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SECTION II. 

Lesbian Activism and Lesbian Academe

Chapter Six

Productive Stranger: 
A Conversation with Joan Nestle

Katherine O’Donnell
It was the 11th of February 2006, a springtime Saturday morning in Dublin, Ireland and an autumn evening in Melbourne, Australia. Hundreds of participants gathered for the Thirteenth Annual Lesbian Lives Conference in University College Dublin as we established a video link to engage in conversation with Joan Nestle in her current hometown of Melbourne. The atmosphere had a sacramental edge: the auditorium was dark and cool and Joan’s image hovered bright above us on a large screen, the silence was reverential. The writings and the activist example of Joan Nestle had registered with us in various ways on individual levels but that morning we were brought together as a community to reflect on our collective heritage and to learn again from Joan and her vision of the road ahead, informed as ever by her on-going engagement with honouring our diverse past.

Joan Nestle was born to a recently widowed Jewish woman, Regina Nestle, in the Bronx in New York City in 1940. Joan came out as femme in the working class bars of Greenwich Village in the late 1950s and participated in public protest movements since those years, including campaigning against McCarthyism, the Vietnam War, nuclear armament, U.S. foreign policy in Central America, racial segregation and Apartheid.
 She demonstrated for women’s rights, including access to abortion and of course, Gay Liberation. In 1966 Joan started to work with the SEEK Program at Queens College, and she held this position of a beloved writing teacher for many decades. In 1973 with her partner at the time, Deborah Edel, she co-founded the Lesbian Herstory Archives, (LHA) which was housed for many years in their Upper West side apartment in Manhattan. Nestle and Edel welcomed visitors to the growing treasure trove and inspired many other LGBT activists and communities to record, conserve and collate their own historical archives.  Today the LHA is the largest archive of material by and about lesbians and their communities and resides in a splendid brownstone home in Park Slope, Brooklyn.

In 1979 Joan Nestle started to publish erotic stories and by 1982 she was considered a bête noire of the anti-pornography movement. She was a fervent pro-sex activist during that period of feminist and lesbian debate in the 1980s, which is known as the Sex Wars.
 Her famous book of essays, A Restricted Country, was published by Firebrand Books in 1988, (Cleis Press reprint 2003) followed ten years later by A Fragile Union (Cleis Press). She has written numerous articles and essays and edited six anthologies about lesbian and queer culture and life, including The Persistent Desire: A Femme-Butch Reader (Alyson, 1992).
 Nestle has won a number of literary prizes including the American Library Association Gay/Lesbian Book Award.

The short preface to A Restricted Country provides us with a statement, a manifesto, on what impels Nestle’s writing life and activism: that is an honouring of the erotic imagination which she sees as linked to a wider desire of the stigmatised for loving touch, affirmation and community. Her writing encapsulates a twin charge of almost forensic succinctness with a lingering poignancy. She manages to bring consolation and balm to those places where we can scarcely admit we hurt:

Erotic writing is as much a documentary as any biographical display. Fantasies, the markings of the erotic imagination, fill in the earth beneath the movement of great social forces: they tell deep tales of endurance and reclamation. They are a people’s most private historic territories. This is why I always wince when a gay activist says we are more than our sexuality or when Lesbian culture celebrants downplay lust and desire, seduction and fulfillment. If we are the people who call down history from its heights in marble assembly halls, if we put desire into history, if we document how a collective erotic imagination questions and modifies monolithic societal structures like gender, if we change the notion of woman as self-chosen victim by our public stances and private styles, then surely no apologies are due. Being a sexual people is our gift to the world. 

