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examined in an ancient Greek mirror. What then is Meld-
ini’s story, with its thick mythic underlay, about? What 
is the point of the masquerade? It is difficult, naturally, 
to give a straightforward answer on the subject. I would 
venture the thesis that the Greekness of Lune has to do 
not with the action of the story taking place in Greece, 
but with something much more important. Namely the 
fact that the story carries within it, like a deposit, a cer-
tain crucial fragment of the world of Greek mythology. 
A certain splinter of that anthropology of bygone days. 
Anthropology understood not as descriptive knowledge 
about human beings, but as pitiless wisdom about us, de-
posited in symbolic stories that transcend the historical.

Such wisdom brings a few simple truths that we apparently 
have forgotten or wish to forget. Meldini convinces us that 
the Greek tales are not fairyland pulp from the distant past, 
but stories about us, contemporary– that these stories are 
truly about ourselves, that chance still reveals itself to us as 
the flipside of destiny, that seduction and desire still draw 
us toward the abyss, that temptation, though it bears many 
names, still wears the figure of a tantalizing beauty, that 
the tragic encroachment of bounds, the hubris so rebuked 
by the gods, sooner or later brings punishment in its wake, 
that the ordinary is divided from the uncanny by only the 
thinnest of boundaries. And perhaps most importantly, 
that we enter misfortune with our eyes open. We have only 
to go out on the beach, there need not be three at once...

translated by Timothy Williams

Dariusz Czaja, Three Sisters. A Journey Through the Abyss
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One ordinary day, Beth E. Brant was traveling by car 
through land belonging to the Mohawk Indians. She was 
accompanied on her journey by Denise Dorsz, her partner 
at that time. Miles and miles passed by under their wheels, 
signposts pointed the way to their destination, and there 
was not the faintest scent of anything unexpected in 
the air. Or was there?! At a certain moment a great eagle 
“swooped in front of our car. . . He wanted us to stop, so 
we did.” Brant turned off the motor, got out, and stood 
face to face with Eagle: “We looked into each other’s eyes. 
I was marked by him. I remember that I felt transported to 
another place, perhaps another time. We looked into each 
other for minutes, maybe hours, maybe a thousand years. 
I had received a message, a gift. When I got home I began 
to write.”
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Later in that same year, 1981, a 40-year-old Indian wom-
an named Degonwandonti published her first work. She 
had walked away from the education system long ago, at 
the age of 17, so this was a most unexpected event. The 
gift she received from the eagle turned out to be stron-
ger than the supposed shortcomings of her education, 
though: Brant soon began receiving grants from organi-
zations that support artists; she was also honoured by the 
National Endowment for the Arts in 1991 and received the 
Canada Council Award in Creative Writing a year later. In 
1983, she published A Gathering of Spirit: Writing and Art 
by North American Indian Women, the first anthology of 
prose written by indigenous women whose editor was also 
an indigenous woman. Brant1 was born in 1941 in Detroit, 
where her forebears on her father’s side had moved from 
the Tyendinaga reservation in the Canadian province of 
Ontario. Her father was a Mohawk, while her mother’s 
roots were Scots-Irish. When Brant left school at 17, she 
was already married. She gave birth to three daughters 
while married, and then became a grandmother. After 14 
years of marriage, she got divorced. She now describes 
that time as a harsh one; married life with an alcoholic 
was full of “anger, violence, alcohol,” and “hatred” for her.

When Brant met Denise Dorsz in 1976, she was single 
again. The two women were united not only by a fervent 
love for each other, but also a shared passion: together 
they planned and founded an archive and library gath-
ering sources with information on indigenous women. 

1 Information about Brant and fragments of her essays are available at the websites: “Voices 
from the Gaps. Women Writers of Color”, http://voices.umn.edu and www.femmenoir.net. 

http://voices.umn.edu
http://www.femmenoir.net
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They were together for 18 years. “In my thirty-third year 
of life,” Brant wrote in her essay “Physical Prayers,” “I was 
a feminist, an activist and largely occupied with discov-
ering all things female. And one of those lovely discov-
eries was that I could love women sexually, emotionally, 
and spiritually – and all at once.” Becoming a lesbian, she 
says, allowed her to fully regain her true self. 

