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* FOREWORD *

Despite the efforts of lesbian and feminist publishing houses and a few
university presses, the bulk of the most important lesbian works has
traditionally been available only from rare-book dealers, in a few univer-
sity libraries, or in gay and lesbian archives. This series intends, in
the first place, to make representative examples of this neglected and
insufficiently known literature available to a broader audience by reissu-
ing selected classics and by putting into print for the first time lesbian
novels, diaries, letters, and memoirs that are of special interest and
significance, but which have moldered in libraries and private collections
for decades or even for centuries, known only to the few scholars who
had the courage and financial wherewithal to track them down.

Their names have been known for a long time—Sappho, the Ama-
zons of North Africa, the Beguines, Aphra Behn, Queen Christina, Emily
Dickinson, the Ladies of Llangollen, Radclyffe Hall, Natalie Clifford
Barney, H.D., and so many others from every nation, race, and era. But
government and religious officials burned their writings, historians and
literary scholars denied they were lesbians, powerful men kept their
books out of print, and influential archivists locked up their ideas far
from sympathetic eyes. Yet some dedicated scholars and readers still
knew who they were, made pilgrimages to the cities and villages where
they had lived and to the graveyards where they rested. They passed
around tattered volumes of letters, diaries, and biographies, in which
they had underlined what seemed to be telltale hints of a secret or
different kind of life. Where no hard facts existed, legends were invented.
The few precious and often available pre-Stonewall lesbian classics, such
as The Well of Loneliness by Radclyffe Hall, The Price of Salt by Claire
Morgan (Patricia Highsmith), and Desert of the Heart by Jane Rule,
were cherished. Lesbian pulp was devoured. One of the primary goals of
this series is to give the more neglected works, which constitute the vast
majority of lesbian writing, the attention they deserve.

XV
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A second but no less important aim of this series is to present the
“cutting edge” of contemporary lesbian scholarship and theory across a
wide range of disciplines. Practitioners of lesbian studies have not
adopted a uniform approach to literary theory, history, sociology, or
any other discipline, nor should they. This series intends to present an
array of voices that truly reflects the diversity of the lesbian community.
To help me in this task, I am lucky enough to be assisted by a distin-
guished editorial board that reflects various professional, class, racial,
ethnic, and religious backgrounds as well as a spectrum of interests and
sexual preferences.

At present the field of lesbian studies occupies a small, precarious,
and somewhat contested pied-a-terre between gay studies and women’s
studies. The former is still in its infancy, especially if one compares it to
other disciplines that have been part of the core curriculum of every
child and adolescent for several decades or even centuries. However,
although it is one of the newest disciplines, gay studies may also be
the fastest-growing one—at least in North America. Lesbian, gay, and
bisexual studies conferences are doubling and tripling their attendance.
Although only a handful of degree-granting programs currently exists,
that number is also apt to multiply quickly during the next decade.

In comparison, women’s studies is a well-established and bur-
geoning discipline with hundreds of minors, majors, and graduate pro-
grams throughout the United States. Lesbian Studies occupies a periph-
eral place in the discourse in such programs, characteristically restricted
to one lesbian-centered course, usually literary or historical in nature. In
the many women’s studies series that are now offered by university
presses, generally only one or two books on a lesbian subject or issue are
included, and lesbian voices are restricted to writing on those topics
considered of special interest to gay people. We are not called upon to
offer opinions on motherhood, war, education, or on the lives of women
not publicly identified as lesbians. As a result, lesbian experience is too
often marginalized and restricted.

In contrast, this series will prioritize, centralize, and celebrate les-
bian visions of literature, art, philosophy, love, religion, ethics, history,
and a myriad of other topics. In “The Cutting Edge,” readers can find
authoritative versions of important lesbian texts that have been carefully
prepared and introduced by scholars. Readers can also find the work of
academics and independent scholars who write about other aspects of
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life from a distinctly lesbian viewpoint. These visions are not only vari-
ous but intentionally contradictory, for lesbians speak from differing
class, racial, ethnic, and religious perspectives. Each author also speaks
from and about a certain moment of time, and few would argue that
being a lesbian today is the same as it was for Sappho or Anne Lister.
Thus, no attempt has been made to homogenize that diversity, and no
agenda exists to attempt to carve out a “politically correct” lesbian
studies perspective at this juncture in history or to pinpoint the “real”
lesbians in history. It seems more important for all the voices to be heard
before those with the blessings of aftersight lay the mantle of authentic-
ity on any one vision of the world, or on any particular set of women.

What each work in this series does share, however, is a common
realization that gay women are the “Other” and that one’s perception of
culture and literature is filtered by sexual behaviors and preferences.
Those perceptions are not the same as those of gay men or of nongay
women, whether the writers speak of gay or feminist issues or whether
the writers choose to look at nongay figures from a lesbian perspective.
The role of this series is to create space and give a voice to those
interested in lesbian studies. This series speaks to any person who is
interested in gender studies, literary criticism, biography, or important
literary works, whether she or he is a student, professor, or serious
reader, for the series is neither for lesbians only nor even by lesbians
only. Instead, “The Cutting Edge” attempts to share some of the best of
lesbian literature and lesbian studies with anyone willing to look at the
world through lesbians’ eyes. The series is proactive in that it will help
to formulate and foreground the very discipline on which it focuses.
Finally, this series has answered the call to make lesbian theory, lesbian
experience, lesbian lives, lesbian literature, and lesbian visions the heart
and nucleus, the weighty planet around which, for once, other view-
points will swirl as moons to our earth. We invite readers of all persua-
sions to join us by venturing into this and other books in the series.

