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The Novek of Buchi Emecheta 
by Jlldilh Kent Green, Department of English, University of Wisconsin at La Crosse 

In the Ditch, 1972, Landon and New York: Alli&on and Busby Ltd., 1979; 
Secead.(]ua Otizen, 1974, New York: Georle Bruiller, 1975; 
TIie Bride Price, Braziller, 1976; 
TIie Slave Gir~ Braziller, 1977; 
TIie Joys of Motllerbood, Bruiller, 1979; 
Deltinatioa Biafn, Laadoll: Alli&on and Busby, Ltd., 1912 (distributed by Schocken Books); 
Double Yoke, 1912, New York: George Bnziller, 1983; 
TIie Rape of Suyi, 1913, Bruiller, 1915. 

If one were to make Africa the focus of 
conscientious efforts to enlarge the curriculum 
to include literature in addition to that 
produced in the United States and Europe, one 
could find a richness of expression and choice 
beyond that perhaps at first expected 
However, presenting a balanced syllabus of 
female and male writers would be more 
difficult: women's work is still poorly served 
in most critical studies. Nonetheless, a 
Nigerian novelist, Buchi Emecheta, is 
beginning to be widely known (one of her 
novels recently was subject to review by John 
Updike for the New Yorker1 and because 
most of her books are available in paperback, 
her work is particularly accessible for 
students. 

Buchi Emecheta, born in Nigeria in 1944, 
fit comfortably into none of the societies in 
which she found herself: the Igbo village of 
lbuza, modern Lagos, or industrial London. 
Because of the persistence of limiting roles for 
females, she realized that Nigeria could thwart 
her dreams. Io the Ditch and Second- Class 
Citizen appear to be fictionalized accounts of 
Emecheta•s decision to leave Nigeria for study 
in England and her subsequent experience in 
London. There is an urgency to the writing 
which suggests that this bewildering and 
lacerating time had to be spewed onto paper, 
controlled through the very act of writing, 
before more original creation could occur. 
The story of Adah, the central character with 
whom Emecheta identifies, actually begins in 
the book published second There, her early 

dream to become educated is recorded, but a 
precise age for when she began to think 
cannot be assigned: as a girl Adah was such a 
"disappointment to her parents, - to her tribe, 
nobody thought of recording her birth." Once 
Adah's Pa dies, she becomes a servant to an 
uncle and almost relinquishes hope, but her 
determination leads her to an expedient 
marriage with an accountancy student whom 
she encourages to study in London. Adah too 
moves to London, but Francis, the husband 
who precedes her there, is a weak character, 
wanting all the rights of a male - especially a 
willing sexual partner, too pure to use 
contraceptives - without the responsibilities: 
numerous children. He is a shiftless student, 
and when he fails he lashes out at Adah by 
burning the manuscript of her first novel 
Adah bas the temerity to leave him. 

In the Ditch continues the story, focusing 
on the stark situation in which a single black 
mother finds herself in London. It is a success 
story in that Adah survives and is not 
dehumanized Confronted with the need to 
support her children and provide them with 
care, she finds herself forced to go on the dole 
because that way she can watch her children, 
still go to classes, write a little, and look 
forward to raising herself out of the "ditch," 
the housing project for the poor in which she 
has a small flat Training as a sociologist, 
Adah is surprised when her experience among 
other welfare women doesn't fit "scientific" 
theories: most of the women in the ditch 
become sustaining friends, "differences in 



culture, colour, backgrounds_submerged in the 
face of greater enemies - poverty and 
helplessness." 

In her next three novels Emecheta departs 
from autobiography and turns to something 
akin to biography and history, something more 
creatively f ictionaL Examining the 
generations of her grandmother and mother, 
Emecheta once again finds that young women 
had little control over their own lives and that 
the few opportunties open to them were 
fraught with ambiguities. 

In The Bride Price, the narrator invariably 
speaks of traditional beliefs as both 
superstitious and inexorable: they may be 
irrational, but they hold people in thrall and 
destroy those who resist Aku-ona, the central 
character, is alienated and withdrawn because 
she has had to return to her ancestral village 
after her father's death in Lagos. She is made 
aware that her only value is the bride price 
that she will bring. Because she realizes that 
the onset of menstruation will mean that she is 
of marriageable age and that her future will 
be set without any regard to her wish for an 
education, she manages to bide her first 
several periods. However, eventually she can 
no longer bide her "womanhood." 

The depth of Emecbeta's disgust with 
traditional custom is revealed in her writing 
of the brutal abduction of Aku-nna by the son 
of a family that does not want to pay her 
bride price. Aku- nna, realizing bow highly 
virginity is valued, saves herself by claiming 
not to be a virgin, and the young man ref uses 
to touch her. Because the scene is told from 
Aku-nna's point of view, all pretenses for 
manly boasting are undercut, and the 
frightened, resourceful girl is seen as far more 
honorable than her fastidious would-be rapist 

Aku-nna escapes with the town's school 
teacher, the one person who has understood 
her hunger for ideas. They marry, but 
tradition will continue to require sacrifice. 
Although her husband comes from a rich 
family, he is an "oshu," the descendant of 
slaves, and therefore her family refuses to 
accept the bride price. She dies in childbirth. 

