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Reeni 

Rena, let's start with your intro. 

 

Rena 

First, a correction, “Sisterhood is powerful - it kills. Mostly sisters! “Ti-Grace Atkinson, not Chesler, said this. 

Atkinson was an early member and President of NYC NOW. She eventually left NOW  for its refusal to take 

on more radical feminist issues; she became a radical feminist. 

To the point of our upcoming discussion, Atkinson lambasted the organization’s undercurrents of power 

struggles and members’ manipulative behaviors. 

A counter pole of Atkinson’s negative quip on sisterhood is Phyllis Chesler’s hopeful statement that 

sisterhood must be practiced psychologically and ethically. For on this pole lies the possibility of robust 

sisterhood. 

Between these poles, the negative and the positive if you will, lies the barrier of a prevailing myth, -that is, 

that men are the enemy; women are the victim; or a variation of that,  the belief that unlike men, women are 

gentle, non-aggressive, all loving kindness; that men are competitive, aggressive, and cruel, while women 

are non-competitive, non-aggressive, and kind spirits, always 

Feeing ourselves, according to Phyllis Chesler, from these myths and acknowledging our non-sisterly 

behaviors and aspects of ourselves that we wish to deny, such as our own competitiveness, our own 

desires for power, our envious and ungenerous behavior towards other women, is necessary if we are to 

truly create a powerful sisterhood.  

Bell Hooks put another spin on this. Hook claims that our feminist, or anti-racist, anti-classist work must 

incorporate “resisting the potential oppressor within ourselves.”  

This is not easy work. It takes extraordinary courage and commitment to look at parts of ourselves that we 

don’t want to admit. More courage to discuss them with our sisters in struggle 

To me, the big picture for this discussion is how desperately this world needs a women’s movement. That 

movement is predicated on each of our willingness to undertake the psychological and ethical practice of 

creating sisterhood. 

This topic arose from my own experiences in the Women’s Liberation Movement. Over the years I have 

reflected on these and come to know myself as both a perpetrator of and receiver of woman’s “inhumanity.”  

I recall how as a woman from a working-class background, I participated in backbiting, and in sessions in 

which we would attack middle class women. I experienced black women doing the same to white women. 

Sociologists call this behavior ‘horizontal violence’. 



I take that word ‘inhumanity’ (above) from Phyllis Chesler’s Woman’s Inhumanity to Women (2001).  

Chesler is a psychologist, a sometimes activist, who wrote the early feminist classic, Woman and Madness, 

1972. 

 

Chesler’s 2001 book is a sobering difficult book to read. It teems with research studies; with her interviews 

with women, and examples of women’s inhumanity. The book covers, for instance, how  cruel teen girls can 

be to one another; not openly aggressive but indirectly, by gossiping, shunning behavior.  

Very disconcerting was the material on lesbian wife/lover battering. Painful also, the accounts of women 

betraying other women; of friends conniving to taking away boyfriends or husbands. Of course(!) the 

woman was   castigated more then the boyfriend or husband. 

Chesler describes her own painful experiences of women’s/feminists’ unsupportive behaviors. In short, as 

with my confession, the women’s movement was not devoid of “inhumanity”.  

Some of us recall the ‘trashing’ phenomena that sullied sisterhood. How women who had achieved fame 

and public recognition were punished. Kate Millet, for instance, work of genius, Sexual Politics, brought 

Millet much grief. Her critics insisted that she should have published this book anonymously; they judged it 

awful of her to use and get her own name rewarded with recognition. Some decreed that she should be 

giving all money that she got from writing this book to feminist charities.  

Millet’s autobiographical novel, Flying, is a lot about how crazy she was driven by responses to her 

success.  

(She eventually did create a farm, a woman's farm, where she created artist colonies for women to come 

and work. That's another story.) 

You didn't have to be an acclaimed writer of a book to become the target of sisters’ inhumanity. In our 

groups, women who were seen as smart, or who demonstrated leadership skills, were trashed by other 

women.  

Non-sisterly envy: found itself in gossip, or more passively in silence, that is the ungenerous withholding of 

support or recognition: “That’s a great idea…Good work…”, etc.  

(One study connected women’s unkind, behaviors to low self-esteem, dissatisfaction with one’s life. This 

underscores how women’s oppression damages us individually and collectively) 

That women crave approval from other women furthers the painful and disempowering impact of unsisterly 

behavior. We all want to be supported, recognized for our strengths and contributions. This is how self-

esteem develops. When we give this to each other, we create powerful organizations; when we withhold, or 

trash, we hurt 

Judy Grahn: “no one can humiliate you like one of your own.” 

Dorothy Allison: “The women who hate me cut me as men can’t.” 

So many lens to view this topic from: two sharp looking glasses we have often alluded to. 

One, women-even radical feminists-have internalized sexism; that means we have sexist ideas and values 

that we enact in behaviors towards women 



Two, we have internalized patriarchy, not only its devaluation of women, or its double standards but its 

misogyny ;  its antipathy towards strong, assertive women. (This would be a difficult topic to really explore) 

I'll end because I so much want the discussion by simply saying that I think it's true, certainly of me, that 

each of us can be competitive, desirous of power. That we can be envious and ungenerous in supporting 

other women. Perhaps not all of us, I don’t know, but many of us, and if not always, at times. 

We need to acknowledge these unconstructive behaviors and feelings not to stoke guilt but to take 

responsibility for them. Only by doing so can we change.  When we change, we grow self-esteem and that 

of our sisters. Supporting others; we support ourselves. We create the soil and the food of sisterhood with 

which we engender and feed a woman’s movement.  