I, and many others like me, were never the leaders of major events or the presidents of national organizations. We filled the ranks, walked the streets, answered the phones, did the mailings, but it was the collective history of our bodies’ desire that helped forge the changes to come. When I joined in founding the Lesbian Herstory Archives, it was not because I wanted power or money or fame, but because all the experiences of my different identities led me there: my Jewish self that knew memory was a holy thing, never to be bartered or sold; my old femme self that knew the sacredness of a scorned courage; my new feminist self that wanted the delight of a woman-only creation; my socialist self that believed all resources must be shared; my teacher self that had been taught by First World students the burden of colonization and the pain of exile; my psychological self that called on me to carry my mother and her loneliness into my own conflicts about security and freedom. And, like a hemp rope binding the parts together, ran my sexual self, taking on all these forms of being and rearranging them in stunning new ways. Out of this came the Lesbian Herstory Archives and this book. [A Restricted Country 10-11]
In 1995 Joan was diagnosed with cancer, which forced her retirement from employment but did not see an end to her writing life or engagement with activist communities and liberation and resistance movements. In more recent years she has moved from her home in New York to live with her partner, academic Dianne Otto, in Melbourne, Australia and continues to be an inspirational force for progressive change and social justice.

What follows is a record of the conversation the Lesbian Lives conference had with Joan Nestle.

The conversation opened with Katherine O’Donnell asking what message would Joan have for younger lesbians coming out into Bush’s America?

Joan Nestle: I’m sixty-five years old now, and those decades have prepared me in some way, particularly the 1950s, for what my country is doing in the world, and what it would be like again to be a marginalised person.  When I came out in the ‘50s the starting point was accepting the fact that one was marginalised in some way.  Now for me, that gave me great life.  It makes sense from a class perspective.  I think what I’d say to younger women, is be aware of respectability: that pull for wanting to be at the centre of things.  When we look at what’s in the US and in Australia, what is at the centre of things but that terrible brutality? I would say to not give up grassroots solutions, to not give up the glory of touch.  I think there’s another vocabulary also for younger women, which is the vocabulary of human rights, the vocabulary of questioning citizenships.  In one sense it is a very exciting time to be queer, to use that word.  It’s also a tricky time, because there are bargains being struck all the time … and this whole question of family and marriage, which I see as problematic in some ways.  But certainly, I hope that many younger women make their way to this conference, because it is extensive groundwork, it’s history making.   

I have lots of little pieces because what I did was bring out some of my own archives [points to books surrounding her] … it’s a nest, it makes me feel good. And to me, archive means, in one sense, rearranging the past in terms of the needs of the present, but also the archives isn’t just about bringing something that is buried to be seen again but it’s being created every minute: right now this is an archive moment and a sense of a coming together of differences.

The first [piece from the archive] I’d like to draw your attention to is the Sex Workers of the World Manifesto that I just got from Women in Black, I don’t know if some of you maybe are familiar with them, and I think this is an incredibly important document.  And if some of you know my work, I’ve been involved in sex workers rights over the years and the title of this is Beyond Tolerance and Compassion for the Recognition of Rights, which works very well in terms of Gay Liberation and what we’ve said.  The other, sort of up-to-the-minute archival document is this brochure from the organisation of Palestinian Gay Women, which has just come into being, so I’ve brought that in as a, living, you know creating history as we speak about it and then the other is a letter from a friend of mine, Lepa, some of you know her, she’s an international lesbian feminist peace activist from the Belgrade.  And it’s a letter describing how the gay liberation movement came to Belgrade… so this is the evidence, the everyday courage that so many women in your conference, I can see from the agenda, will be talking about.  So I wanted to bring those…and I’m also holding this book, by Albert Memmi, who was a Tunisian Jew, a book called The Colonizer and the Colonized and it was written in 1957…Memmi’s integrated radically with every theme for the next few days.  I’m going to read from where Memmi is speaking to a portion of the colonised and I’m going to change the pronouns to ‘she’:

We should add, that she draws less and less from her past.  The coloniser never even recognises that she had one.  Everyone knows that the colonised origins are unknown, has no history.  Let us ask the colonised herself, who are her folk-heroes?; her great popular leaders?; her sages? At most she may be able to give us a few names, in complete disorder, and fewer and fewer as one goes down the generations.  The colonised seems condemned to lose her memory.
 

