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AUDRE GERALDINE LORDE (1934-1992)
Professor of English, Poet, Black Lesbian, and Socialist

LESTER C. OLSON

Audre Geraldine Lorde was a poet orator whose
sensibility as a poet suffused her public speeches
throughout her lifetime. She is better known today
as a poet of international stature than as a public
speaker, essayist, or pamphleteer, even though
some of her speeches were briiliant, many have
become classics in feminist scholarship, and most
are the subject of ongoing controversies. Lorde's
oratory focused upon the role of language in com-
municating social differences in ways that con-
struct relations of power among groups. Her pub-
lic speeches, the most important of which were
collected in Sister Quisider: Essays & Speeches
by Audre Lorde in 1984 and A Burst of Light in
1988, have an aphoristic, expansive quality re-
sulting from her extensive use of metaphors, max-
ims, proverbs, narratives, and stories to affinn her
pemspective on the relationship among language,
self, and society. Her speeches, like her essays and
her poems, often examine human differences
communicated within a sociopolitical system of
power ranging across symbolic oppositions be-
tween white and Black, male and female, capital-
ist and socialist, heterosexual and homosexual,
Master and slave—oppositions that Lorde criti-
tized as simplistic and as useful to dominant
groups for exploiting subordinated communities,
Her public speaking is a vital resource for com-
munication scholars engaged in examining the
Wle of lauguage and action in transforming self
and society in a diverse culture.

Lorde was bom on February 18, 1934, in
Harlem in New York City. Her parents, Linda
Beimar and Frederic Byron Lorde, were immi-
Srants from Grenada. In interviews, Audre megp-
Hoted that she grew up with West Indian par-
s who spoke patois at home, and whose
%cent and regard for language were factors in

Qualities of her own speaking, such as the
deliberate pace, cadence, and accent. Her par-
*Nts tried to prevent her from learning patois or

speaking with a West Indian accent, because
they wished to be private in their conversations
and were concerned for the success of their chil-
dren at a Catholic school run by nuns. Audre re-
marked in an interview that her parents were
“very particular about how we talked, that we
learned what was in the King’s English.”

In interviews, Lorde mentioned that her Cath-
olic upbringing influenced her lifelong interest
in rituals, though the substance of her own ritu-
als changed significantly. She distinguished her
spiritual life, however, from her Catholic up-
bringing. By “spirituality,” she meant “that very
deeply rooted consciousness that we are a part
of something that didn’t start with us, that came
from before [us}, and will continue after we
have gone, but that our piece in it is essential
and important” Regarding ritual, Lorde men-
tioned her Jove of incantations, which may be
exemplified by her evocative poem “Call,” with
which she liked to conclude poetry readings.
Her use of litany and choral as rhetorical re-
sources also reflects her careful attention to rit-
ual. By the conclusion of her life, she had en-
gaged African cultures’ views of spirituality,
especially the history of Black goddesses.

As early as 1960, Lorde’s poetry was recog-
nized by accomplished writers such as Langston
Hughes, a fellow member of the Harlem Writ-
ers Guild, who wrote to her about including her
poetry in his anthojogy of “new Negro poets.”
During 1968, Lorde was a distinguished visiting
professor at Atlanta University and, that sum-
mer, a poet-in-residence at Tougaloo College in
Mississippi. That year she also received a Na-
tional Endowment for the Arts grant to support
ber writing of poetry. In 1968, Lorde completed
her first poetry collection, a now hard-to-find
chapbook titled The First Cities that was pub-
lished by the Poets Press in London and New
York. It was followed in 1970 by her second po-
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etry collection, titled Cables to Rage, published
it London by Paul Breman. Ultimately she pro-
duced additional collections of poems including
From a Land Where Other People Live (1973),
New York Head Shop and Museum (1975),
Between Our Selves (1976), Coal (1976), The
Black Unicorn (1978), Chosen Poems, Old and
New (1982), Our Dead Behind Us (1986), Und-
ersong (1992), and The Marvelous Arithmetics
of Distance (1993). In 1997, her Collected
Poems was published by Norton, the most fre-
quent publisher of her collections toward the
end of her career. In addition to the poems men-
tioned elsewhere in this essay, her poetry may
be exemplified by “Coal,” “Blackstudies,” “Af-
terimages,” “Between Ourselves,” “Outside,”
and “Who Said It Was Simple.”