The only hope Emecheta provides is that 
Aku-nna lives long enough to name her 
daughter Joy. Otherwise, the narrator closes 
the book in an ironic, bleak, and fatalistic 
voice: 

So it was that Cbike and Aku-nna 
substantiated the tradition they bad 
unknowingly set out to eradicate. Every 
girl born in lbuza af tcr Aku-nna's death 
was told her story to reinforce the old 
taboos of the land If a girl wished to 
live long and sec her children's children, 
she must accept the husband chosen for 
her by her people, and her bride price 
must be paid 

The next novel, The Slave Oir~ includes 
even more controversial historical subject 
matter: slavery of Africans by Africans, 
including women's complicity in it This time 
the center of consciousness is Ojcbeta, a very 
young girl who is sold by an ambitious but 
lazy brother af tcr their parents die in an 
epidemic of influenza. The characters of slave 
owners Ma Palagada and Ma Mee provide the 
reader with devastating insight into the fact 
that one of the few opportunities for women 
to demonstrate strength and financial acuity 
was in the slave trade. 

The Joys of Motherhood opens in 1934 
with the suicidal flight of Nnu Ego from the 
room where she has just realized that her baby 
is dead This novel depends upon a long 
flashback in which the reader understands the 
full measure of Nnu Ego's anguish. Her entire 
outlook is determined by her status as a 
mother. In her first marriage, she had failed 
to conceive and, rejected, she returned to her 
father's household The dead child was the 
first born in her second marriage. She lives to 
bear eight more children, seven of whom 
survive. She endures economic depression and 
the forced induction of her husband into the 
armed services during World War II, but she 
continues to measure her success only in terms 
of her children, especially her sons. When she 
has her first set of girl twins she sees their 
value in the double bride price they will bring 
for their brothers' education. She excuses her 
sons from chores but makes her daughters 



help, saying, "You are a girl, you know." Yet 
when she has a second set of female twins, 
Nnu Ego wonders: "God, when will you create 
a woman who will be fulfilled in herself, a full 
human being, not anybody's appendage?' 

According to Emecheta's forward to 
Destination Biafra, we do not have the entire 
text of the original. However, what we do 
have is a compelling account of Debbie 
Ogedemgbe, whose Oxford education and 
government-minister father cannot save her 
from the brutalities committed on women in 
war, even though she has enlisted in the army. 
Emecheta's political sorting out of the lgbo, 
Yoruba, and Hausa party affiliations and 
rivalries clarifies the complexities of the 
conflict. She is also particularly astute at 
presenting the ambivalent attitudes and 
misguided choices of the remammg 
representatives of Britain. The tragedy of 
Biafra, especially of Emecheta's home village 
of lbuza, is here made personal and concrete. 

With Double Yoke, Emecheta brings out 
the ironies of woman's place in newly 
independent Nigeria by placing the center of 
consciousness in a young man - Etc Kamba. 
He is open-minded enough to take a course 
from a visiting female lecturer at the 
University of Calabar, yet he wishes she were 
a man. When he sits down to write his first 
assignment after dreaming about becoming a 
writer, he startles himself by realizing that he 
is sinking so low as to want to emulate a 
woman. Nevertheless, he begins the narration 
of bis pain and puzzlement over love for his 
Nko. The story Emecheta has him tell is that 
of the double bind, double standard, double 
yoke. The novel's title is defined in terms of 
the conflicts between the modern and the 
traditional. For Etc Kamba it takes the form 
of loving the very intelligent Nko, but 
forceably taking her virginity and wanting her 
to somehow remain a virgin. For Nko all 
definitions of a double yoke apply: she wants 
to be an academician and a quiet, obedient 
wife; she wants Etc Kamba to love her, but she 
does not want to be an idealized, sexless 
creature in order to deserve that love; and 

she wants to be a good student, but finds that 
the professor who is anxious to help her wants 
sexual favors for bis mentoring. 

Although Emecheta closes the book with 
the young lovers reaching a limited measure 
of understanding and hope, she still underlines 
the kind of corruption and destruction that 
double standards inevitably bring. Etc Kamba 
and Nko win some sort of peace together, but 
the Nigeria they inhabit is not an easy place 
in which to achieve this. Emecheta's 
uncompromising eye is still examining her 
country and finding it lacking. By showing us 
Etc Kamba's and Nko's confusion, Emecbeta 
demonstrates the insidiousness of the "double 
yoke," because even the most intelligent and 
idealistic youth will carry its burdens into the 
next generation of leadership. 

In the Rape of Shavi, Emecheta turns to a 
form less congenial to her talents than the 
realism of her other novels. It is a thin 
allegory about the inability of Europeans to 
live in a peaceful tribal society without 
corrupting it. First, life in the remote African 
village of Shavi is presented so the reader can 
understand what has been spoiled after a 
plane used by Europeans to flee impending 
nuclear disaster crashes into its midst. Of 
course, one might enjoy thinking that some 
sort of justice would reign if the Southern 
Hemisphere were to become the seat of 
civilization after the North destroys itself. 
However, Emecbeta's scenario is not plausible 
enough to even entertain that possibility, and 
a fairly simplistic and stereotypical 
interpretation of human interaction does little 
to further understanding. Since in her other 
novels Emecbeta is clear-eyed about the 
frequent repressiveness of tradition, her 
idealization of Sbavi seems to violate 
principals associated with her earlier vision. 

I can sympathize with Emecheta's need to 
experiment, but I believe that her insights into 
the tension between tradition and 
modernization in very real and contemporary 
Nigeria provide more fruitful work. 



Three RumD Women Poets: Anna Akhmatova, 
Marina Tsvetayeva, Bella Akhmadulina. 
Translated and Edited by Mary Maddock. 
Trumansburg, New York: The Crossing Press, 1983. 
by LaMra D. Wee/cs, Providence, Rhode 1 sland. 