Now, I read this first, in the early 1960s, I was teaching in a programme, which was mainly in response to those street rebellions, in America among Black and Puerto Rican youth…from a very early time in my life, I was interested in the concept of colonisation.  A part of me thinks that every working-class person, you know, has an insight in some ways, into this subject of colonisation.  When I see the discourses of it going on, it’s really quite miraculous in some way.  For those lucky enough to live as long as I’ve lived: to see what’s been thrown out and what’s stayed.  

Katherine O’Donnell: That’s exactly what I wanted to ask you about, too Joan.  You are one of the few people who really brings class issues into conversations about lesbian community in a sustained way and a creative way… and for me, here in Ireland, I think class issues in the lesbian community is very much the elephant in the sitting room.  How would you see class issues impacting, negatively or positively, on an idea or practice of lesbian community?  

Joan Nestle:  Well first, class issues are very complex.  One of the first things I learned is that people really have sort of sweeping generalisations about class . . . It surprises some people that a working class person would want to read Foucault, or why would a working class woman know this? . . . I think working class women have deep knowledge of “passing.”  We can learn how to speak as middle class women . . .  like in the ways a femme can pass as a lesbian feminist.  I think it’s really important to always raise class issues.  No matter how difficult it is it’s a “coming out.”  Let’s not let class be either silenced or over-simplified . . .  It’s dangerous to fall into romanticisations, or sentimentalities about it but class is very rich experience for me, it’s different being in a very rich positioning, again on the margins of things.  

. . .  I was born in 1940, that was the first decade of my life.  I was what was called a “latch-key” child.  That meant as a child I wore a key around my neck . . .  One of the first moments of knowing that I had to not accept sweeping generalisations about who deserved to be considered human by the state came in a class around 1948.  That was right at the beginning of the McCarthy period.  So it was very ideological anti-difference.  There was a teacher who said, “you know what’s ruining America is those latch-key children.”  I’ve written about this in an article, but I was sitting there with a key around my neck, and hiding it.  Then as she spoke, the image of my working mother came up and I realised she didn’t know what she was talking about . . . I think, back in 1948, as a child of a working mother, I was already stigmatised as being a cause of disarray in American society and I learned to question.  I didn’t know the word meta-narrative.  I knew arrogance.  I knew stupidity feeds misuse of power.  You know, unfortunately that’s my whole sense of what’s happening in our country now.  So, I will just say, by the way, it does enough to be a working class woman if it raises the issue of class, you know? . . .  But, I think it is everybody’s responsibility to say, “there are assumptions we are making here that do not reflect the realities of many women,” and one of the things with feminism, at least in my country, was its lack of class understanding among many other misunderstandings. . . 

Katherine O’Donnell: I noticed when you were talking, when you used the word “queer” you said “if I may use that word” and is that because that word belongs to a younger generation? Or do you in some ways not use it for other reasons?
Joan Nestle: Oh no no no. . .  In the fifties, right, I came out in the working class bars of Greenwich Village and I came out as two things at that point: a queer and a freak, because that is how we were seen, but it’s also how I felt.  So queer has a very material meaning to me.  I totally, I totally claim it now as it’s being used intellectually as well, I find that real interesting.  For instance, you know, I can go “ok this is a queer moment” and, not like a queer moment I had in the fifties … I could run down my decades and say what I learned: how I learned not to be afraid of being on the outside and I learned to follow my passion, even with the forces of the state standing outside my door. . .  The state was there and in uniforms. . . 

But this is a queer moment: I have a wonderful Turkish writer called Orhan Pamuk, who is in trouble with his country because he dared to raise moments of history and the Turkish government want to silence him.
 In this book, this most wonderful book, by Pamuk who is obviously not a lesbian, but for me as a sixty-five year old lesbian who is carrying all these layers of history with me, this too is my historiography, my personal historiography. . .  so this is a lesbian, queer, moment for me. Pamuk quotes Robert Browning when he states: “Our interest’s on the dangerous edge of things.” That is exactly what I feel. . . it resonates with all that history taught me. . . 

