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for_change. For women, this has meant a
suppression of the erotic as a considered source
So2 cons)
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strongest feelings. It is an i

satisfaction_to_which, once we have experi-
a2

of power and information within our lives,
e have been taught to suspect this

resource, vilified, abused, and devalued within
" Western socicty. On the one hand, the superfi-
cially erotic has been encouraged as a sign of

enced it, we know we can aspire, For having

Experienced the fallness of this depth of fecling
and recognizing its power, in_honor and self-

respect we can require no less of ourselves,
It_is never easy to deman most_from

T T e e

encourage excellence is to go beyond the

wd,
-3
o WIIT - cesped

5],,;3} From

O\W female inferiotity; on the other hand, _womep..,
'f}g’ l have been made to suffer and to feel both _con-
temptible and suspect by virtue of its existence.
Tt is a short step from there to the false
“belief that only by the suppression of the erotic
within our lives and consciousness can women

({:. w
lfy(g 9 Fe truly strong, But that strength is ilusory,

The Uses of the Erotic

The Erotic as Power

AUDRE LORDE

for a realization of the erotic as the most self-
responsible source of women’s power, Lorde,

locating that power in women’s acknowleds-
nieidl of desire, Blirs the boundaries betiween
B e b

the erotic, on the one band, and political cre;

. A udre Lorde died jn_November, 1992
udre Lorde was anthor of more than a
dozen books of poetry and prose, recipient of

national and international awards, and a
founding member of Kitchen Table: Women

P(\ £5ivé to |

actsVe

JPDM\D.‘

encouraged mediocrity of our society is to

encourage excellence. But giving in to the fear
of d work

f feeling and working to capacity is a luxu
Only the_unintentional can afford, and the
unintentional are_those who do ot Wish 10

of Color Press. Her most recent poetry

includes Undersongs: Chosen Poems Old and

New Revised (1992) azd Our Dead Behind Us

. -‘5 : ,_(1936); in Zami: A New S$pelling of My Name

‘lf Y*O (1982) she writes her own bio-mythography,

o . and her recent essays and speeches can be

_(ﬂ . found in A Burst of Light (1988) and Sister
é‘ OQutsider (1984), which includes the chapt

atwe, and everyday actwities, on_the otber
And in issuing her call to all women, regard-

less of their sexual identity, Lorde erases erotic
differences between straight, bisexmal, and les.

inds of power, used and
unused, acknowledged or otherwise. The

es®

ian desive 111 Order 1o promote such desire as
a creative force for revolutionar e &

J
j “Tor 1t 1s Tashioned within the context of male guide their own destinies. ‘\ $=
& modcls of power, m;(ﬁlif;ment toward excel ovf \% ‘
As women, we have come to distrust that  lence which we learn from the erotic must not Y s M
‘power which rises from our deepest and non-  be misconstrued as demanding 1pOsSID $(’ |
jonal knowledﬁfm%m from ourselves nor from others. such a
/gamst it all our Tives by the male world, demand incapacitates everyone in the process.
which values this depth of feeling enough to  For the erotic is not a question only of what
keep Women around in order to exercise [t m  we dos it is a question of how acutely and full
the seivice of men, but Which fears this same e can feel in the doing, Once we know the
r epthftoo much to examine the possibility of it mapﬂble of feeling that A
withyh themselves. 5o women are maintained  sense of satisfaction and completion, we can 1% Lad
\ apA distant/inferior position to be psychically  then observe which of our various life tndeav- \ S |
,r‘ . the same way ants maintain m be C\Uﬁ‘ &
L4l ids to provide a life-giving sub- The amm of each Eing which we do is to % 3
*‘Q ;' “‘g » make our lives and the lives of our children o TN
d\, st Aﬂ‘ Stic ell of replenishing  richer and more possible. Within the celebra- e,{,"(}tﬁéw
‘-e ¥ WQVY rovocative force to the woman who does  tion of the erotic in all our endeavors, Joy _¥°
\’0\0 not fear its_revelafion, nor succumb to the  work becomes a conscious decision—a longed-  ciSSISP
(‘ ‘Belie] that sensation 18 encugh, for bed which I enter gratefully and from nase

which [ rise up empowered.