This is Chesler means by sisterhood must be practiced psychologically and ethically  

It takes courage, it takes real courage to look at ourselves and a commitment to justice. 

 

Sue 

This is a fabulous topic, Rena and Reeni, thank you. 

And I agree totally. First, Rena, do you know of any organizations at this time, lesbian or not, where 

women are cooperating and it's going well? Especially on the national political front. I am just sick that 

women, we can't get together for that reason, but I'll shut up now and ask you. 

 

Rena 

Well, I do know smaller groups that are, I mean, I think we in this group have been pretty, maybe not 

completely and wonderfully. Maybe we could be more supportive of one another. I don't think we've 

trashed one another. 

I know small groups that, I think Code Pink is a group that seems to me, I'm not part of it, but it seems 

to me to be behaved, you know, they have wonderful practice. I know a group called Total Victory. 

They're a group here in Worcester and nationally that publish a magazine called Total Victory. 

It's a radical feminist magazine. So I do know of some groups, but, you know, in my own experience as 

part of the women's movement, I know that I behaved very badly in some of the groups I was in.  

 

Reeni 

Let me speak to Sue's question. 

I am part of a group called Women in Black. Its main thrust is not feminism. It's not confronting 

sexism. 

It stands for peace and justice. And of late, we've been standing for Palestine. It's in the little town that I 

live in, New Paltz, New York. 

It's Women in Black. Men are in the group, but the steering committee is only women. I'm the only 

lesbian, which is a weird position for me to be in. 

And I try to bring feminism and the consciousness of sexism whenever we meet and whenever we 

stand vigil every Saturday. But women do not put each other down. We're very supportive of each 

other. 

There are women who have been standing on that street corner for 23 years. Every Saturday. Actually, 

because we've grown lately, the steering committee was formed within the last two years. 

We pretty much decide things by consensus. We discuss things. We're not antagonistic towards each 

other. 

It's a wonderful thing to be part of. I wish that more of the women had a feminist consciousness. But 

you take what you can get. 



 

Sally T.  

First of all, thank you, Rena and Reeni. This is a very important subject. 

And it has been my work for at least the last decade to figure out why. Why does this happen? I think 

that the more single focus the group is, the more people get along. Like when we were fighting for 

abortion, just plain abortion, we got work done. 

And we didn't have to deal with each other's differences. And I think that that's still true. But then when 

I start looking at it, it's like when it's bigger than just a single issue, our identities kind of take over. 

We have to express who we are. And I don't experience things as being trashed necessarily. But I do 

experience feeling erased when I put out an opinion and someone sort of says a yes, but. 

I mean, I think this is a very deep and very complicated issue because, as Rena says, we participate on 

both levels. We get erased and we erase each other. And as long as, in fact, in this very group, I 

remember a discussion and I hope that you will forgive me, both Sally and Reeni Goldin. 

There was a conversation once about the difference between supporting Israel or Palestine. And I asked 

the question of both of you, what would it take for you to have a conversation with this person who was 

not in your favor? And Sally said it would take a lot of conversation. And Reeni, you said you wouldn't. 

You wouldn't have anything to do. So we get these ideas in our mind about where we belong. I think 

belonging has a lot to do with it. 

I think we have identities that help us belong, but then they also separate us. And it's not easy. I know 

I've separated, erased people in my conversations and felt erased. 

So that's kind of, it can be horrible, horrible, horrible. But at the same time, it's unconscious. And that's 

the piece we have to really try and, as Rena says, dig deep. 

You know, I often, in a conversation with a woman, I will ask myself, do I want to tell her who I am or 

do I want to connect with her? And sometimes I don't want to connect with her, but sometimes I do. So 

I don't want to just say who I am in that process. Thank you. 

 

Rena 

I think that we need to acknowledge in this conversation that disagreement and expressing 

disagreement is vital to any group or any political group. 

We must be able to disagree with one another. But disagreeing respectfully is what we're called to do, 

right? We must disagree. That's how we develop our, it's how we develop through disagreements and 

learning from others. 

But we must do that respectfully. So let us, you know, we need to, I need to insert that. And I guess I 

want to give an example of how, in terms of a women's movement, how I think race and class was dealt 

with very, very non-constructively. 

So I'll give my own example. You know, I come from, you may, maybe people will surprise me. I come 

from a really work, a real working class background. 

All right. No questions. You know, my parents never went beyond eighth grade, blah, blah, blah. 

I'm not going to go into it. Okay. But I had a lot of class resentment. 

And I'll tell you that the way in which I and other working class women dealt with women that we 

perceived as middle class, or who were actually middle class, was not a way that we, to build 

sisterhood. I mean, we express our resentment. We spoke with them angrily. 

Now, let me be clear that it is important that we are able to talk with other women about class privilege. 

And to raise their consciousness, if it needs to be raised, about how class privilege can separate and 

estrange women from one another. That is important. 

But that is not what we did. We were going to punish them for their class privilege. And I have to say 

that I have seen black women do the same thing to white women. 

And we need to acknowledge that there is no race, ethnicity, class, anything, where people are immune 

from bad behaviors. That is essential to building a women's organization.  



 

Sally T 

All right, I want to say something about what you just said, Rena. 

I was talking about women agreeing with each other, getting along, finding ways that they can support 

each other. And everything that you just said about honoring our differences, etc., etc., makes me feel 

erased. Because that's what someone always says. 