The content of Lorde’s earliest poetry through-
out the 1960s and early 1970s reflected her fam-
ily life. She married Edwin Ashley Rollins in

York City, especially Manhattan, Staten Island,
and Brooklyn, where the extraordinary culturai
diversity of people in the cosmopolitan, urban
setting was doubtless an influence on her dis-
course. Lorde earned a B.A. with a double major
in English and philosophy at Hunter College in
1959. During the late 1950s, she was an invest-
gator for the Bureau of Child Welfare, and in the
early 1960s, a young adult librarian at the Mount
Vermnon (New York) Public Library. In 1961, she
earned a master’s degree in library science from
Columbia University. Begioning in 1970, initially
as a lecturer and subsequently as an assistant pro-
fessor, Lorde was on the faculty of the English
department at John Jay College of Criminal Jus-
tice in Manhattan, where, among students of di-
verse backgrounds, she trained white police offi-
cers and FBI agents. In 1980, she departed for
Hunter College, where in 1985 a poetry center
was named in her honor and, in 1987, she was

“I am a poet. When I write prose, I am a poet writing prose. . . .
when I say poet, I am speaking of a whole way of looking at life,
of moving into it, of using it, of dealing with myself and my ex-
perience. I am not speaking of living itself, I am speaking of a use

of my living.”

1962, and they had two children, Elizabeth and
Jonathan, They separated in 1970 and were for-
maily divorced in 1975. Lotde’s early poetry coi-
lections and radio broadcasts, such as The Poet
Speaks on WGBH-FM i Boston (April 1970,
December 1971), conveyed no obvious evidence
of her lesbianism. which did not surface in her
public work until her erotic poem “Mest,” which
was printed in 1977 in Sinister Wisdom, In Zami;
A New Spelling of My Name ( 1982), Lorde ex-
plored her experiences as a Black leshian in a
book that she called a biomythography, which
drew upon her 1953 trip to Mexico. Lorde’s part-
ner for dlmost two decades was Frances Lonise
Clayton, who helped to mise Lorde’s children
during most of the 19705 and 1980s and aided
Lorde during her diagnosis and early confronta-
tions with cancer,

For most of Lorde’s life, she resided in New

named Thomas Hunter Professor. Throughout
this period she enjoyed her network of close
friendships and professional colleagues engaged
in the writing of poetry, history, and lesbian fem-
inism through publication outlets such as the
Women of Color/Kitchen Table Press, of which
she was a founder, and Out & Out Books. _
Lorde was diagnosed with breast cancer
1978, shortly after her speech “The Uses of the
Erotic” She had a mastectomy, 4 profoundly
life-aitering experience for her. Envisioning hfﬁr-
self not as a victim suffering, but as a warrior
battling her condition, she drew upon images of
the Amazons of Dahomey, one-breasted women
warriors, in her writings. Later she was dl?g‘
nosed with liver cancer, treaiments for which
took her in 1984 to Germany, where she gave po-
etry readings and interviews. While in Bgrhn,
Lorde became deeply involved with Gloria L




Joseph, a scholar, writer, and social activist who
became Lorde’s partner and Hved with her on St.
Croix in the Virgin Islands. Lorde was a founder
of Sisterhood in Support of Sisters in South
Africa as well as the St. Croix Women’s Coali-
tion. While living in the Virgin Islands, she was
given the honorific name Gambia Adisa, which
means “Warrior: She Who Makes Her Meaning
Known.” She died there on November 11, 1992,

AUDRE LORDE: POET ORATOR FOR
REVOLUTIONARY CHANGE

Lorde is well known for her contributions to the
wornen’s movement during the 1970s and 1980s,
especially her courageous struggle with breast
cancer as recorded in her Cancer Journals (1980).
She addressed the topics of age, race, sex, sexual-
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part of some group defined as other, deviant, infe-
rior, or just plain wrong.” In addition to using her
public speeches, essays, and poems to resist ex-
temally imposed and reductive definitions of her
differences from dominant groups, Lorde explic-
itly resisted the pressure “to pluck out sorme one
aspect of myself and present this as the meaning-
ful whole, eclipsing or denying the other parts of
self”; in her view, “this is a destructive and frag-
menting way to live” She affirmed, “My fullest
concentration of energy is available to me only
when [ integrate all the parts of who I am, openly,
allowing power from particular sources of my liv-
ing to flow back and forth freely through all my
different selves, without the restrictions of exter-
nally irnposed definition.”