In the Indian community, and also in the lesbian commu-
nity, Brant is known for her varied work; she writes po-
etry, short stories, essays, reviews, and also works as an 
editor and teacher. She perceives and understands writing 
as a form of healing: “I was able to use writing to heal 
a wound that was very deep and festering. I was angry – 
writing brought me calm. I was obsessing about the past 
– writing gave me insight into the future. I was in pain 
– writing cooled the pain. . .” Brant affirms, in no way 
rhetorically, that words are sacred and have great, hidden 
power. She thereby inscribes herself in a certain tradition, 
since the idea of healing through writing traces back to 
the first story written by an indigenous woman. That was 
Hum-Ishu-Ma, from the Okanagan region, who wrote it 
in 1910. 

In her story entitled “A Long Story,” Degonwandonti com-
pares her own experience with that of Indian mothers 
in the late nineteenth century whose children were tak-
en away from them by force to be educated in boarding 
schools, and with twentieth-century lesbian mothers who 
lost their children in court battles. One of her avowals 
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particularly merits being underscored: “I figure by now 
that most readers know me as ‘that Mohawk lesbian’ or 
‘that nice, Indian Granny that lives in the States.’ Both are 
true. And I know who I am – something I couldn’t have 
said years ago when I was a battered woman, a self-hating 
half-breed, a woman who self-destructed at every turning, 
before I acknowledged my lesbianism and before I began 
to write. Anyway, most of my stories are about lesbians 
and gay men; all are about Indians.”

Without a Sixth Sense
In the classic sources on indigenous cultures of North 
America, figures of women are not particularly conspic-
uous or interesting. Most often they are busy preparing 
food, taking care of children, bustling about the home, 
invariably overshadowed by vigorous, heroic men. The 
image of the Indian squaw (the indigenous word for the 
female reproductive organs), reduced to such recurring 
clichés, was rivalled only by the figure of the Indian prin-
cess: a noble, attractive person, distinguished by above 
average intelligence. A person, we should note, usually 
found to deserve such a fine opinion due to her associa-
tion with white men, placing loyalty to trappers, travellers 
or merchants above loyalty to members of her own tribe.2 
The “invisibility” of women in the world of warriors, 
hunting, battles and male bonding distinctly encouraged 
the thesis that women in all indigenous communities 
were similar and performed very comparable social roles. 
Could homosexual women have appeared in such sourc-

2 L. F. Klein, L. A. Ackerman, Women and Power in Native North America, Norman 1995, p. 4.
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es? The question is a purely rhetorical one, of course – 
where gays among the Indians preoccupied the attention 
of some scholars, their female counterparts were more or 
less completely overlooked. That happened for a reason, 
since for a long time the only sexual deviation whose ex-
istence was recognized by Western scholarship was male 
homosexuality. It roused deep indignation from the law-
givers and guardians of men’s souls since it was seen to 
defy male power, dignity, and virility (the organs of power 
being clearly identified with sexual organs). Yet despite 
prohibitions and teachings, those “disgusting” men ex-
isted. But could that same “disorder” affect women, those 
fragile and delicate beings? 

“At present the sources for a history of female homosexu-
ality are nonexistent,”3 we read in the monumental Histo-
ry of Private Life, and that undeniably extends to all areas 
whose representation took shape under the white man’s 
dictation. Lesbians were not considered a threat to the 
existing social order. A woman’s initiation into an eroti-
cism devoid of risk would in any case have the end result 
of presenting her as a luscious gift to the opposite sex; 
the true beneficiaries of Sapphic love were thus men. The 
ubiquity of lesbian themes in pornography for men pro-
vides convincing proof of this – naked women frolicking 
with each other are a source of pleasure or merriment, but 
not a sense of threat or anxiety. The cards in this peculiar 
cultural game had, it seemed, been dealt out once and for 

3 History of Private Life, Volume IV: From the Fires of Revolution to the Great War,  
by Phillippe Ariès and Georges Duby, ed. Michelle Perrot, trans. Arthur Goldhammer, 
Cambridge 1990, p. 643.
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all. That belief lay at the foundation of the nearly total 
failure to notice the distinct status of women in the vari-
ous cultures conquered and exploited by Europe. Includ-
ing those in North America. 

We now know beyond any doubt, however, that a great 
many cultures in different regions of the world included in 
their local social systems whole ranges of diverse roles and 
types of status for both sexes. Daily existence – whether 
at one of the poles, on the equator, or in the moist shade 
of enormous forests, or on the dry desert patches – could 
not be reduced to simply pure masculinity or pure femi-
ninity. North American Indians, with whom we are here 
concerned, differentiated among more than two genders. 
In many communities a third, and sometimes a fourth and 
fifth gender were recognized and acknowledged (thereby 
negating Sylviane Agacinski’s remark that a third gender 
is a fiction and a joke on the level of a sixth sense4)! These 
views are exotic for us, and the cultural universes in which 
they exist fantastic. That is why, for the sake of simplici-
ty and uniformity in nomenclature, Western medical and 
anthropological discourse has applied one collective term 
to describing these varied phenomena – berdache. 