Whenever I say, can we talk about how we are the same? Inevitably, every single time, someone says 

it's important that we honor our differences. I just want to raise that issue.  

 

Rena 

I'm sorry, I think we need to do both. 

I think we need to do both. There's one discussion and there's another. I mean, all I am saying is that 

what I saw is maybe not enough of the sameness discussion. 

And a lot of the very poor behavior around our differences, our socioeconomic, racial differences from 

one another. That's what I'm saying, not negating or erasing.  

 

Sally G 

It is clearly important that we can express what we feel, whether it be differences or agreements. It is 

important, I think, that if we're angry, we can say we're angry. It is not bad to be angry. 

I mean, if you're angry, you need to be able to say you're angry. And I agree that it's not productive to 

blame a whole group of people for something that is not something that you experienced. But anger is 

not something that is an okay. 

Anger is an okay emotion. And many women are taught that they shouldn't be angry. And that's 

bullshit. 

We are angry for a variety of reasons. And many times we're angry for very good reasons. And so it 

was interesting because just a couple of days ago, I saw something online. 

I believe it was on Facebook. And I don't even remember the specifics of it. But it was a small video of 

a white woman in some town coming outside. 

And there was a bunch of people outside, a bunch of, I think it was black guys. Or I didn't see any 

women in the group. And she was saying to them, how come you hate me just because I'm white? And 

the guy was trying to explain to her that it wasn't that they hate her because she's white. 

That they hate the idea of what white people, not the idea, but they hate what white people have done to 

them. And therefore, there's an antagonism. Because if you're white, you're part of that group that has 

harmed them for so many years. 

And she said, well, what about white people that don't agree with that? And he was trying to say, that's 

fine. You cannot agree with it. But you're still part of that class. 

And you're part of the group that has harmed me. And I think that's really important. I think it's 

important that we, like Rena said, we have to talk respectfully to each other. 

And I think talking respectfully sometimes includes anger and sometimes includes frustration and 

includes a variety of emotions. So it's not always going to be sweet and kind and loving in 

conversations. But it can still be respectful, even if it doesn't include, like, la, la, la, you're so nice. 

 

Sue 

Yeah, Sally, you're right on. And Sally T thank you for speaking up about your feelings, because so 

many of us, like me, were trained never to express a negative feeling. And I think it's critical for us to 

get together. 

The important thing is the response of all of us when someone's honest enough to say, well, my feelings 

were hurt. That we respond and say, well, we're sorry. And we'll be better next time or whatever. 

And let's go on. But my point, I have to say this, and you're all going to roll your eyes. But I've learned 



a lot about genetics and how our body's history, and you know we are bodies, goes back thousands of 

years to when the goal for us as females, and tragically we are females, or me, I'm thrilled I'm a female. 

But it goes back to where we had to compete with other females when we were practically like 

chimpanzees. And from then on, we had to compete with other females for the best male. Now, you're 

going to laugh about that, but this is a theory as to why women are now as little girls. 

You know, you mentioned the little girls are very back-fighting and competitive. And it is felt that it 

goes back millions, thousands, almost a million years. I don't know how much Homo sapiens ever 

lasted. 

And that's where it comes from. So it behooves us. Here, this group of women, we are so lucky. 

We're educated. And we can learn about, be introspective about what it is that's driving us that, as 

someone said, we don't even realize it. Well, that's what's driving us, this competitiveness with other 

women. 

Now, on the flip side, and Rena mentioned it, we seek other women for compassionate support. I 

believe that when we are at our best, we are far more compassionate. And especially towards the end of 

life, that is my feeling, than men. 

Because we had to take care of these little babies. You know, that was our goal for millions, thousands 

of years. And now we have to take care of ourselves. 

And we do a better job, by the way, of taking care of other human beings, be they men or women. 

Because they age. And that's the positive thing. 

Now, we can just incorporate that. But I'm going to go back to one other thing. I am sick. 

I think Mary Pelosi, Clinton, what's Clinton's first name? Hillary. Hillary. And all of them, I think if 

only all the women could have gotten together, politically, who had power. 

I have no power. Could have stood up to Trump. I believe firmly that no man, men, are as capable of 

standing up as women. 

And that is also the bottom line, I think, for us. And that's why I'm here. I'm thrilled we're all here, 

trying to work together. 

Thank you for all your comments. Thank you, Reena and Reena. Thank you. 

 

Wendy 

Thank you for this topic. 

Thank you, Rena, for your introduction. I think this is very, very complicated on a number of levels. It's 

just really, really complicated. 

I want to share perhaps a little bit about my background and then kind of address a number of things. I 

grew up in a very mixed neighborhood. But with. 

Oh, wow. How do I say this? The black people who lived. We were the third black family to buy a 

house in Los Angeles in the 1950s in a neighborhood that had been primarily white and maybe Asian. 

And there was a lot of cohesion with the black community, even though there were differences. I want 

to pull that out there. But the and the cohesion was across class because you had professional blacks 

and working class blacks basically living in the same community, which was an excellent environment 

to grow up in. 

Meaning doctors, lawyers, professional musicians, athletes all lived in this area. As well as people on 

my you know, my my father was a police officer. My mother was a school secretary. 

Just basic middle class jobs, if you will. And so that dynamic sort of forced people to work with each 

other. We were working politically for political power, power in our institutions and so on and so forth. 

I think perhaps one of the I think a key idea that we perhaps need to overcome is this notion of a female 

nature and male nature. Outside of our propensity, our anatomical propensity to give birth. I don't see a 

nature in either one. 