reprinted here, Apti-ascetic_in_her demands m
that desire be made conscions and sensuali
affirmed, Lorde resporeds in this 1978 essay to

V‘“\‘

erotic is a resource within gach of us that lies
in a deeply female an‘ Copiritual plane, firmly
rooted in the power of our unexpressed or

“Second Wave Feminists’ debates over whether . unrecognized feeling. In order to perpetuate f?‘\“
or not pornography creates and maintains sex-  “itself, every oppression must corrupt or distort
ual oppression. By di women’s  thosé Various sources of power within the cul A
eroticism from its cultural misuse and calling mmo—mﬁm

s
ot T OPt
m%‘ ut pornography is a direct

pOWEr of the erotic, for it represents
of true feeling

nov sw"‘\’
L W YT

N
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SOURCE: This chapter was originally a paper presented at the Fourth Berkshire Conference on the History
of Women, Mount Holyoke College, August 25, 1978, and was later published as a chapter in Sister
Outsider. Copyright © 1984 Audre Lorde and The Crossing Press, a division of Ten Speed Press, Berkeley,
CA. Reprinted by permission.

ornography
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e erotl Sure begil
nings of our sense of self and the chaos of our
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s¢, womern so empowered are dan- e
gerous, So we are taught to separate the erotic
emand, from most vital areas of our lives

other than sex. And the lack of concern for the

@iwmmr__ KSR
in"our disaftection from so much of what we
do. For instance, how often do we truly love
our work even at its most difficule?

The principal horror of any system which
=defines the good in terms of profit rather than
in terms of human need, or which defines
human need to the exclusion of the psychic
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and emotional components of that need—the  incomple otic knowled, ”5 va
isfo demandSrom ourselves and from our  external and alien forms, and we conform to

tincipal horror of such a system is that it obs. or the bridge which connects them is formed / en AQ swe h ]
%mmnc value, its erotic power by the erotic—the sensual—those physical, ev * “L life-purstits that they feel in accordance with  the needs of a structure that is not based on
L ; and life appeal and fulfillment, Such a system emmrmeaswns of whatls o /- _that jov which we know outsclves to be capable m
3 g " © "“Teduces work to a esty of necessities, a cCpest and Strongest and richest within each of._,Our erotic knowledge geffipowersy us, md, in

oursé l/d—"

to teel eply all the aspects of our lives, we  within ourselves, then our lives are limited by

duty by which! or  oLugbemg shared: the passions of love, in its l ‘ eccme@rough which We scrutinize a touch wi power of the erotic within our-

* | ourselves and those we love. BUT this 1s tanta: deepest meanings. aspects of our existence, forcing us to evaluate  selyes, and allowing that power to inform and
mount to blinding a painter and then tellin, cyond the superficial, the considered o vl id those aspects honestly in terms of their relative  illuminate our actions upon the world around
her to improve her work, and to enjoy the act)f ¢ phrase, “It feels right to me,” acknowledges th /

of painting. It is not only next to impossible, i
s also profoundly cruel,

i & As women, we need to examine the ways in
which our world can be truly different, T am

strength of the erotic into a true knowledge,

recognize our deepest feeli ings, we_begin_to

~give up, of necessity, being satisfied with suf-

. not to settle for the convenient Lh& shodd , the
v 44“"5 = .

\ 4.(, speaking here of the necessity for reassessing \

. o the quality of all the aspects of our lives and of f ecm M“

0; . our work, and of how we move toward and 9 ? ¥ w“\ § perched like a topaz just inside the clear skin oppression_beco £,_moti-
ST e ns for e m severa “\3 J .F of the bag. We would leave the margarine out  vated and empowered from within.