We are pleased to include Paula C. Rust’s Bisexuality and the Chal-
lenge to Lesbian Politics: Sex, Loyalty, and Revolution in The Cutting
Edge series. Like Changing Our Minds: Lesbian Feminism and Psychol-
ogy by Celia Kitzinger and Rachel Perkins, Rust tackles a controversial
topic within the lesbian community. In a thoughtful study that is both
enlightening and provocative, Rust analyzes the bisexual woman, a per-
son who has often been marginalized or even scorned within the lesbian
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community. Bisexual women and men will find this book affirming, and
those who are either firmly homosexual or heterosexual will find this
book to be a treasure of useful knowledge.

KARLA JAY
Professor of English and Women’s Studies
Pace University
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—1 feel people who think they are bisexual are confused
about it, or in transition.

— It does not exist.
— Everyone is inherently bisexual.

— Bisexuals are indiscriminate—they just sleep with
anybody.

—People who love people regardless of sex.

—In a more egalitarian society, I'd be much more supportive
of women who choose to sleep with men, but now, I'd prefer
them to unite with lesbian women and build the strength of
our community and movement.

Bisexuality touches very sensitive personal and political nerves among
lesbians. The very idea sparks heated debate. Does bisexuality really
exist, or is it a phase one goes through while coming out as lesbian?
Are bisexuals women who have succeeded in casting off the repressive
strictures of our sex-phobic society in order to express the full range
of their sexuality, or are they lesbians suffering from an internalized
homophobia that prevents them from recognizing their true sexual na-
ture? Is bisexuality a sign of political cowardice among those who are
unwilling to give up heterosexual privilege, or is it the next step in
sexual liberation?

Bisexuals are beginning to organize politically. Local bisexual orga-
nizations that began as support groups have become increasingly politi-
cal and begun to network with each other. In June of 1990, the North
American Multicultural Bisexual Network! was founded at the BiPOL
conference in San Francisco; in October of 1991, the First International
Bisexual Conference was held in Amsterdam; in April of 1993, bisexuals
marched in the National March on Washington for Lesbian, Gay and Bi
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Rights and Liberation; and in June of 1994, the Third International
Conference Celebrating Bisexuality was held in New York City. Lesbian
and gay organizations at colleges and universities are changing their
names to include the word Bisexual. Newly established newsletters pro-
vide a forum for political bisexual voices, and books by and for bisexu-
als, including Bi Any Other Name: Bisexual People Speak Out and
Closer to Home: Bisexuality ¢ Feminism, have begun to appear.

This movement is still in the initial stages of building an ideological
and organizational foundation. It will remain invisible to the general
heterosexual population for quite some time, but the rumblings are
already heard within the political lesbian community. As these rumblings
grow louder, the debate over bisexuality in the lesbian community inten-
sifies. The question of whether the lesbian movement is approaching a
“crisis” is a matter of semantics that is best left to propagandists. Of
much greater interest is the question of why bisexuality is such a focal
point of attention among lesbians. What are the issues raised by bisexu-
ality, and why are these issues of concern to lesbians? What does the
lesbian debate over bisexuality reveal about the political and cultural
ideology of lesbianism and the structure of the lesbian movement?

In order to understand the issues, it is necessary to listen to lesbian
voices. Some of these voices are found in the newsletters and magazines
produced by the lesbian movement, whereas others are not. The former
are more likely to be the voices of politically active lesbians with extreme
views and time to spend writing political statements. Are these voices
representative of lesbians in general, or are they merely the voices of the
few vocal lesbians who have opinions and the resources to express them?
Can the rank-and-file lesbian who conceals her identity for fear of losing
her child and her job be bothered about the issue of bisexuality, and if
so, does she share the opinions that are expressed in the newsletter that
arrives at her post office box in a plain brown envelope?

It is also useful to listen to the voices of social scientists, not as
“experts” but as social commentators whose opinions and analyses carry
the weight of authority. These voices are of particular consequence
because they are considered the voices of reason, objectivity, and truth.
As such, they define the neutral position from which other positions will
be judged as partisan, self-interested, or uninformed. Social scientists
are, however, as much products of their social environment as the people
they study. Their opinions serve as a particular kind of mirror for social
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issues, a mirror that dissects and detects but that ultimately reflects light
produced by other sources.

You, the reader of this book, will hear these voices through another
voice. That voice is mine. Throughout the book, I defer whenever possi-
ble to the original voices of the women who wrote articles in the lesbian
press and the women who participated in my study. However, short of
publishing in raw form the approximately 15,000 pages of questionnaire
responses and interview transcripts that form the basis of this study, I
cannot help but superimpose my voice on theirs. Simply by choosing
which quotes to include and then by organizing this material, I place my
stamp upon it. You should, therefore, know who I am.

