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The Uses of the Erotic

The Erotic as Power

AUDRE LORDE

A udre Lorde died in November, 1992.
Audre Lorde was author of more than a
dozen books of poetry and prose, recipient of
national and international awards, and a
founding member of Kitchen Table: Women
of Color Press. Her most recent poetry
includes Undersongs: Chosen Poems Old and
New Revised (1992) and Our Dead Behind Us
(1986); in Zami: A New Spelling of My Name
(1982) she writes her own bio-mythography,
and her recent essays and speeches can be
found in A Burst of Light (1988) and Sister
Outsider (1984), which _includes the chapter
reprinted here. Antz—ascetzc in her demands
that desire be made coniscious and sensuality
affzrmed Lorde responds in this 1978 essay to
Second Wave Feminists” debates over whether
or not pornography creates and maintains sex-
ual oppression. By disentangling women’s
eroticism from its cultural misuse and calling

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

locating that power in women’s acknowledg-

ment_of desire, @te boundaries between

the erotic, on the one hand, and political, cre-
ative, and everyday activities, on the other.
And in issuing her call to all women, regard-
less of their sexual identity, Lorde erases erotic
differences between straight, bisexual, and les-
bian desire in order to promote such desire as
a creative force for revolutionary change.
There are many kinds of power, used | and
unused, acknowledged or _Q_ghgme “The
erotic 1s a resource Wlthwmwggghngims that lies
in a deeply female and spiritual plane, firmly
rooted in the power of our unexpressed or

csed
unrecognized feeling. In order to perpetuate OV?(C
itself, every oppression must corrﬁ?c\or dlstort\i ovest

those various sources of power w1th1n the cul-
ture of the oppressed that can prov1de energy;

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.
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for change. For women, this has meant a
suppression of the erotic as a considered source

ofzpowePandnformatiom within our lives.

We have been taught to uspec

i

resource, Qﬁfiéﬂﬁaﬁ&i@@ and{ﬁevalue within
Western society. On the one hand, the superfi-
cially erotic has been encouraged as a sign of
female inferiority; on the other hand, women
have been made to suffer and to feel both con-
temptible and suspect by virtue of its existence.

It is a short step from there to the false

belief that only by the suppression of the erotic

SEXUALITIES AND COMMUNICATION

strongest feelings. It is an internal sense of
@E&@ to which, once we have experi-
enced it, we know we can aspire. For having
experienced the fullness of this depth of feeling
and recognizing its power, in honor and self-
respect we can require no less of ourselves.

It is never easy to demand the most from
ourselves, from our lives, from our work. To
encourage excellence is to go beyond the
encouraged mediocrity of our society is to
_encourage excellence. But giving in to the fear

e e

o@ and working @pacit&jk a luxury

within our lives and consciousness can women
be truly strong. But that strength is illusory,
for it is fashioned within the context of male
models of power.

As women, we have come to distrust that
power which rises from our deepest and non-
rational knowledge. We have been warned
against it all our lives by the male world,
which values this" @gﬁ_fﬁ)of feeling enough to

keep women around in order to exercise it in

only the unintentional can afford, and the

unintentional are those who do not wish to
guide their own destinies.

TSI

This internal requirement toward excel-
lence which we learn from the erotic must not
“be misconstrued as demanding the impossible
Such a
demand incapacitates everyone in the process.
For the erotic is not a question only of what

we do; it is a question of how acutely and tully

from ourselves nor from others.

the service of men, but which fears this same
depth too much _to examine the possibility of it
within themselves. So women are maintained
Mr position to be psychically
milked, much the same way ants maintain
colonies of aphids to provide a life-giving sub-
stance for their masters.

" But the erotic offers @f replenishing
and provocative force to the woman who does
not fear its revelation, nor succumb to _the

and used against women. It has been made into
the confused, the trivial, the psychotic, the plas-
ticized sensation, For this reason, we have often
turned away from the@xplorationyand consider>
@tion of the erotic as @ source of"::igév&e;}and

= ~. P S o
(information, confusing it with its opposite,

\the‘gﬁzﬁ?)g;aphic. But pornography is a direct

denial of the power of the > erotic, for it represents
the ‘s‘ﬁ'ﬁpresgi: on of true feeling. ' Pornography

emphasizes sensation without feeling.

T = — ;
The erotic is a leasure’ petween the begin-
s 4
nings of our sense of self andthechaod)of our
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we can feel in the doing. Once we know the a4 ly oS
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sense of S&E@Sfacttlo and ¢o gﬂnfp}g;ﬂ;%gj we can
then Qbservewhich of our various life endeav-
or§ brings usclosest to that fullness.)

Nttt

The aim of each thing which we do is to

tion of the erotic in all our endeavors, my
work becomes a conscious decision—a | longed-
for bed which I enter gratefully and “from
which I rise up empowered.

