Sarah Schulman
Sarah Schulman is an incredibly prolific writer having published 17 books – both fiction and
non-fiction, while also working as a playwright, an activist and an educator at the College of
Staten Island. She will be our guest writer at the Literature Roundtable this year on March
7th, 2017 from 2:30 to 4:30 pm in the Atrium Amphitheatre (Atrium building, Ground
Floor). The main focus of the Roundtable will be her most recent novel: The Cosmopolitans.
The Cosmopolitans is a modern rewriting of Honoré de Balzac’s Cousin Bette (1846) that is
equally inspired by James Baldwin’s Another Country (1962) and set in late 1950s New York
City. Below is information about the author, and a selected reading list of a few of her more
notable publications, with brief descriptions. In this packet, you will also find reviews of The
Cosmopolitans, a recent interview with Sarah Schulman and selections from The Cosmopolitans,
including the first two chapters, a later excerpt from a scene set in an advertising company in
the early years of television (possibly interesting for faculty teaching PTW courses), and a “A
Note on Style” from Schulman explaining the inspiration of the novel as well as her stylistic
choices in creating the world of her novel.
About the Author
Sarah Schulman's love of New York is evident in The Cosmopolitans, her 10th
novel and 17th book. Distinguished Professor of the Humanities at CUNY, her
honors and awards include a Guggenheim in Playwriting and a Fulbright in Judaic
Studies. A well known literary chronicler of the marginalized and subcultural,
Sarah's fiction has focused on queer urban life for thirty years. Her nonfiction
includes The Gentrification of The Mind, a memoir of the homogenization of her city
in the wake of the AIDS crisis. Her plays and films have been seen at Playwrights
Horizons, The Berlin Film Festival and The Museum of Modern Art. An AIDS
historian, Sarah is co-founder of the ACT UP Oral History Project. She is on the
advisory board of Jewish Voice for Peace and is faculty advisor to Students for
Justice in Palestine at the College of Staten Island. (from The Feminist Press,
publisher of The Cosmopolitans)
Selected Reading List
Fiction
The Cosmopolitans (New York: Feminist Press, 2016).
From the Feminist Press: A modern retelling of Balzac's classic Cousin Bette by
one of America's most prolific and significant writers. Earl, a black, gay actor
working in a meatpacking plant, and Bette, a white secretary, have lived next
door to each other in the same Greenwich Village apartment building for thirty
years. Shamed and disowned by their families, both found refuge in New York
and in their domestic routine. Everything changes when Hortense, a wealthy
young actress from Ohio, comes to the city to "make it."
People in Trouble (1990)

artist, still loves husband Peter and wants the two parts of her love life to
somehow peacefully coexist. They won't--Peter feels jealous; Molly, neglected.
The triangle is played out as AIDS kills hundreds; homelessness and hunger are
as ubiquitous as Ronald Horne, a cold-blooded, homophobic real-estate mogul
with political aspirations. At the end of their ropes, the AIDS activists who
constitute the group Justice decide that they've got nothing to lose. Molly first,
then Kate, become involved in Justice's inventive schemes of civil disobedience
(from Publisher’s Weekly).
Girls, Visions and Everything (1986)
From Publisher’s Weekly: Lila Futuransky is a lesbian living on the East Side of New York
who admires Jack Kerouac and is determined to emulate her hero. She wanders around the
city, takes many lovers, but then she meets Emily. They fall for each other, and soon Lila
must choose between her love for Emily and her desire to continue living out her fantasy
from On the Road (excerpted From Publishers Weekly).
Non-Fiction
Conflict is not Abuse: Overstating Harm, Community Responsibility, and the Duty of
Repair (Arsenal Pulp Press, 2016)
From the Publisher: From intimate relationships to global politics, Sarah Schulman observes
a continuum: that inflated accusations of harm are used to avoid accountability. Illuminating
the difference between Conflict and Abuse, Schulman directly addresses our contemporary
culture of scapegoating. This deep, brave, and bold work reveals how punishment replaces
personal and collective self-criticism, and shows why difference is so often used to justify
cruelty and shunning. Rooting the problem of escalation in negative group relationships,
Schulman illuminates the ways in which cliques, communities, families, and religious, racial,
and national groups bond through the refusal to change their self-concept. She illustrates
how Supremacy behaviour and Traumatized behaviour resemble each other, through a
shared inability to tolerate difference.
The Gentrification of the Mind: Witness to a Lost Imagination (Oakland, California:
University of California Press, 2012)
From the Publisher: In this gripping memoir of the AIDS years (1981–1996), Sarah
Schulman recalls how much of the rebellious queer culture, cheap rents, and a vibrant
downtown arts movement vanished almost overnight to be replaced by gay conservative
spokespeople and mainstream consumerism. Schulman takes us back to her Lower East Side
and brings it to life, filling these pages with vivid memories of her avant-garde queer friends
and dramatically recreating the early years of the AIDS crisis as experienced by a political
insider. Interweaving personal reminiscence with cogent analysis, Schulman details her
experience as a witness to the loss of a generation’s imagination and the consequences of
that loss.
Stagetruck: Theater, AIDS, and the Marketing of Gay America (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 1998)
From the Publisher: In Stagestruck noted novelist and outspoken critic Sarah Schulman offers
an account of her growing awareness of the startling similarities between her novel People in

