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Joan DeJean

To the  me mory of Jack Winkle r, who s e t an e xample  by taking  a political s tand without s acrific ing
s cholarly s tandards

Thos e  of us  who work on the  firs t manife s tations  of what is  now known as  fe minis m are  always  re ading
fe minis m in time . As  we  s tudy the  works  and the  care e rs  of write rs  from e arlie r pe riods , we  cons tantly
atte mpt to  e valuate  the  e xte nt to  which it is  valid to  inte rpre t the ir proje cts  from our vantag e  point. We  have
to as k ours e lve s  in particular whe the r our re cons tructions  of the ir alliance s  and commitme nts —
re cons tructions  that are  e s s e ntial to  unde rs tanding  the  his tory of any inhe re ntly political phe nome non s uch
as  fe minis m—are  colore d by our knowle dg e  of the  ways  in which fe minis m has  de ve lope d in re ce nt
de cade s .

Re ading  fe minis m in time  thus  involve s  a s ort of s upe rimpos ition of his torical mome nts . In the  e xample  I will
pre s e nt in the s e  pag e s , I s te p back from my s ituation today to  de s cribe  and inte rrog ate  a mome nt at the
turn of the  twe ntie th ce ntury. At that time , the  circle  of write rs  who we re  cre ating  the  Fre nch move me nt
known today as  "S apho 19 0 0 " produce d comme ntary whos e  implications  we re  fe lt far be yond the ir cote rie .
S apho 19 0 0 's  re ading s  of the  poe t of Le s bos  propos e d a radical re vis ion of the  acce pte d vie w of S appho's
s e xuality. The  s ig nificance  of that re vis ion for what we  know as  g e nde r s tudie s  and the  his tory of s e xuality
would s ure ly s e e m e vide nt to  s cholars  today. Le s s  e vide nt is  the  role  it s e e ms  to  have  playe d at an
important orig in of the  fie ld of inquiry now re fe rre d to  as  Je wis h s tudie s . Le s s  e vide nt s till is  the  way in which
that re vis ion came  to  be  us e d as  a s ig n of political commitme nt. [End P a g e  14 9 ] One  of the  principal
functions  of re ading  fe minis m in time  is  to  call atte ntion to  s uch le s s  e vide nt conne ctions .

Doing  s o is , of cours e , s ome thing  of a ris ky bus ine s s . Abs olute  confirmation of the  e xis te nce  of inte lle ctual
config urations  at e arlie r pe riods  is  hard to  come  by, particularly whe n the  political connotations  of s uch a
config uration would have  be e n unde s irable  for s ome  of its  me mbe rs . Who can imag ine , for e xample , that
re s pe cte d s cholars  of antiquity would admit to  s haring  an ag e nda with avowe d le s bians  whos e  bohe mian
antics  s candaliz e d turn-of-the -ce ntury Paris ?  In the  abs e nce  of what is  us ually acce pte d as  proof, we  have  to
work with s catte re d clue s . In this  cas e , my clue s  are  wide ly varie d, rang ing  from e ditions  of S appho to
e arring s . Ne ve rthe le s s , the y are  e noug h to  convince  me  of the  e xis te nce  of what mig ht have  be e n te rme d,
late r in the  ce ntury and on the  we s te rn s ide  of the  Atlantic, a rainbow coalition, whos e  me mbe rs  we re  unite d
by the ir be lie f in pacifis m and the ir oppos ition to  G e rman militaris m. Re ading  fe minis m in time , de s pite  its
ris ks , g ive s  us  our only acce s s  to  corne rs  of his tory that the  o icial re cord of dis cipline s  has  always
obs cure d.

If I wante d to  pay homag e  to  clas s ic  Fre nch cine ma, this  e s s ay would be  title d "The  Earring s  of Natalie
Cli ord Barne y."  A e r s pe nding  more  ye ars  than I care  to  calculate  working  on S appho's  re ce ption throug h
the  ag e s , I thoug ht that my file  on he r was  at las t de finitive ly clos e d. The n, on a vis it to  the  Mus é e  de s  Arts
Dé coratifs  in Paris , I was  me s me riz e d by the  mos t s ple ndid Lalique  je we ls  I had e ve r s e e n. I happe ne d to
note  that all my favorite s  had be e n the  pos s e s s ions  of Natalie  Cli ord Barne y, poe t and cofounde r of S apho
19 0 0 . This  me ant that the y had undoubte dly be e n chos e n by the  move me nt's  s e lf-proclaime d ne w S appho,
Re né e  Vivie n, whos e  lavis h pre s e nts  to  Barne y during  the ir long  re lations hip re ce ive d much comme nt. Had
my e ye s  wande re d no farthe r down the  cards  ide ntifying  the  obje cts , I would have  fe lt only fond me morie s
for work pas t. But the n I als o  re aliz e d that the  je we ls  had be e n g ive n to  the  mus e um by a ce rtain "Madame
Dre yfus -Barne y."  S udde nly, the  file  was  no long e r...
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