3(\0 The very wurd erotic comes from the Greek “Jand the first is in pmvxdmg the power wElcE vv&,r\ i for a while to soften, and then we would pinch n touch with the erotic, 1 becom

rateny, |here is a dif-
ference between pnmmg a back fence and
writing a poem, but only one of quantity. And
there is, for me, no difference between writing
a good poem and moving into sunlight against
the body of a womap-Lloys
This brings.me to the last consideration of
the erotic, g

£s¢

Cipate in the

flindiscriminately powerful, for to suppress any  “experience with us. And use without consent
R AL LS

triith 150 give it strength beyond endurance. ~  of the used is abuse. .
/i Tmmﬁm In order to be utilized, our erotic feelmgs* ‘(
ever distortions we may find within ourselves  must be recognized, The need for sharing dee f A
e eeps us docile and loyal and obedient, exter-  feeling is a_human need. But w1thm t]le 2o par v
ined, and leads us to accept many European-American tradition, thigne 2

facets of our oppression as women. isfied by certain proscribe
When we live outside ourselves, and by that These occasions are al

I mean on external directives only rather than ¢ arauterx?ed by a simultancous looking awa:
from our internal Enowledge and needs, when  a pretense of c; ng them something else,

we live away from those erotic guides from  whether a religion, a fit, mob violence, or even

word ero; nification of love j comes from sharing deeply any pursuit with “l\' the little pellet to break it inside the bag,
aspects—born of Chaos, and personifying cre-  another person. Iée sharinﬁ of 'oz, whether 'F‘ w releasing the rich yellowness into the soft pale supp ie sTa‘ es-ot 'T'H- are
mmm‘s%fm hysical, emoti sychic, or intellectual \\“ & mass of margarine. Then taking it carefully Fesignationd)
mit as an assertion of  forms a bridge between the sharers which can ’ b‘—"&S between our fingers, we would knead it gently
the lifeforce of women; of that creative encrgy.  be th?ﬁs?ﬂﬁ?undhrsrandmg much of what is é, Vﬁ i back and forth, over and over, until the color
\ empowered, the Enowiedgc and use of which  not shared between them, and lessens the O adspread throughout the whole pound bag
wqa . we are now reclaiming in our language, our |  threat of their difference. T — -of margarine, thoroughly colormg 1t
6 . history, our dancing, our loving, our work, Another i important way in which the erotic e M’ wae Mé\‘( Yv’" TTind the erotic suc% a Kernel within myself.
l‘ ves. connection functions is_the open and fi nrless "When released from its intense and con-
underlining of my capacity for joy. In the way + r‘& M M 5 strained pellet, it flows through and colors myf§
Q my body stretches to music ani opens_into Y life Wlth a kind of energy that heightens and
. response, Eearkem‘ng to its deepest rhythms, “:9 ‘ W sengitizes and strengthens all my exerlence
it has -"i Ie to separate  so every level upon which I sense also apens to "\ " e We have been raised to feal
he g6 ) rom the  the erotically satisfying experience, whether it ? ourselves, our deepest cravings. Bur, once rec- |
OlITICHT tor=seethrerrmy-eonradictory or ante. s dancing, building a bookcase, yyriting "2 ognized, mﬁ; enhance our
&m‘ “What do you mean, a poetic revolu- poem, ex3 n 'ng an idea : future losm
tionary, a mednatmg gunmnnm rcd is a measure of “‘F_CDWA"\" . ear of our desires keeps them suspect and ' - ings of thoge
"; way, we have attempted to sepatate the spiritual  the | joy VehreRFRIOw myse € capable of B
S\ and B o Ty e T TS TR T ST e e Ch Begyo~
Y\ ,"%\\ & World of Mattencd affect world of the ascetic AT that mmf
,(V \,) ( X who aspires to feel pothin . But notEmg is far-  my capacity for j joy comes to demand fromall
Q » q ‘? Y mﬁﬁhﬂm ascetic position is  of my life that it be Tived within the knowledge CLCC
/)

one of the highest fear, the gravest immobility.  that such satisfaction is possxb cand does not
The severe abstinence of the ascetic becomes the _have to ey
ruling obsession, Apd it is one not of self- Jfterlife.
discipline but of self-abnegation: This is one reason why the erotic is so feared,

l The dichotomy between the spiritual and  and so often relegated to the bedroom alone,

the political is also false, resulting from an  when it is recognized at all. For once we begin
e ——