I’ve been a lifetime creating a place of complexity in the term “lesbian”. . . I don’t use the language of family: I don’t call you my daughters, you are not my daughters.  I’m not your mother.  I’m not a foremother and I’m not a grandmother. . .  I have learned from younger people. . .  I would read five sentences of Foucault and say: “OK tell me what this means.”  I really believe in this inter-generational connection and I am a much richer thinker for it. . . 

I find suspect the idea of a “usable past,” that phrase, a “usable past,” how can I put it, that is an anti-historical statement.  I cannot say to you, what would be a usable history. I know for myself, I didn’t want a history of role models.  I didn’t want to archive what was the accepted lesbian feminist story.  As a feminist I didn’t want a preconceived notion of how the past and the future would interact.  So one of the most important collections in the Lesbian Herstory Archives is a collection of a lesbian woman who was an FBI informer during the fifties, and that’s one of the most important collections we have, because it raises issues.  All these stories we tell about who we are and who we want to be.  At my age now I want them to be as complicated as possible.  Is this making sense?

Katherine O’Donnell:  Yes it is.  When we were talking earlier in the week, you said that one of the reasons you wrote your books was to counter the desire for purity, the need to be respectable and the other impulse was around touching the absences.  Could you talk some more about these issues that led you to write?

Joan Nestle:  Yes. . .  I consider the body an archive, so that everything on this body, everything that is carried on this body, the desire for touch, or penetration, all of it goes on in this body.  So, I used to feel it had to be there, speaking its own history. . .  I started writing, because of the body, because I had a need to commemorate touch, my body.  The only reason I started was to commemorate the butch/femme communities in the bars that I’d been going to. . .  There were many different kinds of lesbian experiences in that bar.  Now when I went into the lesbian feminism movement, and working in it for ten years, I realised that a whole group of women had not taken the same journey.  Even more so, butches and femmes weren’t really in anyone’s minds except as a problem.  So I started to write, the erotic stories were about access too because this was in the 1970s, they were the stories of deep yearning, for my particular kind of fulfilling.  I also have to say that I never wrote anywhere that the only way to be a lesbian was to be a butch/femme or that it was the only way to make love, but my attraction was to be filling in the absences.  Now I see I can bring a lot of histories, because I don’t feel anymore, that I have – how can I say – that I have to save a history, because you’re all doing that, so in a way it’s a great burden off me.  

I was part of a time where there wasn’t any gay or lesbian history, when there wasn’t gay and lesbian archives, so I can remember these incredible moments in the seventies with Jonathan Katz and Liz Kennedy sitting in a room, let’s say in Boston, the first time that lesbian community saw a public image of itself, from photographs we had made, in a context of a shared history.  I’ll never forget the faces, the flickering lights, how we were doing something, pulling something back, from shame, and something back from a terrible kind of oblivion, and now I’m at a conference, in less than forty years, where you’re talking about how we think about thinking!  About that history, that didn’t even exist when I started.  And so this is why it’s such a great honour for me, to be a part. . . of you. . . 

Katherine O’Donnell:  I know there are people who want to ask questions, but I just want to ask one more question. In A Fragile Union you did a wonderful revisiting of an earlier story in A Restricted Country when writing about a passing butch woman, and you rethink her as trans. I’m wondering do you have any thoughts on the invisibility of transgender/transsexual communities in our histories and how they might impact on butch/femme cultures?
  

Joan Nestle:  Yea, remember I said “the danger of respectability?”  That’s a danger for me, too. . .  I knew transgendered people in the bars but when I was writing, in the late ‘70s and early ‘80s, I had this metaphor I’d use: I felt like these huge iron gates coming down making feminist public discourse respectable and behind me were people from those queer bars and all the richness and sadness of all of those bars.  I felt like, as a writer, if I could only hold that gate – that iron gate – long enough I could slip their stories underneath it. In the process of doing that, I oversimplified the struggle, because I was so concerned with an easy preservation.  Meaning, you know, I wanted to translate the complexities into terms of being acceptable to a radical, tiny, revolutionary community.  When I looked at that piece again, in working with transgender activists now, I realised I had lost an integrity.  I wanted so much to be part of the lesbian feminist world that I was ready to, as I say, to make a huge intellectual climb to oversimplify that which would be difficult.  

