection to attracting women and holding the organizatiothéogene woman
writes, “[s]ocial events at the ALFA House, like the weekly coffee house, dawn a lot of
womyn. Sports activities, particularly her softball teams, have lseatral to ALFA and
have involved hundreds of womyn either as players or fahsilgnta8.12 ALFA Papers
Box 6). As a result of the debates that received positive fekedi@dalantg moreover, they
have realized that specific political causes were also inclwiath a cultural sphere. So the
women consciously worked to provide spaces and activities thatefdsiesense of familial
community.
One of the organization’s outreach statements explains that rtup’g social

functions were not merely auxiliary to their overall purpose: “Our sociaditées are not just

to give us something to do; our goal is to create a sense of sisterhood and supfmoftEn



a strong community from which to operate in challenging the lasgeiety and its
systematic oppression of us” (ALFA Papers Box 1 File 19). #fdte focus on community,
then, was a result of the women'’s realization that in order to amveffactively for political
change, they needed a strong connection to a feeling of lesbiahasteand the support it
provided. Member Vicki G. claims that the connection between paélittavzement and
community was especially compelling to lesbian feminists umx#esbian-identified women
had often lost other support systems: “It is clear that i, plhils community we have
developed is our family. So many of us have strained ties withhlowd families either
because we feel we cannot be open with them about our sexudi¢#gauwse we have been
open with them and they have cut us ofkitglanta8.12, ALFA Papers Box 6). Vicki G., a
leader within the ALFA community, was not alone in her descriptidghe@brganization as a
community that could provide a substitute for blood ties—her observation is repregseitati
the larger pattern in the newsletters and other organizational materials

As they developed a unique culture and community, the ALFA membaes likely
influenced by the ideas of the Black Arts Movement, whose pioneengwirted politics,
morality, and art, which inspired many of the strategies ofh#it®mnwide lesbian feminist
movement. These ideas were very much “in the air” as the wiavew social movements
swept the country, and they were most widely adopted by lesbianig¢roommunities in
particular. Most influential from 1965-1975, BAM artists “contendedt tthere is a close
relationship between morality and aesthetics”; they fused @blideas with community and
attempted to transform the consciousnesses of ordinary people byirxphe link between
“critical consciousness and social intervention” (Dyson 62-63). Thewdsahat in order for

a social change movement to truly uplift an oppressed group of péoplest enact a shift
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in values that would fuse with the culture and lifestyles of thdse sought freedom from
traditional forces of dominance. This philosophy brought “social stesgdor self-

determination and political liberty” into black artists’ vision betfuture, “spurning the
heroic individualism of European models of artistic endeavor in favtireofollective roots
of artists who express the values, beliefs, ideals, and perceptions of the caesmoamihich

they belong” (Dyson 62). By “living the movement,” political changelld more easily
spread and impact the lives of those who came into contact with moweaicipants.
Lesbian feminists who engaged in political education thus often conredtachl change to
the more explicit rhetorical purpose of spreading activism-orientdédrmation: the
development of critical consciousness was not enough without itsl sotgavention

counterpart.

Another philosophy influencing ALFA’s strategy for building cultared community
in a way that would work symbiotically with the organization’sbi@n literacy practices is
also apparent in the writings of Paulo Freire, whose observatioosbdethe inseparability
of education, culture, and practices of freedom. Since many of theizatian’'s members
proclaimed a Marxist political leaning and supported the Cuban revolaion other
countries’ political revolutionary uprisings during this time, itlisely that they were
influenced by the philosophy Freire advocates in this text. In additb the obvious
influence that Marxist ideology exerted on the group’s members dgiathsonve find further
evidence in two active sub-groups of ALFA, the Daughters for Seeond American
Revolution (DAR I1) and the Atlanta Socialist Feminist Womeddigon and Dykes, both of
which met at the ALFA house and provided a space for the womeRrptore lesbian

feminist socialist political philosophies (ALFA Papers Box 7eF#3). “Originating in
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objective conditions,” Freire writes, “revolution seeks to supersede sitvation of
oppression by inaugurating a society of women and men in the procesmtofuing
liberation. The educational, dialogical quality of revolution, which makes ‘cultural
revolution’ as well, must be present in all its stages” (EBr&B7). When Freire discusses the
“educational, dialogical” qualities of revolutionary movement, hefermag to the need for
public discourse to negotiate new terms for social justidgiesa which is why liberation
activity becomes cultural as well as political. Member$ized that if their ethical principles
were open to question and charges of hypocrisy from heterosexualsatheyinto contact
with, they stood no chance of persuading them that lesbians could betedspetrusted,
and so they worked together as a community to find strategiesdixcpriving intentional
and consistent lives as they exchanged advice for lifestyle eshdi@at would represent
lesbian feminists well in the broader community.

By meshing their politics with their everyday lives, membersevizetter rhetorically
positioned to uplift lesbians and women in a wider-reaching, moistibolvay. To the
ALFA women, an infusion of politics with the idea of “living the moent” in their
everyday lives meant that they not only actively worked to build aostip community,
but they also attempted to live their lives with lesbian feshimtegrity, insofar as they
sought to match up their daily actions with their political philosoplestics, lifestyle, and
community were inseparable for many ALFA women: “the kindswafidj arrangements that
people make and the kind of lover and friend relationships that wiwaye are part of the
lesbian-feminist politics and affect the whole spectrum of palitwvork we do” Atalanta
12.8, ALFA Papers Box 6). As a result of this intertwined seffisgctivism and culture,

members self-consciously created spaces to foster lesbianideart and music, educated
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one another regarding informed economic consumption choices, held workshopshaeu f
sub-groups that focused on lesbian health and wellness, and made ottye lkifesisions
based on their women-centered and feminist political underpinningeepsxplored new
ways to build personal relationships and as well as influence ageaeration of more
lesbian-accepting children. Some of the women recognized the anperbf religion in a
well-rounded life, but were disillusioned by the patriarchal andrivetemative values
inherent in many of the traditional religious systems, and soltéggn to explore alternative
spiritual rituals as well, recovering older philosophies that cetiteround goddesses, pagan,
or Wicca practices, or focusing on nature and the changing of the seasons.

Lesbian feminists in ALFA also celebrated the sense ofyuthiat a focus on
community and culture enabled:

There is strength and support in this powerful womyn-bonding of our coitigs.

But like every other aspect of lesbian/feminism, the contradickoasver-present.

Working through them can be a source of energy for us. The commumdty a

organization are not the same thing, but there is a strong interlocking relagionshi

Atalanta8.12, ALFA Papers Box 6)

Even when disagreements arose regarding how to live their valttesii lives, the work of
sorting through the contradictory elements gave them energy. eff@sggy also better
equipped members to represent lesbian feminists in a positivevivay among men and
straight women as well. For example, their softball leaguegiged the opportunity to be
visible and safe at the same time, to interact with non-lesiialoseted women while still
within a supportive community. The women thus felt that ALFA’s caltuglped provide the
strength to encounter difficult situations as a group, a couple, or individually.

It becomes clear that part of the rhetorical function fulfildbuilding a strong

social community was simply the ability to feel accepted and gasense of normalcy.
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Within the neighborhood, as well, ALFA members had been able tossfiglte build more
fulfilling lives:

| do not mean a vague sense of community. | mean that hundreds of AKE# live

within block of each other. We run into each other not only at lesbianifidd

events, like the womyn’s bars, social gatherings at each othenges, political

meetings, and concerts, but at the local supermarket, health fwed isexpensive

Chinese restaurant, bookstore, Laundromat, karate class, feminggytteemter or

lesbian chiropractor.

Atalanta8.12, ALFA Papers Box 6)

The feeling of community was thus especially powerful wherxtéreled to the broader
neighborhood. Essentially, the ALFA women had been able to build cptiadl mass” that
reassured them when they ran into one another in their local §pexges and gave them that
crucial confidence when engaging with citizens of the germushlic. In the rest of this
chapter, | focus on the concrete ways in which the organizationedkeébrt to “living the
movement” in an everyday way as the members sorted out how totheskendividual and
collective lifestyle practices consistent with their poditiand educational principles. In the
first section, | discuss the social and artistic culture theAAwomen created in a small
group way, and focus on the health and wellness discussions that codtributieeir
community cohesion. In the second section | explain how the visual-ria¢tommor culture
they created within the space of the newsletter functioned, @odd with an examination of

how their economic decisions and interpersonal relationship choicesagraseas of debate

that extended their sense of community into the public and political sphere.

Inventing Culture—The Role of Art, Sex, and Spirituality
We first see ALFA women working in a more self-conscious amoh&l manner to

build community as the organization’s inertia picks up, with a “Weelkeetdeat” in late
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1974. At this point, ALFA is quickly adding many members, in part beeathe
organization’s openly lesbian softball team attracted attentionstirmmer. Twenty-three
women gathered together at a country house not too far from Atlanta:

The first evening all 23 of us crowded into the living room, on couch, s;hend

floor, to tell coming out stories. 23 coming out stories! Can you ime&gEvery

woman thought that her story would be a bore, but it was clear remesponse that

when you've heard one, you certainly haven't heard them all. The rdowsta

exploded with passion, fear, suspense, confusion and joy as we toks siatil

quarter of 2 in the morning.

(ALFA Newsletteno. 14, ALFA Papers Box 6)

In this newsletter summary of the weekend’'s events, we seethiatetreat began by
providing each woman with an opportunity to tell her own personal nerrmaft what it was
like to make the move from being raised in a heterosexual léetstyealizing that they were
different in terms of sexual orientation and sexual expressioneWha newsletter doesn’t
go into more detail about the content of the coming out storiesclgas that the members
who participated were moved by the unique experience of sharthgone another what it
was like to move from a denial of lesbian orientation into aeteptance and new
awareness, which was as confusing and scary as it wasriglfillhe account of the retreat
goes on to highlight some other activities and concludes that themfanly ‘scratched the
surface’ during the experience,” adding that they were abbeaimstorm ideas for groups
that might organize around the following topics: “larger socialies that affect us, our
sexuality and how it affects our relationships, poetry workshops, ouesgpn as lesbians
and how to deal with it, etc.’ALFA NewsletteNo. 14, ALFA Papers Box 6). Some of these

topics provided fodder for rap groups, while others generated ert@agyvould form the

foundation for action-oriented political groups as well as more explicitly alilguoups.
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Retreats happened on a semi-regular basis, and worked in conjunction with the annual
Gay Pride events and ALFA birthday celebration to hold the largermunity together
socially. But the energy for the invention of ALFA’s collectiveltare often originated
within the sub-organizations that formed up along the way. Amongulh&al cliques that
arose during the years, the emphasis was on writing, music,rtreaadedance. Shortly after
the retreat, the women created a Poetry Collective, which hekkhaps and readings, and
in 1975 they self-published a book of lesbian and women-centered pgefhsA women,
calledRewarding Amazon@®LFA NewsletteAug. 1975, ALFA Papers Box 6). Many of the
newsletters during the 1970s showcased the ALFA members’ pddétey.members put
together a songbook as well, and eventually a sub-group called Womonferitesd.
Womonwrites was a lesbian writers’ conference that was pogutarg the later years of the
organization (ALFA Papers Box 7 File 23). ALFA women helped fond aponsor the
woman-centered Lucina’s Music, a production company that heldsitgeminist concert in
November of 1976 (ALFA Papers Box 6 File 4). Lucina’s Music wasoanen-oriented
production company, and a part of a broader lesbian feminist trend that woulchtleetion
and resources to women’s music. Lucina brought singer-songw@tessWilliamson and
Meg Christian to the city before they became celebratecbasgris for being among the first
self-identified lesbian musicians (ALFA Papers Box 7 File 23).

“Coffeehouse” productions began at the ALFA house, with a group ofo@ies who
called themselves the Boogiewomen. The coffeehouses featured foodtaridiement in
the form of song and theater, adding to the energy for Red Dy&atdihand WomanSong
Theater, two “freewheeling theater groups” (ALFA Papers BoxFile 23). The

Boogiewomen later turned into the Boogiewimmin, ALFA’s sociagpaonming committee,
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which was one of the most long-lived committees in the organization.oDtige most
popular events that the Boogiewimmin sponsored was the Azalea Daittgehrly during
April. The Azalea Dance meant a lot to the ALFA women becadsHilled their need for a
woman-only dance; it was a way to offer a counterpart todblgzation into heterosexual
culture that the women felt had ostracized them (see Figure 1, ALFA PapeésHiexL3).
The celebration of naked women’s bodies that we see in this partftudr was not
atypical fare, in terms of patterns that emerge when we lodkeaartwork found in the
newsletters and flyers. The cover Afalanta and the drawings inside often featured both
sensual and sexual innuendo. Usually the representations attemgtedncdusive of all
kinds of women’s body sizes, ethnicities, ages, and included diffgritd women’s
bodies as well. While it has been a stereotypical assumptioleshén feminists during this
time were asexual, primarily lesbian for political reasongnerely sensual as opposed to
sexual, the ALFA materials suggest otherwise. On the other hhadfotus was not
exclusively on nakedness or sexuality, either. That is, theti@rtispresentations also
incorporated enough variety of scenes and situations to provide arowetled

representation of possibilities for lesbian lifestyles.
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Figure 1: Azalea Dance Flyer

Discussions about sex within the organization did lead to the inveoftiam ALFA-
specific sexual culture: the women’s overall attitude was tbrace, promote education
about and expression of lesbian sexual desires as a part oftlay hemise of sexuality.
Sexual health and wellness and sexuality became a lesbiamsemovement concern that
ALFA members saw as cultural yet inextricable from theanization’s overall educational
mission. In her 2006Hypatia article, Nancy Tuana explains why women’s health is
connected to epistemology and the political sphere. Feminist haaitiists, she explains,
worked to uncover the way that knowledge about women’s bodies had been ignored,
withheld, denied, and suppressed by traditional frameworks in a wiayadhieed to oppress
the very women the medical profession purported to help. By reexggmtraditional
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medicine and “undermining the production of ignorance about women'’s lag@alttwvomen’s
bodies in order to critique and extricate women from oppressiversystiten based on this
ignorance,” the women’s health movement staged “epistemolagisistance” that worked
to “augment women’s lives, and to transform society” (TuanaThe ALFA women
obviously shared the approach of the women’s health movement whamnatto critiquing
most traditional institutions, which they saw as particularly hosilelesbian needs and
concerns. So Tuana’s observations are especially applicable whedecedsin terms of
women-loving-women sexual health and sexuality.

The newsletters featured multiple health awareness messagsstoward educating
the members about sexually transmitted infection and vaginadetaalth. From about the
mid-1970s and into the 1980s, it is possible to open up one of a rangesiétier issues
and find an article in the style of a public service announcement. tffoeBsethese
discussions are funny and accompanied by entertaining drawing3.rithemoniasis PSA,
for example, features a hand-drawn Protazoa that doesn’'t adtu@klynuch like the real
thing but gets the point across (ALFA Papers Box 6 File 4). Irdbam about AIDS begins
to appear in the early 1980s, when at one point the women wonder Withbg next, until
the focus shifts to political answers and ways that they can guiyear gay brothers, at
which point the sexual health information returns to educating the wabwan such things
as Herpes and how the virus works.

Because lesbians were often either misunderstood or judged anddsivaere they
sought information about sexual health and sexuality from theitraalitinstitutions, they
took the initiative to self-educate or invent the needed matdhaimselves, and they

conducted workshops that they often opened up to women in the commulaitgeatThe
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ALFA members who were health professionals or whose vocationseictiedswith sexual
health education assumed leadership roles in this area. For exanmplef these women
decided that they would like to create a forum for sharing infeomahbout lesbian
sexuality, with the organization’s participants forming the arpemtal first audience. The
first test workshop took place in 1976 and was well-received by the member whoaiew
explaining that it was oriented toward getting together witteiotesbians “to explore their
own sexual experience in an environment where the fact of thbiahesm was taken for
granted and did not need to be explained, defended, or protected” (AdpeksFBox 6 File
4). The member goes on to explain that the supplementary nsat@ni@ quality of the
discussions had been the highlight, and that she had emerged witaraubderstanding of
her body, herself:

Aided by films and honest discussions, thirty-some lesbians fronovar the

southeast shared and explored their individual and relational sgxukfierences,

fears, joys, and problem areas. As one patrticipant, | found my ewumalsself-

understanding clarified. My fears lessened as | confronted them aneldehat | was

not so different after all.

(ALFA Papers Box 6 File 4)

It sounds like these workshops were especially able to help womera gaicabulary for
talking about sex, encourage them to feel more comfortable doingndograble the
realization that they weren't as abnormal as they’d imaginiee.discussion helped them see
that they shared similar concerns and fears, but weren’t awavkat they had in common
since they hadn't been talking about it. What kinds of concerns and féark&bian sex,
there can’'t be much to it—they've already got the same pagist?riwell, some of the
women likely didn’t even fully understand how their own parts worked. Eanwhey did

understand, many of them had probably internalized hetero- and mélie-calues and

views about sex and sexuality. I'm not trying to make lightoojutige, here, but rather to

137



point out how the sense of shame, silence, and general lack amation or healthy
representations in the public and even medical-professional spéiemasuhy lesbian women
in the dark about what happened in the dark. The lack of information, discomfbrt
discussing sex, or a reluctance to admit ignorance, likely ntleainALFA women doubted
themselves and/or were afraid of the unknown. Newly crossed-overnxpenmenced women
were especially reassured when the air of mystery surroufebgn sex and sexuality was
“clarified,” as the member above puts it.

By 1977, they had begun to conduct the citywide workshops, which helpedéo rais
funds for ALFA as they gave back to women who weren’t organizatiembers or who
were lesbian-curious (or merely curious and not scared of lesk@adsyvanted a women-
only space for learning about and discussing women’s sexuality. 25fte ofvorkshop
money went back to ALFA and the workshop leaders noted that theywilling to accept
women on a “pay only as much as you are able” basis, advertisingpthghops as fulfilling
the purpose of “finding new ways of owning our sexuality as lesamen” as they look
back on past sexual experiences for the purpose of “getting in tatitlowr sexual needs;
coming to understand the sexual myths which have shaped our vahtasyfdbody image”
(Atalanta5.5, ALFA Papers Box 6).

It is clear from the advertisement that eradicating myths t@adscending a
heterosexual understanding of values was an important component that dperedor
discussion during the test workshop. What myths and values? Well, time omaithey
probably started with was clearing up the idea that lesloian% have sex at all, or if they
do, it's not “real” sex, or it’s boring, etc., and then they probaisid the topic of “fantasy”

to discuss about the range of possibilities, not limited to normativesarlhis might have
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meant they also talked about alternative styles of sex (Hreresome articles about non-
vanilla and BDSM variations as sexual options in the newsletéges on) and non-
monogamy (which was one thing the ALFA women, like many lesbiannfsts, talked
about and tried out a lot during this time, as | will discuss inhing section of this chapter).
The flyer adds, “Some sexually explicit films will be used”a way that looks and sounds
like a warning Atalanta5.5, ALFA Papers Box 6). It is possible that this “warning” tacked
on at the end was sincere, a genuine warning to those who might dee tmafeel
uncomfortable or offended by the possibility of watching “seyuaXplicit” material. But |
offer my own educated guess that the workshop creators, based on pleeer®e with their
test audience, recognized and intended that at the rhetoricaltlexslld more realistically
function as a bonus that would attract more women to attend.

As the years progress, we see the ALFA women quickly grove ha very
comfortable and laid-back sense of their sexuality. In flyersdaagings in the newsletters
and on the covers, it is clear that the culture within ALFA hasrhecone of acceptance of
their sexualities and their bodies. Atalanta reviews and debates about sex and sexuality,
we see what | would characterize as a healthy celebrati®efthat comes across as
“liberated.” As imprecise and overused as that word is, it seeas$ appropriate and was
also obviously the women’s goal. This comfort with talking about sexesaseross in an
ALFA member’'s 1984 review dFirst Time: Sexual Fun on Cassette for Lesbié®gmaje
Tapes, Philadelphia, PA, 1983), which begins with the line, “Get out yibrators,
women!” (Atalantal2.9, ALFA Papers Box 6) The reviewer goes on to explain thatsshe
especially happy to see that the cassette tape “manadpes dexual and fun without the

exploitative quality so prevalent in made-for-men ‘lesbian’ porhtt#d scenes are realistic
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and possible. It is obvious from the beginning that this tape is madad for lesbians”
(Atalantal2.9, ALFA Papers Box 6). In the review, it is almost possible ¢atlse author’s
eyes roll from impatience with the previously available sourcéssbfan sex materials: even
when cultural items are supposedly meant for women, they alg mesdnt for men, and this
is especially true when it comes to sex, even when her sgasiaés have nothing to do with
men and their desires. In this case, “exploitative” probably refiss to the more general
tendency to filter lesbian sex through the male gaze and tum itite objects to be used,
without considering women as humans with desires of their own.