According to the sources now available, the term was first 
used by the Frenchman Deliette, who did so in his diary in 
the year 1704. It is believed that it was the French colonists 
who spread the use of the word berdache throughout large 
stretches of the continent. The word was then introduced 

4 Sylviane Agacinski, Parity of the Sexes, trans. Lisa Walsh, New York 2001, p. 15.
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into the language of anthropology by Washington Mat-
thews. In describing the gender role of the miátin among 
the Hidatsa tribe, he noted in 1877: “Such are called by the 
French Canadians ‘berdaches.’” The term was later adopted 
by Alfred Kroeber in his 1902 work on the Arapaho and thus 
berdache gained acceptance as a part of standard vocabulary, 
an element in the anthropologist’s conceptual framework. 

Contemporary indigenous peoples nevertheless feel a cer-
tain antipathy toward that term, arguing that it is rooted 
in Western language and thought,5 which generally de-
preciate the identities of minorities. It has therefore been 
proposed to replace berdache  with the neutral and rela-
tively “native” concept of two-spirit. At the same time, in 
a special project that developed out of the work of com-
missions consisting of both anthropologists and Indians, 
it was agreed to introduce the categories of the third and 
fourth genders into the language used to describe indig-
enous cultures.6 These troubles with nomenclature mere-

5 A study of its etymological background, however, reveals that this word disliked by Indians 
is not in fact a product of the entity called the West. Berdache may in fact be a calque of the 
Indo-European root wela, meaning “to strike,” “to wound,” also the root of the Old Iranian 
word varta, meaning “to seize,” “imprison.” In ancient Persia the word referred to a young 
prisoner or slave, regardless of gender. One result of contact between the Old Continent 
and Islamic culture was the introduction of this word into the lexica of Western Europe. Thus 
in Renaissance Italy people spoke of bardascia and bardasso, in Spain bardaje or bardaxe, 
on the Loire River berdache, and in England, bardash with the concrete meaning of the 
younger of the two partners in a homosexual union. As it spread, the word lost its original 
connotation, referring definitively to a gay man. Linguists hold that berdache went out of use 
in Europe in the mid-nineteenth century.  
It therefore appears that the word berdache has Oriental roots, and its association 
by contemporary Indians with “boy-slaves” or with sex bordering on violence is a 
misinterpretation. For more on the subject of berdache, see: W. Kuligowski, “Berdache 
wczoraj i dziś,” Tawacin no. 3 (55), 2001.

6 Will Roscoe, Changing Ones: Third and Fourth Genders in Native North America, New York 
1998.
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ly bring to the surface once again a problem mentioned 
earlier: we do not have any adequate words for describing 
feminine roles other than heterosexual ones in indige-
nous North American cultures, as there is a marked lack 
of source texts and even the Indians themselves kept si-
lent on these issues for a long time. But in reality: “Before 
European Americans colonized the Americas, homosexu-
als had a normal, perhaps even respected, social position 
in Native American culture. In 1951, Clellan S. Ford and 
Frank A. Beach collected information in 76 Native Amer-
ican societies, and found that male homosexual activities 
were regarded favorably in 49(64 percent) of the societies, 
and female homosexual activities were regarded favorably 
in 53 societies.”7

Woman Chief and Madame Bolsverd
A crucial role was attributed to women in many traditional 
Indian tales about the creation of the world. Susan Cavin8 

argues that the source of these tales is evidently lesbian, 
that they originated in times when female homosexuality 
was not only accepted but had a significant place in the 
social life of the tribe. In her opinion, the lesbian figures 
shown in many myths are positively valued: they ran their 
own homes, managed goods, and had healing powers. The 
Mohave in Colorado, for example, told a creation myth 
story that took place in a time before people were divid-
ed into different genders. For the Arapahoe, taking on an 
unconventional gender role was connected with receiving 

7 Caitlin Howell, The Impact of Colonization on the Role of the Nontraditional Native American 
Woman, http://pages.cs.wisc.edu/~caitlin/papers/native.htm. 