In this collection, Mary Maddock has given 
English-speaking readers a representative 
sampling from three of the major Russian 
poets of the twentieth century. The book is 
divided into three sections, each with a 
photograph and a brief biographical note 
serving as an introduction to the poet The 
selections are well- chosen, encompassing both 
early and mature works of each poet, thereby 
giving some idea of their evolution as poets. 
The choice of these particular poets also gives 
some perspective on the evolution of Russian 
poetry over the last fifty years. Axmatova and 
Cvetaeva• belong to what is commonly called 
the Silver Age of Russian poetry - that 
unbelievable flowering in the arts which lasted 
roughly from the l~ until the late 19'20s and 
early '30s. Bella Axmadulina, by contrast, 
belongs to the modern age and, as Mary 
Maddock indicates, speaks to us as a 
contemporary. Yet in her voice can be beard 
the echoes of the Silver Age - primarily the 
voices of Axmatova and Cvetaeva. 

Despite some innacuracies of translation, 
which in any case would not strike a 
non-reader of Russian very forcibly, the book 
serves very well as an introduction to these 
three poets. More serious is the lack of any 
kind of frame which would bring these three 
poets into perspective for those not already 
acquainted with them. The title, Three 
Russian Women Poets, suggests that there is 
an interrelationship by virtue of being women. 
Yet we are never given a satisfactory answer 
to the obvious questions: Why these three 
poets? What unites them as poets? As 
women? Maddock's introductory essay on 
coming to terms with silence ("The Secret 
Cborusj is something of a red herring since 
their "silences" were so radically different 
Axmatova's silence were externally imposed 
and enforced by the state, yet this did not 

.prevent her from producing some of her best 
work during this period. Cvetaeva's silence 
was not silence so much as a lack of 
interaction between the poet and her audience. 
Neither her intricate verbal play nor her 
brand of existential heroism struck a 
responsive chord in the blase, quietly 
despairing atmosphere of the Parisian emigre 
literary world Yet, she nevertheless 
continued to produce a prodigious amount of 
material - long poems, prose sketches, 
memoirs, critical essays. Axmadulina's silence 
is internal of orisin, born of the fear all poets 
experience: the fear of the drying up of the 
creative vein, and the terror of facing a blank, 
white page. 

A more appropriate image is suggested by 
the epigraph, chosen by Maddock from the 
Dead Sea Scrolls: 

They have banished me from my land 
like a bird from its nest, and my friends 
and neighbors are driven from me. 

It is the image of banishment that is so 
relevant here along with the image of the nest, 
that is, the home, as both literal and 
metaphorical space, an image crucial to all 
women. It is in images of house and home 
that these three Russians demonstrate their 
communality as women and their striking 
individuality as poets. All three are exiles in 
search of a place called home. 

Axmatova's early verse is full of spacious 
rooms and gracious houses, but her position in 
them is that of a prisoner or a caged bird (sec, 
for example, "my husband is an executioner 
and his home is a prison"). Outlets are 
provided by doors left ajar, through which 
lovers enter and leave, and windows, through 



which the sunlight enters. After war ~nd 
revolution had destroyed the life she knew, a 
note of wistfulness for the former ways, for 
"the white house on Zukovskij street," enters 
her poetry. Later, the image of the house 
returned with renewed power as she sat, 
broken and sick, and heard the sentence 
passed on her only child 

I have a lot of things to do today: 
I have to beat my memory to death, 
I have to sec my soul become of stone, 
Somehow I have to learn to live again. 

Otherwise-the burning rustling 
Of summer is almost a holiday 
Outside my windowsill I long ago 
Foresaw this sunny day and empty house. 

For Cvetaeva, homelessness was a 
condition of existence and a mainstay of her 
philosophy and art Her poetry is saturated 
with images of walking, wandering, leaving 
houses, or accepting bread and . kindness in 
strangers' houses. Perhaps one of the most 
forceful statements of the theme she made 
through the mask of Corrine: 

For me, even then, on this earth 
There was no home. 

For me, even then, on this earth 
Everywhere - home. 

After emigration her sense of homelessness 
reached cosmic proportions. At the same time 
a note of longing entered her poetry - a 
longing for home, for the past, for her home, 
her past and Russia's past, which came to be 
symbolized for her by the Rowan tree. This 
longing reached its apex in the conclusion of 
the famous Homesickness: 

All homes are strange. All shrines are 
void. 

It's all the same. It's all the same. 
But if, along the road a bush 
Stands out, especially the rowan_ 

Axmadulina's search for home takes her 
through a series of rooms and houses in which 

she feels ill at case. In contrast to the world 
of nature, which is intimate, comfortable, and 
a source of creativity, houses for her are a 
source of alienation, be it her lover's 
apartment with the couch which has seen too 
much casual loving, her apartment building 
with its "housing committee" (a typical Soviet 
institution1 or the home of a literary critic, 
with its over-learned, slightly pretentious 
atmosphere. 

In the famous Fairy Tale about the Rain 
mentioned by E.J. Brown in the introduction, 
Axmadulina demonstrates her talent for 
capturing the vaguely philistine ... atmosphere 
common to the affluent sectors of Soviet 
society: 

I will confess, I really loved this house. 
In it refinement always leads the dance. 
0, here no elbows ever hit the corners, 
Here fingers never cut themselves on 

knives. 

At other times she has the capacity to make 
houses come alive in surprising and delightful 
ways. 

Your home, which does not know 
misfortune, 

Met me and smacked me on the cheek. 
As if a fish were looking out of water 
The silver service peeped out from the 

glass. 

The dog jumped up to greet me 
Like a little screaming jackdaw. 
In their def enccless armorcd-ncss 
The cactuses protuded in the window. 