Thus, the need for more liberatory epistemologies carries ovbistparticular need
as well. It is a major understatement to say that thisAAbktember is enthusiastic in her
gratitude for this resource. We are told that one particuldiosecalled “Speechless,” is
short but deserves special mention; even though it contains only sounds aathgedi‘It
is VERY REAL!" (Atalanta12.9, ALFA Papers Box 6) Her enthusiasm here demonstrates
her frustration with the fakeness involved in the other availableuress, and probably
relates back to her annoyance with made-for-men “lesbian” pornadther of the review
explains that half of the tape is stories read aloud “kind oflékbian bed time stories,”
some of it funny, and she adds a small critique: the tape demiswhat choppy (it has an
“uneven quality”) because “we are still unsure of what is efotit.esbians” Atalantal2.9,
ALFA Papers Box 6). Her final observation about “still” beingSure of what is erotic” for
lesbians is interesting insofar as it illustrates the exikher preference for items made for
and by women. Despite the fact that there is already les@anally explicit material
available, since it hasn't been made by and for women in a mdedyavailable way, it

therefore doesn’t really count. The appearance of new options imgxXmcause it opens up
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a sense of fresh possibilities for erotic preferences. Indesdreview probably started a
discussion about it, especially since we see her obvious preferenceventheal

The ALFA women’s sexual culture fostered a special kind of bondimgpng
members that contributed to the overall health and wellness of tla@izagon. These
lesbian feminists weren’t shy, ashamed, nor embarrassed abiowetheal desires, yet they
didn’'t obsess over it either. Rather, sex was acknowledged as artanmipmymponent of
their lives in a way that was unique to their community and cutimsofar as women
having sex with women were the primary axes of oppression undeh Wiags group had
identified—Dbut it was also just one component of their richly valies and one aspect of
their varied oppression.

The ALFA members’ focus on health extended from the artistiafive and sexual
realms and into a more holistic understanding of health and weltha$ also included
spirituality as a concern. The women discussed the shortcomirthe oéligious traditions
they had been raised in, explored a new alternatives to relgidrsome practiced a unique
lesbian feminist form of spirituality. They would gather to lootlstars as well as partake in
rituals informed by a naturalistic and woman-centered spiriyjualne newsletter article
features a poeme-reflection on their last visit. It repeats“tliatls are muscles which move
societies” and encourages women to leave behind their old ritualdet@e their roles as
cooking meals and taking care of children and working a nine-five jolale’ (death)
culture” that involves worship of a “male got tear up earth polluteaad “kill animals”
(ALFA Papers Box 6 File 4). Instead, the women write, they seééster “womon rituals”
wherein they “enter goddess circle invite goddesses writedimes of Goddesses, chant our

sound, become a sound new to the crickets around us. share wine andtfnigh @& being
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together feeling specialness of womon spirit of our ritual. ragi@m the root. roots of
patriarchy are rituals. roots of new womon culture rituals. @xamotting death rituals pull
them out (ouch!) send shoots from new seeds” (ALFA Papers Box &4Filé/hat the
women are describing here is their radical ethical approachirituality. They sought to
eradicate the roots of patriarchy from its dominance over tives,lin order to create new
rituals and spirituality that might be “untainted.” Rituals andiaility were the aspects of
religion they wanted to keep, because they knew that these eleseewnésl their basic
human needs.

The ALFA women read and reviewed books they felt to express nesvataddings
of feminist spirituality. One woman reviews Stong#en God Was a Womaln this book,
the reviewer explains, Stone tells a “herstory” of Goddess worship:

A practical result of a new theory and herstory of women'’s gplity is the vision it
can offer to women who are now struggling in traditional religions over sucltsiasue
‘allowing’ women to be priests. After reading Stone, and Anne KershR Moon,
Moon, one friend realized how grindingly, inexorably oppressive male oekghave
been to women, and dropped out of her Episcopal communicant class, which is
least one soul savedihere is still the great power of eternity in traditional retigs,
in rituals which reflect enduring patterns, which appeal to the yearning ofiite
selves for that which is beyond timdnat yearning is not satisfied with the temporary
unity of a socialist-feminist study group or a house meeting battered women'’s
shelter. Now that we have resurrected our heroines, our martyrgpddesses, and
begun again to build a world for women, we want to feel that itlagtl longer than a
political coalition. Sometimes we live beyond our time in our music and someatimes
our poetry and sometimes through ritudbw miraculous it would be if we should
create a ritual which would reassure us by its cycles, yet contais symbolism the
turmoil of our struggles and joys as women and as lespsmthat we could go from
the ritualin unity with one another, in strength with ourselves, and in hope that some
of all this will endure

@talanta5.7, ALFA Papers Box 6, my emphasis)

In this discussion, we see that the ALFA women value the ioadibf religion, as well as
the yearning for some sort of eternal life. The women haalezegl that, even though they do

not want to suffer the oppressive ways they have felt religion,ibdgaithon patriarchy, they
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need ritual and symbolism in their understanding of the finite, yecay nature of humans
within the duration of time. They are looking for patterns, in ordeketep what they like

about religious traditions and discard what doesn’'t work for them because it fe@ssopgr

Visual Rhetoric and Insider Humor as Tools for Social Cohesion

Humor was a central component of the organizational culture whleicammunity
ALFA women built. Laughter helped the members to feel that bael others they could
relate to as they recovered from negative experiencescléas that sometimes negativity
invaded the sense of community the women had created within thaization, but by
incorporating laughter as a regular antidote, they kept one anathetie downward spiral
of negativity that brought many other liberation-based or raéerainist organizations to a
premature ending. The women made trips to “Sappho’s Quarry,” &ynedce in the
countryside, and on at least one occasion held a “laughter workshex@, in order to
counter the “widespread anger, depression, and apathy” due toirtigs, tthe never-
improving economic situation, and, or, the increasingly fast-grovapglemic called
paranoia which turns sister against sister and even lover agfarest (ALFA Newsletter
4.12, ALFA Papers Box 6). Women who felt they were not able tope® around work
colleagues or family, faced a special feeling of beingnédhion a daily basis, whether that
resulted from hearing homophobic comments, encountering questions abmymifigant
other, or generally feeling required to hide the lesbian eleofaheir lives. The references
to paranoia and the economic situation require further contexalty tederstand how they
disproportionately impacted lesbians. Many women feared they wouidedeon the basis

of their sexual orientation, and they were particularly vulnerabtke effects of the earnings
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gap between women and men, since male income wasn'’t supplemesbranlhouseholds.
Additionally, some women had left marriages with children, wenaamily responsible for
the economic burden of childcare, and some feared that custody o€hhiéren might be
taken away if their sexual orientation were discovered. Humorgiraxsded comfort during
especially difficult times and worked as an inoculation againgtr-organizational
negativity.

The combined use of humor and art in making an argumentativescalse ia larger
pattern among lesbian feminists generally, because laughtrcis a powerful strategy
insofar as it sidesteps an ethos problem and has the added bérefihg difficult to
counter. In the form of a combination of visual representation, juxtaggsand captions,
laughter helped provide the ALFA women with ideas for how they maghtin various
situations in order to negate stereotypes or draw attention tall@gictradictions inherent in
arguments used to justify discrimination or judgmental attitudéen, mainstream culture’s
irrational yet socialized and thus normalized scripts pathologizs@idn behavior and
desires became a topic for the visual humor in the newsletterexarple, in Figure 2
(ALFA Papers Box 6 File 15), we see a scene on the left inhvihic women flirt with one
another in a way that is often portrayed as cute when it &satuhetero couple, in which the
women “accidentally” crash into one another and even use a line @dyosed in straight
romantic movies. On the right, we see a rather benign scenadh w straight bride accuses

them of “flaunting” their sexuality.
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Figure 2: Atalanta Comic—"Stop Flaunting”

The scene on the left is meant to showcase what lesbian rfigumight actually look
like (with enlarged lovey-eyes and intertwined legs) and how difteit is from an arm
around a shoulder while attending a wedding together. This partmoaic highlights the
hypocrisy often employed when people feel uncomfortable around lesimhproject the
blame onto a couple behaving no different from the straight norme@ndeere the women
are even dressed according to gendered expectations): the bride is logdderdause in this
casesheis the one literally flaunting her sexuality, since her skegtiantation is on display
as she takes part in a ceremony limited to heterosexumalghase women are presumably
there to support her in her flaunting, which adds insult to injury.yMdrthe visually based
arguments feature scenes that are particularly difficulde in a heteronormative society,
because the women needed a reason or keep the lighter side idummgsocial rituals that
drew the most attention to the women’s deviance from the normsveddings, family
gatherings, or at work, for example. Wedding situations, as repeesby the visual above,

commonly led lesbian women feel especially left out of “normaltuce, after having been
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socialized according to prevailing attitudes that regard ngg@rés an important goal and
marker of success or even maturity.

_ _ Because the women felt as
Figure 3: Atalanta Comic—

“De-Dyking the Apartment”

though their personal integrity was
particularly called into question
during stressful encounters with
friends and family outside their
community, the collective culture
ALFA invented reassured them by
helping them cultivate personal
forgiveness. Members felt a

special burden due to the very

culture they had created (that is,
they pressured one another and themselves to live their beliefs in thedagvives), and so
they also built in a way to “confess,” laugh about, and then forgee inevitable failures.
While they were driven to be perfectly consistent in their iprakey also exchanged the
message that they shouldn’t be too hard on themselves when theyidelnj ko their self-
imposed expectations. Figure 3 (ALFA Papers Box 6 File 15)rifites this point well as it
also plays on stereotypes, some of which were hyperbole and yet containingusbme t
The women “de-dyking” their apartment in order to avoid the &stiisapproval
were obviously out and proud in many aspects of their lives, yetdeipelled to modify
their behavior when around certain people. Choosing to behave in susHargyagmatic

or self-protective purposes was obviously uncomfortable for the AWBAen, because it
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made them feel dishonest and inconsistent, the very things they soagloid. Many of the
scenes that examined the ways they changed their lifestylerder to be more socially
appropriate were self-deprecating, in terms of the style of hubewause it served the
rhetorical purpose of helping them resolve the cognitive dissen#mat resulted. The
message is: “Even though we've established this value that sanes supposed to act with
integrity and be consistent in our behavior and beliefs we all know that's ngtsghwssible,
and it's okay to protect yourself or be pragmatic, and we all do it.”

ALFA member-created comics were used to fill space in éatvmthe prose items in
the newsletter. The comics were sometimes explicitly palitbut mainly served to provide
social commentary about lesbians and lesbian feminist lifestyles. OR&-AMvented “Being
a Dyke Means...” series appeared during the mid- to late 19t0saaty 1980s, showcasing
images and captions that often worked at the rhetorical level ofsae joke, relying on
references best understood by a lesbian feminist community. yFaaihering rituals,
stressful even for many straight people, constantly sent the AldiAen the message that
their friends and loved ones saw them as either perpetually imenatuas engaging in
illegitimate or unacceptable love relationships. In Figuratdlanta5.12, ALFA Papers Box
6), for example, we see the women remembering the inherentofaloeir relationship and
reassuring one another that their connection with their lovers catrdsgy enough to help
them smile away the fact that they have to pretend that tleeyust friends during the

holidays.
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Figure 4: Atalanta Comic—"Being a Dyke Means...”

Many ALFA women had to deal with the painful reality that tHamilies would
deny or disown their partners altogether, interpret them asvéirel or shameful “black
sheep,” or otherwise categorize them as “old maids.” Lesbiamifgmalso found it difficult
to face the strong anti-woman and anti-homosexual messages involueast traditional
religious ideology, and yet it can be difficult to avoid during théses of the year. Another
holiday-themed “Being a Dyke Means...” from this saftalantaissue responds that “you
don’t get stuck with the turkey” and it has a picture of a dorkynalf half-turkey that a
smug lesbian couple laughs at. While this sort of anti-man messsyes hurtful and
unproductive, the ALFA women were also making a commentary about exgestations
about women'’s roles and domestic duties: the comic subtly asks, whoysg most of the

burden of feeding the family and cleaning up during the holidays? LR& A&vomen needed
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this brand of humor as they encountered holiday situations that wele mare difficult
when they felt judged or injured by the heteros they loved.

Obviously, these inside jokes were meant only for other lesbiamigmand were
not intended to reproduce the cycle of judgment, defensiveness, reseritame, and hurt.
These jokes provided a crucial outlet for the pain in orddrto replicate the cycle of
oppression. If the women were better able to absorb the hurt they intomcontact with
when dealing with those external to the movement, then they wouég$®dHKely to return it
in the form of defensiveness, anger or bitterness. They wereeaksdiKely to pass the hurt
on to their lovers and fellow lesbian feminist sisters. Thus, the detting stuck with the
turkey” style of joke helped mitigate the stress of fanhibjiday rituals, during which the
average unpleasantries conjured up by the season—missing loved one&mhprasent,
being reminded of past traumas, disagreeing with family menalbexst ideology or politics,
feeling compelled to justify various other life choices—wearplied for lesbian feminists.
This amplification was especially true for ALFA members, wiere more likely to have
dealt with the average stressors, in addition to the partigdsbian ones, since they not
only subverted more norms than most women but were also situated Soukie where
religious influence and socialized ladylike behavior could be especiailygstr

In order to understand some of the humor and why it worked, it isss&g/ to
remember the culture most of the ALFA members had been gzedaliito, think about the
normative messages they received from this culture, and considéhdédevomen’s behavior
subverted or threatened these scripts. The ALFA women rapped absrikihds of topics
they rapped and many of these issues were addressed in tha@alpetiucation movement

literature. When it came to the familial expectations, theyleen raised to marry men and
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provide grandbabies, and they had also been taught to seek the apprthat ¢dmily
members. No matter how strong the women might have been in theirtcamsjicf they had
siblings or cousins who had performed according to expectations, the differetreagment
are easy to perceive, even among lesbian-accepting familibat’sAmore, it can be
particularly difficult when one family member who is acceptimgrivate silently stands by
or endorses judgmental or shaming practices while in the peesdnmore homophobic
friends or family. An especially patronizing response lesbi@rsl bisexual women)
encountered was the idea that they were just “going through a’paadevould get over it
soon. Other women were rejected by their family members #fgendefinitely exiled if
they had unsuccessfully negotiated an attempt to be honest abouiviégirSometimes,
women were exiled after accidentally coming out (being caogliaving it slip out during a
vulnerable moment), and hadly the ALFA community or their lovers to rely on.

On the other hand, the ALFA women did have their community to fall backnd
humor was a key way the members mentored one another: some had leasons the hard
way so that others in the community could be more successful. Onegoelithat became
incorporated into the organizational culture was to enable as wamgn as possible to be
comfortably visible and able to live with a feeling of persontdgrity, in as many situations
as possible. For most ALFA women, this standard was complemertarigaps even
prerequisite) to their ability to live fulfilling lives freedm forces of dominance. Humor thus
provided an effective strategy for resolving the situations thieAAlwomen faced when they
were compelled to explain themselves to friends and family. 3&steans were the ones
burdened with the responsibility for educating the cultural maimstremembers of the

radical lesbian feminist movement more generally faced oneciadly difficult socialized
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script that their devotion to political education subverted: the exfp@ctthat women be
agreeable and not cause conflict. Because education can be painful atihssnmvolve
conflict, lesbian feminists especially understood the value @itegfies that relied on
laughter, which they invented for one another and stored awayallkag points, prepped
and ready for the situations when they arose. As ALFA womerteck¢beir own lesbian
feminist cultural wisdom in the form of humor, they combined their m=r# literature and
consciousness raising knowledge with their shared-experience knewlenlging it into
useable kairotic rhetorical memes, transferable and flexilble.members were empowered
to live the movement more effectively, turning negative encounterstedching moments”
while diffusing them with laughter.

The ALFA women’s creation of a unique humor culture thus served parposes
related to community-building and political education. Indeed, much of theletésy insider
humor referred specifically to the ALFA community, or it wagionally exclusive, insofar
as it would have resonated more for lesbians in the South. Becauseaheegional, and
familial situations in which they would be expected to explain tebras were somewhat
predictable, they could thus be more confident and political with thegepce. It seems
pretty clear that they were also interacting in a recipra@y with other lesbian feminist
movement trends, like Alison Bechdé&'popular “Dykes to Watch Out For,” which the
ALFA newsletter also printed. The members saw how laughted dmibin effective internal

education strategy that also created a lesbian-specific etltat the women could relate to,

8 She is perhaps best known for the “Bechdel Test,” which measures the rep@sentati
women in movies according to whether there are two named women characters wdo have
conversation with one another about something other than men. (Even at this incredibly low
bar, most movies fail.) Bechdel also wrote the graphic melfuirHome which is really

worth a read, even if you're not into that sort of thing.
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when there was really not much available in the public sphereatiivabed the existence,
much less the legitimacy, of their lives and loves. Persgniligve the ALFA invented
“Being a Dyke Means...” series because it displays an unencathbene that embraces the
joy of being different, implying that heterosexuals are too mequédackwards, or
conservative, in a southern “bless their hetero hearts” manndrathdhe rhetorical effect of
brushing aside the often very hurtful rejections or dismissajsniust have felt. This comic
powerfully reinforced the importance of never forgetting the vai@ lesbian feminist
lifestyle even when it wasn’t affirmed among loved ones, ofteerseng the traditional
values in a way that makes the straight characters thecsobjaughter. In general, most of
ALFA’s visually driven and humor-based arguments relied on thecabdeminist and
lesbian feminist rhetorical commonplace reminding the women thasenathing inherently
wrong with them. That is, the lesbians were not the real prolidahrather the problem was
the social inequities created by the dominant power structures heds’otinexamined

reactions.

Living Politics in Economic Decisions and Personal Relationships

As a part of their commitment to living their values in everylii@y ALFA women
devoted their time, energy, and money to local businesses theyeblelig attempting to
make conscious decisions to support women-run or feminist-oriestatllishments, and
boycotting businesses who engaged in sexist or homophobic practiced theemembers’
favorite places was Charis Books and More, a local women-run feénbiockstore that
opened up not long after ALFA began to take shape as an organizatiorAtidariaarticle

written in honor of Charis’s ten year anniversary, the women @&elthe store as “an
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outpost for revolution,” a place “where change is believed in and braibghitt” as a result
of its “opposition to patriarchy” and commitment to “deepening whaneans to be a
feminist bookstore and moreAfalanta12.11, ALFA Papers Box 6). The author explains
that even though “feminist process” is difficult to define and thia women of Charis
might laugh if you asked them that question,” Charis is feminist in many. ways

not only in inventory, but in the way the inventory is chosen (Sandra hasch that

the book is important, Linda doesn't like the patronizing attitude of @deus/in a

children’s book), in the fact that those who work at Charis also owmniCfiaam

trying not to say “worker-owned”) and in the way work is dividatd business

decisions are made (I am trying not to say “collectively” or “by cons&hs

@talantal2.11, ALFA Papers Box 6)

The trouble with the feminist terms in this piece is funny—it besome apparent that many
of these terms have become either clichéd or otherwise troubliis gpoint among the
ALFA members in 1984. But the features used to describe Charis BoukdMore’'s
commitment to feminist ideals are clear—the women who run itat@dheir business
according to what the ALFA women consider a feminist processording to the author,
this amorphous yet recognizable “feminist process” influenced €bamers’ practices of
picking books as well as their ability to make equitable and elhicedponsible business
decisions in line with ALFA standards.