I am a white, able-bodied, lesbian-identified feminist sociologist.
Allow me to elaborate. Lesbian feminist culture has been my “home”
culture since I attended my first Daughters of Bilitis meeting in 1977 at
the age of 18. That doesn’t mean that I consider lesbian feminism above
criticism or that I agree with everything that has ever been said in the
name of lesbian feminism. On the contrary, because it is my culture I
claim the moral right and obligation to criticize it as an outsider cannot.
I was out and politically active as a lesbian in both college and graduate
school. Now, as an associate professor, I am out to those who care to
know as well as many who don’t, but my political energy has been
diverted toward the task of managing my career. I console myself by
thinking that simply being out as a lesbian professor is a political act.

I have been studying lesbian cultures and communities since 1982,
when I interviewed about two dozen lesbians ranging in age from their
teens to their seventies. I talked to these women about several issues,
and bisexuality was one of them. In the mid 1980s, I decided to do
something I thought I would never do again—1I became involved with a
man for the first time in several years. I continued to identify as a
lesbian, a fact that was known to all parties involved and eventually led
to the end of the relationship a few months later. In the meantime,
however, 1 became more deeply aware of my own attitudes toward
bisexuality as well as the attitudes of the great monolithic Lesbian
Community—you know, the one that sets the standards for political
correctness and the one that nobody I know will admit belonging to.

That experience helped shape my next research project, which was a
study of lesbian and bisexual women’s attitudes toward, among other
things, bisexuality. Over four hundred women took part in the study,



4 INTRODUCTION

which forms the basis of this book and is described in greater detail in
chapter 3. As a result of this work I became fascinated by the concept of
bisexuality. It would appear that I have done so at an opportune mo-
ment in history, because the beginning and growth of the bisexual
movement is causing bisexuality to become a politically hot topic. By the
same token, however, I have become interested in bisexuality at a very
sensitive historical moment as well.

When I announce to my friends that [ am studying bisexuality, I
receive a variety of reactions, including expressions of all of the attitudes
that I describe in this book. I am frequently asked “Are you bisexual?”
or, more pointedly, “You’re not bisexual, are you?” This is a very
difficult question to answer. First, since I no longer conceptualize sexual-
ity as essential, I don’t see myself “as” anything. Second, the question of
whether I am bisexual (or whether anyone else is) depends on how one
defines bisexuality. Each definition makes internal sense; pick one and
I'll answer the question. Finally, the answer depends on which of my
many selves is being asked the question. My political self? My sexual
self? My emotional self? My sociologist self? By the time I finish ex-
plaining why I find it difficult to answer the question, my inquirer has
usually answered the question to her own satisfaction as you, the reader,
also may have done by now. As I said above, I am a white, able-bodied,
lesbian-identified feminist sociologist.

Having introduced myself, I will lay down my personal pen (or
computer keyboard, as it were) and pick up my (ahem) objective social
scientist’s pen. This pen usually writes in the third person, as if I were
not a lesbian myself and as if I did not share and sympathize with the
feelings of the women who participated in my study, and it occasionally
transforms inanimate objects and abstract ideas into the subjects of
sentences, but it writes with my accent.

The first chapter looks at the debate on bisexuality as it appears in
lesbian newsletters and magazines. What issues are raised and what
opinions are expressed in this forum? Who is speaking and who is
listening? How is the issue of bisexuality constructed by those who are
speaking and for those who are listening? Chapter 2 examines the recent
writings of social scientists on the subjects of sexuality, lesbianism, and
bisexuality. What have researchers discovered about lesbians and the
lesbian community? What have they discovered about bisexuals? How
do social scientists conceptualize sexuality, and where do lesbianism and
bisexuality fit into these models of sexuality?
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Chapter 3 introduces the study of lesbian and bisexual women that
forms the basis of most of the book. It describes the methods used and
the sample obtained. The uninterested reader can easily skip this chap-
ter, or read only the segment entitled “The Women Who Responded”
for a description of the race, class, age, sexual, and other demographic
characteristics of the women who took part in the study. Chapter 4
describes the attitudes of self-identified lesbian respondents toward sexu-
ality in general and bisexuality in particular. Are the issues raised by
these women similar to those raised in the lesbian press? How do these
women feel about the issues? How do they think about sexuality, what
does bisexuality mean to them, and how do they feel about bisexual
women? Chapter 5 looks at whether lesbians of different races, ages,
and so forth have different opinions about bisexuality, and whether or
not lesbians’ opinions depend on their own political orientations or
personal experiences with sexuality. Chapter 6 analyzes the development
of lesbian identity as a political identity through the turbulent feminist
debates of the 1970s. In this chapter, I argue that bisexuality is a
controversial issue for lesbians today because it touches sensitive nerves
and uncovers disagreements that arose from these formative debates and
were never resolved. The issue that excites us is not really bisexuality;
the real issue is lesbianism. The so-called bisexual debate is really a
debate over who we are and what we stand for as lesbians. In the last
two chapters of the book, I turn my attention to bisexual women. In
chapter 7, I describe their thoughts and feelings about bisexuality and
sexuality in general, and in chapter 8, I take a brief look at the bur-
geoning literature written by and for bisexuals to see how bisexuals
are beginning to develop an identity and a politics of their own. The
development of a bisexual politic has the potential to radically alter
sexual identity politics, and in this last chapter I examine the profound
challenge it poses to the future of lesbian identity and lesbian politics.