8 Susan Cavin, Lesbian Origins, San Francisco 1985, p. 320. 
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a supernatural gift from birds or animals, while the Oma-
ha believed that in such cases the Moon was guiding the 
person’s destiny.9

Lesbians were an integral part of indigenous communities. 
They were linked with the others by tight kinship bonds 
and therefore never referred to as outcasts or misfits. In 
many communities, they were judged to have a special 
talent for teaching children. They often adopted orphans, 
and were seen as ideal caregivers for the elderly.10 Lesbi-
ans often performed men’s work, entered into marriag-
es with other women, hunted, supported their families, 
and fought with weapons to defend them. Sometimes, 
if a young girl had a preference for activities considered 
masculine or had many sisters, her parents would treat 
her like a son. At the moment when she reached sexual 
maturity, she obtained the right to participate in rituals 
as a man and not a woman. Her new gender status was 
initiated during tribal ceremonies, which were preceded 
by a special dream, a vision, or the recognition of partic-
ular predispositions by the person’s family. 
 
In the literature, the case of the Kutenai Indian woman 
called Madame Bolsverd stands out as a remarkable epi-
sode. She was a titqattek, a woman warrior, and performed 
the function of messenger between tribes and seer – she 
had a vision of the smallpox epidemic as well as other 

9 Walter L. Williams, The Spirit and the Flesh. Sexual Diversity in the American Indian 
Culture, Boston 1986, pp. 22–29. 

10 Beverly Little Thunder, I Am a Lakota Woman, [in:] Two-Spirit People: Native American 
Gender Identity, Sexuality and Spirituality, S-E. Jacobs, W. Thomas, S. Lang, Urbana 1997.
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dramatic events of the early nineteenth century. Woman 
Chief, a woman of the Crow Indians, reached the highest 
rank in her tribe and became its leader on a par with the 
male leaders. Among the Klamath and Shasta tribes could 
be found twilinna’ek,  women who openly revealed their 
indefinite gender status, and among the Mohave such 
women were often highly valued medicine women.11 One 
Lakota woman became a respected warrior and married 
another woman. 

Sue-Ellen Jacobs12 writes about women with male bodies 
and men with female bodies, who took on the role of the 
other gender. Jacobs devotes particular attention to the 
spiritual dimension of these individuals; reducing ev-
erything merely to the level of sexuality means, in her 
view, overlooking their true essence. And in reality, the 
Mescalero Apache treated adults who combined feminine 
and masculine traits as people of strength, gifted with vi-
sionary powers. They often became healers, mediators in 
disputed matters, and dream interpreters. Carrie House, 
a descendant of Navajo and Oneida Indians, explains: 
“Our oral traditions acknowledge that the he-shes and 
she-hes (those who hold in balance the male and female, 
female and male aspects of themselves and the universe) 
were among the greatest contributors to the well-being 
and advancement of their communities.”13 Let us also 
consider the words of anthropologist Evelyn Blackwood:

11 www.femmenoir.net. 
12 See: Sue-Ellen Jacobs, Introduction, [in:] Two-Spirit People..., op. cit. 
13 E. Rothblum, Dyke Psyche: Native American Two-Spirit People, www.mountainpridemedia.org. 
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… individuals possessed a gender identity, but not 
a corresponding sexual identity, and thus were al-
lowed several sexual options. Sexuality itself was not 
embedded in Native American gender ideology.14

The Sick Children of Sick Mothers
Judy Grahn writes that “[t]he European soldiers, trappers, 
explorers, and settlers were contemptuous of homosexual 
traditions in their own cultures, and several centuries of 
persecution under the inquisition had taught them to deny 
all homosexuality. The heaviest persecution of homosex-
uals in Europe happened concurrently with the heaviest 
period of colonization of the Indians in North America, 
according to Paula Gunn Allen. Small wonder, perhaps, 
that homosexuals were often the first Indians killed, and 
that even when tribes were tolerated by the white people, 
their homosexuals were mocked and persecuted to the 
point that the homosexuals changed their behavior for 
the sake of their people’s safety.”15 In truth, the cultural, 
economic and physical extermination of indigenous peo-
ples must have been doubly devastating for women whose 
status remained undetermined and unclear to whites; 
they perhaps experienced the hurried and dramatic pro-
cess of acculturation in particularly painful ways. 

We must remember that in many American Indian cul-
tures, the status and position of women were in fact at an 
elevated level before the period of colonization – it was on 

14 Evelyn Blackwood, “Sexuality and Gender in Certain Native American Tribes: The Case of 
Cross-Gender Females,” Signs, Autumn 1984, p. 36. 