Of course, women so empowered are dan-
gerous. So we are taught to separate the erotic
demand from most vital areas of our lives
other than sex. And the lack of concern for the
eroticfootand Gatisfactions'f our work is felt
in our disaffection from so much of what we
do. For instance, how often do we truly love
our work even at its most difficult?

defines the good in terms of profit rather than
in terms of human need, or which defines
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Chapter §: The Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power

and&n@omponents of that need—the

principal horror of such a system is that it robs
our work of its erotic value, its erotic power
and life appeal and fulfillment. Such a system
reduces work to a travesty of necessities, a

duty by which we earn bread or oblivion for

ourselves and those we love. But this is tanta-
mount to blinding a painter and then telling
her to improve her work, and to enjoy the act
of painting. It is not only next to impossible, it
is also profoundly cruel.

As women, we need to examine the ways in
which our world can be truly different. I am
speaking here of the necessity for reassessing
the quality of all the aspects of our lives and of
our work, and of how we move toward and

through them.

The very word"erotza comes from the Greek
ersonification of love in all its
orn of Chaos) and personlfymg cre-
ative( power harmony,) When I speak of

1 5 A
the erotic, then, I speak of it as an assertion of

the lifeforce of women; of that creative energy

empowered, the knowledge and use of which

we are now reclaiming in our language, our

history, our dancing, our loving, our work,

our lives.
SUE Ives

There are frequent attempts to equate
pornography and eroticism, two diametricall

opposed uses ofBecause of these

incomplete attention to our erotic knowledge.

AT
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For the bridge which connects them is formed Sevisval vs.

by the erotic—the sensuj—those physical,

emotional, and psychid expressions of what is
dee wpest “and agggwg& and(richestwithin each
of us, being shared: the passions of love, in its
deepest meanings.

Beyond the superficial, the considered
phrase,(jlt‘fsglws right to me,” » acknowledges the

strength of the erotic into a true  a true knowledge, for

what that means is w
@ towi?zwderstandmg And
_understanding is@ handmaiden @higl} can only

wait upon, or clarify, that @gﬁ@ deeply
born. The erotic is the nurturer or nursemaid of
all our deepest knowledge.

The erotic functions for me in several ways,
and the first is in providing the¢ power)which
comes from sharing deeply any pursuit with

i N .

another person. The sharing of joy, whether
tional, psychic, or intellectual,
tween the sharers which can
be the(basis for understanding thuch of what is

— s e —————t T
d between them, and lessens the

threat of their difference.

Another important way in whlch the erotic
connection functlonsfls-t andffear!esg
underlining of my capacity for joy.dn the way
my body stretches to music and opens_into
response, hearkening to_its deepest rhythms,

attempts, it has become fashionable tofseparate>

the spiritual (psychic and emotional) from the

political, to see them as contradictory or anti-

thetical. “What do you mean, a poetic revolu-

tionary, a meditating gunrunner?” In the same
way, we have attempted to separate the spiritual
and the erotic, thereby reducing the spiritual to

a world of flattened affect, t,n world of the ascetic

who aspires to _feel nothing, But nothing is far—

ther from the truth. For(the ascetic pOsitio
one of the highest fear, the gravest 1mmob1hty.

The severe abstinence of the ascetic becomes the

ruling obsession. And it is one not of self-
discipline but o(s/el_f;ﬁ;@?@

The dichotomy between the spiritual and
the political is also false, resulting from an

so every level upon which I sense also opens to
the erotically satisfying experience, whether it

is dancing, building a bookcase, writing a
poem, examining an idea.

That's self—connectm a measure of
the joy which I know myself to be capable of
feeling, a reminder of my capacity for feeling.
And that deep and irreplaceable knowledge of
my capacity for joy comes to demand from all
of my life that it be lived within the knowledge
that such satisfaction is possible, and does not
‘thave to be called marriage, nor _god, nor _an
afterlife.

This is one reason why the erotic is so feared,
and so often relegated to the bedroom alone,
when it is recognized at all. For once we begin
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to feel deeply all the aspects of our lives, we  within ourselves, then our lives ar@ by

begin t@ demand $rom ourselves and from our  external and alien forms, and we conform to
Tife-pursuits that they feelgfﬁ’ Taccordance>with  the needs of a structure that is not based on
that joy which we know ourselves to be capable  human need, let alone an individual’s. But
of. Our erotic knowledge empowersyus, when we begin to llveﬁmara Sin
become@hrough which we scrutinize all ~ touch with the power of the erotic within our- &W” oukword.
aspects of our existence, forcing us to evaluate selves and allowing that power to inform and
those aspects@ in terms of their relative 1llum1nate our actions upon the world around
meaning within our lives. And this is a grave _us, then we begin to be responsible to our- Mesponsisle g
responsibility, projected from within each of us,  selves in the deepest sense. For as we begin to  su¢ s¢\wes
not to settle for the convenient, the shoddy, the recognize our deepest feelings, we begin to
conventionally expected, nor the merely safe. give up, of necessity, being satisfied with suf-