Clearly, there is a great deal to say about 
the inter- relationships among these three 
Russian women poets. The translations 
themselves arc well-crafted and represent an 
enormous amount of effort As E.J. Brown 
notes in bis introduction, "Each translation is 
in itself a valid modern poem through which 
the translated poet speaks to us in our own 
idiom." Y ct it is precisely the American 
reluctance to master any idiom other than our 
own that mars the finer points of Maddock's 



work. Neither Axmatova nor Cvetaeva spoke 
in the modern American idiom, after all, and 
Axmatova in particular is renowned for her 
symbolic use of items of dress and toiletry 
typical of a woman of her day, of her social 
class. Thus, in Maddock's translations, the 
lovely "fan perce" (literally, the "airy fan," a 
delicate lady's fan of tooled ivory) becomes 
the rather unfortunate "spiny fan," and the 
classical French garden walk (allee) becomes 
the "alleyway." Similarly, the Russian grud' is 
consistently translated as "breasts" instead of 
the correct nineteenth century poetic "breast," 
which pertains to either sex. A similar 
problem arises with Axmatova's use of 
cultural artifacts. For example, in the poem 
"And after we had damned each other" the 
inescapable eyes which look into the poet's 
soul are not the lover's eyes, as Maddock has 
it, but the eyes of the icons in church, an 
image much used by both Axmatova and 
Cvetaeva. And there are several other equally 
serious mistranslations. 

The strongest section of the book is the 
section on Cvetaeva, for whom Maddock has 
as obvious affinity. She is attentive to, and in 
places succeeds in capturing, the Cvetaevan 
"drunkenness with words," that is, her 
exploration of the roots of words in an endless 
series of formations and recombinations. Even 
here, certain cultural and poetic conventions 
get lost, such as the rendering of ten' as 
"shadow" instead of the older English "shade," 
meaning "ghosts," which is what Cvetaeva 
intended. The rendering of dusa as "spirit" 
instead of "soul" overlooks the all-important 
concept of "the soul" in Cvetaeva and the 
equally important dichotomy of body and soul. 
Also, there are some mistranslations in this 
section due to the characteristic Cvetaevan 
ellipsis - the omission of the verb which 
leaves the reader to determine the 

subject-object relationship. 

What is truly unfortunate in the section 
on Cvetaeva is a host of factual inaccuracies 
in her biography which could have easily been 
remedied. Cvetaeva's husband was not 
arrested until August of 1939 (the official date 
of his execution is given as August 1941). 
When Cvetaeva returned to the Soviet Union 
in 1939, she not only found him living but was 
present at his arrest She was also present at 
the arrest of her daughter and corresponded 
with her in exile. While living with her son in 
Moscow she was not "bounded" so much as 
officially ignored and published only as a 
translator. She was not "exiled" to Elabuga, 
but simply evacuated, along with other 
members of the Writer's Union in the early 
stages of WWII. Finally, the famous Poem of 
the End was written not for critic Elenev, but 
for Konstantin Rodzevic, a former White 
Army officer studying law in Prague where 
Cvetaeva's husband was also studying. 

Oddly enough, the section on Axmadulina, 
the one contemporary voice among the three 
poets, is the weakest, containing many careless 
mistakes and an inexplicable disregard for the 
impersonal dative contruction in Russian: 
"How would you cry out to me" instead of 
"How can I cry out to you," "Be good" instead 
of "Would you be so kind as to_" The worst 
by far is the confusion of xasi {Lord) for kasa 
(gruel or porridge). 

Despite these technical problems, Mary 
Mad dock's translations can serve 
English-speaking readers as an adequate 
starting point for exploring the poetry of 
Russian women. With more attention to detail 
and a better frame around them they could 
have served a wider audience as well. 

•Note: The '{Kitts' names are spelled di/ ferently in the book's title and the review's text because Crossing Press 
uses the Library of Congress system of transliteration and Dr. Weeks uses the MLA system. 

Winter's Edge by Valerie Miner 
{Trumansburg, NY: Crossing Press, 1986) 
by Terry Moore, Department of English and Center for Women's Studies, The Ohio State University 

Valerie Miner's Winter's Edge is a novel 
that . explores boundaries: between 
neighborhoods in urban San Francisco; 
between youth and old age; between the 

working poor and the privileged, gays and 
straights, people of color, and Caucasians; 
between the personal and the political. 
Simultaneously, it is a novel of the bonds and 



coalitions that transcend these boundaries, 
blur the edges, and find strength in difference. 
Set in 1979, the novel focuses on the 
relationship between Chrissie and Margaret, 
old women who have been friends for thirty 
years. Their friendship is placed in the 
context of the upcoming district supervisor 
elections in which the two candidates, Jake 
Carson, a white man who represents real-estate 
and development interests, and Marissa 
Washington, a black woman who wants to 
preserve the city "for people's lives rather than 
for corporate profits," battle over the future of 
the neighborhood in which Chrissie and 
Margaret work and live. 

The novel opens two months before the 
election and much of the action occurs in the 
work-places of the two main characters: the 
news shop where Margaret is employed and 
across the street from it, Mummer's Cafe, 
where Chrissie has been a waitress for years. 
The reader is privy to the neighborhood talk, 
which centers on the election and the two 
political camps which are quickly delineated 
Miner explores the divisions, either caused or 
deepened by the campaign, with more 
sensitivity than the cast of characters, who are 
superficially stereotypical, might suggest 
Miner does not insert into her plot characters 
who represent various ethnic or political 
minorities in order to write a "politically 
correct" novel; instead, she forges a realistic 
story about a diverse population. Located on 
the edge of the Theatre District in San 
Francisco, the neighborhood comprises 
hookers and tourists, elite hotels and porn 
shops, and its residents reflect the marginality 
of the district They live on the outskirts of 
the show-case San Francisco and on the 
outskirts of mainstream society. They have 
been traditionally powerless in this society 
and the campaign reflects the attempt of these 
disenfranchised people to control their own 
neighborhood, their own destiny, against the 
rich powers-that-be. 