DEBATE IN THE LESBIAN PRESS:
INTRODUCING THE ISSUES

What does The Lesbian Community think about bisexuality? Before
we can answer that question, we have to determine who The Lesbian
Community is, and who speaks for It. The truth is that there is no
single, monolithic Lesbian Community. At the very least, there are many
different lesbian communities. Lesbian communities exist in many towns
and cities. Even within a single town or city, there are often several
lesbian communities. There might be communities of African-American
lesbians, Euro-American lesbians, Asian-American lesbians, and Latina
lesbians. Younger and older lesbians, lesbians who are politically active
and lesbians who are closeted, working class, middle class, and upper
class lesbians, temporarily able-bodied and physically challenged lesbi-
ans, softball players, lesbians in 12-step programs, and computer jocks
might have separate communities of their own. Within our communities,
each one of us experiences community differently, and many of us
belong to more than one lesbian community. If you asked two of your
lesbian friends to draw pictures of the lesbian community you share,
they would probably draw pictures that were very different from each

7
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other and different from the picture you would draw. We are all individ-
uals. We have different needs, and we have different ideas about what
lesbian community should be and what it is.

The Lesbian Community as a monolithic entity does not exist. But
even if we recognize It as a fiction, most of us probably have a concept
of The Lesbian Community and an image of what this Community is
like. Intellectually, we know that lesbians have a variety of different
opinions and experiences, but we still find ourselves saying, “the lesbian
community thinks ... ” or “the lesbian community is. . .. ” Intellectu-
ally, we know that there is no Lesbian Goddess of Political Correctness,
but we still find ourselves engaged in a struggle over the rules She has set
down. Intellectually, we know that lesbians who live in different parts of
the country or whose skins are different colors might have different
experiences as lesbians, but many of us feel a kinship across these
differences because we are all lesbians. None of us can know every
lesbian personally, and yet when we travel to a city we have never visited
before, we feel at home. The women at the Center and the women at the
bar look familiar, and we know how to talk to them.

Where do our images of The Lesbian Community come from? For
most of us, our actual experience of lesbian community consists of our
experiences within our local lesbian communities, which might be more
or less homogeneous with regard to race, age, and class. But we don’t
need to have personal contact with other lesbians to know something
about them. We read about them in lesbian and gay newsletters, newspa-
pers, and magazines. The Lesbian and Gay Press tells us what lesbians in
other places are doing and thinking, what is happening to them, and
what their concerns are. This information has a profound effect on our
images of The Lesbian Community, especially for those of us who live in
rural areas or towns where there are few other lesbians and little local
lesbian community. The Lesbian and Gay Press is our means of commu-
nication with each other.

The printed word also defines and creates reality. If an event is
reported in lesbian and gay publications, then it is an important event
and we can all find out about it. If it is not reported, then as far as The
Lesbian Community is concerned, it might as well not have happened. If
a lesbian publication runs an article about a particular issue, it sparks
discussion among us. It might not have been more important than
another issue that was not covered, but it soon becomes more important
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because it is the issue that “everyone is talking about.” Soon, because
we have been talking about this issue, we form opinions about it. Then
we discover that we have different opinions. Then we discover that it is
an issue because we are disagreeing with each other. We might even
think to ourselves that before we read about it in our favorite lesbian
magazine, we did not realize what a controversial issue it was. The
Lesbian and Gay Press does not merely inform us about our Lesbian
Community, it also plays an important role in creating our image of that
Community, and in creating the Community itself.

But The Lesbian and Gay Press is not a monolithic entity any more
than The Lesbian Community is a monolithic entity. We have a variety
of different publications, each produced by a different group of people
who have their own visions of The Lesbian Community. Each publica-
tion reaches a different audience, and each gives its audience the vision
of its producers. If you were a rural lesbian whose only access to knowl-
edge was a subscription to The Advocate, what would your impression
of The Lesbian Community’s attitude toward bisexuality be? Would you
even think it was an issue at all? What if the nearest lesbian, ten miles
away, subscribed to Lesbian Contradiction instead of The Advocate?
How would her impression of The Lesbian Community’s attitude to-
ward bisexuality differ from yours?

To find out how The Lesbian Community is represented in The
Lesbian and Gay Press on the issue of bisexuality, I selected a variety of
different lesbian and gay publications. Because I wanted to find out how
The Lesbian Community is portrayed in publications that reach a large
number of lesbians and that appear to speak for all lesbians rather than
for particular locales or constituencies, I favored national magazines but
included a few newspapers and newsletters with large circulations. I
chose to concentrate my attention on The Advocate, Out/Look, 10
Percent, and Lesbian Contradiction.' But before we examine the ways
in which each of these publications portrays The Lesbian Community’s
opinions about bisexuality, we have to know something about the popu-
lation each publication appears or claims to represent. Who reads each
publication, and whose view of The Lesbian Community is portrayed by
each publication?
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THE PUBLICATIONS

The Advocate, Out/Look, 10 Percent, and Lesbian Contradiction claim
national readerships. But each of these publications represents a particu-
lar segment of the lesbian and gay community and fulfills particular
needs for its readers.