Lorde’s rhetoric demonstrated her complex

“When I call myself a feminist, I call myself 2 feminist because I
recognize that the root of my vulnerability and my power lies in
myself as a woman and because I am primarily focused upon
changing the consciousness of myself and other women. That is
the first level. T am of course also interested in changing the con-
sciousness of anyone, and that includes men, who can use the
work, who can use my energy, who can use what I put out. But
my primary focus is my consciousness and the consciousness of

women.”

ity, and economic class in a wide range of forums
ad publication outlets. Themes in her speeches
include silence and silencing; the habimal com-
Plicity of subordinated peoples with dominant
groups; being an outsider as a position of both vul-
Rerability and strength; the erotic as distinct from
the bornographic in human relationships as well as
“ommercial products; difference and anger as re-
$ources for collaboration and social change rather
divisiveness, capricious bias, and hatred; and
Survivai in a hostile society. Whenever she spoke
" public, she explicitly defined her own position
% multiply marginal in her relationship to domi-
lant groups. “As a forty-nine-year-old Black les-
bian feminist socialist mother of two, including
¢ boy, and a member of an interracial couple,”
remarked in 1980, “I usnally find myself a

awareness of how privilege and oppression inter-
act m each individual’s life situation. Conse-
quently, her rhetoric avoided the simplistic reduc-
tion of social tensions to the roles of oppressor
and oppressed, noticing as she did so how social,
political, economic, educational, and religious
factors impinge upon lives in complicated ways
that oftentimes have people operating within both
1oles, even if they are consciously mindful of only
one of them. Evoking Paulo Freire’s The Peda-
gogy of the Oppressed, Lorde commented, “The
true focus of revolutionary change is never merely
the oppressive situations which we seek to escape,
but that piece of the oppressor which is planted
deep within each of us, and which knows only the
oppressors’ tactics, the oppressors” relationships.”
As a consequence, her public speeches are ex-
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traordinarily complex, insightful, and instructive
in their treatment of racism, sexism, heterosexism,
ageism, and the like as they intersect and conflict.
Her ideology situated her within a distinctive,
though certainly not unique, strand of materialist
feminist thought which held that “racism, sexism,
and homophobta are inseparable,” as she observed
in 1979. She held that “there is no hierarchy of
oppressions,” which became the title of an essay
in Interracial Books for Children Builetin (Sep-
tember 1983).

Lorde wrote poetry from her childhood, and
her poetry was published for almost two decades
before her first recorded public speech. That
speech, titled “The Transformation of Silence into
Language and Action.” was delivered as part of a
panel discussion titled “Lesbians and Literature
at the Modem Language Association meeting in
Chicago. It is perhaps her finest speech. Two of
her other speeches, however, have been more fre-
quently noted in scholarly literamre. *Uses of the
Erotic: The Erotic as Power,” was delivered ini-
tially as part of a panel discussion titled “Power
and Oppression” at the Fourth Berkshire Confer-
ence on the History of Women. “The Master's
‘Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House”
was delivered as part of a panel discussion, “The
Personal and the Political,” at New York Univer-
sity. These three orations are arguably the most
important of her public speeches in terms of their
technical sophistication in engaging dominant
groups.

