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ez‘s Don‘t Explain®

Exploring the Queer* in Jewelle Gom
‘ Dr. Shruti Joshi
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Abstract . e
Up-till 1980’s it was generally recognized that the western culture and its organizations weye

mainly constructed on three main axis — race, class and gender. gllh the cgl,,t,;if;ll c‘;:qllzr 11;; 5}1
various disciplines in social science and humanities revolved aroun t efve lC_' n.a’ gy ?
lesbian and gay studies brought in a fourth major category of qnalysts in iiterary aTh hura
studies — sexuality. Simultaneously, over the period of it gave rise to Queer .theory. e theory
has turned ‘Queer’ - a term which traditionally disparages homosexqalzty - znto’ a proud
banner. For Queer studies, human sexuality is always dynamic, fluid for ce. 1t’s 'a-lways
changing and growing, and its boundaries are not always rooted in any one r.‘zgld definition or
category as such. Jewelle Gomez is a one of the influential American writers and LGBTQ
activists whose works have thrown light on the issues of LGBTQ women, especially the women
of colour in America. ‘Don’t Explain,” a story by her that provides us some positive images of
lesbians and a truthful depiction of some of the hardships they face in a heterosexual world,
The present paper attempts to explore the term ‘Queer theory’ and in literary and cultural
studies and the ‘Queer’ in Jewelle Gomez’s story ‘Don’t Explain’.

Exploring the ‘Queer’ in Jewelle Gomez’s ‘Don’t Explain’

Jewelle Gomez is a very influential American lesbian author. She has a prolific writing
career as a short story writer, novelist, poet, critic and playwright. She has a vast experience of
working in public television, theatre, as well as public activism and philanthropy. Her writing—
fiction, poetry, essays and cultural criticism—has appeared in a wide variety of platforms, both
feminist and mainstream. Her work focuses on women's experiences, particularly LGBTQ
women of colour. She has authored seven books, among them the double Lambda Award-
winning novel, The Gilda Stories. Apart from her writing career, she has been a very prominent
activist for the rights of LGBTQ communities in USA, having served on various public bodies
working in this field. She is also considered to be the “Aunt” of Afro-Futurism.

The present story for analysis is taken from her book Don't Explain, a collection of short
fiction published first in 1998. In this collection of stories Gomez touches upon themes such as
class race, gender hierarchy, racial and sexual identity, acceptance of Black lesbians in society,
and eroticism. Gomez challenges what is considered to be ‘normal’ dominance in society in her
stories with characters who overcome judgements and accusations by society and ultimately
accept themselves and embrace their own identities. The story Don't Explain by her gives us
positive images of lesbians and a realistic portrayal of some of the difficulties and hardship they
have to face in a heterosexual and heteronormative world around them. The story is set in
Boston, one of the cities in the northern states of USA in 1959, [t is a simple tale of a middle-
agefi lesbian woman Letty who tries to come to terms with her sexuality but has difficulties to
achieve so, bec_ause of the factors like ‘internalized homophobia’, compulsory heterosexuality
and homf)phobla prevalent among the people around her. But, with the company of and in the ;
community of some other lesbian women whom she encounters at the end of the story, she ;
finally ’does seem to overcome this internalized homophobia about her sexuality. ‘Don’t |
Explain’ throws light on the lives of lesbian characters a decade before the Gay Liberation |
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