Rather than foregrounding the candidates 
themselves, however, Miner emphasizes the 
effects of the campaign on the residents, 
particularly Chrissie and Margaret and 

Douglas and Kevin Sinclair. The relationship 
between the two Sinclairs, founded on a 
father's disappointment in his son and a son's 
resentment of his father, is strained to the 
breaking point during the campaign. Douglas, 
a man more interested in owning a news shop 
that carries esoteric journals than in making a 
buck, is appalled by his son's increasing 
involvement with the "wrong" side - Jake 
Carson's campaign. Margaret, subjected to 
their constant arguing because of her position 
at the news shop, also finds herself in the 
midst of a crisis because of the campaign. 
Accused by Douglas Sinclair of living in a 
"fairyland" because she believes that politics 
"causes" rather than "answers" problems, she 
also finds herself in conflict with her friend 
Chrissie who "needed Margaret to take a side, 
her side. She needed a sign of loyalty; this 
[the campaign] had become a test of their 
friendship." The test grows more difficult 
when Margaret becomes romantically involved 
with Reverend Bentman. Although Bcntman, 
in his weekly lunch lectures, lauds Arthur 
Miller for insisting in The Crucible that we 
have the "courage to see the world clearly as 
well as _the courage to act in it," he refuses to 
take a stand in regard to the upcoming 
election, and occasionally acts as an apologist 
for Carson. Chrissie is disheartened by 
Margaret's relationship with this man because 
of his political indifference and because she is 
jealous and hurt by the time that Margaret 
and Bentman spend together. Margaret also 
feels a conflict "The more affection she felt 
for Roger, the more guilt she felt about 
Chrissie." The plans that Chrissie and 
Margaret have made for their post-election 
vacation to Hawaii, for sharing a retirement 
cottage, and for the future of their friendship 
itself are jeopardized. 

As the campaign and ensuing personal 
conflicts intensify, so does the violence 
perpetrated by Carson's forces, until all are 
caught in its web. In the resolution of the 
campaign, and of the novel itself, Miner 
convinces us that the boundary between the 
personal and the political is an artificial one, 
that non- involvement, by any other name, 
smells just like complicity. 
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In moving toward this resolution, Miner does 
an excellent job countering ageist assumptions 
through her portrayal of the two main 
characters who, instead of retiring, empower 
and inspire those around them. Their 
friendship is a bond between two old women 
who respect each other, and who have learned 
to tolerate their differences. Like the rainbow 
coalition that stands behind Marissa 
Washington, Chrissie and Margaret 
acknowledge the strength that comes from 
recognizing and respecting difference. 

However, Miner also implies that some 
differences, like that between the capitalistic 
self-interest of the Jake Canons and the 
populist social concern of the Marissa 
Washingtons, must be challenged, not 
tolerated She suggests that the boundaries 
between those on the outskirts of society must 
be blurred so that the society that has forced 
us to the outskirts can be challenged by a 
unified front, before Jake - and Ronnie -
push us further out - and over the edge into 
oblivion. 

The Thinp That Divide Us: Stories by Women 
Edited by Faith Conlon, Rachel de Silva and Barbara Wilson 
(Seattle: The Seal Press, 1985) 
by Nancy Cox, The Ohio State University, lkpartment of English. 

As the title indicates, conflict is the central 
theme in this anthology of fifteen short stories 
by and about women. How and why women 
come to feel alienated - from other women -
is their focus. The editors of this volume have 
done a truly admirable job soliciting and 
selecting stories from as diverse a background 
as possible upon a rich source of division 
between women such as: race, class, religion, 
sexual preference, language or regional idiom, 
age difference, alcoholism, and jealousy. 

A look at the introduction reveals the 
ambitious hopes of this project's beginnings. 
The editorial board was comprised of three 
middle-class women from differing 
geographical regions, including one Jewish and 
one lesbian woman; their goal was to "contact 
women in all parts of the country, especially 
those traditionally under-represented" in an 
effort to get cross- perspectives on what comes 
to be expressed as a very personal issue. The 
reading and evaluation of these stories was 
assisted by a seven-member advisory board all 
of whom have been involved in community 
activism, publishing and/or fiction writing, and 
are working class or middle class women. 
Such a grand scheme to represent and involve 
all factions is the spirit that endows this 
collection with its potpourri appeal. Any 

woman reader would find a "home" of 
understanding somewhere amid these papers. 

"The Badlands" by Robin Becker starts the 
collection with a first person narrator - a 
mother forced to accept her college-aged 
daughter's relationship with another young 
woman. It's not the lesbianism that bothers 
the mother, but the fact that she feels pushed 
aside by someone who meets her daughter's 
needs better than she can at this stage in their 
lives. The lover and mother compete for the 
daughter's affection with all the prickly 
discomfort of a deep personality conflict The 
conclusion captures the emotion of resolved 
tension: "Helen still troubles me at times," the 
mother ends, "but she is someone real to me -
although I have no words for what she means." 
This very frankly jealous mother-narrator 
makes this one of the collection's finest in 
characterization. 

The piece that best recalls the divisions of 
grade school "camps" is Elaine Starkman's "The 
Year of Hannah Koznof f." This story reveals 
the hurtful and ignorant "play" children do to 
one another when practicing their parents' 
notions about race and religion. Set during 
the McCarthy trials, Denise the protagonist 
and an American Jew, makes friends with the 



new girl, a Russian Jew, who moves to town. 
Playing after school together, Denise finds out 
bow exotic and exciting Hannah's upbringing 
bas been; her new friend plays the violin and 
reads books with strange titles like The 
Brothers Karamozov and A Streetcar Named 
Desire. One day after classs, Tommie Cwiek, 
the class bully and bigot, razzes Denise with a 
f cw nasty stereotypical remarks about Hannah 
and her family. The story ends triumphantly 
when Denise, mustering her courage and 
memories of the beauty she found at Hannah's 
house, kicks Tommie - not once, but three 
times - in the shins. 