[n Lorde’s public address, she drew primarily
on her feelings and experiences embodied in her
own living as the most dependable resource for
her rhetorical invention, because she believed
that feeling was more fundamental than under-
standing for bringing about political change, and
because she was deeply skeptical about the value
of abstract, disembodied writings. which she
designated “theory.”” Though Lorde was some-
times criticized for reproducing stereotypes of
women a3 intuitive and emotional, she sought to
integrate emotion with rational thought rather
than artificially separating them. Her views of
poetry are concisely summarized in “Poetry Is
Not a Luxury,” an essay published in Chrysalis
(1977), for which Lorde served as poetry editor
from 1976 until 1979. She described that essay
as a transitional moment in her inteilectual de-

velopment, which indeed it was, marking her
movement into speeches, essays, pamphlets, and
public letters, as well as her movement into wha
she characterized as “linear” modes of expres-
sion. Lorde characterized this change in her
work as akin to learning a second language. Ye
there are interconnections among her poetry, es-
says, and speeches, all of which were rooted in
her lite experiences and feelings, because of her
practice of connecting the personal and the po-
litical, a very common feature of contemporary
feminist practice. Consequently, it can be help-
ful for understanding Lorde’s speeches to engage
her poetry, as may be exemplified by the rela-
tionship between “A Litany for Survival” and
“The Transformation of Silence into Language
and Action,” or that between “Power” and “The
Uses of Anger: Women Responding to Racism,”
a difficult but tmportant speech which she deliv-
ered to the National Women's Studies Associa-
tion in June 1981. Ordinarily, her speeches in-

* clade excerpts of her poetry and, on occasion, a

complete poem.

Typically, Lorde’s speeches reflected explic-
itly on language and symbolic practices. Lorde
employed language tactically and strategically
while being mindful of ideological inheritances
of various sorts complicating communication
among people of diverse backgrounds and com-
mitments. One example of these qualities is her
famous maxim: “The master’s tools will never
dismantle the master’s house.” The series of
metaphors entailed—tools, dismantle, house—
supply her maxim with an expansive and a.m;
biguous quality. To Lorde, “the master’s tools
designated techniques of domination through the
exercise of political power, moral judgment, and
social privilege. The “master” could be under-
stood in relationships of domination over both
the “mistress” and the “slave.” focusing on s,
race, and the intersection of these embodied 10
Black women. More important, as a matier Qf
adaptation to the immediate audience of ferni-
nists at the Second Sex conmference, 2 V\fhﬂe
woman could be “mistress” in her relationship 10
the white “master” while being a “master” OVf
“staves” of either sex. Lorde’s speech explor
the ambiguities of the combined roies of wiite
women in U.S. culture by evoking an under
standing of their role as “mistress” tO examine




their analogous role as “master” across differ-
ences in race, class, and sexuality. The expres-
sion “the master’s tools” underscored the actua]
tools for production of such material goods as
“the master’s house,” the practices of domination
employed by the master over the ruistress and the
slave, and, specifically in connection with sex
differences, the male’s sexual anatomy. In this
Jast respect, the master’s tool may have been se-
ductive in a layered pun to heterosexual women
of any race, age, or class who wanted to reside
in the house as an intimate companion.

In general, Lorde was concemed about the se-
ductiveness of power exercised for arbitrary dom-
ipation over others, even among feminists who
deplored its operations under patriarchy. A fun-
damental reason that using “the master’s tools”
would be self-defeating was that using those tools
reproduced the practices and could transform the
users of them into “masters.” To Lorde, the prac-
tices of arbitrary domination needed to be trans-
formed, not rehearsed. “The master’s house™ was
likewise layered in its multiple meanings. It re-
ferred to the site for exercising power, judgment,
and privilege as well as the products of these
deeds. Uneamed entitlement to “the master's
honse” was salient for Lorde, but “dismantling”
the “master’s house” referred to repudiating any-
one’s unearned privilege. In addition, “the mas-
ter’s house” desigpated the material and/or
courtship interests that bound the mistress and/or
slave to the master. Finally, “the master’s house”
implicitly distinguished the reformist approach of
the “house™ Black from the radical approach of
the “field” Black. In this respect, one of “the mas-
ter’s tools” consisted in dividing members of sub-
ordinated communities by extending privileges to
Some through access to the interior of “the mas-
ter’s house™ while exploiting most others in the
field to support this dwelling. An opposition be-
Ween “the master’s house” and the master’s field,
though implicit in Lorde’s maxim, was vital in
challenging reformist feminists to adopt radical
feminism. Lorde used an analogy between racism
and sexism to shape insights about distinctive re-
formist and radical political commitrents within
feminism. As this sustained example may illus-
rate, Lorde’s rhetoric is rich in its layers of
Meaning and technical sophistication.