So, yea the whole question of gender and sex. . . now it’s a rich remix, because gender is operating in so many different ways.  So, I think it’s really important – that’s why my latest, my last book in fact – was GENDERqUEER
. . . I never did any of this work as part of the academic world because I was teaching basic writing twenty-nine years ago.  But there will be many, allow me to use the words of the African American poet, let us say “cultural exchanges,” and I will just say we learn from mistakes.
  Let us not give away to complacence.  Let us not be afraid of discomfort.  Let us not be afraid of incomplete stories.  Let us not be afraid of contradictions because we live in a world with a brutal force: Bush, has all the certainties.  They kill in the name of certainty.  So I just ask us, pursue, pursue your futures.  Pursue contradictions and you’ll be keeping alive something in this world, that is so intent on making power speak with one chilling voice.  

Audience Member #1: Hi there, it’s so nice to hear you.  My name is Angela Masers and I’m a student at Brown University and I’m writing a dissertation and I’m thinking about how public history projects that deal specifically with gay and lesbian history create these different queer identities.  I wondered if you could talk a little more about the politics of collecting that goes into a project like the archives and how self-conscious that process is.  You know, what kinds of choices and decisions you made along the way and how you see the work of the archives involved in an articulation of identity.  

Joan Nestle:  Yes, you know one thing I’ve been reading about over and over again is this question of identity, the word identity, and all the discourses around that. . . a working-class woman whose mother sometimes was a sex worker, who had lived “judged” in many ways, I insisted in many ways from the beginning that the Lesbian Herstory Archives not be a “role model” archives. . .  There was a real pressure for the archives to be a place of the stories of how we were so wonderful, how we were so great, how we did everything in the right way.  Now, all of that is there, but I could hear already, who would be falling off the edges of history if we did that. . . It was really about my own self-preservation. . . that sex workers will be included, that transgender people would be included, that – you know – a straight girl who had a one night stand will be included.  I’ll just give you an example: right now there’s some other lesbian archives organising in America, I was having a discussion with one of them and they were like, “what do you mean you take anyone” I mean they were surprised because we took S/M collections. . . We were also conscious that there are other archives, and if women didn’t want to give their materials to us, because they didn’t want their stuff to be next to pasties of a lesbian stripper then they could go someplace else.  This one woman said, “Well, if it was a lesbian Nazi group you wouldn’t want their papers.”  I said, we all said, “Of course we would.”  Of course we would. . . You are in some way putting together a huge, living net of lives that future generations will dip into, will swim through, make their own attractive gatherings.  So, in answering your question.  It was a very conscious choice.  It remains a very conscious choice.  It’s a question to ask every archive.  You know, the big-shot archives now. . . they never had the word “lesbian” in their card catalogue until after the grassroots archives did it.  In a way, we do create identities.  Our goal is to keep every creation.  Now for instance, the word lesbian may not even be used fifty years from now.  And the Lesbian Herstory Archives will be an artefact in its name – identity is a shifting, changing thing as it should be and the archives has to reflect that: that change.  There can’t be an idea of “this is the right way to be a lesbian and this is the wrong way.”  