The newsletter article goes on to emphasize the word “chaimgplying that the
ALFA women valued progressive business practices, as opposed to ongésobasieler
traditions, because they might be more likely to attract andeindle like-minded customers.
In terms of both philosophy and the ability to bring about pragmasalts, Charis is
especially laudatory because the owners have been able dém e scope of feminist

change and reach that part in more people and to (oh why not) EMP@WER~vomen for

change” Atalanta 12.11). At this point in the organization’s life, it looks like the wame
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recognize the need for a new vocabulary for their evolved undergjanidieminism and its
widening scope, yet the word “empower” still resonates, evenhéstalso been overused.
It's likely that ALFA members believed empowerment was esfigaielated to the insertion
of feminist/lesbian feminist values in everyday community lifike ALFA, and probably in
part because of the support of its members, Charis turns out todmegevity exceeding
many other stores that also operated according to such a mutkdj in this era of brick-
and-mortar bookstore closures, the store has also survived many bookstoslicitly
feminist in nature): it has now been open for thirty-seven yearssaowe of a handful of
independent feminist bookstores remaining in North America. In theleger, and later, in
an academic essay written by a former ALFA member, thenafgon’'s women repeatedly
express admiration for the Charis owners’ successful outreachdaatienal work and
dedication to conducting their business in a way that fosters feminist vallieslture.

ALFA members also considered the ways in which they could éxuence on
others outside of their culture through their gift-giving choicekisgego model the change
they would like to see take place within our society more broadiyle\it might be morally
guestionable to engage in such activities insofar as they acteelght to influence the
children of the next generation, their intent was to help raisedkiegeneration with a dyke-
accepting attitude, and they often did so in the context of thesiesiiand nephews. “Ask
Aunt Luna” was a lesbian-feminist advice feature in the netegsleand it explicitly
addressed such issues. It was sort of like a queer activebivesf Ann Landers. One
woman writes to ask:

I've got to go to my nine-year-old niece’s birthday party thigkyeand what I've got

to get, according to her mother, is something called a ‘femalenafigure.” I'm
almost afraid to ask, but what the hell is a female actiondjguhere do | get one,
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and would | . wanto give one to my little budding baby-dyke niece? Her mom says it’s
either that or underwear. --- An annoyed ‘Maiden’ Aunt
(Atalantg 15.3, ALFA Papers Box 6)

In response, “Aunt Luna” explains that the toy store she wentaso almost
exclusively full of the “male versions: G.I. Joe, Masters ofliméverse, and all their ilk. It
was like being surrounded by a teeny-tiny army. At the end ohisle, forming a little
separatist nation by themselves, were the female actiondiuvigh three kinds of dolls as
she offers her answer:

The first was a pathetic group of armoured women with ‘hidden buttbat you
push to activate their ‘secret powers.” One doll has a flonewrigg from the top of
her head (whoppee), one has water squirting from her head and roggbdesorite,
‘Perfuma,’ surrounds herself with a ‘magic cloud when you press her button. Yippee.

The showiest dolls are She-Ra, Princess of Power and her fridrels,
Champions of the Gem. She-Ra is a blond white woman with impressigeng
armour, a neat unicorn to ride, and (natch) magic powers. She al&s @asword,
‘cause she’s no fool. To their credit, the makers of these dalls included some
women of color in the Champions of the Gem, which is more than sometoyher
makers do with their lines.

Which brings us to the third group of dolls, Watrriors of the worlds. Mere
have the closest thing I've seen to plastic Amazons. | mean,dhesolls that have
pumped iron. Sturdy, muscled, short practical hair, armour that wooNehda horse
and names like Valora and Heroia. Unfortunately, they are allevamt virtually
alike. In fact, they have a disturbing Nazi Clone air about them.

These plastic fighting wimmin raise some weird questions. Whythéo
makers claim ‘magic powers’ for the female dolls and not tivgle counterparts?
Why do they feel the need to supplement the muscles? Are thesdgitswvering for
young girls, or do they encourage war? And why do they wear armats teally
just metal bikinis?”

Atalantal5.3, ALFA Papers Box 6)

The writer weighs her advice against her philosophical beliefs iagidates how her
feminism has influenced her values. She obviously values diversitytjcptaatelligence,
and strength, and believes that these priorities, prompted digrherist ideology, will be
positive influences on young girls. She does not agree with objatbfc supplementing

strength with masculine excess, nor celebrations of war. Andlsbejuestions the need for
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magic powers, although she also seems to be enchanted byc¢hesion (at least in the case
of She-Ra) and so probably questions it more because it reflegendered difference
between toys meant for boys and toys meant for girls. While Auna certainly appears to
embrace feminine elements, she also mocks the inclusion of flopexfsme, and metal
bikinis and seems to doubt that these items will be positive infisermven expressing her
doubt that girls would find these influences compelling. Her respanpbes that some
elements have been included based on what men might think (or fantad&eevould be
interested in, as opposed to what they might actually like. In thaasi®on and others like it,
we see the ALFA members engaging thoughtfully with aspettsonsumerism as they
attempt to insert their values into the culture, to influenceoihfwithin their own families,
in a rhizomatic way. While there is clearly an interconnected system of valtemgk, the
women do not simply follow the pre-existing moral code, but rathey, thege developed
their own sense of ethics, rejecting the ones that others (incdles toy designers and
manufacturers) would push upon them through a series of subtle yet pervasive sogal norm
As the national discussion about gay and lesbian experience shifsgdfram gay
liberation toward more reform-oriented discussions, marriage asbaeconcern, and ALFA
women disagreed about whether or not they wanted to support the figiyfonarriage.
The debate about marriage rights that began to emerge durirignihiseveals a variety of
political values within ALFA’s organization. There was a reakl of consensus about how
to approach the issue, since the members associated marriagpatwiarchy and would

prefer to see more radical social change. On the other hand,ah#mm also wanted the

® Just throwing in a casual Deleuze and Guattari reference for fun...

156



right to marry and expressed their desire to support such refwmasstep toward gaining
more widespread equality.

ALFA received an invitation from Couples, Inc. to participate ihé€TWedding” at
the National March on Washington for Lesbian and Gay Rights in Octb®®@r, and Pam
M. writes that she has been *“quite disturbed at the validation of héisrosexist
demonstration” and so she interviewed ALFA women about their viewsherevent,
transcribed her interviews, and featured them in the newsletterfifist couple she talks
with says that they would participate, because they had wlreawdlsidered themselves
“moving toward marriage, engaged” and because the “economic disdroniagainst those
in homosexual relationships is pervasive and infuriatingtalgntal5.8, ALFA Papers Box
6). For this couple, the economic advantages conferred by marriagenicel their position.
The second woman Pam interviews expresses her concern that lestdanslling to
sacrifice their radical beliefs for a more mainstream esesfsreform. Her objections are
based more on principle, she explains, adding that she wouldn’t participategbecaus

It's really disturbing to me to hear all the stuff going on abbasbians and

weddings, people demonstrating about y’know rights to get married and running to do

that and showing that Lesbians could do that, because | guess that temhy
feminism, a long long time ago before | became a Lesbhiannwasejection of the

idea of marriage.

(Atalantal5.8, ALFA Papers Box 6)
This woman explains that her radical feminist views precededebbian sense of identity,
and thus even if she weren’t gay she would still reject theatlezarriage. State sanctioned
marriage, she continues, means “a contract with another personsipigrttiat you'll do
something or that you're now some kind of unit” and so she doesn’'t taalgrshy to use a

heterosexual marriage model “when we’re relating to anotlenam. | mean this thing was

invented by men to keep control of wome&tdlantal5.8, ALFA Papers Box 6). For this
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woman, marriage is an outdated model that reinforces notions of possasd control, a
stamp of approval from a patriarchal institution that she doesn’t need.

The interview goes on to expand on her thoughts, indicating that elsesteongly
enough about the issue to condemn the general idea that marriage shaulgbalefor
couples who want to feel like their commitment is legitima@necting marriage with
property rights and placing its ideology in opposition to human rights.agues, “I feel the
Lesbians who want to participate in that haven't analyzed theisnuathink that there’'s a
lot of Lesbians who see themselves as just human beings who happerwtmen who
happen to love other women and | think that is really head-in-thedgaddof thinking
(Atalanta 15.8, ALFA Papers Box 6). Her words imply that people who miarrg state
sanctioned ceremony are simply participating in an unethicéémyand she suggests that
those who argue for marriage reform instead of focusing on basichighés for everyone
have misplaced priorities. She also indicates her doubt thabgewould be productive for
lesbians, since she believes that it has often been destructive for hetdroseples:

I’'m opposed to the whole idea of weddings and marriage and thegeokistate

sanctioned ceremonies that legitimize anyone’s relationshifgles commitment that

the two people make to each other is somehow not legitimate awitsunless
you’ve got some third party smiling on it ahdnderstand how that arose historically
and it all has to do with property, property rights, establishing patewfitghildren,
and all of that I think is craplt has been harmful to women for centuries and | think
if gay people, men and women, get sucked into the same things m¢stgdie just as
harmful to our relationships as it has been to heterosexuabredaips [....]to me
the issue should be whether we’re going to work for the rights of akhmio@ings in
this countryor whether we’re going to go with the way that things have bdempse
for centuries and sayWell only people who really get to participate in all these
goodies are the ones who manage to pair off in these neat little relatiom#igps at
least one person has a decent joiknow alright those are the people that get the
fine things in life and the rest of you people are scum buckets y’lamalayou don't

deserve nothing!
Atalantal5.8, ALFA Papers Box 6, my emphasis)
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It becomes clear that she believes that marriage is an anatlur tradition that has no place
in a more progressive future, since it reaffirms diffeeeby conferring privileges that she
sees as unearned. In short, she believes that marriage only twork#erate historic
patriarchal patterns and create more hierarchies.

Such debates illustrate how the ALFA women were conflicted beer best to
disrupt taken-for-granted cultural norms in ways that migld alake a collective political
difference. One woman explains that being in a relationship ys‘oné aspect of the human
experience,” and not one that should be

glorified above all others, that whole trend or that whole possibte tieat | see of

the whole wedding celebration there puts me off. So much is matatjthe whole

society at large of people being paired off. Nofvcourse the society at large would

like us all to be paired-off in nice little het couples. | thinkerefairly liberal open-

minded straight people tend to view a homosexual couple being somehow better than

just homosexuals on the loose that we're more dangerous sonietawse we're

going to seduce their children, their wives, their whatevers.

Atalantal5.8, ALFA Papers Box 6, my emphasis)

Not only does this woman believe that marriage works to affiouples as the only
legitimate relationship structure, but it also works in conjunctigth Wwomophobia. She
would rather orient toward a future in which all people are aedepind embraced,
regardless of their relationship structure choices, and so in tordeing that goal closer to
reality, more people must be unwilling to conform to the sorts ahlkegpectations that
affirm homophobia. The implication is that heterosexual people rel@abians when they
imitate traditional norms, that heterosexuals are less feafflésbian women who are
coupled up, as opposed to single or in a polyamorous relationship. Her paftisethat

“Very often they're reassured when we talk about ‘my lowationship,” arguing that,

ideologically “the whole wedding/marriage thing” works to
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downgrade something that got tried quite a bit 10 years ago and so far has not been

real real successful and | feel that's because of our socializatiowbutertainly

should keep trying at.itAnd | hope it will come around agaihfrankly don’t think

for society the couple unit is the best unit | think a larger unit is battérl think that

most of us are unable to function in a larger betause of the way that we grow up

having such (in America) notions of privacy and possessitans

Atalantal15.8, ALFA Papers Box 6, my emphasis)

The women wanted to resist the idea that it is best to couplatofpairs, yet at the same
time many of them found their own relationships structured in this despite the reference
to “what got tried quite a bit 10 years ago.” This phrase rdferttie non-monogamous,
polyamorous, and even sexually promiscuous relationship structuregthen embraced.
As might be expected, such relationship structures led to interarshallenges and some
altercations on the softball field (Chesnut, Personal Interview}hgg were also productive
for some women as they sought alternatives to more traditielaéilonship structures. Even
though the non-traditional relationship structures appear not to havetls¢omst of time for
most ALFA members, the attempt to live their beliefs in theactices appear to have made
a lasting impact on the way the women continued to think ten egtars &s they are more
likely to question the value of assimilation political moves im&eof what they might imply
about their theoretical holdings and ideological principles.

The organizational culture ALFA invented thus intersected with dtbaacerns as
they considered how their personal choices would impact women mordlyhrdath
movement insiders and outsiders. ALFA women considered how theiratecmeight better

attract or retain members and foster a positive internal ssp&de that would provide a

healthy atmosphere for their educational and political action.
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Chapter VI
Negotiating Image: Outreach, Media, andethos Constraints

Cautious, careful people always casting about to preserve épeitation or

social standards can never bring about reform. Those who areineadlynest

are willing to be anything or nothing in the world’s estimatiad aublically

and privately, in season and out, avow their sympathies with despisaed idea

and their advocates and bear the consequences. -- Susan B. Anthony, 1873
Atalanta14.8 cover, ALFA Papers Box 2 Folder 36)

How did you get to be a lesbian?
... Why do you hate men?
... Have you seen a psychiatrist?
Do you go after straight women?
Should you be working with impressionable young people?
Aren’t women physically constructed to be compatible with men, not women?
Doesn’t the Bible say that homosexuality is unnatural and sinful?
Aren’t you trying to destroy the family and moral fiber of this country?
Aren’t you more promiscuous than normal women?
Wouldn't you like to cured?
Aren’t more lesbians alcoholic?
Aren’t more lesbians in mental institutions?
... Do you use artificial devices?
How do you do it?
Isn’t the women’s movement run by a bunch of lesbians?
Aren’t you hurting good causes like the ERA by being openly involved?
Why do you feel you have to flaunt your homosexuality?”
--- “Questions for ALFA Speakers” [Handwritten annotation
reads, “These are the sorts of questions most often asked and
which need to be prepared for.”]
(ALFA Papers, Box 2 Folder 11)

During the late 1970s and through the 1980s, social movements nationalheduffe
the effects of a backlash. For lesbian and gay social movengantizations, the new terms
that emerged—set by the rise of a “New Right” and an incrgigsvocal and political

extremist religious influence—painted gays and lesbians asiairand dangerous. This



particularly transformative moment led to the emergence ofonibat arguments that
repeated the commonplace that gays’ and lesbians’ “politieadd®j and newfound power
would endanger children and traditional familial structures andtefédy tear apart the
moral fabric of the country. The rhetoric that portrayed gays estadns as immoral turned
out to be especially effective and had long-lasting consequenceakefayay civil rights
movement. This backlash, catalyzed by Anita Bryant, resulted in @ pebdtions/image
battle between the new right and organizations like ALFA. Befarga@'s “Save the
Children” campaign, gay and lesbian rights groups had been gainingdgpolitically and
some progressive legislation had even been passed in a rangesoéuettistates. During this
time period, however, many of the socially progressive piecesgidtion were overturned
as a result of the effective negative political smears.

This chapter analyzes ALFA’s response to this moment of charigeh would turn
out to be significant in the long run: similar rhetoric continues tefbextive well into the
21" Century. This chapter highlights the rise of a new rhetoritahtion, as ALFA
discovered the need for more agile rhetorical inventions that wouler laetapt to shifting
political and cultural conditions. | discuss the impact and stayowger of the rhetoric of
moral judgment while discussing the way that ALFA responded tosthuation: they
incorporated media strategies offered by the National Gay andabeBask Force, educating
themselves about laws they could refer to as they organized a ooggiach committee and
educated designated liaisons. The members also launched a netssiveriting campaign
in an attempt to counter an especially persuasive and sensaimihgay program featured
on national television. This chapter highlights what was realynaewnhat failed battle in the

long run for lesbians and gays nationally, yet ALFA did gain groundlligcdue to their
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work building community inroads and connections, and where they understood ytbies pla
and their motivations. Because the TV representations weremtist pervasive and
destructive, the ALFA women focused their efforts here.

ALFA was forced to respond to the terms of the debate as theRight set the
terms. The debate as it played out in mainstream media focuselgt orafamily structures,
children, and morality. The images and programming as well aanBsywell-documented
speaking tour have resonated in our public memory ever since—it shouldstirfirésing
that the gay rights movement continues to stall out when forcedtitess conservative anti-
LGBTQ rhetoric according to these terms, which continue to imgags’ and lesbians’
ability to marry, adopt, and influence children in basically any.wdankfully, we have
stopped discriminating against queer teachers (I think). Becauskedpest argumentative
resource the New Right drew upon was to claim that homos are immoral, when ALgiA sou
to address their image problem, they began from an already lpssiigon—the women’s’
ethoswas already compromised. Once your credibility is undermineslalmost impossible
to get it back. How do you argue “I'm not immoral™? Such a sasdifficult to start from
when your credibility has been called into question. Thus, working abdta¢ level was
more effective because they had already done a lot of the grodntheoe to build personal
relationships and a reputation. ALFA public relations representagigesthey knew their
audience better at the local level. As a result, ALFA lgas effective nationally but rather
effective locally when dealing with known entitites.

For ALFA, and lesbian-feminists more broadly, mainstream meditets often
focused more on gay men and often ignored lesbians, except to linkvitlethe women’s

liberation movement in order to derail progress on that front, so wesdittle opportunity
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for education or dialogue with heterosexuals or closeted queer wdieen theydid
manage to receive a share of the media attention independenthiganconnections with
feminist activists, lesbians were most often conveyed in ongaoWays: the spotlight either
emphasized their perversity (they were mentally ill, not “reedmen, and thus foreign and
scary) or it sexually objectified them (from a heterosexmale-gaze perspective). The
ALFA women had a media committee that focused on public relations. cdmmittee
researched and invented strategies for effectively communicatingvitbtand through mass
media outlets. They represented the organization and also wrote ssuetters in response
to derogatory portrayals. They also provided a vocal presence avineatter of particular
concern to lesbians excluded a consideration of lesbian perspectives.

To stay updated with FCC developments and to better make use bstiega
regulations and arguments, ALFA women also relied on the followimgpgrfor educational
purposes: the National Gay Task Force (later called the Nat®agland Lesbian Task
Force); the National Organization for Women; word from undergrourtdalesgay, and
feminist periodicals, and leftist social movement organizationsh@®mther hand, ALFA’s
media committee at times also fougigainst these “allied” groups. For example, they
battled with Ms. magazine for more thoughtful coverage of lesbian social and pblitic
concerns. Because ALFA women either felt ignored or portraggaerverse and/or sexually
objectified, the overriding themes of their media outreach often teds two main
refrains: 1. “Why aren’t you talking about us?” or 2. “When yautalk about us, why are
you so misrepresentative and hurtful?” But it wasn't just rigiseanger and resentment—

ALFA women also worked hard to reward behavior they approved of, both tiair

164



enthusiastic vocal support and with their money or whatever other kindluwénce they

could manage to wield.

Shifting Terms: “Save the Children” Initiates Backlash

In Sappho Was a Right-on Womahbbott and Love argue that lesbians’ sexual
choices are not private but public matters, so long as sexuatgoedeand orientation are
implicated in our legal, economic, governmental, religious, and social structures

As long as the Lesbian is vulnerable to the written and unwrittes bf a society

that has legally restricted sex to reproduction, as long asashbecfired from jobs,

denied and education, kept out of government service, made unwelcomegdcheas

and synagogues, and banished from her home, Lesbianism is very muchica publ

matter. Unfortunately, what some people do in bed affects theivewant with the

human community.