Trouble and the smash Broadway hit Rent. Written with a powerful and personal voice,
Schulman’s book is part gossipy narrative, part behind-the-scenes glimpse into the New
York theater culture, and part polemic on how mainstream artists co-opt the work of
“marginal” artists to give an air of diversity and authenticity to their own work. Rising above
the details of her own case, Schulman boldly uses her suspicions of copyright infringement
as an opportunity to initiate a larger conversation on how AIDS and gay experience are
being represented in American art and commerce
My American History: Lesbian and Gay Life During the Reagan/Bush Years (1994)
From the publisher: My American History documents the imagination and expectations of
activists as they struggled, against impossible odds and growing opposition, to articulate a
movement for freedom and dignity during the Reagan/Bush years. My American History
also includes the Lesbian Avengers Handbook, written by Schulman and other members of
the Lesbian Avengers, a direct action political group. The Handbook is both a practical guide
to direct political action as well as a document of the new lesbian activism.

Two Reviews of The Cosmpolitans by Sarah Schulman
From Publisher’s Weekly
With a plot and characters inspired by Balzac’s Cousin Bette, the latest from novelist and
nonfiction writer Schulman (After Delores) is intended in part as a feminist response to James
Baldwin’s Another Country. Like its realist forebears, the novel offers a rich evocation of its
time and place—in this case, Greenwich Village in 1958. Earl, a gay, black aspiring actor, and
Bette, a straight, white secretary at an ad agency, have been neighbors and best friends for
years, creating a relationship out of shared loneliness (whether it’s the result of their race,
gender, or sexuality), one that for Bette, at least, seems fulfilling. But the unexpected arrival
of Bette’s vivacious young cousin Hortense offers Bette an unpleasant reminder of the
scandalous past that caused her to flee her Midwestern upbringing decades earlier. Earl, who
longs for a kind of love that Bette just can’t provide, seizes an opportunity presented by
Hortense, also an aspiring actor, setting in motion a series of betrayals that drive a wedge
between Bette and him for the first time. Simultaneously a realist exploration of a particular
milieu, an illustration of the changing roles and possibilities for women at that time, and a
series of thoughtful musings on the nature of companionship and platonic love, Earl and
Bette’s story is also a satisfying revenge narrative and a portrait of an unexpected but vital
friendship. Agent: Mitchell Waters, Curtis Brown. (Mar.)

