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I must begin this speech with a warning. Having been both Catholic and
female all of my life, I am given to examinations of conscience and to great
quantities of that most female affliction——unnecessary guilt. As Erica Jong quite
perceptively says, "show me a woman without any guilt, and I'll show you a man."
So I want you to regard the confessional tone of this speech, not as a sign of
moral laxity, but as symbolic gesture; and I know that all of the women in this
audience will understand, instinctively, how to respond to and interpret its
underground meanings.

If someone had told me in 1962 at my college graduation that it would take
me 25 years to feel committed to and comfortable about the work I had chosen to
do, I would not have believed it. Nor would I have believed it if someone had told
me that I would live for nearly 20 years on the periphery of my work, doing only
what was necessary to get by, at times enjoying the work, but never committed
to it——a kind of marriage of necessity, without passion and without fulfillment.
When I left Notre Dame College in 1962, I had in hand a signed, sealed contract
which would deliver me to the Cleveland Public Schools as a certified secondary
school teacher the following September. For the first two years of my working
lifef[ taught 11th and 12th grade English at Glenville High School where, instead
of a honeymoon, I found myself overwhelmed by five classes, mountains of
papers, a day that began before 8 a.m. and would not end until 8 p.m. when lesson
plans were done for the next day. My evenings alternated between sleeping and

weeping. In my second year of teaching, the administration added hall duty and



detention period to my schedule, eliminating two of the four free periods I had. I
felt, urgently, the call to graduate school.

And so I went to graduate school mainly to escape work. While graduate
studies was actually much harder than teaching, I had a sense—much like a new
divorcee--that I had been granted a reprieve from a life's sentence. I had two
more years of not having to commit myself to work, two more years of
experimentation, of intellectual excitement, of wild graduate school parties.
When those two years of freedom ended, I had a Master's degree in English from
the University of Detroit and not the slightest idea of what to do with it. With
all that freshly acquired knowledge and high eagerness for intellectual pursuits, I
found myself paralyzed, unable to even initiate a job search--for where was [ to
go? My colleagues—all white, mostly male--were choosing places like Johns
Hopkins, the Universities of Texas, Arizona, North Carolina, and Michigan. My
female colleagues were going with their husbands. It is only with hindsight that I
understand why I could not bring myself even to submit an application. In 1966 I
knew, though only subconsciously, that I would have to enter a world in which
black people and women existed only in the margins—if even there. My
reluctance to enter the ranks of what Virginia Wolffcalled the procession of the
sons of educated men—-was an unconscious rebellion against my own exclusion
from these ranks. Near the end of the summer of 1966—the summer of my
paralysis——the President of St. John College in Cleveland got my name from a list
of Catholic college graduates, called me in Detroit and offered me a job as
Instructor of English at the College. Once again the decision about my life and
my work was made for me, and, eagerly and passively——a bride again--I signed on

the dotted line, still trying to give shape to what seemed more and more like a



shapeless life.[: I realize that my marriage metaphor is leading me into adultery
and possible excommunication, but I need it for ::Dntinuit}?) |

I taught for two years at 5t. John College with a luxury schedule that had
no study halls, no hall duty, no detentions. I spent lunch hours in downtown
Cleveland and bought as many clothes as my $7500 a year salary would allow. I
worked hard to convey my love of literature and to challenge students who lived-
-as I did—in worlds so protected they seemed symbolically to be walking around
in high-necked lace collars and high-top shoes. I worked at St. John College with
pretty much the same attitude that I had as a temporary Christmas worker,
tossing mail for the post office. I worked hard. I organized my classes the way I
did the mail, getting all the pieces in the right slot, but I was as distant from and
uncommitted to my teaching as I was from the postal zones of metropolitan
Cleveland. When those two years were up (every two years I seemed to get the
seven-year itch) I knew it was time to leave the protected cocoon and take
another vocational and intellectual risk, but this time my reasons for leaving
went far deeper than the need to escape the burdens of hall duty. The year was
1968. Martin Luther King had been assassinated in April. There had been at
least three major race riots: Watts in 1965, Detroit and Newark in 1967. I was
teaching in an all-white institution, so oblivious to the ferment taking place that
I had to insist that the college put up a memorial to Martin King. I was teaching
the fiction of Joseph Conrad, Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner, John Updike
and James Joyce. In two years, [ had a total of one black student. When I got a
call one night from a former professor asking me to return to the University of
Detroit to teach in an Upward Bound Program and to enroll in the doctoral
progrm there, I made the first deliberate decision I had ever made about my

working life. The porspect of teaching black students, of being part of the