15 Judy Grahn, [in:] Howell, “The Impact of Colonization,” op. cit.
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the basis of this fact that nineteenth-century anthropol-
ogists developed the theory of the primeval matriarchy, 
cited by pioneering American feminists. Alice Fletcher, 
an activist in the women’s movement and an anthropol-
ogist, described her discussions with indigenous people 
in a speech given in 1888 at the International Women’s 
Council in Washington, in which Fletcher “made clear 
that these Indian women were well aware that when 
they became United States citizens, they would lose their 
rights. Fletcher quoted one woman who told her: ‘As an 
Indian woman I was free. I owned by home, my person, 
the work of my own hands, and my children should never 
forget me. I was better as an Indian woman than under 
white law.’”16 

This high place on the social ladder also belonged to les-
bians and representatives of the third sex. That tradition 
undoubtedly made Indian women’s transition into the 
foreign, obscure, and thoroughly patriarchal world of 
Western culture a remarkably difficult one. As a result of 
acculturation – brought about by missionaries, teachers, 
boarding school administrators, enlightened moderns of 
both sexes– a nearly total disorder affected relations be-
tween women and men, between the masculine and fem-
inine elements, and between the first, second, and third 
genders. 

16 Sally Roesch Wagner, The Untold Story of the Iroquois Influence on Early Feminism, Sky 
Centre Press 1996, p. 8. Paula Gunn Allen also affirms the thesis of the influence of North 
American indigenous cultures’ social moods – particularly among the Six Nations– on the 
shape of early feminist thought: “Beliefs, attitudes and laws such as these [of the Iroquois 
Confederation] became part of the vision of American feminists and of other human 
liberation movements around the world.” (Sally Roesch Wagner, op. cit., p. 12). 

Waldemar Kuligowski, The Third Sex
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Indian women of minority sexual identity endured some-
thing beyond the self-evident drama of extermination 
shared by all. They also experienced a very painful exclu-
sion from their own group – contemporary scholars more 
or less unanimously find that homophobia was instilled in 
Indians by Western culture. It has been demonstrated that 
a significant change in attitudes toward them took place 
in the period when reservations were introduced, during 
which indigenous cultures underwent deep deformation 
and marked influence by the dominant culture. The cre-
ation myths referred to earlier, which underscored wom-
en’s strength, were at that point supplanted by stories of 
lesbian unions featuring tragic endings.17 It was said that 
such marriages would have the result of bringing boneless 
or turtle-like infants into the world.18 Women who put on 
men’s clothing and married other women became objects 
of widespread scorn and derision. This negative attitude 
was seen becoming particularly heightened after the year 
1900. 

Back then it seemed that the third sex and Indian lesbi-
ans were, like all indigenous peoples in North America 
at the turn of the twentieth century, a dying race, who 
soon would only remain in the form of exhibits in mu-
seum cabinets, nostalgic photographs, and collections of 
adventure novels mainly written by Romantic hacks. As 
we well know, however, that is not what happened. The 
American Indians survived, and the countercultural so-

17 Susan Cavin, Lesbian Origins, op. cit., p. 320. 
18 Jonathan Ned Katz (ed.), Lesbians and Gay Men in the USA, New York 1992, pp. 

317–320.
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cial movements of the 1960s and 1970s contributed sig-
nificantly to a dynamic re-emergence of Indian tribes and 
traditions. 

Within the broader current of questioning authority that 
developed at that time, the American Indian Movement 
made itself heard, using legal argumentation to further 
its cause, occupying government buildings, and orga-
nizing great national protest marches. There were three 
movements in the counterculture that were particular-
ly important for framing the situation of lesbians and 
members of the third sex. Those were the feminist move-
ment, the movement for Indian rights, and the gay rights 
movement. The first because it demanded equal status 
for both genders; the second because of its demands for 
implementation of previously signed treaties and accord-
ing Indians their proper place in modern society; and the 
third because it reminded people that the Indian concepts 
of masculinity and femininity encompassed very diverse 
identity choices within a wider range of genders. 