During World War II, we bought sealed  fering and self-negation, and with the numb-

! plastic packets of white, uncolored margarine, ness which so often seems like their only _

m'sx‘ew-:ﬁ ‘véﬁ‘g\eﬁf with a tiny, intense pellet of yellow coloring  alternative in our society. Our acts against ¢ ¢\ s @m%&
perched like a topaz just inside the clear skin oppression become integral with self, moti-
of the bag. We would leave the margarine out vated and empowered from within.
for a while to soften, and then we would pinch Tn touch with the erotic, I become less will-
the little pellet to break it inside the bag, ing to accept powerlessnegs_2 or those other Aon-natec Qdes
releasing the rich yellowness into the soft pale  supplied states of being which are(”ﬁg%o
mass of margarine. Then taking it carefully  me, such as@gthmW -effacemerts, de spave- | v ‘9%034mw
between our fingers, we would knead it gently ¢ fdepresswff; §e1men1aD i )

’}'D [Twe Ym L

© !iv\&m‘s“ﬁ" T I

back and forth, over and over, until the color ‘And yes, there 18 a hlerarchy There is a dif-
had spread throughout the whole pound bag  ference between painting a back fence and
of margarine, thoroughly coloring it. writing a poem, but only one of quantity. And
\"7 e o) I find the erotic such a kernel within myself. there is, for me, no difference between writing o

Wb_gn released from itsCintenséy and <comy  a good poem and moving into sunlight against M"‘:’V"WS
ellet, 1through an@ my the_jg_glwf a woman I love. sun j\"»‘\'

hfgwwth a kind of energy thats fﬁelghteggs and This brings me to the last consideration of
\sensmzes and{stfength@ all my efé;ew_r:;gr_lge\ the erotic. To share the power of each other’s
' We have been Taised to fear’gle (the yes within™ feelings is different from using another’s feel-
‘Hm; m wwyw M ings as we would use a kleenex, When we look lock Mg Away
}\ e ognlzed those which do not enhance our  the other way from our experience, erotic or S obusw /
UK ¢ future lose their power and can be altered. The  otherwise, werather than §har® the feel- b M
fear of our desires keeps them suspect and  ings of those others who participate in the
indiscriminately powerful, for to suppress any  experience with us. And use without consent
& J‘()()\"‘C<S-)'§ e oY truth is to give it strength beyond endurance.  of the used is abuse.

- The fear that we cannot grow beyond what- In order to be utilized, our erotic feelings
TL? sive Fm”f"’"‘% " ever distortions we may find within ourselves ~ must bgrecogmzeg JThe need for sharing deep
\ - A{ﬁ(”} o EMCHC and loyal and obedient, exter- feeling is a human need. But within the
‘ nally defined, and leads us to accept many  European-American tradition, this need is sat-
facets of our oppression as women. isfied by certain proscribed erotic comings-

When we live outside ourselves, and by that together. These occasions are almost always

I mean on_external | directives only rather than  characterized by a simultaneougTooking away,

from our internal knowledge and needs, when  a pretense of calling them ing_else,

we live away from those erotic . g&fdes from Whethe@ehgl(p,f ﬁt “fmob Vlolenc or even
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élaymg doctory And this misnaming of the
need and the deed give rise to ¢ to that distortion

which results in pornography and obscenity—
(" the abuse of feeling)

When we look away from the importance
of the erotic in the development and suste-
nance of our power, or when we look away
from ourselves as we satisfy our erotic needs in
concert with others, we (isé) each other as
objects of satisfaction rather than(har2 our

joy in the satisfying, rather than make CONNECT

f@wnh our similarities and our differences.
To refuse to be conscious of what we are feel-
ing at any time, however comfortable that
might seem, is to deny a large part of the expe-
rience, and to allow ourselves to be reduced to
the po pornographic, the abused, and the absurd.
The erotic cannot bé mecondh d)As a
Black lesbian feminist, I have a p

ing, knowledge, and understanding for those
sisters with whom I have danced hard, played,

e 2
or even fought. This deep participation has

tinguish eroticism from pornography?

B AT b

or why not?

editors chose to place it here?
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often been the forerunner for joint concerted
_actions not possible before.

" But thls‘éma?ge\glﬂs not easily shared by
women _ WhO continue to Operate under an
exclusively European-American male tradi-
tion. I know it was not available to me when
I was trying to adapt my consciousness to this
mode of living and sensation.

Only now, I find more and more women-

identified women brave enough to risk sharing
the erotic’s electrical charge without having to

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-

2. 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

3. This chapter closes the foundational section of the reader. Why do you think that the

look away, and without distorting the enor-
mously powerful and creative nature of that

exchange. Recognizing the power of the erotic
within our lives can give us the@o pur-
sue genuine change within our world, rather
than merely settling for a shift of characters in

the same weary drama.

For not only do we touch our most pro-
foundly creative source, but we do that which
is female and self-affirming in the face of a
racist, patriarchal, and anti-erotic society.
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