We we as human beings are capable of a variety of expressions. I think of what was her name? Barbara 

Ehrenreich, who did a book. It dealt about some of the early tribal practices that they saw were women 



engaged in like hunting, blood sport. 

I mean, using their teeth and nails and you know, so it wasn't your typical what we call typical female 

behavior, which which challenges our notion. In many ways, and I think if we look at it from an 

anthropological perspective, we can see the spectrum and diversity that has exist. I do think there was a 

period where cooperation and I would probably argue that that period was more significant and shaping 

our brain dynamics, our body dynamics. 

Well, we had to cooperate because the environment was so fierce that in order for us to survive, we had 

to work together. I think here in the United States, you have a number of instances that take place. You 

have definitely a class dynamic. 

You have a religious dynamic. You have a race dynamic. So you have the whole dynamic of slavery 

where and I would often share this. 

And yet I really haven't read a book about it. I've read pieces of it. There is a book that came out 

recently that talked about the dynamics of women during slavery. 

And that was a key dynamic. What took place? You had when you have absolute power over another 

person's body, white men having sex with black women, not engaging in their Christian duty, meaning 

in many instances choosing black women, choosing their slaves to satisfy their whatever sexual urges 

they have, created a dynamic in many white women that was unbelievably cruel. We can go back even 

further looking at the religious period where all kinds of technology was created to punish people and 

make people suffer that had, I mean, that continued and was utilized by various women of certain class 

and definitely in terms of slavery, the dynamics of slavery. 

And then I come to the current period. We exist in a soup or a pool, if you will, a cultural soup, a 

cultural pool that is patriarchal. And with advertising and commercialism images, we've been thrown a 

perspective. 

I remember having students. I started teaching basically in the mid-1990s. And I remember all these. 

I had a significant number of young women who would say things like, women are my natural enemy. 

What do you mean? What do you mean friendship? What do you mean sisterhood? You know, so I 

think it's important for us to look at how we have been acculturated, the various ways we've been 

acculturated in this society. When we look at the trajectory of women's rights to vote, race became a 

factor. 

Class has always been a factor that often doesn't get discussed, but also manipulated. So lower class 

women become a pawn of upper class women, middle class women when we need to, and then 

denigrated when there's no use. So that dynamic, I'm trying to underscore the different elements that 

come into play that have shaped us and affect us. 

And we all act out of them, depending on our different dynamics. I was schooled, and I'm in California. 

I'm frustrated as hell, because 10 years ago, I had two female senators, who are gone, who did not bring 

women behind them. 

It's Feinstein and Boxer. I lived in San Francisco, and now I live under Jackie Speier. Neither one of 

them has had a woman come behind them. 

And yet, during my formative years, that was the perspective that I grew up with. It was like, you 

know, lift every—when you reach up, you reach down, and you bring somebody up. You make space 

for somebody else. 

That was a part of my psyche, and somehow we've lost that because of the images and the message that 

we receive. So there are so many factors that come into play, and it takes a lot. I think it takes a lot to 

not buy into the things that keep us divided. 

 

Michelle 

Thank you, and thank you, Rena, for this. 

This has been a very personally painful conversation, and I'm going to be personal. Survival in my 

family, where there was enormous emotional scarcity—scarcity of everything except material things—



was a blood sport. And I was a sensitive child who was deeply, deeply wounded by that combat. 

I am ashamed to say that later in life, when I was in a professional environment and I was not 

conscious of what I was doing, I turned against a colleague, a female colleague, who had lower 

seniority than I did. Something about her threatened me. I don't know still what it was. 

Maybe she reminded me of my own vulnerability. I don't know. But I turned against her. 

I did not support her for no goddamn good reason, and she lost her job. I went on to another position 

later, where I was the lowest person on the totem pole. I was a female in an all-male environment, 

almost all-male environment, and I struggled as hard as she did to survive. 

I struggled harder than she did to survive, and they got rid of me. They undermined me for no good 

reason, because I was female, and it was a bad fit in the old boys club, and they got rid of me. And a 

year later, it was like instant karma. 

Instant karma. I just want to speak to the complexity of the reasons that we treat each other with cruelty 

and with disrespect and with lack of loving kindness. It's overwhelming to me, but I needed to say that. 

I just needed to say that I have never forgotten what I did to her.  

 

Rena 

And thank you. I just want to say how courageous you are to do what you did, what you just did. 

Really, that takes a lot to acknowledge, and I think that's where we are challenged. It is not easy, but it 

is so important. I have done the same thing. 

I've done the same thing to women that I have not been supportive of them. When I was a director of 

my program, there were some women that I treated just awfully, like you, that I am ashamed to admit.  

 

Naj 

I'm not sure what I want to say now. 

In looking at myself, I am guilty of not approaching people in general, whether it's men or women, 

necessarily with a loving kindness. That's not how I grew up learning to communicate. But I've worked. 

I mean, I recognize that. I've worked on that, but I don't feel like I've made a ton of progress, 

particularly. In my own life, as a child and a teenager, I always had the reputation as being the person 

who would stand up for whoever was getting the shit slung at them or being made fun of or whatever. 

Professionally, once I got a profession, I always worked with men, so there wasn't any – I didn't work – 

I mean, I wasn't in a position to bring up women or put them down work-wise. I wonder, too, how 

much – I mean, I have always disliked it when I hear people say things like – which I say, too, 

sometimes – we need – you know, if we just had women running the country, it would be – we would 

be this loving, kind country, and I don't buy that. At all. 