 Audience Member #2: Hey Joan. I was just really interested in the idea of you having worked for so long and, myself as an artist just starting out, I’m really intrigued with how do you sustain yourself?  You know, you talk about not falling into that trap of respectability and everything.  Will you just talk a bit about what sustains you, I mean there must have been so many bad days and so many times that you thought, “Jesus what  am I doing this for?”  Can you talk a bit about how you managed to keep going and writing so many brilliant things over all these years?  That’s it. Thank you.
Joan Nestle:  You just gave me, you just gave me the answer to your own question.  (laughs)  What I’ll tell you, I’ve had it easy because the archive was in my apartment for twenty-nine years: so I lived in that community for twenty-nine years.  Community gave me the strength.  I had worked, you know, but everything I did was sort of marginal.  So where I taught was a marginal affirmative action programme.  And when, after twenty-eight years I wanted a promotion from lecturer, I was a long time waiting on that promotion there, I brought my work and my books to this woman, and, she said the following thing to me.  She said, “Well Joan, as long as your talking about your work in the SEEK programme, that’s OK, but if you want a promotion in the English Department, I have to tell you your work means nothing.”  And she started looking through A Restricted Country and she said, “who’s ever heard of Firebrand Press?” I sat there stunned.  Then I went back and took my sorrow, my sadness, really my self-pity into anger. . . Think of how it would be if you don’t do your art.  Think of why you want to have presence in the world that is different from those in power. . . I could not have done it without thousands, literally, thousands of women, of people, because there were gay men also, who came through my house and gave me another centre.  Margins can have centres!  And I had the most wonderful centre.  Any political movement has comrades: comrades and passion and anger at what’s passing through human culture at any given time.  

Audience Member #3:  Hi Joan.  Nice to see you. I have two questions.  One has to do with people of colour and the gay movement: how much change have you really seen?  Because when I go to a lot of the events or international conferences it’s still predominantly white and people of colour have started these movements all over the world.  But I wanted to see how much of a change you think there has been, in terms of the people of colour. That’s one. And the other is: at the last Latin American Feminist Conference which includes everybody, they made a decision that at the next Latin American Feminist Conference which is going to be in Mexico, they’re going to allow transgender – I guess women? – who consider themselves feminists to be participants at the next conference.  And I’m wondering, whether there’s been any other place in the world where an international body like that has accepted transgendered men [sic] as feminists in a movement?  So those were my two questions.
Joan Nestle:  In terms of do I think there have been changes? We really can’t wait, and we never have, for the white organisations to give change.  The world is changing: for instance look at what’s happening in South Africa; look at what’s happening in Latin America and in a real way, people, the discussion would be “how do we [white people] keep up with you?” I live in a country now, Australia, where I’ve never seen such whiteness, built upon the invisibility of the people of colour: of the aboriginal peoples.  

With all of the discussion of identities in queer politics, how can we move from being a rhetoric to a truly multi-racial movement.  I can’t say that in my own life I’ve seen great progress.  But, what I must say is, don’t wait, and you never have, don’t wait for whites to progress.  Do your own progress.  To answer your second question.  First of all I think it’s a wonderful thing that transgendered women are being included.  I must say I’m disappointed because I don’t know enough about what’s happening around the world. I have a feeling that probably in other countries transgendered women have been welcomed in.  That’s what I feel.  But I think it’s important to just be comfortable with that decision.  Are you comfortable with that?

Audience Member #3:  I have mixed feelings myself.
Joan Nestle:  Yes, but that all adds to the discussion.  That’s what I would say: to have grievances and have them aired and see what happens and to take anger and to take disappointment.

Audience Member #3:  Thanks for your support.
Joan Nestle:  You’re welcome.

Audience Member #4:  I wondered if you had any plans to continue your conversations that you recorded on The Femme Tapes, with Madeline Davis and Amber Hollibaugh?
 You originally titled “The Persistent Desire: A Femme-Butch Reader,” do you still feel like you would say femme butch rather than butch femme?  Because femme, at the time, in the introduction, you said femme is invisible and you wanted to privilege that.   So, I just wondered if you would talk about femme identity a little bit.