Lorde’s lively sense of humor and her ability

-
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to move adeptly through her audiences’ defense
mechanistns—which, she suggested, tended reg-
ularly to distort her messages—are perhaps more
evident in the audio recordings of her live en-
gagements with audiences at her poetry readings
and interviews than in her orations. in a speech
in 1980, for instance, Lorde reiterated two ex-
treme distortions around human differences used
to exclude work by women of color from the cur-
riculum: “All too often, the excuse given is that
the literatures of women of Color can only be
taught by Colored women, or that they are too
difficuit to understand, or that classes cannot ‘get
into’ them because they come out of experiences
that are ‘too different.” ” She then amused her au-
dience by incisively revealing the transparent
hypocrisy of such excuses: “I have heard this ar-
gument presented by white women of otherwise
quite clear intelligence, women who seem to
have no trouble at all teaching and reviewing
work that comes out of the vastly different expe-
riences of Shakespeare, Molidre, Dostoyevsky,
and Ardstophanes” Her extraordinary skill in
leading discussion of sensitive topics is consis-
tently evident in the question-and-answer periods
which typically followed her speeches and read-
ings.

Lorde was a perfectionist who extensively re-
vised ber ideas even after they had been pub-
lished, altering them for later collections of
poems, speeches, and essays. Because she also
preserved numerous typed and handwritten
drafts for each speech, essay, or poem, some-
times making the revisions on a copy of an ear-
lier published version, the drafts are an invalu-
able resource for investigating her rhetorical
invention, style, and organization, as well as
changes in her sense of audience for the specific
forum, genre, or publisher. A wide range of in-
tellectual resources is in evidence in the pre-
liminary drafts for her public address, through
the expiicit reference to a name or the concepts
inaugurated by the person. Her preliminary
drafts for speeches and essays often identified
people and/or publications whose views or prac-
tices she overtly opposed. But these names or-
dinarily disappeared from the published ver-
sions of her remarks, possibly because Lorde
was more concemed with the ideas or practices
than the specific figure. A partial, but by no
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means complete, list of inteliectual sources in
evidence in ber rhetorical invention and style
would have to include W.E.B. Du Bois, Panio
Freire, and Adrenne Rich. Lorde spoke ap-
provingly of the Black lesbian playwright Lor-
raine Hansbury and of Angelina Weld Grimké
of the Harlem Renaissance,

To judge from the unpublished materials held
at Spelman College, two of the most extensively
revised speeches were “Uses of the Erotic” and
“Leamning from the 60s.” For the former speech,
there are multiple copies with taped and spliced
paper text placed over earlier typed passages, as
well as extensive handwritten inserts, not only
on the fronts of pages, but sometimes spilling
over onto the backs of pages. Lorde delivered the
latter speech at Harvard University during Mal-
colm X Weekend in 1982, Her revisions reflected
an endeavor to situate her political activism so
that the speech, initiaily deliberative in its dormn-
inant thrust, eventually comported fully with the
ceremonial character of the event as she. called
for future action to honor the famous Black
leader’s legacy. Yet honoring his legacy proved
complex to Lorde. She sought explicitly to rec-
ognize and transform jts specific shortcomings
(in her view), such as the devaluation of women
and other ramifications of his specific commit-
ments within Islam in his early speeches. She
emphasized how he changed his views with ex-
perience, asking that her audiences honor him by
doing likewise.

Lorde’s speeches in the late 1970s and early
1980s are more accessible to white scholars
than her later speeches, because she consciously
endeavored to reach them, especially white fem-
inists. During the late 1970s and throughout the
1980s, Lorde struggled in public forums dorni-
nated by white women to engage feminism in
order to transform it, despite its reformist poli-
tics and its ongoing legacies of racism, classism,
and heterosexism. Yet her speeches were rife
with evidences of her frustration, anger, and
deepening skepticism about the prospects for
change within the women’s movement. In 1980,
she remarked, “There is a presense to a homo-
geneity of experience covered by the word sist-
erhood which does not in fact exist” Although
Lorde expressly continued to welcome critical
listening by persons from diverse backgrounds,