I've seen and experienced women doing just as awful of things that men do. I wonder – Sue brought up 

genetics, but I wonder about human nature. You know, how much is nurture, how much is human 

nature? And I don't have an answer for that. 

Personally, my intimidation comes from women who are really highly educated, and I have 

experienced women using that education and knowledge as a way to put down other women, and I have 

felt put down. Or the sense – not necessarily directly put down, but the sense that it's kind of a 

competition, and I don't have the skills to be – to compete. And I guess that's all I have to say for now. 

Thank you. 

 

Rena 

I just want to say something in relation to what Wendy said about, you know, the white women on the 

plantations, you know, being cruel to the black women that their, you know, husbands took up with. I 

mean, one of the stories that Chesler talks about is how, you know, how women, when they are 

betrayed by their friends, by female friends, betrayed specifically by the female friends, you know, 

taking up with their husbands or boyfriends, will lambast the women. But the men's role in all of this, 



you know, so they prefer to take – you know, they're not held responsible. 

It's the women that betrayed them, not their husbands or boyfriends.  

 

Sally T 

I just wanted to say something about trashing, etc. 

Somehow, for an example, I would say something to someone, and I was not aware of it, but somehow 

that really erased that person or hurt that person. And carrying that, we're about survival. We're about 

lasting. 

We're about saying who we are. I mean, it's very important that I know who I am and that I be accepted. 

I mean, I think we all feel that way, that we want to belong. 

And the trashing comes from self-defense. I really believe that. That somewhere the woman was 

injured first, and so she's going to defend herself by attacking. 

You know, war has always been looked at as a defense of what was supposed to be right. I do want to 

say something else about what I initially said. I understand difference is here. 

I still think that we need to figure out where we can cooperate and care for each other. And as an 

example, I want to talk about the development of the Women's Liberation Movement. It was a 

movement, and it made a lot of sense to a lot of women. 

And we began to demand that we be treated differently. Out of the Women's Liberation Movement, 

however, what the Women's Liberation Movement did for women was to create socialist feminism, 

radical feminism, regular feminism, eco-feminism, womanism. That's where we are. 

I have no idea how to bring all those women into one space. And until we figure that out, we're not 

going to be supporting each other. This is my life's work at this point, has been for a while. 

And I really want us to be together, to know how powerful we are together. The women's movement 

scared the shit out of the men. And they have been reacting to us ever since. 

They are terrified of what the power of being female. We are the ones who will ensure community 

survival. Men won't. 

They don't even know how. So I just wanted to say that. Thank you. 

 

Sue 

Well, first, Wendy, I want to thank you for speaking. 

You always bring up a wonderful perspective on getting us together. Thank you. And I think the biggest 

issue today in America is race. 

And I just applaud the way you have made me think. So second thing, what is the name of the book? 

You mentioned there is a book about, and I'm not familiar with it, about how the white wives treated 

blacks. I think that's the theme. 

I'm not familiar with it. So if you think of it later on and put it in the chat, thank you. The third thing is, 

Wendy did not mention that the basis of the women's right to vote and the women's movement came 

out of the Grimke sisters. 

And I took a wonderful course from a wonderful black teacher here in Boston, Marilyn Monteiro. It 

was lifelong learning. And I never even heard of the Grimke sisters, but that was based on the abolition 

movement. 

And they were the ones who sort of segued, I think, into the women's feminist movement. So I just 

wanted to give Wendy credit. Thank you. 

 

Reeni 

Let me say something. I think that women and men are very different. 

I think physically we're very different. We have very different hormones coursing through our bodies. 

And, of course, there are really shitty women. 

Absolutely. And I'm sorry to disagree with you, Sue, but I think Hillary Clinton was one of them. I 



think she would have been a horrible president. 

Anyway, I think that women do trash other women and white women torture black women when their 

husband fucks the black woman. I think that a lot of what keeps us apart are men. The patriarchy. 

I hate to be like knee-jerk, throwing words around, but a lot of our reaction to ourselves, to other 

women, is because men threw us under the bus in the first place. And we can't see our way clear to 

praise other women when they got ahead because some guy liked them better and we felt diminished. 

I'm not placing the blame totally on men, but I think a lot of it belongs there. 

And I know that's not what this topic is about, but I do think that in a female-centered society, there 

would be a lot more cooperation. There would be a lot less violence. There would be a lot less of what 

keeps us down and rape. 

Forget it. And men rape because of their hormones and because they're superior and they can.  

 

Michelle 

Well, first of all, I don't think men rape because of their hormones. I think they rape because they hate 

women. It's a hate crime and it's a crime of power and a crime of dominance. 

And secondly, speaking of trashing women, and I respect you greatly, Reeni, but I do not think that 

Hillary Clinton would have been a worse president than Donald Trump. And I think there was a lot of 

lateral woman trashing going around during the election in which Hillary was running and the election 

in which Kamala was running. And I think there were women turning against other women in snide and 

vicious and petty ways that had nothing to do with the overweening qualifications of those two women 

who were running in their respective times. 

And I believe that if it had been men running with half their qualifications, the women would not have 

been trashing them and as snide to them as they had been. I just have to say that. I mostly agree with 

what you're saying. 

 

Reeni 

I did not say that Hillary would have been worse than Trump. I said she would have been a terrible 

president. She was a warmonger. 

Absolutely. Sexism was a big part of that election and a big part of why she lost. Definitely. 

She was more qualified in many ways. He had no qualifications. That was an easy one. 