"Keeping Sacred Secrets" by Vickie L. 
Sears is another excellent story that suggests 
parental prejudice is more confusing and 
harmful to a child than any other form of 
indirect mental abuse. Mary Ann, a six or 
seven year old, is the fruit of a cross-cultural 
marriage between a very Catholic mother and 
an American Indian father. The problems 
arise when Mary Ann is told she must give up 
her father's heritage in order to li've with her 
widowed, and recently remarried mother, 
Ginger. Trying to figure out her mother, 
Mary Ann scribbles a list of "Ginger facts," 
those few things she knows about her mother. 

white lady 
very tidy 
twenty-nine years old-
divorced Daddy and maybe didn't like him 
wants me to be a Catholic 
wants me to stop seeing my other family_ 

Sears does an excellent job relating the 
fear-ridden confusion of a child's perception, 
which in turn reflects upon the unfounded and 
apparent arbitrariness of stereotypes and 
prejudice. 

The rest of the volume is filled with 
equally rewarding and uniquely expressed 
work. Young adult alcoholism breaks up a 

long-term friendship between two eighteen 
year old women in "Goodbye Summer." Two 
former high school friends, in "Common 
Ground," reunite after decades of separation 

C only to discover that career status keeps the 
waitress from accepting her old friend's 
position as an intern at a local hospital. One 
favorite is "Who Says We All Have to Talk 
Alike?" in which a recently widowed Ozark 
mountain woman packs her bags for an 
adventure in California as a nanny to a rich 
woman. She learns her "backbills" dialect is 
counted as "bad influence" when her charges 
start saying things like "worman" ("woman") 
and "oirl" ("oil"~ 

The gem of this collection has got to be 
"Sisters" by Barbara Neeley. Two black 
women from different classes work for the 
same firm; one is a junior business executive, 
the other is a cleaning lady. Their lives 
physically coincide infrequently after work, 
and usually in the elevator, when Lorisa is 
leaving and Jackie is just beginning her job. 
Both young women have career-related 
problems: Lorisa needs respect, f ecling she's 
the token hire among her colleagues, and 
Jackie needs money to raise her only child. 
What makes this story so effective is the 
double bind the author creates. Lorisa thinks 
of unburdening her feelings on Jackie, and 
Jackie thinks of asking Lorisa for a loan. 
Neither woman makes a move - although their 
needs coincide - "after all," the story 
concludes, "it wasn't as though they had 
an ytbing in common." 

Every story in this volume would make 
for excellent discussion in the classroom, as 
the editors originally hoped Women's studies 
courses would, of course, benefit, but some of 
these stories are so technically clever - as in 
"Sisters" - that a lover of short fiction would 
find them irresistable, worthy of close 
examination and appreciation. 
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Only Mothers Know: Patterns of Inf ant Feedinp 
In Traditional Cultures 
by Dana Raphael and Flora Davis 
{Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1985) 
By Verna Hildebrand, Family and Child Ecology, Michigan State University, East Lansing, Michigan 

Only Mothers Know is a research report 
about how mothers in traditional cultures or 
Third World countries are feeding their 
babies. The U.S. Agency for International 
Development provided only limited funds for 
the Human Lactation Center to do the study; 
therefore, the planners decided to invite 
female anthropologists who already bad 
projects in various countries to ask questions 
there about how the women feed their babies. 
Thus, the research was done by scientists who 
already had rapport with the women and the 
research costs were far lower than they would 
have been if scientists focusing on only this 
issue bad carried out the work. 

The women studied were from selected 
sites in a number of Third World countries, 
namely, the Philippines, Egypt, India, Spain, St 
Kitts, and an urban setting in the U.S. 
Information regarding other areas is also 
provided Anthropologists' field notes were 
utilized to construct vignettes of the women 
which give a personal tone that is usually 
missing in formal research reports. The 
reader is introduced to the various cultures 
and learns something of bow the women spend 
their day, bow they make choices, and why 
they choose as they do. 

The important finding of the study 
focused on supplemental feeding rather than 
on breast or bottle feeding per se. Generally, 
the women are breastfeeding for as long as 
they can. Of course, many factors determine 
how long this is possible, the primary ones 
being economic - whether the woman can get 
enough food for herself to maintain her milk 
supply, whether she must travel some distance 
to work, and whether she can keep her baby 
with her. A sympathetic, knowledgeable, 
usually older woman who is available to help 

the woman is a big asset in successful 
breastfeeding. 

The research should be seen in the context 
of criticism of corporations for turning poor 
women from breast to bottle feeding, but 
poverty is the main culprit in the problem of 
inf ant mortality. Among poor women, there 
will be problems keeping children alive 
whether the mothers bottle or breast feed 
their infants. There is no magic link between 
healthy babies and breast f ceding, but few 
disagree that breast milk is best · 

Breast milk production is apparently 
difficult to maintain, however, and this study 
reveals that Third World women are utilizing 
various local foods to feed their infants when 
their milk seems to be diminishing, usually by 
the time the child is only three months old 
Typically, the supplementary foods are mashed 
cooked vegetables. 