(64)

Robert Asen extends this discussion and deepens it in his Pi@sophy and Rhetoric
article, noting that the interplay of resentment and resistartbadentity assertion need not
be thought of as simply reactive, as opposed to affirmative, poldestity formation is not
private nor prior to participation in the idealized public sphere, ldberdentails mutual
recognition among members of diverse cultures,” and thereforagesqreater inclusiveness
so that oppressed individuals and groups can offer “self-fashioned ita¢igore of their
interests and needs against interpretations imposed by others” [B46)ing on Asen, |
argue that the ALFA women were building a collective imagirsaly that helped transcend
the debilitating effects of continued oppression by sorting out #tedtegies for resisting
stereotypes and misrepresentations, and then enacting those strategies

According to Asen (who also draws on Michael Warner's discussion of

counterpublics), imagining involves the politics of representation,hwhid=A women were
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very concerned about, when it came to their interactions with mads&ted communication
outlets. For marginalized groups of people, Asen explains, an “igtiotanection between
representations and social values, beliefs, and interests indite@tesepresentational
processes may frame public debates, identify proper objectiveslfective action, and
suggest appropriate remedié8 That is, the politics of representation in the public imaginary
enacts two effects: 1. it silences and makes absent those waffilatd with historically
marginalized groups, and it also 2. makes present those who an¢/siles#, in a way that is
configured by those who are entitled to speak, so that in order ticigste effectively,
members of the silenced population must first find a voice and teineadusly counter their
misrepresentations in order to generate any sort of credibility. Whatés dsen explains,
Negative images compel counterpublic agents to engage the statemeh&sofrom
multiple vantage points; counterpublic agents may wish to assertinttesests and
identities as they see them, and yet they may need to countegative images
representing counterpublics.”
(354)
In order to speak with authority and thereby engage members ohadhestream public,
counterpublic agents (in this case, historically marginalized mynpopulations) are called
upon to respond to the spread of misinformation and stereotypical mepteses™ This
action itself works both to constitute ethos and is also built int@eeps of negotiating an
affirmative identity. The dynamics of public imagining confarying degrees of advantage
upon historically privileged groups by hurting the credibility of ceymiblic agents,

“concentrating historical animosities in negative images,” aneating a cumulative

imaginary field that constrains the choices of successivecipantits” (354). Moving forward

191 should also note here that Asen’s observations also apply to our scholarship. We should
feel compelled to address the question of misrepresentations and preexisttigasarr

within academic research. Asen’s argument points to an important consequahirgres

from the failure to do so—we retain a limited sense of options and possibilities.
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in an affirmative way, then, is not secondary to responding to negapresentations for
historically oppressed people—it is a concomitant process. Im ottv@ls, concerns about
public image are not as simple as “representation” or “idemtithtics,” or “political
correctness,” but rather these concepts are inherently tied ugallgbtive identity and the
ability to educate others in order to enact social change.

In the late 1970s and early 1980s issues of collective identity, conynaliminces,
and representational politics surfaced in a key way for theAAWBmen. Queer men and
women and feminist activists across the nation had made signipcagitess in terms of
visibility and outreach, organizational networks, and activism enactedginrspreading
information. On the other hand, the backlash against the political gamslso gathering
inertia. Social movement scholar Barry Adam, historian John Dignahd others (Segrest
1995, Engel 2001) have spotlighted the 1977 “Save the Children” campaigncasallgeing
element in the rise of the New Right's emergent and effeetigay “crusade” (wording
that shows up commonly in histories of this phenomenon). This backlashmmoatve
counteracted many of the civil rights gains that had reckeiy enacted, both in terms of
the socio-political climate and legal regulations. This NewhRigovement was energized
by religious organizations (notably led by Jerry Falwell, PabdRtson, and the political
lobby Christian Cause), antiabortion and anti-equal rights amendBR®) (activists, and
psychiatrists (such as Dr. Charles Socarides) who profited Himmophobia by maintaining
that homosexuality was a mental illness that could be curedmeersion therapy. D’Emilio
notes that in the years following 1977,

activists faced not the garden-variety homophobia that had come tdasaéiar, but

a more truculent, militant variety. Two disparate forces—gicels fundamentalism

only recently politicized, and an aggressive new conservatism burranimghe
Republican Party and looking for a winning strategy—began to makeooroause.
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Sharing a revulsion at the effects of the upheavals of the 1960s dmohiag a

rhetoric of moral renewal and national resuscitation, they formgotent coalition

that shaped the politics of the 1980s.

(D’Emilio,Making Trouble258-259)

This powerful and well-funded social movement, relying on “traditifenaily values” scare
tactics, targeted a civil rights ordinance prohibiting disaration on the grounds of sexual
orientation in Dade County, Florida, for their first major paditiaction. Popular singer and
former beauty pageant star Anita Bryant ensured publicity atidnah media attention.
Within six months of the ordinance’s passage, Dade County residatteverwhelmingly
voted to repeal the law.

Similar gay rights ordinances in other cities were quickly akgzeas well, as Anita
Bryant and the Save the Children organization toured the United Stade€anada. As
Adam puts it, throughout the remainder of that year and the following thes‘repeals grew
into a wave striking down equal rights laws across the Unitate§t while “police and
street violence against gay people escalated, television progmeared resurrecting old
stereotypes, and many public leaders shed their veneer ofibetal attack gay people as
immoral sexual predators and threats to the family” (Adam 10%).sliccessful pattern of
rhetoric relied on the argument that there was a gay conspiragayaagenda—that
threatened children and families, and that gays sought to moleseemit children into
homosexuality (one of the commonplaces became: “if they cannoteptecrthey must
recruit”). Feminist and gender studies scholar Mab Segresaiegpl‘the New Right had
begun to reframe its debate, subtly but effectively,” rallyiglggious groups, co-opting and
subverting the language of civil rights, and capitalizing on a “grgwlimate of economic

crisis and widespread resentment” against feminism and gagtldreXSegrest 103). Within

the matter of a few years, the socio-political and economiatdirhad shifted so that many
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of the progressive political gains made during the early and rasédlenties had been
overturned. Harvey Milk’'s assassination, followed by his murderer Waite’s lenient
sentencing, seemed at the time to add insult to injury. On thefdagt May 1979 verdict,
gueer San Franciscans marched on City Hall while police, “mbmjnom had sported ‘Free
Dan White’ T-shirts during the White trial and had invaded a baomtimearlier where they
beat several lesbians, now retaliated with a siege of C8steet, attacking pedestrians and
destroying a gay bar” (Adam 114). Around this same time, Bhgt#hlafly and the STOP
ERA campaign dealt blows to the lesbian-feminist communityjrmglpn homophobia to
argue that the passage of the ERA would disintegrate gendgomaseand thereby work to

legalize gay marriage (Mansbridge 3).

Mobilizing a Media Committee to Counter Negative Messages

ALFA took an especially active role in attempting to influence th@ss media
coverage of gay, lesbian, feminist, and other issues relatedié class and race during this
time. It appears as though the backlash against gays and leshitamsctirred in the wake of
the Anita Bryant campaign highlighted the need for organized andhtfabmanagement of
public relations and educational outreach in order to counter the nedatiagec The media
committee flooded their local news outlets with letters, and sdet letters off to national
broadcast media conglomerates. They acted upon correspondencectiegdrérom the
well-organized National Gay Task Force and they reciprocatecdotinespondence, keeping
NGTF informed of their actions and concerns.

In 1978, following the Dade County ordinance repeal, the National Gsly Harce,

in addition to 143 gay and lesbian groups, petitioned the Federal Comnumrscati
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Commission to alter their policies so that gay men and women imigfat a regulation that
they could cite in order to more effectively advocate against homaplpsbgramming
decisions. Their goal was to enable recourse when the queer comielingyg though its
needs were not being met. The NGTF and other groups looked to a miighrisyas model
and position from which to argue that “the struggle of other minorities agaestdreotypes
in which they were traditionally portrayed in the broadcast mediaiges a model for the
gay minority” (Memorandum Opinion and Order and Notice of Proposed Raking, BC
Docket No. 78-237, Federal Communications Commission, p. 5, in ALFA PRper2 File
18). In order to successfully petition the FCC for a change imsjubrganizations
representing the “gay community” argued that denial of fagess to “broadcast industry
management” meant that “gay individuals would be sentenced to @ lifieettoization and
stereotyping,” and thus “must be protected from slander, misreypa¢isa, ridicule and
exploitation” (Memorandum Opinion and Order and Notice of Proposed Rutendy)aBC
Docket No. 78-237, Federal Communications Commission, p. 5, in ALFA PRper2 File
18). The NGTF and the organizations it led doesn’t appear to have quesheneither the
ethical implications nor the longer-term limitations of appealingrace-based minority
model precedents. | am doubtful of the long-term efficacy of sudiegtes, and am
bothered by references gays make to “ghettoization,” like @@ Isere, since such
comparisons often ignore some basic material, pragmatic, anidgofalities. If we look at
the aims that these groups sought, we can see that they weagilgrinterested in bringing
about reformist policies and regulations that might enable gggnzations to influence

broadcasting choices and also provide them with some sort of recourse.
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A final commonplace relied on the shared and fundamentally Ameridsef e
freedom of speech and the opportunity to exchange ideas and engadeguedinat would
improve the overall social conditions of the broader societyodicg to already existing
FCC guidelines at the time, when a broadcasting station licappdied to renew its license,
that station was required “to demonstrate its efforts to |é@rpiioblems, needs and interests
of the communities served by that station” (FCC Feedback, 1LusAufj978, ALFA Papers
Box 2 File 18). This process, called “ascertainment,” required RBE to contact
“‘community leaders” in accordance with nineteen categories oheaklest, including
agriculture, business, education, labor, ethnic and racial minoritidsyvamen’s liberation
groups. Notably missing from these categories were repedsest of and for queer
organizations and the differently-abled. The newly proposed asueent policy would
explicitly state that broadcasters “have a responsibilitpsare that all significant elements
or institutions which are readily accessible within their commurfilicense, whether or not
they are one of the nineteen categories on the Checklist amtaased” (News From NGTF,
15 August, 1978, ALFA Papers Box 2 File 18). The NGTF sent ¢ettetesbian and gay
organizations urging them to write the FCC in support of the proparsdlin the meantime,
to “present themselves for ascertainment now,” because the pfocag currentlybe done
at the_optiorof the broadcaster” (News From NGTF, 15 August, 1978, ALFA iRapex 2
File 18). ALFA women, having built up a sizable and influential commumitAtlanta,
seized upon this opportunity by both writing to the FCC in support optbposal and
petitioning their local media outlets for inclusion in programming decisions.

In their letter to the FCC, ALFA women explained that they th# proposed

regulation revision was long overdue, particularly for gays andbides, because

171



“cooperation from the stations has always been a somewhat ‘iffy’ situation,” anty uwsiugp
happened because individuals or organizations themselves took the initiative to stagdnfo
and initiate the process (Letter to FCC secretary from\5Bager, 10 October, 1978). The
letter emphasizes the need for educating the general public gdpperspectives, arguing
that ascertainment can be a key step toward eradicatingaigreoand oppressive myths. In
this letter, as in the ones that ALFA sent to the localastatiBayer relies on two lines of
argument to support the idea that queers constitute a communityywebitleing considered
“significant™ first, she explains that “the ascertainment pssc can only benefit the
population as a whole” insofar as gays can help promote more wideésgweatal virtues
such as “tolerance and understanding”; and second, Bayer notes thaéfia study by the
Kinsey Institute has shown that the population of gay men and lesbians in the UnegedsStat
quite possibly larger than the black population,” which should be “ogrtaignificant
enough to warrant serious consideration of this community’s problesesls, and interests”
(Letter to FCC Secretary, 10 October, 1978 ALFA Papers BoxXe218). Bayer's letter
implies that “the population of gay men and lesbians in the UBitai®s” is a separate entity
from “the black population” as it claims that the two communitydseare comparable. The
letter also seems to indicate that the FCC had been resptmsigeds articulated by African
American activists, who had apparently set the precedent for ascertapohent

Both lines of argument in Bayer’s letters rely on the assumption thatdienee will
share ALFA'’s belief that the distribution of well informed andltiple perspectives should
be the goal of responsible broadcasting practices. This arguhwms sip multiple times in
other correspondence that ALFA sent. Tolerance, understanding anchinomeed dialogue

in the name of the greater good were the key appeals that Aldiden articulated. The
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second appeal, which was encouraged by the NGTF, and which shoass ugtén in other
ALFA materials, was supposed to be effective on the basis cégeat—if ethnic and racial
minorities have already made it onto the checklist, then aligyayg and lesbians with them
by citing a scholarly study should be sufficiently persuasive.Aln®men, however, rather
than use this model in their other areas of advocacy, instead more commaely tuat they
were already included within the racial and ethnic minoritygsfiel for civil rights; this
position arose because members were themselves Jewish, Latin&frecan-American
(although only barely so, on this third count), and also because theyidestegically
aligned with third-world liberation struggles, which they enacted in theitiggo{some of the
members lived in Nicaragua, while others had worked in support of the Cuban revolution).
At the local level, ALFA received a positive response, and they eupedeeting
with multiple station directors. The letter they wrote empleakitheir attempts to stay
informed with FCC regulations and license renewal dates, convayed tone of
collaboration and shared interests. ALFA sent a letter to eattbrstgiving them the benefit
of the doubt if they had not initiated the ascertainment procesh.|&er contains wording
similar to this:
According to information received from the Federal Communicatiamsaraission,
we understand that your station, as well as others in Geasdia,be reviewed for
license renewal in August of 1979. Community ascertainment is ppnsdility
which | believe your station has undertaken in order that you magsheea of fairly
representing community concerns prior to your license renewal. [s..] #&m sure
you will agree, our input in this process is important, espgcialllight of recent
developments concerning gay rights in this country.
(Letter to Public Affairs Director, WGTV, 5 July, 1978, ALFA Papers Box 2 E8)
By appearing to be well-educated about the shared interests yimgléHe philosophy at

stake and conveying their understanding that the local stations shasitohably be on their

side, ALFA was able to come across as reasonable and intelliggptul and diplomatic.
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Several program directors specifically wrote back to thabkAAfor getting in touch, either
thanking them for meeting to discuss the major issues that theizaggan was concerned
about, or expressing their eagerness to meet in the future.rOGmetmn director made an
attempt to cite the programming decisions that particular chdraweblready made, while
explaining that she looked forward to meeting with an ALFA repregive in the near
future. This news outlet representative also wrote, “we would appedtif you would keep
us informed as to any particular news that you think might be oksttéo us by contacting
our program director” (Letter from WATL-TV, 19 July, 1978, ALFA PapBox 2 File 18).
Another program director wrote, “the ascertainment requirenagatdesigned to assure that
stations remain conversant with the problems of their communitidsyau were most
helpful” (Letter from James H. Ferguson, WAGA-TV, 28 August, 1978, ALFA Pd&m@x2
File 18).

The media committee, although sometimes disorganized “prinduidyto ALFA’s
lack of hierarchical structure” (Memo to News and Editoriap&&ments, ALFA Papers,
Box 2, File 19) worked hard to reward good behavior and pass the wordtalatigers,
especially the National Gay Task Force, whom they often octtair correspondence. In a
November 1978 letter to an Atlanta TV outlet, ALFA media committpeesentative Sandy
Bayer commends the station manager’s choice for a prime tioagldast of “Word is Out,”
a film which interviewed lesbians and gay men. Bayer notebrdoeery that it took to air
such a program, “especially considering the climate of amtisgmtiment expressed so
frequently these days since Dade County and Ms. Bryant.” In hetudamg sentences,
Bayer thanks the station and notes that she believes such praggafican only promote

more tolerance and understanding, as well as destroy the mamy altut lesbians and gay
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men and our lifestyles.” The letter's tone expresses surpebef, and gratitude—the word
“‘commendable” appears twice, as the writer comments on the {mmua’ nature of the
broadcasting choice. In this same letter, Bayer seizes upon anumiyotd take care of
further unfinished business, recognizing a potential ally in this local station:

During the past few months, representatives from A.L.F.A. hatewitie almost all

local television station executives in order to participate iragioertainment process.

On July % [four months previous], a letter was sent to the public affaiecuir at

WETV concerning this matter, but | have not yet heard from angboet this. |

understand you conduct two ascertainments each year and that wiedtanessed

one. | would appreciate your contacting me in order that we magtitipate in the

next ascertainment done by your station.

(ALFA Papers, Box 2, File 19)

Here, it becomes clear that Bayer recognizes that thigeod opportunity to take care of a
related business matter in order to gain even more influence kictiddevel. The letter’s
wording makes it clear that this oversight must be unintentioimale(she rest of the letter is
so complimentary and because the station is obviously making pr@gayamming
decisions), yet at the same time, she tries to make thensfagl as though it is one of the
only stations that have not been attentive to ALFA’s ascertainment requests.

In a 1978 letter addressed to Ms. Nancy Scotf,aofay in Georgiaa program on a
local TV station, ALFA media coordinator Sandy Bayer emphaghkzeggay community’s
need for the media’s attentive distribution of well-informed perspext Bayer's letter
begins,

This is just a note to let you know that | saw your show on OctoBerditing which

you interviewed Sergeant Matlovich and the head psychologist forKihgey

Institute concerning homosexuality, and thought it was absolutelyndigidVhen

those who have little information (or mis-information) about gays laaghance to

hear from experts in this field, it is always a step toward promoting uaddisg and

tolerance.
(Letter to Nancy Scott, 4 November, 1978, ALFA Papers, Box 2, File 18)
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Initially, Bayer claims, she had prepared herself “for the Wdaestause “the gay community
has many reasons for distrusting a large segment of the psigtipaofession,” but it turns
out that she should have known that Ms. Scott “would only allow [...] someathe
intelligence and accurate information.... thank the Goddess.” The Vetigralso carbon-
copied to Ginny Vida, of the National Gay Task Force, and a sidateer was sent to
another local station, which also aired the program.

Even though there were plenty of instances during which ALFApleesed with the
programming, the media outlets eventually appear to have been maneralblem than an
ally. Perhaps the ascertainment process was simply undertakereliorate ALFA women’s
concerns without resulting in any real broadcasting changes, omppetta climate of the
country changed so much that queer issues were effectively shoutedlti®wlso possible
that even while the program directors at the local level migivie been receptive, that
national level had more influence over the programming decisionst'3\thare, the media
contact persons changed: in a memo to news and editorial deparidimsnotes, “Media
personnel have often been shuffled from one person to another, resultiogfusian,
inaccuracy and loss of valuable time” (Memo to News and Editbrggdartments, ALFA
Papers Box 2 File 19). The memo notes that five “official” conpa@csons may now assist
the media outlets in their search for accurate informationr &fte point in time, the letters

that ALFA sent changed in tenor to some extent.

Abandoning Arguments, Embracing Ethical Evidence
Maria Dolan was another media committee representativeeadtiring this time.

Although some of Dolan’s strategies at the national levekareastic and biting, her local
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letters reveal her to be reasonable, professional, articulatean®mes away from trying to
argue that they are moral and instead shifts to assuming thatidience shares values like
fairness and rule following. That is, Dolan’s letters move toveatdallydemonstratingher
morality and credibility instead of trying to argue a losing pasi{since trying to argue you
are not immoral does not work). It is difficult to say which tzctvere more effective in the
long run, since the friendly tone was necessary when addressing peepALFA women
knew personally, while the more aggressive letters sent to tlmmalaoutlets likely caught
the producers’ attention, which perhaps meant that they were rkeisetb read them, at the
very least.

One letter written by Dolan in response to “Gay Power/Galiti€s,” a particularly
incendiary “documentary” produced and aired by CBS in 1981, callprdggamming an
“awesome example of how television’s powers-that-be determine inf@mation and
attitudes will be promulgated for public consumption” carrying ttagher explicit message
of ‘To arms, to arms—the homos are coming!” (Letter to CBSMa%y 1980, ALFA Papers
Box 2 File 18) The ALFA women were upset that gay men and lesimamen were, once
again, “sullied with the old ‘corruption of children’ charges. Once maveter Maria Dolan
argues, “we suffer from the voyeuristic leerings of the catlragetube. And once more,
Lesbians are utterly ignored to the point of invisibility” (Lette CBS, 18 May 1980, ALFA
Papers Box 2 File 18). They implore CBS to be more responsible with their power:

How can this nation aspire to any level of understanding about mistuitygles—or

anything else—when its information and attitude source seeksai® people into

unthinking reactionary postures?
Your inflammatory docu-trauma poisons the atmosphere, obviating all
communication attempts, and endangering our very lives with the violent

repercussions.
(Letter to CBS, 18 May 1980, ALFA Papers Box 2 File 18)
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Dolan’s words are strung together in an artful, if melodramétigincof fury. Her rhetoric is
a mixture of the above serious critique, mixed with humorous parentseties (“Oh, I've
forgotten—that's [referring to a ‘non-orgiastic social functiondt steamy enough for
television.”), hyperbolic hypotheticals, satirical rhetorical goes, and peppered with
words in scare quotes. Dolan takes CBS to task for emphasizingrépmsentative
elements” and she argues that if the network wishes not tpds¢eted with cries of ‘equal
time’ that they “should have a weekly sleazy drama, a laaBatialled ‘San Francisco'—all
about the absolute debauchery, avarice and power-lust of those ppa@psein the city by
the bay” (Letter to CBS, 18 May 1980, ALFA Papers Box 2 File 1B [Evel of anger is
both tangible and funny, and yet the letter is striking in itsitpldidb convey the emotion
accompanying the constant frustrations of the never-ending medie. lixtlan uses the
words “emotionalimpact [my emphasis] and “inflicted” in one sentence of her letter,
indicating that the force of the documentary was violent and traumatic, likeseahylow.
The letter concludes with a legalistic P.S. that reads, Ve haken the liberty of
enclosing a copy of the letter | sent to your local afélidt may prove of some interest”
(Letter to CBS, 18 May 1980, ALFA Papers Box 2 File 18). A salikeme pervading both
the letter to the national office and the one to the local st&idne pattern of argument
insisting that this type of program is just one example of a magerd and frustrating
phenomenon: “Unfortunately, this failure of thought-process in fataeasation riddles
nearly all public presentations about our community. The public needsadbrdormation,
not innuendos, provocations, and sensationalism” (Letter to local CHBtaff ALFA

Papers Box 2 File 18). In both letters, Dolan appeals to the misdigournalism as
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informing the public, charging the station with thoughtless fear-mongeand cheap
titillation, at the expense of a minority population of real people.