 

Rena 

I, you know, I just want to say about this, you know, to really have a discussion about Hillary would 

take us far afield. But the fact is that, yeah, that is true. Any woman, woman that aspires to power is 

going to be trashed. 

And that is the truth. So, you know, whatever you think of Hillary, she was going to be trashed simply 

by virtue of the fact that she was a woman seeking power. And that is definitely what we women are up 

against. 

So, you know, and, you know, the thing is, the issue of, you know, women being in political power, etc. 

We need to, we need to understand, I think, I know I'm getting professorial. It is important for us to 

realize that power corrupts. 

That power is, I know, when I alluded earlier to how badly I behaved in my own professional life at 

times, partly that was because I was in a position of power. And it did go to my head. And women are 

as vulnerable to the corruption of power as men are. 

And we have to think about that when we think about women in politics and our vision of how things 

will change. But, you know, let us go on to other topics. I mean, I don't want to keep going on to this 

discussion, but I think we need to realize that. 

 

Sally 



I was thinking about the examples of young girls in late elementary school and middle school and high 

school and how they frequently are backbiting to each other. And, I mean, I've heard some of those kids 

say things like, well, I can't really be friends with other women. 

They're sort of my competition. And it is a competition thing with young kids. But the reason, again, 

that they're competing, and this is sort of what Rini said, and I agree with her, is because of the 

institution of patriarchy. 

And because when you're young and in the mainstream society, then what you're told, unless you have 

some awareness of feeling differently, is that other women, other girls at that point are competing for 

boys or competing to get the best boy or something like that. And I think when you have situations like 

all-girls basketball teams or all-girl camps, for instance, I went to a camp for seven years that was an 

all-girls camp through the Henry Street settlement on the Lower East Side of New York. It was called 

Echo Hill. 

And I went there from the age of six or seven to when I was 14, and there was none of that kind of 

backbiting. It was an all-girls camp, and we were totally all supportive of each other. And it didn't have 

that same feeling of, you know, you're trying to, I don't know, look better to get a boy to like you or 

something like that. 

So I think it depends on the situation. But definitely the overwhelming doctrine of patriarchy, I think, is 

what causes some of that backbiting, especially among girls, young girls and teenage girls. And I don't 

think it's, I don't think it's inherent to being a girl. 

 

Liz  

I've enjoyed listening to this conversation, and I guess the thoughts that came into mind for me when I 

first saw the topic of this discussion is a little bit different. 

When I've been in the leadership role of an all-women's organization that was both lesbian and straight 

women, it was the lesbians that trashed me. It was the lesbians that turned against me. It was the 

lesbians that had a problem with me not being the perfect lesbian they needed me to be. 

And it was the straight women that stood up for me when that was going on. And it was so painful 

because of, I mean, in the discussion here today, people aren't a whole lot differentiating lesbian 

women and straight women and reactions to things and how they're treated. But to me, I've had very 

distinctly different experiences because of being lesbian or being straight and how I was treated. 

I was not lesbian. And the queer women on the staff just needed me to be exactly what they wanted the 

perfect lesbian to be. And they started out being so excited and supportive. 

I'd been in that role. I was in that role for six years. And after about three or four years, the tides turned. 

So anyway, I wanted to share that. Yeah. Yeah. 

 

Naj 

Yeah, that reminds me, Liz, of Julia Stanley or Julia Penelope, however people might know her, was 

vilified and to the point that she just withdrew. And she had made a big impact on my life, and that was 

hard to watch. 

But I'm wondering if people, people in general, men, women, I don't care what color or religion you 

are, if you feel the need to trash someone, to really trash someone, to me, that comes out of a, it seems 

like that comes out of an insecurity in yourself. People that I've known that feel pretty secure with 

themselves aren't bothered by differences in other people, that people have different opinions from 

them. It's only when people feel really threatened, and where that threat comes from, it may be from 

their past, their home they were raised in, not from the person they're going after or trashing. 

And I don't know how you combat that at all. Thanks. Thanks, Naj. 

 

Michelle 

There's a women's living community up here, lesbian living community, about 125 women live there 



part-time most of the year. And I've lived inside and outside of that community, and I have watched, I 

do not live in that community by choice, I have watched women be driven out by the dynamics of 

cruelty and criticism and viciousness. And so I don't really have any answers, and I don't understand 

why, except perhaps something to do with group dynamics that we bring from our dysfunctional 

families of origin into situations, and we replicate them whenever we're in a group living situation with 

others. 

I don't know exactly, and I went to an all-girls school, I was taught by all women, and it was both a 

bomb, because we had the space to discover who we were, what we loved, and what we were strong in, 

without competing for the attention of men. But there was still backbiting, there was still cliques, there 

was still cruelty. I don't, this is a complex subject. 

 

Rena 

Yes, it is. It is. Yeah. 

I can only say, yeah, it certainly is, because it does have to do with family dynamics. I believe it does. 

But, you know, thinking about, like Naj, you were saying, you don't know what the need is, why a 

woman would feel the need to trash. 

And I'm not so sure that putting it within the framework of a need, so much as, I think, for example, 

that women have been really deprived of recognition. And that is a fact of patriarchy, that women have 

not, you know, received the accolades, the recognition of their strengths. And so when they see other 

women getting that, other women who are, you know, who seem to be getting that recognition, who are 

getting, well, what comes into play, I believe, is envy and resentment that it's not them. 