The authors conclude that ''breastfeeding 
as practiced by most mothers _ is essentially a 
composite of behaviors. It is a series of 
actions with breastmilk production a serious 
concern, but with {the provision of) additional 
foods an equally important pressure." The 
major contribution of this study is its findings 
on the importance of supplemental and 
weaning foods, which have never been studied 
in detail. Infant mortality declines when 
women improve the quality and quantity of 
weaning foods, or when they have the benefits 
of health and sanitation that western culture 
has developed The study demonstrates that 
women know what it takes to keep babies 
alive, and the authors maintain that it would 
be well to include them when plans are made 
for intervention programs. It is important that 
women be asked about what they need 
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Journals on Women and the Am 
by Patricia Briggs, Department of History of Art, The Oluo 
State University. 

Journals focusing attention specifically on 
women's contribution to the arts and to 
literature are not always received in Fine Arts 
or English departmental libraries, nor arc they 
generally indexed Consequently, the chance 
of simply running across these materials in the 
course of research, or browsing, is reduced. 
Nonetheless, there arc several fine journals 
devoted to women in the arts, which reveal a 
slowly increasing feminist consciousness of 
women artists and critics. 

The Woman's Art Journal, published 
semi-annually since 1980, is the most recent 
addition to the field. It is a scholarly journal 
with an impressive editorial board, including 
such well-known names as artist Louise 
Nevelson, and art historians Eleanor Tufts, 
Linda Nochlin, and Ann Sutherland Harris. In 
the premiere issue, editor Elsa Honig Fine 
presents the objectives of The Woman's Art 
Journal: to concern itself with the recording 
of women artists' "hidden heritage" and the 
"reinterpretation of art history from a new 
awareness of women." The journal also 
provides a forum in which traditional 
approaches to art historical research can be 
questioned, exemplified by such articles as 
Anthea Collen's "Sexual Division of Labor in 
the Arts and Crafts Movement" {Fall 84/Winter 
85) and Claire Bonncy's "The Nude 
Photograph: Some Female Perspectives" (Fall 
85/Winter 86} Until recently, a section 
entitled "Survivors" had been devoted to living 
women artists in their fifties or older. This 
section in now entitled "Portraits" and has a 
broader range. Book reviews are included as 
well as book "re-views" of older material. The 
Woman's Art Journal is indexed in RILA and 
Art Bib, and the high academic standards it 
maintains make it a very uscf ul research tool. 

Women Artists' News is dedicated to many 
of the same issues as The Woman's Art 
Journal, but here we find a focus on 
contemporary women artists. Artists 

themselves can and do use this magazine to 
voice their experiences and to connect with 
each other. Women Artists' News is 
characterized by shorter and somewhat more 
casual articles. Each issue focuses on a 
particular topic. Themes have ranged from art 
produced in a particular medium to a report 
on a recent women's conf crcnce. The most 
recent issue represents the magazine well. The 
special feature, "Beyond Art and Politics: 
Nairobi Conference for Women," contains 
background information on the history of the 
conference, eyewitness reporting, descriptions 
of panels and workshops, and the art of Kenya. 
Articles characteristically incorporate a broad 
view of the political and cultural events, while 
keeping an eye open to the art of the 
conference and of the country. Each issue 
also includes a variety of short articles. 
Artists and non-artists alike report on their 
own art, give personal responses to other's art, 
and discuss local women artists. Book reviews 
and reviews of exhibitions are a standard 
feature. The listings of exhibitions of 
women's work from across the country are of 
particular interest 

Two journals, Helicon Nine: A Journal of 
Women's Art and Letters, and Calyx: A 
Journal of Art and Literature by Women, 
provide publishing opportunities for women 
authors and artists within a feminist context. 
Published tri-annually since 1976, Calyx is a 
beautifully produced journal which includes 
essays, short fiction, poetry, visual arts, 
interviews, and reviews. On the cover of each 
issue a striking color reproduction of a 
featured artist's work appears. Although the 
rest of the reproductions are in black and 
white, they are of an exceptional quality. 
Issues are often arranged thematically, 
resulting in such valuable collections as "An 
Anthology of Writings and Art by Native 
American and Latina Women" {Spring 84) and 
the "Special International Issue," featuring the 
work of twenty-seven artists from eighteen 
countries (Oct 80 and Feb. 81} 
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The poetry and short fiction in Calyx 

speak of women's experiences from a 
particularly female perspective. One of 
Calyx's strongest points is that the women who 
contribute to it come from a variety of 
backgrounds, making it a diverse 
representation of women's culture. Heres 
women are both the actors and the 
experiencers. An excerpt from Hilda 
Johnston's poem "The Girl at the Museum" (in 
the most recent issue) expresses this well: 

She is sorry for the judge who read 
such large books and died anyway. 
She doesn't like history, how old it is. 
What she prefers is coming out of the 

woods 
wild like the girl who lived in the 

ground 
under leaves and snow, and crossed the 

water 
on a large water animal. 

A section of Carol Gordon's poem "Midwives" 
also gives us a sense of the quality and 
character of the material found in Calyx: 

Accepting tea cups, we cross 
our legs, shiny as sausages, 
open gifts, count how many little 

words 
there are in "Expectations." 

If the child arrived now 
we would cradle the bloom 
of blood on our laps, lean together 
and give breast, singing 
the song we had forgotten. 

Helicon Nine, published tri-annually since 1979, 
includes both historic and contemporary 
material, as well as contributions from both 
women and men. Helicon Nine combines 
short pieces on creative women from the past 
such as Mary Cassatt, Kathe Kalliwitz, and 
Edna Millay with a variety of material 
devoted to contemporary women authors, 
artists, and related topics. The variety of 
content is one of Helicon Nine's strongest 
points. The Autumn 84 issue, for example, 
combines poetry by Latin American Susana 
Thenon, an article entitled "Hitchcock's 
Women" by Kenneth Johnson, the work of 
Vermont photographers Ellen Foscue Johnson 
and Gisela Gamper, and much more. We also 
find internationally known names among the 
contributors of Helicon Nine. In the "Special 
Peace Issue" (Fall 85/Wintcr 86), for example, 
an anti-war poster by Laurie Anderson 
entitled "The Street Wall Journal: Hanoi, 
Haiphong Strikes Back" (c. 1969) is reproduced, 
as is Miriam Schapiro's "Welcome to Our 
Home (1983} Helicon Nine is distinguished by 
its numerous top quality color prints, which 
add to its overall strength. Together, these 
elements create a rich and coherent product. 