In the letter sent to the outlet channel, Dolan alters the torfeeahéssage that the
station has neglected its responsibility to educate the publicathetdhearing raw anger via
emotionally charged words, this letter relies more on a “you should kntbev’sort of tone,
framing the media’s role in this matter as one of civic duthil&the letter to the national
offices is almost laughable, due to its level of angerasanc and resentment (“Are we just
too alien for your patriarchal sensibilities?”), this lettethe local outlet has a more earnest
and studied tone to it. Dolan appears to be in more familiaromtriarguing in a more
attentive and methodical way, to a more concrete audience. ltefdse to FCC regulations
in order to assert authority, ending with a reminder that threreeal consequences to media
broadcast programming decisions. The second page is worth quoting at length:

Why were no representatives of local Lesbian and Gay organizabowescted for a
panel discussion type of show after GPGP’s airing? This would lbese a public
service; to enable people to answer some of the falsificatamus distortions
presented in that pernicious piece. | am sure that you are awale dfederal
Communication Commission’s regulations regarding participation pyesentatives
of ‘significant elements’ in the local area with regard to progming. (If not, | refer
you to their March 12, 1980 decision including Lesbians and Gay Men in tha
category).

The FCC requires you to ascertain our problems, needs and intéststmne
of our greatest problems is media distortion. Broadcasters havéabieapreferred
time and again to focus on the ‘sexy’ or ‘freaky’ elements o¢&€) life, in apparent
attempts to titillate viewers, create publicity through contrgyeend objectify
Lesbians and Gay men—thus precluding any real understanding cdrmuonunity or
analysis of our oppression.

And unless your profession’s journalistic practices change subdigritiare
will never be clarification and reasonable treatment of our contgnubhis also
cheats the heterosexual community out of any opportunity to learn about us.

(Letter to local CBS affiliate, ALFA Papers Box 2 File 18)

It seems as though Dolan senses that she might be able tamoekef a difference at the

regional level, and this attitude is reflected in the subtlesvglne alters her wording. Here,
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the language is more attentive to the material consequencasrepresentation. Because
Atlanta had by now built a large base of politically angag men and women, they also had
increased their local collective bargaining power, which Dolareagpto allude to as well.
The references to governmental regulations reiterate theinvayhich ALFA women’s
attention to self-education enabled their ability to appeal theg fa social change to others
(and it also demonstrates that their campaign to reform the FCC rules endcess$uigs.

This letter goes into a more specific critique, and even thotghone is still
somewhat hyperbolic, it is less sarcastic and sharper in biegcrthe ALFA women’s
specific grievances. It explains that part of the problerhasthe program has purported to
be a documentary, examining “the rise of political voice and orga&mizem San Francisco’s
‘Gay’ community” but that it instead turned out to be “a sleazyyese presentation of a
tiny minority within a sizeable population” (Letter to local ERBffiliate, ALFA Papers Box
2 File 18). Interestingly, Dolan never denies the “truth” of the fanog but rather claims that
the producers, if they were conducting a more attentive documesitanyld have put their
discussion into broader context with a more representative pevgpectiey also, she
argues, should have probed deeper into the social causes of tleatsléinat the program
highlighted:

What began with such promise (i.e., the National March on Washingtdresbian

and Gay Rights), deteriorated rapidly. | thought: Ah, recogniibrast for our

numbers and our attempts to secure basic human rights denied dntranyabasis.

How naive of me. Instead viewers were fed a prurient concentratiparks, bars,

drag halls, the S and M scene, etc. Focusing on the sexual adventoriaiiention

was paid to the origins and functions of such institutions.
(Letter to local CBS affiliate, ALFA Papers Box 2 File 18)

The program was insulting not just because it was a public-relaimear of gay and lesbian

women, then, but particularly because it billed itself as a news piece tieaitinsrned out to
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offer only a surface gloss. Rather than discussing the waykiahway bars and drag halls
might be both symptoms of and solutions to feeling ostracized byp@aressive majority
culture, these aspects of gay life instead appear to be evidetoghen the queers get the
power they want, they will make over the rest of the country iroelhy perverse manner.
Dolan blasts the broadcast media for failing in its civic edmeak mission, neglecting to
provide thought-provoking and in-depth coverage, relying instead on sensatd
controversy.

The letter again complains of lesbian invisibility, noting thatocaproducer “(or
should | say, co-provocateur) admitted that Lesbians were not indedadise we are ‘not
controversial enough’ (Letter to local CBS affiliate, ALAapers Box 2 File 18). Dolan’s
argument ultimately claims that the local station abandoned itg wutits regional
constituents by not acknowledging that, despite the program’sciexplaims to be a

documentary news report, in fact it was a clear attempfptead sensational and mis

representative information for the purpose of defaming the imagaycdrd lesbian people.
This anger might also be indicative of the ALFA women’s understaritatgepresentations
in the public sphere “are at their most political when they appelae non-political” (Asen
355). The evidence that Dolan assembles indicts the program foriceakzaing the seedy
lifestyles of some in the gay community, while focusing on gay arehwomen’s recent
political actions (which of course also demonstrates their anervard an agenda of cultural
domination). Effectively, it appears to have portrayed queers assexed, immoral, and
threatening as they recruit their troops to fight a batténast)families and children. That is,
the program both relied on and fed the already-pervasive ankatyunless the homos are

stopped in their ambitions for increased political power, the continuesioar of the
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country’s moral fabric will debauch future generations of Anagrsc In what feels like an
ironic move, due to the in-depth critique that Dolan’s two-page tyfiewietter has already
provided, the letter concludes, “P.S. If you would like a more detalgidue of the
program’s contents, please contact me” (Letter to local CBl&atd#f ALFA Papers Box 2
File 18).

Dolan, also wrote to a news anchor at ABC’s national office abspéaal program
on the women'’s liberation movement titled, “The Trouble with Women.tid¢griin 1980,
Dolan prefaces her comments with the statement, “| reabzenyay consider yourself a
feminist,” explaining in her cover letter that she doesn’t wam@ome across as “picking on”
ABC, because the network, she claims, “has dealt with such suage@ay and Lesbian and
Women'’s Liberation to a greater extent than have the other nefivQrktter to Harry
Reasoner, 27 February, 1980, ALFA Papers Box 2 File 18). She includes thhdtire sent
to the ABC programming department, and it's clear that her mgdhcit critique of the
broadcast is that it was not representative enough, focusing on malgestain type of
woman involved in women'’s liberation. Yet this complaint is not madassert that the
program should have included other women just for the sake of beingeefateve. Rather,
the politics of representation are inherently linked with the qualitthe content. Dolan
writes,

From watching the program, | could easily conclude that thealiloer of Women is

overwhelmingly the concern of white, professional class, yourgerdsexual
Women. Oh yes, there was one middle aged, working class whiteakVigatured in

a segment on displaced homemakers. And she did make some of the most hard-hitting

points in the program. But ABC totally ignored the struggles fberation,
recognition, and fair wages being undergone by Black and ThirddWedmen,
working class Women, and Lesbians.

(Letter to ABC-TV Programming, 27 February, 1980, ALFA Papers Box 2 File 18)
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The program’s focus on just one kind of woman means that the issuesdigclission and
the nature of that discussion are affected—if the program only eimapbahe struggles of a
white, professional, young, heterosexual class of women, thend@sebther concerns,
overlooking different material conditions that correspond to social class.
What's more, Dolan explains, even though it might be “fine to talk about birth control

and abortions in the furthering of career aspirations,” those optienaadravailable to a
large majority of women (Letter to ABC-TV Programming, 2&bFuary, 1980, ALFA
Papers Box 2 File 18). Dolan continues along these lines, sayintjighery nice that ABC
also considered “men’s changing roles” or “getting a job and ‘beasgonsible,” but
pointed out that many women may not “possess skills which societyesvanough to
compensate you for,” while others may not have requisite levetlofation or access to
childcare, and still others have to worry about being fired omatbe discriminated against
for being queer (Letter to ABC-TV Programming, 27 February, 1980, APBpers Box 2
File 18). The letter concludes by explaining that the network piede‘a very white,
heterosexual, professional bias,” which overlooked the “multitudes of&famthis country
working for their own and their sister’s liberation, in a wideletgrof areas. When will the
networks_reallyperform a public service, and present a more inclusive, moresesgiative
picture of the struggles actually going on in this country?” @dreti ABC-TV Programming,
27 February, 1980, ALFA Papers Box 2 File 18). This letter lgleadicates the ways in
which ALFA women were more concerned about the systemic rootsaar@nd wants the
network to focus not only on a more “representative” segment of ewprbut the
accompanying concerns that a more representative samplé beglealing with. By

omitting a consideration of social class, race, and sexual atieamt that is, ABC has
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managed to gloss over what for the ALFA women is the more fundadnfighta“liberation
from fundamentally oppressive social institutions such as patyiairdormation control and
wage exploitation” (Letter to ABC-TV Programming, 27 February, 198G AMAPapers Box

2 File 18).

Future Outreach Orientations and Speaker’s Bureau

Along with the media committee, ALFA initiated a “Speaker’s é&ur,” in order to
facilitate non-mass-mediated interactions with the heterobgxufalic. The idea for a
Speaker’s Bureau first appeared in 1978, proposed in a letteramoBmory student, Bill
Price, who found a funding source. Price advocated that they begmalastaffed, low-
budged, non-political group designed to provide gay women and men as rspaake
predominantly straight groups” in order “to influence the attitudethefstraights in the
audience,” in addition to the closeted gays (Letter to ALFA, AlHapers Box 2 File 11).
The people chosen to speak “would be ‘ordinary’ homosexuals, unpaid voluntbers,
would speak personally and from their experience, fielding questionsecting myths and
stereotypes, being themselves” (Bill Price, Letter to ALFA, AlFapers Box 2 File 11). It's
unclear whether or not ALFA actually joined up with Price, but thdyend up formalizing
Speaker's Bureau representatives. In that year, the ALFA wonmnletters out asking
various organizations to “sponsor a ‘Gay people are our children,veslagind friends’
program” in order to “sit down and talk as human beings together” withAAlaisons: the
point was to get with the National Gay Task Force to have a fiesk of Dialogue with
American Parents and Families” during the last week obligst because “Studies have

shown that heterosexuals who know a gay person are twice astbkelpport gay rights
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legislation as non-gays who think they don’t know any homosexualsFAARapers Box 2
File 12). Again, the focus is on dialogue and information—education asolbéon to
fostering tolerance and understanding.

By 1981, ALFA had begun rallying with others to make outreach m@esgtic.
The Speaker’'s Bureau informational pamphlet explains, “The ALFA K&psaBureau
operates in the belief that ignorance and fear have createdthmlogy of stereotypes
surrounding the lesbian and her lifestyles. We believe that only dindewith the issues
face-to-face can the general public come to grips with itsfeews and prejudices regarding
lesbianism” (ALFA Speakers Bureau Pamphlet, ALFA Papers Beke211). ALFA mailed
these information packets to media outlets, lesbian/feministdggsnizations, colleges,
community mental health groups, liberal churches, community seovieeted
organizations, and “hostile” groups (ALFA Papers Box 2 File 12). Pphisket operated
according to the philosophy that “considering the political clearadtthis country today, we
feel that all organizations involved in such issues [that affechen in the Atlanta area]
need to pull together to make sure we continue to make gains in tkas¢ aspecially the
following: Abortion, Anti-Klan activity, Birth control, Equal Rightsmendment, Forced
Sterlization, Lesbian/gay rights, and Reproductive freedom (ALFA Papers Btx12J

In a letter that they sent along with their packet to “atiyjanizations also working
toward social change, ALFA women explain:

Many strides have been taken toward our goals of equality aaddm of choice in

those areas we have chosen to invest our energy, our financial sapypbrt

sometimes, even our lives. But, as you know, as we have moved forwahdvee

also come under increasing attack for our views and lifestyleseTimogower’ were

more comfortable when we were in our ‘closets’ and are pushiag learder today

for a return to a time when we were not so visible.
(ALFA Papers Box 2 File 12)
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The women note that they are a diverse group from many walkie 0éiid they urge their
audience to work with them as allies for change, fighting tiede and conquer” strategy
of others who would like to keep oppressed peoples separate and fightomgst

themselves. That is, they focus on cultivating connections:

Obviously, those of us involved in these struggles argoiog to cease in our efforts
to demand equality for all people. But one difficulty we experierma time to time
is the separation of our own group from those of others who are also uhvalve
working for change. It is convenient for those in power to separatef uurse,
‘divide and conquer’ having long been an effective concept. But in thisicpbli
climate today, can we afford to keep ourselves separate? Cdifoweta allow our
differences in personal lifestyles and ideologies to stantidnmay of a unity that
could benefit us all?

(ALFA Papers, Box 2 File 12)
This document includes the explanation that ALFA is trying to workard unity by
providing speakers for outreach and coalitions with “various local arg@ons and
community groups,” because the women believed that “it is onlyghrt@arning about each

other that some of these barriers that separate us can be dokeh(ALFA Papers Box 2

File 12).

The letter sent to the college professors and organizations wpasdivierent in

nature. It reads:

In recent years, both lesbians and gay men have become more tasibhée public

eye, both nationally and locally. However, the myths, fears, andragce that
surround homosexuality are still considerable. Little is known ofhilseory and

lifestyles of lesbians and gays even today, and this igno@aeeges difficulties not
only for the lesbian/gay community, but for the ‘larger society’'well. [...] It is

important that individuals in the ‘larger society’ and, particulathypse who will be
leaders in the future, know us and our community, free of the ussadfonmation

and distortions. We believe that you, as a member of the academicucityy are

interested in presenting the ‘whole picture’ to your students anduocplleagues,
rather than just the distortions. If so, we feel you will beresieed in using the
services of our Speaker’s Bureau for your classes, seminas#hesrprograms you
may be planning.

(ALFA Papers Box 2 File 12)
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This letter also emphasizes diversity of background, but conspicuadsly, “ALFA
members come from all walks of life; there is no ‘typicatdian.” Members who
volunteered to be liaisons provided brief biographical sketches. fifioemiation they
included explained that they were many different kinds of womeain&lwas invested in
politics “of non-violence and anti-war,” Linda’s interests includdte“areas of nutrition and
addiction/alcoholism in the gay community,” Margo was a “co-founofethe Atlanta
Socialist Women’s Union; formerly a carpenter,” Lorraine \wdawyer, M.P. a pilot, Sandy
was formerly a journalist, but now was a “teacher and counsetbe imetaphysical field in
Atlanta,” M.A. had an accounting background and was interested in réhaad writing”
Sarah, physically disabled, worked in a feminist and children’s bo@ks(ALFA Papers
Box 2 File 12). The women were mainly in their 20s and 30s, sane dther parts of the
country, such as the Midwest, Cincinnati, and North Carolina.
Rhetorical tips for being an effective educator:

Helpful Hints for Public Speaking:

1. Know your material, know what you want to say and the points you want t
make. ...

2. Be aware that you set the climate for the whole speech hyaiie/ou stand and
speak. Your non-verbal communications say whether you are configiigfit,
scared, or relaxed, and how you want the group to react to you.

3. ... remember the closer you are to the audience—the fewer médamiture
between you—the more open kind of climate you can establish.

4. Never apologize for what you are about to say. If you say that yeu a
underprepared or things aren’t going to be good, then the audieticstopi
listening before you start.

5. Speak clearly and slowly enough that everyone can understand.

6. Have your volume loud enough to reach the person in the aaudience who is
furthest from you.

7. Look directly at the audience. Don't look at a wall, or any oneopersou can
bring everyone into what you are saying by looking directly ahtfrem time to
time.

8. If you get confused or forget what you want to say, just stopsilbat for a
moment. Silence is better than, ‘Ugh, you know,’ in a sentence that'doexke
sense.
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And the final tip: Eye contact and genuineness are the most anp&sys to a good
presentation. Believe in what you say, want for others to understarrd we are
coming from.

(ALFA Papers Box 2 File 11)
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Chapter VII
Reinventing ALFA: Newsletters, Networks, and Divergy

Dear Alfans: | so enjoyed the May issue_of Atalathiat | had to write you a
fan letter. | enjoy and relate to your excellent newsletteryemonth. | find
many of the articles informative and challenging. | so syhipatand relate to
problems like keys to the community building, where furniture goeshaw

to have an intern. | don’t know many of you, but you seem like suchea sist
community to me—in the south, struggling, processing, learning. | lthed
cover of your May issté and want to thank the author of the article on
disability. | was rightfully challenged to get my priorgien order in my input

in the Pagoda’s deciding how we will spend money in making improvement
in our community physical space. | love you all lots and apprediay®w
good work!

-- Lavendeitglantal2.7)

The above letter, written by a sister lesbian feminist orgéiniz and printed in
ALFA's collectively written and self-published monthly newsettAtalantg™® offers an
indication of the wide-reaching impact of the ALFA women’s wgt In addition to
publicizing ALFA’s social change work and connecting the women toatonwide
community, Atalanta also grounded the organization internally. ALFA women and other
feminists across the Southeast were the newsletter's prigadience, but the serial
circulated both nationally and internationally. By the mid-1980s, eashei averaged
between twelve and twenty pages and offered an in-depth forunséusding strategies that
might redress structural inequities reinforced by traditionalosconomic and political

institutions.

1 |llustrated by Nancy Oswald and titled “The Circle,” featuring nakethen with
differently colored heads dancing in a circle around a campfire.
12 All issues of this newsletter can be found in the ALFA Papers, Box 6.



Initially, the newsletter was simply calléd FA Newsletterbut in January of 1977, it
transformed intAtalanta The change reflects the women’s awareness of the importance of
names as it also enacts the organization’s commitment to reupard publicizing stories
of strong women from both historical and mythological sources. Acaptdiflizabeth and
the Newsletter Committee, the name change was meantv &efa warning to those who
think we want to be one of the men,” insofar as the new name wbatthf Atalanta who
struggled to be a person under patriarchy,” and remind ALFA mesnbébe closer to that
goal” (Atalanta5.1, 1). The first official issue of the renamed newsletteufeatan extended
retelling of Atalanta’s story:

Atalanta, a Greek woman from Arkadia, was exposed to die at lyittierbfather, as

has been the custom with female children through history. Our Adalaas,

however, found and suckled by a she-bear (Ursa Uvi, no doubt). Later in life, she, like
us, attempted to live an independent life under patriarchy. She whsstést runner,
the bravest athlete in her community. [...] Later, she evaded Inar'aattempts to
marry her off (yes, he had reappeared once child care was urargésgspromising
to wed whomever should beat her in a foot race. The original sterjdrafinally
take pity on one young man (the losers were put to death) andnewvini Sound
familiar? Atalanta didn’t have a sisterhood. Later the story @feanged so that the
man beat her through cunning.
(Atalanta5.1)"
The retelling is punctuated with satiric asides and inside jokkgh rhetorically work to
help the women of ALFA relate to Atalanta and her struggle. hesHlizabeth and the
newsletter committee continue the story, they also highlightvétys in which the women of
today can see her as a model of strength.