And I also wanted to say something about, now I can't even remember who said it, but, you know, 

yeah, the women from Newfoundland, that when, that we have incredible expectations of what we want 

from other women. And when they don't live up to that ideal, you have these enormous double 

standards. When women don't live up to that ideal, when they're not the good mother, then they become 

the terrible mother that needs to be destroyed. 

I think that's a dynamic that's coming into play here. I had something else to say, but I'm going to stop 

to give other people a chance.  

 

Karin 

I want to say that I think one of the ways this also works is that it keeps women from getting involved 

in various things is the fear of being trashed. And that happened to me many years ago, where it was 

less that I wasn't so much trash, but I also felt like some of my choices in my life were not going to be 

viewed very well, and I felt somewhat judged for that. But thinking about witnessing it, so when I go 

back, because I go back to, quote, the good old days, I have a lot of pain about that. 

And I remember settings where, and the most memorable settings were one in which women were 

trashed by other women. And it felt like, it felt scary, fearful. And for me, after a while, I think my fear 

of being too out there, i.e. being too authentic with what I was actually thinking, and being trashed for 

it was so strong that I withdrew and stayed withdrawn for a number of years. 

And my partner had no desire to even get involved with what we would call the women's community, 

because she had a stereotype of that, of conformity, of having to think and say certain things. So that's 

another way that it hurts us, is keeping people, good people, from getting involved with things. And 

even, frankly, OLOC, you know, I'd seen the name for a long time, and I thought, oh, is this going to be 

another feminist group where they're going to be fighting with each other around all kinds of things all 

the time? And I don't want that anymore in my life. 

I've been there, I've done that. So that's what I have to say.  

 

Wendy 

Yeah, I just want to provide a counter. The civil rights movement, a key dynamic, and multiple Black 



women and white women and women from different cultures coming together, often trashing one 

another, but with a clear objective that enabled them to move past their differences. 

And I think that's important to flag, too. I know that in the Black community, I know where I grew up, 

there were class differences. The whole notion of the loose woman was often a comment I would hear 

as a small child. 

When people were working, my mother belonged to groups, and they would, you know, you hear those 

comments, but what was the larger objective? And that that was a dynamic that kept women focused 

and moving together, doing things. I was in a group, anti-apartheid group in Los Angeles. We were a 

part of, we were the group that organized the marches on Dr. King's birthday, and it was both men and 

women. 

But it was fascinating, because for the first time, in many ways, Black and white were coming together, 

and we would throw down. Spit would be flying, and we would be cursing, and everybody, but then the 

bottom line was, what do we want to do? And actually, all that dynamic made for better working 

conditions. We were honest. 

We knew exactly where we were coming from. And it was like, what did we need to get done? But it 

was through that process of just being true with each other that we were able to still, because again, 

focus. We were focused on the objective. 

And I don't think today, the objective is necessarily clear.  

 

Sally T 

What Wendy said absolutely supports my position. What is the common agenda? What is the clear 

goal? We have 20 million goals and we each defend them to the death.  

 

Rena 

Well, you know, I want to say this, Sally. 

I am an eco-feminist. I am a radical feminist. I am a socialist feminist. 

I am an anti-militarist feminist. I am all of those things in one person.  

I am a lesbian feminist. For me, all of those issues are connected. So for me, they are not separate 

issues. 

And in fact, for me, that is my definition of radical feminism. I connect all of those issues. Now, which 

one at any moment I feel, you know, my focus is on, that may be different. 

But I honor all of those and they're all part of me. But I do want to say about, I just want to piggyback 

on things that other people have said. We have been, I have experienced women being very judgmental 

of each other. 

I remember how as lesbians, we would talk about straight women and, you know, oh, you know, they're 

just in the closet, they don't want to come out. We did the same thing with women who are different to 

us. We did the same thing with S&M women. 

Let them be. We don't have to be judgmental. We are very judgmental. 

And that is the truth. And, you know, I mean the truth as I saw it. Let me qualify that, okay, you know. 

But in terms of, you know, people saying, what do we do about this? You know, I think that we have to 

build into our groups awareness and honesty. You know, we weren't, unlike what you said, Wendy, 

about your groups. I do not believe that we were often very honest about what we were inside and what 

we felt inside. 

That's hard. And how we behave towards other women. That honesty is an ideal to me that we should 

aspire towards. 

I never saw it in actuality. Not in my own. Please, I'm not blaming other people. 

I'm talking about me too. We have to create the spaces where people can be different. We can disagree 

with their differences. 

But we need to respect them. And that can be hard. Because we don't agree with them. 



I actually think that a lot of the stuff that we felt, and I'm thinking very much of you, Ellen. I actually 

think a lot of the stuff that we did, of our incredible judgments. Not that, you know, I still don't have 

some of them. 

I don't want to get into the topic. But I have to say, I think of a lot of our judgments probably had to do 

with dishonesty about our own sexual fantasies. Big topic. 

I'm not going to go there now because it's its own topic. But I think a lot of our poor behavior has to do 

with unacknowledged parts of ourselves. Things that we want to deny. 

And, by the way, Sally G had to leave us. But I think anger is a big one. That a lot of women are afraid 

of their own anger. 

So that when women express their anger, they will get incredible judgment. It's one thing to criticize a 

woman for how she expressed her anger. And to point out that there may be better ways, more 

productive ways of expressing one's anger. 

But that's very different from coming down on women for being angry. And it's a topic that Audre 

Lorde spoke about when she spoke about the necessity of black women to express their anger. That 

white women needed to create a safe place for that to happen. 