We All Eat in One Circle
Probably the first work in the social sciences to fully pres-
ent the life not only of indigenous gays but also indige-
nous lesbians is Two Spirit People: American Indian Lesbian 
Women and Gay Men, conceived and edited by Lester B. 
Brown. Brown distinguishes between six possible gender 
styles that existed in the Indian cultures of North Amer-
ica. They are: (1) woman, (2) man, (3) non-woman, (4) 
non-man, (5) lesbian, (6) gay. Styles 3 and 4 involve people 

Waldemar Kuligowski, The Third Sex
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whose biological gender contrasted strikingly with their 
psychosocial gender.19

Brown’s proposal is interesting in that it seeks to encom-
pass the gender diversity of indigenous Americans; in 
that sense, it is a great improvement on the one-dimen-
sional berdache category. Problems in describing other, 
local variants of gender identity resulted from the gener-
al imposition of overarching categories on individuals at 
different points on the LGBTQ spectrum. In Indian com-
munities it was often true that transgender or cross-gen-
der individuals identified as homosexual, but it was by 
no means the rule. Western scholarly discourse was, for 
a long time, unable to cope with this diversity. 
 
The question of how Indians themselves perceive the di-
verse forms of status and gender identity among women 
in their societies is not irrelevant here. We thus arrive 
at the fundamental heart of the matter. The indigenous 
peoples’ concept of gender identity was based on princi-
ples different from our own;20 in the Western tradition 
we have often kept a clear distinction between homosex-
uality and heterosexuality (though such a distinction is 
neither natural nor eternal, as is sometimes claimed). In-
digenous Americans, however, perceived that dimension 
of their personal lives as something akin to a great circle 

19 L. B. Brown, Women and Men, Not-Men and Not-Women, Lesbians and Gays: American 
Indian Gender Style Alternatives, [in:] Two Spirit People: American Indian Lesbian Women 
and Gay Men, L.B. Brown, Harrington Park 1997. 

20 Terry Tafoya, Native Gay and Lesbian Issues: The Two-Spirited, [in:] Ethnic and Cultural 
Diversity Among Lesbians and Gay Men, Beverly Greene (ed.), Thousand Oaks, 1997, vol. 3, 
pp. 8–9. 
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(that symbol, furthermore, appears to represent human 
life, the harmony of all living things, the world and its 
sacredness generally). At one point on the circle are gays, 
with lesbians situated at the opposite point. In between 
those two extremes lies an infinite multiplicity of other 
points and just as many identities. The Indians claim that 
nobody must be permanently bound to only one point on 
the circle; it is possible to move freely in search of one’s 
own place. This concept has certain importan conse-
quences. Firstly, a choice made, no matter what it is, does 
not signify a radical rejection of other possibilities, as we 
are not dealing with black and white oppositions, and ex-
act polarities are non-existent within the circle. Secondly, 
all who live in the sacred circle are in some way similar to 
each other; we find nobody who is fundamentally differ-
ent, and therefore cannot set aside a separate or closed-
off space. The gender identities of indigenous Americans, 
as the above remarks irrefutably indicate, are in no way 
limited by the rigid and narrow categories that function 
in Western culture. 

Redskins and Sovereignty
The wave of negation of the social status quo in the 
1960s led to a revitalization of indigenous traditions, and 
a search among Indians for their place within the cultur-
al landscape of the dominant society. The search affect-
ed questions of gender identity as well. In 1975, Barbara 
Cameron and Randy Burns started the Gay American In-
dians group in San Francisco, the gay and lesbian capi-
tal of white America. Nevertheless, in that organization, 

Waldemar Kuligowski, The Third Sex
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which continues to be active to this day, the outcome was 
no different than in most groups including gay white peo-
ple: white gays with no particular concern for the well-be-
ing of indigenous lesbians took the lead. The latter were 
once again left to themselves, forced to continue facing 
their wearisome lot alone. 

“We not only must struggle with the racism and ho-
mophobia of straight white America,” Cameron remarked, 
“but must often struggle with the homophobia that ex-
ists within our third-world communities.” The life story 
of this Indian activist21 offers powerful testimony to that 
ongoing struggle. Raised on the Standing Rock reserva-
tion by her grandparents, Cameron at the age of nine told 
her grandmother, after reading an article in the newspa-
per, that she would one day move to San Francisco “and 
save the world, too.” She did, indeed, become a resident 
of that city in 1975. Since then she has been tireless in 
propagating the ideas of equality and tolerance, co-or-
ganizing Lesbian Gay Freedom Day Parade, the Rainbow 
Coalition, the Commission on the Status of Women, and 
the Human Rights Commission, as well as being an activ-
ist – supported by her partner, Linda Boyd – on behalf of 
indigenous peoples in Nicaragua, and worked to spread 
information about AIDS. 

Throughout many decades of the twentieth century, 
American Indian symbols were widely used as mascots 
for sport teams or as trademarks of large companies. 