In this first renamed newsletter, the ALFA women symbolicalgppropriate the

myth of Atalanta through the force of their revisions, in order to make the storg parable

3 The Newsletter Committee notes that help for their article came@fooman Borrby
Adrienne RichGoddesses, Whores, Wives and Slaves: Women in Classical Ardttyquity
Sarah Pomeroy, ar@reek Mythologyy H.J. Rose.
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that embodies and transmits the organization’s values. The reades that there is “some
confusion” about what happens to Atalanta after the foot race: “Siacknow that Greek
mythology, like Christian scripture” has worked “to mask the stérgur mothers, we must
look closely here” Atalanta5.1). In this article, as with many articles that appear ikAkE
newsletter throughout the years, the members indicate their éwgh of awareness that
stories about women have already been altered in order tdHitlvé values of a patriarchal
society. Their revisions are thus justified, and even needed, in twrdeclaim women’s

place in history and remember that there were many strong waheepreceded the ALFA

Figure 5: Atalanta Cover

members, and that they, too,
were marginalized and struggled
for the right to live lives
unimpeded by the violence of
patriarchal beliefs and traditions.
The cover of this issue
(see Figure 5, Atalanta 5.1)
features a hand-drawn picture of
Atalanta and Ursa the she-bear
[see picture], and the final page
of the issue continues the
retelling of the story in a more
imaginative and playful form.

The authors explain that much of

the story has been lost, but they
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emphasize the interpretation most appealing to them, using epidietaric to connect
Aphrodite with “patriarchal love,” laud Kybele for being “one of thee@&rGoddesses in
earlier near-East matriarchies,” and suggest that Atatarstary was probably co-opted
because she was “linked with the worship of the virgin goddess i&ri@®rana) in the days
when virginity referred not to the state of one’s hymen but totte sf one’s mind—she
who belongs to herself’Atalanta 5.1). Again, such insertions are typical of the kind of
writing that recurs in the newsletters, insofar as we seewtiraen writers celebrating
femininity, recovering history, rewriting myths, and retellingres so that they value traits
such as independence, creativity, strength, and intelligence. Thedstesynot end, but
instead closes with the beginning of a story about the adventurAglahta and Ursa,
exhorting the members to “Tune in Next Month for an Exciting Séqudalanta5.1, 8).
These added artistic elements fill in the gaps of the stoigg it to life and provide the
ALFA women with a creation story that likely prompted increasextional attachment to
the newsletter.

Through the newsletter, ALFA continued to re-invent itself duringcth@se of its
educational practice. There were a wide variety of needs antiteensies served by the
newsletter, which worked as an aggregator for information of conteresbians both in
Atlanta and nationally. ALFA’s standing newsletter committee eustinat the work would
be split among the members who were most devoted to the writing addcpon each
month, and so it changed in tone and style from month to month and yezrtas a result.
After the name changétalantabecame more experimental and artistic, growing in length
and eventually including carefully chosen ads that often featuredmaftmn about the

business, like “WOMAN OWNED + RUN PUT YOUR $ WHERE YOURORITICS
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ARE!” (15.7, 9). Generally, the newsletter reflected the ALF#nven’s attempt to pour their
collective resources and energy toward supporting women, regamfiefsir sexual
orientation.

The conversations featured within the page&talantaencompassed topics related
to gender, sexual orientation, race, and class; for example, aheew debated about
disability rights, the prison industrial complex, gay health concdesbian motherhood,
mental health, and popular culture. It usually featured a compeibuagr, often drawn by
hand and either funny, satirical, celebratory, or political. Easheidbegan with a featured
article section that provided a recap of a recent event or toptengporal relevance,
sometimes contained comics or political cartoons, and usually spetight or two issues
of concern to lesbian women, often regarding health, sex andlggxpolitics, gay news, or
matters of relevance to feminists more broadly. There were bumke, and television show
reviews as well. Each newsletter also contained a calendareots, the minutes from the
general monthly meeting, and subscription information. Ultimatelynévesletter was a site
for education that moved beyond the immediate community and into the f@gjon and
nation at the same time as it brought knowledge from the broadaariegeminist
community back to the local.

In the remainder of this chapter, | focus on ALFA’s discursiveéharges during the
mid-1980s so that | can address the temporal gaps in our currentlgchateatives in order
to account for the rhetorical work of lesbian feminist groupsAKEA during the years that
followed the traditional zenith of American second-wave radicalirfest political action.
Rhetoric and composition and communication studielsolars have begun to develop an

understanding of the American women'’s liberatiorvemoent, but our interpretations have closely
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followed the narrative articulated by historianstsas Alice Echols and Sara Evans and others
whose disciplinary conventions have tended to emphasiaeua on theorizing about “what
happened” to radical feminism as it continued into the 1980s (seg Kel-173, for
example). It would be productive to move beyond the emerging narrative) asserts that
radical feminism evolved into an apolitical cultural feminism pesed by lesbian-identified
women who were ideologically invested in separatism. | help despennderstanding of
the kinds of internal debates and bring greater visibility to theetyaof work and values
actually embodied within the work conducted by radical lesbian femgnaips such as
ALFA during these years.

And yet the ALFA members’ wide variety of values atichtegies threatened to prevent
the organization from retaining the level of poéti energy and cohesion necessary to continue
their activism into the mid-1990s. Without the groundingcdéoof a monthly newsletter, the
organization probably would have succumbed to disagreement, frustration, andshlgeke
of organizational ability. The process of producing and distributiegnewsletter gave the
members of ALFA a sense of collective identity, held them accblenta both their own
organization as well as their broader community, and it offeredriamfdor receiving
feedback and engaging in ongoing discussion of important issues. Thlettens provided a
collective autobiography—a collaborative memory narrative—thspaieded to need for
more information and helped them to rethink their mission, goals, anegstsa Whenever
the socio-political rhetorical situation prompted the need forimoed reinvention, the
newsletter offered a forum for debate about new options for the fuEwen after many
organizations died out, the ALFA women remained invested in revolutignithe

institutions that enabled oppression; so they continued their analydes lmbader patterns
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of dominance and its deployment within traditional institutions. The t-glotirself
communication networks they created and participated in relied oddhethat oppressive
kinds of power could be subverted by spreading information “in a circatler than top-
down” manner that was underground and thus *“organic and systemic,” and these
communication networks became “engines of social change and tulueation” (Meeker
14-15). The newsletter enabled ALFA to publicize members’sidaad activities and
plugged these otherwise marginalized women into a larger discursenunity of like-
minded advocates.

During the course of my analysis, | rely on José Esteban Mufigasef utopian
methodology” Cruising 116) insofar as | aim to extend our traditional (heteronormative)
methods of revisionist feminist rhetorical historiography: |icalty re-imagine and
contextualize the ALFA women'’s discussions of past by brindiegitto life in a way that
addresses our current debates while orienting them toward a igeeéryet impossible
future. That is, | position the newsletter debates about socioepblikesires and strategies in
a way that focuses on the rhetorical tactics that forwardedpman vision of ethics, identity,
and community. ALFA’s organizational reorientation anticipated whafidz has described
as “queer utopian futurity,” wherein pragmatic and performativatieay become resources
for countering intersectional oppression and enabling post-institutionatles of
interpersonal and political relationGr{uising 13). Instead of succumbing to the hopelessness
that might have so easily resulted in rhetorics of blame asdntment, the newsletters
enabled the ALFA women to work toward constructing new soaahs that would be both
diverse and community-oriented, simultaneously inclusive and emyraadividual

difference.
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As | highlight the ALFA women'’s radical feminist processest thriented toward a
“perfect” but perpetually out of reach future, | offer the newstediscussions as a model for
engaging in substantive debate about what a utopian future might lookri#d, analyze
examples of these discussions in order to identify both successful and unsilistedsiies.
These newsletter-mediated debates about an idealized vision otules dnd the rhetorical
techniques that might facilitate its emergence energize@ ttabcal women. As a result,
they were able to cultivate theoretically coherent and rhetlyricadovative ways of saying
“no” to their present realities without engaging in oppositional psliticstead, they devised
strategies for working within the traditional systems of goaece and culture while they
discussed alternatives, re-invented and experimented with new pktéomintechniques for

social change.

The Rhetorical Role ofAtalanta

The political context of the 1980s presented particular rhetoddhtulties for
organizations with lesbian feminist roots, because the nation had gnoveasingly more
conservative: the Equal Rights Amendment failed to pass in 1982, and w#3Sust
beginning to emerge as a health crisis for the gay communityording to Bonnie Dow,
many feminist organizations fragmented as theyt ‘toass-roots membership and dropped out of
the media spotlight,” while diminished “governmenpport for feminist ideas, combined with an
increasingly troubled economic life” prompted managical feminist groups to relinquish their
more revolutionary visions (91-92). The rise of thevmight led to a backlash against women'’s
rights and the utopian gay liberation goals of the pagirb® look unrealistic. The mainstream

media “reflected and reinforced discourses that equated homosgxaradithomosexuals
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with disease and perversion” while national and state governingdagipeared to be
indifferent to the AIDS crisis—more focused on enacting repredaiws than providing
support for those in need—and so the resulting sense of “grief, fehgverall trauma in
lesbian and gay communities was enormous” (Gould 60-61). Duringrties Heather Love
explains, “it was hard to hold on to optimistic historical narratieesl so gay and lesbian
organizations “focused instead on the ongoing problem of homophobia andetsaheaatd
psychic effects” (158). As the feeling that revolutionary change just around the corner
faded, the disappointment was incredibly deflating to radical groups such as ALFA.

So it's not surprising that around 1984, ALFA had begun to lose endigy
arguments made by the new right during the late 1970s—that non-het&ibs@riented
people were morally perverse—turned out to have surprising poligsilience, detracting
from the ethos of gay men and women. In order to continue to agitate for changetliesan
dispiriting years, ALFA women needed the feeling of communitytti&atiscursive space of
the newsletter provided, as it helped them to transcend feelinglssappointment and
resentment. Women from distant places wrote to express how aendett, to thank the
members of ALFA for their work and their writing, and to ask fon pals. For example,
Karen from Cincinnati, Ohio, confesses, “You don’t know how much your ntersieeans
to this young dyke. It is like sunshine in a field of flowers, arcg cool brook when you are
hot and thirsty” Atalanta 12.5, 11). Even though women like Karen were not able to
participate in ALFA’s local actions, the newsletter still podmd solace, support, and a
feeling of connection to the members located in Atlanta. The wont® read alternative
radical feminist publications such Atalantadiscovered that they were not alone as women

dissatisfied with their roles as wives or mothers, expeegnesbian desires, or were
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otherwise discriminated against because they were women (M28Ke¢. Atalanta thus
offered hope to women who were physically isolated and it also 4atF& members a
sense of connection to a larger movement. Newsletters sutialaataenabled ALFA and
the broader lesbian feminist community the rhetorical spaeded to continue to fight for a
more ethical world, despite the daily weight of sexist and homophobic oppression.

In addition to providing the ALFA women with the community support andltreg
encouragement necessary to continue their watddantahelped to focus their energy where
it needed to go—it gave them the space to debate internally, to engauglective reflection
and strategize about the future. Within the pagestafanta we see ALFA women moving
forward by taking the time to reorient. Rather than follow thangde of many other
formerly radical groups who turned to identity politics or minorights models (Kelly 162),
the ALFA women worked both within and outside of mainstream institutiorsonstruct
new realities that might work in a post-identity political .efhat is, while many other
feminist, gay, and lesbian organizations opted to argue for reforeadhstf revolutionary
social change, ALFA women looked to their own organization’s historyits-tevolutionary
roots—for guidance. As it became clear that comprehensive sbeatje would require a
reevaluation of strategy, the members began by repeatingatne questions that had
haunted them ten years earlier: who are we and what do we wadia#they had done in
the beginning, they held meetings to begin a conversation aboushiaead visions for the
future of lesbian-feminism as it intersected with ALFA. Tiesvsletter once again became a
central place for the members to track their collective sehgdentity as they asked: how
might we persist in modeling our utopian vision for the future? Whaldvthat future

include? What might it look like?
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Without the newsletter driving them forward, the organization probablyd have
disappeared by late 1985. ALFA was losing money and their membeesieyals and new
memberships were dropping off. They weren’'t sure why this was himgpebut the
discussions at the meetings, as recorded in the newslettert@ddib@ need to be more
overtly political. According to the meeting minutes in the DecemB86 newsletter, ALFA
had been mobilized around the Boogiewimmin [social] events, yet lackingplitical
energy, and the women were reluctant to acknowledge that they hasligot of their
political mission: “Sally said that any organization whichsé@Belf lesbian-feminist in 1985
is [already] political. We are what our members have enfnggt the time. Jo A. agreed
with Sally” (Atalanta 13.12, 9-10). Sally’'s argument is representative of much lesbian
feminist thinking at the time: if ALFA was an out and visil@sbian feminist organization,
wasn’t it inherently political, making change through everydayracteons? The word
“energy” recurs throughout these discussions, since there was@mhuch energy to go
around. The women asked themselves, did it matter that they wenegnsahkall changes in
their local world by directing their limited resources and epdogvard women? Weren't
they making a difference in the individual lives of the people tmepentered and wasn’t
that enough?

Eventually, the members realized that they needed to think abouatitkénce and
remember that they were more successful in the long run wherfdbesed their social
change efforts on the local community and city, while connectitigAAto a sense of history
and the larger feminist movement efforts. In the minutes, wéheesomen asking “who the
message is going to?” and realizing that they might “need toqgmelourselves more”

(Atalanta13.12, 10). In order to move forward more productively, the women re-fatus
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incremental and pragmatic goals that will be small yet sabie: “More discussion
followed and then the energy moved to the more concrete—Sally sedjg@st-A
organizing around International Women’s Day in March and getting otiganizations to
sponsor events as wellAfalanta13.12, 10). This short-term, manageable goal of attending
to the local and making efforts to extend their energy throughtiooaliwith other city
organizations appears to have been successful: by April of tbeviiod) year, ALFA appears
revitalized, with a longer newsletter and debates about issuesxtleat from one issue to
the next.

By 1987, the final page oAtalantaalso features a revised their description of the
organization, which extends ALFA’s reach and lists specific paliticauses that the
organization supports:

Women involved work on social, political, educational, cultural, and recnsé

activities. We are concerned with the entire spectrum of legbraimist issues which

includes, but is not limited to, the liberation of women; eliminatirggrifinination

based on sexual orientation, ending racial, anti-Semitic, and economissppre

eliminating nuclear weapons and reducing the threat of war;irgyeat positive,

enabling environment for fat and differently-abled women; and ensuringthba

world’s living and non-living resources are used in a responsible m&on¢he

benefit of all and not exploited for the profit of a few.

(Atalantal5.6)

The renewed mission description now includes an explicit focus aurauénd recreational
activities in addition to the original social, political, and educatigoals. In the wake of
their restructuring debates they have realized that while nemb®arships might have
dropped off as a result of a lack of political energy, theas@arid cultural events have been
an effective tool for retaining the members they already hasa #esult of the debates that

received positive feedback Atalanta moreover, they have realized that their group has also

been energized as a result of expanding their specific political caushstatng for peace,
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the differently-abled, and the environment, in addition to their presgisttention to
eliminating discrimination based on gender, sexual orientation, &mck,advocating for
economic justice.

Newsletters likeAtalanta rhetorically functioned to help organizations and their
individual members reorient and connect to others who were also doiitgy svork in their
own local spaces, insofar as it provided a network for discussing W&eas of new
realities with the others who were also working toward theesgoals. For lesbian feminist
organizations such as ALFA, underground communication networks “provided essuntl
thousands of women with the opportunity, indeed the imperative, to conneatth&tts to
discuss problems they had previously considered personal in a contexgtiigihted their
universality and their political dimensions” (Meeker 226). As thmmen participated in
these do-it-yourself information circuits, they also watchedr tbeganization’s identity
emerge autopoetically in the newsletters and gained the objegiace to better negotiate
between the idealistic and the pragmatic. It is clear HeaALFA women sought to create a
world in which people would be treated both as individuals and as a partlaier
community, and the newsletter created the discursive space foratjegethe kind of
collective self-awareness necessary for ongoing reinventionistamsy between theory and
practice, experimentation, and flexibility formed the foundation of ALFAstegies moving
forward through the 1980s and early 1990s.

As | will explain during the course of further analysis in temaining sections, the
newsletters provided the community and the space for discussionsidémi¢d toward a new
future that might never actually materialize—a utopian future thabian feminists

nevertheless believed eventually might be possible. ALFA womentetkbays to make
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room for voices that have been left out as they experimented wih a&out how to play by
an alternative system of rules; they did not seek to make eveagsmailate into a culture of
sameness, but instead valued a mix of perspectives while empba#iia virtues of

individual freedom and non-conformity as they worked to build a broader conymafnit

feminists working toward social justice.

Painfully Self-Aware: Identity and “Criticism/Self-Criticism ”

Discussions inAtalanta became especially contentious when they featured debates
that revolved around aspects of identity related to race, socioecomtess, and the
differently-abled. As the organization reoriented, members foughthmwerto best continue
to put these values and commitments into practice. Historicaléy,ALFA women had
adapted the feminist practice of “criticism-self-criticisierit-self-crit), a lesbian feminist
rhetorical practice that had arisen out of their rap groups.gdhe of crit-self-crit was to
ensure that they were applying their own rigorous critiquegadftional institutions to their
own attitudes and beliefs, in order to help make their lived practine up with their
theories.Atalantabecame a space to continue this practice and extend it into theaka
theory.

Criticism-self-criticism became a primary way in whithe ALFA women worked
through questions of ethics. Their ethical system appears tobeavebased on reflection
and self-knowledge, honesty when engaging with others, and cte$pe individual
perspectives. The goal was to orient toward a life that woultbbsistent in terms of ideals
and practices: the women wanted their political and ethical beieefmatch their daily

behaviors. Within the newsletters, the ALFA women often expredsetief that conformity
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to one standard of practices would be self-defeating, but tregé that social justice would
be the ultimate utopian goal. They would provide a model for other groupstate, while
also building flexibility into their vision. So the women debated asmamunity about what
their organization would “stand for—that is, they debated about whatwéesion of social
justice might look like—but each individual member was responsibledarshe would put
the community values into practice.

Even within the difficult socio-cultural context of the mid-1980s, ALiomen
reoriented toward the more positive future they believed might exighe horizon and
perpetually out of reach. The pattern of themes that emerge se thsues ofAtalanta
indicate that the women were developing character virtues thatlwadbe the gap between
their ideals and practices. The organization’s vision functioned rballgrito inspire the
members’ collective inventive practices: it invited a discursingagement with the present
that pushed the women’s thoughts and actions beyond their presergge8likch discourse
was simultaneously revolutionary and pragmatist as it took the dbinternal debates; the
women wrote in order to ask how their socio-political desireditrig put into action in an
everyday way.

ALFA members and others who wrote in Atalanta believed that ethics might be
achieved by attending to both the essentialized socially-coresdrudentity based on
socially-maintained stereotypes and a more complex understandief. oftat is, through
critical reflection and debates in the newsletters, the wom&heA and their peers sought
to transcend more ossified understandings of identity even as tegnized the impact of
sexual orientation, gender, race, class, etc. Their explorationsptaok& at the overtly

political and theoretical level as well as at the personal.l®emographically, most ALFA
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women were white and many were Jewish and Latina, but onlywawkere African-
American. And even though most ALFA women had been poor when thegrfiestged as
an organization, by the mid-1980s, many had worked their way into theendldgls, taken
college courses, or received a degree. So in terms of socio-dacariass, the women were
often educated yet closely connected to value systems aligtiethose of working-class or
the poor. Thus, while ALFA members faced intersectional oppressiahsxtended beyond
their experiences of sexism and homophobia, their commitment to ydegtiand
challenging all kinds of systemic oppression was embedded withiin [gsbian-feminist
orientation.

Political correctness became both an expectation and a point ohtomtdn the
May 1984 issue, Mary S. explains that she objects to the use oferime “political
correctness” altogether because it is vaguely defined and daeturélly accomplish much,
except demand that others conform to one standard of language. M@y omplaint is
that political correctness policing obscures the more complexsissustake while also
becoming an instrument of suppressing ideas or beliefs that megktynbe different from
the norms, as opposed to unethical:

Why do we hide behind a trite phrase [political correctness$¢adsof voicing our

real objections? After all, it isn't the personal choices ofetaganism or non-

monogamy that bother us, but the subtle insistence that all Leshistsadopt them.

[...] | think that what we are really feeling when we speak ag&iemg ‘politically

correct’ is_Pessure (to) Gnform. Isn’t that a more accurate definition of ‘p.c.’?