As a whole, these journals serve as strong 
evidence of a very active women's culture. In 
each of them we find a sense of awareness of 
the political issues which are of specific 
concern to women, and in much of the 
material a definite tone of activism is evident 
These journals will be a pleasure, not only to 
artists and scholars, but to everyone who 
appreciates women's culture. 



The Lesbian Periodicals Index 
Compiled by Clare Potter 
(Tallahassee: Naiad Press, 1986) 
by Susan Searing, Women's Studies Librarian, University of Wisconsin Systems. 

New periodical indexes are cause for 
rejoicing, and this month we have The Lesbian 
Periodicals Index to celebrate. Compiled by 
Clare Potter, the Index provides author and 
subject access to some twenty-four thousand 
articles, letters, reviews, stories, poems, and 
graphics in forty-two lesbian periodicals, all 
but two now defunct. Ranging from the late 
1940s when the oldest known U.S. lesbian 
periodical, Vice Versa, appeared, to the early 
1980s, and representing "geographically separate 
and diverse communities" (Introduction1 the 
volume is a testament to the depth and 
breadth of lesbian culture, and to the hard 
work and dedication of Potter and her 
colleagues in the Circle of Lesbian Indexers. 

Many magazines and newsletters born in 
the 1970s folded af tcr a f cw issues; their 
inclusion here helps create a fuller picture of 
the blossoming of women's communities and 
lesbian f cminism in that decade. Among these 
short-lived sources are Amazon Quarterly, 
Desperate Living, Echo of Sappho, Furies, 
Purple Star, and The Udder Side. The index 
also brings needed bibliographic control to 
better-known periodicals with longer 
publishing histories, including. Feminary, The 
Leaping Lesbian, The Lesbian Tide, Lavcndar 
Woman, Out and About, Sisters, and So's Your 
Old Lady. (Missing from this list is The 
Ladder; its issues from 1956 to 19n are treated 
in a separate index available from Naiad 
Press.) 

The main portion of the volume is an 
author/subject index. for personal and 
political reasons, many lesbians used 
pseudonyms or first names only in print. 
Potter has sometimes been able to identify 
pseudonyms, but we'll probably never learn if 
the six pieces by "Kathy" in four different 
magazines came from the same pen. 

Although the index succeeds overall in 
providing topical access, I do wish for more 
cross-references. Such terms as "Gay pride" 
and "Lesbian pride" arc not linked, nor are 
"Mothering," "Lesbian mothers" and "Children 
of lesbians." On the plus side, Potter 
incorporates terms that signal some of the 
main themes of lesbian life and politics: 
Butch and femme; Coffeehouses, women's; 
Coming out; Demonstrations, marches and 
other fight back actions; Fat oppression; 
Lesbian straight splits; Lesbians in the closet; 
Male presence at women's events; Politically 
correct and incorrect positions; Sexuality, 
lesbian; Trashing; Women's land; and many, 
many more. Few of these topics can be 
uncovered in standard reference guides. 

The index also points to materials by and 
about individuals (from Anita Bryant to Susan 
Saxe1 events such as the Michigan Womyn's 
Music Festival and the National March on 
Washington for Gay and Lesbian Rights, and a 
wide range of national and grassroots 
organizations. Multiple entries for Blacks, 
Jews, prisoners, younger lesbians, women from 
Third World and working- class backgrounds, 
and other groups reveal that lesbian 
periodicals have long been a forum for diverse 
perspectives. Following the main index arc 
separate sections for lesbian writings (divided 
by gcnre1 book reviews, and visual art. 

In their preface, Joan Nestle and Deborah 
Edel of the Lesbian Herstory Archives call the 
index a "miracle." They do not exaggerate; 
The Lesbian Periodicals Index is indeed a 
major step forward in lesbian scholarship. 

(We extend our thanks to Feminist Collections for 
-permission to reprint the above review.) 
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Call for Reviews 

The Women's Studies Review solicits reviews of works by, for, or about women in a variety of 
media including fiction, poetry, dramatic productions, films, art shows, exhibits, musical 
productions, and scholarly research in any field. Reviews will be published which focus on 
women's experiences and gender, or which advance feminist theory and consciousness. 

Manuscripts should be no more than 10 double-spaced, typewritten pages in length and should be 
sent to The Editor, The Women's Studies Review, the Center for Women's Studies, '11rl Dulles 
Hall, 230 West 17th Avenue, Columbus, Ohio 43210. 

Su~riptions 

The Women's Studies Review is a bimonthly publication of the Center for Women's Studies at 
The Ohio State University. Subscriptions are $100 per year for students, $6.00 for others, payable 
to the Center for Women's Studies, '11rl Dulles Hall, 230 West 17th Avenue, Columbus, Ohio 43210. 

Name: 

Address: 

Enclosed is my check for: $100 $6.00 

The Women's Studies Review Staff 

Glynis Carr, Co-Editor 
Vicki Allen-Callahan, Co-Editor 
Susan Farquhar, Subscriptions 

Susan Farquhar, Typist 
Vicki Allen-Callahan and Suzanne Hyers, Mechanicals 
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