21 See: Kelly Cogswell, “Remembering Barbara Cameron,” www.thegully.com.

http://www.thegully.com
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The years of great social upheaval led to no significant 
change in this regard. Indian commentators have acridly 
remarked that if a baseball team was named the Niggers, 
countercultural groups would immediately raise alarms 
and start protests; there has been a lack of support for 
changing names like the Redskins, however. The situa-
tion is no less problematic when it comes to the legacy of 
the third gender and lesbian tradition, as they have been 
appropriated by the dominant culture, becoming an ele-
ment of gay and lesbian history in general, i.e, an element 
of “white” history.

Such appropriation led to a distinct idealization of the 
past, displaying Indian cultures as embodiments of tol-
erance and natural acceptance of diversity. Examples of 
such idealization have been cited in this text; to balance 
those out, it is worthwhile, I believe, to quote Margaret 
Mead, universally considered to have promoted feminism 
in the context of cultural anthropology: “Among the Da-
kota Indians of the plains, the importance of an ability 
to stand any degree of danger or hardship was frantical-
ly insisted upon as a masculine characteristic. [...] Every 
tear, every timidity, every clinging to a protective hand or 
desire to continue to play with younger children or with 
girls, was obsessively interpreted as proof that he was not 
going to develop into a real man. In such a society it is not 
surprising to find the berdache, the man who had volun-
tarily given up the struggle to conform to the masculine 
role and who wore female attire and followed the occu-
pations of women [...] the fear that the son might become 

Waldemar Kuligowski, The Third Sex



38

CzasKultury/English 3-4/2005

a berdache informed the parental efforts with an extra 
desperation.”22 

Cameron, who is descended from the Hunkpapa tribe, and 
other indigenous women would nonetheless prefer to dis-
cuss how lesbians live today and the lack of respect they 
encounter in their own communities, as opposed to dwell-
ing on the past. Let us get over being preoccupied with 
what came before, she urges in her speeches, let’s stop 
ignoring the community, the more so since it is painful. 
Cameron remembers: “I thought, you know, that I was the 
only lesbian Indian in the world. I felt trapped between 
my Indian culture and the [white] society.”23

Many women surely found themselves feeling similarly 
trapped. Painfully, gropingly, they found their way to the 
old myths and traditions, and began to remember the spe-
cific, positive, indispensable role of lesbians and the third 
sex in the life of their forebears. Qwo-Li Driskill writes of 
Sovereign Erotics,24 and thus about a kind of consciousness 
that frees itself from the nightmares of the historical past 
with its persecution, discrimination, and homophobia (as 
well as transphobia, or animosity toward people whose 
gender identity remains ambiguous to their peers) – and 
allows them to return to indigenous myths, stories, and 
traditions. “A Sovereign Erotic relates our bodies to our 
nations, traditions, and histories,” she declares, finding 

22 Margaret Mead, Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive Societies, New York: William 
Morrow, 1963, p. xii. 

23 Jonathan Ned Katz, Gay American History, Toronto 1985, pp. 332–333. 
24 Qwo-Li Driskill, “Stolen from Our Bodies,” Studies in American Indian Literature, Summer 

2004, vol. 16, no 2, p. 55. 
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within it substantial power to heal contemporary indige-
nous communities. 

Such knowledge has yet to be commonly accepted; though 
the awareness of gender diversity is slowly penetrating 
the mindset of many, homophobic attitudes do not give 
up easily. Happily, the possibilities created by the sexual 
revolution have allowed for free expression of individu-
al identity to finally become easier. Many Indian women 
whose personal identity had become a curse and a cause 
of discrimination have taken advantage of that opportu-
nity. We met one of them, Beth E. Brant, at the beginning 
of this text. Now we will consider another. 

Western Syphilization
Chrystos25 was born in San Francisco in 1946. Her ances-
try traces to various ethnic groups, but she herself identi-
fies above all with her father, whose forebears were Meno-
mini. Instead of growing up in the stifling confines of the 
reservation with other indigenous kids, Chrystos chose 
the company of black, latino, Asian, and white coevals in 
the city. She therefore defines herself as an “urban Indi-
an.”