And not to, you know, just condone. I'm going on too much. But the importance of creating spaces 

where women can express their anger. 

And not being shut down because women don't want to see the shadow in themselves. These are really 

difficult and complicated topics. 

 

Wendy 

You just brought something up, Rena. I think to be a woman in the world is to be repressed in so many 

ways. And there are countless ways that we are repressed. 

We're not all repressed the same way, but we are repressed. Yes. In so many, many ways. 

And getting in touch with who we are. You know, I remember, gosh, when I was in grad school, I lived 

in Oakland for a period. And there was a neighbor that I had. 

We were just walking. I lived around Lake Merritt. She commented on my energy. 

And we just started talking. And she said, you want to howl at the moon? And I was like, yeah, yeah. I 

wanted to howl. 

I don't know what about me made her ask that question. But it was one of the most freeing. I think I 

had just turned 50 or I was about to turn, no, I just turned 40. 

There was something about that. It was a full moon. There was a bunch of women. 

And we had a nice ritual. Which were, I think there's something to that. The ritualized practices that 

women used to engage in that enabled us to come together across our differences. 

Because I, you know, we are the same. I mean, you know, I eat, I excrete. You know, I need sleep. 

And all of those things. And we all do that. And yet we're all different. 

In each one of our heads there's a world. Because we all perceive things differently. But there was 

something about the ritualized engagement that allowed us to come together. 

And to release some of the frustration. Also to share with one another. And I think finding ways to 

share and to engage in ritualized practice are really to acknowledge the different ways that we are 

repressed. 

And to tap into those feelings. This is where I feel another aspect of Audre Lorde's work. To embrace 

the erotic. 

The feeling component of our dynamic. I remember a number of women I went to grad school with. 

Very privileged. 

All from the northeast. Protestant. Unbelievably repressed. 

Unbelievably repressed. Because of the culture. Very privileged. 

You know. Emotion was not expressed. At all. 

So tapping into that. Became a key dynamic. Because we often project out what has been repressed in 



us. 

From a psychological basis. Anybody can become dangerous when we are repressed and not aware of 

what we do. Black women. 

My God. Because of the dynamics. The carryover from slavery. 

The patriarchal dynamics in our own community. And what was unleashed on us as kids. In many 

instances. 

Unbelievably cruel. And horrendous. Because of the cultural soup. 

That we live in. So often things were projected onto children. We do it to animals. 

You know. I can go on and on. But yes. 

Tapping into how we have been repressed. Yeah. Yeah. 

 

Naj 

It seems to me that crisis brings us together. And oppression brings us together. And that one thing I felt 

is in the late 60s and early 70s. 

In the radical lesbian movement. A lot was going on. And yet then once women started getting more 

employment opportunities. 

And lesbians. You know. Now we can marry. 

That. That drove us apart. That. 

There is really something about oppression that brings us together. Or crisis. Some kind of crisis. 

Thanks. 

 

Rena 

I think that's true. 

Well. And that at first we were very focused on our oppression. We had a real. 

We had just discovered sexism. And wow. What a discovery that was. 

And it really was. But I think, you know. Sally, I think one of the things that you were alluding to. 

When you were talking about, you know, political differences. Is how there was dogmatism. Sally T 

still here. 

No, she left. You know, there was a lot of dogmatism. But, you know, what I feel now is if we don't 

realize that we've got to come together as women to save this planet. 

I don't know. Honestly, that's what I think. Oh, my God. 

We desperately need a woman's movement. Because we are really up against the wall. But I want to say 

one more thing that, you know, I'm sorry. 

I don't want to control. But, you know, Mary Daly. You know, really puts in perspective. 

You know, what we were up against. What we are up against. We are women who have a lot been 

deprived of our past. 

We are women who live in a culture that we are alienated from. Because it is so inimical to what we 

want. And here we are. 

Having to create something new. It's not easy. We are trying to create something new. 

And she also talks about how we need the courage to do that. The kind of coverage that I think we've 

touched upon here. The courage to look at ourselves. 

The courage to acknowledge the things that we don't want to acknowledge about ourselves. Because 

we need that acknowledgement to free ourselves from those things. You know, the generosity to 

support other women. 

Because in supporting other women, we end up creating the conditions in which to receive the 

generosity of other women for ourselves. We are up against a huge task.  

 

Reeni 

We're losing women by the minute. 



Okay. Okay. And next month is Women of Courage. 

Our topic is Women of Courage. So that kind of feeds right into that. September 15 at 3PM ET.

 

 

CHAT 
From Sandy  to Everyone: 

 I'm not feeling great so I may leave early. 

  

From Wendy  1953 Pacifica, CA to Everyone: 

 Thank you, Rena for this introduction. 

  

From Kathy E Brunswick,  Maine 1945 to Everyone: 

 Sorry, I have to leave.  This was great and very meaninful 

  

From Naj '47 IN to Reeni Goldin 1948 Upstate NY (direct message): 

 I feel the same way abut Hillary Clinton and took a lot of shit from my 

community for my opinion 

  

From Sally G to Everyone: 

 I have to leave a little early. Thanks everyone. 

  

From Gail  to Everyone: 

 Thanks for all your shares, gardeners are coming by and no longer can hear. 

:)))) 

  

From Wendy  1953 Pacifica, CA to Everyone: 

 Thank you all!  I need to leave. 

  

From Liz  52, Newfoundland to Everyone: 

 It is later in Newfoundland so I need to go.  Thank you for this discussion 

and everyone's sharing and openness. 
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