her later speeches focused increasingiy Upon
Black women. Three speeches toward the end of
her life exemplify this trend: “I Am Your Sistey-
Black Women Organizing Across Sexualities »
delivered in 1985 to the Black Womep Rising
Together Conference held at Medgar Everg Col-
lege; “Sisterhood and Survival,” a 1985 keynote
speech at the conference “Black Women Writ-
ers and the Diaspora” held at Michigan Stae
University; and her remarks at the I Am Your
Sister Conference: Forging Global Connectiong
Across Difference, held in Boston in October
1990 to honor Lorde for her lifetime achieve.
ments. Lorde commented that her speech a
Medgar Evers College “came out very, very rap-
idly” and “just really flowed,” requiring only
minimal revision in its preparation because, she
said, I felt very strongly about what I was say-
ing”—and presumably because this was the ag.
dience whom she knew the best and with whom
she felt the most at home, even though, as Lorde
often commented, both sexism and heterosex-
ism within Black audiences posed difficulties
for her discourse.

Lorde’s rhetorical practices reflected her keen
awareness of how institutions and organizations
enable and disable discourses by women of
color and lesbians, as well as often distorting the
discourse as a consequence of a tendency to
adapt to dominant groups’ concerns and beliefs.
In 1980, she commented, “T am respoasible for
educating teachers who dismiss my children’s
culture in school. Black and Third World people
are expected to educate white people as to our
humanity. Women are expected to educate men.
Lesbians and gay men are expected to educate
the heterosexnal world.” While superﬁciaI.Iy
such educational projects seem to have mernit,
Lorde disclosed some deficiencies of such pl.'Oj'
ects. “The oppressors maintain their po§itxo§
and evade responsibility for their own actions,
she remarked, adding that for those who urfder-‘
fake the educating, “There is a constant drain of
energy which might be better used in redefining
ourselves and devising realistic scenarios for al’
tering the present and constructing the ﬁiturc-
In these respects, a certain meaning of ‘com-
munication” is “pretense,” because what is ac-
twally at stake is practicing, rehearsing, and pe.r-
petuating the underlying hierarchical dynamic

i b o Dl R




between oppressor and oppressed. with the jat-
ter tending to the former’s needs. Subsequently,
this awareness was reflected in her publications
and participation in organizations, sometimes as
a founder.

With few exceptions, mainstream Black au-
diences have neglected Lorde’s work. Yet, Lorde
has become an icon of the women’s movement,
Her pictorial image has become a commodity,
marketed on posters, T-shirts, buttons, and the
like, symboiizing a strand of feminism commit-
ted to fair and equitable relationships across
differences in race, sexuality, age, and class,
among other social groupings. Her reputation
among feminists and women's studies scholars
continues to grow. Lesbian, transgender, and
queer communities have likewise taken in-
creased interest in Lorde over the years, some-
times coupling her image as a warrior against
breast cancer with images of gay men battling
the AIDS pandemic, at other times evoking her
maxim “Your silence will not protect you” to
counter the closeting of same-sexuality. Even
so, Lorde’s socialism, sex, and race have. di-
minished her appeal to soctally and economi-
cally conservative gay men and lesbians. Thus,
ber critical reception was as diverse as the ex-
traordinary range of audiences she addressed,
opinions ranging from heartfelt hostility to deep
appreciation and gratitude for her work.

There are recurrent difficulties for scholars en-
deavoring to critically assess Lorde’s discourse.
She sometimes drew a stark contrast between
Euro-American and African cultures in that she
viewed Euro-American culture as linear and ori-
ented toward problem-solving, whereas African
Cultures were holistic in their commitment to
feeling through experience and deriving under-
standing from those feelings. Her commitment to
the latter sensibility may explain, in part, why the
Organization of her speeches is often vexing to
discern, since she resisted conventional linear,
Prpblem-solving sequences and preferred cre-
dtive, open-ended, generative suggestions. As a
Telated matter, Lorde’s allusions to African god-
desses, practices, and intellectnal resources are
Sometimes a source of frustration and bewilder-
Ment to audiences. In addition, her speeches, es-
Says, and intervisws may be challenging for most
feaders and listeners becanse she dealt with sen-

