Tarjoto 4

Sean Tarjoto

Prof. Cleveland

Prose Composition I

17 October 1999

Postmodern Schizophrenia: Women in Contemporary Society


Many of the works in the Beacon Book of Essays by Contemporary American Women center on issues of alienation and isolationism.  In La Guera, Cherrie Moraga talks about her skin color, and how within the world of Hispanic culture she has the economic fortune of being “la guera” – like a white person – but within the heterosexual world, she has the misfortune of being lesbian.  Adrienne Rich examines her gentile childhood through the retrospect of a European Orthodox Jewish homosexual adulthood in Split at the Root: An Essay on Jewish Identity, touching on a myriad of sociological perspectives.  A black girl is an aspiring writer trying to transcend her illiterate black southern family in Bell Hooks’ Writing from the Darkness.  In the sampling of these three essays we encounter the reality of our society’s increasing diversity and complexity.

La Guera postulates that we are not free human beings, that we lie underneath layers of self-imposed barriers, and our only solace is in the sense of order that is perpetuated by this insensitive and superficial society of ours.  “[T]he real battle with such oppression, for all of us, begins under the skin”(pg. 129).  Skin color keeps our increasingly complex world easily discernible, as every stranger on the street can be sorted into black, white, brown, red, yellow, gay, straight (which might be further reduced to: intelligent, idiotic, wealthy, poor).  Moraga says there are generalizations and categories that we have all subconsciously agreed upon.  


However, some of us are never put into any categorization for long, especially in the case of Adrienne Rich.  Even before her birth Rich was subjected to the religious dissension between the Judaism of her father and gentile mother, and perhaps even between her own latent lesbianism and heterosexual upbringing.  Moreover, her Jewish heritage in itself remains impossible to fully acknowledge.  According to Jewish Law the children of male Jewish/Women gentile parents cannot be considered Jewish.  Rich’s genetic and traditional heritage came into conflict with her Christian environment, full of “imagery, music, language, symbols, assumptions everywhere”.  To further complicate matters, Rich’s lesbianism, while crucial in understanding the layers of her consciousness, also opened the window to heterosexual alienation.


Rich’s identity is so inextricably splintered that she even manages to examine the subtle differences between “common” Christian racism and Judaic racism.  Rich shows that even to a people whose history was inseparable from oppression and alienation there was the racist assumption that “Black people were simply of a separate species” (pg. 137). 


Through Bell Hooks we see that an individual may find it necessary to transcend the basic units of human society, family.  In Writing from the Darkness, it becomes apparent that much of Hooks’ individuality, and thus the essence of her profession as a writer, comes from the suffering endured by familial ignorance.  One of her earlier journal entries reads: “They were collectively mocking me.  I asked them to leave me alone.  I pleaded with them, ‘Why can I just be left alone to be me?’  I did not want to be molded.  I was something.  And when the hot iron came down on my arm I did not feel it” (pg. 156).


 Much of the work written on the theme of alienation tends to dip into various realms of social order.  While Moraga dissects her role as a white-looking Chicana, she also scrutinizes the primarily white-populated feminist world.  Rich’s examines relationships between Gentiles and Jews, Nazis and Jews, and Blacks and Jews.  Only Hooks writes on a relatively singular topic, the transcendence of old roles and the brutal retrospection needed in that motion.  However, what we have here is testimony to the inescapable, perhaps ubiquitous nature of alienation.  One’s individuality can be separate from their race, their religion, and their family.  It is a sign of our postmodern era, in that in our attempt to synthesize what we see as the truthful parts of our society we must shed the illusions reflected by that same society. We cannot reduce our identity problems to a single common factor.  It is the mind of experienced, intelligent person with a progressive attitude that slices such stereotypes and actually acknowledges the complexity for what it is.  It is the mind of a pessimistic educated person that sees diversity in society as further evidence that they are alienated outsiders, that they are the ones who are (again, according to the society) “unsound” and “inappropriate”.