The cover of The Advocate proclaims the magazine to be “The
National Gay and Lesbian Newsmagazine.” “The” implies that The
Advocate not only represents the gay and lesbian community, but that it
is the only newsmagazine that does so. In short, it proclaims itself the
quintessential representation of newsworthy happenings in the national
gay and lesbian community. It is, in fact, a magazine with 58,000 paid
subscribers2, which celebrated its twenty-fifth anniversary in October
1992. The word “Lesbian” is a recent addition to the cover of The
Advocate, which said “The National Gay Newsmagazine” until Septem-
ber 1990. As a Gay Newsmagazine, The Advocate’s focus was primarily
gay male. Since 1990, coverage of lesbian issues has increased, and by
the end of 1993, the editorial staff was one-third female, up from one-
fifth a year earlier. To a large extent, the magazine fulfills its promise to
represent both gay men and lesbians by focusing on news stories that are
of interest to both sexes because they pertain to lesbian and gay rights
in heterosexual society, and by including cover and feature stories on
prominent lesbians and lesbian issues. Nevertheless, gay men and gay
male issues still receive greater coverage. In 1994, seventy percent of the
regular columnists and contributing writers were male. The magazine
has a slick, supermarket checkout stand look; it is printed in color on
glossy paper with photos or artwork on every two-page spread and
commercial advertisements covering one-third of the page space.

The banner on the cover of Out/Look described the magazine as a
“National Lesbian & Gay Quarterly.” The first issue of the magazine
was published in Spring 1988. In Spring 1992, Managing Editor Robin
Stevens announced that the magazine was in financial trouble and
needed contributions. In the following issue, Stevens announced that
contributions had exceeded the amount necessary to bring the magazine
back to financial health and that it was no longer in danger of folding. It
was the last issue of Out/Look ever published. Out/Look focused on
lesbian and gay male culture and ran cover and feature stories about
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political and cultural issues that arose within the lesbian and gay com-
munities rather than news about our gains and losses vis-a-vis heterosex-
ual society. The fact that Out/Look called itself a “Lesbian and Gay”
magazine, whereas The Advocate calls itself a “Gay and Lesbian” maga-
zine is symbolic; Out/Look achieved a greater balance in its coverage of
lesbian and gay male topics. Gender balance had been a goal of the
magazine since its inception, and this goal was reflected in the maga-
zine’s editorial staff, which ranged from forty to sixty percent female.?
With a circulation of 17,000, Out/Look was not as glitzy as The Advo-
cate. The front and back covers displayed color artwork, but the inside
pages were printed in black and white on non-glossy paper and had far
fewer commercial advertisements than The Advocate.

When Out/Look folded, subscribers received issues of the new mag-
azine 10 Percent. The masthead of the first anniversary issue described
the magazine as “The magazine of people, arts, and culture for lesbians
and gay men.” The magazine is less narrowly focused on gayness than
some other “lesbian and gay” magazines; although most articles concern
specifically gay-related topics, others take gayness for granted as they
focus primarily on topics of more “general” interest. For example, some
articles in the “Environments” department would fit well in Homes
magazine except for the respective genders of the people who own the
gorgeous homes pictured in the large, full-color photographs. 10 Percent
caters to the reader who can afford to take ski vacations* and start small
businesses.® It provides some political information, but 10 Percent is
most accurately described as overtly apolitical with a subtle leaning
toward the conservative end of the gay spectrum. While other lesbian
and gay magazines reported on the March on Washington, 10 Percent
gave readers tips about which gay historical sites to visit after the
March.®

Lesbian Contradiction boldly proclaims itself “A Journal of Irrever-
ent Feminism.” The name says it all. Whereas 10 Percent avoids contro-
versy, Lesbian Contradiction has rushed headlong toward controversy
since the very first issue, dated Winter 1982/83. Whereas Out/Look
attempted to balance representation of women and men, Lesbian Con-
tradiction is exclusively for women. Whereas The Advocate represents
the gay mainstream, Lesbian Contradiction takes lesbian feminism as
thesis and antithesis. Lesbian Contradiction is a forum for the debate of
the “issues” that are so plentiful in lesbian feminism. Published on
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newsprint four times a year, Lesbian Contradiction does not accept
commercial advertising and reports 1,000 paying subscribers.

COVERAGE OF BISEXUALITY IN THE LESBIAN AND
GAY PRESS

The treatment of bisexuality in The Lesbian and Gay Press in the 1980s
and 1990s shows several patterns. The most dramatic pattern is a histor-
ical one. In the 1980s, the issue was constructed in terms of lesbians or
gay men having heterosex. Not until the late 1980s or early 1990s did
bisexuality per se emerge as an issue. Some lesbian and gay publications
made this transition earlier than others. Publications also differed from
each other in the degree to which they presented the issue as important
or controversial. Some portrayed bisexuality as an issue with important
implications for lesbian and gay politics in general, devoting a great deal
of space to articles about bisexuality and subsequent letters from read-
ers. Other publications gave bisexuality little more than passing mention
or treated it as an uncontroversial news item. Finally, once bisexuality
per se became an issue, different publications identified the source of
controversy differently and gave voice to different interest groups.