Audre Geraldine Lorde (1934-~1992) 291

sitive and 1aboo topics ranging from rape and
pornography to harassment, bias crimes, and
other forms of abuse and violence. Finally, while
concentrating on one aspect of bias as a topic in
her speeches, it is easy for readers and listeners
o unwittingly reproduce other varieties of bias,
despite the best of intentions, simply because
these biases continue to be endemic in U.S. cul-
ture. Regardless of these and other difficulties,
Lorde was a brilliant thinker and speaker whose
public address deserves careful study for its ram-
ifications, not only for rhetoric scholars but also
for anyone committed to social justice in all its
complexity.
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pamphlet, Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power
(Brooklyn, N.Y.; Qut & Qut Books, 1978). An un-
dated typeset version was distributed by the Les-
bian Feminist Studies Clearinghouse. Reprinted in
Chrysalis 9 (Fall 1979): 29-32; Big Mama Rag 7,
no. 8 (September 1979): 11, 16; Take Back the
Night: Women on Pornography, ed. Laura Lederer
(New York: Morrow, 1980}, pp. 295-300; 3O,
pp. 53-59; Whole Earth Review no. 63 (Summer
1989); 66-69; Utne Reader 24 (May/June 1991):
113-14. Broadcast on Pacifica Radio, March 1979.
Audiotapes at LHA (Mount Holyoke version) as
weil as the GLBT Historical Society, San Fran-
cisco, and the Pacifica Radio Archives (San Fran-
cisco version). An unauthorized, shortened version,
which Lorde once referred to as “a three-paragraph
non-sequitur patchwork shred from it” was pub-
lished by Ms. magazine.

“The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantie the Mas-
ter's House.” New York City, September 29, 1979.
Printed with revisions in This Bridge Catled My
Dack: Writings by Radical Women of Color. ed.
Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldia (Watertown.
Mass.: Persephone Press, 1981: New York: Kitchen
Table Press, 1983), pp.98-i01; SO, pp. 110-13.
Audiotape at LHA,

“fhen Will the [gnorance End?” {keynote address 10

the National Third World Lesbian and Gay Cop.
ference). Washington D.C., October 13, 1979,
Printed in Off Qur Backs 9, no. 10 (November
1979): 8, 22; Gay [nsurgent no. 6 (Summer 1980)
112-14.

“Age, Race, Class, and Sex: Women Redefining Dif-
ference” (address to the Copeland Colloguinm at
Armherst College). Amherst, Mass., April 2, 1980,
SO, pp- 114-23. An undated typeset version wag
distributed by the Lesbian Feminist Studies Clear-
inghouse.

“The Uses of Anger: Women Responding to Racism”
(keynote address at the National Women’s Studies
Association). Storrs, Conn., June 1, 1981. Printed
in Women's Studies Quarterly 9, no. 3 (Fall 1981);
7-10; SO, pp. 124-33.

“Learning from the 60s.” Cambnidge, Mass., Febru-
ary 1982, SO, pp. 134-44; The Rhetoric of Strug-
gle: Public Address by African American Women,
ed. Robbie Jean Walker. New York: Garland, 1992,
pp. 125-40.

“Difference and Survival” (address at the Honors
Comvocation, Hunter College). New York City,
May 10, 1982. Printed in Leshbians Rising: Lesbian
Feminist Newspaper (Hunter College) Spring
1982, pp. 8-9.

“Speech During the ‘Litany of Commitment’ Before
the Civil Rights March/Martin Luther King 1963
Remembrance” Washington D.C., August 27,
1683,

“Sister Outsider” (speech at the University of Om-
gon). Eugene, Ore., November 12, 1984. Audio-
tape at-Spelman Coilege Archives.

“I Am Your Sister: Black Women Organizing Across
Sexualities” Medgar Evers College, Brooklyn,
N.Y., March 1517, 1985. Printed in pamphlet titied
I Am Your Sister: Black Women Organizing Across
Sexuglities (New York: Kitchen Table/Wommen ctf
Color Press, 1985); Practice: The Journal of Poli-
tics, Economics, Psychology, Sociology and Culture
5, no. 1 (September 1987): 83-87; BOL. pp- 19-?6-

«gisterhood and Survival,” Michigan State University,
East Lansing, Mich., October 20, 1985. Printed 12
The Black Scholar 17, no. 2 (March/April 1986)
5-7.