From The New York Times
“New Yorkers have a special way of moving. They advance ever forward,” says a character
in Schulman’s voluptuous novel of Greenwich Village in 1958, when you could catch
Carmen McRae at Trude Heller’s nightclub and buy a brownstone on 10th Street for
$30,000. Despite their longtime Village pedigree, however, the neighbors and soul mates
Earl and Bette are stuck in place. Earl, a gay black actor consigned to working in a
slaughterhouse, is hemmed in by the masquerades of the closet and the debasing roles
available to performers of color. Bette, a white ad-agency secretary who, at 50, works for a
ditsy young man, can’t let go of the grievous treatment she suffered some 30 years earlier at
the hands of her Ohio family and former beau.
Enter, with suitcase and copy of Stanislavsky, Bette’s cousin Hortense, a would-be actress
with a fire to rival Eugene O’Neill’s barroom agitator Hickey. If this setup nods to O’Neill,
Balzac and Henry James, its fringe-dwelling characters channel the lonely-hunter spirit of
Carson McCullers (the subject of Schulman’s 2002 biographical play). “The Cosmopolitans”
is a book of sighs, for dreams thwarted and for a city that has long since moved on.
Excerpted from “Homages” by Jan Stuart

Sarah Schulman on her latest provocations
Chris Freeman
The Gay & Lesbian Review Worldwide. 23.5 (September-October 2016): p34.
Copyright: COPYRIGHT 2016 The Gay & Lesbian Review Worldwide
http://glreview.com
I FIRST encountered Sarah Schulman in January 1996, when she was a speaker at
"Literature in the Age of AIDS" in Key West. That seems a lifetime ago. We met again a
couple of years later at UNC-Asheville, where she was beginning to articulate her ideas about
"familial homophobia," the central idea in her remarkable book Ties That Bind (2009).
Schulman has spent her whole adult life as a journalist, novelist, playwright, and activist. This
year, she has published two new books, a novel called The Cosmopolitans, which came out
in the spring, and the powerful nonfiction book titled Conflict is Not Abuse, due out in
October. Her integrity as an artist and a citizen makes her a singular presence in American
culture.
What follows is excerpted from a much longer transcript, which can be found on the G&LR
website at www.GLReview.org.
Chris Freeman: You've been an activist and a writer for 35 years. I first became aware of
your early work with the 1994 publication of My American History: Lesbian and Gay Life
During the Reagan/Bush Years.
Sarah Schulman: That's my first book of nonfiction, my journalism from before AIDS,
through the epicenter of the crisis. It's about my transformation as I started to understand
what was happening. I'm one of the few people who's been writing about AIDS from the
beginning. It's an enduring relationship for me.
CF: How do you approach writing nonfiction? Is it different from fiction for you?
SS: I never write about an ongoing conversation. That is to say, every nonfiction book I
write is to initiate a conversation. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn't. For example,
Ties That Bind has not been as widely read as Gentrification of the Mind. I believe Ties
should have been published by a mainstream publisher. When you are the first person to
present an idea, it is not easy to get published.
CF: Your new book is another intervention in nonfiction, bringing together several issues
you've been thinking and writing about for the past decade.
SS: It's called Conflict Is Not Abuse: Overstating Harm, Community Responsibility, and the
Duty of Repair. It's about three realms where I feel that conflict is misrepresented as abuse,
through the overstatement of harm: the interpersonal realm, the criminalization of HIV, and
Israel/Palestine. I define conflict as "power struggle" and abuse as "power over." My thesis