With its long publishing history, The Advocate provides a rare
opportunity to observe the construction of bisexuality as an issue
through the 1980s and early 1990s. In the 1980s, The Advocate pub-
lished articles bearing titles like “Gay Men, Lesbians and Sex” by Pat
Califia (July, 1983), “Yes, I'm Still a Lesbian—Even Though I Love a
Man” by Harriet Laine (July, 1986), and “Unresolved Harmonies: The
Ups and Downs of Not Quite Coming Out” by Mark Chaim Evans
(November, 1989). None of these authors felt that the term “bisexual”
described their experiences, although the theme of each article was the
fact that the author had sexual desire or actual sex with members of
both sexes. Califia acknowledged the possibility that her behavior might
appear bisexual to others and explained why she could not identify
herself as bisexual. In the same article, she offered an analysis of the
social construction of sexuality and identity politics that placed bisexual
identity on a par with other sexual identities. Laine did not mention
bisexuality once. On the contrary, Laine considered herself no less a
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lesbian because she was having sex with a man and would “like to think
that the definition of lesbian is not so constrained” that it excludes sex
with men. Likewise, Evans referred to bisexuality only once, comment-
ing that “I find it hard to believe in bisexuality.”

The articles by Califia, Laine, and Evans represent the opinions of
Califia, Laine, and Evans, but the letters to the editor that followed these
articles represent the opinions of The Advocate’s readers. These letters
indicate that, to the extent that The Advocate’s readers felt there was an
issue at all in the 1980s, they accepted the authors’ construction of the
issue as one of heterosex among lesbians and gays; none reconstructed
the issue in terms of bisexuality.

For example, subsequent to Califia’s article, The Advocate printed
one brief letter to the editor in which a male” reader expressed his
appreciation of Califia’s ability to “share bodies with other-gender part-
ners without suffering identity crisis.” ® The letter did not use the term
bisexual, but implicitly applauded Califia’s ability to resist such a classi-
fication. Three years later, Laine’s article generated a more lively re-
sponse. Two male readers applauded Laine for her humanity and hu-
manism and chastised those who would demand that she conform to
narrow sexual scripts, and one female reader reproached Laine for pre-
suming to call herself a lesbian and expending her energy on a man
instead of using it to support womyn and the lesbian community®—
exactly the attitude the male readers had condemned. None of these
readers used the word “bisexual;” the male readers complimented
Laine’s “humanity,” and the female reader informed Laine that she was
“at least during the act, a heterosexual. Not a lesbian.” Evans’s article
generated no controversy, possibly because as a man, Evans was not
subject to lesbian identity rules and because, unlike Laine, he did not
seek to defend his choices as informed and intentional. Instead, Evans
invited readers to understand his story as an unfinished process of com-
ing out, a familiar and politically unthreatening construction of his
experience. Regardless of what accounts for the differences in the vigor
of readers’ responses to these three articles, one thing is clear: the issue
for all three authors and their readers was not bisexuality; the issue was
people who identify as lesbian/gay having sex with members of the
other sex.

But some of The Advocate’s readers were beginning to think about
bisexuality as an issue and to communicate this view to the magazine. In
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1985, two letters to the editor criticized the magazine’s previous year-in-
review issue for missing opportunities to refer respectfully to bisexuality.
One female reader asked why the word bisexual was put in quotation
marks in a paragraph about Elton John and asked the magazine’s gay
readers not to trivialize bisexuality.!® In a similar vein, a male reader
pointed out that an article on Jacob Holdt referred to him as heterosex-
ual and then quoted him talking about the experience of sex with a man.
This reader challenged the magazine to tell the truth, which, in his
opinion, is that Holdt must therefore be bisexual.!! In 1989, Brian
Miller wrote an article that bore a title similar to those published earlier
in the decade, “Women Who Marry Gay Men.” 12 Two issues later, a
letter from reader William Wedin, Executive Director of the Bisexual
Information and Counseling Service in New York City, criticized Miller
for failing to acknowledge bisexuality as an authentic orientation. Wedin
explained why this particular criticism came in 1989 but no earlier by
commenting that Miller’s “bi bashing” had come “at a time when
bisexuals and their partners are just beginning to find a measure of self-
respect.” Miller defended himself by pointing out that the men he had
interviewed were self-identified as gay, not bisexual. But apparently
Wedin was not the only reader who perceived the men in Miller’s article
as unacknowledged bisexuals. In the next issue, a female reader offered
her marriage to a bisexual man as an example that, contrary to the
message given by Miller’s article, such marriages can work.