“Turning the Beat Round” (address at the Hunter Col-
lege Lesbian and Gay Community Center’s Forum
on Lesbian and Gay Parents of Color). New York
City, October 1986. Printed in Black/Out 1. no- 34
(1987): 13-16; Politics of the Hearr: A Lesblag
Parenting Anthology. ed- Sandra Pollack a:s
Jeanne Vaughn. Ithaca, N.Y.: Firebrand BOOKS:

1987) BOL, pp. 39—48. o
“A Question of Survival” (commencement Spee
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Oberlin College). Oberlin, Ohio, May 29, 1989.

Printed in Gay Community News 16, no, 46 {Au-
gust 13-19, 1989): 5, 12. Videotape at Oberlin Col-

jege Archives.

“Remarks to the ‘I Am Your Sister Conference: Forg-
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ing Giobal Connections Across Differences,’”
Boston, October 5-8, 1990.

“Remarks at Albany, New York” (address on the oc-
casion of Lorde's recognition as poet lawreate of
the State of New York). Noveraber 13, 1991,

WILMA MANKILLER (1945- )
Native Amevican Activist and Former Principal Chicf of the

Cherokee Nation

CHRISTOPHER J. SKILES

Wilma Mankiller embodies the phrase “identity
politics.” In public life she vehemently advocates
to increase awareness of both Native American
and women’s rights. For more than thirty years,
she has helped initiate change at various levels—
from congressional legislation, to community-
help projects, to individual COBSCIONSNess-raising
about Native American and women’s issues. A
self-described Cherokee woman, she speaks reg-
tlarly about issues from treaty rights to health
care, from tribal self-determination to securing ac-
€8s to education for commumity members of all
ages. Confident, purposive, and self-assured when
addressing large audiences, congressional com-
mittees, or smaller, more intimate gatherings,
Mankitler has a well-ecamed reputation for mak-
Mg members of her audience feel at ease. Her
ability to establish rapport with audiences of al]
t¥pes, ranging from hostile and confrontational to
Eenteel and friendly, suggests a mastery of public
SPeaking that few orators achieve. Whether she is
drawing on historical events, political theory, per-
Sonal experience, or the lessons embedded in ira-
ditional Cherokee storytelling, Mankiller’s ora-
Ory demonstrates the power of narrative as a
Means of persuasion. Indeed, her ability to weave
together meaningful elements of narratives with
Straightforward arguments has helped her achieve
a0 impressive body of political accomplishments.

Wilma Pear! Mankiller was born in the W.W.

tngs Indian Hospital on November I8,
%45. 1o Clare and Charley Mankiller. The sixth

of eleven children, she joined a Cherokee fam-
ily long rooted in Tahlequah, Oklahoma. She
has a particular fondness for her birthplace (es-
pecially her family’s tract of land—Mankiller
Flats), and after having lived all around the
country, has moved back there. To Mankiller,
her residence and the land at Mankiller Flats
provide an ongoing, living connection not just
to her direct past, but to the heritage of her cui-
ture and community, to her extended ancestry,
and, perhaps most important, to the Earth. In-
deed, Mankiller remains closely tied to her own
past and that of her ancestors. She often talks
about the physical connection she and her fam-
ily feel to their main source of identity—their
land.

It is not that the Mankillers have long owned
their land. Although their connection to Mankiller
Flats dates back only four generations, Mankiller
and her family perceive this land as the palpable
source of their spiritual being. The land in Okla-
homa became Cherokee land in general, and
Markiller ancestral land in particular, only after
the federal government forcefully removed the
Cherokee nation from their lands in what is now
the state of Georgia. Initiated by the U.S. Supreme
Court’s decision in Cherokee Nation v. Georgia in
1831 and finalized in 1839, the Trail of Tears (or,
transkated more directly from the Cherokee lan-
guage. The Trail Where They Cried) constitutes
for the Cherokee a continuing tragic meraory. The
forced migration of the Cherokee nation, in which