T —— o mj\zzma lvmy .—,;Aégialﬁ ¥s. Gemmg " .L‘ .
fepara.\‘vg :ﬁ{ffa\ : j:,: P':"\\;}: c\.a\

v ‘\,1“‘9 Youf meaning within our lives. And this is a grave  us, then we begin to be responsible to our- "\Aﬁ
; \al Tesponsibili projected from within each of us selves in the deepeyTSeISe. For a5 we begin to
M Lesponsibiity, ) 5 (4

PSSV (T
SR ought sedle fering and self-negation, an with mb
# plastic packets of whm, un«.olored margarine, (E:fsi which sooften seems like their only w ;ww
| with a tiny, intense pellet of yellow coloring ernative in our souety Ou1 acts _against dv( g
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ften been_the forerunner for joint concerted ‘ls \\5‘(/ e Dj‘ WO AN \, F
eeddive rise toﬁﬂ@m actions not possible before. \eﬁS\TG/dCC ¢S'$|\>\ R 7 2
ornography and obscenity—

But thiot easily shared by 0 Q sex .3 Unive r3a\ C\AC\ cac

women who continue to operate under an _l L; C‘&
Yure MNec vmiversdl everts w

When we look away from the importance exclusively European-American male tradi-

of the erotic in the development and suste-  tion. I know not available to me when b} 4ce
H nance of our power, or when we look away I was trying to adapt my consciousness to this 3 ! i S
%” & from ourselves as we satisfy our erotic needs in d L4 M\O O&\I Eraine (78] V"\'\ owa Lawn

concert with others, we use each other as Only now, 1 find more and more women-

wb' objects of satisfaction rather than share our  identified women brave enougharing x'o wA ak‘e{ seve 0? a “‘L & aw  ow / v ,A:Vl’/

joy in the satisfying, rather than make connec- the erotic’s electrical charge without having to

mode of livir sensation

ing at any time, however comfortable that  eéxchange. Recognizing the power of the erotic
might scem, is to deny a large part of the expe-  “within our lives can give us the energy to pur. “’ 3
rience, and to allow ourselves to be reduced to  sue genuine change within our world, rather M’;
the pornographic, the abused, and the absurd. than merely settling for 2 CLers.d g

The erotic cannot be felt secondhand, Asa  the same weary drama

v
Black lesbran Teminist, | have a particular feel- For not only do weftouch Jur most pro- ¥ a
TesBian T THave a particul y Q p a. cot

ing, knowledge, and understanding for those  foundly creative source, But we do that which

sisters with whom I have danced hard, played,  is female and self-affirming in the face of a

or even fought. This deep participation has Tacist, patriarchal, and anti-erotic society.
—r R ANC

ce ook away, and withoUt distorting the enors Ay 3
To refuse to be conscious of what we are feel- mously powerful and creative nature of that ! c\—d" £ V“‘/@ Y ’

I

i ’ v
(Bl Discussion Questions

1. How does Lorde describe the erotic? How does her understanding of the erotic as
power challenge traditional conceptions of both of those terms? How does Lorde dis-
tinguish eroticism from pornography?

N

- Lorde’s paper was addressed specifically to women. Do you believe that there are sig- -
nificant differences in how groups of people experience the erotic in their lives? Are |
we all equally capable of discovering and using this form of power in our lives? Why
or why not?

w

- This chapter closes the foundational section of the reader, Why do you think that the
editors chose to place it here?