Joan Nestle:  First of all, no, I don’t have any plans to do more tapes as I’m here in Australia.  So that is a moment in history that will have to be in itself.  But, somehow someday conversations still should go on, so your generation could do that.  When I said my body, I meant my femme body.  I’m very struck by a lot of the discourses in gender but I still feel, and I mean all the discourses about masculinities, lesbian masculinities, but I still feel this body, the femme body, is the least articulated, and part of that is the challenge to myself: to complicate the meanings and expressions of femme. I think there is a lot of thinking to be done. For myself I cannot use the term femininity, femme is not the same - I have been a very tough femme, a butchy femme at times. Femme is just something that I am, that has given me all my work, has given me my pleasures, has given me my pain.  I think still there are a few times when I would say I’ve come to rely too much on trousers.  So, I’ve never regretted any moment of butch touch or butch desire, you know? It sounds trivial when I talk about it but it has never been trivial.  It is difficult to define “womanness,” and that is in quotes because I learned that those words have to be in quotes, but I mean, I didn’t come out of my mother’s womb and say the word “femme,” but for many years of my life I still don’t have the language that I need.  All I have is my body and my body of work: work done by a working-class, Jewish femme woman who started in the Bronx and now is in Melbourne, Australia looking at a different horizon.

Audience Member #5:  I want to start by thanking you for answering my question and for your work over the years.  I wanted to go back to where you started which was that being aware of the desire for respectability and ask you to give us a little bit of your train of thought about the amount of energy currently going into fights for gay marriage?  

Joan Nestle:  Maybe respectability is a code word that I use for this nexus of desire.  Now, I recognise the urge. . . You know, my partner and I think about how easy it would be if we could just be married and I could emigrate to Australia.  So, for myself, I find dangers in this urge for us to occupy a social institution that is collapsing: that there is a vacuum created.  It’s like if the Bush administration needs soldiers bad enough they’ll take gay people, and we could see it as a victory.  I think the point you raise is excellent: as we change basic definitions of power or citizenships and as we say we want to be part of that recognised world of rights, we create new exclusions and that is something that I have learned the pain of my whole life.  Now the thing is, I am sixty-five years old.  I’ve never married, I’ve never had children.  I can say this because it isn’t a yearning inside of me and I say I know some people who need a foundation that they desperately hope for.  So there are those of us who can afford to be strangers, I speak as a stranger.  I say: think of what you’re empowering if you do this.  There was a time when we used to not think of becoming the centre of power, but of changing our whole geometry of social and cultural living.  I know that’s very scary now.  And so, can I just read my last paragraph?  Katherine you know what I’m talking about?

Katherine O’Donnell: Yes.
Joan Nestle:  This comes from reading Shane Phelan’s book about Sexual Strangers: this is what I wrote:
  

Let me remain a productive stranger in this time of resurrected exclusive respectabilities, in this time of unquestioned national fronts, in this time of killing national certainties, in this time of unchallenged infallibilities, in this time of fear and surveillance of strangers.  I’ll be a stranger in your midst who will dream and work with you for a different kind of acknowledgement, for a different use of collective power, for a type of sexuality not tied to marriage or family or the state, or god, for a fuller reading of the canonical texts: working together for a more challenging, inclusive portrait, of human dignity and human history. 

(clapping)

Katherine O’Donnell: One final question, I suppose it’s a bit of a plea, please come to Dublin, please come to Ireland – Di as well – and you’re welcome anytime we’d love to see you in person but thanks so much it’s been an incredibly queer historical adventure. Good night, as we’re just starting of our day.

Joan Nestle:  I know! And you have a great conference and I will be with you in spirit and mind as much as I can.

Katherine O’Donnell: Thank you.
Joan Nestle:  Again thank you so much

Notes

� Information on Joan Nestle can be found on her website 


� HYPERLINK "http://www.joannestle.com/" �http://www.joannestle.com/�  which also contains a link to her blog:


� HYPERLINK "http://www.joannestle.com/blog/blog.html" �http://www.joannestle.com/blog/blog.html�.  A complete list of Joan’s publications can be found at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.joannestle.com/bedstudy/bedstudy.html" �http://www.joannestle.com/bedstudy/bedstudy.html�. Accessed 24 July 2008.