is that when we deny our participation in creating conflict and instead claim that we are
victims of abuse, the power of the state is enhanced. So with the criminalization of HIV, for
instance, these laws encourage people to call the police on someone who didn't disclose their
HIV status, regardless of their health, viral load, or whatever. For the past thirty years, the
HIV-negative person has been seen as being responsible for that status and for maintaining
it. With criminalization, the HIV-positive person becomes the "abuser," while the negative
person is now the victim who has been criminally wronged. It is a state apparatus exploiting
a new social trend of our not taking personal responsibility for our role in situations of
conflict. Or, to give a different example, New York City has 200,000 cases of domestic
violence [per year], so when someone overreacts to conflict, claiming abuse when it is not
abuse, they redirect resources away from those who need them most.
My final example is an analysis of the rhetoric surrounding the 2014 Israeli war on Gaza.
Again, we see the externalization of interior anxiety, negative group loyalty, the refusal to
face one's own role in creating conflict. All of these elements converge on the murder of
over 2,000 people in Gaza. The same tropes that an individual uses to claim "abuse"-because they misunderstood something or were made uncomfortable by an email--become
the tools of government propaganda. There is a direct relationship between the private
refusal of accountability and the nationalistic projection. If we shun or bully the people we
know because they say something or exhibit difference in a way that makes us
uncomfortable, how will we be able to make peace, or welcome refugees, or win justice?
These two actions are antithetical.
CF: You seem quite willing to engage in quite strenuous debate on these controversial issues.
SS: I talk to people constantly with whom I disagree about Israel, for example. I feel that it's
my responsibility to do that. The occupation is being carried out in my name on two
grounds: because I'm Jewish and American. When I talk to really extremist people on this
issue, it becomes immediately clear that they are grossly uninformed. Usually they have never
had real experiences with Palestinians and have not listened to what they have to say about
their own experiences. In the U.S., this information is not passively acquired.
CF: Your new novel, The Cosmopolitans, is set in Greenwich Village in 1958. We follow a
woman. Bette, who is fifty, from Ohio, and she has a kind of small life in New York. Her
best friend and neighbor is Earl, a black, gay actor whose life is more dramatic than hers.
Late in the book, we find out that they live in the building on 10th Street where you spent
some years growing up. That's a fascinating crossing between fiction and autobiography.
SS: This is all very layered, as is the book. It took me thirteen years to write it. It's a look
back at my urban origins, but also it's a portrait of pre-gentrification New York. I wanted to
evoke the New York that was a refuge for people from uncomprehending backgrounds. The
performance artist Penny Arcade has this joke about how we all left home and came to New
York to get away from the most popular kids in school, and now, with gentrification, they've
all moved to New York. It is the very people who couldn't survive in their small towns who
made New York a center for the production of ideas for the world, the very people who are
getting squeezed out now. The novel shows neighbors and relationships, what apartment
living produced. Suburbanization privatized these human relations.

The literary look back is to Balzac's novel Cousin Bette, which I studied at the University of
Chicago in a class on 19th-century French realism. In it, a spinster is betrayed by her family
and wants to get revenge, so she destroys everybody and everything--and in the end she
wins. Earl and Bette are out there on their own, without the benefit of feminism, the gay
rights movement, or the Black Power movement. The idea of a community thinking out
loud about their own condition has not yet occurred. They had to figure it out themselves.
Also from the late '50s, early '60s, is James Baldwin's Another Country--black and white and
gay and straight--on these same streets, but the women in the book are not real people.
Balzac, Baldwin, and 1950's kitchen-sink realism are all called "real," but how can that be so?
The artist in me was intrigued.
CF: Bette has Valerie, a first-generation ad executive, as a female ally.
SS: Well, kind of, but to me, women who went into advertising in the 1950s and '60s are sort
of like the women who became psychoanalysts fifty years earlier. New fields have room for
women; old fields do not. But the irony of women in advertising is that they ended up
making a lot of money and getting a lot of autonomy, but at the expense of women in
general. Advertising is the enemy of women. The woman [Shirley Polykoff] who came up
with the [Clairol] campaigns, "If I have one life to live, let me live it as a blonde" and
"Blondes have more fun," was a Jewish brunette contributing to white supremacy. So you
get this kind of "power feminism," which came at a high cost for women, though not for
individual women.
CF: The kind of community you depict in The Cosmopolitans will never happen again, not
in the contemporary cities. So what do we have now--Facebook?
SS: For me, personally, Facebook is very rich. I've gotten so much out of it on so many
levels. The international information is extraordinary. In a matter of seconds, I can find
things out from all over the world, and not from news media. I've been able to put out ideas
and get many, many responses. Conflict is Not Abuse is a book that I basically wrote using
Facebook. I'd put out a thought and get so many suggestions and responses. But you also
have to practice restraint. The cruelty between the Hillary and Bernie people has been
outrageous, but I don't delete or block that stuff because it's part of what I'm working on.
The pro-Israel crazy people do horrible things to me: they alter my Wikipedia page, they post
vicious things. But what I have realized is that if I just let them express their opinions and
move on, nothing terrible happens. I'm not diminished in any way. Only when I get on their
level do I get diminished.
Chris Freeman, a longtime contributor to The G&LR, teaches English and gender studies at
USC.
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Sarah Schulman
Chapters 1 & 2

Excerpt from The Cosmopolitans, on advertising, marketing
and television

