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USES OF THE EROTIC:
THE EROTIC AS POWER*

There are many kinds of power, used and
unused, acknowledged or otherwise. The erotic
is a resource within each of us that lies in a
deeply female and spiritual plane, firmly rooted
in the power of our unexpressed or unrecognized
feeling. In order to perpetuate itself, every
oppression must corrupt or distort those various
sources of power within the culhwe of the
oppressed that can provide energy for change.
For women, this has meant a suppression of the
erotic as a considered source of power and infor-
mation within our lives. ' '

We have been taught to suspect this resource,
vilified, abused, and devalued within western
society. On the one hand, the superficially erotic
has been encouraged as a sign of female inferior-
ity; on the other hand, women have been made to

Reprinted with permission from Sister Outsider by Audre
Lorde. Copyzight © 1984 by Audre Lorde, The Crossing
Press, an imprint of Ten Speed Press, Berkeley, CA. Avaii-
able from your local bookseller, by ealling Ten Speed
Press at B00-841-2665, or by visiting us online at
www.tenspeed.com

—Audre Lorde

suffer and to feel both contemptible 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 within
our lives and consciousness can women be truly
strong. But that strength is illusory, for it is fash-
ioned within the context of male models of power.

As women, we have come to distrust that
power which rises from our deepest and nonra-
tional knowledge. We have been warned against
it all our lives by the male world, which values
this depth of feeling enough to keep women
around in order to exercise it in the service of
men, but which fears this same depth too much
to examine the possibilities of it within them-
selves. So women are maintained at a distant/
inferior position to be psychically milked, much
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*Paper delivered at the Fourth Berkshire Conference on
the History of Women, Mount Holyoke College, August 25,
1978. Published as a pamphlet by Out & Qut Books (available
from The Crossing Press).
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the same way ants maintain colonies of aphids to
provide a life-giving substance for their masters.

But the erotic offers a well of replenishing
and provocative force to the woman who does
not fear its revelation, nor succumb to the belief
that sensation is enough.

The erotic has often been misnamed by men
and used against women. It has been made into
the confused, the trivial, the psychotic, the plasti-
cized sensation. For this reason, we have often
turned away from the exploration and consider-
ation of the erotic as a source of power and infor-
mation, confusing it with its opposite, the porno-
graphic. But pornography is a direct denial of the
power of the erotic, for it represents the suppres-
sion of true feeling. Pornography emphasizes
sensation without feeling.

The erotic is a measure between the begin-
nings of our sense of self and the chaos of our
strongest feelings. It is an internal sense of satis-
faction to which, once we have experienced 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 encour-
aged mediocrity of our society. But giving in to
the fear of feeling and working to capacity is a
hixury only the unintentional can afford, and the
unintentional are those who do not wish to guide
their own destinies.

This internal requirement toward excellence
which we learn from the erotic must not be mis-
construed as demanding the impossible from
ourselves nor from others. Such a demand inca-
pacitates everyone in the process. For the erotic
ismot a question only of what we do; it is a ques-
tion of how acutely and fully we can feel in the
doing. Once we know the extent to which we are
capable of feeling that sense of satisfaction and
completion, we can then observe which of our

223

various life endeavors bring us closest to that
fullness.

The aim of each thing which we do is to
make our lives and the lives of our children
richer and more possible. Within the celebration
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 erotic
root and satisfactions of 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?

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 and emo-
tional components 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 eamn
bread or oblivion for ourselves and those we
love. But this is tantamount 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 {o 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 erotic comes from the Greek
word eros, the personification of love in all its
aspects—born of Chaos, and personifying cre-
ative power and harmony. When I speak of the
erotic, then, I speak of it as an assertion of the
lifeforce of women; of that creative energy
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empowered, the knowledge and use of which we
are now reclaiming in our language, our history,
our dancing, our loving, our work, our lives.

There are frequent attempts to equate
pormnography and eroticism, two diametrically
opposed uses of the sexual. Because to suppress
any truth is to give it strength beyond endurance.
The fear that we cannot grow beyond whatever
distortions we may find within ourselves keeps
us docile and loyal and obedient, externally
defined, and leads us to accept many facets of our
Oppression as women.

When we live outside ourselves, and by that
I mean on external directives only rather than
from our internal knowledge and needs, when
we live away from those erotic guides from
within ourselves, then our lives are limited by
external and alien forms, and we conform to the
needs of a structure that is not based on human
need, let alone an individual's. But when we
begin to live from within outward, in touch with
the power of the erotic within ourselves, and
allowing that power to inform and illuminate
our actions upon the world around us, then we
begin to be responsible to ourselves in the deep-
est sense. For as we begin to recognize our deep-
est feelings, we begin to give up, of necessity,
being satisfied with suffering and self-negation,
and with the numbness which so often seems
like their only alternative in our society. Our acts
against oppression become integral with self,
motivated and empowered from within.

In touch with the erotic, I become less willing
to accept powerlessness, or those other supplied
states of being which are not native to me, such
as resignation, despair, self-effacement, depres-
sion, self-denial.

And yes, there is a hierarchy. There is a dif-
ference between painting a back fence and writ-
ing 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 woman I love.

Gendering Institutions

This brings me to the last consideration of
the erotic. To share the power of each other’s feel-
ings is different from using another’s feelings as
we would use a Kleenex. When we look the other
way from our experience, erotic or otherwise, we
use rather than share the feelings of those others
who participate in the experience with us. And
use without consent of the used is abuse.

In order to be utilized, our erotic feelings must
be recognized. The need for sharing deep feeling
is a human need. But within the European-
American tradition, this need is satisfied by cer-
tain proscribed erotic comings-together. These
oceasions are almost always characterized by a
simultaneous looking away, a pretense of calling
them something else, whether a religion, a fit,
mob violence, or even playing doctor. And this
misnaming of the need and the deed give rise to
that distortion which results in pornography an
obscenity—the abuse of feeling. :

When we look away from the importance of
the erotic in the development and sustenance of
our power, or when we look away from ourselves
as we satisfy our erotic needs in concert with oth-
ers, we use each other as objects of satisfaction
rather than share our joy in the satisfying, rather
than make connection with our similarities and
our differences. To refuse to be conscious of what
we are feeling at any time, however comifortable
that might seem, is to deny a large part of the
experience, and to allow curselves to be reduced
to the pornographic, the abused, and the absurd.

The erotic cannot be felt secondhand. As a
Black lesbian feminist, I have a particular feeling,
knowledge, and understanding for those sisters
with whom I have danced hard, played, or even
fought. This deep participation has often been
the forerunner for joint concerted actions not
possible before.

But this erotic charge is not easily shared by
women who continue to operate under an exclu-
sively European-American male tradition. Lknow
it was not available to me when I was trying to
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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
look away, and without distorting the enor-
mously powerful and creative nature of that
exchange. Recognizing the power of the erotic

225

within our lives can give us the energy to pursue
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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