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I WAS A TEENAGE LESBIAN

<

Living with my parents I was expected to be
good and do certain things. Get good grades, have
nice friends, hostess when they had parties, so they
could show me off. I was their prize, their toy.
All of their hopes, and what they worked for cen-
tered on their children. My parents were working so
hard, trying to be middle-class, all “so the kids
could have it better than we did". I felt this re-
sponsibility for as long as I can remember--the guilt
that if I didn't appreciate what they were doing for
me, then I was an ungrateful so-and-so. I found out

that if I played the game I could get certain rewards.

1f I served hor d'oecures at their party one night,

I could spend the next night with a friend. Or if

1 acted mature and responsible I was treated better.
If I talked back or got of line, then I knew they
could take away my allowance, or their love. Their
power was manipulation. I could affect how they
treated me if I acted a certain way. But the under-
lying assumption was ''they knew best", no matter
how mature I acted. They were my parents, older,
experienced--what kind of judgement did I have?

1 was only 14, or 15, or 16. If they let me loose
on my own, I might do something stupid or silly.

When I decided to live in a women's commune
and drop out of school, they were totally freaked.
"you're ruining your education. We know this is
only a phase you're going through and you'll regret
not having finished college. Why do you want to
live with women? Are you still going to date?"
This is only a sampling of the trips they laid on
me. They started out by wanting to try to "under
stand" what I was doing, but soon their trips be-
came more blatant. The heavier the manipulation
and indirectness became, tihe clearer 1 bec
about breaking out of their control.

When I went my own way--and I was forced to
see in a clear light what my relationship to my
parents had been. Instead of blatant power trips--
like hitting me when I did something they didn't
like, I got subtle middle-class guilt trips. I
could have my own ideas and talk about thgm, but
theirs were always best, or at least the ideas
that anything was ever done about. 1 could do
some things I wanted to do. The unsaid assumption

was we will let you live your own life, as long as
we approve of it. For the first time I was faced
with having to take responsibility for my actions,
what I said, things I did, how I made my money and
supported myself. My parents were no longer my
buffer between me and reality. I had a lot to learn
and a lot to live. Coming from a protected middle-
class background, I had been kept from experiencing
things by myself.

So when I moved in with other women, I started
to have a new image of myself. Here I was 18, newly
4 Lesbian, starting for the first time to take
control of my life and thinking about the poli-
tical implications of what I was doing and what I
wanted to do. Yet I was in for a subtle but rude
awakening. Because I was not from the Women's Lib-
eration Movement or the New Left, or even old e-
nough to have been married and to have had these
various life experiences--I found myself in a posi-
tion similar to the one I had just.left. Whatever
I said, thought, or did, didn't make a difference.
Because I wanted to be with women and didn't know
any other place I could go, I stayed. But 1 fell
back into the patterns of behavior I had acquired
when I had no power with my parents. I was sweet,
friendly, helpful, didn't make waves. I was a
great listener and asker of helpful questions. In
other words, I tried to be what I thought the others
needed--so I would be able to stick around. Just like
it was with my parénts, if you fit into the mold you
get certain rewards.

No one was interested in me. I rarely said any-

thing in meetings, the other women were more impartant

than me. My ideas couldn't t hav
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be good. I didn'
ence or expe L0 mREke Them val
fell into and er women perpetuated,
the assumption that the older and more experienced
you are the better your ideas are.

Because of this assumption, I didn't push my-
self or others to think more. Again I wasn't taking
responsibility for my ideas or actions. The others
always knew best, and they thought so too.

Lee Schwing
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) The attitudes and behavior patterns we ac-
quired with our middle-class parents have been

carried over to the Lesbian movement. Instead
of breaking out of those patterns younger women
fall right back into them with older women who
perpetuate those patterns in their own attitudes
and behavior. These patterns manifest themselves
in both individual and group relationships.

As an individual one way you can gain re-
spect is by who you associate with. This society
has set it up that way. (Women are most defined
by the man they're with--boyfriend, husband, father,
etc.) It's especially important to be with some-
one else if you're lacking in certain qualities,
i.e. the middle-class status experiences of college,
marriage, or movement work. (By middle-class status
experiences, we mean those experiences one gets just
from having done something. i.e. you get status
from having gome to college, not from what you
learned.) You can enhance yourself by hooking up
with someone who has had those experiences and have
some of the respect people give them rub off on
you. Younger women do this hooking up a lot with

older women. The older woman makes you look valid.
The assumption is that if that older respected woman
is worth listening to, then those nearest her must
be too. The younger woman gets a little more re-
spect. (Of course, not for your own good qualities,
but for standing in an older woman's shadow.) The
price for that respect is that most of our energy
goes into the older woman. Your energy is spent

on the older woman's ideas, thoughts, and plans.

The older woman gets the ego satisfaction of having
all that energy put into her and having someone
dependent on her. This has prevented us from getting
our own ideas together and fight the assumption that
our experiences are less valid.

It works somewhat like class does. Middle-class
women keep working class women's energies focused on
helping or supporting middle-class women.
women expect working class women to listen and sup-
port their ideas and do their shitwork. Older women

expect us to acquire their values--to see life as they

see it.

To try to get out of this dynamic is like bat-
tering your head against a stone wall. People's

Middle-class
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