(Atalantal2.5)

Mary S. expresses her frustration with the idea that theratrbig only one way to be a
lesbian feminist, because according to her understanding of the tlztiesdergird ALFA,

there should be space for everyone to make their own decisions about how thigg wiéif

values in practice. On the other hand, many ALFA members feltlijnomposed to eating
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animals or coupling up because they believed that engaging in sudkogzaetnforced the
dominant (and dominance) paradigm. Mary is pointing out how the unspoken &rpecta
that all “good” lesbian feminists act according to one settloit@& values undercuts the
ALFA women’s commitment to individuality and non-conformity. It turned mube more
difficult than expected to strike a balance between the potendiaftyinating force of any
new system of ethics and the
dominance of the traditional
system ruled by capitalism,
patriarchy, and  compulsory
heterosexuality. Members
constantly needed to remind
themselves not to be hypocritical

or reactionary.

Even though the ALFA

Figure 6: Atalanta Comic—"You Guys” and

Crit/Self-Crit Political Correctness women valued the criticism-self-
criticism orientation of political
correctness and took language very seriously, they also debated abdiitdabg ef political
correctness policing because they noticed how it often wastedtisieut down discourse
rather than opening up space for more productive critique and eduddatgare 6 (ALFA
Papers Box 6 File 15) illustrates this point well. Three ya#texy Mary S. wrote her more

theoretical letter arguing that political correctness camadfie equated with “pressure to

conform,” a situation arose to illustrate the point in a more gralmdg: one meeting had
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featured a talk by a member who had just been released from @msbshe spoke to ALFA
members about the race and class dynamics she observed thecentém of the talk had
been controversial and so in the following montAtlantg the ALFA women wrote
critically about her attitude in the form of an apology. Thet meonth, another woman wrote
in to criticize the members who wrote the apology and defend oneaw who spoke. This
writer explains that what she had heard during the talk wasésvery heavy material
concerning life in prison,” and she chastises the members of AbFAeing too quick to
judge the content as politically incorrect. She accuses thefailofg to recognize the
difference between racism and discussions that attend to race:
The Goddess knows, | am all for political correctness. | have b&adieal feminist
political activist’ for a long time and have a personal commmitnie identifying and
interrupting all forms of —ism’s. | found nothing, absolutely nothing, in the nahtari
guestion to be ‘politically incorrect.” | did, however, find severaldchard facts
regarding prison life presented to the audience. It is a facthtbee are more black
people in prison than white. It is a fact that education levelsngmiomate
populations are alarmingly low. And it is a fact that the nutripoyvided to inmates
is poor, consisting primarily of government-surplus processed foods and
carbohydrates. Prison life is ugly and violent and a realityfévatof us have had to
deal with in any direct way. The ‘justice’ system that pus tkoman into prison is
rife with sexism, racism, and classism. [...] My great comcer that instead of
welcoming her back into the community with open, caring arms,imgatd hear her,
and help her heal herself, we are slapping her away, hitting Hhbr labels,
censorship, name-calling, and ‘apologies.’ | am ashamed, ALFA.
(Atalantal5.7)
The writer reminds the members that when the speaker’s obsesrate put into the proper
context, the feelings of discomfort and blame can be shifted togheition of the “justice’
system,” reminding ALFA members that they need to be betitgral thinkers. This letter,
with its repeated refrain of “It is a fact that” and emphasis pragmatic realities

demonstrates how ALFA women were careful to remind themselvea thaus on political
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correctness at the expense of understanding the content can fooppostinities for self-
education.

In the remainder of the letter, the author explains that shksasupset that the few
individuals who felt offended took the initiative to write on behalbtifer ALFA members
without their consent. She writes in the singular first persohat it will be clear that she is
not speaking for others who might disagree with her as she cstithee members’
“judgmental” apology. She closes with the exhortation to remerhlagreven in cases when
people are unintentionally politically incorrect, there is a miamportant problem—the
deeply engrained oppressive values that have been written into tuwalkcnbrms. The letter
continues:

| think your action was inappropriate. Where is your sense of humgo’'fe been

missing it lately, you might want to look for it behind your judgmbsra |...]

Racism exists. This is a factual statement, not a racis{ orjdn what ways are you

an oppressor? For we all are products of our society, no mattembotv we reject

that society. Clean your own house first before you attempt to evadoateone
else’s. [...] We lesbians cannot afford infighting; if we don’t suppartheother in
this world, then we are shit out of luck and we’ll all go down alooener or later.

What goes around, comes around, sisters.

(Atalantal5.7)
Because the writer's sentiments reflect the values wemestantly reiterated iAtalantg it
is safe to assume that her letter left a deep impression atm®ngembers: we see the call to
remember to carefully analyze your own position and attitude befitiqiing others and we
again see an emphasis on remembering that institutionalized opprisstie root problem.
The statement that they “cannot afford infighting” is an arguntleat emerges repeatedly
within the pages of the newsletter; it reminds the ALFA wonhen they need to transcend

the divisive effects of identity-based and reactionary attitatiéise same time as it invokes

ALFA members’ long-held belief that they must be a unified comtyukiembers are urged
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to remember that the real enemy is the drive to dominate othemisurbecause they know
better than many how effective shame can be as a mode of cdhaplare especially
sensitive to this critique. Self-righteous and judgmental behavaw elearly a problem
within ALFA, but it seems that the women were especiallylgtoccritique themselves for
these particular flaws.

Repeatedly, the pages @éftalanta feature discussions that invoke the rhetorical
strategy of attending to one’s culturally-influenced sensdaftity as a way to analyze and
transcend internalized attitudes in the fight for social justitden racism is at issue,
cultivating the quality of empathy becomes central to this psodesraine emerges as a
leader on this front, writing reports about strategies she firefsluss she encourages others
to follow her lead. One report features a summary of the acigm workshop she attended
as a part of the Black Women'’s Health Project at the Mauihdr King Center. Lorraine
explains that the woman who ran the workshop operated on two assumptionly, tizahe
“1) every white person in the U.S. has learned to be racisteam& avoid this, having
grown up in this society, and 2) one can’t be totally non-racistdnutbe actively anti-racist
(working against the racism in ourselves and the systeitdlantal2.4, 3). The logic here
is that white individuals are more quickly able to move beyond guillrasentment and into
action when they recognize the ways in which the dominant cultaehde unethical
behavioral norms, both overtly and subtly. In order to help encourage f&llFA members
to work toward an anti-racist world, the report displaces the bléoneracism onto
institutional and socialized forces. This strategy appears toldearean important part of the
workshop, and it also echoes the ALFA women’s own understanding of theeffexdive

way to advocate for social justice.
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Lorraine notes that the workshop instructor emphasized the processrkihgv
toward social justice wherein it becomes imperative that eadorpandividually work
toward an anti-racist society.According to the premise of the workshop, “the process of
acquiring a white racists identity is, for the most part, uncoasgian internalized learning
process, and something that is oat fault What isunder our control is the learning of
that identity and the construction of a new, anti-racist white igérfthtalantal2.4, 3). This
process-oriented and education-based model for fighting institutiedalacism is in line
with the ALFA women'’s radical values, because they believedwkaheed revolutionary
and systemic social change. Because Lorraine has underlined her b¢leefcghiring a white
racist identity is “not our fault,” she also helps to relieveaim®tional pain that accompanies
an honest look into how we all perpetuate hurtful attitudes withouhtletion of doing so.
The combined emphasis on process, education, and empathy helps eanhi@eee the
ways they have personally been affected by systemic raasiBile also providing an
impersonal source of blame that might motivate them beyond pardfysa&cism can be
learned, then it can also be unlearned and thereby reveal wayacforperson to work
toward subverting institutionalized racism. According to this modelalradentity is a
legacy of the past that remains salient in the present but doés anad of itself determine
one’s attitude in the future.

The workshop involved an exercise that asked participants to remanpaeticular

incident when they felt oppressed for any reason. By attemptimdgentify the underlying

1 TheAtalantareport also credits Rita Hardiman’s work for influencing the workshop
instruction. Hardiman'’s dissertation (University of Massachusetts, AnH&82) is titled
White Identity Development: A Process Oriented Model for Describing thalRac
Consciousness of White Americans
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pattern of feelings caused by oppression, the women can morey lidadiify opportunities
for empathy and uncover the racism internalized as a parbwirgy up in a socially unjust
culture. The workshop participants were coached to ask thems$elwethey felt during a
time when they experienced oppression, and Lorraine writes that it was

startling to realize the range of emotions that we as whdmen have felt in

association with racism—mostly negative and hurtful. This is anotfadization that

Joanna [the workshop leader] helps us to achieve—racism doesn’t ohlgldak

people; it hurts white people also. One exercise has us listites pve pay for our

racism as well as the benefits we gain.

(Atalantal2.4)

It becomes clear that empathy is one quality that becomesokevercoming pre-existing
prejudices, and again we see the ALFA women taking steps to preonoddity for others,
because they believed that such actions would help further the casmsaadfjustice for all
people. This workshop strategy also echoes a repeated refrairAbRAditerature: racism,
sexism, homophobia, and other kinds of oppressionseleriyone not just the people who
are most immediately and obviously impacted.

Even though the process of cultivating empathy and reflecting ofs aven

internalized attitudes about race and identity can be painful, thisesggrobecomes

transformative. Instead of dwelling on feelings of resentment ardlysis, Lorraine

explains, the readers of tiigalantaarticle can instead use the pain as motivation to change

themselves personally and set an example for others to do the same:
This summary fails to convey the eye-opening (and in some gasegrenching)
nature of the workshop. | feel it is_a mdet those women who want to start the
process of dealing with racism, both in their personal lives and in their orgamszat
(Atalantal2.4)
Lorraine closes by encouraging others to engage in such workshogseaasks that ALFA

and sister organizations across the country form anti-racism gasupsll. In this example,
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which is typical of ALFA newsletter reports on workshops, the omgdiloin does not simply

assert idealistic values in words. Instead, their values betdegrated into practice: after
this article is featured within the newsletter, ALFA ingigatan anti-racism rap group and
forms coalitions with other local organizations fighting racism.

Generally, when the ALFA women wrote internal critiques, thawimded their
sisters to be empathetic toward others both within and outside obtgaimization and urged
the members always to present a united front. In this way, morotmtst-self-crit were
countered by warnings against the dangers of infighting. Wieeimternal critique focused
on socioeconomic class struggle, the women commonly pointed out blind spotsthzed
from their radical feminist perspective. For example, an artitled “Hooking is Real
Employment” reminds the ALFA women to be sensitive to the plighha$e women who
aren’t understood by most lesbians and feminists. The author, Nawesid) highlights the
connections between lesbians and prostitutes as she argudsethadia has “accentuated
the bizarre and brainwashed you,” adding, “When you scorn prostituteseamdhe@m as a
group apart from the rest of women you are adding another divisidre ohbvement that
limits the potential strength of women unitedAtélanta 12.4, 5). Oswald attempts to
generate empathy for women who sell their bodies as she isstreicaudience, “Clean up
your attitude and start speaking up for the rights of aMltalgnta 12.4, 6). Oswald
specifically places blame on the media instead of the more \@agleften-evoked concept
of “society,” probably because the media was so damaging batssduring the Anita
Bryant campaign and still fresh in many of the ALFA women’s minds.

Again, it is not enough to feel guilty for perpetuating hurtfuktudes; instead, each

woman must re-examine her individual understanding of oppression anentetmivard
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sisterhood for all women, irrespective of profession or classl, take action. Oswald
assumes the voice of a prostitute as she continues her essay:

Women had to organize and educate people to gain understanding and respect.

Women had to encourage each other in those difficult times of setfiveis/. Your

sisters made the struggle easier. | am a prostitute and | am staur Blease be mine.

(Atalantal2.4, 5)
As is the case with many newsletter articles, these entsyof education include steps that
each woman can take individually to make a difference, and they eftbart the
organization to do something to take these moments of crit-selbegond raising
awareness. In this case, Oswald tells stories about working iomsdénd safety concerns,
and closes by urging the ALFA women to write letters to casgte ask that prostitution be
decriminalized and recognized as a legitimate option for employment.

In short, the members wanted to make sure that they were not suanghyg lip
service to a philosophical value even when its logical translatiin everyday practice
might seem odd or inconvenient—they attempted to transcend hypocrigciamady turn
their beliefs into concrete realities. This mission for intggrsbviously became an ongoing
challenge. The ALFA women struggled to develop a consistent philpssptiney worked to
give their monetary and emotional support only to inclusive and ethioplgopand programs.
This desire for consistency between ideals and practices wanked reciprocal way:
attention to intentions and thought patterns led to different behavimrsha attempt to put
beliefs into actions led to new awareness at the theoretical level.

In addition to internal critique related to race and class, theAAlW®emen also
became sensitive to the plight of the differently-abled. For pl@nthere was a long

exchange in the newsletters when they tried to screen a movie @ibabtlity but had

problems finding an accessible space that was also friendly itoféingnist and lesbian
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needs. Maria Dolan wrote a long article that discussed herierpes trying to plan this
event, because she had not felt very supported in her attempts @nfiadequate space.
Dolan explains that she has “come to see the interconnectedrgggessions” and recently
recognized the constant need for vigilance as she admitshinatrengly assumed that it
might be enough to be enlightened and well intentiodgdlgnta 12.4, 13). In this case,
Dolan’s words are persuasive because she begins by explaininglvehbas learned from
participating in ALFA, and then she admits her personal flaw imdaliving up to her
ideals. But as she continues, we see that this article isistoh jconfession or an attempt to
raise awareness about a single issue—rather, she clainghbatALFA women have also
been short-sighted, and her frustration is apparent as she qudbkgonther members’
commitment to the values they claim to share. Dolan appeals trdhaization’s avowed
mission and vision as she continues:

Do we really care about the accessibility issue, or is it tiblgral guilt’ that even

forces us to pay it lip service? Is participant sisterhood fowamyn, or only the

fully ambulatory, the middle class, the white girls, etc.?

| believe that it is the community’s responsibility, as ‘satbwed’ feminist,

to understand that we make decisions around these questions daily (lamalrlig

finally own that. If we're really interested in changing therld, then we need to

speculate on what that world will actually look like, who will biewakd to populate

it, and under what conditions.

Atalantal2.4)

In this case, Dolan’s letter prompted the women to think more aboegsaaad inclusion, as
well as their underlying philosophies and practices. This article promptecdthemto focus
on this issue in a more long-term way, and, as the letter quotée deginning of this

chapter indicates, ALFA’s example on this issue impacted oth&biale feminist

organizations across the country.
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Others who were oppressed in different ways shared man diffltulties that the
ALFA women encountered as a result of their gender and sexual orientagonthbugh the
specific experiences were often different—even though oppressiorfestanitself in a
variety of ways and is dependent upon context and history—the ALFA mbirgalighted
patterns that they had in common with others. To continue with theediffe-abled issue
for example, a book review doices from the Shadows: Women with Disabilities Speak Out
by Gwyneth Ferguson Matthews (Women’s Educational Press, TorOmtayio, 1983)
points out the ways in which disabled women, like lesbians, have h&ddimccess to
information about sex, are often seen as “different” or “apaut’ @ a result become lonely
and have difficulty finding jobsAtalanta 12.8, 13). The author also reminds the ALFA
women how those who are already suffering one kind of oppression atso safffer
economically: “Read the April/May '84 issue of ‘Lesbian Connectiov®ur Attitudes Are
My Greatest Handicap,” and you will find out that the median incfandisabled women is
just above zero. [...] you'll realize just how expensive it is ¢odsabled” Atalanta12.8,
13). In such articles, we see the ALFA women working through igussof ethics: they
sought to create a more inclusive world that might be based on basself-knowledge,
empathy for the struggles of others, and respect for individual @eedpreferences rather
than conformity to one system that owed its power to a legacdoaifination and
exploitation.

Criticism and self-criticism played a critical role inlfpiag the members hold
themselves accountable to their expressed beliefs. Even thoughFAewomen were not
themselves immune to the sexist, homophobic, racist, ableist asistideas and thoughts

that they had inherited from the culture in which they were daifey knew that if they
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aimed toward a utopian world in their mission statement and profbs$eds, that at least
they might be able to recognize and hold themselves to accouheftimes during which
they slipped. By engaging in the process of crit-self-arithe newsletters, they overcame
many unproductive thought patterns and trained themselves to think iwaysw Through
the process of attending to identity in order to better fight dralbef those marginalized
because of their race, socioeconomic class, or disabilities, AvBfen were able to
transcend “socially encoded scripts of identity” and “phobic easrgiound race, sexuality,
gender, and various other identificatory distinctiori3is{dentifications6). Even though the
newsletter discussions were often painful and divisive, the tigkeand self-aware level at
which they took place helped the organization become more flexiblearsistent. As a

result, the women were also able to better put into practice what they protebséidve.

Subverting Patterns of Oppression: Local Coalitions, Intersectional Harra

During the 1980s, the ALFA women refined their ability to fighhiagt oppression
by identifying the underlying pattern of strategies used byetimgower. By understanding
the rhetorical strategies that were used, consciously or not, itctamathe traditional
hierarchies of power—to conserve the old order, to maintain order—thewomALFA
sought to align with others who also desired an end to the boomerdagtyppression.
During this period of backlash against the gains made during theawotal siovements of
the 1960s and 1970s, the women found allies and worked within a larger c@rtaxtded
and self-sufficient now, with a solid group foundation, the membeengtrened their
connection with coalition causes, both old and new. The women renewedatwenal fight

against homophobia alongside gay men and health workers throughout the cegioned
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their commitment to protecting the environment and protesting teermpimdustrial complex,
and they allied with local gay men, black and white, to fight ag#mesracism in Atlanta.
During the course of their work with each of these causes, ALEAlmrs documented in
the newsletter the ways in which local concerns are not onlgnast but also international
concerns, and they developed strategies to transcend intersectional harms.

The women of ALFA took a bottom-up approach to building theory in their
newsletters, taking what worked and discarding what didn’t. They preraiscuous in their
approach to identifying patterns and developing strategies to bagtk: in Atalantg they
discussed ideas from other newsletters with national circulaguch as Lesbian
Connectiony popular and academic theories, educational pamphlets put out bgathes,
and even entertainment-oriented books and TV shows.

As the AIDS crisis gained momentum, there arose an obvious needof@ m
information to counter the ubiquitous narratives of hysteria and lfedhe newsletter, the
women shared heartbreaking stories and simultaneously provided hope fanather.
Often, this sharing came in the form of a few members repobanl to the rest of the
organization about conferences or retreats that the women had dtt€haekind of sharing
worked to validate the feelings of other women working in healtbk catustries and to
translate these emotions to others whose support would be needed totigelie rine ever-
present challenge of burn-out. ALFA member Julia S. writes:

| didn’t realize how much | needed to talk with other gays in hezdre—we are

(most of us) isolated and closeted in our work places. We codatlgtwith racism,

sexism, and homophobia. We see people mistreated by a healtlystare that fails

to respect the rights and dignity of the ill. We feel powertesshange these abuses,

and may gradually become insensitive to them. However, througmglsrthe gay
conference, | was reminded of what wan do: We can educate our colleagues and

we can advocate for our rights and for our patients’ rights gwee can’t come out
professionally.
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Atalantal2.8, 19)

Reports such as this demonstrate that even though the mainstreamdmddierse and
behavior of our political leaders ignored the widespread need fter beealth care and
compassioft, women such as Julia S. could at least take action. At the ti@meother
Atalanta readers could empathize and know that they weren’t alone if teey fgeling
overwhelmed or helpless. They worried about becoming too numb onedsig letting the
pain take over instead of actually working to change things. Repmtsas these helped to
channel energy from conferences and retreats, where thera steong critical mass of like-
minded queers together at work on one specific issue, and bring thgy &aek home to
others who would need to first understand and empathize, and then be gpidtadble to
work for change.

The newsletter thus became a monthly reminder of the old unfinisiogl gistice
problems, the new symptoms and current crises, as well as thepositize future the
ALFA women envisioned. The members’ writing helped remind theemh @éven though “it
was hard to hold on to optimistic historical narratives during thkedadays of the AIDS
crisis” (Love 158), they could still focus their attention towardfthare they were working
toward, which bolstered the organization’s collective energy andedffaspiration and
support to those who needed it when they needeAtalanta often featured stories of
heartbreak followed by inspirational “let’'s take action in thisyfvdut it was also more

complex than that, because the social justice problems contiewvallyed—the strategies of

15 According to Gould, during the early and mid-1980s, the media hysteria continued to
reflect and reinforce “discourses that equated homosexuality and homosexhalsease
and perversion” while the national government “was displaying monumentaknediffe to
the epidemic” and “legislatures were focused less on addressing theohpedple who
were sick than on proposing and enacting repressive laws, including calls fortoearghe
grief, fear, and overall trauma in lesbian and gay communities was enormo@) (60-
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those who wanted to maintain the machine of oppression kept chaagohgo the ALFA
women continued to experiment with new strategies.