Chrystos, like Brant, is a self-taught artist. She not only 
writes books, but also designs the covers for them. Her 
work has been published in numerous anthologies and 
awarded honours: in 1994 she won the Audre Lorde In-
ternational Poetry Competition, and in 1995 the Sappho 

25 Information on Chrystos and passages from her work are available at: “Voices from the 
Gaps. Women Writers of Color,” http://voices.cla.umn.edu. 
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Award of Distinction from the Astraea National Lesbian 
Action Foundation. Chrystos’s involvement in activism 
for indigenous people’s causes – including the move-
ments to free Leonard Peltier and Norma Jean Croy – rep-
resents an inextricable element of her work as an artist, 
though for her part, she resolutely rejects the perception 
of herself as a “voice” for indigenous American women or 
a “spiritual leader.” Chrystos is often provocative in her 
opinions, and readily speaks her mind on political issues, 
openly attacking what she calls “Western syphilization.” 
In “I Am Not Your Princess” she writes with sarcasm: “In-
dian is a government word / which has nothing to do with 
our names for ourselves.” No stranger to taboo topics, she 
also writes about being molested by an uncle in adoles-
cence and about her complicated relationships with her 
mother, father, and lovers. 

The foundation of Chrystos’s literary work is definite-
ly her lesbian identity. Her third book of poetry, In 
Her I Am, was conceived as a gift for another lesbian, 
a 17-year-old girl who feels a need for such a book but 
cannot find it anywhere. In other words, the author 
is looking back toward her own life situation. It is re-
markable how in her erotic and love poems, Chrystos 
unexpectedly, and diverging wildly from the acerbic 
tone of her commentary on current events, speaks to 
us in a completely different voice, becoming gentle and 
tender toward her addressee, and simultaneously full of 
desire and invention. Here is a passage from a poem in 
her book Not Vanishing:
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O honey woman
won’t you suckle me
Suckling
won’t you let me
honey you

Except Imaginings?
Today the Indian lesbians and women who inhabit the 
existential space of the third sex (though too little still 
is known about them!), are newly establishing their 
place in society – both in indigenous communities and 
the dominant American scene. One crucial question 
they face is the choice of a place to live. Will it be the 
reservation with all of its shortcomings (unemploy-
ment, alcoholism, peripheral-ness), but also its advan-
tages (being among one’s own people, contact with tra-
dition and nature), or one of the great, noisy, densely 
peopled urban centres, full of possibilities and risks? 
Another question, no doubt equally cumbersome, is 
that of loyalty: does it belong primarily to indigenous 
Americans or to lesbians of all races (or perhaps sim-
ply all women)? In these questions, the conflict of val-
ues between Indian and white women/lesbians comes 
clearly into view. Indigenous women want to see them-
selves and their activities primarily in the context of 
their families, their communities, in the face of the sa-
cred Mother Earth. That position is much nearer and 
dearer to them than the imagined sisterly community 
of white women and their organizations, meetings, and 
magazines. 
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There is no way for this text to end on a happy note. It 
has addressed the topic, after all, of one of the smallest 
minorities, and one of the last to see any recognition of 
its aspirations or understanding of its problems. Camer-
on26 goes so far as to sorrowfully declare that the main 
current of the lesbian rights movement in the West is rac-
ist through and through. She states outright that indige-
nous lesbians have been humiliated and degraded many 
times by white lesbian women, and that the dominant so-
ciety has not spared them any form of homophobia and 
racism. She does not end by stating this sad fact, however, 
but clarifies the mistakes that white lesbians make when 
they want to become allies of their indigenous counter-
parts. Indian lesbians’ identity, she shows, is connected 
in important ways with all aspects of indigenous peoples’ 
life – including spirituality, sexuality, and prayer. It is also 
irrevocably linked with Indian men. White authors, in her 
opinion, try to separate gender identity from other as-
pects of human life, and in doing so, turn it into a kind of 
fetish. In general, Indian lesbians have more convergent 
views on this subject than do white lesbians, even if they 
come from different tribes. Appropriating their stories for 
inclusion in a general aggregate of histories of white les-
bians de facto forces them into silence, another (this time 
symbolic) form of extermination of indigenous cultures.

“A well known white feminist, giving a speech, talked 
about Blacks, Latinas, Asians. Where was I?” asks Beth 
Brant, whose work and life we discussed at the beginning.

26 Quoted from: “Sex and Spirit: Native American Lesbian Identity,” www.geocities.com. 

http://www.geocities.com
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Where were my sisters? Do we not count when the talk 
turns to racism? Is it okay to be racist towards us, but 
not the others? What else can I infer from our con-
stant negation, our being written off in regards to the 
women’s movement? Our being discounted and made 
invisible at every turning? I think I may look over my 
should to see if my shadow follows. Or else, I may not 
exist, except in my own imaginings.27

translated by Timothy Williams

27 Quoted from: Caitlin Howell, “The Impact of Colonization,” op. cit. 
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