� Lesbian Herstory Archives � HYPERLINK "http://www.lesbianherstoryarchives.org/" �http://www.lesbianherstoryarchives.org/� Accessed 9 August 2008.


� See Lisa Duggan and Nan D. Hunter, Sex Wars: Sexual Dissent and Political Culture (New York: Routledge, 1995.) For an account of the opening skirmishes see: Elizabeth Wilson, “The Context of ‘Between Pleasure and Danger’: The Barnard Conference on Sexuality” Feminist Review 13:35-52, Spring 1983 pp.35-41. For an overview of the anti-pornography position see Dorchen Leidholdt and Janice G. Raymond, The Sexual Liberals and the Attack on Feminism (New York: Pergamon Press, 1990) and for a perspective on the pro-sex position see: Carole S.  Vance, (ed.) Pleasure and Danger: Exploring Female Sexuality Second Edition (London: Pandora, 1992.)


� See “Joan Nestle” in The Oxford Companion to Women’s Writing in the United States, Cathy Davidson and Linda Wagner-Martin (eds.) (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995); Kathleen Martindale, ‘Toward a Butch-Femme Reading Practice: Reading Joan Nestle’ Un/popular Culture: Lesbian Writing After the Sex Wars Dan DeCarlo and Alex Chun (eds.) (Albany: SUNY Press, 1997) and Claire Whatling, ‘Reading Awry: Joan Nestle and the Recontextualization of Heterosexuality’ Sexual Sameness: Textual Differences in Lesbian and Gay Writing Joseph Bristow (ed.) (London and New York: Routledge, 1992).


� Albert Memmi, The Colonizer and the Colonized [1957, English trans. 1965] (London: Earthscan, 2003) 146-147.


� Orhan Pamuk has since the mid’ 1990s taken a critical stance on the Turkish states’ relationship to human rights issues, censorship, treatment of Kurds and the massacres of Armenians from 1915-1918. See � HYPERLINK "http://www.orhanpamuk.net/" ��http://www.orhanpamuk.net/� . Accessed 10 October 2008 and see also United Nations Human Rights Council � HYPERLINK "http://www.unitedhumanrights.org/Genocide/armenian_genocide.htm" ��http://www.unitedhumanrights.org/Genocide/armenian_genocide.htm�. Accessed 10 October 2008.


� “On Rereading ‘Esther’s Story,’” A Fragile Union: New and Selected Writings (San Francisco: Cleis Press, 1998) 107-113. The original “Esther’s Story” A Restricted Country, (Ithaca NY: Firebrand Books, 1988; reprinted with new introduction San Francisco: Cleis Press, 2003) [Firebrand edition 40-45] does contain a footnote that marks Nestle’s sense that the language of lesbian life did not properly contain Esther, the “passing” woman’s story: “The word passing here is used to represent a Lesbian who looked like a man to the straight world. She wore men’s clothes and worked at what was considered a man’s job, such as driving a taxi or clerking in a stockroom. Language here is inadequate, however. Neither passing nor transvestism explains the experience of the passing woman. Only she can.” (40).


� GENDERqUEER: Voices from Beyond the Binary Joan Nestle Clare Howell and Riki Wilchins (eds.) (Los Angeles: Alyson Publications: 2002.)


� “Cultural Exchange” was the title of a dazzling, satirical poem by Langston Hughes (1902-1967.)


� Madeline Davis, Amber Hollibaugh, and Joan Nestle, “The Femme Tapes” in ‘The Persistent Desire: A Femme-Butch Reader’ (Los Angeles: Alyson Books, 1992) 254-267 continued “The Femme Tapes” discussions by Nestle, Hollibaugh, and Cherrie Moraga on femme sexuality begun at the Barnard Conference on Sexuality in 1982.


� Shane Phelan, Sexual Strangers: Gays, Lesbians, and the Dilemmas of Citizenship (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2001.)