Who was a part of the local oppression machine? It was a aceli&d machine that
included the traditional institutions that in theory are supposed to f@opeople instead of
against them. In one telling example, we see a three-prong apgdroac the police, big
business, and religious institutions. The police targeted gay men wi® twyéng to
distribute information and knowledge about gay culture in an above ground Tway
arrested men working at Christopher’'s Kind, a gay bookstore in mid#sttamta, and
charged them with “selling obscene material&ta{anta 12.7, 3). The ALFA members,
working from an underground part of town and in a way that was eskemiakible to
police, didn't face this same sort of censorship, since lesbian wim@anthis time most
often distributed much their knowledge via self-produced newsletters sidtalasta

Even though they might not be reaching as many people as minie gay men’s
bookstores such as Christopher’s Kind, The ALFA women were alligd ttve men and
spreading the stories of what was happening to the male gay communityhehattémpted
an above ground strategy. In the case of Christopher’s Kind (G&)men were arrested
three times within the course of two months because they wéng sex magazines, one of
which might be seen as “hardcore,” to plain clothes cApsr{atal2.7, 3). Lorraine wrote
about their story as she called her ALFA women to arms. Sheirxpglat “CK is a
bookstore, not a porn shop” and goes on to describe the simultaneous (and, csttesindi
perhaps not coincidentally so) attempt to suppress information aboufrgayget another
source—Southern Bell Yellow Pages, which “refused to print the adhwias the words

lesbianand_gayin its copy. The YP sent a letter to CK refusing the adhenbasis of their
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‘policy’ to not print ads of homosexual groups or businessatilgéntal1l2.7, 3). Lorraine
explains:

It seems that such ads are offensive to some of their other ia€ksertespecially

since ‘Christopher’s Kind’ comes right after ‘Christian...” in tiheectory. Seems to

me it's time for ALFA to address this kind of harassment andghithomophobia.

Can we afford to remain silent?

(Atalantal2.7, 3)
Without actually coming out and saying that the religious orgaaimin the area were also
working to oppress through repressing information about gays, Lorrainetsiniliem
alongside the Southern Bell Yellow Pages and the police. The wonaingdeer story see
that when gays try to distribute information in a more visible,wlagy face a multi-tiered
attack from government, businesses, and religious institutiotise ihachine of oppression
works in a collaborative way, the oppressed must do the same, shesimiph her question
“Can we afford to remain silent?”

ALFA women used the newsletter to rally against intereeatiharms and shifting
strategies of dominance by returning to their ongoing cause<a@aldions in order to
provide updates about which strategies they are using and why. Updstes helped even
inactive women keep up with the cause, follow along with the actrahtteey also provide
an ongoing narrative that features successes, failures, and fatedgure moves. For
example, Lorraine provides several updates about the Atlanta Asdriination Project,
which was formed by a group of men in Atlanta called Black & WMien Together
(BWMT). During the previous year, Lorraine explains, BWMT hadcsasfully lobbied to
pass ordinances against the race-based discrimination that hadcikiegnptace at various

bars in the city. In order to monitor compliance, BWMT requested fhatp local allies by

sending “a letter to 17 lesbian & gay groups in Atlanta askwegtfor input and inviting
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them to send representatives to scheduled meetings. ALFA has beenlyhgroup to
respond by attending meetings so faftglanta 12.4, 11). Lorraine commends ALFA’s
commitment and continues with a list of actions to be accomplishdohimgistrategies that
emphasize raising awareness, educating others, and intervening whenrgpecessa

Our first plan of attack is, obviously, to obtain simple compliancé #ie posting

requirements of the ordinances. The next step is to set uphanign through which

individuals in the community can register complaints about continuicgrdisatory

practices. Ads inCruise (the only ‘gay press’ in Atlanta at this point, other than

Atalantg of course) as well as fliers distributed to all lesbianfgayps will advise

us of our rights, and the bar’s duty, and give a phone number to calhfeitbn non-

compliance and instances of discrimination.

Atalantal2.4, 11)

The article reminds us that because ALFA seeks to end all kindscrimination, it has
been important for the group to step up as an ally by helping holdtyheccountable. One
way they have agreed to help, Lorraine explains, is by lettiagALFA house number be
used as the hotline on Friday nights between 8 and 11Apatagta 12.4, 11). Another
update on the project, four months later, describes how some bars havesbfgaimg a
“quota system” in order to limit entrance to “a certain nunabd3lack people or women,” at
which point “triple carding” and other practices are being used étoy durther entrance”
(Atalantal2.8, 7). Such updates helped encourage, remind, educate, and involve the women
of the organization at the local level as it also spread ithpact and strategies beyond their
own community.

How did the ALFA women pick who to ally with and when? During the, 80sir
newsletter reveals a pattern for picking causes. ALFA wonrée w the newsletter about
how they were working to help solve global and intersectional probienaslocal and

coalition-based way. The pattern includes examples such as ahsofarias they chose to

support local people traveling in a similar direction, oriented agaiissrimination and
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oppression of all kinds, and they also picked causes and groups who aexlthygeultiple
powerful institutions. They saw how they could easily be targetetiensame way and
recognized that it was worth a fight and spreading awarehikeg.chose to support causes
that were overlooked and ignored by mainstream people, in ordeséoawareness about
those who were invisible. They supported causes affecting the |lawgeber of people and
chose based on the “seriousness of the situation,” as in the ctsardlliance with the
Community for Creative Non-Violence, who protested the policies of Reagan
administration by sponsoring a month long “Harvest of Shame” to dtt@ntion to the lives
of the poor and the homelegsidlantal2.7, 4). ALFA women focused their work on causes
that impacted people on multiple axes, identifying areas wtiereharm worked in an
intersectional way. So they chose to fight the kinds of oppressioncdluged the most
widespread harm, in the most serious ways. Even though the zatgamichose to fight for
causes closely allied with their own, they also oriented quesglgprating and embracing
difference, working with others who had empathy for all living people and natuvela

The example of one woman’s plea that ALFA work for the Womeréac®
Encampment in Aiken, South Carolina pulls together these interseotesy As the writer
explains why the ALFA women should support this cause, we espesgaow the global
is local, and we also receive some insight into the way the AiWBAen promiscuously
connected various causes that might seem relatively unreldtedeport in the newsletter
about the Women’s Peace Encampment begins by providing some impomnéeit. They
came together “with pine trees and crickets in protest aghiasiperation of the Savannah
River Plant which produces 95% of all plutonium and tritium used in nualeapons built

in the U.S. It all starts here: the death blood of every insanearuskapon built comes from
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this place in our backyard’Afalanta 12.8, 2). The article emphasizes the way in which
international concerns need local solutions as it links the environment to women &ghtthe
for peace. The writer explains that like “our sisters ate@nam Common, Seneca Falls,
Camp Crab, and angry women everywhere, we need to begin to speak agdiast the
SRP and against every kind of violence sanctioned by societiesvitoam a woman’s
perspective has too long been abseAtalantal2.8, 2). In order to help the ALFA women
see why this cause might deserve their attention, the vesfgains that causes such as this
one have historically been women’s causes in multiple culturescamdries, and so it thus
aligns with the organization’s professed interests.

As the article continues, it stresses the way in which thvar®ah River Plant has
also affected the local community’s drinking water at the sime as the protest has
brought together a wide variety of people who share stratagekstories and experiences.
The writer shares the strategies as she also explainshih&ias gained some personal value
from her work with the peace encampment:

We have vigils at the main gate of the plant. We listen to wdnoem South Africa

and Nicaragua, we listen to each other talk about racism, esr@dging/ood storks,

anti-semitism, dreams, militarism, and magic. We go swimmiggsing, we get up
with the sun to meet 14,000 workers with signs and theatre. We separatlves
from a society that threatens to kill us all in order to confrioahd in order to begin,
within ourselves to learn new ways of doing things.
(Atalantal2.8, 2)
The eloquent words pull together international perspectives and rbwealprotesting
nuclear weapons unites connected causes (from endangered wood storkgetingre
violence and global destruction) and allied people, while it also appeanave been a

restorative and informative venture. It becomes clear that pumfests not only raise

awareness and fight against oppression, but they also can be avphkEreefeminists can
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come together to learn from one another in person and discover negisgdrom the mix
of people working together in coalitions. Even though every woman who Atdanta
obviously could not join in the fight, they can see what others are;deigignal women can
look to see if there are similar causes and learn from the aenmPeace Encampment
example.

In addition to featuring inspiring words about the collaborative protesk \&nd
coalition conference activity, the newsletters also featuredssiainal letters that were more
oriented toward recruiting and educating individual allies. Thetser$ sought to eradicate
ignorance by raising awareness and empathy, in hopes that shpseiiing stories might
increase the sense of urgency and motivate individuals pojticaften, these kinds of
letters emphasized the small things that the women could dodio oe& and support those
who are affected and spread word to others. The prison industrial commplexexample of
one part of the machine that ALFA women repeatedly discussed battargets those who
are already oppressed in intersectional ways. They also chissddttle because they
recognized the way in which the judicial and prison systemsupgiyp multiple strategies for
dominance and unite multiple oppressors. One particularly moving exaropies in the
form of a letter from Elizabeth C., a political prisoner conviaé&dtpraying on the railroad
tracks in front of the Nuclear Train as it made its way tghoour state” Atalantal5.9, 1).
Her letter is worth dwelling on because it highlights the overlapping issstska as it helps
the Atalantareaders to see how strategies for oppression evolve and growthelyesre not
prevented. Elizabeth paints a picture of a growing business, a powetfigtry that has
cropped up in part to replace slavery and punish the already poor agidatized, all “done

in a modern sneaky wayAfalanta15.9, 1). She doesn't offer solutions, but she speaks of
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the power of remembrance and showing support by visiting, ligieaimd writing letters to
those who are imprisoned.

Elizabeth’s letter works on three main rhetorical axes: sk@ai@s who is
experiencing the oppression, tells stories about how they ardedffeand she also casts
blame on who is responsible. This is a common pattern for sudmadestl letters in
Atalanta The letter draws the reader’s attention to the fact thamlyn#ie institution of
prison affects “overwhelmingly the already sorely oppresseatial minorities, the poor,
women, families, children, and lesbians, and she organizes the rethes order Atalanta
15.9, 1-3). What does the machine of power do to those whom it alreadyssegite
Intermixed with her descriptions are quotations from letterstemriby her friends still in
prison. The combined effect of their words drive home the point that thlogseare put in
prison face an experience that is dehumanizing on various levels-#dba furns people
into property, “chattel property,” or as one of the jail doctors rilest it, “literally ‘property
of the state”; the separation and sexual assault manipulates yalrinpunishes not just the
prisoner but also their families and especially the childfgalgnta 15.9, 2-3). Elizabeth
draws parallels with the military in her critique as shdscht&ame, indicting the prison and
justice system together with other kinds of institutions, bureaws;aand industries whose
trade is humans, power, and money. She ends her letter on a more peksdraaid, again
following a rhetorical pattern common to suitalanta confessionals, ends with a difficult
guestion that echoes ALFA values:

It is hard for me to have to think about prison long enough to wreddtier. | have

written hundreds of letters to prisoners this past year and | have had to faelétmy

do much of it. | cannot blame someone for wanting to distance hesaltiie whole
experience. On the other hand, women prisoners are perhaps the angisahzed

group in our society. If we who have been there do not remember, who will?
(Atalantal5.9, 3)
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Such letters help remind ALFA members where, how, and whyimg®rtant to find the
motivation to hold themselves and their allies accountable, even whematieine of
oppression appears to be insurmountabléAtidanta we see ALFA members’ attempts to
reconcile the individual with the collective and make space for greater pvieold in theory

and practice.

Toward a Social Justice Utopia
The present is not enough. It is impoverished and toxic for queers lard ot
people who do not feel the privilege of majoritarian belonging, niwvema
tastes, and ‘rational’ expectations.
(MufiozCruising, 27)
It was through the newsletters that activists mediated tistote between what they
were doing locally and the national movement without a nationaharation. We can see a
collective self-aware national movement within the newslettard by recording, archiving,
spreading political strategies and knowledge, these ladies alkézeto effect change in an
underground way. The ALFA women patrticipated in a kind of negation that was not based on
oppositional or identity-based politics. Although the women were nevde @lile to
eradicate the related vocabulary from their discourse, thpgatedly critiqued such
sentiments and instead attempted to move beyond such unproductive debdeethaly did
not refer to their vision as a queer utopia, | find it helpful to thimdua their philosophy as
participating in the act of creating such a reality bechessewsletter discussions were often
oriented toward articulating a future beyond binary gender and Isedentification

categories. Mufoz explains that “there is something queer aboutoghien,” that we orient

gueerly when we live within a heteronormative or even within admammative reality and
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imagine the possibilities for a utopian future that is not limitetin isolated future for the
individual” but instead as “a hermeneutic that wishes to deseribellective futurity, a
notion of futurity that functions as a historical materialist critiqu&ru{sing 26).

In order to explain the rhetorical resources available when wretdward a queer
utopian futurity, Mufioz relies in part on Shoshana Felman’s concepadital negativity,”
which helps us see how we can say “no” to the present without engagogpositional
politics and without normalizing or attempting to reinforce the pistiag binaries. Instead,
we can envision a world in which we transcend a “binary logic of opposwherein “the
negative becomes the resource for a certain mode of queer utopiéMisiroz, Cruising
13). By orienting toward a queer utopian vision—through a processlichraegation—we
can sidestep unproductive negativity and instead produce new knowledgptaons for
rhetorical action that moves beyond stagnant oppositional or idensiéglstrategies. This
kind of transcendence involved a naive belief in a queer utopian wovldhich everyone
understands what is ethical and tries to match their actiahgitobeliefs while holding one
another accountable and propping up the ones who are falling, insteadiraf tbe
movement burn out or accept defeat. The newsletter helped thenotophist these goals,
this high standard.

Through the newsletter, the ALFA women sometimes revealed thasade be all
too human in their weaknesses, imperfect and unable to alwayxemdndinary or
categorical thought, but they were brave enough to try and be@&fravare. That is, they
helped one another become aware of their collective weaknessaghtttalanta, which
also helped to provide strength through testimonytédlantawe see them trying to navigate

that line between the ideal world and the recalcitrancehefréal one, trying to find a
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balance. And again, even thought they did not used these terms, theyasedigcholars
such as Munoz in their critique of “pragmatic gay politics,” arguing tleamight instead see
“queerness as horizon” in order to revive “concepts such as freedbhatteabeen withered
by the touch of neoliberal thought and gay assimilationist poli{Cstiising 32). Keeping
this framework in mind helps us understand the evolution of the orgamzz#tiALFA and
the activists’ vision of a future that continually exists on hbezon and yet is perpetually
out of reach. Queerness as horizon enables an engagement with ¢mg, jiath at the level
of theory and practice, through epistemological and ontological deethiat pushes beyond
present realities. Such discourse is both revolutionary and pragmaatisin the case of the
ALFA women, took the form of internal debates about the way intwthieir socio-political
desires might be put into action in an everyday way, both in terms of culture and politic
In Atalantal find a redemption of radicalism—these women were experimenting with
ways to break down the old in a productive and creative way that involsgdudtaneous
building a more honest and respectful future in which all humans cafitebefrom
dominance. In the newsletters we can see how critique can beuworestf the new, we can
see the defeat, the frustration, the reminders, and a narratioey hsthelp others find their
way in the present and the future. | hope that | have provided somgétimsto how
alternative media outlets such Atlantaworked to ground and support organizations like
ALFA as they worked within constantly shifting conditions to résviour broader socio-
cultural rhetorical scene. In their newsletter, this long-ligeghanization provided a model
that should be helpful to consider in the future as we think about waysu® social justice

causes forward in revolutionary yet pragmatic ways.
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Chapter VI
Conclusion: Rhetorical Strategies and Actions for Political Educatiorand Social Justice

Below, | outline the ten main strategies and ten pragmatienacor processes for
social change that this group of lesbian feminists taught me. Wiresented seven of these
strategies to my writing group, they asked me, “So are ymsestrategies or the strategies
of ALFA?” Honestly, | don’t know who has ownership over these strategies, and | doa't ¢
The process of writing this dissertation taught them to me. lewtt@m as | was trying to
sort through what | wanted my words to show, even though | wasn’t sure hawhenii into
the actual work itself. The following lists are my understandihgAloFA’s pragmatic-
utopian process of collective invention as they advocated for sodiakj(seeing all people
from the forces of dominance and possession). While some of theenAkEA's explicit
strategies that | can easily provide evidence for, some areapbegneral or arose as a result
of the crucible of turning around the ALFA documents and other research in my mind.

In some ways, these conclusions are for me the most tangsoik o€ this project,
and so | share them here for anyone else who might be inteeesteput them to good use.
The following strategies are what | have learned as atresukriting this dissertation,
influenced by what | have learned during graduate school, what Itaveht by my
committee members and others in the academy and outside of themgcaas | buried
myself in my archival material and tried to empathize witha& | experimented with my

dissertation’s concepts in both my personal and academic life.



As prerequisites for the following invention strategies and acdpomsesses, |
suggest that the following two qualities are necessary:.

1. Attitude. Orientation. Ethos, credibility, ethickitention, tone, stylelmage plus
Intentions.Maat Your intentions must be based in good faith, not ego-oriented, not
tainted byressentimentYou must genuinely want to communicate, to understand and
be understood, to go beyond good and evil, beyond blame and judgment.

2. Timing. Grace. Agility The concept okairos Attempt to forecast opportunity,
remembering that there are many openings, it is never @ddato the right thing,

and the best arguments are timeless because time is cyclical and leiséatg iitself.

10 Collective Rhetorical Inventive Strategies

1. Work from a supportive community baskethere isn’'t a supportive community
already in place, find one or create one. It should be orientedd@seaiting and inventing.
The community should be progressive and oriented toward the futuié nyest honor and
carry forward traditions, rituals, histories, and stories that moatio be relevant insofar as
they serve human needs and cultivate spiritual health and wellhe$®uld be protected
from conditions that arise out of ego-based self-protective mechsnimaterialism,
possession, and dominance. It should be oriented around the concepts of productivity
pragmatism, patience, and peace. It should be positive and affirthsigpuld strive to be
perfect, but will not always be. It should be idealist, but compassioftashould use
mentorship. Mix it up with diverse perspectives—create a spaghiah this can happen, an

environment that is truly welcoming of many different perspest—and exchange diverse
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perspectives, gather together and share. It should be flexiblabésmdo adapt to changing
conditions. It should foster the exchange of stories, research, and ethicstdollina

2. Acknowledge and embrace difference, but emphasize commonalities and
connections Work in symbiotic solidarity with people whose perspectives radecally
different from your own, but who are oriented in the same directiomeRwer that we are
all humans and so have some very basic things in common, no matter fevantlifve may
seem. The differences are advantages we can learn from.t®ayoatto communication—
different vocabularies are difficult to work with so there mustrhaslators around. Try to
use fresh language that doesn’'t carry ideological baggage, vadabulthat can
accommodate the pragmatic need to communicate meaningfullys antdsple audiences.
Pay attention to the words that have become too loaded to be prodwdtigie,that indicate
ownership and ego forces, words have been colonized by forces of puveutived their
usefulness. Think before you speak or write, trying to take care with the words.

3. Listen Listening is the key to empathy, building a creative colleatmmmunity,
and communicating and sharing information in a dialogic way. Tell yovn stories to
cultivate mutual understanding and to help them see your perspectivat smu can be a
better listener. That is, say back to them what you hear assyen.|Figure out how and why
other people are misunderstood and talk about the effects, consegagcsslutions. Do
not make assumptions that other people make and remember how insgnsuivs.
Remember what Maya Angelou says about when people show you who theybateve
them. Listening involves observing and watching as much as it dodaagheards. Tell

other people’s stories: help your listeners to feel other peopleises, help cultivate
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understanding. Make others empathize. Make them want catharsi®orgnceriess. Be a
translator for those who cannot speak to one another or cannot speak to power.

4. Research. Educate. Work. Do your homework. Be a mentor and mBatéeup
the research with cold hard facts that are put context Wwéhrelevant supporting details,
keeping the bigger pi