Pat Califia was the first regular contributor to The Advocate to
identify bisexuality as an issue and focus an article on it. In November
1990, she published a letter in her “Advisor” column from a reader
married to a bisexual man, and although bisexuality was not the central
issue in the letter, Califia took the opportunity to assert that there is
such a thing as bisexuality. She gently dismissed the narrow definition of
a bisexual as someone who “is always equally attracted to men and
women and has exactly equal numbers of male and female sex partners™
in favor of a broader definition of bisexuals as “men and women who
have strong sexual or romantic feelings about members of both genders,
who are capable of having sex or relationships with either men or
women.” 13

Thereafter, bisexuality per se made infrequent appearances in The
Advocate. In June 1991, the magazine printed a one-page article written
by bisexual activists Lani Kaahumanu and Loraine Hutchins entitled



DEBATE IN THE LESBIAN PRESS I5

“Do bisexuals have a place in the gay movement?” !* Kaahumanu and
Hutchins, who had just published the anthology Bi Any Other Name,
argued that bisexuals had always been involved in the “gay rights move-
ment.” They demanded the recognition of bisexual existence and the
end of intolerance on the part of gays and lesbians in the movement. In
July 1992, Lily Braindrop documented the growth of the bisexual move-
ment and community and the push for explicit bisexual inclusion in the
lesbian and gay movement, and challenged lesbian and gay attitudes
about bisexuality in “Bi and Beyond.” The Advocate’s letters to the
editor column gave no indication that readers noticed the striking con-
trast between these articles’ intentionally political approach to bisexu-
ality and the approach that marked the 1980s, nor that readers had
much of a reaction to the articles at all.

Meanwhile, The Advocate continued to publish articles about peo-
ple who had sex with both sexes that referred tangentially if at all
to bisexuality. For example, in 1990, Sandra Bernhard discussed her
relationship with a straight man; the word “bisexual” did not appear in
the article. 'S In 1992, Chunovic quoted Dack Rambo as saying, “I think
a lot of people don’t believe in a thing called bisexuality,” implying that
he believes that it exists but he doesn’t apply that term—or any term—
to himself.!¢ In the next issue, Nona Hendryx’s interviewer used the
word “bisexual,” and Hendryx did not reject the word but said, I try
to think of myself as asexual.” !” None of these articles gave any hint
that bisexuality per se might be an issue in the lesbian and gay commu-
nity, an impression that was reinforced by the lack of letters to the editor
about these articles in subsequent issues of The Advocate.'®

In the Lesbian and Gay Community represented by The Advocate,
bisexuality is only one issue among many, and it is not a particularly
controversial one at that. The issue of bisexuality did not supplant the
issue of lesbians and gays having heterosex; instead, it simply joined an
ongoing lesbian and gay discourse that was otherwise left unchanged.
To the extent that bisexuality is an issue at all in The Advocate, the issue
is whether bisexuals should be included in the lesbian and gay move-
ment, and the weight of public opinion is in favor of inclusion. Lesbian
feminists who object to bisexuality on political grounds are rarely heard
from and marginalized as narrow-minded political extremists, whereas
bisexuals themselves are applauded for their humanism and liberated
thinking,
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In contrast, Out/Look presented bisexuality as a controversial issue
with important implications for lesbian and gay discourse. During its
brief life, Out/Look published two articles relevant to the issue of bisex-
uality. In 1990, the cover announced an article by Jan Clausen entitled
“My Interesting Condition” with the caption “When Lesbians Fall for
Men” and a drawing of Cupid aiming an arrow into the breast of a
woman wearing double women’s symbol and “DYKE” buttons. !’ In
Spring 1992, the cover of Out/Look asked “What do bisexuals want?”
The headline graced a drawing of a woman in a short tight skirt holding
the arm of a man and looking over her shoulder at a butch lesbian. She
looked startled, and the thought bubble above her head was filled with
exclamation points and question marks.

Similar to the approach used by 1980s Advocate articles, the issue in
the autobiographical article “My Interesting Condition” was a lesbian-
identified woman who became involved with a man, not bisexuality. But
unlike the authors of The Advocate articles, Clausen dealt directly with
the question of bisexuality. She explained that she did not identify as
bisexual because she was reluctant to become invested in a new identity
and because she did “not know what ‘bisexual’ desire would be, since
my desire is always for a specifically sexed and gendered individual.”
Clausen characterized lesbian feminism as a way of life that is “very
hard on women,” and asked lesbian feminists to be more gentle with
each other by relaxing their demands that the personal conform to
narrow political prescripts.

Clausen’s article was like a footstep in a minefield. The Spring issue
included four letters from readers about Clausen’s article. Two thanked
Clausen for the article, one threatened to cancel her subscription to Out/
Look, and the fourth blasted Clausen for claiming to be a lesbian.2° All
four letters were from women. But this was not the end of the furor.
Reader response increased with the next issue of Out/Look, which in-
cluded no less than seven letters: four applauding, three condemning.
The four positive letters were from a bisexual activist woman, two men,
and an anonymous reader, whereas the three negative letters were from
two women and an anonymous reader.?! The debate continued through
the next two issues. In Fall 1990 and Winter 1991 —a full year after the
publication of the Clausen article—two female readers defended
Clausen against the critical letters published the previous Spring and
Summer.
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The flurry of letters following Clausen’s article clearly presented
bisexuality as a controversial issue, particularly among women. But
what was the issue, as reflected in these letters? On the positive side,
Clausen was applauded for encouraging the acceptance of difference
within the lesbian community, for speaking on behalf of those who feel
alienated from the lesbian community because of their attractions to or
relationships with men, for her courage in bucking the lesbian feminist
paradigm, for her intelligence and freedom, and for writing honestly
about a very human situation. On the negative side, she was criticized
for writing about the wonders of heterosexual fucking in a magazine
whose readers were looking for affirmation of their lesbianism and
gayness, for using patriarchal arguments to attempt to excuse her “fail-
ures as a woman-identified-woman,” for not having realized yet that
only another woman can offer her true freedom, and for reaping “the
benefits of the heterosexual world while homosexual women continue to
struggle for legal and social advancement.” She was also accused of
posing a greater threat to the lesbian community than homophobes pose
because women like her “dilute and pollute the very definition and
essence of lesbianism” by calling themselves lesbians. One reader wrote,
“I don’t consider any woman a ‘dyke’ who sleeps with a man. Period.”
Clausen’s Fall 1990 defender pointed out that some of the points made
in readers’ letters were not responsive to Clausen’s article at all. She
wrote that “the letters ignored what for me was the most significant
point: that Clausen no longer feels she can attach a label to her sexuality.
This point was made quite clearly, and I am confused by the letters
condemning her for continuing to call herself lesbian.” 22

The fact that letters ostensibly written in response to Clausen’s
article were less than completely responsive to the article itself suggests
that Clausen’s article was only a trigger. Most of the women who wrote
to the editor were obviously engaged in a much larger ongoing debate
with a rather complicated history. The two men who wrote brief compli-
mentary letters were apparently not party to the same discourse.
Whether they were actually unaware of the heavy political debate within
which Clausen’s experiences took place, or whether, as men, they could
not participate in this debate, their letters gave the impression that they
were peacefully oblivious to the bullets flying past their ears.

Out/Look’s Spring 1992 issue on bisexuality included fifteen pages
of cartoons and a selection of articles titled “What do bisexuals want?”
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“Just add water: Searching for the Bisexual politic,” “Strangers at home:
Bisexuals in the queer movement,” and “Love and rockets.” Under the
titles, the authors explored the debate about bisexuality, analyzing the
political sources of lesbians’ concerns—and secondarily, the concerns
of gays in general—about bisexuality and outlining the strategic and
ideological difficulties facing the bisexual movement.

In the next issue, the editors wrote that they had “received a striking
number of responses” to the issue on bisexuality, and that “Curiously
enough, the last time we received this much mail was in response to Jan
Clausen’s ‘My Interesting Condition’.” “Tender spot?” they rhetorically
questioned their readers. According to the editors, most of the letters
they had received were from “bisexuals who felt uncomfortable with the
constraints of a ‘debate’ around bisexuality as we had posited it.” They
included excerpts from these letters in a sidebar that spanned the length
of a printed dialogue among three bisexual writer/activists who pre-
sented their views of what the issues really were. Amanda Udis-Kessler,
Elizabeth Reba Weise, and Sarah Murray explained that bisexuals are
diverse people with a variety of personal needs and political goals. Weise
pinpointed the growth of the lesbian and gay movement during the
1970s and 1980s—especially the emergence of a political lesbian iden-
tity—as the source of the current antipathy toward bisexuality, and
Udis-Kessler attributed the recent growth of a political bisexual identity
to this antipathy. Weise also pointed out that some of the most active
leaders in the lesbian movement were really bisexual women who either
repressed part of themselves in the name of lesbian purity or remained
quiet about their involvements with men, and who had recently begun
to show “a little more of the reality of their lives.” Bisexuals were not
outsiders seeking to ride lesbian and gay coat-tails, but insiders who
were finally being honest about themselves.

In the Lesbian and Gay Community represented by Out/Look, bi-
sexuality is a very controversial issue with important implications for
lesbian and gay discourse. In 1990, Clausen established a connection
between “lesbians who sleep with men” and “bisexuality,” thereby con-
structing bisexuality not as a new issue to be added to an existing
repertoire, but as a challenge to ongoing lesbian and gay discourse.
Lesbians’ objections to bisexuality were aired generously and taken
seriously, not marginalized and dismissed as they were in The Advocate.
But by 1992, these objections were replaced by the voices of bisexuals
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themselves. The debate among lesbians about the place of bisexuals in
the lesbian community had become a debate in which bisexuals them-
selves were an interested party and had an active voice. Bisexuality as an
issue had been replaced by bisexual issues, for example, the development
of a bisexual politic and the relationship between bisexual politics and
lesbian and gay politics. Whereas The Advocate’s “Bi and Beyond” had
framed the issue as one of bisexual inclusion in the lesbian and gay
movement, Out/Look had gone one step farther to construct not only
bisexuals, but a political bisexual voice.

Meanwhile, in the conservative world of 10 Percent, the issue of
bisexuality—Ilet alone bisexual issues or the bisexual voice—barely ex-
ists at all. 10 Percent came closest to tackling the issue of bisexuality in
its second issue, published in Spring 1993. “My girlfriend is becoming
the man of my dreams” was written by Kate Bornstein, a “bisexual
heterosexual lesbian gay male transsexual woman who is in a committed
relationship with a lesbian man named David.” 2* She pointed out that
bisexuals gained recognition by inclusion in the name of the 1993 March
on Washington but transgendered people did not, thereby portraying
bisexuals as members of the gay establishment that excluded transgen-
dered people. Judging from the lack of letters to the editor in the next
issue, readers had no opinion on the subject. The word “bisexual”
appeared again a few issues later when Eric Marcus wrote, “I’m not even
all that comfortable being grouped with bisexuals, let alone transsexuals,
transvestites, and queer straights” because “we have different lives, face
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